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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to describe through qualitative inquiry the
professional identity that emerges as a woman attains the superintendency and to delineate
those factors that facilitate and contribute to successfully attaining the superintendency.
The research questions guiding the study were: (1) What patterns, themes, or trends
emerge that characterize how female superintendents shape their professional identities?
(2) What dtrategies do female superintendents use in establishing their professional
identities? (3) What are the keys to successful entry into the role of superintendent? (4)
Do female superintendents encounter “glass ceilings’ on the way up to the position, and if,
so, how are they overcome?

The research design was a qualitative interview approach with descriptive methods
of data collection. Seven participants were selected purposely through expert nomination
on the bases of their availability, their willingness to participate, and their knowledge and
experiences as women in educationa leadership positions. Selections were also made
according to size and geographic location of districts in which the superintendents
worked, in order to study the possible differences and similarities in divergent settings.
After data (interviews, informal conversations, interviewer’s observation and reflective
notes) had been gathered, it was coded using domain analysis onto matrices and from
these matrices, conclusions were drawn through noting patterns and themes and making
comparison and contrasts.

The outcomes of this study identified that female superintendents acquisition to the
position were enhanced by varied job opportunities and strong support of mentors.
Themes identified in the development of a woman's professional identity through their
shared stories and narratives were Makes a Difference for Kids, Powerful Personal
Motivation and Drive, Thirst for Knowledge and Experience, and Knowing the
Politics. Additionally, other themes explored based on the data analysis were pathways to
the superintendency, mentors, supportive spouses, and perceived barriers. Findings did
identify the following perceived barriers that limited advancement to the superintendency:
difficulty in usurping male dominance in the position, stereotyping, and a woman's self
imposed barriers. The women superintendents suggested strategies and made
recommendations to aspiring female administrators.



Dedication

My heartfelt thanks to my wonderful family that provided me with support and
love. First and foremost, to my husband, Marty, in gratitude for thirty years of patience,
support, and devotion. He believed in me enough to alow me to follow al my dreams and
schemes. To my children, Jill and Todd, for being my cheerleaders and encouraging me to
persevere. | am grateful to my parents, Stan and Hennie Makowski, who instilled a love
for learning and the belief that faith the size of a mustard seed can move mountains.
Impossible dreams could not have come true without the blessings of St. Jude. Thisis for
you with al my love.



Acknowledgments

During the dissertation process | have experienced supportive relationships,
academic and professional guidance, understanding and kindness. It is this support from
some very specia people that | would especialy like to recognize.

| have been extremely fortunate in being able to work with a helpful and cohesive
committee. They have become my friends in the process of being my advisors. My deepest
appreciation goes to Dr. Joan Curcio, committee chair, who directed me and encouraged
me from the beginning long before this dissertation was conceptualized. Her exacting
standards and optimism moved me far beyond where | would have gone alone. She is an
extraordinary person, who believed in me from the start. Dr. Marilyn Lichtman was an
advocate in capturing the essence of the research and encouraged me to take risks and
grow in new ways. Dr. Steve Parson took the time to listen to my ideas and added the
mal e perspective in understanding women leaders. Dr. Judy Pearson always had refreshing
ideas for new dants to the interviews and shared some wonderful stories. Dr. Judy Nash, a
friend, who has always been interested, excited, and encouraging throughout the process.
They shared ideas, questioned my assumptions, asked difficult questions, and listened to
my complaints. The dissertation evolved and changed through my discussions with them.
A special thanks to Dr. Paul Houston who supported this study and added his perspective
on women in the superintendency.

| would like to thank the women role models and mentors in my life: Dr. Loretta
Webb, Dr. Janet Mulvaney, Dr. Mary Kealy, Michele Freeman, and Ann Erler. They have
supported me in my professional life and encouraged me to work to my potential. They
exemplify women leaders making a difference.

In avery persona way, Priscilla Hardiman had been extremely important in helping
me complete my dissertation and doctoral work. She has been there when | needed
someone to listen and to advise. Her friendship has encouraged and sustained me.

My life has been enriched by the women superintendents of this study. Thank you
for your candor, humor, time, and kindness. These women truly represent successful
women who are forging the pathways for the 21st century superintendent. Without you
this could not be.

If richness is measured through the support of family, friends, and colleagues, then
| indeed am a wealthy woman.



To achieve all that is possible
we must attempt the impossible-
To be as much as we can be,
we must dream of being more.
Karen Ravn



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Abstract
[DI<Te (o7 (o) o TR UURUT TR TR RUTTRTR TR

ACKNOWIEAGMENTS......ooiiiiiiii e
QUOLBLION. .......iieieeee ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s aarrereeeeeeeennnnns

CHAPTER | INtrOUCLION. ...t a e

Statement of the Problem...........ccoii e
Need for the StudY ..o
Purpose of the Study..........ccoiieiiiiee e
DEfINITIONS......oiiiieiiee e
Limitations to the StUdy.........coooeiieriiiiriee e
Organization of the Study............cccceeiirniiiniee e

CHAPTER |l Review of the Literature.........oouuueeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeenn

Historical Barriersto Women’'s

Advancement in Educational Administration...........ccc.ee.......
Contemporary Barriersto Women's

Advancement in Educational Administration............c..........
SOCIAlIZALION PIrOCESS........uvvvviieiiiieeeeeeeeccciirrree e e e e e e e e e e e ssaneens
Beyond the Barriers

The 21st Century Superintendent............cccoveeeieenennceeneenne
(0] 016 [ V1S o] o

CHAPTER |11 Research Methodology..........ccocvrieeiiiiiieiee e,

RESEAICH DESIQN.....coiiiiiieeetie e e
Population and Sample Selection............ccocvvverieevieniene
Methods and ProCedUIES...........c.cceiierrieeeiiee e
Qualitative INterVIeWING........cooueeieeiie e
Data ANalYSIS....co i
Validity and Reliability.......cccoeeieneiieeneceee e
EthiCal ISSUES........eeiiiii e

Vi



CHAPTER IV Research FiNdiNgs........cccoviiiriiniieeiie e 25

Demographics and Thumbnail Sketches...........cccoceveeiennnne 26
Setting for the Data Collection............cccocovviiiiiieineniieies 30
Themes Emerging Through the Women'sVaoices................... 30
Makes a Difference for Kids.........cccoovvvrieineeninnin e, 31
Powerful Personal Motivation and Drive...........ccceeeeveeniene 33
Thirst for Knowledge and EXperience..........cccovceeveeveeneenienne 35
Knowing the POLITICS........cooiiiiieieceeceee e 36

A Tapestry of Other Themes
Pathway to the Superintendency...........ccocccevveereeeneenieescieene 38
MBNEOTS. ... 39
SUPPOItIVE SPOUSES.......eeeeiiieiiieesiieesieesieeesieeesreesreeesaeeesneeeas 40
PercailVed BaITIerS........coiuieiiieiiee ettt 40
L BOACY ettt 43
Chapter SUMMEAIY.......coooeiiiieeiie e 43
CHAPTER V Conclusions and Recommendations.............ccceceeverieennenne 44
Research QUESLION L......ccooviieiiiiee e 44
Research QUESLION 2.......cccvvei e 48
Research QUESLION 3. 49
Research QUESLION 4. 49
Relationship of Findingsto the Literature..............ccoceeeeuenne 50
Superintendent’ s Recommendations to Aspirants................... 53
Recommendations for Future Study...........cccoceeveriieeneenienne 53
Researcher’s COmMmENtS..........oooeeieeenieniensiee e 53
REFEIENCES. ...ttt a e e naree e 54
Appendix A CoNSENt FOIMS........ccceiiiiiiiieie e 60
Appendix B Introduction Letters..........coceeiieiieinie e 65
Appendix C Conversational GUIdE............ccceereerieeiienin e 68
LY - SRS 71

Vi



