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ABSTRACT
PERCEPTIONS OF NEW PUBLIC SCHOOL LEADERS:
THEIR EVOLUTION TO THE SUPERINTENDENCY
SEPTEMBER 2004
JOSEPH E. BUCKLEY, JR.., B.A., ST. FRANCIS XAVIER UNIVERSITY
M.Ed., SPRINGFIELD COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Robert Maloy
The purpose of this study was to record the perceptions of seven new
superintendents of schools who are participating in the Massachusetts Association of
School Superintendents’ (M.A.S.S.) Mentoring Program. The study explores these
seven superintendents’ ideas and thoughts about leadership and their own evolution to
the position of school superintendent. Furthermore the study investigates how each of
these superintendents believes his/her background, experience, and career path has
influenced him/her in the role of school superintendent. Finally the research documents
the stories of these seven superintendents, resulting in conclusions and
recommendations about the evolution of school leaders and how M.A.S.S. may assist in
developing new school leaders.
An exploratory case study method was used to gather data and document the
*

stories of seven newly appointed school superintendents. The case study methodology
was influenced in part by I.E. Seidman’s model of the in-depth phenomenological
interview.

vi

The data was analyzed for common categories and recurring themes resulting in
three broad categories for analysis: personal background; continuing education and
work experience; and on-the job dynamics. Each of these broad categories was further
divided into three subsets, resulting in an analysis of the data into nine specific
subdivisions.
Analyzing and categorizing the data resulted in eight conclusions as well as
four recommendations, which are presented in Chapter VI of the study. One of the
major conclusions of the study speaks to the extraordinary influence of families,
particularly parents, in shaping the values, attitudes, and leadership styles the
participants brought to, and manifested in, the position of school superintendent. A
major recommendation suggests that school leadership models reflected in the
literature, e.g. Fullan’s four components of leadership development and sustainability,
be incorporated into leadership development programs provided by school
superintendents at the local level.
Suggestions for further study include replication as well as in-depth
investigation of specific leadership programs in operation at the local school district
level as well as those in partnership with professional associations and higher education.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Without good schools, none of our problems can
be solved People who cannot communicate are
powerless. People who know nothing of their past
are culturally impoverished People who cannot see
beyond the confines of their own lives are ill-equipped
to face the future. It is in the public school that this
nation has chosen to pursue enlightened ends for all
its people. And this is where the battle for the future
of America will be won or lost.
-Ernest L. Boyer

Background of the Problem
In June1993, The Education Reform Act became law in Massachusetts. With it
came significant increases in: funding, performance expectations, and accountability
standards including high stakes tests for students and “report cards” for school districts
and individual schools within districts. The ten-year period, 1993-2003, witnessed
significant improvements in public schools in the Commonwealth and the achievement
levels of students. In June 2003, the requirement that all students pass a state
administered test, the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS), as a
condition for high school graduation became operational. MCAS had been administered
for a number of years prior to 2003, but passage as a condition for a high school diploma
did not take effect until 2003.
Paralleling this period of significant change and “educational prosperity” was a
diminution in status associated with the roles school leaders, i.e.,principal and/or
superintendent of schools. The jobs of public school leadership were no longer as
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attractive and desirable roles as were they previously. A combination of factors
contributed to this condition, but the paucity of aspiring school leaders had become an
issue of significant concern.
Data from the National Center For Education Information (NCEL) clearly support
the shortage of school leaders nationally, and Massachusetts specifically. State by state
and the District of Columbia responses to the query of whether or not the state is
experiencing a shortage of school administrators demonstrate thirty-two, indicating some
form of shortage (quantitative or qualitative, immediate or anticipated); nineteen indicate
no shortage; and six report data not available. Furthermore, according to NCEL
Massachusetts reports shortages of both principals and superintendents. Massachusetts’
school superintendents have indicated to state officials that they do not have an adequate
numbers of candidates from which to make choices for principals’ positions.
Added to the diminished desirability of the roles, is an aging work force. Large
numbers of teachers and administrators (Baby Boomer Generation) have been
approaching retirement age and the pools of replacements, particularly for principals, and
school superintendents are relatively shallow.
During the 2000-2001 school year, recognizing the need, the Massachusetts
Association of School Superintendents (M.A.S.S.) developed a five-year strategic plan
«

for the organization. Given the demographic information provided by its membership, it
became very clear that the need for professional development was strong and that there
was a particular need to provide a mentoring program for new superintendents, some of
whom, were coming to the position with limited leadership and administrative
experience.
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The demographic information provided during the data-gathering phase of the
M.A.S.S. strategic planning effort, the aging of the “work force” and the “lost
generation” created as a result of Proposition 2 Vi and declining student enrollment of the
late 1970’s to late 1980’s, coupled with the diminished attractiveness of leadership roles,
i.e.,school superintendent created a major incentive to develop a mentoring program for
new superintendents. It also underscored the importance of understanding the background
experiences of those who enter the superintendency as well as the job pressures and
stresses that new school leaders face in their initial years in the new role.
For a number of years, probably eight or nine, mentoring programs of varying
degrees of substance and sophistication have come into view in public school systems in
Massachusetts. In fact, with the passage of the Education Reform Act of 1993, school
systems throughout the Commonwealth were called upon to develop and manage
programs to support beginning educators in their districts. To underscore the importance
of induction/mentoring programs to educator development, the Massachusetts
Department of Education (MDOE) has tied these initiatives to educational licensure.
Under new licensure regulations, effective October 2001, participation in an induction
program is prerequisite to licensure as a teacher or administrator. Consequently, all
school systems in the state must provide induction/mentoring support to educators new to
the district.
Originally, these programs serviced novice teachers and/or teachers new to a
particular school district. With the support and requirements from MDOE, these
programs have matured from their more primitive inception, when a school principal
would ask a colleague to “watch over” and “help out” the new teacher. Today new
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teachers, as well as experienced teachers but new to the district, report to school during
*

the summer, generally for two to three days, for an orientation program. During this time
they are instructed on the general operations of the school district - its culture, core
values, vision, and mission - as well as the particular responsibilities of the position in
the school to which they have been assigned. Also, during this period new teachers meet
and work with the teacher assigned to be their mentor. In many school districts, the
position of “Mentor Teacher” has evolved to the point that there is a job description,
outlining specific qualifications and duties, and a monetary stipend associated with the
position.
In a summary report, Teacher Induction Programs in Massachusetts - May. 2002.
MDOE provides findings, themes, and recommendations from data collected and
analyzed from 104 school districts across the Commonwealth. The evolution of
induction/mentoring programs for teachers has proved to provide significant benefits to
new teachers and the school districts in which they teach. At least six themes emerge
from MDOE’s findings (pi3). They include:
1. Collegiality — The data show that there is a belief that the induction programs
created a sense of collegiality. They have provided a networking opportunity for
beginning teachers as well as mentors and have promoted a collaborative
approach for teachers to work together. They have also opened lines of’
communication among educators about practice. For beginning teachers, the
program seems to provide much welcomed moral support.
2. Positive Impact — the programs seem to have had a positive impact on
both beginning teachers and mentors. Mentors, principals, program
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coordinators and beginning teachers have noted that the beginning
teachers have been able to perform at a higher professional level because
of the program. Mentors and beginning teachers also acknowledge that
the program has positively impacted their practice and effectiveness in the
classroom. From a district-wide perspective, the programs seem to have a
positive impact on the district community due to an increase in
collaboration and development of a sense of community.
3. Participant Commitment - Two trends emerged in regard to participant
commitment. First, most district program coordinators indicated that the
commitment of their mentors was one of their program’s strengths. The
other relates to the commitment of beginning teacher participants. Quite a
few district coordinators indicated that they needed to better address how
best to bolster and sustain the participation of the beginning teacher in the
induction program activities.
4. Time - The issue of time was found extensively throughout all of the data.
It seems that districts need to find or create the time for induction program
participants to carry out induction program activities. Principals indicated
that time for observations, team teaching, and common planning was one
of the things that they would like to be able to provide for induction
program participants in the future. The lack of time for these activities
was on of the most noted weaknesses of the district induction programs by
program coordinators. The mentors and beginning teachers indicated that
they would like more time to participate in these activities. Related to the
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issues of time for induction activities was the acknowledged need for
substitutes and changes in scheduling to make release times a reality.
5. Financial Resources - District programs seem to be in need of addition
funding sources. Both principals and program coordinators stated that
they would like and/or need more financial resources - from either the
state or their local budget - to build and improve their programs. Most
noticeably, districts would like funds for stipends, training, program
coordinator position, resources such as books, and substitutes.
For all the success, mentoring programs have demonstrated with teachers, there
have been far fewer programs for principals, and other administrators, although they are
beginning to emerge. A publication from MDOE, entitled: Guidelines for Induction
Programs: Section III. Induction Programs for Administrators (October, 2001, pp. 10-14)
is now available. This publication describes what is an administrator induction program
and what are the standards and components of such a program at the local school district
level. It even includes some recommended components for a mentoring program for
superintendents. It’s not nearly enough!
Mentoring programs for school superintendents, until recently, have not existed.
In the spring of 2001, the Massachusetts Association of School Superintendents
(M.A.S.S.) conducted a survey of its membership. The data collected clearly demonstrate
the critical need for a mentoring program for new superintendents and/or superintendents
new to the Commonwealth. The most compelling data from the survey, supporting the
need for a mentoring program, indicated that of the superintendents responding to the
survey, forty four percent (44%) would retire from their positions in four years or less.
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Eighty four percent (84%) would retire in nine or less years. In the last three years, since
this data was collected, approximately eighty-five (85) new superintendents have
accepted positions in the Commonwealth. These superintendents represent the first,
second, and third classes, if you will, of the M.A.S.S. Mentoring Program.
Alone, the data signal enormous change in the makeup of incumbent school
superintendents in Massachusetts. Consider also that the pool of “potential replacements”
has lost a generation. When Proposition 2 14 became law in 1981, school and municipal
budgets across the Commonwealth were significantly affected. Under Proposition 2 !4,
the percentage increase a community’s budget could grow, from one year to the next, was
limited by law. This placed substantial pressure on school departments to hold down
costs. Reductions in force (RIF), i.e.,loss of teaching and administrative positions and
therefore teachers and administrators, were common. Exacerbating the problem of RIF
was the very real decline in the number of students of school age, grades kindergarten
through twelve. This demographic actually helped ameliorate the very real financial
constraints imposed on school departments as a result of Proposition 2 Vfc, but it increased
the pressure to reduce staffing levels. Consequently large numbers of young teachers lost
their positions through layoffs, and many embarked on new career paths. Many of these
teachers were the future administrators of the Commonwealth’s public schools. Their
departure resulted in what is commonly referred to, among public school educators as the
“lost generation.”
The lost generation phenomenon by itself has had an enormous impact in
creating the shortage of new school leaders. Add to it, the increasing aversion by many
talented and skilled emerging leaders unwilling to pursue or accept the position of school
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superintendent. The significant decrease in the desirability of the position of school
superintendent is due to real and imagined factors. The reality is that the position has
become very consuming, carries significant pressure with it, and causes considerable
stress. An apt metaphor for the superintendent’s job is navigating rough seas. It is a job
that has not been rewarded with a salary commensurate with the demands and
expectations of the job. Many potential leadership candidates cite this lack of
commensurate remuneration, as well as the time demands, as determining factors in their
decision not to pursue this important leadership role. To a considerable degree, I believe,
practicing superintendents add to the problems by often citing the negative or less
desirable parts of the job. They don’t often enough discuss and talk about the
opportunities to lead a change effort, to build a culture that enhances students and
teachers lives...to make a difference. Thoughtful induction/mentoring programs help
alleviate the distorted, and what has become a singularly negative, view of the position of
*

school superintendent.
Taken together, Proposition 2

the declining student populations of the 1980’s,

and declining allure of the role of school superintendent suggest reasons for, as well as a
continuation of, the serious shortage in the pool of qualified and enthusiastic candidates
for the position of school superintendent. Some indications of what the future holds have
begun to emerge. One important change beginning to show is the higher incidence of new
school superintendents with no prior central administration experience, i.e.,no service as
assistant superintendent, Director of Curriculum, Business Manager, Director of Finance,
or Director of Special Education or other position. Today it is not uncommon that

i
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candidates for the position of superintendent of schools come directly from the building
level. A small number come from outside education.
The data collected by M.A.S.S. suggest two important considerations for current
school superintendents. The data help us to understand why there is such a shortage of
willing and qualified candidates for the position of school superintendent. The pool of
candidates for the top leadership position in grades kindergarten through twelve public
education is significantly smaller in number and notably more limited in qualifications
and experience, than it was just fifteen years ago. This fact can be verified by talking with
search consultants actively engaged in executive search business. Consequently, school
superintendents need to become engaged in identifying and enhancing the development
of future school leaders from within their own ranks.
There is data beginning to emerge from programs specifically designed to identify
and grow new leaders. The EDCO Collaborative of Greater Boston runs a leadership
development program for teachers and other educational personnel aspiring to become
school principals. Dr. Thomas Scott, EDCO’s Executive Director, reported that when he
asked what it was that led the aspiring leaders to become involved in school leadership
initiatives, the most often cited reason by participants was the influence and
encouragement of their school superintendent and/or school principal. This has very
significant implications for superintendents interested in developing new leaders.
Superintendents need to recognize they are role models and have the capacity to
influence and inspire. They need to model behaviors that project positively and
realistically and invite potential leaders to become participants. In the leadership work
that I do with superintendents and principals as well as other school leaders, it is
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stimulating to reflect on and discuss the traits, style, character, values and skill sets of
respected leaders. To complete the discussion on leadership, however, one must consider
that among other responsibilities, leadership is about developing new leaders and
building systems to engage and nurture developing leaders.
In addition to declining numbers of candidates for the position of school
superintendent, search consultants report there is also a lessening in the overall
qualifications and experience of candidates. This fact underscores the importance of
mentoring programs for new school superintendents. Since many new superintendents
come to the position with less experience than their earlier counterparts, a mentoring
program of substance is necessary to help fill the gaps. Many of these new
superintendents have great potential, but lack the experience of a more global perspective
working with systemic issues. Some have significant background in curriculum and
instruction, others have strong business or financial experience. Many lack experience in
the political arena which today has become a critical skill in the superintendent’s
repertoire.

Statement of Purpose
The purpose of the study is to record the perceptions of seven new school
superintendents who participated in the M.A.S.S. Mentoring Program between 2001 and
%

2004. The study will explore these new superintendents’ ideas and thoughts about
leadership and their own evolution to the position of school superintendent. In addition
the study will investigate how these superintendents believe their background,
experience, and career paths influence them in their role as superintendent. Finally, the
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research will document the stories of seven newly appointed superintendents, resulting in
conclusions and recommendations about the evolution of school leaders and how
MASS. may assist in developing new school leaders.
The primary data collection design will be in-depth interviews with seven new
superintendents. The seven superintendents participating in the study were selected
based on: district size/form of governance; location; gender; experience; and fiscal
capacity. The researcher selected participants representing large and small, affluent and
poor, single municipal and regional, districts across the Commonwealth. In addition, the
participants included three women and four men. Immediately prior to assuming their
new role as superintendent, the seven participants served in the following capacities:
three participants were assistant superintendents; two were high school principals; one
was a Director of Title I programs; and one was a school superintendent, with limited
experience, in another New England state. All of the participants in the study took part in
the M.A.S.S. Mentoring Program, and the researcher served as their professional mentor.

Rationale and Significance of Study
One of the study’s areas of significance will be to form conclusions and make
recommendations regarding school leadership development in the Commonwealth. In
September 2001, a pilot program for mentoring new school superintendents was begun in
Massachusetts. Funding for the program came from the Massachusetts Department of
Education (MDOE) as well as private sources. MDOE has recognized and placed an
elevated value on teacher mentoring programs by requiring school districts to provide
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mentoring programs for new teachers and to provide MDOE with a copy of the district’s
mentoring plan.
*

In its publication. Guidelines for Induction Program: Section III, Induction
Programs for Administrators (pi3), MDOE has developed and provided guidelines for a
viable mentoring program for new school superintendents. Listed below are twelve points
suggested by MDOE for mentors to spend time on working with new superintendents.
•

An entry plan that helps the new superintendent get under way in his/her
position.

•

Create and sustain a vision for the district and learning community that fosters a
collaborative learning culture.

•

Use strategic leadership to guide systemic reform.

•

Recognize the importance of and utilize collegial contacts (i.e. area
superintendents) as components of a support system.

•

Develop an understanding of the existing local community.

•

Develop an understanding of Department of Education annual requirements as
well as the appropriate Department personnel to contact.

•

Understand contract management including collective bargaining procedures,
administrator contracts including superintendent and assistant superintendent
contracts, and knowledge of mediation and arbitration.

•

Evaluate and supervise administrators and staff.

•

Communicate effectively with school committee, administrators, staff, local
collective bargaining groups, school and local community groups including local,
town and city officials and the media.

•

Work with the community through local service clubs and community
organizations.

•

Understand the Education Law of 1993, the curriculum frameworks and the
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS).

•

Understand school building assistance processes including issues of new
construction, major renovations and other building projects.
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The proposed study may be significant, given the shortage of qualified and
experienced school leaders. New school superintendents are coming to the position with
limited experience, or at least more limited and less conventional, than what has been the
norm in the past. It is expected that the study will provide recommendations for leading
in context preparation programs. If an important hallmark of outstanding leadership is
developing new leaders then we need to motivate current school superintendents to begin
developing new leaders in their school districts.
The study also has significance in its goal to identify whether background or
experience in certain positions provides higher quality preparation for the position of
school superintendent.
Although there is a considerable quantity of literature written about teacher
mentoring programs, there is very little literature regarding mentoring programs for
school superintendents. Intuition leads one to believe there is great value in mentoring
programs. The value of mentoring programs is supported by the success of Big
Brother/Big Sister, LEA teacher mentoring programs and/or other induction/mentoring
initiatives. Learning and leading in context provides a powerful backdrop for learning
and growing.

Assumptions. Theoretical Rationale. Explanatory-Materials, Definition of Terms
The shortage of qualified school leaders seeking the position of superintendent of
<

schools has created concerns about the limited experience on new school superintendents.
Twenty to twenty-five years ago, an advertised vacancy for the position of school
superintendent, especially in “desirable” communities would stimulate well in excess of
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100 applications for the position. Today, those same advertisements are attracting fifteen
a

to twenty-five candidates, and the qualifications and background of today’s candidates
are less substantial.
An assumption held by many is that the stronger the background of experience,
the stronger likelihood of success. Stronger background for some means not simply a
variety of positions but background in specific positions, i.e.,central office positions.
Central office position includes leadership positions with significant levels of
responsibility and oversight, i.e.. Deputy or Assistant Superintendents, Directors of
-4
<

Instruction, Directors of Finance, Directors of Special Education. Those holding these
assumptions believe these positions provide valuable training in “big picture” analysis
and planning.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Collaborative leaders arrive in their new districts
with strong values, fresh perspectives
penetrating questions, and useful knowledge
about what works in education. But these
superintendents also realize what they do not
know. The ideas they bring are not
prefabricated schemes for change, but rather
rough sketches, intended to promote discussion
and provoke review. They are subject to others *
elaboration and revision in response to the local
context.
-iSusan Moore Johnson

Introduction
Historically, in this country, upward mobilization in society has been not only a
dream but a reality as well. The public school has had enormous influence in society’s
evolution. Today the mission of public schools has become unimaginably complicated
when compared to a half century ago. As our society has become more complex so to
have expectations of our public schools; where the mission of public schools was once
narrow, even restricted, the presumptions for what public schools will accomplish today
are comprehensive and expansive. The institution has assumed a multitude of additional
responsibilities beyond teaching and learning, and it is addressing these commitments in
an increasingly diverse cultural setting. Consequently the pressure, stress and challenges
of school leadership have grown enormously.
Coupled with this complexity and stress is the fact that the baby boom generation
is nearing retirement. The attractiveness of school leadership positions has decreased
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significantly and for a variety of factors, including the decreased attractiveness, the
numbers seeking leadership positions have lessened drastically.
The position. Superintendent of Schools, was once a role and a title that carried
significant influence in the community; it was a highly desirable office. When vacancies
occurred many well-qualified candidates competed for the position. Today the size of the
applicant pool is about one-quarter of its former size and the qualifications of the
candidates are more limited. The reasons contributing to this condition were discussed in
Chapter 1. Beyond pointing out the causes, which have contributed to the current
dilemma. Chapter 1 creates an idea of what challenges await new school superintendents
\

to influence the culture and environment of the schoolhouse.
Recognizing this leadership problem, the Massachusetts Association of School
Superintendents (M.A.S.S.) has increased its emphasis on professional development.
It has developed leadership academies of import and consequence to provide
opportunities to school leaders to confront and discuss issues in a collegial setting. In
addition MASS. initiated a mentoring program for new superintendents, as well as
superintendents new to the Commonwealth, in 2001. The focus of these academies as
well as the mentoring program has been leadership.
The role of school superintendent demands the incumbent swing between
providing management of, as well as leadership for, the school district. In his book
Learning to Lead: A workbook on Becoming a Leader. Bennis (P9, 1997) distinguishes
between managing and leading; he states: managers are people who do things right and
leaders are people who do the right thing. Peter Drucker views managers as being
efficient while characterizing leaders as being effective. For Drucker, efficiency is
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related to task completion; and effectiveness comes down to one’s ability to influence
the organization.
In the spring of 2001, as a result of the identified need to establish a mentoring
program for new school superintendents, the Executive Director of M.A.S.S. developed a
grant proposal for a pilot initiative to mentor new superintendents. The proposal was
approved and funded by MDOE and private sector companies. Consequently, the
Executive Director identified two recently retired school superintendents to work with
him to plan, develop, and initiate a mentoring program for first year superintendents,
including experienced superintendents from other states but new to Massachusetts. The
program had two features: (a) large group (there were 32 new superintendents in
September, 2001) presentations and discussions; and (b) one on one private discussions
and coaching sessions. Each of the two recently retired superintendents worked with 16
new superintendents on a continuing and confidential basis throughout the school year.
In its initial year, the MASS. Mentoring Program held three large group
meetings throughout the year for new superintendents to discuss emerging issues and to
develop support networks. On average there were three private sessions with each new
superintendent where specific and confidential issues could be addressed and discussed
in some detail. Additionally, telephone and email conversations occurred throughout the
year.
To gather data for sharing and program improvement, a record was kept of the
issues most often cited by new superintendents as problem areas with which they were
confronted. These issues were analyzed and organized into categories and are identified
and listed by category on the following pages.
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M A S S. Mentoring Program: Common Issues Cited by New Superintendents
1. Relationships with School Committee - How do you manage your time, attend to
the concerns issues of individual SC members and maintain positive relationships
simultaneously. How do you deal with micromanaging? / Micro-Managing.
2. Budget Concerns - Shrinking resources - the availability, or lack thereof, of
resources to accomplish what needs to be done. How do you develop budget¬
cutting procedures in an organized, fair way? What do you do when budget
decisions do not support the school system’s vision or mission statement? Audits
- should a new superintendent ask for one? Two superintendents inherited very
significant deficits in current budgets; SC and Fincom were unaware of the
deficits.
3.

School-Town Relationships - How to build cooperative and positive relationships
between SC, Selectmen, Fincom, Mayor/Town Manager/Administrator. How do
you deal with Municipal vs. School tensions?

4. Building Programs - Identifying and articulating space issues, feasibility studies,
schematic design, winning approval of building design concept, gaining Rinding;
construction: new vs. renovation / addition; costs - bids come in too high having to go back to Town Meeting. Building Committee unity; also
relationships with SC and Superintendent.
5. Contract Negotiations - What’s in current contract. How to get language in and
out of contract. Don’t forget, contract didn’t get where it is overnight; you won’t
change it overnight to your liking either. Should I participate in process? What
is my role?
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Contract Administration - How do I implement management rights language that
has never been enforced?

7‘ Union Issues - Ideas for dealing with union officers that are difficult; where there
is a history of hostility between management and the union?
8.

Staffing - Can t fill vacancies in a timely manner. Need to provide more benefits
to attract new personnel. Hiring non-certified personnel? Dealing with skeletons
in the closet, “old bones”. How to handle?
_We Want You to be a Change Agent” - BUT don’t make waves.

10. “Stealing” Staff from Other Districts 11 Tuge Management - How do I get everything done. Key - you can delegate
work, but not responsibility. You give full credit and take full responsibility.
12. Taking Care of Yourself - Having a life outside the job and how to manage it.
13. Coming in from Other States - Getting a handle on the different regulations.
14. Inheriting a Culture of Unenforced Contractual Language - That is, days off, use
of personal days, extending long holiday weekends or vacation. Not enforcing
management rights. Lack of accountability.
15. Principals -What if I need to make a change? Time? Process?
16. Capturing a District’s History - Creating a new or different culture with new
staff; how quickly?
Initial assessments of the pilot program from the new superintendents have been
very positive. Virtually all participants identified the “comfort and security” factor of
knowing there were individuals they could talk to when necessary as being a tremendous
benefit. They also cited the significant experience of the mentors as being very helpful in
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discussing issues and problems. They all recommended continuation of the program; a
number of new superintendents - approximately seven or eight - from the initial year
continued to receive coaching services during the second year of operation. This
assistance was provided on fee for service basis through M.A.S.S.
In 2002-2003 the M.A.S.S. Mentoring Program began its second year of
operation. Similar to year one, there were thirty-one new superintendents in the program
and the issues identified were virtually the same as those encountered in year one. As a
result of the similarities in identified issues, an outline of “Common & Unique Issues
Facing New Superintendents” was developed and used in large group, as well as
individual, mentoring discussion meetings throughout the year. These issues led to the
development of a curriculum for the superintendent’s mentoring program. The outline of
“Common & Unique Issues Facing New Superintendents” as well as the curriculum
appear in Appendices. The format for service delivery was identical to year one. There
was some discussion about developing a regional format. The program gained significant
recognition from MDOE and the private sector, and was assured of continued funding.
At the conclusion of the 2003-2004 school year, the M.A.S.S. Mentoring
Program completed its third year of operation, providing support as well as direct
coaching services to approximately eighty-five new superintendents over three years.
The model in place has proved to be very helpful and will continue to evolve and be
refined. This research study will focus on an in depth discussion and dialogue with seven
new superintendents with whom I have worked.
Seven in-depth interviews with new superintendents provide the basis for this
research study. The interviews followed a standard format, including a set of consistently
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asked questions. The interviews were conducted in the office of each superintendent and
took, on average, approximately 2>/2 to 3 hours to complete. Each interview was distinct
as follow up questions were based on comments made by the participant. In this regard,
each interview “took on a life of its own.” The interviews were recorded and
transcribed. As the interview questions may indicate, care was taken to explore the
personal, formative, and experiential side of each superintendent. A general description
of the interview questions is provided below:
•

Take some time and talk to me about your childhood. What was life like
growing up? Tell me about your place in the family, your parents, your
siblings, your friends.

•

What were your interests? What did you like to do in and outside of school?
*

•

How would you describe your K-12 school experience? What were your
favorite subjects? What were your teachers like? What extracurricular
activities did you enjoy?

•

Teh me about college. Where did you go? Why? What was your major? What
about your social life? Your friends? What were some things you loved to
do, and hated to do?

•

Who are your role models? How did or do they still influence you? What is it
about them that attracts you to them. What qualities do you emulate?

•

What about your personal life today? Married? Children? Interests?

•

Talk with me about your professional experience, i.e., positions held,
locations, demographic information. Who are important colleagues? Why?

•

What positions and other experiences best prepared you for your current
position as superintendent? How?

•

What does success “look like” for you? How would it be manifested in your
school district say over a three to five year period?

•

What are some of the issues you are facing? What are your greatest
challenges? What brings you the most satisfaction?
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•

How would you characterize your leadership style? How did you develop it?

•

What are your favorite parts of your job? What are the less desirable parts?

•

Where do you want to be in five years?

•

What do you do to relax and renew yourself?

•

What aspects of the mentoring program have been helpful / useful for you?
What might we add, or emphasize differently, that would be helpful?

In addition to the interviews, there was anecdotal information from
superintendents regarding information and feedback they have received regarding the
value of the superintendents’ mentoring program.
In my work mentoring new superintendents, we discuss many issues and topics.
But whatever we talk about, it always comes back to their view of leadership
responsibility, particularly as it relates to the context of their school district. There is a
rich reservoir of literature regarding leadership and school leadership, and since the
focus of the M.A.S.S. Mentoring Program for new superintendents is leadership, the
remaining portion of this literature review focuses on leadership.

What is Leadership?
Leadership is about many things. It’s about values and attitudes; it’s about style;
it’s about skills and personal traits; it’s about intellectual and emotional intelligence. To
be a successful leader one needs followers. Leaders and followers often identify the
following characteristics and skills as being evident in high potential leaders. The list
was developed and enumerated by superintendents participating in the M.A.S.S.
Mentoring Program.
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Personal Characteristics
•

Committed to Purpose

•

Communicator (listening& articulation)

•

Enthusiasm

•

Persistence/Perseverance

•

Courage

•

Integrity

•

Empathy

•

Risk-Taker

•

Self aware

•

Good Organization

•

Deep belief that all students can learn at high levels

Demonstrated Skills
•

Clarity of vision

•

Understanding the value and import of culture

•

Ability to define a problem and pursue a solution

«

Ability to work with others

•

Ability to motivate others

•

Ability to deal with conflict

•

Tolerance for ambiguity

•

Belief in the importance of community

•

Ability to delegate tasks
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Leadership is obviously much more than these characteristics, skills and traits.
The bottom line of leadership is “achieving results.” In Leadership That Gets Results,
Goleman (2000) argues that the emotional intelligence domain is the indispensable
condition of leadership. He discusses five components of emotional intelligence: selfawareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills. Goleman cites studies
that show managers and leaders who demonstrate skill in these five components out
perform their counterparts not manifesting these skills.
Because there is so much negativity regarding public education, school leaders particularly school superintendents - need to recreate the spirit or soul of the
schoolhouse. In The Heart Aroused - Poetry and the Preservation of the Soul in
Corporate America David Whyte (1996) talks about allowing and encouraging the
workers to bring their souls to work. Whyte points out that the soul’s needs in the
workplace, have long been ignored primarily because the journey the soul makes to
fulfill its destiny is independent, and unique to each person and it refuses to be quantified
in a way that satisfies our need to plan everything in advance. One of the factors
contributing to the short supply of school leaders is the lack of affirmation and nurturing
in the schoolhouse. We need to do a better job developing opportunities for potential
leaders to, as Michael Fullan (2002) refers to it as, “learning in context;” Linda Lambert
(2003) calls it “building leadership capacity.”
In his introduction to ASCD’s book publication. Lessons from Exceptional
School Leaders. Mark Goldberg (2001) discusses “What is Leadership?” An important
concept that needs greater dialogue, if not acceptance, is that leadership is situational.
Goldberg talks about Harold Hodgkinson’s view that one cannot accurately predict who
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will make an excellent leader. Goldberg quotes Hodgkinson saying: ‘‘leaders have some
sustaining interest in something, but that leadership is something you apply to people
after they’ve done it.” Goldberg continues and references the early lives of Winston
Churchill, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Bill Gates. In examining their lives, Goldman notes
that one might recognize certain skill sets and abundant intelligence, but little that would
lead one to predict an exceptional leader in development. Those of us who work in
schools can point to examples where the same person has been a successful leader, as a
building principal or superintendent in one district, and not so in another.
Despite the notion that leadership is situational, however, there are some
“absolutes.” Leaders need strong beliefs or core values; they need purpose; and they
need knowledge of self. Goleman (2000) talks about leaders needing to have “selfawareness;” he describes self-awareness as an ability to understand one’s moods,
emotions and drives and their effect on others.
In The Misguided Search For Heroic Leadership. Susan Moore Johnson (1997)
discusses the shortcomings of heroic “come follow me leadership.” Moore points out
that she has found that traditional ideas relating to the power of heroic leadership don’t
hold up. She points to extensive interviews she has had with teachers and principals
revealing a distrust of the prospect of what Sergiovanni refers to as “follow me”
leadership. As an alternative to “follow me” leadership, Johnson embraces the notion of
collaborative leadership.
According to Johnson:
Collaborative leaders arrive in their new districts with strong
values, fresh perspectives, penetrating questions, and useful knowledge
about what works in education. But these superintendents also realize
what they do not know. The ideas they bring are not prefabricated ideas
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for change, but rather rough sketches, intended to promote discussion and
provoke review. They are subject to others’ elaboration and revision in
response to the local context.
These superintendents see promise in others and align resources to
foster that promise. They use their authority carefully to ensure that people
do their jobs, that things are fair, and that children are well served. But
they work through difficult problems alongside others, modeling the very
interaction they seek to encourage. The promise of school leadership lies
not in the individual agency of one, but in the collaborative efforts of
many. (1997, p.2)
Deepak Chopra (2002) looks at the leader as being the symbolic soul of the
group. He envisions leaders and followers co-creating each other. Leaders embody the
value the followers desire; followers stimulate the leader’s vision from inside
themselves.
In his article, “The Leader of the Future,” in Fast Company Magazine, William C
Taylor (1999) has a discussion with Ronald Heifetz, Director of the Leadership
Education Project at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, about
leadership in the future. Heifetz believes the real heroism of leadership involves one
having the courage to face three realities at once; and to interrogate these realities
accordingly:
•

what are our values and are there gaps between those values and our behavior?

®

what are the skills and talents of the school and are there gaps between
those talents and the expectations placed on us?
*

©

what opportunities does the future hold and are there gaps between those
opportunities and our ability to capitalize on them?
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Michael Fulian in his article entitled “Moral Purpose Writ Large,” views leaders
who are most effective in their own organizations and beyond as those who can relate
and connect to the bigger picture.
Leaders who are most effective in their own organizations and beyond are
those who can connect to the bigger picture. They do much better at
connecting the dots - what I call coherence making. They also know that
reducing the performance gap across all schools in the nation (and
beyond) is the key to social cohesion in society, health and well being of
citizens, and economic performance. The betterment of humankind is not
an abstract goal for moral/spiritual leadership. It is part and parcel of
leadership for a higher purpose. (2002, p. 4)
In summary, leadership — specifically school leadership - is about many things.
It’s about values; it’s about self-awareness; it’s about having purpose; it’s about having
courage; it’s about facing reality; it’s about drawing out ideas from others; it’s about
collaboration; it’s about doing the right thing; it’s about effectiveness; it’s about
sustaining interest; and it’s about narrowing the performance gap between high
performing and low performing students and high performing and low performing
schools. Leadership is situational, and the bottom line is about getting results.
Similar to Susan Moore Johnson’s thoughts on collaborative leadership, Heifetz,
in his discussion with Taylor (1999) describes the new view of leadership as influencing
the organization to confront its problems and “to live into its opportunities.” For Heifetz,
it’s about mobilizing people to confront and to take on challenges.

Cultural Norms. Culture Building and Cultural Change
When one assumes a leadership position in a school district, it is important to
respond to the local context, the “what is.” If - styles, values, courage, purpose, and selfawareness aside - leadership is about getting results, changing or influencing the culture
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is the desired result. In his book. Organizational Culture and Leadership, Edgar Schein
describes culture as a body of solutions to external and internal problems that.
has worked consistently for a group, and that is therefore taught to new
members as the correct way to perceive, think about, and feel in relation to
those problems; which eventually become assumptions about the nature
of reality, truth, time, space, human nature, human activity and human
relationships; so that these assumptions come over time to be taken for
granted and finally drop out of awareness. (1992, p. 3)
More simply, culture is “the way we do things;” it is “the what is. The values
and the behaviors one sees manifested in the schoolhouse define the culture of the
school. Because those values and behaviors over time are taken for granted and drop out
of awareness, it is very difficult to change them. The most difficult job a school
superintendent of principal has is to change the culture of the district or schoolhouse.
Roland Barth (2002) in his article entitled. The Culture Builder, talks about school
cultures being incredibly resistant to change because they are so deeply rooted. Changing
the culture is about modifying the dynamic mix of norms, attitudes, beliefs, behaviors,
and values.. .that are rooted and reinforced in the daily operations of the school/school
system.
Before one can, or should attempt to, change the culture of the schoolhouse,
he/she needs to know and understand the operative culture. Having gained some
understanding of “what is,” he/she can begin a dialogue regarding behaviors he/she
would like explored. Saphier and King (1985) in Good Seeds Grow in Strong Cultures
identify and discuss twelve behaviors or norms that influence the culture in a positive
way. Those norms include:
•

Collegiality
♦

•

Experimentation

28

©

High expectations

•

Trust and confidence

•

Tangible support

•

Reaching out to the knowledge bases

•

Appreciation and recognition

•

Caring, celebration, and humor

•

Involvement in decision-making

•

Protection of what’s important

•

Traditions

•

Honest, open communication
Where these norms are in place, evidenced to a high degree, school improvement

will have a lasting effect. It’s important to recognize that cultural change is not simply
about raising expectation and standards. These results would be impressive, but by
themselves they do not set the stage for enduring change. In his article, “The Change
Leader,” Michael Fullan (2002) talks about and describes cultural change leaders. Fullan
points out that they are knowledgeable and skilled in:
•

Moral purpose

•

Understanding the change process

•

Ability to build and improve relationships

©

Knowledge creation and sharing

•

Coherence making
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Fullan further points out that cultural change leaders focus on.
•

Student learning

•

Searching out new ideas that further the thinking
of the school

•

Understanding that overload and fragmentation are natural tendencies
in complex organizations like schools

•

Appreciating the creative potential of diverse ideas while at the same
time striving to focus energy and the alignment of ideas

•

Valuing the tensions inherent in addressing hard-to-solve problems
because that is where the greatest accomplishments lie.

School Leadership and Sustainability
In his book, Leading in a Culture of Change, Fullan (2001) discusses how to
sustain school leaders. He points out that recruiting high performing school leaders and
rewarding good performance are important, but they are not enough to sustain
outstanding leadership. Sustainability is about energizing people; it results when there is
a strong likelihood that the overall system can regenerate itself toward improvement.
Fullan identifies four key components for sustainability:
•

Developing the social environment.

•

Learning in context.

•

Cultivating leaders at many levels (leadership succession).

•

Enhancing the teaching profession.

School superintendents would be well served, as would their school districts, to support
leadership development structures with these four components in mind.

30

Developing the Social Environment
Sustainability requires re-energizing toward an end, a goal or purpose; it requires
our attention and focus on closing the achievement gap between high performing and
low performing students, and between high performing and low performing schools.
Superintendents, principals and other school leaders need to concern themselves with the
development of the social environment of the entire district, not just a single school. If
they do not, not only will the school system deteriorate, but eventually the school, as a
singular entity, will also fail.

Learning in Context
Sustainability is tied to the recognition that school improvement is connected to
learning to do the right thing. Bennis points out that leaders do the right thing. Learning
at work promotes learning in context. When one learns in context he/she examines real
problems as part of a district team and devises real solutions as part of the team. The
context is the day-to-day operations. Learning out of context, i.e., conferences,
workshops are worthwhile and valuable, but they are not the applied learning in real
situations that makes a difference. Learning in context is specific, situational, and social.
It develops shared and collective knowledge and commitments. It improves the school,
the system and the social context.
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Cultivating Leaders at Many Levels
Leaders who do all the work themselves do not cultivate change, nor do they
empower others and build ownership. A school or school system cannot continually
achieve based on the actions of the top leader alone. Leaders at many levels are needed,
and for leaders to successfully deal with complex issues, they need experience and
professional development. Schools and school system would be well served to nurture,
cultivate, and appoint successive leaders who are moving in a sustained direction.
Leadership succession is more likely to occur if there are many leaders at many levels.

Enhancing the Teaching Profession
The final component of sustainability involves recognizing the important work
that teachers do and to applaud their efforts. We will definitely will not have a large pool
of quality school leaders until we have a large pool of quality teachers, and the condition
of teacher work must embrace continued development. The environment - the culturemust empower teachers; it must provide a context for leadership development and
professional growth. School leaders do not do a good job articulating the positive
excitement their positions provide. When we begin to do this in a consistent fashion, we
will see an increase in the number of potential leaders seeking positions of leadership.

%

Summary
In my work, mentoring new school superintendents, we discuss many issues and
topics. But whatever we talk about, it always comes back to leadership and their view of
leadership responsibility, particularly as it relates to the context of their school district.
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With the literature regarding leadership as background, this research study investigates
the perceptions of seven new school superintendents regarding leadership and how their
early life, school life and career experience, as well as the literature influence their point
of view.
One of my responsibilities, working with new superintendents, is to be supportive
and helpful by providing advice based upon experience, point out alternatives when
appropriate, and suggest reading materials on specific topics. I believe it is also
important that I challenge them to be clear about who the are; to be self-aware and to
share their values, beliefs and vision with school community as well as the community at
large. A leader who does not know him/herself, his/her beliefs, values, and skills comes
to the position unprepared, if not under-qualified. It is important that the community and
school personnel know the superintendent and his/her vision. Goleman (1998) and
Covey (1990) both underscore the importance of self-awareness for successful
"s

leadership.
Obviously, self-awareness is not enough; you also need purpose. So we spend
substantial time discussing learning about and assessing the school district culture. We
also talk about knowing what it is you want to change and why before initiating
significant change.
It is in this context that the importance of developing relationships and building
networks is emphasized. One cannot lead by him/herself, and it is critical to the change
process that the leader take time to develop the relationships with the people he/she will
need to carry out the change effort - whatever it happens to be.
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So it is in the context of my experience: leading a school district; working with
school district leadership teams; teaching leadership courses and seminars, as well as my
knowledge and understanding of the literature; that I work with new superintendents to
reflect on their own leadership skills, style and talents, to draw out their perceptions on
leadership, and to understand how their leadership evolution led them to their current
position.
In the course of my interviews with these seven superintendents, I asked my
questions as open-ended interrogatories inviting each participant to tell a story about
his/her background, influences, experiences, and reflections on connections of their past
to the present.
The literature referenced in this chapter discusses the theoretical, situational and
on the job realities of school superintendents. The interviews deal with the formative and
the importance of prior experiences on superintendents’ evolutions to the role.
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CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH DESIGN AND PROCEDURE
Being interested in others is the key to some of he basic
assumptions underlying interviewing technique. It requires
that we interviewers keep our egos in check. It requires that
we realize we are not the center of the world. It demands
that our actions as interviewers indicate that others *
stories are important.
I.E. Seidman
Introduction
m

Since the study explores how new superintendents understand their initial
experiences, as system-wide educational leaders, the decision was made to create
opportunities for participants to ‘‘tell their own stories” in “their own words ”
Consequently, the case study approach was determined to be appropriate. Yin (1987)
stated: “In general, case studies are the preferred approach when...the focus is on a
contemporary phenomenon within some real life context.” Yin (1987) further said: “in
the classic case study, a ‘case’ may be an individual” and “several such individuals or
‘cases’ might be included in a multiple case study.” Seven newly appointed
superintendents, in their first or second year, were selected for this study. They constitute
seven individual ‘cases,’ while joined together they form a multiple case study to assess
comparisons and contrasts.
Seidman (1998) said that a researcher could come to understand people’s
experience by gathering their stories through interviews. He also said the researcher
could share the stories by selecting portions or excerpts of the exact words of those
interviewed, and that from these excerpts themes and connections from among the
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superintendents interviewed could be established. In his book. Interviewing, as Qualitative
Research: A Guide for Researchers in Education and the Social Sciences (1998),
Seidman describes his interviewing methodology; it has been a major influence in the
design of this study.

Design
In-depth interviewing will be the vehicle used to gather the superintendents
stories. According to Seidman, “The purpose of in-depth interviewing is not to get
answers to questions, nor to test hypotheses, and not to evaluate as the term is normally
used. At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience
of other people and the meaning they make of that experience. ”(p3, 1998) So the goal of
each interview is to draw out information about each superintendent by having each tell
his or her story
The interview approach utilized, was influenced by what Seidman (1998) calls indepth phenomenologically based interviewing. According to Seidman, “The range of
topics adaptable to this interviewing approach is wide, covering almost any issue
involving the experience of contemporary people.”(1998, p. 9) Certainly, the experiences
and stories - formative and current - of new superintendents meet that standard.
While Seidman’s method involves three ninety minute interviews, based upon
agreement with the interviewees, one long interview - approximately 2 V2 to 3 hours in
length - was conducted. In addition, the formal interview was supplemented with
discussions with these superintendents during my regular mentoring meetings with them.
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Together they provide the content of the superintendent’s story. The formal interview
was divided into two parts:
A) The superintendent was asked to tell about her/his history to the present
day. We discussed experiences about growing up: family, friends, school,
neighborhood, college, work, major influences, role models, loves, hates, etc.
were major areas of focus.

.

B) The work experiences leading him/her to the position of superintendent were
explored. How did he/she get to the position? What prior positions did he/she
hold? Was one more helpful in preparation for the role of superintendent?
Leadership style? Vision for the district? What success looked like five years
out? Challenges to be addressed. What he/she liked most about the job. What
excites him/her? What does he/she like least?
When interview data is analyzed, questions of interpretation and bias come into
play. Whose meaning is produced when reviewing the stories and conversations in the
interview? Regardless of her/his skill, the interviewer has some effect because he/she
works with the data - selecting, analyzing, and interpreting it. To guard against potential
bias, whole segments of individual superintendent’s responses are presented to provide a
context of the discussion.
Since human subjects are the basis of this study, a consent form has been
developed and given to the participants in this study. The document includes information
regarding:
•

what the participants will be asked to do, by whom, and for what purpose.

•

what risks, if any, they might be taking.
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•

what rights they have in the process, including review and withdrawal.

•

what means will be used to protect confidentiality.

•

how the results will be disseminated and what benefits they can expect
The researcher has developed an interview guide including a list of questions to

lead the discussion, as well as an outline of common issues cited collectively by first year
superintendents. These common issues and interview questions were identified and listed
earlier in Chapter I, pages 9, 10, andl 1.

Selecting Participants
The nature of this study and its purpose limit the number of “candidates” for
participation. Since this investigation deals with new superintendents, the field of
potential candidates is limited to the total number of new superintendents hired in
Massachusetts in 2001, 2002, and 2003. Because I chose to select those whom I had
mentored, the pool of candidates included approximately forty superintendents. While
there are strong arguments for using others, practicality mandated that I select from the
thirty.
Seven superintendents were identified, asked and agreed to participate in the
study. Factors considered in the selection include:
®

Gender: an unequal, but reasonably proportional number of male and female
superintendents have been selected.
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•

District Size/Form of Governance: superintendents from city, suburban and rural
school districts are represented in the sample. They head school districts that are
single municipalities as well as regional school districts

•

Experience, participants came to the position with varying levels of experience,
i.e. directly from the building level (school principal) as well as central office
(Title I Director, assistant or deputy superintendent...)

•

District Wealth: participants are superintendents from wealthy, middle class, and
poorer communities and school districts.

•

Location: participants reflect geographic distribution across the state.

Limitations to Validity and Generalization
This study is limited to the ideas, thoughts, and perspectives of seven
superintendents. The design does not meet Seidman’s (1998) ideal in-depth interview
format where three 90-minute interviews - focusing on life history, experience, and
reflecting on connections between work life and personal life - are conducted with each
participant approximately three days apart. Per agreement with the participants a single
interview, lasting approximately 2 Vi - 3 hours, was conducted with each participant. The
interview focus include: life history; experience; and reflections on the connections
between work and personal life. In addition, the interviews are supplemented with
discussions held in regularly scheduled one-on-one mentoring sessions with the eight
superintendents.
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Another limitation of the study is the singleness, if not uniqueness, of each
superintendent’s story. Seidman (1998) suggests anonymity is challenging when dealing
with small numbers presenting unique stories.
A final point. The researcher is a retired school superintendent and knows each
participant as his or her mentor from the Massachusetts Association of School
Superintendents. This raises the potential limitation of participants seeing the researcher
as an authority figure to whom they must give guarded answers. To overcome this
potential limitation the researcher minimized questions that call for evaluative
conclusions about the mentoring program and focus instead on how superintendents
understand their new leadership roles.

Summary
The purpose of this study is to record the perceptions of seven new
superintendents of schools who are participating in the Massachusetts Association of
School Superintendents Mentoring Program. The study will explore these new
superintendents’ ideas and thoughts about leadership and their evolution to the position of
school superintendent. The study will also investigate how these superintendents believe
their background and career paths influence them in their role as superintendent. Finally,
the research documents the stories of seven newly appointed school superintendents,
resulting in conclusions and recommendations about the evolution of school leaders and
how the Massachusetts Association of School Superintendents (M.A.S.S.) may assist in
developing new school leaders.
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The study s design for gathering data and information about the participants’
experiences and ideas, is significantly influenced by Seidman’s (1998) in-depth interview
model. The information and data gathered from each of the seven interviews will
represent a single case study while the seven interviews collectively will result in a
multiple case study.
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CHAPTER 4

DATA PRESENTATION: THE INTERVIEWS

Problems that we can solve through the knowledge of
experts or senior authorities are technical challenges. The
problems may be complex, such as a broken arm or a
broken carburetor, but experts know exactly how to fix
them. In contrast, the problems that require leadership
are those that experts cannot solve. We call these
adaptive challenges. The solutions lie not in technical
answers, but rather in people themselves.
Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky

Introduction
The perceptions of seven Massachusetts newly appointed superintendents were
collected using a modified approach of Seidman’s method for in-depth
phenomenologically based interviewing. This methodology was selected because of its
compatibility with the researcher’s purpose to examine the perceptions of seven newly
appointed Massachusetts superintendents, participating in the M.A.S.S. Mentoring
Program, regarding their ideas and thoughts about leadership and their own evolution to
%

the position of school superintendent. The in-depth interview approach also supports
the additional aim to investigate how these superintendents believe their background,
experience, and career paths influence them in their role as superintendent.
There was a single lengthy interview with each superintendent lasting
approximately two and one-half to three hours. As Seidman recommends, the interview
focused on: Life History; Contemporary Experience; and Meaning to the Participant.
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Each superintendent s story is shared through lengthy excerpts of the superintendent’s
own words.
This chapter is dedicated to the thoughts and words of the seven superintendents
interviewed. Lengthy excerpts of the superintendent’s words are provided so that the
story of each superintendent is quite complete. The thematic links between the
superintendents are discussed in Chapter 5; and the conclusions and recommendations
offered by the researcher are provided in Chapter 6.
The study’s seven participants head school districts in cities, suburban, and rural
communities, all in Massachusetts. There are single municipality and regional school
districts as well as large and small school districts represented in this study. Four men
and three women participated in this study.

The Interviews
There was one long interview with each superintendent; the duration was
approximately two and one-half to three hours in length. Each superintendent is or was
a participant in the M.A.S.S. Mentoring Program. Working with the Massachusetts
Association of School Superintendents, I serve as a mentor for new school
superintendents, and was serving in this capacity with the superintendent participants.
Virtually all the information provided in the superintendents’ stories was gathered from
recorded interviews. Some supplemental information is provided from discussions I had
with these superintendents during regular mentoring sessions or meetings.
All interviews, except one, were conducted in the offices of the superintendent.
The one interview not conducted in the superintendent’s office occurred during the
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morning of a three-day Superintendents’ Executive Institute at Falmouth High School in
Falmouth, Massachusetts. Interviews conducted in the offices of the superintendents
were completed in a seating arrangement and set-up determined by the superintendent.
The interview at Falmouth High School took place in small classroom at a table. All
superintendents agreed to audio-taped interviews which were later transcribed by an
individual competent and familiar with transcription and confidentiality principles. The
resulting transcripts are verbatim accounts of the interview sessions.
The researcher asked the same questions of each superintendent. The prepared
m

questions were asked in the same order to each superintendent. The interviews were
conducted in similarly “relaxed” settings: six took place at an office or classroom table;
and one occurred with the superintendent sitting behind his desk with the interviewer on
the opposite side. It is the belief of the researcher that the seating arrangements of the
interviews did not materially affect the conversations that took place. The uniqueness
of each interview was determined by the responses and answers given to the initial
question and follow-up questions by the researcher. In this context each interview took
on a “life of its own.”
The superintendents appeared to be forthcoming and, after the initial
anxiousness, seemed to become relaxed. All eight interviews began with the researcher
explaining the purpose of the interviews and the research study. Without enumerating
each question, the researcher did describe the main categories that the questions would
touch upon: Life History; Contemporary Experience; and Meaning to the
Superintendent.
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In explaining the purpose of the study and interview, the researcher gained
permission, as well as signed statements of understanding, without objection. In
addition, all participants agreed to audio taping the interview sessions.
The remaining portions of this chapter will focus on the individual stories of the
seven newly appointed superintendents participating in this study. Each story will
commence at the beginning, i.e., the early life of the superintendent and how he/she
evolved to their current position Their stories are told, for the most part, in their own
words, and reflect family, educational and career histories. The reader will gain insight
into the perceptions, insights, thoughts and ideas of each superintendent. The names of
the participants, their school districts, hometown communities, and most individuals
referenced in the interviews have been removed or pseudonyms utilized to provide as
much anonymity as possible. In cases where the researcher believed using a real name
would not betray the name of the participant, the person’s name was used.

Participant I
Participant I is a female superintendent of schools in a small city serving
approximately 4500 students in grades kindergarten through twelve. She is in her early
forties, noids an Ed.D, and was appointed to the position, having served the district for
three years as assistant superintendent. The average per pupil cost for all day programs
in 2001 averaged $6584.00; the statewide average is $7561. In 2001 sixty-three percent
of the senior class took the Scholastic Aptitude Test; the average verbal score totaled
501, math equaled 493.
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When the researcher began the interview asking the superintendent to take
approximately ten to fifteen minutes to talk about her early days growing up, about
family, friends, and school (k-12)...this is what she said:
I grew up in Exeter, Massachusetts. I am a middle child; I have an older
brother and a younger brother. Growing up was difficult. My mom had
Multiple Sclerosis (MS) and was diagnosed early in life, her senior year of
high school. My dad was a pool designer, an engineer. I was really ...
um... was pretty much the caretaker for my family. Growing up was
difficult. School was important, however. I immersed myself in school
activities. I got involved in student government, student council...and
became very active in athletics. I played a sport in every season for four
years. I also dated a guy who was very active in athletics, a hockey player.
We didn’t have a lot; there was not much money. Most of the money was
spent paying for my mother’s medical bills. It was said many times that I
would never be able to go on to college.. .just because we couldn’t afford
it.
I had many conversations with my mother; she instilled in me the value of
a good education. She was very... she had great admiration for her teachers
and wanted to become a teacher herself, but never had the opportunity to
do so. In those days you married young... I will always recall my many,
many conversations with her. I would come home from school and wheel
her up the table and we would talk about the importance of going to
school, always doing my best, paying attention and getting good grades,
and then going on and making something of yourself, and going to
college. That always stuck with me early in my life. I can remember when
I was in the eighth grade, my mom died. I was going to be entering high
school in the fall and I said to my brothers “one of my guidance
counselors asked me about my goals, what do you want to do?” I said: “I
want to go to school. ..to college.” My brothers kind of joked saying that
there is no money in the family to do that...dad spent all his money on
medical bills and you really will not be able to do that. I think that from
that time forward, when I was told I can’t do something it actually fired
me up to do it. It became my mission, to pursue my education and make
sure I went to school. At the time, I didn’t know what I wanted to do but I
had several teachers and coaches who knew my family situation and
encouraged me to stay in school. I felt very distracted day to day in school.
I had a hard time concentrating. I don’t think I comprehended a great deal
but several coaches and teachers kept an eye on me and made sure I stayed
in school.
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What about your brothers?
It’s funny because both of them wanted to go to trucking school but
neither one of them did it I don’t know whether they felt they couldn’t do
it or they felt they didn’t have the motivation to do it or whatever, but they
ended up working after high school.
It seems that you were really motivated to go to school, and that for whatever
reason, you were more focused and goal oriented and determined than your brothers.
Have you thought about that?
Yes, I have. In fact I still tell them both that there is still time. My younger
brother is forty-one and I told him.. .1 said: “you ought to go for it” and he said:
“yeah. I’m thinking about it...going to tractor-trailer school, taking the test...1
said : Do it, it’s never too late.”
I think they have relied on me to help and encourage them. They see me as a gogetter and I have been able to achieve and I am proud of what I have been able
to accomplish.
What about the fact that your brothers told you that you were not going to be
able to achieve your goal of going to college.. .that there was no money?
It was true, there was no money. But when someone tells me I can’t do
something, it just fires me up. When I was a senior in high school, my
guidance counselor, familiar with my family situation, said to me...’’you
know your grades are just average, you SAT’s are just average.. .you
family cannot afford it... maybe you shouldn’t go to college. Well, when I
graduated from college, I made sure I went back to my high school to
show my guidance counselor my degree.
And what about your boyfriend, who played hockey?
He wanted to go off and get married and you know I see him today; he’s
married and has a family. I think, when I look back.. .1 was fearful of
getting married, having kids and not being able to pursue an education. I
became very focused on what I needed to do.
Where did you go to college?
The University of Massachusetts (UMASS), Amherst. It was difficult,
particularly so in my freshman year. UMASS was my first choice, it was a
state university, and I could commute. It was far enough away from home
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to have a sense of being away, but I could still commute. I couldn’t afford
to live on campus; I applied for work-study and financial aid.
In my freshman year, I worked in the coffee shop in the Student Union.I
was a cashier and worked the late shift from 6:00PM to 1:00PM. I would
get out at 1:00PM and then drive home. During that year, I lived with my
two brothers in an apartment. During my freshman year I applied again for
financial aid and received some “dependent children money” so that I was
able to stay on campus during my sophomore, junior and senior years.
Did you major in Education at UMASS?
I took a double major. I wanted.. .1 loved Biology so I decided to go with a
science as well as a health and physical education major. Once again, it
kept me involved in sports and athletics.
Okay, you loved Biology why Education?
Some of the coaches and teachers I had in high school encouraged me to
go into teaching; they were certainly an influence. My love of sports and
athletics influenced me toward health and physical education. But, I felt I
wanted to be a classroom teacher. I think that is the major reason I took a
double major and pursued a science degree as well.
What motivates you?
I set very high standards for myself; I want to succeed. I am a
perfectionist. I think it has something to do with being told early in life
that I couldn’t do something. As I said earlier when that happens, it really
motivates me; I get fired up. I remember be so motivated to prove my
guidance counselor wrong.. .going back to show him my degree was very
satisfying. I’ve had the attitude that I will prove that I can do it. All the
obstacles that are placed before me only make me more determined.
Who are your role models?
*

Some of my role models... that is a good question. Hmm.. .you know at
first I think of people that are celebrities or people that are
politicians...But my mother, she was a very important and very strong role
model for me, even though she was... she had this illness she was a very
strong and very important person in my life.
I would also say Hillary Clinton. I have watched her and I have been
reading her book that recently came out. She is someone whom I admire
and I respect what she has been able to do despite the adversity she has
endured in her marriage and public life. I respect her pursuit to be a leader.
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to take a lead role, to be open and accepting of people, to work for change
and to make a difference. I admire that! I think she is someone who really
wants to make a difference and whatever it takes to do it, she is going to
do it. It is kind of similar... whatever obstacles are encountered, it doesn’t
matter. Not afraid...not afraid to take risks, willing to admit it when she
makes a mistake, but not let anything bog her down.
Role models don’t have to be celebrities or political figures. Are there others?
There are certain people that come to mind. Matt Sullivan, the former
superintendent in Newport who when I first came to Alberta, in another
role, did a lot of work in our school district. He was acting as a consultant
and he came to our district to do some work around building relationships
and communication links to bring the School Committee, Administration
and Unions together. I remember him coming to our school and talking
about the importance of working together, the importance of honesty... he
was a man of integrity. He was a person I could identify with and relate to.
He was very knowledgeable. I liked his style; I liked his leadership.
What are the personal qualities you look for in a leader?
You have to lead with personal integrity. You have to have values.. .you
have to lead by example. You have to be honest. You have to be willing to
take risks and not be afraid to make mistakes. I think you have to be open
to learning...willing to learn and grow personally and professionally. I
think some in this position has got “to walk the talk.” You have to have
integrity; it’s a really important quality. Fairness...it’s also important to
have a sense of fairness. A strong work ethic.. .you have to have a very
strong work ethic.
What did you do after graduation and tell me about the positions you have held
leading up to the present?
I graduated from UMASS a little early, there was still time in the public
school calendar. There was a long term substitute teaching position open
in the city where I grew up. It was in science; I applied and was offered
the position. While finishing the year in that position, I read in the
newspaper that a nearby community. East Lebanon, had an opening for a
Biology teacher. It was to fill a leave of absence for maternity leave. I
applied and was offered the job. As it turned out it was one of those fateful
decisions that had a significant influence on my career. The woman on
leave requested an additional year off; she was having her second child. I
was completing my second year in that position when the woman was
diagnosed with acute leukemia; she had two little babies. She was very
young. Her husband was an assistant principal in the school so I just sort
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of connected with the family. She never came back; she died shortly
thereafter. I remained I that position for two more years. A woman
teaching physical education in the high school was retiring at the end of
the year. The superintendent asked me if I would be willing t transfer to
that position. The school district needed someone to develop a health
curriculum and to teach it as well as physical education. I agreed and
became the health and physical education teacher.
Health, as in wellness?
Yes, health as in wellness. At the time I was also coaching. I coached field
hockey and woman’s basketball. I got involved pretty quickly. I was
teaching, coaching and going to school. It was hectic, but I really enjoyed
it. Then the superintendent wanted to expand health education to the
elementary grades and he asked me to become the Health Coordinator as
well as teach. I did both but began to feel the time pressures and
constraints. This was really my first introduction to administration and
supervision. The superintendent really encouraged me. He recommended
that I get my Masters degree; he saw something in me that made him
encourage me to focus on school leadership and administration.
So was he a catalyst for your pursuing a career in school administration?
Yes, he was. He was very important early in my career; he was very
influential.
What about your mentoring role with DOE?
When the superintendent left the district, he was succeeded by Josh Dolan.
Not too long after his arrival. Josh Dolan received a grant from the
Department of Education to expand health curricula and to provide staff
development in the field. As part of the grant I worked three days in the
district and two days with DOE providing staff development and
mentoring to school districts developing health curricula and instruction. It
was a terrific experience. It not only allowed me to work closely with the
superintendent and his administrative team but also to travel throughout
the state and work with other school districts. M. W. pushed me and
encouraged me. I really respected him
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How did the mentoring experience with DOE influence you? What did you
learn? Did it provide a different focus?
It was very interesting.. .it provided an opportunity to work with many
school districts and many people. It gave me a great deal of
confidence.. .an enormous amount of confidence.
Tell me why confidence is important.
I remember going out to many school districts and I was presenting
workshops to groups of anywhere from fifty to 200 people depending on
the school district. Every time I left one of those workshop presentations, I
was pumped up. It gave me the opportunity to develop and make
presentations.. .to stand before a crowd and answer their questions. I had
something to offer them. My experience with DOE provided the
opportunity to share my knowledge of health curricula and teaching
strategies. It gave me enormous satisfaction and confidence. It was like a
road show...and it was very rewarding.. .very fulfilling. It stimulated me
and kept me motivated. I was not only “giving to them” but I was also
“getting back something in return ”
Aha, giving and receiving. This is not unlike the relationship between leader and
follower, where the leader provides something the follower needs or wants and he in
turn provides the leader with the stimulation and support he needs to carry on.
It was always like a gift.. .that I had something important to offer to them.
It fulfilled me. I felt like I had done something important. I think that is
where I get my drive...the awareness that I can make a difference.
How do you define success? What does it look like, i.e., how would it be
manifest in your school district?
Good question. I think of success in evolutionary terms, it is not absolute
with a beginning and an end; it’s building a structure for sustainability. In
terms of the school district, success would be seeing the initiatives that I
and others influenced played out in the classrooms; and the greatest
success would be reflected in its continuation after I leave the district. It
would reflect a cultural change.
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What are some of the challenges you face?
Change takes time and building relationships take time. Two major
challenges are: (1) changing the structure and process of decision-making;
and (2) taking a good look at what we are doing in the middle schools. I
need to engage principals, faculty, and community groups in decision¬
making. They need to be more involved and engaged. We also have to
look carefully at our middle schools and what we want to be like; it is
something that has not been done previously.
The first challenge is cultural; it involves changing the way we do
business. I hope to initiate a dialogue that helps us develop a structure to
keep the system moving forward.
What are your favorite parts of the job?
I enjoy the opportunity to make a difference, and as superintendent I am in
a very good position to influence. I also like the complexity of the position
as well as all the groups and stakeholders with whom I work. I enjoy
meeting people and developing relationships. I want to develop a network
and a structure that will enable the school district to keep moving
forward...to keep the system improving.
How do you characterize your leadership style?
I would say open and inclusive. I believe it is really important to involve
people. When you involve others.. .not only are you soliciting and
receiving their ideas or advice, you are also providing the opportunity to
contribute and build self-worth...they have something to offer.. .giving the
opportunity they dive into the process, making them part of it... creating
ownership
I like to run ideas by people. I like to talk about situations and get
feedback; I value that! I try to encourage and cultivate ownership. The
budgeting process is a good example to illustrate the point. For years, the
process involved the superintendent and deputy superintendent (business
operations) meeting with each principal and program administrator
individually. These individual meetings created the appearance of deal
making. In fact, deals were made. I will never do that; it creates questions
and suspicion. The process I have developed brings all principals and
administrators together...everybody together. No individual meetings...no
individual deals... you get this...you get that.
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What aspects of the mentoring program have been helpful to you?
Access, having access to you and the ability to discuss issues that come up
with you. The general meetings with other new superintendents have been
helpful in terms of getting together and sharing experiences. But it has
been the opportunity to talk with you on the telephone, or email as well as
meeting with you one on one here in the district that have been most
helpful. Those meetings and/or discussions have been informative and
reassuring.

Participant II
Participant II has recently begun his second position as superintendent. In his
initial position as superintendent of schools, he worked in a small suburban community
serving approximately 2300 students, kindergarten through grade twelve. The average
all day per-pupil cost in 2001 for the district was $6518.00 compared to the state-wide
average of $7561.00. In 2000, seventy-two percent of the senior class took the
Scholastic Aptitude Test: the average verbal score was 515; math equaled 519.
Participant II assumed his new and second position as superintendent in the fall
of 2003. The school community is a regional school district serving slightly fewer than
2500 students in kindergarten through grade twelve. The regional school district serves
two rural communities and has an average all day program per pupil cost, in 2001, of
$6451. This is more than $1100.00 less than the statewide average.
Participant II holds and Ed.D and is fifty something years in age. In responding
9

to the researcher’s question regarding his early life. Participant II stated:
Well let me begin this way. My parents both emigrated from Greece; they
both went to school through eighth grade and that is pretty much it as far
as education is concerned. My dad worked as a cobbler repairing shoes.
My mom worked in the textile mills in Laconia. Later on my dad bought a
shoe business...he did the best he could in providing for his family.
Growing up we had what I would call a nuclear family; it included my
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older sister and older brother, my parents, my mother’s mother - my
grandmother - and me. My grandmother was very much part of the
family. She could only speak Greek and as a child I learned how to speak
at home. It was interesting for me, Joe, because not only did I go to
school, what I will call American school, but I also went to Greek school
to learn about the culture and language.. .1 did this for a period of six
years.
I remember my dad; he would never say: “Mike you need to get all ‘A’s or
you need to be on the honor roll or you need to do.. .He would always tell
me: “do the best you can;” ... “do the best you can in school, do the best
you can in life.” My dad had a real positive influence on my life and the
way I think about myself...
Early in my life, my parents moved to Springfield where they bought a
two-family home. My dad had bought his shoe business and my mother
began working in the Springfield area in department stores. Virtually all
my school life was in Springfield. For me, school was a struggle; it didn’t
come easy. I had to work hard, you know, at learning. I don’t think I was a
natural student. I don’t think I am now. I think I really work hard at having
to read and re-read and study and think about things. And thinking through
my high school career now, Joe, my high school career was probably even
more of a struggle.
I was in the college preparatory track and I struggled in math.. .1 can still
remember sitting in geometry class and learning theorems and saying
‘why the hell am I doing this, what value is this for me?’ I also remember
being in Biology class and having to memorize the phylums. I didn’t like
that and I didn’t do well. I used to periodically tell my kids this story
because I think it is a story about life.. .1 actually failed biology in high
school. I am telling you this because you will see my career path in
science and how it flourished after I left high school. I was a little
disappointed in myself not doing well in math and not doing well in
science. I switched from what we called college prep liberal arts to
business classes...I actually got ‘A’s and ‘B’s in the business area.
Where did you go to college?
After graduating from Springfield High School, I went to community
college for a couple of years to try to figure out what the hell I needed to
do with my life. That was a good experience.
When I asked him why this was a good experience he elaborated:
.. .1 enjoyed it; I met a lot of people , had the opportunity to meet some
really caring teachers and I started taking more science.
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Given your high school experience, what prompted your taking more science?
.. that is something you need to understand...I was really disappointed in
myself in terms of not doing well in biology, chemistry, mathematics. So
when I went to community college I said to myself “you know what, you
can’t let this beat you. You need to feel better about yourself in terms of
math and science.”
Did you feel guilty about not meeting your father’s challenge ‘ to do your best?’
It was either that or, I will use the word, perseverance. Many, many of my
mentor’s growing up have said to me ‘you seem to have a tremendous
amount of perseverance. I took a lot of math and science at the community
college and I did very well.
We then discussed Participant II’s studying at the University of Massachusetts.
In responding to the query, why UMASS, he said, “I think it was time for me to grow
up and go away from home. I think I recognized ...1 was getting older...it was really
time for me to spread my wings.. .become a little bit more independent.. .less dependent
on my parents.”
What was your major?
Zoology!
I asked why zoology. He said: “I wanted to do my best and I didn’t want to let
science beat me.”
What did you do after UMASS?
After UMASS, I worked in a hospital for a year. I really enjoyed it. I
really enjoyed it. I learned a lot about medicine...actually I have often
asked myself‘if you had it to do over again, would you go into medicine.’
I actually went to Boston, to Boston State College. I got my masters...it
was a combination masters in science and education.
I asked him about his still matriculating in science, and he responded:
Yes, again you know there is that issue for me, not an issue, but that
perseverance. I wasn’t going to give up on this thing because I couldn t let
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this thing beat me... I enjoyed it. I really... I loved the sciences and I still
do to this day.
And, what about your educational career where did that begin?
.. .1 went to work for the Newmarket schools; I was there for eighteen
years teaching math and science, mostly science. I became Chair of the
science department and all of a sudden my career really started taking off.
I was meeting colleagues in science education throughout the North Shore.
I became president of the North Shore Science Supervisors’ Group. I
became president of the Massachusetts Association of Science
Supervisors.. .my career was taking off... I real loved it. It was a
wonderful part of “my eighteen years in science education. I think it led to
my work at the Department of Education.
What did you do at the Department?
I received a call from Sue Zellman. She was the associate commissioner
back in 1993. She had asked me to work on the state frameworks. She told
me that I was well respected in science education and asked if I would
consider coming to work at the Department for a couple of years. While
still maintaining a relationship with Newmarket, I went to work at the
Department; I was there for three years, two years working on the science
frameworks and a third year on the Massachusetts Comprehensive
Assessment System (MCAS).
Were you on a leave of absence from your school district?
Yes, I was on leave. It was an arrangement where the Department paid
Newmarket my salary. The Newmarket Public Schools continued to pay
my salary. That was the relationship. It was wonderful. I got to work with
the Commissioner, Bob Antonucci, and the Deputy Commissioner, Dave
Driscoll. You know, Joe, it was my work there that probably led me to ,
want to taste a little more leadership... .1 started asking myself: ‘is there
more than science leadership?’ Should I think about an assistant
superintendent’s position? Should I think about getting a doctorate?
When I left the Department I went back to Newmarket and resumed my
duties as Director of science and math, kindergarten through twelve. I
remained there for two years; and I also began studying for my Ed.D.
During that period, a new superintendent was appointed. He reorganized
the system, which resulted in a reduction in my administrative and
leadership responsibilities, so I began looking for new challenges and
responsibilities. I applied to Somersworth as Deputy Superintendent and
was fortunate to be selected. The superintendent was terrific; I learned a
tremendous amount from him; he was a wonderful mentor. He supported
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my ambition to become a school superintendent and was instrumental in
my gaining appointment to my initial position as superintendent, here in
South Burlington.
What are a few of your strong likes and dislikes - loves, hates?
You know I think I am real passionate about whatever I do in life, to really
do a good job at it... that is important to me, give it the best you can,
whatever it might be. That may reflect back to my dad and ‘do the best
you can’ kind of thinking but it is important to me, personally, to do the
best I can do, whatever the job might be. I think I am passionate,
whether...it is science and teaching science, serving as school
superintendent and being a leader.. .1 think I am passionate about
continuing to learn and doing a good job at whatever I do. I don’t believe
you can learn enough. I will go to tremendous lengths to attend
professional meetings because of this belief in me that ‘good isn’t good
enough.’ You can always be a little bit better and you need to think about
continuous improvement... I just don’t sit back and, not involve myself.
It’s important and I enjoy it.
You really have extraordinary resolve and determination. Where does that come
from? Is it related to your high school experience and failing biology?
I guess, from what I can recollect, I was really disappointed in myself.
But, I was also disappointed in the teacher. I do remember that I kept
asking myself6 is it only me or is the teacher also responsible for the
grade I received...There was this sharing in responsibility around my
thinking. I will add this because I think it is pertinent. I also remember, in
high school, sitting down with one of the guidance counselors and he was
saying to me ‘listen, you are not going to be that successful in life so why
don’t you go ahead and, you know, go into the military else in your life
where you might find some success. ’ That stayed with me. Again, it was
one of those... it might be a two minute conversation that creates this
imprint on your brain to say to yourself ‘that son of a bitch, I will show
him. Who does he think he is to tell me that? How many other kids has he
said that to? How many kids listened to him? That was very disappointing
and I feel very fortunate that I didn’t listen to him.
You mentioned your father as being a very important person in your life. In
addition to your father, tell me about other important figures in your life. Who are your
role models?
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My father was a wise man. His formal school went only through eighth
grade, but he a sense about how to develop standards. He never placed
absolute or arbitrary demands on me, nor my older brother or older sister.
He didn’t compare us but expected each of us to do our best. He instilled
that in me and it created in me a very strong desire to succeed in what I
take on.
There were others who were important and whom I emulate. Frank
Sullivan was important and influential. He organized two separate
exchanges with educators in England where a dozen or so science
educators from the area would go to England and study the similarities and
differences between science education in the United States and in
England. He was an exciting personality who loved science education. He
was an excellent mentor and a very strong influence in my life and career.
Bob Antonucci was a role model. He was Commissioner of Education
when I was at the Department of Education. He would always take time to
sit down with me and talk about the different options I might have in my
life and career. David Driscoll was another influential person. Both these
men had a significant impact on me, and my career
When I was an Assistant Superintendent, the superintendent with whom I
worked had a significant influence on me; he was certainly a role model. He was my
mentor, and I modeled significant portions of his leadership style. Each of us has his/her
own individual traits and leadership characteristics that help define us, but in my case I
incorporated portions of his style into my own, and I believe doing so contributed to my
success. Having said that let me bring you back to an earlier point in our discussion.
You mentioned the superintendent of schools in Somersworth, Massachusetts. He hired
you as Deputy Superintendent; was he a role model?
Well in your saying that, he was certainly a role model and someone who
had great influence on me as well as my career. I worked with him for
only three years, but could have worked with him forever... I learned a lot
from him. It is interesting to hear you describe that you learned as much as
you did in the role of assistant superintendent. I am not sure I have learned
in the same sense. ..in terms of the skills these role models have taught me
and whether or not I have been able to internalize the way they work and
function.
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You, obviously, have had success. You have been a teacher of mathematics and
science, a science administrator and leader in science education organizations, a leader
in developing science frameworks at the Department of Education, a deputy
superintendent and now superintendent of schools. What will success look like for you
in say three to five years?
I think for me, at this stage of my career, Joe ... it would be a serving as
school superintendent in a school district where I could make positive and
significant change. I would be helping the school district and its
stakeholders improve and at the same time have a strong working
relationship with all members of the school district, not just the staff, not
just the administrators, but the school committee as well...the sdhool
committee to me is a big piece of it because I think one of the downfalls
here in South Burlington, has been my lack of relationship with the
committee. ... I don’t necessarily see myself in the leadership of the
superintendent’s organization. That is not where I need to go or want or
feel like I have to go. I think it is more important for me...to have myself
in a position where I feel as though I am a major contributor in terms of
the school district I serve.
What about leadership style? How would describe how you lead. I’m not
particularly interested in a specific label, i.e., authoritarian, democratic, coercive,
affiliative... Talk about how you lead.
I think that I developed my approach, my style, whatever you call it as a
result of my work at the Department of Education. At the Department, I
worked with many people: colleagues in the Department and professionals
from school districts. I realized that in order to engage people you need to
be collaborative, you need o be cooperative in terms of working with
groups and individuals. I was out in the field a lot...and I had to collect
people’s feedback around the draft science frameworks and assimilate that
feedback in the revisions. I guess without putting labels on it, Joe, I really
try hard to be a good listener, to collect information from a variety of
people - principals, assistant superintendent, business manager...My
difficulty, and I think I struggle with this personally, is that I see certain
time limitations in terms of when decisions have to be made... what I
struggle with is I will collect the information and I will make a decision.
What I realize is that there will be several individuals who will be
disappointed in the decision I made as a leader because it did not satisfy
all their concerns, issues or needs.
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What do you consider your strong points as a school superintendent?
I think my work ethic. I am very comfortable in saying that. I work very
hard. I probably work too hard. I think I listen to people. I am fairly
patient; I have had many people say to me; ‘ God, you really don’t lose
your cool.’ I try not to lose my cool with people...I think I tolerate, maybe
too much...what people say and so forth.
What would you like to improve?
.. .1 have never been a principal. That might be important information for
you to note. I have never been a principal. Do I think that it has hurt me?
.. .To some degree it has. How can I say it hasn’t if I have never
experienced that role? In this setting it has hurt me. I need to aware of it
and learn from it... It is important for me to prepare for my next position
as superintendent, particularly as it relates to how I go into that position my entry plan.
Without getting ahead of ourselves, how do you think you next entry plan will
differ?
Without a doubt, I will take more time to learn about the school district
and the community. I will spend time learning about the culture before
attempting to change it. I think my desire to make change here in South
Burlington so quickly was misguided. It certainly didn’t help me in my
relationship with the principals. And that then spread to the School
Committee. Getting off to a good start is critical.
If you were to characterize yourself as problem-solver as or a problem-identifier,
which would you choose?
Oh, I don’t know. I think they are both important. I don’t.. .1 am not sure I
am as strong at identifying problems as I am at solving problems.
How has the mentoring program been helpful to you?
The mentoring program provides an outlet; it offers significant support,
advice and reassurance. It is comforting to me that I know I can email you
or pick up the phone and call you about an issue or problem that has
developed. Your on-site visits are very helpful because it allows for indepth discussions to occur.

60

The general meetings with other new superintendents have also been
helpful. It is reassuring to hear others grappling with similar and different
issues. It is interesting that so many of issues are common across the
Commonwealth. I want to continue working with you. It has been a
valuable experience.

Participant III
Participant III heads a school district in a small city in the Northeast region of
the Commonwealth. The school district serves 2375 students in kindergarten through
grade 12. The average SAT score for the class of2000 equaled 535 in verbal and 527 in
math; there was a 75% participation rate for the class. The per-pupil expenditure in
2001 for ‘"All Day Programs” totaled $ 8357. 00, compared with the state average of
$7561.00.
The superintendent is completing her second year in this position; she served as
assistant superintendent in the same district immediately prior to assuming her
responsibilities as superintendent of schools; she is fifty something years of age and is
working to complete her Ed.D.
In responding to the request to talk about her early life, her childhood growing
up, her siblings and friends, and school... she responded in this way.
I think it was a different childhood in a lot of ways. I was bom in Northern
Ireland and came to this country when I was two years old. I grew up...my
early childhood years were spent in New Jersey where my father worked
as a mechanical engineer for a newspaper corporation in its printing
division. In his early forties, he decided that he was going to become a
minister and he moved to South Carolina. He went to seminary where he
studied for four years. During the final stages of his studies, I think in his
final year, my brother, sister, and I went to live with my grandparents,
back in Ireland, for a year. That was a big interruption... and I was the
oldest of the three kids and it was a real difficult time, but a time when I
really felt that I had to take care of my brother and sister. My
grandparents were wonderful. We knew them well, but had only seen
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them once or twice a year prior to that time. After seminary... we came
back to the States...we had an additional disruption because my father’s
mission was to go to India. We spent one additional year in the States and
then moved to India and that meant going to boarding school because
there was no English speaking schooling available. So, for eighth grade
and high school I went to boarding school.. .it was another time of being
disconnected from my family, having to fend for myself and also feeling
very protective of my brother and sister.
During this time there were two additional siblings, both girls, were bom.
One was bom in the States and one in India. My youngest sister is fifteen
years younger than me, oddly enough I have a great relationship with her.
My brother and I are also close and have been close for a long time. I
think quite a bit of that stems from being away from family.
So, there are five siblings?
Yes. There are five of us; I am the oldest. There are three of us fairly close
in age and two considerably younger. I think the position in family is a big
factor in how people develop and see themselves in the world, and I know
it was definitely a factor for me.
How did you come to accept responsibility for looking after and caring for your brother
and sister? Did you just assume this responsibility or was it placed upon you?
I think both. It was definitely something that was instilled in me. My
parents were very much ... they were very much into work, ethics, and
responsibility. It was expected that you had things to contribute. It was a
typical expectation that your contribution should be something that could
be seen, and if you see something that needs to be one, do it! And being
the oldest... It was a big role for me... when I was a sophomore in high
school, my mother was pregnant with my youngest sister and we were
home, with my parents, on vacation. We would go on vacation from
boarding school for three months in the winter because there was no
heating system in the school in the mountains so we would go home in the
winter and come back in the spring. My sister was born in February; we
had arrived home at the end of November and after Christmas because of
the way the pregnancy was going the doctors wanted my parents to go to
the nearest hospital, which was thirty miles away, and wait out the rest of
her pregnancy there. So, I became the person that ran the household during
that time, which meant being involved in directing the servants — which
we had in India - and the ordering from the market.. .and all that kind of
stuff. They just assumed that I would do it. I was never, you know, of a
mind not to help out and I knew I could so in that situation you just do it.
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But, there were a lot of assumptions made that I would take on those
responsibilities.
What are your hobbies and interests?
Reading, writing, and painting. When I was at home with my parents, 1
loved going out to the villages with my father to distribute clothing,
medications and food.. .1 used to love doing that with him because I loved
seeing the social structure of the villages. It was so different. It was always
intriguing to me how it all operated, how it all functioned, how it was so
different from our social structure and yet so much the same... In high
school I loved anthropology; it was one of my favorite classes. I love
history; I really enjoy history still. We also had to keep ourselves
occupied; there was no television. We had to make our own entertainment.
We did a lot of plays and productions for our parents and neighbors.
Going to boarding school in India probably meant having diverse classmates.
Who were your classmates and from where did they come?
They were from around the world. I only had twenty-eight classmates in
my graduating class and we still keep in touch. In fact I attended a reunion
last March in Fort Lauderdale and twenty of the twenty-eight attended. It
was a very tight community. One of my classmates is Finance Minister in
Thailand; another is a pilot for American Airlines. My classmates were a
real mix of diplomats’ kids, as well as sons and daughters of people
working over seas. They were from all different national and social
backgrounds.
Being bom in Northern Ireland and going to boarding school in India probably
provided you a viewpoint of US. History that is quite different than many of your
colleagues today were exposed to. In fact, your education was probably quite different
than public education in Massachusetts and the United States. Is that true?
There were similarities and differences. One of the contrasts was due to
the diversity of background among students and teachers. Their
perspectives were more heterogeneous. There were also similarities; our
school was accredited by the Mid - Atlantic Association of Schools and
Colleges, just as the New England Association of Schools and Colleges
accredits schools and colleges in New England. In that regard, we met
similar standards and expectations. On a parallel basis, we also had to
conform to what we called the Cambridge Program, which provided a
curriculum for students who were going to eventually go to British
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schools. So we had to meet both sets of standards and expectations. When
I think back on it today, I realize it was quite an accomplishment to
achieve all that in a school that size.
Where did you go to college?
I went to Gordon College in Wenham, Massachusetts. I had a
scholarship. ..Gordon had a religious affiliation... I look back on what my
kids did regarding their college search, and I see what kids do today in
terms of their college search... I never questioned. I was told and I never
questioned. I just went and it was fine. It was a good setting for me; I was
on my own and my family was in India. Gordon was small, it provided an
environment and set of standards with which I was familiar. It was church
related. At the same time it was.. .it did not give me some of the
opportunities that I really wanted in terms of being able to branch out. I
found it very restricting. By the time I was in school, I thought of
transferring and moving to another environment but I didn’t have a way to
do that. It was pretty much... pretty much determined that I was going to
school there. So that is ... looking back I would have liked to look at a
different lifestyle or a different way of approaching things than I had for
those initial twenty-two years. And I met my husband, whom I married
right after I graduated from college.
Did he go to Gordon also?
No he went to Northeastern. He was from a very different background
than myself. I think for the first few years of our married lives I just
wanted to experience things that I had never experienced before...and I
didn’t want to take care of any kids. I had had enough taking care of my
brother and sisters. We were married for nine years before we had
children. My husband was in the service for part of that time during
Vietnam...
«

You said that in your early years of marriage you just wanted to experience
things you hadn’t experienced before In your formative years many things had been
determined for you and significant responsibilities were placed on you at a young age.
Add to this that it was now the late sixties and early seventies, Vietnam... frustration,
anger ...protests. Were you angry? Were you part of the protest movement?
I was on the end if that. I think my biggest anger was more after my
husband... My husband was drafted ...and was going to officer’s
candidate school and actually.. .that kept him from going to Vietnam.
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Because of the training involved and the fact that the war was beginning to
wind down, the need for officers began to diminish so they offered him an
early release. But I had become engrossed and involved in what was going
on at the time, objecting to the war and on the fringes of demonstrations
and... anger with how the government had dealt with the situation and
anger about the way the country responded and reacted toward returning
veterans. I was concerned for... I mean I saw what it did to my husband, I
saw what it did to his friends. They had given up a couple, if not three or
four years of their lives, were looked down upon for that while at the same
time many of them did not agree with the war or the government’s
policies.
It was a painful time. Let’s move on to something more positive. Who are your
role models? Who do you try to emulate?
My parents, particularly my father, and both of my grandmothers. My
father was bom into a family of nine children. His father delivered coal; he
had a third grade education; his mother had probably the equivalent of an
eighth grade education. She was really organized, and she really instilled
something powerful in him... Her whole thing was to do your best and
that you could whatever you want to do; you can do whatever you want to
do, and my father was constantly providing us with the same message.
My father did accomplish whatever he wanted to do. He left school at the
end of eighth grade and became an apprentice. He went to high school at
night, graduated and went on to University at night and earned his degree
in Engineering. He moved up the ladder in the shipyard where he was
working when he took on the new challenge and direction of the seminary.
He went into a entirely different field studying theology, Greek Hebrew...
He was always this very ethical, very moral person. It didn’t matter what
would happen as a result of a decision. He had to make what he believed
to be the right decision and what was morally right. That had a tremendous
influence on me. He was a very humble person.
Both of my grandmothers....! mentioned my father’s mother. My mother’s
mother had a third grade education... she went on to start a catering
business which later became a restaurant, which later became a restaurant
and bakery all across Northern Ireland. This little woman, who started
with nothing, ended her life with a sizeable estate. Just knowing how she
accomplished what she did is reminder to me that says you can do
whatever you want to do.. work hard enough...stick with it. .do it right
and you will accomplish it.
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I left my mother out and I shouldn’t have; she had the same belief system
as my grandmothers. She was a very handy person. In a different but
similar fashion she accomplished what her mother accomplished. She
moved to India into a home with no electricity and no running water and a
group of servants with whom she had never dealt... She organized herself
and the servants and got the water and electricity. She had the courage and
commitment to move forward. She could take on a situation and figure out
how it works and get it going again and keep it running.
Given your background and the influences of your role models, particularly the
examples set by both grandmothers and your parents in terms of being able to achieve
whatever it was you set out to achieve, how did you decide to become a teacher and
begin a career in public education?
Given the context, it is a very interesting question. When I started out in
college there were, for the most part, three professional career options
open for women, nursing, teaching or working as a secretary. Most did not
look beyond those horizons. I was certainly influenced by my parents and
grandmothers to pursue my dreams. I also had a college roommate who
majored in chemistry. Initially, I could not imagine what she was going to
do with a major in chemistry. She was confident that there would be
opportunities and it was eye opening for me to see her graduate and begin
working in a laboratory. Despite, and because of the examples set by
family members — as well as the example set by my roommate I don’t
think I ever really considered anything other than teaching and education.
I one sense, I think, that was what was expected; in another sense it was
something I thoroughly enjoyed and loved to do. When we lived in India I
remember going out into the villages with my father and working with the
kids. My mother volunteered to help run an orphanage in the village, and I
loved going over and working with the kids there. When I was in high
school I used to tutor younger students in the school who were having
difficulty. I found that it was sort of second nature to me to teach and
hsten to these kids; I thoroughly enjoyed it. As I think back, even though I
had been told I could be anything I wanted to be, the influences that were
most profound in my life dictated that I pursue a career in education. Even
though there were, for the most part, only three professional avenues
readily available to women. It was coincidental in that regard that I chose
teaching; it was really about whom I was and what I wanted to do.
Once I got into the classroom, the ability that I. ..being able to see how
1 erent aspects fit together really excited me. I enjoyed elementary
school and the creativity it allows... you are the master of the
classroom...I could see how it would move...the readings in social
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studies... some of the math, the science... integrating them. It allowed me
to be very creative and to do the kinds of things I enjoy doing. I loved it
from the day I started.
You asked about role models... I had great cooperating teachers. I
remember Joanne Rogers, she was my first cooperating teacher in Boston.
She was a very creative woman, very bold in what she did. Many of the
kids she worked with were underprivileged. Many of the kids of the
school came from homes that were not really supportive of education and
Joanne did so many things with those kids in the classroom and after
school; ...she was a real good role model as well.
r

Okay, it seems you were destined to become a teacher, and that service to others
was important to you. Tell me about your career and how you came to be
superintendent of schools in Manchester.
I started my career in Boston. Gordon College operated on trimester terms
and I finished in December. I filled a long-term substitute position in fifth
grade in Boston from January to June. I then took a position teaching fifth
grade in Gloucester and remained there for two years. There were a lot of
constraints; the expectations were that all the teachers did the same thing.
You were expected to be on a certain page in the textbook at a certain
time.. .1 wanted to move in different directions with the kids. I wanted to
move to a place where I could have more control... developing what I was
doing in terms of my teaching. I moved to Harwich and began to teach
fourth grade. I was in an old building, built in the 1890’s, with only six
classrooms. At the time the regional high school was undergoing
renovations. There was a new superintendent and he temporarily relocated
his office into a classroom next to mine.
He and I got along famously. His son was in Vietnam at the same time my
husband was in the service. We talked regularly about how things were
going and he became a mentor to me. My husband had a learning
disability; he had tremendous trouble learning to read and his mother had
him tutored in phonics by someone at BU and in six months he progressed
from a first grade reading level to a fourth grade reading level. Despite this
growth school was a real struggle for him and he had very difficult
experiences especially through elementary school. His disability is still
evident today. He has learned to cope and deal with it, and 1 became very
intrigued and interested in special needs and began a M.Ed program at
Lesley College now Lesley University, and began teaching youngsters
with mild to moderate learning disabilities.
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My initial work in special education coincided with the birth of my first
child. I continued to teach and the special needs position provided more
flexibility for me than the standard classroom teaching position. After
completing my masters I returned to the classroom and taught third grade
for two years. My principal asked me to return to special education as a
part-time teacher and part-time coordinator of our Chapter 766 program. It
was the start of my administrative career. I continued in this capacity,
gradually adding additional administrative responsibilities to the point that
I was full time administration. My superintendent asked me to assume the
position of Special Education Director, which I was prepared to do until
we had a disagreement over salary. I believed the position should offer a
salary at least equal to a building principal; he disagreed and I decline the
position. Shortly thereafter I accepted the position of Special Education
Director in a neighboring community, this community where I am now
superintendent. Now that I am superintendent I often see my former
superintendent and we laugh about our disagreement.
Before becoming superintendent here, in addition to serving as Special
Education Director, the position was changed to Director of Student
Services, I also was appointed Director of Curriculum and Instruction. The
position of Superintendent of Schools became open and I was a candidate.
I came in second in that search and worked closely with the new
superintendent for three years. During that period the Director of Student
Services resigned and for an indefinite period I carried out the
responsibilities of both positions. The superintendent resigned after three
years and I was appointed to fill that position.
We have talked about your evolution and career path. Now that you are here
what do you want to accomplish? What will success look like in three to five years?
To me success is having made a difference...difference enough so that
some would say, after I left, that this program was developed, or that was
created, or this was built, or we started this initiative when Mary McGuire
was superintendent. It as made a significant difference for kids. This is ’
how I want to be measured.
What do you enjoy most about being a school superintendent? What do you like
and what do you dislike? What are some of the challenges you face? What makes you
feel confident?
Hmm . .that’s a lot to think about. This job is very consuming and
complex. There are certainly times when I would like to have more
control, just to have a sense of order and predictability about my day and
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what I will be able to accomplish. That’s one side of the coin, so to speak.
The other side also has to do with the unpredictable nature of the position,
that something could happen at any given moment which could create a
crisis or some difficult challenge, i.e., a teacher is arrested..., a student
gets killed in an accident..., a School Committee leaks sensitive
information to the press... Dealing with those different and complicated
issues tests my ability to lead, and it is very satisfying to be able to
navigate those difficult waters. These issues are actually more complicated
than the instructional issues we deal with in a predictable fashion.
When I think about confidence, I reflect on my development and
experience. Part of my confidence is based on my foundation developed in
childhood.. .the values my parents instilled in me, the notion that, with
hard work, I could be whatever I wanted to become... the experiences I
had of being on my own and having to be self-reliant. I believe I am well
grounded; I have a sense of what is important, what I value and believe to
be true.
In addition to the foundation piece, my experiences in teaching, managing
and leading have helped me grow which has also increased my
confidence. When I was attending conferences or participating in
workshops through my career... as I listened to others comment about
what they were doing... I often realized that I had already done that... My
experience has helped me gain the perspective that when a situation arises
that I feel that is so difficult that it is beyond my control, I stop, say no...
you can do this... you can get through this... you have the skills... and
that is the thought process I have use to get through difficult
situations.. .the roller coaster ride.
I have confidence because I know there are others, family and colleagues,
in whom I can confide. My husband is a very supportive resource; he is
not an educator but provides me with a very positive sense of dealing with
people... dealing with situations... and keeping a realistic outlook. I have
had you to talk with about many of the difficult issues I had to deal with
this year. Thare are others I can also turn to for guidance.
That is interesting and reassuring. One of the important traits of leadership is
self-awareness, and it’s reassuring to me when I recognize that in school leaders. You
have a very good sense of self; tell me how you characterize your leadership style?
My notion of leadership is, first of all, to lead by example; second, it is to
lead very collaboratively. I want to be creative and in tune... I want to
empower others, not be indifferent to people...! try to be very
enthusiastic... create teams and move together to wherever it takes us. I
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want to strengthen teachers and administrators in leadership ability; they
have very good ideas, and a sense of who I am... we have a sense of what
the school district needs... we work together for a common goal.
My leadership style is related to my view of success. When we were
talking about what success might look like for me, I indicated that when I
leave the system I would like people to say that program began, or that
policy was instituted... when Mary McGuire was superintendent; she
engaged us in a discussion leading to... I do not want to be viewed as the
person who did something but rather as someone who participated in
making something happen.
Do you distinguish between managing and leading?
Yes I do. In my view a manager is someone who directs, even leads,
others in a certain direction... through the door... along this road.
Leadership is influencing, at times even deciding, the direction.
Warren Bennis, distinguishes between managing and leading this way. He views
managers as “doing things right” and leaders as “doing the right thing.”
I like that. My father would certainly support that distinction. He used to
say something quite similar. He would tell us that your dignity is very
important and that one of the few things people cannot take away from
you is your dignity; if you do the right thing you will retain your dignity.
We are almost finished, but before we conclude tell me your biggest surprise
and/or frustration that you experienced in the first year as superintendent.
I think my biggest surprise, it was also frustrating and stressful, was the
reality of the relationship between the school committee and the
superintendent. I had the belief that the superintendent was the CEO and
the school committee was the Board of Directors. Unlike Boards of
Directors, school committees are public officials elected by the citizens of
a town or city. School committee members are not elected based upon
their expertise; they are elected as part of the political process. Unlike
school committees. Board members are usually chosen because the bring
expertise or influence to the Board. Because of the political nature of
school committee members’ accountability to the electorate, individual
members of the school committee often have varied and conflicting
agenda. I have had to think about this quite a bit this past year. I have
shared many of the issues that have come up and you have been very
helpful, but it is very stressful trying to continually anticipate how
different members of the school committee will react to a particular
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recommendation. I also realize that communities are different, and school
committees are different; some are better than others.. .they act more
appropriately than others.
How has the M.A.S.S. Mentoring program been helpful?
It has been a great source of support. It was very reassuring tome that I
could always call you to talk through an issue or get advice on how handle
a particular issue. Telephone and email contact has been a tremendous
source of support. The one on one sessions have provided great support
and an awareness that I am not unique or alone. Your counsel generally
and particularly on the subject of my marketability to other school district
has been very comforting and reassuring.
I think one of the pieces that was missing was an opportunity for new
superintendents to get together. I know there were three state-wide
meetings for all new superintendents. But I think it would be helpful to
create smaller geographic clusters of new superintendents that might meet
regularly throughout the year. I do belong to a support group of
superintendents with considerable experience. It is probably my own
inadequacy, but my sense is that my lack of experience doesn’t allow me
to contribute in the same way the experienced superintendents do. Be in a
group a new superintendents, provides the members with a commonality
and equality and I believe a greater opportunity to share.

Participant IV
I have worked with Participant IV for three years. My involvement with him has
lessened over the years as he has evolved in his leadership. Participant 4 has just begun
his second position as superintendent of schools; he remained in his initial position as
superintendent for two years. His current position would be viewed by those in the field
as a promotion from his initial position as school superintendent. Participant IV, who is
fifty something years old, came to the position of superintendent from the role of high
school principal. He headed a large suburban high school and made the transition from
principal to superintendent quite easily. The community he served initially as
superintendent and the community he is currently serving contrast markedly along a
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socio-economic continuum. The community he is currently serving would be
characterized as upper middle class and holding high expectations for its schools. It is
located along the “hi-tech” corridor of Route 128. The school district serves
approximately 3445 students with a FTE teaching staff numbering 260. In the 2000
SAT administration, the seniors scored an average verbal score of 529, and a math score
of 525.The average teacher’s salary in the district in 2001 was $47,828., compared to a
state average of $48,649.
Responding to the request to spend some time describing his childhood - family,
siblings, friends, school... he stated:
My parents are immigrants; they were dedicated and hard working but
educated only to eighth grade. My father was a laborer who became
skillful in the trades, working as a carpenter and bricklayer. My mother
remained at home when we were young and eventually worked in retail.
They were not particularly supportive of education, that is to say they did
not place a high priority on its importance, and its value for achieving
success. They did, however value doing your best and hard work; they
gained their sense of self-worth through their industriousness. I have two
siblings, a sister and a brother, and I am the oldest.
My recollections of my early schooling can be described as okay; I didn’t
love it and I didn’t hate it. It was what we did. I did love sports and played
sports all the time. My friends were kids I played sports with and as I got
older, sports became a central part of my life and my development. In fact
the people most influential in+ my development were my coaches both in
little league and later on in school. I +would characterize my school
success, i.e., academic achievement as average. I probably would not
have aspired to go no to college were it not for the prompting and pushing
of my coaches in high school, particularly my football coach. As a result
of the important role athletics played in my development, I am a strong
proponent of athletics as it relates to developing a sense of purpose,
commitment to that purpose and character development.
I am grateful to my parents for instilling in my sister, brother and me, the
desire and commitment to hard work. But I developed my commitment
and respect for the value of a good education from my coaches, some
teachers, as well as teammates. When I graduated from high school I went
to college locally in Boston, played sports and decided that teaching and
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coaching would be provide opportunities for me to contribute to others
and to make a difference. I believe aspirations are important, and lighting
fires in people is a way stimulate aspirations and make a difference. I was
ortunate to have people in my life who helped me in that regard. But I
also know that I didn’t get that appreciation for education from my parents
an I wanted to be sure to place a high value on education for my own
children.
When I think back about school, my passion was sports. If I had a favorite
subject it was history, particularly American History. American History
provided me with an example of the underdog succeeding; it was a lesson
on commitment, resolve and perseverance. My teachers for the most part
were not particularly noteworthy. There were a few, who I remember as
sparking some interest in me not so much because of the subjects they
taught but because they communicated an interest in their students. It was
their commitment and caring that resonated with me and instilled
somewhere within me the notion that teachers had an opportunity to
influence. When I think back on it now, I believe the seeds of my desire to
lead had their origin in my recognition and appreciation that teaching
provides a special opportunity to influence.
You mentioned that you have a sister and a brother, what was your relationship
with them?
We are close. I think I mentioned that I was the oldest; I am two years
older than my sister and five years older than my brother. Growing up we
were all active in athletics and we all were successful at it. I think I set an
example for them as it related to athletics and they seemed to follow. My
sister was more interested and successful in achieving very good grades
than L My brother’s academic interests were stronger than mine but
probably not as strong as my sister’s. We are all married with families; she
is a nurse and he is a commercial banker. We all have a commitment to
doing our best. I think that drive came from our parents and their
commitment to hard work.
Tell me a little more about your college years.
As I said, I went to college locally in Boston. With the help of my high
school coaches, I was admitted to Boston University where I played
football. My work ethic helped a lot in college, because I had to work
hard at my studies. I became more organized and learned how to study. I
was not a party person but it was during college that I met my wife. Our
relationship became serious and we were married shortly after graduation.
I would characterize my college experience as one in which I became
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more focused on learning as well as beginning to think about a career in
teaching and coaching as well as starting a family.
At BUI majored in Education and minored in History. I began my
teaching career as a high school teacher in a Boston suburb. I continued
my studies, pursuing an M.Ed degree in Educational Administration at the
old Boston State College. Seven years into my career, I became an
assistant principal and I also began my studies for an Ed.D at Boston
College. Earning that Ed.D was a proud moment; never in my dreams did
I think that was a probability when I was growing up.
I want to talk with you about your career and how you arrived at you current
position, but I also want to ask you about who your role models are. You mentioned one
of the reasons you became a teacher and a coach was that it provided you the
opportunity to influence and make a difference. Who influenced you and made a
difference in your life?
I think we can talk about both of those questions together. First, I need and
want to talk about my parents. I know I have indicated that they did not
provide encouragement regarding my education, but I think that is a
learned value. Their education was limited and they were both successful
because they were industrious. They provided an example of doing one’s
best. It was an important lesson; one which made it possible for me to earn
an Ed.D.
I’ve mentioned my coaches, particularly my football coach. All of my
coaches were successful at instilling an attitude of commitment. My
football coach was particularly influential. Football is an extraordinary
team sport demanding that each member of the team commit himself to
team over self. It requires a dedication to committing one’s mental and
physical capacities to a common effort and goal. My football coach was an
outstanding teacher and role model in that regard.
During my career I have had opportunities to learn from outstanding
school people as well as from people that, in my view, were less than
adequate. When I was teaching, my building principal was a man of
outstanding integrity and commitment. He was genuinely interested in the
students and staff and set an example for them to emulate. His standards
were high and his support was great. He was the one who pushed me to
get my masters degree, and he was the one who urged me to pursue a
career in school administration.
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You know it is interesting that, for me at least, those leaders and role
models that I admire and those that I have little respect for represent
opposite side of the same coin. The people for whom I have great respect
are people I trust; they have earned that trust because their actions support
what they say. They are committed to the students and staff that they lead
and they accept responsibility for their actions. Those leaders for whom I
have little regard fall short of the mark in those critical areas. I cannot feel
confident them because they do not accept responsibility and often pass
the buck. Prior to becoming a superintendent I was a high school principal.
I work with a superintendent for whom I had little respect. He had little
resolve or commitment. Consequently, he had little support or following.
I do not believe leadership is a popularity contest; it is not about being
liked, but it is about being respected. Leadership is about having the
courage, as you say, to face reality and get others to join you. Leadership
is about having the courage to change the reality, “the what is”, for the
better; in a phrase it’s about making a difference.
I haven’t had a lot of jobs. My succession to school superintendent was
done through four steps: high school history teacher; high school assistant
principal; high school principal (small school), and high school principal
(large school). I became a school superintendent with no central
administration experience.
Coming directly from the building level, i.e., building principal, do you believe
you were well prepared for the position of school superintendent?
You know that is an interesting question. Certainly experience at the
central office or central administration level would be helpful. It definitely
would not detract from one’s ability. But I believe too much is made of its
value and importance. We’ve had these discussions over the past couple of
years and I believe, as you do, that it is the experience heading a
complicated and complex organization, a large high school if you will,
that prepares you for the position of school superintendent. To be an
effective school superintendent, I believe, you need to have experience
acting and reacting when you’re on the firing line. I would argue that the
position of high school principal prepares you better, in that context, than
does the position of assistant superintendent.
I believe to be an effective leader you need to have self-confidence. One
needs to have awareness of self, his / her values, and to articulate those
values. Furthermore, a school leader - principal or superintendent - needs
to have his actions support what he says.
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You said earlier that you met your wife when you were together at BU. Do you
*

have children?
I have three children, two boys and a girl. My daughter is the youngest and
she is currently a student at Boston College. My older son is a middle
school teacher and my younger son is going to law school. We are a close
family still trying to take summer vacations together, although that gets
more difficult each year. We are all still interested in sports, avid fans of
the Red Sox, Patriots, Celtics and to a lesser extent Bruins. My wife and I
enjoy going out to dinner and go to restaurants featuring a variety of
cuisines.
What is success for you? What would it look like in your school district? How
would it manifest itself?
Right now. I’m trying to have a successful first year in this new position.
My first position as superintendent was a real growth opportunity in terms
of working with community leaders, building coalitions, marketing a new
school project... This community is very different from the last. So too is
the position of school superintendent. Tlie expectations the community
and school culture are very different. I know for me to be successful I
need to build relationships with the different stakeholder groups in the
community. I need to learn what the community and schools value, I need
to let the community and school staff know who I am and what I value and
think is important. So, success in the short term is to build relationships,
articulate my beliefs and build a network. Leadership is about change, but
before I begin to change things I need to learn about the culture of the
school district and the community. Eventually, success would mean I
played a role in moving the school district forward in a direction that is
good for students. It would mean developing a culture, I hope, that
embraced the principle of equity. I am a strong advocate for public schools
and believe they better represent opportunities for all students, wealthy
and poor, very intelligent and marginally intelligent... to maximize their
potential. I believe success would manifest itself in our schools if students,
teachers, and administrators respect diversity and the individuality as wellas the commonality represented in the schoolhouse. I think most
importantly that success would be evident if those changes that I helped
influence and bring about remained in place after I left.
What do you like about being a school superintendent? What don’t you like?
What I like best is being in a position to influence and help bring about
change. As a school superintendent you are in a wonderful, if not enviable,
position to initiate. The role provides extraordinary opportunities to
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engage others to work collaboratively to achieve a common purpose. I
enjoy being in a position of responsibility and the opportunities and
challenges that come with it.
Being school superintendent also provides you with many challenges that
test your mettle. I’m a competitive person and I look forward to those
situations. The position demands that you build relationships with many
individuals and groups. It requires that you have excellent social skills
and that you utilize them.
I enjoy very much working with people and I think my leadership style is
influence by that fact. The challenges facing school leaders demand that
they be collaborative in their approach. There are so many different
interest groups wanting to influence schools that it takes a not only a
willingness to collaborate but an appreciation of its benefits as well to be
successful.
The requirements of the job that I like least involve the time that it
requires. The position is so comprehensive it carries with it the burden of
ten, often twelve, hour days. Because of the nature of the work, a
superintendent is often out three and four nights a week. This can be
stimulating at times but in the long run it is very tiring.
How has the M.A.S.S. Mentoring program been helpful to you? What might we
add or do differently?
The mentoring program has been terrific. It provides a safety net.
Knowing I could pick up the phone or email you has been very reassuring,
even if it is only to have you listen to what I’m think about. The position
of school principal can be lonely, but you know there are other principals
in the school district. There is only one superintendent.
I have enjoyed and benefited from the program. It has provided an
opportunity to share with other new superintendents the issues that I am
confronting as well as the successes I experience. The in-person
confidential discussions are informative and extremely beneficial. My
recommendation is to continue the current format. I would also like to
continue to participate in the program. I would also be interested in joining
a superintendents’ group and would appreciate the Association s support
in that regard.
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Participant V
Participant V is in her third year as a school superintendent. She completed two
years as superintendent of schools in a rural regional school district. In the spring of
2003, she was appointed superintendent of schools in a wealthy suburban regional
school district quite different from her initial assignment as superintendent. In her
current assignment, she is superintendent of a single k-8 school district as well as a
grade 9-12 regional school district. At the regional level, 90.8% of graduating seniors in
2001 went to four-year colleges. The average SAT score in 2000 for verbal was 580; for
math it was 611. The average per pupil cost at the regional level for 2001 was $10,599.,
and the average teacher salary was $59,168. Participant V is fifty plus years of age.
In talking about her childhood, her family, parents, siblings, friends... this is
what she said.
I had a wonderful childhood. I can’t imagine one that was richer or
happier. My parents set high expectations for all of us, not so much in the
sense that you had to get all “A’s” or that you had to do this or that. But
there was a very clear expectation that we would apply ourselves and do
our best. My dad was a surgeon. My mother was a registered nurse. Both
of them had come from working class families in Charlestown,
Massachusetts, an Irish Catholic immigrant section of Boston. My mother
lived in Ireland until she was about 12 years old. She came from a family
that was quite poor. She was the only one in the family who had gone to
school beyond eighth grade, not because my uncle and aunt were not
capable but because they needed to work as soon as they left grade eight.
They were all very bright, very articulate.. .they just didn’t have formal
education.
My dad s family was very well off financially. My father was very bright
and he had the opportunity to attend and graduate from Harvard. He
graduated at age 19 and went on the Harvard Medical School.
My parents bought their first house in Charlestown, which my dad kept as
one of his offices. They very quickly bought a house in Lynnfield because
my father thought it was important that we grow up in a rural setting. The
house sat on four acres of land and my father used to pretend he was a
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farmer on the weekend, which meant we all had the opportunity to be
“fanner’s children.”
I am one of eight children, fifth bom. There were very high expectations
for all of us; all my brothers and sisters graduated from college and there
was never a time when I thought I couldn’t do what I wanted to do; I
always had the support of my parents. I never remember them saying “we
expect you to get all A’s, but there was an expectation that you would do
your very best. I do remember having to go to school in the summers and
on week ends and I didn’t like it. I remember going to Shady Hill School
in Cambridge in the summers for enrichment. In retrospect, it really did
give me a breadth of experience to the larger world.
Both my parents, even though they had science backgrounds were very
well rounded in the arts. Both of them would read poetry and plays to us
with frequency. My dad used to read novels to us in the evenings. He was
also a great lover of music, which he shared with us. On weekends he
would take us on outings to the Lynn woods. I remember him having us
collect samples of leaves and berries, having us bring them home and
identifying them by checking them out in books.
My dad died when I was nine. My mother was left with eight children
ranging in age from two to eighteen. My mother was an extraordinary
woman. She was fortunate to be able to stay at home after my father died;
my father provided well for us financially. My mother ran a very tight
ship, but it was wonderfully warm. There was just no nonsense.. .you
would do what she told you.
I had gone to public school for grades K-8.1 was in fourth grade when my
father died. Little by little I think my mother worried that we would be
juvenile delinquents. My two older sisters went to Medford High School.
My two older brothers went to Malden Catholic. My sister and I attended
Mount St. Joseph Academy in Brighton. My younger siblings attended
parochial school K-12. Actually, the education I received at Mount St
Joseph’s was excellent; it was very broad.
So basically, in terms of my family background I had a very stable, happy
life as a child... I think my best friends growing up were my brothers and
sisters.. .which isn’t to say I didn’t have friends because I certainly did.
But my brothers and sisters were my best friends and continue to be so
today.
When you were in school what were your strong interests? What did you really
like?
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It’s interesting; I had always assumed that my main interest, in terms of
my studies, was in the humanities. After my mother died and we went
through all the piles of papers, i.e., birthday cards we had made, essays
we had written, report cards... which she had kept, I came across an essay
I had written in elementary school, which talks about my desire to become
a scientist and to do research and save the universe from disease. My
parents read to all of us a great deal and I have always had a great love of
literature. But I have also been interested in the natural world. I have
always been interested in subjects like anthropology, psychology... Not so
much math. It wasn’t that I wasn’t good at it.. .1 just didn’t have the
passion.
After high school, where did you go to college?
I went to the University of Massachusetts in Amherst.. .1 think part of the
reason that I went there was because I was very conscious of the
economics of it. My mother was extremely frugal, and we were all very
frugal growing up and that weighed heavily on my decision. I was the first
one in my family to go to a public college. One sister went to Radcliff;
another to Tufts. One brother went to Northeastern, another brother started
at Springfield College but finished at Boston State.
I don’t regret my decision at all. I had a wonderful experience at UMass. I
do remember at first thinking about its size, being both excited by it and a
little intimidated. I remember the freshman class being between three and
four thousand students. I also remember there were three sections of
advanced placement English with about 20 students in each section and I
was one of them. I remember being in that class and looking around and
thinking “oh my Lord, everyone here must be a genius; they must be
brilliant. It didn’t occur to me until around November that I must be pretty
smart to be in that class. It was about that time that I began to listen more
attentively to what some of my classmates were saying and concluded I
had as much to offer as any of them. When I think back on it I believe I
received a veiy rigorous education; It was in English class that I met a
lifelong and best friend. We eventually were roommates. We actually
became friends when we were working together cleaning and washing
dishes to make money to study at Oxford in a semester abroad program.
I was very curious. It was important to me to be a good student and did
well. But I didn t spend enough time having fun. In retrospect, I would go
back to UMass again. If I were to do it again, I would try to be a little
more balanced.
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Frugality was an important consideration for you. Your father died when you
were young, your mother was a significant influence and you seemed to have an attitude
of “waste not.”
That’s right! It was never an expectation but I just.. .1 have this profound
love, and still do, for my mother and a great respect for her and would
never have wanted to do anything that would have disappointed her.
It’s obvious that your parents valued learning and education.
Absolutely...education really opened incredible doors for them so they put
great value on education. In turn, I put great value on education with my
own children and they with theirs.
I got married when I was a senior in college; I had my son when I was a
senior at UMass. My husband enlisted in the military; the Vietnam War
was going on. I took the second semester off; I was ahead in my course
credits and was still able to graduate with my class. My husband was
overseas, so I moved home to my mother’s house. After graduation we
moved to Florida. My husband was stationed there. I should tell you he
enlisted before graduation; he later finished his degree at UMass. But there
was certainly a discrepancy in our value system as it related to education.
My family put much greater emphasis on education than his family did.
Those years were a struggle. It was a way of life I had not seen or
experienced. Money was major concern; we lived in trailer parks or
apartments that were horrible. My husband was an enlisted man; there was
very little money. But we made do. I do remember moving around a lot
and not being happy about it, especially since my children were young.
After the service we moved back to Massachusetts, spent some time on the
Cape, moved to Charlestown for a while and then we moved to Western
Massachusetts, actually Amherst, and my husband finished his degree at
UMass. We then moved to South Hadley and worked with “In a Better
Chance House” a program for inner city youth. Most of the kids were from
New York City. We did that for two years while we both studied for our
Master’s Degrees. After that we went to Central America, lived in
Nicaragua, where I taught English and my husband was a counselor. We
stayed for a year, moved back to the States, going to Guilford, NH. We
bought our first house, a farmhouse with four acres, and I taught high
school English. We were in New Hampshire for two years when we
moved to Franconia, MA. The plan was that my husband was going to
start law school at night, and work during the day. There my marriage
really started to unravel. He quit a couple of jobs without telling me; he
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lacked a sense of responsibility and the marriage started to come undone.
I filed for divorce and bought his portion of the house in Franconia. I was
an English teacher in Franconia for nine years and a counselor for four
years. It was a stable period; my children had a wonderful experience in
the Franconia schools. In 1988 I began a doctoral program in the Danforth
Program for School Leadership at UMass; it took me about ten years to
complete.
In 1991,1 was offered a position as Dean of Students at Franconia High
School. I knew that if I accepted this position, I would most likely end up
retiring from Franconia. My kids were in college, and I decided if I was
going to do something different, now was the time. I went to California
without a job and researched positions available at the University of
California at Fullerton. I was offered and accepted a position as Assistant
Principal in the Fullerton School District. I had two great years there; I
loved my job; I loved California. In 1993,1 attended a secondary school
principals’ conference in Las Vegas and met the Assistant Superintendent
from Oclare, Wisconsin. I was offered the principalship of Memorial High
School in Oclare, Wisconsin, a big high school of almost 1900 kids. It was
during my time at Memorial High School that I focused my research for
my dissertation. It had to do with cultural concepts and influences on
cognitive learning among minority high school students, specifically
Mong and Latino students. There is a strong influence in the Mong and
Latino cultures on the group, not the individual; not on competition but on
collaboration. That really affects how we teach these groups of students,
and teachers need to be cognizant of it because their (the teachers’)
expectations could be in conflict with the cultural values of their students.
How does that learning experience at Memorial High School, particularly as it
relates to teachers’ misconceptions regarding some of the students they teach.. .how
does that affect your thinking and make you a more empathetic administrator? •
Well, it broadens my scope. One of the good things about living a life a
little out of the mainstream is that it provides the opportunity for you to
have an understanding for the world of differences and have an
appreciation and respect for it. Certainly my experience at Memorial
helped me in my understanding of differences. But that sensitivity began
when I was a young girl. When my father died when I was in fourth grade
it set me apart, somewhat. From that point on, I had a different level of
responsibility than my friends; there was an expectation I would be there
to watch my younger brothers and sisters. I also remember being excluded
from a girls’ group when I was in fourth grade. Getting married and
having a son in my senior year of college also set me apart... So there was,
in my mind at least, some sense of other people setting me apart... So
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while I have always felt comfortable with and have a great time with other
people, by nature 1 think I am a loner and enjoy my own company. All
these experiences have contributed to my appreciation of human
difference. The have contributed to my sensitivity, acceptance and
appreciation of difference. It has certainly helped me as an administrator
to challenge teachers and other administrators to be cognizant of cultural
and economic differences among their students.
What about role models? Who are your role models and what is it that attracts
you to them?
The most important model I have had in my life is my mother. I think it
would also have been true of my father had he not died when I was so
young. In the short time we had together he was a significant influence.
But it was my mother who had the most significant influence on me. She
was a woman of great integrity, great heart, compassion and great resolve.
My mother always focused on the positive; what are the possibilities? Her
expectation for all of us. ..you don’t say “ain’t it awful” you say: “this is
the challenge, what can we do, and how do we proceed?” Wonder woman,
a wonderful human being, I miss her! She was also a terrific cheerleader; I
could always count on her to be there to boost my spirits and to tell me
how proud she was of me. When I was appointed Superintendent here, a
fiend of my older sister said: “it’s too bad your mother isn’t here, she
would be so proud.” I said to my sister: “you know, I wish mom were
alive because it would have been good to have a conversation with her
about this position.” And she would have been very proud!
Anyway.. .1 think certainly my mother is the person who shaped me the
most as a human being. I continue to admire and enjoy the support and
companionship of my brothers and sisters, as well as my children. We all
have great love and respect for one another. I have been raised and
interacted in a culture of family and friends who have put great importance
on work ethics... investing yourself in whatever you are doing... it almost
doesn’t matter what you are doing, just do it well.
In terms of others, there have been people in education who have been vey
influential and important to me. The superintendent in Franconia was very
helpful in motivating me to pursue the doctorate. The principal with whom
I worked in my first administrative job in Southern California was
outstanding; he helped me focus on what was important and what I could
let go. He was a person who led based on principle. As an administrator,
he had enormous influence. In my family, I had always been taught to act
on principle. This principal in California said: make your decisions on
principles, not the person sitting across the desk from you; his behavior
supported his belief.
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This is your second position as school superintendent. The districts are quite
different. What is it about being a superintendent that you really like? What do you
dislike?
What is incredibly stimulating is the opportunity to make a difference, a
significant difference at the district level. As superintendent I have the
opportunity, no the responsibility, to initiate and to participate in the
change process when and where it makes sense. It’s difficult work, but as
my mother used to say: this is a challenge, what can we do, and how do
we proceed. The work of a school superintendent, as you know because
we have often talked about it is changing the culture of the school district
so that it enhances student learning for all students. Our job is to narrow
the gap between high performing and low performing students and
schools. It is difficult work because it involves changing attitudes. It is
also very challenging and rewarding.
What I like least about my work is the time demand. A typical week
involves at least three evening meetings, so an average day begins at 7AM
and doesn’t end until 10, 11:00PM or even 12:00AM. During that time
you are working with groups of people who often have conflicting
agendas. The ability to collaborate is essential. I have pretty good social
skills and as you have advised the success of a superintendent is, in large
part, determined by her/his ability to developed positive working
relationships with school and community groups.
What about the mentoring program? This is your second experience with it. You
were in the initial class as a first year superintendent, and now in you second position as
a school superintendent in a very different community. How has it been helpful and
what additional service can we provide?
I think the mentoring program and the services it provides are outstanding.
One of the clear benefits is being able to pick up the phone or email you
and talk through a specific situation or issue. The onsite visits you make
are very valuable because they afford me an opportunity to develop an
agenda or a list of issues I want to discuss with you and have a good block
of time to have that discussion. The mentoring program provides
reassurance because it provides opportunities to make contact and have
discussions with superintendents that have probably already experienced
the issue I am dealing with I think it is a terrific program.
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As far as additional services, I really don’t have any to suggest. I know
some of my colleagues would like to have more group meetings, which
might be beneficial to them. I am away from the district enough as it is;
I’m not looking for additional time commitments.

Participant VI
Participant VI leads a rural school district in the southwestern portion of the
Commonwealth. It is a small elementary school district with three schools serving
approximately 800 students in Pre- K through 6. In the 2001 administration of the
MCAS, forty-three percent of fourth grade student scored at advanced or proficient in
mathematics, while fifty-seven percent scored at the “needs-improvement” or failing
categories. In English/language arts, fifty-four percent scored at the advanced or
proficient levels, while forty-six percent received "needs-improvement or failing
ratings. The per-pupil cost for district is $7188.00, while the average teacher’s salary is
$39,979.00.
I asked Participant VI to take some time and talk to me about what it was like
growing up. I asked him to tell me about his family, where he grew up, where he went
to school, his siblings, extended family, likes, dislikes... This is what he said:
I am one of four boys, number two. We grew up in the city of Boston, in
the Hyde Park section. I lived there until I was eleven years old, and then
we moved to Merrimac, MA, part of the urban migration. We had a large,
still have, a large extended family all over the Boston area. Every Saturday
we got together at my grandparents’ house, my mother’s parents. The
family was together... the women in the kitchen preparing all the food, a
lot of fish dishes, and the men met in the living room and smoked
cigarettes and cigars and talked about world peace. We ate a lot of meals
together. I spent a lot of time with a large group of first cousins and all of
us... there was an expectation held by the first generation grandparents
coming to the United States to make life better. This was an expectation
by both grandparents and parents: that we would all make life better, make
a difference, and we would all be successful, whatever that meant. In the
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beginning it was being academically successful and being professional. So
even if your parents worked for an hourly wage... that never stopped their
expectations of our generation of cousins to be successful.
What did success mean?
It meant all the success of growing up in a public school. For a lot of my
family, it meant going to Harvard, or if you couldn’t make Harvard you
would at least go to Yale...It was the expectation that you would also be a
performer and every holiday... every event... the children of my
generation were expected to perform, in some way or some musical...
overwhelmingly musical. There are many accomplished musicians in my
family... There are professional artists and businessmen and
businesswomen; they are well educated and successful. It was the
expectation that you would be successful in school, in college and in life.
It seems that your family is very important to you and that it has had a strong
influence on you.
Yes it is, and yes it has - still is very influential. We still get together.
Thanksgiving and Passover are still a time when we all get together. Even
though people are all over the country, even the world, at Thanksgiving
and Passover we migrate to the Boston area. It is just an expectation that
you will come.
Obviously, music was important to you. What were other likes and dislikes?
I played a lot of sports. I was never great but I played a lot of sports. I
really liked that. I also played the piano for a lot of years and my family
insisted on classical music. I really wanted to move into blues and jazz so
that could have been one of our first major disputes. I ended up giving up
the piano and taking up percussion so, as you can imagine, when we got
together at family occasions, I wasn’t asked to perform.
Where did you go to high school?
I went to, and graduated from, Merrimac High School. I was active in
school, participated in a lot of clubs and played sports. I also worked jobs
the whole time. I think my parents instilled a really good sense of
responsibility in my brothers and me.
How did they do that?
I think part of it was just the demand that if your father is as busy as he is,
working to keep everything on the table... and your mother is working as
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hard as she is to basically raise four sons... that there are expectations
that are non-negotiable, whether it is mowing the lawn or shoveling the
driveway, you had those expectations. I think one of the outgrowths of
that is setting your own resolve to say: “Well if my family is working this
hard, maybe I should get a job too.” So things like at 10 years old, with
my older brother who was 11, we started mowing lawns in the
neighborhood or shoveling driveways. It becomes part of your makeup
that you work hard.
When you talk you speak with great passion and a strong belief system. Where
does that come from?
It comes about in two ways. One is you listen to the passion of your
parents, grandparents, and your aunt and uncles. When you are sitting
around, during holiday time or every Saturday when we got together, and
the older generation is discussing politics in Boston, or politics in
Massachusetts or around the country, the relative strengths of Eisenhower
vs. Stevenson, you hear their passion. Whether you agree with them or
not, you assimilate their passion.
I also think it comes from being a child of the 60’s. You want to be “anti”
almost everything, so maybe you reject some of your parents’ beliefs, but
you reject it with the same passion that they hold their beliefs. So both
sides have passion; you both are very passionate. I think growing up in
the 60’s, graduating from college in 1970, was very exciting. It was a
very exciting time to be socially active, and your passions were
reinforced because I was part of a generation that was very active and
passionate. We marched on the city of Boston; we marched on New York
City. I was part of a generation that helped stop the war.
You mentioned that you graduated from college in 1970. Where did you attend
college and tell me a little about your experience.
I went to the University of Massachusetts. I graduated with a degree in
History, but I probably should have graduated with a degree in partying
and protesting... I knew how to get by and that is all I did. When I
graduated, Dwight Allen was the Dean of the School of Education. He
was into “alternatives” and allowing lots of different things to happen, so
I enrolled in the School of Education’s Graduate School. I still wasn’t
sure what I wanted to do, but I was being recruited to work in Brooklyn
as part of a big grant program... teaching kids... community
involvement, staff professional training. So, even though I was a graduate
student at UMASS in Amherst, I was in Brooklyn most of the time. I got
my feet wet doing that... it opened my eyes... we were in Bedford
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Stuyvesant and all those troubles. I was very naive about life, you know,
all the idealism but never really live in violent places. I might have live in
violent times, but I hadn’t lived in violent places and I went to one. I
grew up a lot. I eventually came back to Amherst and got into a doctoral
program. There was a great deal of federal money. Coupled with Dwight
Allen’s desire for alternative we created a program called “Educational
Futuristics.” I focused on the question: do children, particularly
elementary age children, have enough of a concept of time that they can
distinguish between past, present and future.
Who are your role models?
Hmm... My wife; definitely my wife. My wife knows.. .and helps direct
any discussion based on what is morally sound. I have watched her as an
educator, teach and treat children in this way; I marvel at her ability. I
marvel at her ability to cut to the heart of an argument. I have learned
from her that in any argument you need to express “what is right” not
“who is right.” Maybe not in those exact words, but I definitely learned
that through her.
Of course, my parents and grandparents are role models... even many in
the extended family. They have taught me that I am part of a family. So I
think in the collective... unconditional love, respect, and trust and the
importance of family. I carry this with me in my work.
How is that? How does that carry over into your professional life?
I operate on three premises. One is that you need to have unconditional
respect and acceptance of all children. We can’t make our judgments of
children based on the previous generations of family; we cannot base
them on the child’s strengths and needs. We can’t base them on any
particular aspect of the child. We need to have unconditional respect and
acceptance of all children. Second, it is imperative that operate on the
premise that all children can and will be successful. Success will
obviously be different, but all children can and will be successful. If we
operate otherwise, children will know our beliefs. Children will know
that we don’t believe that they can be successful and that is not fair. A
third premise is that there is a difference between “fair” and “equal.” If
we are fair to children, our service will probably never be equal; in the
same way if we are equal with all children we are probably not being fair.
Those are three basic premises on which I operate. It is how I function,
how I want the staff to function, and how I think... everybody associated
with public education, regardless of their position, should function.
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Tell me about your work and professional experience.
It is kind of an interesting story. My whole life growing up, my older
brother, who is 18 months older than me, was a very high achiever. You
know, first bom Jewish son of what was considered to be an immigrant
family; he was the overachiever. As the number two son, you can never
measure up. My mother tried to motivate me by saying: “the only thing
you are good for is to drive a truck.” I carried that around... probably still
do today. Anyway, when I finished my doctorate I bought a truck and
went into construction.
... Here is Dr. Boynton framing and building houses, running a roofing
company or whatever. I did that for a couple of years; I also had a few
consulting jobs with educational systems or private sector corporations. I
did trainings on fiituristics for some school systems and colleges as well
as IBM. After about two years, I began to focus on some facet of the
educational system. At the time, it was in the late 70’s, there was a
recession and the college job market was very tight. My wife and I
moved overseas. I ended up in a job at a research institute in Jerusalem
that was associated with Hebrew University. I got involved in a program
that was to do the background work for the development of social policy
law for the State of Israel. As I recall the project was called “Social
Indicators” and I tried to do a study that tried to correlate the immigration
practices, policies, and patterns of the State of Israel with a child’s ability
to be successful in the public education system. I came to the conclusion
that Israel was a very selective country from the standpoint of its
educational system because they ran their programs almost entirely in
Hebrew; the exceptions were programs for the English in some of the
schools, when you had immigration from all over the world. They were
actually disallowing very capable children from entering their public
school system. So even though the model... was based on passing
compulsory tests along the way in order to proceed... one’s ability to
speak and write Hebrew was a much more conditional factor... so
children with a lot of ability who were non-Hebrew speaking and nonEnglish speaking were at a severe disadvantage. It was a form, in my
mind, of discrimination.
Was that a life altering experience for you?
Tremendously so, and in a lot of different ways. Coming out of it, you
realize you have the capacity to be successful, professionally and
personally. I think if we had stayed in Amherst or moved to another
suburban community, it probably would have been in the Northeast just
because of my desire to stay near family. This experience gave us the
opportunity to grow up, and to grow up without... not so much the
support of family, but without the umbrella of family... you had to do it
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on your own. You had to see if you could be successful in a different
culture, to be successful in an area where English was not the primary
language, where your customs were not the norm, where there were
safety issues on a regular basis... there were dangerous moments.
I actually met Jimmy Carter when he was President, even though it was
8000 miles from the United States. He had come over to visit; it was
during the Camp David Peace Talks.
It was an incredible experience. It makes what is going on over there
today personal. We spent a lot of time in the West Bank... in East
Jerusalem. We met many people and made many friends. It’s scary,
disappointing, and painful.
What about your other wor k experiences?
Obviously, I have not followed what might be viewed as a traditional
educational career ladder. It was actually a calculated decision. I think the
traditional approach is very disjointed. Being a classroom teacher doesn’t
prepare you for administration. When I was completing my doctorate, I
began to think about systems. I wanted to understand systems and
systems’ thinking. I began to want to understand organizations. When my
wife and I returned home from the Middle East, I went to work for the
State Department of Education in Massachusetts. I did a lot of
organizational analysis, a lot of data analysis, a lot of organizational
funding. In the ten-year period I was at the Department I was involved in
awarding $700,000,000. for school construction projects alone. I have
developed a systems approach.
I was at the Department of Education for ten years. During that time I
learned a great deal about Antrim and the Antrim Public Schools. In
some respects I had a different picture, arguably better, of the school
system when I went there, than did many of those who had been there for
years. I saw the system for the outside, based on lots of data. I served that
district as its Director of Title I for twelve years, before becoming a
school superintendent this year.
Given your different experiences and roles, how would you describe or
characterize your leadership style?
I think in a word, I have a collaborative style. Remember my family; I’m
into collective thinking. Having said that there are some non-negotiables,
the three premises I identified earlier. I have become comfortable with a
parliamentary model; there is no one person who can either know it all or
do it all; and if you value the other professionals and other staff in your
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district then everybody is more successful because they take ownership...
As superintendent in Jackson, I don’t profess to know how to teach fourth
grade math. I am not that expert. I would hope the fourth grade teacher
and the building principal are much more knowledgeable and confident in
those areas than I am. I would also hope that, in the course of time, they
could teach me about what they are doing so that, from systems
perspective, a kindergarten through grade six perspective, I could make
better informed decisions about the math program. So I am very
interested in empowering others and to develop a shared vision for our
school system.
What have you enjoyed most about your job? What are some of the issues you
needed to attend to when you took over?
I think for about two years there was real discord within the district.
There was an atmosphere of mistrust. I think coming in and listening to
the faculty and staff and helping to settle a number if issues that were
causing chasms within the district has begun to lead to a return of trust,
a return to a sense of community that I think highlights how people
perceive both the town and its school. I feel good about having begun to
turn that around... There is a great sense of community here because the
schools are small. I think everybody throughout the school buildings is
committed to the well-being of all children, and it is without question the
system’s strength. I am not the reason... but part of the reason why it has
begun to come back. I think like anybody who is part of a community
that considers itself family... you go through those periods when you
wonder: “why do I dislike this person?” Why do I dislike my mother?”
Why do I dislike so and so? Hopefully we come back to our original
premises of the unconditional acceptance and unconditional respect...
and our comfort level is in community building and trust.
Finally, how has the mentoring program worked for you? Has it been helpful?
Do you have any recommendations for the program?
As you know, I didn’t come to this position through a traditional
approach. I am often full of questions; and having the ability to call and
or email or otherwise touch base with you has been enormously helpful. I
have told the staff that I don’t have all the answers and if they want to see
someone make mistakes they can just follow me around for a day. They
know I am open with them, and that is part of the return to “trust.” I am
not afraid of making mistakes, but being able to discuss issues,
particularly those with which I have had little or no experience has been
not only helpful, but a source of relief It is a very valuable resource.
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As far as recommendations are concerned, I know there will be a new
group of first year superintendents next year, and they will become your
focus. I hope MASS. can find a way to continue providing this kind of
assistance to those who request it but have completed their first year.

Participant VII
Participant VH is in his first year as superintendent in Massachusetts. It marks
his second position as a school superintendent and he has stated that he very much
wants this experience to be different from his initial encounter as a school
superintendent in Maine. He leads a regional school district, serving grades pre
kindergarten through twelve, in central Massachusetts. The school district serves three
towns, each somewhat different than the other two. Seven schools: four elementary, two
middle schools, and one high school, serve 3050 students. Ninety-three percent of the
senior class attends college after graduation. In the 2001 administration of SAT’s, the
average verbal score was 558; it was 557 in mathematics. The average teacher’s salary
in the district in 2001 was $48,640.00. The participant’s age is the early 40’s range; he
holds a Master’s degree.
I began the interview asking the participant to talk about his early life growing
up: his parents, siblings, friends, schooling... This is what he said:
I was bom in Western Massachusetts, but really the first seven years of
my life were spent in Berlin, Connecticut. My dad was executive with
A.C. Grant; my mother was primarily a homemaker, but she also worked
part-time. My dad did a lot of traveling, including an hour’s drive to
work. When I was seven years old, he decided to take advantage of an
early retirement offer and live out his childhood dream of owning and
tending to a farm, and being a farmer so to speak. We were avid campers
and we moved to East Madison, Maine where my father bought a 100
acres farm... The house had no indoor plumbing, no bathroom, so we
camped while work was done on the house. I can still remember the smell
of the house; it was just so different. My mother agreed to go, but I think
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she was very reluctant. She was very much a suburban woman who had
grown up and lived in the suburbs of Hartford, Connecticut.
I had three older brothers. We moved to East Epping, ME during the
month of May. East Epping had a one-room schoolhouse and it closed at
the end of the year. When the new school year began, my parents
enrolled us in the main school in Epping. I wasn’t going to school with
the kids from my town. I was going to a different school and that was
kind of interesting for me because I didn’t really develop a pool of
friends. We moved into the house in October. That is when we began to
learn to be farmers. My dad was doing everything. Then tragedy struck;
our house and barn were struck by lightning and literally blew up. That
really changed a lot of things. In hindsight, I think my dad’s spirit to be a
farmer was broken. It really broke my mother’s spirit. My mother was
never really the same after that. She had a hard time grappling with that
incident. We were not from the area; there was no family support system
to help them. We didn’t have family conversations about it, but I know
they had long hard... very hard... conversations about whether or not
they should pick up and leave. They decided not to.
My dad built a house; it was a log cabin. He did it himself. In starting
over... he tried to meet everyone’s needs and demands. The choice of a
log cabin was my mother’s; he built it large enough so that everyone had
his own bedroom. We had lost the bam, so there were no farm animals. It
was in the mid- seventies and financially it was very tough. My dad had
to go back to work and then my mother went to work full-time as well.
Despite all this adversity, my brothers and I were enjoying school. We
were all very successful in school and went on to graduate from Madison
High School... We ended up moving to Madison and selling the house
and land. It was so much better financially to do it, plus it was quite a bit
closer to my mom and dad’s work.
As a family we always ate together. We were close in that we were
together a lot, but we were not close in that we didn’t talk a lot to each
other. My father was very bright... very articulate. He was college
educated... he was nominated to go to the Naval Academy but his father
had passed away when he was in high school. They lived on a farm and
his mother needed him there so he lost out on a career opportunity; he
later enlisted in the Marines.
I always knew I would go to college. I had no idea how we would pay for
it. We never had... I never had any conversations with my parents about
paying for it. It was just expected. As I look back on my father, it was
just expected for me to go to college.
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So, it was an expectation of your parents?
Yes, but I really think it was intrinsic. I don’t how else to describe it... I
think it was placed on us, internally and externally, because we all did so
well in school. My oldest brother did attend the U.S. Naval Academy, the
second oldest enlisted in the Navy and my third brother went to college in
Boston. Interestingly, I was the first to graduate from college and I am
the youngest.
Why do you think you did so well in school?
That’s a good question. As I said earlier, my father was very bright. I
think, more importantly, he loved to learn. He was very interested in
learning new things. I think my brothers and I picked up on that. He
wasn’t one to push us on school or learning; it was much more natural
than that. When I was in eighth grade, I had two very good friends. We
were all very good students; we were good academic competitors, it was
our interest. Anyway, near the end of the year we were making plans for
high school and scheduling courses... Two of us chose the “college
track” and one chose the “vocational track.” I can remember pleading
with him to take the “college track.” I asked him: why are you wasting
your time? It obviously betrayed some attitudes I held regarding
vocational education. He knew he wanted to pursue other directions,
mechanics. He wanted to understand how cars worked... I’m telling you
this because it was a motivating force in my becoming active as a student
leader in high school. As a sophomore, I asked some challenging
questions: why does it have to be one or the other, the college or
vocational track? Why can’t I take carpentry or automotive and be in the
college track or vice versa? I can remember making this an issue and
saying this was not right.
«

I had known for a while that I wanted to become a teacher. I had
excellent teachers in school as role models. They were very personable
and I truly enjoyed being in their classrooms. They were fascinating
people with something to say, and almost all of them had a sense of
humor, which attracted me to their classrooms and to teaching as a career.
To this day that experience, with the tracking system, stays with me and
influences my viewpoint.
Where did you go to college?
I went to the University of Southern Maine (USM). I enjoyed it
immensely, although I didn’t have the same relationships with my
teachers as in high school. It was a real change and a shift in attitude
about learning. In high school I got mostly straight A’s. In my freshman
year, I got my very first “C;” it was in English, one of my favorite
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subjects. I said to myself: who is this person to think that I am not a good
writer, in high school I had these terrific English teachers who always
gave me A s. Slowly I began to realize what learning was... I realized, at
that point, that I was a mechanical learner. I memorized things; I had a
great ability to memorize. I never realized that learning was about making
connections and coming up with original ideas and thoughts. I remember
being home at Christmas time in my freshman year. I can remember my
brother telling me: “you are just being presented new things.” You need
to read the material and make it your own; you have to connect to it and
dissect it and draw conclusions.
College was also a growing experience, socially. I recognized another
part of me. There were girls and fraternities, and some drinking. There
was the social side of it, which I never experienced in high school.
What was your major in college?
I had been preparing to get a secondary teaching license with a focus on
teaching history and social studies. Early in my junior year, my adviser
said to me: “I know you are really interested in social sciences, but you
have already fulfilled all your course requirements for your major. You
should think about whether or not you will be employable.” He
recommended I look into elementary education and do some work in
math. I decided he was right and that it would make me more marketable.
I graduated with a B.S. in Elementary Education, with a social studies
major and a mathematics minor.
What happened after graduation?
I began my career in Gunstock, ME. It turned out to be a wonderful
decision, but it was a very difficult beginning. I was hired as a sixth grade
teacher; it was because of my math background, which included some
computer science. Computers were just starting to come into classrooms.
I taught in a school serving grades four through six; and it wasn’t at all
what I wanted. I really struggled; I had thirty-two kids. There were two
very notable experiences involving my peers, one bad and one good, that
exemplified the year. The first experience was with a teacher, a lovely
lady, who had taught for many years. One day, after the close of the first
quarter, I walked into the teachers’ room and she said: “I really need to
talk with you.” She continued saying that some kids, who are in your
reading class, had come into her classroom and that they had shown her
their report cards. She went on to say: “some of them had A’s; they are in
the low reading group; there is something you are not doing right.” The
teacher’s room was crowded with teachers and I was feeling very
embarrassed because I was being spoken to by a peer, but a more veteran
peer who obviously knew what she was doing... Then I got mad...
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The second incident involved a teacher who had started teaching in
Gunstock that same year but who was an experienced teacher. I confided
in her and she said: 'let’s take a look at what you did.” These two
experiences were the beginnings of my understanding of peer coaching:
how to and how not to do it.
Okay, let’s talk about people who have influenced you. Who are your role
models? Who do you try to emulate?
Growing up, my dad was a huge role model... He played a very big part
in who I am and how I developed. My dad was very strong, and very
articulate; he was self-made in many ways. He was very knowledgeable
and well read, keenly aware of the political and economic issues of the
day.
In school, many of my teachers were role models. As I said earlier, my
teachers were the reason I knew early on that I wanted to become a
teacher. One of them was Beth Franklin. She was from the Netherlands
and my English teacher. She taught British Literature and made it come
alive. She would take us to restaurants with British themes and make it
very exciting. She had a wonderful sense of humor. She certainly made
me aware that I wanted to be a teacher.
Professionally, two people immediately come to mind; both were strong
influences: one very positive, the other veiy negative. When I started my
career in Gunstock, ME Cynthia Gleason was the superintendent. She
was an outstanding leader; she was a visionary who knew what she
wanted and she empowered the people around her. She made me feel that
I had something important to offer, that I was part of this synergy of
thinking about learning... But it wasn’t just me, she did that for
everyone; it was her way of operating. I wanted to be part of her team
because she was changing the culture of the school district and it was *
exciting. As an aside, it wasn’t until many years after when I had become
a superintendent in Maine and Cynthia was in another district, we were
talking about our days in Gunstock and my idealized notion of the school
system when she said to me: “ Mark, you don’t realize how hard it was to
move that district; it was a very tough nut to crack ” I was dumbfounded
and said: “but we had all these great people who have gone on to do very
good things... Cynthia reminded me that what I saw was a small piece, a
small group of very good people, who worked very hard but were not
representative, and certainly not pervasive. Despite her later depiction, I
have great admiration for her success; she changed the schools probably
more that she realizes.
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What about the person at the other end of the continuum?
He was also a superintendent. He was a retired Navy commander who ran
the school system with an iron fist. He was an awful human being. He
would intimidate and make staff members cry. I was an assistant
principal at the time, my first full time administrative experience. The
principal of my school was a woman for whom I had great respect. She
was terrified of this man. She would return from meetings in his office in
tears. After one year of that I returned to Gunstock as a teacher. It put my
administrative career on hold, but I just had to get out of there.
Now let s look at your other work experience.
It wasn’t too long after returning to Gunstock that I realized it was
difficult going back. The principal with whom I had worked closely for a
number of years went on maternity leave during the year. I had been
serving as interim principal for five or six months and she decided she
wanted to take a full year child-rearing leave. By this time, Cynthia
Gleason had become superintendent in Cape Elizabeth, ME. The new
superintendent decided to open the process. I was a finalist but was
passed over. It was awful; it really hurt; I felt rejected by people I had
worked closely with for many years, so I looked elsewhere.
I was appointed principal of an elementary school in Peterborough, ME.
It was a one town, one school, pre - kindergarten through grade eight
school district. I had to do everything but I loved it. It was a great period
in my life. It is the early nineties, and the pieces are all falling into place
for me. I felt like I was an instructional leader; I was learning how to
work with middle school kids; I was learning how to work with preschool
kids. I met my wife-to-be. I mean I had a personal life, and I had a
professional life. Things were really cooking for me, and I loved it. I was
there for six years. During my third year the superintendent decided to
retire and they appointed me superintendent as well. So I was then
superintendent/principal of the district and enjoyed that role until my
final year. During the winter of ’98 we had a huge ice storm; it was awful
and I was just consumed by it. I was it; I had no support system; it was
very trying, especially during the first few days. Then we lost the pipes. I
was at the school twenty-four hours a day to make sure we didn’t lose
any more pipes. The janitor and I started staggered schedules so one of us
was at the building at all times. When it was over I said to my wife: I
really want to be an educational leader; I don’t want to be a pipe fixer. I
want to find a new challenge. The job was an extraordinary training
ground; I know a great deal about all the operations of a school and
school district because of that experience.
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In the summer of ’99,1 got call from the Deputy Commissioner of
Education for the state of Maine. She had just left the position of school
superintendent for the Gilmanton school district. She was calling to
encourage me to apply for the position. I realized I had to move on but
this district had a reputation that was not very good. To make a long story
short, I applied and was appointed. By October 11 believed I had made a
terrible mistake; the school board knew no limits regarding its role and
responsibilities. The Chair told me that I was not her candidate and she
was in my office almost every day with new demands. It was a
dysfunctional Board that spoke about cooperation and collaboration and
was anything but. Its approach was to give teachers nothing, and act in an
coercive demeaning manner to prove to the community that it was
keeping taxes down and it was running the schools
I was in Gilmanton for four years. The experience certainly toughened
me. And increased my fortitude and my capacity to survive. It also taught
me to appreciate working in a district that does truly value empowering
others as well as valuing education.
That brings me to my current position. I enjoy this district and the
communities it serves very much and hope to be here a long time. All the
experiences I had in route to this position have been informative and
helpful in preparing me for this role.
How have the experiences helped shape your leadership style?
You know they all have; both the positive experiences and the negative
ones. Clearly, the superintendent who was a retired Navy commander
taught me how not to approach the job. He was despised; his coercive and
autocratic style pushed people away. They avoided him at all cost. He
had no following; to lead, people must be willing to follow. Cynthia
Gleason represented the other end of the continuum. She had veiy high
expectations and articulated those expectations. She supported and
empowered the faculty and staff in their efforts to reach personal and
systemic goals.
My own style has evolved. I know I cannot do the job that needs to be
done alone. I need to have creative people join me in the effort, so I have
to invite them to the table. There are some things like the central beliefs
of our mission that are non-negotiable but other things are. I’m into
nurturing a culture, which supports learning for all children. I’m
interested in building a culture of trust.
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What will success look like for you in this district?
One very important factor is that people in the communities of the district
as well as the faculty and staff will know who I am and what I believe. I
want very much to make very real connections here. In Gilmanton
everything was so negative everybody, including me, withdrew into
his/her own world. I want to earn their trust so they will be willing to
work with me to making this an outstanding learning community for all
students. I believe, if people say that about me in five years time, very
good things will be occurring in our schools.
One final question. How has the mentoring program been helpful? Do your have
any thoughts or recommendations regarding how we might improve the program?
It has been enormously helpful. It has been reassuring to know there are
people I can talk with about issues. That awareness provides a certain
level of security. On that level it has been very helpful.
Regarding product if you will, the advice, the insights, the experience you
have shared have also been very instructive. I have taken a great deal of
what had been said in our meetings and assimilated and tried it out with
good results.
On a personal level, it has been very enjoyable. I strongly recommend
continuation of the present format. It provides opportunities for larger
meetings and discussions, but it also offers the private one to one
meetings when issues can be discussed in confidence.
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CHAPTER 5

DATA PRESENTATION:
COMMON CATEGORIES, RECURRING THEMES
A sense of autonomy, separateness, or identity
permits a freedom of action and thinking so
necessary for leadership. Not the least significant
part of achieving a sense of identity is the creative
integration of one’s past.
. Abraham Zaleznik

Introduction
Chapter 4 presented data, in the words of the study’s seven participants, about
the influences of early life, family, schooling, friends, interests, college, role models,
and previous work experiences, on them as school superintendents. The data was
collected through in-depth interviews with seven school superintendents. As such, the
data represent a series of individual stories; beginning with the early life of the
superintendent and how he or she evolved to their current position as a school
superintendent.
The individual “stories” of each of the study’s participants are quite different,
but in each case the influences cited above, to varying degrees, were evident in how the
participants viewed the role of school superintendent and consequently how they
»

viewed other official and professional roles in relation to their own. Collectively, these
influences had a significant impact on how the participants approached their role and
responsibilities as a school superintendent.
Chapter 5 will present additional data, again in the words of the study’s
participants, regarding common categories and recurring themes. In reviewing the data,
there were common, as well as unique, elements and identifiers that enabled the
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researcher to identify three broad categories in which to discuss the participants’
contributions to the study. The categories include:
A. Personal Background and Educational Experiences
1. Parents, family and education.
2. Orientation for success.
3. Early influence on shaping viewpoints.
B.

Continuing Education and Work Experiences
1. Positive and negative comments and their influence.
2. Role models: who and what?
3. Administrative experiences leading to their initial appointment
as school superintendent.

C. Current on-the-job dynamics
1. An appreciation and understanding of the “push and pull” of the
position of school superintendent.
2. Leadership style and its evolution
3. Acceptance of and comfort with the political role of the position.
Each of these categories is discussed in greater depth on the following pages.

Personal Background

Parents. Family, and Education
All participants in this study pointed to the influence of family and parents as a
significant motivation to pursue leadership roles in education. With all participants,
parental and familial expectations regarding purposeful pursuits were established early
in life. The influences of family varied but they ail reflected the participant’s admiration
for his/her parents and their contributions. These influences impressed the participants
in a variety of ways and were related to overcoming adversity and achieving at a high
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level. Examples include: one or both parents overcoming a lack of formal education; the
importance attached to the parents being richly educated in the arts and sciences; setting
high standards and expectations, industriousness and focus; as well as enduring personal
suffering and physical hardship with grace and a positive attitude.
In assessing the importance of parental influence on the study’s participants, one
of the parental expectations seemed to have enormous impact. There was a clear,
unambiguous expectation established by the parents of all the participants that they “do
their best” in whatever they do. Although good grades were encouraged, no
superintendent remembered being pressured to get all “A’s,” but there was a continuing
expectation that they do their best. One participant reported that it was very clearly
expected that he, as well as his siblings and first cousins would go to college.
Participant I remembered:
I will always recall my many, many conversations with my mother. I
would come home from school and wheel her up to the table and we
would talk about the importance of going to school, always doing your
best, paying attention and getting good grades and then going on and
making something of yourself.
Participant II’s recollection on this point was even more emphatic. He pointed out:
I remember my dad; he would never say you need to get all “A’s” or you
need to be on the honor roll or you need to... He would always tell me:
“do the best you can... do the best you can in school...do best you can in
life.” My dad had a real positive influence on me and how I think about
myself.
Participant Ill’s recollections in this regard focused primarily on her father and paternal
grandmother. They both challenged her to do her best.
My paternal grandmother was really organized, and she really instilled
something powerful in him (father). Her whole thing was do your best and
you could do whatever you wanted to do, you could do whatever you
wanted to do.
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My father was constantly providing the same message, and he modeled the
the message and accomplished whatever he wanted.
Participant IV’s parents, like the parents of Participant II, were immigrants. His
recollection provided:
...they were dedicated and hard working but educated only to eighth
grade. They were not particularly supportive of education; they did not
place a high priority on its importance and its value for achieving success.
They did, however, value doing your best and working hard; they gained
their sense of self worth through their industriousness.
Participant V’s recollections of her childhood were wonderful. In regards to her
remembering about parental expectations, this is what she recalled:
I had a wonderful childhood. I can’t imagine one that was richer or
happier. My parents set high expectations for all of us, not so much in the
sense that you had to get all “A’s” or that you had to do this or that. But,
it was very clear that we were all expected to apply ourselves and do our
best.
I am one of eight children, fifth bom. There were very high expectations
for all of us; all my brothers and sisters graduated from college and there
was never a time when I thought I couldn’t do what I wanted to do. I
always had the support of my parents. I never remember them saying “we
expect you to get all A’s, but there was an expectation that you would do
your very best.
The influence of family, immediate and extended, was strongly felt by
Participant VI. He clearly approaches his duties as superintendent in much the same
way as he approaches family. He views both collectively, trying to make a difference
for the community and family unit.
I am one of four boys... We grew up in Boston, Hyde Park... We had a
large, still have, a large extended family all over the Boston area... I spent
a lot of time with a large group of first cousins and placed on all of us
were expectations of first generation grandparents coming to the United
States: work hard, do your best to make life better. There were
expectations held by both grandparents and parents that we would all be
successful, whatever that meant... it was mostly beginning with
academically successful and being professional.
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... Overall, there was such a strong premise about the strength, importance
and love of family, traditions passing from one generation to the next. You
know my mother has like “hero worship” of her own father. I think my
grandfather would put himself in the category of “ I am part of the family”
as opposed to “ I am the hero to be worshipped.” So I think in the
collective, the family... the ability to understand unconditional love,
acceptance, and respect.
How has that influence carried over into your professional life as a school
superintendent?
It has been a strong influence on me. There are three premises, or
principles, that are the foundation of how I approach my work as
superintendent and I learned about them in my family. First, you need to
have the unconditional respect and acceptance of all children. We can’t
make our judgments of children based on earlier generations of family
with whom we have worked. We can’t base it on the child’s strengths and
needs. We can’t base it on any particular aspect of the child. We need to
have unconditional respect and acceptance of all children. I also think it is
something you have to practice in order to understand it.
The second principle is that it is imperative that we operate on the premise
that all children can and will be successful. Success will obviously be
different, but all children can and will be successful. If we operate
otherwise children will know what our beliefs are. Children know when
we don’t believe that they can be successful and it is not fair.
The third operational premise is there is a difference between fair and
equal. If we are fair to children, our service will not be equal, i.e. the
same; in a similar way if we are equal, i.e. the same, with all children, we
are probably not being fair.

Orientation For Success
Emanating from the clear parental expectation “to do your best,” flowed the
desire and ambition to succeed. This theme occurred frequently during the
conversations with the study’s participants. Participant II provided the nexus when he
stated:
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You know I think I am real passionate about whatever I do in life, to really
do a good job at it... that is important to me, give it the best you can,
whatever it might be. That may reflect back to my dad and “do the best
you can” kind of thinking, but it is important to me personally to do the
best I can do whatever the job might be. I think I am passionate, whether it
is science and teaching science, serving as a school superintendent and
being a leader. I think I am passionate about continuing to learn and doing
a good job at whatever I do. I will go to tremendous lengths... because of
this belief that “good isn’t good enough.”
Participant I’s orientation for success flowed not only from her mother’s
challenge, but from something to do with being told, early in life, that she couldn’t do
something. Negative comments, which will be discussed separately, served as a
powerful motivator for this individual. She pointed out:
I set very high standards for myself; I want to succeed. I am a
perfectionist. I think it has something to do with being told early in life
that I couldn’t do something. As I said earlier, when that happens it really
motivates me; I get fired up. I remember being so motivated to prove my
guidance counselor wrong...going back and showing him my degree was
very satisfying. I’ve had the attitude that I prove that I can do it. All the
obstacles that are placed before me only make me more determined.
When Participant I was in the eighth grade her mother died from Multiple
Sclerosis. Medical bills took most of the family’s savings, and there was very little
money. In conversations with her brothers about the future, after her mother died, she
indicated that wanted to go to college.
.. .and I said to my brothers, my guidance counselor asked me about my
goals, what I wanted to do. I said: “I want to go to college.” My brothers
kind ofjoked saying that there isn’t any money in the family to do
that.. .dad spent all his money on medical bills and you will really not be
able to do that. I think from that time forward, when I was told I can’t do
something it actually fired me up to do it. It became my mission, to pursue
my education and make sure I went to college.
Participant Hi’s desire to succeed seemed to be most influenced by her father.
She had been taught that by doing your very best you could be whatever you wanted to
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be. Through his actions and behavior, her father gave meaning to the words. In talking
about her father. Participant IT1 states:
My father did accomplish whatever he wanted to do. He left school at the
end of eighth grade and became an apprentice. He went to high school at
night, graduated and went to university at night as well, and earned a
degree in Engineering. He moved up the ladder in the shipyard where he
was working when he took on an entirely new challenge and direction; he
entered the seminary. He went into an entirely different field studying
theology, Greek and Hebrew... He was always this very ethical, very
moral person. It didn’t matter what would happen as a result of a decision.
He had to make what he believed to be the right decision...That had a
tremendous influence on me.
Participant V was excited and enthusiastic in her description of early family life.
She points out that her childhood was filled with rich experiences in both the arts and
sciences and provided by both her parents. The researcher was impressed with her
descriptions, which had an obvious influence on her orientation for success. In talking
about her mother, she stated.
My mother always focused on the positive; what are the possibilities? Her
expectation for all of us.. .you don’t say “ain’t it awful,” you say “this is
the challenge, what can we do, and how do we proceed?”
Anyway.. .1 think certainly my mother is the person who shaped me the
most as a human being. I continue to admire and enjoy the support and
companionship of my brothers and sisters, as well as my children. We all
have great love and respect for one another. I have been raised and
interacted in a culture of family and friends who have put great importance
on work ethics.. .investing yourself in whatever you are doing.. .it almost
doesn’t matter what you are doing, just do it well.
Participant IV’s orientation for success came from a number of sources, one of
which was the example set by his parents. As it was indicated earlier. Participant IV’s
parents did not place high value on the importance of education as a basis for achieving
success. His own recollections of his early schooling can be described as okay.
Regarding school, he states:
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“I didn’t love it and I didn’t hate it. It was what we did.”
He went on to say:
When I think back about school, my passion was sports. If I had a favorite
subject it was history, particularly American History. American History
provided me with an example of the underdog succeeding; it was a lesson
on commitment, resolve, and perseverance.
Given his parents view of the value of education as well as his own description
of his early schooling, it is a bit ironic, that one of the early lessons and motivations for
achieving success came from an American History lesson on the underdog succeeding.
As immigrants with limited schooling, his parents could be considered underdogs who
achieved success because of commitment, resolve, and perseverance - doing your best
and working hard — lessons learned by Participant IV from his parents and American
History.
For Participant VI the early orientation for success was unmistakable. In his
mind, success was never discussed as a possibility; it was always talked about as
something that was definitely going to occur.
The expectations of grandparents and parents were that we would all be
successful, whatever that meant and it was most beginning with being
academically successful and being professional. So even if your parents
worked in hourly wage jobs... that never stopped their expectations of my
whole generation of first cousins being successful.

Early Influences Shaping Viewpoints
It is clear to the researcher from the interviews with the study’s seven
participants that their views regarding success, as well as their opportunities and
responsibilities as a school superintendent were influenced, among other things, by.
family life, parents, and schooling. It became quite obvious that the expectation and
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challenge to “do y our best” not only took root, but bloomed in all the participants of the
study. Each of the seven superintendents has approached their opportunities and
responsibilities as a school superintendent with a strong commitment to do their very
best. There is a concomitant and equally strong desire to make a difference in the lives
of others. This desire to make a difference in the lives of others was bom in early life
and nurtured throughout the participants’ careers. Participant IV provides excellent
testimony in this regard:
.. .1 need and want to talk about my parents. I know I have indicated that
they did not provide encouragement regarding my education, but I think
that is a learned value. Their education was limited and they were both
successful because they were industrious. They provided the example of
doing one’s best. It was an important lesson; one which made it possible
for me to earn an Ed.D.
I’ve mentioned my coaches, particularly my football coach. All of my
coaches were successful at instilling in me an attitude of commitment. My
football coach was particularly influential. Football is an extraordinary
team sport demanding that each member of the team commit himself to
team over self. It requires dedication to committing one’s mental and
physical capacities to a common effort and goal. My football coach was an
outstanding teacher and role model in that regard.
During my career I have had the opportunities to learn from outstanding
school people as well as from people that, in my view, were less than
adequate. When I was teaching, my building principal was a man of
outstanding integrity and commitment. He was genuinely interested in the
students and the staff and set an example for them to emulate. His
standards were high and his support was great. He was the one who
pushed me to get my masters degree, and he was the one who urged me to
pursue a career in school administration.
You know it is interesting that, for me at least, those leaders and role
models that I admire and those that I have little respect for represent
opposite sides of the same coin. The people for whom I have great respect
are people I trust; they have earned that trust because their actions support
what they say. They are committed to the students and staff that they lead
and they accept responsibility for their actions. Those leaders for whom I
have little regard fall short of the mark in those critical areas. Prior to
becoming a superintendent I was a high school principal. I worked with a
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superintendent for whom I had little respect. He had little resolve or
commitment. Consequently, he had little support or following.
I do not believe leadership is a popularity contest; it is not about being
liked, but it is about being respected. Leadership is about having the
courage to face reality and getting others to join you. Leadership is about
having the courage to change the reality, the what is, for the better. It’s
about making a difference.
In discussing how her early life as well as her professional life experiences have
contributed to her views on making a difference in the lives of others. Participant V
offered these comments:
... One of the good things about living a life a little out of the mainstream
is that it provides the opportunity for you to have an understanding for the
world of differences and have an appreciation and respect for it. Certainly,
many of my experiences have helped me in my understanding of
differences. But that sensitivity began when I was a young girl. When my
father died, I was in fourth grade, it set me apart, somewhat. From that
point on, I had a different level of responsibility than my friends; there
was an expectation, I would be there to watch my younger brothers and
sisters. I also remember being excluded from a girls group...Getting
married and having a son in my senior year of college also set me apart.
So there was, in my mind at least, some sense of other people setting me
apart...so while I have always felt comfortable with and have a great time
with other people, by nature and experience I think I am a loner and enjoy
my own company. All these experiences have contributed to my
appreciation of human difference. They have contributed to my sensitivity,
acceptance and appreciation of difference. It has certainly helped me as an
administrator to challenge teachers and other administrators to be
cognizant of cultural and economic differences among their students so
that they can make a difference in their lives.
One of the very strong early influences, which shaped Participant Vi’s thinking,
was the sense of responsibility his parents instilled in him.. When I asked him how did
they do that, this is what he said:
I think part of it was just the demand that if your father is as busy as he is,
working to keep everything on the table that is supposed to be there and
your mother is working as hard as she is to basically raise four sons on her
own because my dad was a traveling salesman... There are expectations
that are non-negotiable, whether it is mowing the lawn or shoveling the
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driveway, you had those expectations. I think one of the outgrowths of that
is setting your own initiative to say “ well if my family is working this
hard, maybe I should get a job too.” So things like at ten years old, with an
older brother who is eleven, we start mowing lawns in the neighborhood
and shoveling driveways in the wintertime and it becomes part of your
makeup that you work hard. You work hard and you take responsibility.

Continuing Education and Work Experience

Role Models
Without exception, all participants in this study identified important role models
in their lives. These role models were family members, friends, professional colleagues
and school administrators, as well as local, state, national and/or prominent persons.
When asked what it was that attracted them to their role model, the participants
identified the following traits and characteristics: trust; strong work ethic, openness;
integrity; self awareness; commitment to values and goals; vision; and perceptive. They
also admired individuals who overcame adversity. Interestingly, each of the study’s
participants overcame some adversity in his/her own life and/or evolution to the
position of school superintendent. When I asked Participant I “Who are your role
models?” this is what she said:
It’s a good question... .you know at first I think of people that are
celebrities, or people who are politicians.. .But my mother, she was a very
important and very strong role model for me. She had this illness. Multiple
Sclerosis (MS), yet she had great dignity, great strength. She was very
important to me.
Hillary Clinton is a role model... She is someone I admire. I respect what
she has been able to do despite the adversity she has endured in her
marriage and public life. I respect her pursuit of leadership, her courage to
articulate and stand for her beliefs. I respect her openness and acceptance
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of human difference, as well as her desire and skill in working for change
and to make a difference.
Matt Sullivan is another role model. Matt was school superintendent in
Newport, Massachusetts. When I first met Matt he was working as an
educational consultant. He came to our district to work with the School
Committee, administration and unions regarding communication and
relationship building. He was a man of integrity and honesty. He was very
knowledgeable and had a wonderful collaborative style. I have modeled a
number of my behaviors after him.
When I asked Participant II about his role models, he immediately talked about
his father. Specifically, he commented:
My father was a wise man. His formal schooling went only through eighth
grade; but he had a sense about how to develop standards and
expectations. He never placed absolute or arbitrary standards on me, nor
my brother or sister. He didn’t compare us but expected each of us to do
our best. He instilled that in me, and it created within me a very strong
desire to succeed.
There were others who were important and whom I emulate. Frank
Sullivan was very important and influential. He was a very exciting person
who had great love and passion for science education. He would organize
these exchanges with science educators who would go to England and
study the similarities and differences between science education in
England and the United States. He helped me developed passion for what I
take on. He was an excellent mentor and a very strong influence on me
and my career development.
Bob Antonucci was another role model for me. He Commissioner of
Education when I worked at the Department of Education. Your always
talking about the importance of developing relationships and having
strong social skills, well he was exceptional in those areas. Bob would
always take the time to sit down with me and talk about different options I
might have in my life and career. He was obviously a people person, but it
was more than that; he had commitment to the people with whom he
worked, and his actions and behavior demonstrated that support.
In my discussion about role models with Participant III, I asked her “Who do
you try to emulate?” She immediately responded:
My parents. My father - particularly, and both of my grandmothers. My
father was bom into a family of nine children. His father delivered coal; he
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had a third grade education. His mother had the equivalent of an eighth
grade education. She was really organized, and she really instilled
something powerful in him... Her whole thing was that you could do
whatever you wanted to do, and my father was constantly providing us
with the same message.
My father did accomplish whatever he wanted to do. He left school at the
end of eighth grade and became an apprentice. He went to high school at
night, graduated and went on to university at night and earned his degree
in Engineering. He moved up the ladder in the shipyard where he was
working when he took on a new and completely different challenge; he
entered the seminary. He went into an entirely different field studying
theology, Greek, Hebrew... He was always this very ethical person, a very
moral person. It didn’t matter what would happen as a result of a decision.
He had to make what he believed to be the right decision and what was
morally right. That had a tremendous influence on me. He was a very
humble person.
Both of my grandmothers... I mentioned my father’s mother. My mother’s
mother had a third grade education. She went on to start a catering
business, which later became a restaurant, and then a restaurant and
bakery that was known all across Northern Ireland. This little woman, who
started with nothing, developed a sizeable estate. Just knowing how she
accomplished what she did is a reminder to me that by doing your best you
can do whatever you want to do... work hard enough... stick with it... do
it right and you will accomplish it.
I left my mother out and I shouldn’t have; she had the same belief system
as my grandmothers. She was a very handy person. In a different but
similar fashion she accomplished what her mother accomplished. She
moved to India, into a home with no electricity and no running water and a
group of servants with whom she had never dealt... She organized herself
and the servants, and eventually got running water and electricity. She had
the courage and commitment to move forward. She could take on a
situation and figure out how it works, and keep it operating.
%

In discussing the subject of role models with Participant IV, we came at it from
a larger reflection on how he evolved to his current position. We had been discussing
the fact that one of the reasons he became a teacher and a coach was that both roles
provided an opportunity to influence young people and make a difference in their lives.
I asked him who influenced him and made a difference in his life... who he emulated?
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He felt compelled to bring that conversation, in part, back to his parents whom he had
earlier stated did not place a high value on education. He went on to say:
... I need and want to talk about my parents. I know I indicated that they
did not provide encouragement regarding my education, but I think that is
a learned value. Their education was limited and they were both successful
because they were industrious. They provided an example of doing one’s
best. It was an important lesson; one which made it possible for me to earn
an Ed.D.
My discussion with Participant IV regarding role models went on for some
length. I have cited excerpts of our conversation in this context in Chapter IV and do
not want to be redundant by citing them again here. Obviously, some redundancy is
unavoidable, but suffice it to say that coaches, particularly had significant influence on
his development. What was interesting about Participant IV’s discussion of role models
was his inclusion of negative influences, who provided lessons and examples of how
not to act and how not to operate. He went on to say:
You know it is interesting, to me at least, that those leaders and role
models whom I admire, and those for whom I have little respect represent
opposite sides of the same coin. The people for whom I have great respect
are people I trust; they have earned that trust because their actions support
what they say. They are committed to the students and staff that they lead
and they accept responsibility for their actions. Those leaders for whom I
have little regard fall short of the mark in those critical areas. I cannot feel
confident in them because they do not accept responsibility and often pass
the buck. Prior to becoming a superintendent, I was a high school
principal. I worked for a superintendent for whom I had little respect. He
had little resolve or commitment. Consequently, he had little support or
following.
Participant V had a number of role models, the most important of which was her
mother. Before citing passages regarding the importance and influence of her mother,
let me discuss some other role models for Participant V.
In terms of others, there have been people in education who have been
very influential and important to me. The superintendent in Franconia was
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very helpful and supportive in motivating me to pursue the doctorate. The
principal with whom I worked in my first administrative job in Southern
California was outstanding. He helped me focus on what was important
and what I could let go. He was a person who led based on principle. As
an administrator and person, he had enormous influence on me. In my
family, I had always been taught to act on principle. This principal in
California said: “make your decisions on principles, not the person sitting
across the desk from you.” His behavior supported his belief.
In speaking of her mother. Participant V stated:
...But it was my mother who had the most significant influence on me.
She was a woman of great integrity, great compassion, and great resolve.
My mother always focused on the positive; what are the possibilities.. .this
is the challenge, what can we do, and how do we proceed? ... She was the
person who shaped me most as a human being... putting great importance
on work ethics... investing yourself in whatever you are doing... it almost
doesn’t matter what you are doing, just do it well.
The conversation regarding role models with Participant VI was interesting.
When I asked him “who are your role models?” this is how he replied:
My wife. Definitely my wife... She helps any discussion with her sense of
morality... I have watched her as an educator, teach and treat children in
that way, and have marveled at her ability. I marvel at her ability to cut to
the heart of an argument and I came to a belief that in any argument you
need to express what is right, not who is right... I have learned that
through her.
I think of others... obviously I would say my parents and the extended
family. When I think of my family, no one stands out but they all stand
out... there was such a strong premise about the strength, importance and
love family. I think about it in the collective.
This view of the collective has had an extraordinary influence on how Participant
VI approaches life including his leadership as school superintendent. He regards the
school community in collective terms.
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Positive and Negative Comments. Behaviors and Experiences
Not surprisingly, the study’s seven participants were influenced in their youth
and work experience by positive, supportive comments and behaviors. What was
interesting, to the researcher, was the force with which some of the participants
discussed how negative comments and behaviors motivated them to succeed as well as
taught them how not to act and/or behave. It was also noteworthy, how one of the
participant’s failing grade in high school Biology turned out to be a major incentive for
pursuing a career in science and science education.
Participant I had great inspiration and guidance from her mother who suffered
from a debilitating disease. But from her two brothers she received no encouragement
regarding her ambition to go to college. In fact, they laughed at her when she told them
of her goal to go to college. Participant I also received negative comments and advice
from her high school counselor. In both cases, rather than act as a deterrent, the negative
comments increased the motivation to proceed and to achieve the goal; it actually
served as a stimulus! In a conversation with her brothers. Participant I commented:
I said to my brothers.... I want to go to college. My brothers kind of joked,
saying there was no money in the family to do that... dad spent all his
money on medical bills and you really will not be able to do that.
That exchange with her brothers turned out to be a powerful stimulus for the
participant, not to settle for less than to what she aspired. She went on to point out:
I think that from that time forward when I was told I can’t do something, it
actually fired me up to do it. In this case... it became my mission to
pursue my education and make sure I went to college.
It was true; there was no money. But, when someone tells me I can’t do
something, it just fires me up.
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Participant I summarized a conversation she had with her high school counselor
when she was responding to his question about future plans.
When I was a senior in high school, my guidance counselor asked me
about my plans for the following year. I told him that I wanted to go to
college... My counselor, who was familiar with my family said to me:
“you know your grades a just average, your SAT’s are just average... your
family cannot afford it... maybe you shouldn’t go to college.71 Well, when
I graduated from college, I made sure I went back to my high to show my
guidance counselor my degree.
During her interview. Participant I commented that she often tells students today
that they can accomplish whatever it is they want to accomplish and not to let others
deter them from reaching their goals. It was an important influence on her.
Participant II, like all the other participants, was challenged by his parents to do
his best. This expectation turned out to have an enormous influence on him. During
high school. Participant II did not see himself as a particularly good student. He pointed
out:
I was in the college preparatory track and I struggled in math... I ca still
remember sitting in Geometry class and learning theorems and saying :
why the hell am I doing this, what value is this?” I also remember being in
Biology class and having to memorize phylums. I didn’t like that and I
didn’t do well. I used to tell my kids this story because I think it is a story
about life. I actually failed Biology in high school. I’m telling you this
you will see my career path in science and how it flourished after I left
high school. I was disappointed in myself... for not doing well in science.
In discussing his college experience, I asked Participant II why, given his high
school experience with science, he took more science in college. He replied:
.. .that is something you need to understand... I was really disappointed in
myself in terms of not doing well in Biology, Chemistry, or mathematics.
So when I went to community college I said to myself: “you know what,
you can’t let this beat you. You need to feel better about yourself in terms
of math and science.”
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I asked him if he felt guilty over not meeting his father’s expectation and
exhortation to do your best? He responded:
It was either that or, I will call it perseverance. Many, many of my
mentors growing up have said to me “ you seem to have a tremendous
amount of perseverance.” I took a lot of math and science courses at the
community college level and did very well.
After community college. Participant I went to the University of Massachusetts
in Amherst and majored in Zoology. When I asked him about majoring in Zoology, he
said:
... again, you know there is that issue for me... not an issue, but that
perseverance. I wasn’t going to give up on this thing because I couldn’t
let it beat me. As it turned out, I love the sciences, and still do to this day.
Negative behaviors affected Participant IV in a way that helped him think about
what type of leader he wanted to be and what type of behaviors he would not want to
demonstrate. He stated:
.. .The people for whom I have great respect are people I trust because
their actions support what they say. They are committed to the students
and staff that they lead and they accept responsibility for their actions.
Those leaders for whom I have little regard fall short of the mark in those
critical areas. I cannot feel comfortable with them because they do not
accept responsibility and often pass the buck. Prior to becoming a
superintendent, I was a high school principal. I worked with a
superintendent for whom I had little respect. He had little resolve or
commitment. Consequently, he had little support or following.
Discussing powerful influences, negative as well as positive, with Participant VI
provided a certain irony. Clearly, his family was a powerful positive influence. When
we talked about what he did after earning his doctorate, this is what he had to say:
... My whole life growing up, my older brother, who is eighteen months
older that I am, was a very high achiever. You know first-born... Jewish
son of what we considered to be an immigrant family. He was an
overachiever and as the number two son I could never measure up. My
mother tried to motivate me by saying: “the only thing you are good for is
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to drive a truck” and that was supposed to be the motivation. I probably
carried that around... probably still do to this day. When I finished my
graduate work, I bought a truck and went into construction.
Were you proving your mother right?
Proving my mother right and also, probably, trying to aggravate my
mother as much as possible... Here is Dr. Boynton framing or building
houses, running a roofing company, or whatever... I was doing a lot of
construction because that is what I wanted to do. After about two years of
doing that I started to test the job market... I didn’t want to spend my
whole life doing construction and I really wanted to test some facet of the
educational system.

Administrative Experience
The professional experiences that each of the study’s seven participants had
prior to his/her initial position as a school superintendent were quite different. Two
participants served as Assistant Superintendents; one held a position which combined
the responsibilities of curriculum director and special education director; another was a
Title I Director, two were principals of large high schools; and the remaining participant
served as superintendent in a small district in Maine, prior to beginning his duties as
superintendent of a regional school district in Massachusetts. Immediately before
*

serving as superintendent in Maine, he was an elementary school principal. All
participants had been teachers, only three had served as building principals. The four
participant who had not served as principals came to central administration as
department chairs, program coordinators, or grant director. Three also had experience at
one point in their careers, working with the Massachusetts Department of Education.
There are different schools of thought as to what positions best prepare
individuals to become superintendents. It is a difficult question or hypothesis to validate
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because there are so many intervening variables to contend with when considering the
larger question. In conversations with two superintendents - one who had come to the
position directly from the building level, i.e. building principal and one who had served
as Assistant Superintendent immediately prior to becoming superintendent, the question
of the importance of previous experience became a focal point. Participant II had never
served as a building principal; Participant IV had no central administration experience
prior to becoming superintendent. Participant 13 believed strongly his lack of experience
as a building principal hurt him. He pointed out:
... I have never been a principal. That’s probably important for you to
note. I have never been a principal. Do I think that has hurt me? To a
considerable degree it has. How can I say it hasn’t if I have never
experienced that role? In this setting it has hurt me. I need to be aware of
it and learn from it... It is important for me to prepare for my next position
as superintendent, particularly as it relates to how I go into that position my entry plan... .It certainly didn’t help me in my relationship with
principals.
Conversely, Participant IV who had no central administration experience prior
to becoming superintendent had this to say when we discussed whether he felt well
prepared for the position coming directly into it from a building principal position. He

You know that is an interesting question. Certainly experience at the
central office or central administration level would be value added and
helpful. It certainly would not detract. But I believe too much is made of
its value and importance... I believe... that it is the experience of heading
a complicated and complex organization, a large high school for example,
that prepares you well for the position of school superintendent. To be an
effective school superintendent, I believe, you need to have experience
acting and reacting when you’re on the firing line. One might argue that
experience and skill is well developed and tested as a high school
principal.
I believe to be an effective leader you need to have self-confidence. One
needs to have awareness of self, his or her values and to articulate those
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values. More importantly, a school leader - principal or superintendent -'
needs to support his words by actions and behaviors.
1

Participant I also noted self-confidence as a critical attribute. Interestingly, she

thought one of her most valuable growth, as well as skill development, experiences
came when she worked with the Department of Education. When I asked her about her
work with DOE and why she thought self-confidence was so important, this is what she
said:
It (working at DOE) was very interesting. It provided the opportunity to
work with many school districts and many people. It provided a
foundation for comparisons and contrasts. I learned a great deal about
many school districts across the state. It gave me a great deal of
confidence...
I remember going out to many school districts; I was presenting
workshops to groups of anywhere from fifty to 200 people depending on
the school district. Every time I left one of those presentations, I felt
excited; I believed I was doing something important. I was one of the early
developers and presenters for providing a comprehensive health
curriculum. Not only did I believe that was important work, but it also
provided the opportunity to develop and make presentations... to stand
before a crowd and answer questions. My experience at DOE provided the
opportunity to share my knowledge of health curricula and teaching
strategies. It gave me enormous satisfaction and confidence. It was very
rewarding... very stimulating... very fulfilling. I was not only giving
something; I was receiving something in return.
During the interview, the researcher commented at this point saying: “this is not
unlike the relationship between leader and follower; the leader provides the something
i

the follower wants or needs and he in turn provides the leader with the stimulation and
sustenance he needs to continue to lead.” Participant I replied:
The experience was like a gift... I had something important to offer them.
It fulfilled me. I believe it is a source of my drive... the awareness that I
can make a difference.
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Participant in served as Director of Special Education, Director of Student
Services, and Director of Curriculum and Instruction prior to being appointed
superintendent. In fact, the year prior to her appointment, she juggled the
responsibilities of all three positions simultaneously. Participant HI believes all her
experiences, including those as a beginning teacher prepared her for the position of
school superintendent. However she assigned critical weight to her role as Director of
Special Education. She went on to say:
It’s just so chaotic; none of the other positions I have held were so crazy
and unpredictable. As Special Education Director, you interacted with and
had to deal with many, many groups and individuals. I felt like I always,
always had someone pursuing me; some always needed something from
me. Add to that there were always individuals and/or groups there were
unhappy. Even though we were all suppose to be working on behalf of
students, it seemed that the adults often had mutually exclusive goals. It
was exhausting. If I had to pick a single role as the best preparation for me
for the position of school superintendent, it would be Director of Special
Education.
Participant V became superintendent immediately after a successful experience
leading a large high school as its principal. Her initial assignment as a school
superintendent was in a regional rural school district with fewer total students than the
number of students that attended the high school where she served as principal. She
believed her experience as high school principal and assistant principal served her well
in preparing her for the role of superintendent. She also saw the positions,
superintendent and principal, as being quite different. Participant V is in the first year of
her second position as school superintendent. She was appointed to this new position
after two successful years in her initial position as superintendent. Interestingly, she
indicated that had she been appointed to her current position immediately after her
experience as high school principal, the transition would have been far more difficult. In
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making that point she underscored that community comparisons, i.e. new or current
versus previous, are also important factors to consider.
When I asked her to comment on her point that she viewed the position of
superintendent and principal as being quite different, she made the following points:
As dynamic and complicated as the position of high school principal can
be, it essentially has an internal focus, the students, faculty and staff, and
the parents. The focus of the school superintendent is internal, but less so.
The superintendent’s focus is more external. He or she deals with local,
state and federal officials, seeking legislation and/or increased aid to
improve educational resources. Certainly, the role of superintendent is
influenced by the incumbent; probably more so than other leadership
roles. Depending on his/her interests, and strengths he or she can alter the
focus within certain defined limits. This is not to say that there aren’t
similarities between the two roles. Of course there are many, but it is a
matter of where and on what the principal and superintendent spend their
time. I think they spend their time very differently.
The discussion regarding work experience and how well it prepared the
participants for their role as school superintendent was very interesting but inconclusive
in helping to determine whether there was “a position” that served as the best training
ground to become a school superintendent. The researcher will have more to say
regarding this point in Chapter VI, which will focus on conclusions and
recommendations.
Participant VI was very clear in his thinking about his preparation for the role of
school superintendent. As an aside, his work experience beginning in Brooklyn, NY as
a graduate student was the most diverse, and non-traditional route to the position of
superintendent.
In a lot of ways I think I made a decision, right or wrong, very early in my
career. I will be more successful both professionally and personally in the
long run if I don’t go through a traditional career path in education by
being a teacher for a lot of years, by moving up what is supposed to be a
career ladder in education but in reality is veiy disjointed. Being a
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classroom teacher doesn’t prepare you for administration. Doing other
things, different things, better prepares you for administration... I thought
the traditional path was illogical, so I took a different path... I wanted to
understand organizations. I wanted to understand systems and systems
thinking. It was what prompted me to go to the Middle East and then to
the Department of Education. Those experiences provided me a more
global perspective. I looked at and saw organizations from the outside...
For ten years, I analyzed data and provided funding to the Antrim Public
Schools before I went to work for them... I think I had a better picture of
what was going on in those schools than most of the administrators and
teachers, because I looked at things from a systems perspective, a global
perspective.

The Job Dynamics
Conversations with each of the study’s participants were informative and quite
interesting regarding the viewpoints each held regarding the position of superintendent
before assuming the position and those each had after serving in that role. To describe
the position of superintendent as one which operates in a larger universe than other
/

educational leadership roles would, of course be true, but also it would not capture how
some of the study’s participants described the different dynamics they were
experiencing. There are three general categories into which the comments and thoughts
of the participants can be organized: push and pull of the position; evolving leadership;
and the political role of the superintendent’s position. Each is discussed separately on
the following pages.

Push and Pull
Participant I had served as assistant superintendent in the same district where
she was appointed superintendent. Her responsibilities included curriculum and
instruction oversight. She had a pretty good position from which to observe the role of
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superintendent. Her office was separated from the superintendent’s office by an outer
office housing secretarial staff. There was also a deputy superintendent who supervised
all the business operations of the school department. When I asked the question: what
do you like most about your job, she replied:
I enjoy the opportunity to make a difference, and as superintendent I am in
a very good position to influence. I also like the complexity of the position
as well as all the groups and stakeholders with whom I work. I enjoy
meeting people and developing relationships. I want to develop a network
and structure that will enable the school district to keep moving
forward...to keep the system improving.
What surprises have you experienced?
The biggest surprise is one of degrees. When I served as assistant
superintendent I had a defined area of responsibility, curriculum and
instruction. As comprehensive as the role was, compared to the role of
superintendent, it was specific and neat. It was similar with my other roles
in education; you have important and challenging responsibilities, but they
are defined. As superintendent of schools you do not enjoy those defined
limits or boundaries. It is why the job can be very exciting and draining
simultaneously. In a sense, if your batteries are not recharged by the
dynamics of the job you will probably bum out. I not only run a school
system, but I am expected to appear at public ceremonies, sporting events,
mediate conflicts among school committee members as well as personnel,
work with publicly elected and appointed officials, develop relationships
with the business community, keep taxes at a reasonable level; it goes on
and on.
*

If I could sum up my view, I don’t believe I fully appreciated all the
demands that come across the superintendent’s desk with the expectation
that it will be addressed.
Participant II’s viewpoint was markedly different from Participant I. When I
asked him what he liked most about being superintendent, he thought about for a period
of time. Nothing immediately came forth. Finally, he commented:
It hasn’t been easy; there have been a lot of bumps in the road. But as I
think about your question my mind keeps going toward what I believe the
accomplishments have been, at least what I view them to be. I think I have
been passionate about leading the school district and to begin changing
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some things I believe needed to be changed. For example, the curriculum
is in better shape than when I began. It was hard work and I feel good
because I think we accomplished something important. But there were
difficulties and I didn’t react well to them. This is a small town and there
are many direct lines to the School Committee. Members of the School
Committee actually encourage it. I had to push a couple of the principals
to focus on curriculum; it was difficult.
As superintendent, I see myself as a change agent. I also operate within a
defined structure of roles and responsibilities. I made that clear and
expected others, including the members of the School Committee to
operate within their role responsibilities. It has been very difficult... a lot
of tension. I saw the School Committee as being intrusive; they saw me as
excluding them.
Has this surprised you?
To a considerable degree it has. I suspect part of the difficulty lies in the
expectations I held which were influenced by my previous role as assistant
superintendent in a small city, where the superintendent and school
committee respected each other’s roles. One of the things that I have
learned is that this position is very dynamic with multiple dimensions. I
didn’t realize that until I actually became a superintendent. I have also
come to believe that the position of school superintendent can be very
different from one community to the next, depending on the culture of the
community. In that sense my experiences here have been very informative
and will certainly help me in my next position.
When I asked Participant III what she enjoyed most about being superintendent
and the challenges she faced, she responded:
Hmm... that’s a lot to think about. This job is very consuming and
complex. There are certainly times when I would like to have more
control, just to have a sense of order and predictability about my day and
what I will be able to accomplish. That’s one side of the coin so to speak.
The other side also has to do with the unpredictable nature of the position,
that something could happen at any given moment which could create a
crisis or some difficult challenge, i.e. a teacher gets arrested for... , a
students gets killed in an accident, a member of the School Committee
leaks sensitive information to the press... Dealing with those different and
complicated issues tests my ability to lead, and it is very satisfying to be
able to navigate those difficult waters. These issues are actually much
more complicated than the instructional issues we deal with in a
predictable fashion.
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I do enjoy having my ability to lead tested; I have self-confidence in that
regard. When I think about confidence, I reflect on my development and
experience. Part of my confidence is based on my foundation developed in
childhood... the values my parents instilled in me, the notion that, with
hard work, I could do whatever I wanted to become... the experiences I
had of being on my own and having to be self-reliant. I believe I am well
grounded; I have a sense of what is important, what I value and believe to
be true.
Was the position what you envisioned it would be, or were there surprises?
I think my biggest surprise, it was also very frustrating and stressful, was
the reality of the relationship between the School Committee and the
superintendent. I had the belief that the superintendent was the CEO and
the School Committee was the Board of Directors. Unlike Boards of
Directors, School Committees are public official elected by the citizens of
a town or city. School Committee members are not elected based upon
their expertise; they are elected as part of the political process. Unlike
School Committees, Board members are usually chosen because they
bring expertise or influence to the Board. Because of the political nature of
the School Committee members’ accountability to the electorate,
individual members of the School Committee often have varied and
conflicting agenda. I have had to think about this quite a bit this past year.
I have shared many of the issues that have come up with you and you have
been very helpful, but it is very stressful trying to continually anticipate
how different members of the School Committee will react to a particular
recommendation. I also realize communities are different, and that School
Committees are different; some are better than others... some act more
appropriately than others.
Participant IV responded to the question: what do like most about being a school
superintendent, in this way:
What I like best is being in a position to influence and help bring about
change. As a school superintendent you are in a wonderful, if not enviable,
position to initiate. The role provides extraordinary opportunities to
engage others to work collaboratively to achieve a common purpose. I
enjoy being in a position of responsibility and the opportunities and
challenges that come with it.
Being school superintendent also provides you with many challenges that
test you mettle. I’m a competitive person and I look forward to those
situations. The position demands that you build relationships with many
individuals and groups. It requires that you have good social skills and that
you utilize them.
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Have there been surprises?
Yes, absolutely! The job necessitates enormous time commitment and
demands. The position is so comprehensive it carries with it the burden of
ten, often twelve, hour days. Because of the nature of the work, a
superintendent is often out three and four nights a week. It is stimulating,
but it can also be very tiring.
I think the job continues to test you. You deal with many conflicting
interests: Parents who want the best for their kids, taxpayers who want to
keep taxes down; teacher unions and groups demanding more
accountability; groups wanting more services with a broader focus, groups
wanting fewer with a narrower focus....
You often find yourself in the role of mediator, or in a position that your
decision will disappoint if not upset someone or some group.
Participant V pointed out that the parts of the job she enjoyed most were
developing collaborative efforts among school and community groups to enhance
learning. She talked about her first job as superintendent in a rural regional school
district with few financial resources:
When I became superintendent here, I discovered very early on that the
school district had a significant financial problem, a debt approximating
$400,000. When I reported it to the School Committee they were of course
very upset and wanted answers. I could provide some, but the detail would
not really be known until an audit could be conducted. They were even
more concerned about how to deal with the issue, since their relationship
with the Finance Committees in the towns making up the regional school
district was strained. I had the challenge of convincing them that they
needed to be open and direct with the Finance Committees. I presented it
as an opportunity to build greater trust. After our next meeting I was
successful in getting the School Committee to confront the issue and
request a joint meeting with the Finance Committees. Ultimately what
developed from that inauspicious beginning were supportive relationships
between the committees to the point that the Fincoms were supportive of
the School Committee budgets but were also helpful in passing a bond
issue for a new high school.
When I think back to that beginning. I’m amazed at what can happen
when individuals and groups work together to solve problems and/or make
things better. I remember that when I need reassurance in overcoming new
challenges.
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Although each of the study’s participants came to their initial position as school
superintendent with strong academic and experiential preparation, they were all
surprised, at least somewhat, by the complexity of the role and the time requirements it
demanded.
Participant VI leads a school district that has, in his words, “experienced real
discord for the last three years.”
Struggle would be too strong a word, but I have experienced difficulty
trying to address the discord by empowering the staff There has been a
lack of trust; but it’s beginning to change slowly. One of the points of
stress is my desire to have them participate in decision-making, but at the
same time maintaining those three operational principles, which I have
indicated are non-negotiable. I have had some success by demonstrating
that beyond those three principles, I am open minded and willing to listen.

Leadership Evolving
To the extent the any of the study’s participants were not collaborative in their
leadership style prior to becoming a school superintendent, they recognized the
importance of involving others. When I asked Participant I to describe her leadership
style, she said:
I would say open and inclusive. I believe it is really important to involve
people. When you involve others... not only are you soliciting and
receiving their ideas and advice, you are providing the opportunity to
contribute and build self-worth... they have something to offer... giving
theme the opportunity to dive into the process, making them part of it...
creating ownership.
I like to run ideas by people. I like to talk about situations and get
feedback; I value that! I try to encourage and cultivate ownership. The
budgeting process is a good example to illustrate the point. For years, the
process involved the superintendent and deputy superintendent meeting
with each principal and program administrator individually. These
individual meetings created the appearance of deal making. In fact, deals
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were made. I will never do that; it creates questions and suspicion. The
process I have created brings all principals and administrators together,
everybody together. No individual meetings... no individual deals.
My conversation with Participant II about his leadership style reflected a desire
on his part to be collaborative and to reach out to others, but this desire was controlled
by his need to make timely decisions. In describing his leadership style he said:
I think I developed my approach, my style, whatever you call it as a result
of my work at the Department of Education. At the Department, I worked
with many people: colleagues from the Department and professionals from
the school districts. I realized that in order to engage people, you need to
be collaborative, you need to be cooperative in terms of working with
groups and individuals. I was out in the field a lot...and I had to collect
people’s feedback around the draft science frameworks and assimilate that
feedback in the revisions. I guess without putting a label on it, Joe, I really
try hard to be a good listener, to collect information from a variety of
people - principals, assistant superintendent, business manager... My
difficulty, and I struggle with this personally, is that I see certain time
limitations in terms of when decisions have to be made... what I struggle
with is I will collect the information and I will make the decision. What I
realize is that there will be several individuals who will be disappointed in
the decision I made as a leader because it did not satisfy all their concerns,
issues or needs.
Like Participant I, Participant HI was appointed to the position of superintendent
having served the community in a number of leadership roles. When she was appointed,
there was no major search effort for the position. She was highly regarded and some
Committee members believed it was a mistake she was not appointed three years
earlier. Despite her standing, Participant HI had some difficulty adjusting to the politics
of the community as well as the view of individual Committee members and their
perception of what their role ought to be. In discussing her leadership style and its
evolution. Participant EQ had this to say:
My notion of leadership is, first of all, to lead by example; second, it is to
lead very collaboratively. I want to be creative and in tune... I want to
empower others, not be indifferent to people. I try to be veiy
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enthusiastic... create teams and move together to wherever it takes us. I
want to strengthen teachers and administrators in their leadership ability;
they have very good ideas, and a sense of who I am... we have a sense of
what the school district needs... we work together for a common goal.
My leadership style is related to my view of success. When we were
talking about what success might look like, I indicated that when I leave
the system I would like people to say: “that program, or that policy was
instituted when Mary McGuire was superintendent; she engaged us in
discussion leading to this or that change. I do not want to be viewed as the
person who did something but rather as someone who participated in
making something happen.
Do you distinguish between managing and leading?
Yes I do. In my view a manager is someone who directs, even leads,
others in a certain direction... Leadership is influencing, at times even
deciding, the direction.
Warren Bennis distinguishes between managing and leading this way. He views
managers as “doing things right” and leaders as “doing the right thing.”
I like that. My father would certainly support that distinction. He used to
say something quite similar. He would tell us that your dignity is very
important and that one of the few things people cannot take from you is
your dignity; if you do the right thing you will retain your dignity.
Participant IV served as a high sch<?ol principal of a large suburban high school
prior to being appointed school superintendent in a different community. He viewed his
leadership style as collaborative. He thought it was necessary to be collaborative as a
school principal, but even more important as a superintendent because of the many
diverse interest groups with whom superintendents work. He went on to say:
I enjoy very much working with people and I think my leadership style is
influenced by that fact. The challenges facing school leaders demand that
they be collaborative in their approach. There are so many different
interest groups wanting to influence schools that it takes not only a
willingness to collaborate but an appreciation and understanding of its
benefits as well to be successful.
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Participant V, rather that define her leadership style in a word or two, talked
about it in terms of what she hoped to accomplish. She made the following comments:
You know I am a highly energetic person. As superintendent, I have the
opportunity, no the responsibility, to initiate and to participate in the
change process when and where it makes sense. It’s difficult work, but as
my mother used to say: “this is the challenge, what can we do, and how do
we proceed?” The work of the superintendent, as you know because we
have talked about it so often, is about changing the culture of the school
district so that it enhances student learning for all students. Our job is to
facilitate narrowing the gap between high performing and low performing
students, and high performing and low performing schools. It is difficult
work because it involves changing attitudes; it is also very rewarding.
Given this description I would say that my style is collaborative.
To change attitudes you need to have dialogue. You need to have
discussions about your vision and values. But you must also move beyond
discussion. Sometimes it makes sense to follow this sequence: “ready, fire,
aim” rather than “ready, aim, fire.” Results are important.
In addressing his leadership style. Participant VI was clear that he could not
accomplish what needed to be done alone. He had to involve many individuals and
groups.
I have become comfortable with the parliamentary model that there is no
one person who can either know it all or do it all, and if you value other
professionals and staff in your district then everyone is more successful
because they take ownership. I have run programs based on the belief that
there is responsibility on administrators and there is also responsibility on
faculty and staff to implement programs for which they have expertise.
The discussions focusing on leadership style indicated that the participants’
styles evolved over years of functioning in different roles. The participants’ comments
also supported the notion that different positions require different styles or more
appropriately different points of emphasis. The final portion of our discussion regarding
“Job Dynamics” will focus on the political role of the superintendent.
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Political Role
In the opinion of the researcher one of the skills critical to success in the
position of school superintendent is the ability to understand the political nature of the
position. It is interesting to the researcher that the study’s participants had varying
levels of skill in the political domain and some shied away from the political aspects of
the job as though they were in conflict with being an educational leader. Some of the
participants enjoyed the political nature of their role while others were not comfortable
with it and attempt to avoid it as much as possible. The researcher is of the opinion that
the more task oriented you are in your work as a school superintendent, the less likely
you will be to enjoy or embrace the political nature of the position. Participant II is one
who comes to mind. His need to make a decision often conflicted with an opportunity to
develop relationships. He points out:
.. .My difficulty, and I think I struggle with this personally, is that I see
certain limitations in terms of when decisions have to be made... what I
struggle with is I will collect the information and I will make a decision.
Participant II’s need to make decisions in a “timely” fashion runs the risk of
missing opportunities to collaborate and build relationships for future initiatives.
Participant HI has had difficultly with her certain members of her School
Committee and has wondered if it has to do with not having enough experience dealing
with politically elected bodies.
... My biggest surprise, it was also very frustrating and stressful, was the
reality of the relationship between the School Committee and the
superintendent. I had the belief that the superintendent was the CEO and
the School Committee was the Board of Directors. But it doesn’t work like
that...
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Participant HI has a very difficult time working through the individual, often
times, personal agendas of School Committee members. It is an issue not unique to
Participant HI and was one of the major reasons for redefining the roles of School
Committees in the Education Reform Act of 1993.
Participant I seemed to have the most acceptance, even enjoyment, of the
political nature of the position. Her viewpoint was to maintain harmony and
commitment to shared goals among School Committee members. She believed unity
among School Committee members would help her provide the Committee members
with reassurance when they held conflicting positions with other town boards. To this
end, she spent considerable time with the mayor and individual members of the School
Committee affirming their strengths and ameliorating their differences. She operated
from the point of view that the more they trusted her to bring them together, the more
they would trust her as a general rule. So part and parcel of the “political” strategy was
to gain their trust and respect; this in turn would be very beneficial in having her
recommendations and direction affirmed.
I spend a lot of time working and talking with School Committee
members. It can be very tiring but the benefits are significant. When I first
took over as superintendent, the members of the Committee had their
individual agendas. They still do to an extent, but much less so. As a
Committee, the members are much more focused on systemic goals, and
what makes good educational policy.
The elected mayor is Chairman of the School Committee. I have been very
helpful to him by discouraging negative comments toward him by other
School Committee members. They all know I am supportive of them,
individually and collectively and that by working together we can all do a
better job. It seems to work.
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Chapter 5 has focused on a number of themes that emerged during the
interviews with the study’s participants. The data, for the most part, has been reported
in the actual words of the participants. Chapter 6 will address conclusions and
i

recommendations.

*
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CHAPTER 6

FINDINGS OF THE STUDY:
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Of course, my parents are role models,
they have taught me that I am part of
a family. So I think in the collective...
unconditional love, respect, and trust
and the importance of family. I carry
this with me in my work.
Participant VI

Introduction
The purpose of this study was to record the perceptions of seven new school
superintendents who participated in the M.A.S.S. Mentoring Program. The study
explored the participants’ ideas and thoughts about leadership and their own evolution
to the position of school superintendent. In addition, the study investigated how these
superintendents believed their background, experience and career paths influenced them
in their role as school superintendents. Finally, the research documented the stories of
seven newly appointed superintendents, resulting in conclusions and recommendations
about the evolution of school leaders and how M.A.S.S. may assist in developing and
nurturing new school leaders.
In Chapter 6, the researcher reviews the study’s findings: its conclusions and
recommendations. Initially, the study’s conclusions will be presented followed by the
researcher’s recommendations.
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Conclusions
Each of the study’s seven school superintendents shares something in common.
They have all been significantly influenced by family, particularly parents, in getting to
this point in their lives. The superintendents in this study, were not all influenced by
parents and family in the same way or to the same degree. But family influence, most
notably parents, was- unmistakable in their development. The first conclusion then is
that each of the study’s participants carried family values, influences and dynamics into
their jobs, including the superintendency. In all cases, the researcher found that parents
and family had a profound influence in shaping attitudes, values and points of view. The
study’s seven participants traced their value system, desire to do one’s best, to be
successful and make a difference in the lives of others, to their parents and family
members. The powerful affect of family and how its influence carries over into the
workplace is probably best articulated by Participant VI when he described his parents
as role models.
Of course, my parents are role models. They have taught me that I am part
of a family. So I think in the collective... unconditional love, respect, and
trust and the importance of family. I carry this with me in my work.
I operate on three premises. One is that you need to have unconditional
respect and acceptance of all children. We can’t make our judgements of
children based on the previous generations of family; we cannot base them
on the child’s strengths and needs. We can’t base them on any particular
aspect of the child. We need to have unconditional respect of all children.
Second it is imperative that we operate on the premise that all children can
and will be successful. Success will obviously be different, but all children
can and will be successful. If we operate otherwise, children will know our
beliefs. Children will know that we don’t believe that they can be
successful, and that is not fair. A third premise is that there is a difference
between fair and “equal.” If we are fair with children, our service will
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probably never be equal; in the same way, if we are equal with all children
we are probably not being fair.
The participants’ views regarding the role of superintendent as well as their
leadership styles are directly related to their family and life experiences. Each of the
study s seven participants was conditioned or oriented toward success very early in life.
The compelling challenge to do one’s best and to make a difference were exhortations
commonly referenced by the participants. Indeed, their successful experiences in a
variety of positions in the pre-kindergarten through grade twelve hierarchy are
testimony to their collective success.
Beyond family, participants also talked about people who influenced them in
school and their careers. Thurgood Marshall stated:
None of us got where we are solely by pulling ourselves up by our
bootstraps. We got here because somebody - a parent, a teacher, an Ivy
League crony, or a few nuns - bent down and helped us pick up our boots.
Teachers, coaches, friends, and public figures all influenced the study’s
participants during their school years. Similarly, each participant cited colleagues,
mentors, superiors, and public figures that had been a significant influence on them
throughout their careers. The second conclusion is that the value, importance and
influence of role models cannot be overstated. As a teacher, school leader, and
particularly a school superintendent one is in the public eye. In each role the size of the
universe one works in varies, but the influence is unmistakable. In a very real sense
there are few neutral acts; there is no escaping one’s influence for good or bad.
Participant VII described two role models that were very strong influences on him, one
very positive, the other quite negative. First, the positive:
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...When I started my career in Gunstock, Maine, Cynthia Gleason was the
superintendent. She was an outstanding leader; she was a visionary who
knew what she wanted and she empowered the people around her. She
made me feel that I had something important to offer, that I was part of
this synergy of thinking about learning... But it just wasn’t me; she did
that as a way of operating. I wanted to be part of her team because she was
changing the culture of the school district and it was exciting... She
changed the schools probably more than she realizes.
The second example is quite negative:
He was also a superintendent. He was a retired Navy commander who ran
the school system with an “iron fist.” He was an awful human being. He
would intimidate and make staff members cry. I was an assistant principal
at the time; it was my first full time administrative experience. The
principal of my school was a woman for whom I had great respect. She
was terrified of this man. She would return from meetings in his office in
tears. After one year of that I left. I returned to Gorham as a teacher. I just
had to get out of there.
Before moving from the conclusions relating to influences, let me cite a remark
made by Henry Adams regarding the impact of teachers: “A teacher affects eternity; he
can never tell where his influence stops.” Parents, teachers, coaches, mentors, public
figures are all in positions and roles of influence. Certainly, school superintendents are
in a position to influence in a significant way. When serving as Executive Director of
EDCO Collaborative, Dr. Thomas Scott organized a leadership academy for teachers in
the member school districts. When he asked them why they had chosen to take part,
each participant reported that it was due to the support and urging of their school
superintendent or principal.
Conclusions one and two give rise to a third conclusion regarding influence;
namely, the influence and power of role models supports the notion that leaders and
followers support, nurture and sustain one another. They are flip sides of the same coin.
The interactive relationship of leadership and followership, in the context of the study’s
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participants, had its beginnings in family life, where parents and siblings modeled
leading and following; both were refined in school and the workplace. As
superintendents, the leadership - followership equation is essentially a question of style:
how much power do I utilize versus how much do I empower others. It’s dynamic and
situational.
The fourth conclusion focuses on the power of negative messages or obstacles as
motivational forces. During the data collection phase of the study, it became apparent
that some of the study’s participants experienced negative influences that only seemed
to heighten their resolve to pursue their dream or goal. Participant I discussed her
guidance counselor’s attempt to discourage her from attending college:
.. .When someone tells me I can’t do something, it just fires me up. When
I was a senior in high school, my guidance counselor, familiar with my
family situation, said to me: ‘you know your grades are just average, your
SAT’s are just average... your family can’t afford it... maybe you
shouldn’t go to college.’ Well when I graduated from college, I made sure
I went back to my high school to show my guidance counselor my degree.
Negativity influenced Participant VI differently. In discussing his growing-up
years, he talked about his mother:
It is kind of an interesting story. My whole life growing up my older
brother, who is eighteen months older than me, was a very high achiever.
You know, first bom Jewish son of what was considered to be an
immigrant family. He was the over-achiever. As the number two son, I
could never measure up. My mother tried to motivate me by saying: “the
only thing you are good for is to drive a truck.’ I carried that around...
probably still do today. Anyway, when I finished my doctorate I bought a
truck and went into construction.
The influences in early life - parents, family members, teachers, coaches... are
all significant. But so too is career experience, which leads to the fifth conclusion: prior
administrative and leadership experiences in a variety of roles dealing with diverse,
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complex, and complicated problems are rich preparation for the position of school
superintendent. Participants in this study indicated that their previous experience was
enormously helpful for their new position; all participants cited examples of how
particular positions enhanced their skill sets and abilities.
For those, however, who believe that a particular role or position, i.e. assistant
superintendent or another central administration position is the best preparation for the
position of school superintendent, this study will neither support nor contradict that
point of view. The comments of the study’s participants suggest leadership positions
with diverse responsibilities in complex roles and dynamic situations provide superior
training for the superintendency. When asking Participant IV about how well prepared
he was for the position of superintendent, he responded by saying:
You know that is a very interesting question. Certainly, experience at the
central office or central administration level would have been helpful. It
would have added a perspective, I did not have. But, I believe too much is
made of its value and its importance... I believe that it is the experience
of heading a complicated and complex organization, a large high school if
you will, that prepares you for the position of school superintendent. To be
an effective school superintendent, I believe, you need to have experience
acting and reacting when you’re on the firing line. I would argue that the
position of high school principal prepares you better, in that context, than
does the position of assistant superintendent.
The superintendents participating in this study came to the superintendency well
prepared. But, each one experienced surprise in his/her new role, which leads to the
sixth conclusion: an appreciation and understanding of the complexities of the
%

superintendent s job does not occur until one has lived in the position for a while. The
study’s participants were surprised by the “push and pull” of working with competing,
if not mutually exclusive interest groups, as well as the need to be able to apply
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different leadership styles and strategies depending on the situation and circumstance.
Participant HI talked about her biggest surprise:
... My biggest surprise, it was also very frustrating and stressful, was the
reality of the relationship between the School Committee and the
superintendent. I had the belief that the superintendent was the CEO and
the School Committee was the Board of Directors. But it doesn’t work like
that.
Participant V discussed her sense of surprise by contrasting the position of
school superintendent with the role of principal. She went on to say:
As dynamic and complicated as the position of high school principal can
be, it essentially has an internal focus: the students, faculty and staff, and
the parents. The focus of the superintendent is internal but less so. The
superintendent also has an external focus. He/she deals with local, state
and federal officials, suggesting and influencing legislation and increased
aid that will improve educational resources...
Regardless of early influence and pre-dispositions relating to leadership and
leadership styles, the study’s seven participants learned quickly that the complexity of
the position required that they become skilled in a variety of leadership styles so they
could adjust depending on the need and the situation. It also became very clear to the
participants that skills in collaboration were critical.
An interesting, even surprising, seventh conclusion is that to varying degrees,
the study’s participants came to the position with reluctance, if not aversion, to “playing
politics.” Each participant demonstrated some bias against playing political games. It
appears that new superintendents come in with a change agenda but misunderstand
politics as a means to an end. Some of this comes from the negative connotation the
term “politics” has in our society. Many of the study’s participants view the role of
superintendent much like the chief executive officer, and the School Committee much
like the Board of Directors. The big difference of course is that School Committees are

141

publicly elected officials accountable to a broad electorate. Boards of Directors are, for
the most part, accountable to a smaller group with a narrower interest. This leads the
researcher to the following insight. If the study’s participants accept the notion that the
bottom line of leadership is getting results, they will need to alter their view of “playing
politics” and sharpen their skills, if not embrace, the political role the position demands,
i.e., collaboration, negotiation, and compromise, and symbolic leadership.
One criterion used to select the study’s participants was gender. The researcher
wanted to have relatively equal numbers of men and women participate in the study.
Consequently, four men and three women were participants in the study. There were no
discernible differences, along gender lines, as to how the study’s participants perceived
their role as superintendent. Rather their perceptions were predicated on their
experience, role models, and other influential persons.
The eighth and final conclusion emanates from the relationship between the
literature on school leadership and the professional role experiences of the study’s seven
participants. The participants provide a nexus between the value of the literature on
school leadership and sustainability and the preparatory experiences of previous
positions held. Fullan identifies four components that provide a fulcrum for a leadership
support infrastructure. They include: developing the social environment; providing
%

learning in context opportunities; cultivating leaders at many levels; and enhancing the
teaching profession. Collectively, the study’s participants furnish testimony to the
significance and consequence of Fullan’s four components.
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Recommendations
A significant issue facing public education in Massachusetts is the paucity of
aspiring school leaders. Many of the reasons for this scarcity are enumerated and
discussed in Chapter L It can be noted that demographics, an imbalance between
society’s demands versus the rewards associated with school leadership positions, and a
‘lost generation” of potential school leaders as a result of the implementation of
Proposition 2l/2, as well as declining student enrollments during the later part of the
seventies through the mid-eighties, are major factors contributing to our present
predicament. Throughout the data collection initiatives of this study, the researcher has
benefited from serving as a school superintendent in the Commonwealth for twenty
years, as well as mentoring new school superintendents for the Massachusetts
Association of School Superintendents. As a consequence of this study the necessity for
outreach and contributions by many groups, public and private, focused on leadership
development is clearly evident. The first recommendation is that current
superintendents of schools, the Massachusetts Department of Education (MDOE), the
Massachusetts Association of School Superintendents (M.A.S.S.), the Massachusetts
Secondary School Principals’ Association (M.S.S.P.A.), the Massachusetts Elementary
School Principals’ Association (M.E.S.P.A.) establish this issue, i.e., the lack of
aspiring school leaders, as a very high priority problem.
The second recommendation is that the groups identified above, as a collective,
connect with the business community, and higher education for help, financial and
personnel, in resolving the issue. The Commonwealth, more than most states, relies on
creative thinking and research for a healthy economy. As such, its school systems need
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very much to produce a student body challenged by high expectations for all students,
A

led by a dynamic school leader.
The third recommendation is to enhance the mentoring programs already in
place in local school districts as well as those operated by MDOE, M.A.S.S.,
M S.S P A, and ME. SPA.
The fourth recommendation focuses on the responsibility and opportunity for
school superintendents to identify and develop new school leaders. School
superintendents are in a unique position to influence potential new school leaders. Much
of this study discusses the importance and value of role models, of early-life, school-life
and career-life influences. Each of the seven school superintendents who participated in
this study underscored the importance of role models, as well as other influences, on
their own development, as well as their view of the superintendent’s role. In that sense,
this recommendation provides a culminating event or activity to evolve out of this
study, i.e., school superintendents, individually and collectively through M.A.S.S.,
accept the responsibility of identifying, nurturing and enhancing the development of
new school leaders within their school systems. Data has begun to emerge from
programs specifically designed to identify and grow new school leaders. For example,
in the EDCO Collaborative School Leadership Program, when asked what it was that
led them to become involved the most often cited reason by the participants was the
influence and encouragement of their school superintendent and school principal.
The fifth and last recommendation speaks to the value of the bringing together,
in a dynamic way, the literature on school leadership and the day-to-day professional
experience of potential new school leaders. In the leadership programs referenced in the
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fourth recommendation, school leadership development models reflected in literature,
e.g. Fullan’s four components, should be incorporated into the leadership development
programs provided by school superintendents at the local level.
Any discussion of leadership tends to touch on character, courage, values,
vision, style, skill sets, and cultivating a culture. But leadership is also about developing
new leaders. It’s about “passing on” what we have learned; it’s about “giving back;” it’s
about teaching. A by-product of developing new school leaders within the school
system is professional sustenance; faculty and staff are sustained and empowered.
Because of the demographics in play, identifying potential leaders and helping
them grow has become a “front burner” issue for school superintendents. One of the
concerns or fears often cited about growing new leaders is that once ripened they will
be picked from the garden. In a closed system, that might be a concern; but it is not the
case. Throughout the eighties, virtually no one was leaving one school system to take a
job in another because of reductions in force and having to start anew on the seniority
ladder. Because teaching and administrative positions were fewer and fewer, school
systems became closed with respect to teacher turnover. Teacher and administrator
mobility was virtually non-existent; and stagnancy became an issue.
Today the system is open. With retirements being the major factor, there is
significant turnover in teaching and leadership positions. There are challenges and
opportunities. If we develop new leaders at the local level, we may lose some of those
we helped grow and mature. But in an open system, we are just as likely to gain new
leaders as lose them and the emigration/immigration of new leaders will be beneficial to
the educational process.
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APPENDIX A
INFORMED
CONSENT LETTER/FORM
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Date
Name of Participant
Address
City, State, Zip
Dear
I am a doctoral student at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst in the Graduate
School of Education. I have been engaged in research on newly appointed
superintendents regarding their ideas and perceptions of leadership and their evolution
to the position of school superintendent. In addition to superintendents’ perceptions, the
study will investigate: common and unique issues facing new superintendents and the
background, experience, thoughts and feelings of eight (8) newly appointed
superintendents. The aim of the research is to document the stories of participating
superintendents through interviews, resulting in conclusions and recommendations
about the evolution of school leaders and how the Massachusetts Association of School
Superintendents (M.A.S.S.) may assist in developing new leaders.
I would like to interview you as part of this research effort. The method I will utilize is
an in-depth interview during which I will ask open-ended questions. My aim is to have
the interview feel like the conversations we have already had as part of the M.A.S.S.
Mentoring Program. The interview will be a lengthy one, divided into three parts. The
initial focus will deal with your background, family, friends, schooling, influences, role
models, loves, hates... The second portion will deal with your professional experience
leading to your appointment as school superintendent, your evolution if you will. We
will discuss your vision of leadership, style, goals for the district and what success
“looks like” five years out. The final segment will examine common and unique issues
of new superintendents, how you balance your work and personal life and the value of
the M. A. S. S. Mentoring Program
The interviews will be audio-taped. The tapes will be transcribed by someone
experienced with dissertation work and its related confidentiality issues. Identifying
characteristics such as name, and school district will not be used and pseudonyms will
be created.
The intent of this method of interviewing is to use the words of each participant.
Lengthy excerpts will be cited rather than brief quotations so as to provide context.
The various uses of the information might include, the dissertation itself; future
publications based on the dissertation; and as a basis to make recommendations relating
to leadership programs as well as the current M.A.S.S. Mentoring Program.
Participants are taking part voluntarily and have the right to withdraw from part or all of
the study at any time. You also have the right to review material and I will provide you
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a copy of your transcript should you desire. Finally, you cannot expect to benefit
financially from taking part in this study
If after reviewing this consent letter you agree to participate in this study, I will need
you to sign the consent section below. You may return it to me by mail or in person.
Following receipt of your consent, I will call to schedule a time for the interview.
I look forward to talking with you.
Sincerely,

Joseph E. Buckley, Jr.

t, have read the conditions set forth in this letter. I
agree to participate in this study under those conditions.

Signature

Date
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APPENDIX B
MASSACHUSETTS ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOL SUPERINTENDENTS
MENTORING PROGRAM
FOR
NEW SUPERINTENDENTS - CURRICULUM OUTLINE
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Goal of any new superintendent: to work with people to make a good system an even
better one
•

ENTRY PLAN - possible steps - adapt to your style, your needs and
your situation.
>-> Learn the culture and respect the culture before changing things.
> Get to know the members of the organization as full as possible.
> Work with people to examine key issues in the organization’s past,
in order to make sense of how issues are handled. Modify slowly.
> Conduct a series of interviews with key stakeholders.
> Develop a report based on those interviews; communicate a summary
report to key stakeholders.
> Use all information above to establish a set of key tasks, prioritize them,
set timelines and determine how they can be accomplished.
> Be visible in the schools and community throughout the year.

•

RELATIONSHIPS - a key to success - develop positive relationships listen and communicate.
> Relationships with the School Committee - see Roles and
Responsibilities for Superintendents/School Committee (M.A.S.S. /
MASC Joint Paper).
♦

> Relationships with staff - senior staff, principals, teachers, other staff.
> Relationships with the community - Mayor, city council. Town
Manager, selectmen, parents, police fire, finance committee, ...

>

Relationships with the unions.

> Relationships with the press.
> Ongoing communication with all groups.
«

LEADERSHIP
> Articulating your vision.
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> Communicating your values.
> Developing curriculum and instructional priorities
> Developing school committee / superintendent goals - Educational and
Operational.
> Develop a healthy organizational culture.
> See State Board of Education publication - Professional Standards for
Administrators for an excellent checklist of leadership, administrative
and professional responsibilities.
•

PERSONNEL ISSUES

> Develop a
❖
❖
❖

short and long term plan of action
Analyzing your strengths (staffing needs)
Addressing difficult personnel issues
Make changes thoughtfully

> Recruitment /Hiring / Induction / Mentoring / Sustaining & Retention
> Collective Bargaining issues
> Performance evaluation
•

LEGAL ISSUES

> Open Meeting Law
> Public Records Law
> Conflict of Interest
> Just Cause
> School Committee budget authority
•

BUDGET

,

> Knowing what is in place. Consider an audit.
> Do you have enough $$$ to get through the current fiscal year.
> Setting the budget for next fiscal year
♦> Framing major budget pressures
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❖ Establishing educational priorities
❖ Budget Development Process
■ Calendar
■ Guidelines
■ Developing Presentation
8 Communicating with appropriate groups
> Long range look at finances
> Knowledge of State Funding formula

•

MASSACHUSETTS EDUCATION REFORM ACT
> Foundation Budget
> Knowing and promoting strengths
❖ Curriculum Frameworks
❖ Literacy
❖ Professional Development
❖ Early Childhood
❖ Full Day Kindergarten
❖ Technology
❖ School Councils / School Improvement Plans
> Developing strategies around MCAS
> Accountability Issues
❖ School audits
♦♦♦ System audits
> Certification / Licensing Issues

•

NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND

•

SPECIAL EDUCATION
%

>
>
>

•

Know the regulations
Be an advocate
Be accountable; keep an eye on the budget

KEEPING IT ALL TOGETHER
>
>
>
>

Mental Health
Physical Health
Keeping an even keel
Maintaining a healthy balance between personal and professional life
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APPENDIX C
M A S S. MENTORING PROGRAM
NEW SUPERINTENDENTS SAMPLE LESSON
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Joe Buckley and Jim Walsh, Co Presenters
Session I
Leadership and School Committee Relationships

Outline

Preliminary Assignments:

1

Pick three of the six Principles of Effective Administrative Leadership ( a-f)
on page 3 upon which you need or want to focus. Detail two subsets within
each of those three areas.

2. Pick six of the eleven areas listed under Specific Roles and Responsibilities
listed a - k on page 4 about which you have the most concern in your own
situation.
3. Identify one or two issues you are facing in your district which you would
like
us to address in a generic way.
Goals:

1. To help new Superintendents develop their own framework of principles
and standards of leadership, by:
a• reflecting upon hallmarks of excellence from the literature.
b.

considering the Standards of Leadership approved by the
Massachusetts State Board of Education.

c.

adapting the Board of Education's Principles of Effective

Administrative Leadership to their own situation.
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2. To assist new Superintendents in developing a clearer understanding of
the general principles and specific roles and responsibilities essential to
good relationships with School Committees, bv:
a.

reviewing general principles of collaboration.

b. prioritizing those roles and responsibilities most applicable to
their own situation.
Topics:

A. Leadership - Hallmarks of Excellence for Superintendent
1.

General Principles - Setting the tone
a.

is clear about values, goals, and priorities and
a vision for the future.

b.

creates an organizational culture and structure
in which the talents of all school people may
flourish.

c. provides incentives for developing innovations
and programs that improve students ’ learning
and growth.

2.

cL

not only welcomes new ideas but rewards the
people who offer them.

e.

treats all school people with as much respect
as he/she does members of the School Committee.

Standards of Leadership - State Board of Education
0/20/03)
a.

articulates the purposes of education and the place
ofpublic schools in the United States of America.

b.

articulates vision and mission

c.

reviews, evaluates, and revises instructional
programs on the basis of sound information
and relevant data.
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d.

knows and encourages appropriate uses of instructional
technologies.

e.

promotes activities that honor academic excellence.

f.

involves staff in preparing and implementing
professional development plans that are related to
improved student learning.

g.

helps staff align their curriculum with the state’s
curriculum frameworks.

h.

understands principles of mentoring and provides new
teachers with mentors.

i.

encourages experimentation and rigorous evaluation of
new pedagogical approaches

j.

3.

plans effectively for the implementation of policy
decisions, taking into account unanticipated
consequences and costs.

Principles of Effective Administrative Leadership
(State Board of Education)
a. Effective Instructional Leadership
b. Effective Organizational Leadership
c.

Effective Administrative Leadership

d Promotion of Equity and Diversity

4-

e.

Effective Relationships with the Community '

f.

Fulfillment of Professional Responsibilities

Action Items: Putting #1.2 and 3 above into practice
a.
. b.
c.

articulating a vision
communicating your values
developing curriculum and instructional priorities
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cL

develop operational priorities: budget; facilities,
technology

e.

developing a healthy organization.

B. Relationships: School Committee / Superintendent
1.

General Principles:
a good communication to and with all members;
this is a centerpiece of effective relationships.
Discuss examples.
b. set a tone that encourages and nurtures
collaborative and collegial relationships between
School Committee and Superintendent.
c.

Develop a clear understanding of working relationship
with the School Committee Chair.

d Develop a clear understanding of how the Superintendent
and School Committee work together to develop a
meaningful set of goals for the system.
e.

Develop a clear understanding of how the system goals
and the Superintendent’s evaluation are related to one
another.

•
/

Discuss how “d& e” work together.

Develop a system in which goals clearly relate to
curriculum and instruction and budget.

g. Remember: a warm and professional relationship as well
as a sense of trust between the School Committee and the
Superintendent are critical factors in success.
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2.

Specific Roles and Responsibilities
MASC / MASS Document: Roles and Responsibilities.
Develop strategy / understanding regarding the following
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f
g.
h.
i.
j.
k.

Policy
Finance
Staffing
Collective Bargaining
Performance Standards
Professional Development
School Councils
Advocacy
Curriculum
Governance
Communication
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APPENDIX D
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
FOR
NEW SUPERINTENDENTS
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> Take some time and talk to me about you childhood. What was it like
growing up? Tell me about your place in the family, your parents, your
siblings, your friends.
^ What were your interests? What did you like to do in and outside of school?
> How would describe your K-12 school experience? What were your favorite
subjects? What were your teachers like? What extracurricular activities did
you enjoy?
> Tell me about college. Where did you go? What was your major? Who
were your friends? What were some things you loved to do and hated to do?
> Who are your role models? How did or do they still influence you? What is
it about them that attracts you to them? What qualities do you emulate?
4

> What about your personal life today? Married? Children? Interests?
> Talk with me about your professional experience, i.e. positions held,
locations, demographic information. Who are important colleagues? Why?
> What positions and other experiences best prepared you for you current
position as school superintendent? How?
> What does success look like for you? How would it be manifested in your
school district over a three to five year period.
> What are some of the issues you are facing? What are your greatest
challenges? What brings you the most satisfaction?
> How would you characterize your leadership style? How did you develop
it?
> What are your favorite parts of the job? What are the less desirable parts?
> Where do you want to be in five years?
> What do you do to relax and renew yourself?
> What aspects of the mentoring program have been helpful / useful to you?
What might we add, or emphasize differently, that would be helpful?
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