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(ABSTRACT)

The purpose of this study was to report and describe certain recurrent
perceptions, events, behaviors and relationships associated with the initiation and
transition phases of a new superintendency. The initiation phase of a new
superintendency is defined as the timeframe inclusive of the date the individual
accepts the appointment of superintendent up to the date the individual actually
assumes the position of superintendent. The transition phase is defined as the first
one hundred days following the assumption of the superintendent position.

While this study’s purpose is not to evaluate the quality of a superintendent’s
tenure, it does identify and describe certain factors that might be generalized as
being associated with the tenor of a superintendent’s tenure.

The study is guided by the following major questions:

1. What was the prevailing climate of the community of the superintendency
vacancy when the individual was appointed?

2. What professional preparation and personal issues were identified as factors



by the individual seeking the new superintendency?
3. How did the individual establish the climate of the new superintendency?
4. How did the individual establish a vision and develop a plan of action for the
new superintendency?
5. What actions were initiated by the individual within the first one hundred days
of the new superintendency?
The researcher conducted structured interviews of five superintendents who
were serving in their first three years in a Virginia school system. Specific questions
guided the interviews. Interview questions followed the procedure suggested by

McCracken in The Long Interview.

Data were also collected from documents including: official records and
documents from each of the five respective school systems; local newspapers;
personal notations and correspondences of the superintendents; superintendent’s
resumes and biographies.

Data are presented in narrative form.

The findings of this study indicate that there are certain recurrent
perceptions, events, behaviors and relationships associated with the initiation and
transition phases of selected superintendents relevant to the five questions that
guided the study. Further, these factors appear to be common to the initiation and
transition phases of a new superintendent regardless of such variables as the size

of the school system, the gender, age, or ethnicity of the individual.
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INTRODUCTION

There are many factors associated with the initiation and transition phases
of a new superintendency. This is particularly true for the period of time beginning
the day an individual accepts a superintendent’s position through the first one
hundred days of the tenure. From a historic perspective, the transition stages of a
presidential administration are seen as critical to the orchestration of policy
changes, the development of agendas, and the overall execution of the dictates of
the office. This period is no less critical for the administration of new
superintendents (AASA Report, 1992).

The last decade has shown America busily reforming its public schools. A
significant number of research studies and professional texts have focused on the
development of teacher competencies and professionalism, school-site
management, student behaviors, parental involvement and control, and on the
development of the principal as the instructional leader (C. Penn, personal
communication, June, 1994). Curiously absent from the literature on school reform
is a comparable level of discussion relevant to the role of a school district's chief
executive officer: the school district superintendent (Konnert and Augenstein,
1990).

The American school superintendency role is multifaceted and complex. The

contemporary jurisdiction of superintendents has become increasingly more



extensive and the concept of the superintendent as a chief executive officer has
evolved more definitively over the last ten years (Glass, 1992). A review of related
literature published by the American Association of School Administrators calls for
the superintendents of the 1990's to cease being bureaucratic managers and to
become "executive leaders" akin to chief executives of private sector corporations
(The Study of the American School Superintendent, 1992, p. ix).

Dr. Smith, superintendent of schools in Newport News, Virginia paralleled the
role of school superintendents to that of United States presidents (E. Smith,
personal communication, December 3, 1992). Dr. Harvey, Hampton University
president and entrepreneur, in a separate interview, agreed that the role of
superintendents, like that of United States presidents, corporate CEO's and state
governors, has become increasingly more diversified and complex over the last
several decades (W. Harvey, personal communication, June 5, 1992). "The days
for superintendents to be promoted just because they were good principals or
winning coaches before that are over," Harvey added. Both Harvey and Smith
stressed the importance of a superintendent being able to demonstrate having not
only the highly honed administrative skills necessary to lead a school district, but a
clear political and business sense as well. Both noted the significance of an

adequate preparation prior to becoming a superintendent and the long term impact



that the quality of the transition phase has on the success or failure of a
superintendent’s tenure.

In Hess’s (1988) Organizing the Presidency, the former United States
President Lyndon Johnson summed up the importance of the transition period late
in his administration:

You've got to give it all you can that first year. Doesn't matter what

kind of majority you come with. You've got just one year when they

treat you right, and before they start worrying about themselves . . .

So, you've got one year ( p.17).

Hess’s study is one of several that has looked comparatively at the
procedures and strategies of the transition period of presidents (Hess, 1988; Brauer,
1985; Marshall and Schram, 1993). Brauer, in his book Presidential Transitions:
Eisenhower through Reagan, refers to transitions as being "filled with peril and with
opportunities" (Brauer, 1988, p. xiv). The ability to avoid the former and make the
most of the latter goes a long way toward determining the characteristics of an
administrator's tenure.

Hess and Brauer identified and described the transition periods of various
United States presidents in their studies. Both studies reported the activities, events

and issues associated with the period of time the newly elected presidents traveled



from successful candidacy to established incumbency (Brauer, 1986). The review
of these studies ignited the concept for this study. Clearly, there are significant
differences in the parameters between the transition period of a superintendent and
that of a United States president. School superintendents are not preceded by
advance teams or transition consultants and new superintendents rarely have the
privilege of being able to bring to the school district their own administrative staff
(K. Underwood, personal communication, October 4, 1994). Yet, there would seem
to be parallel factors that can be identified, described, and reported that occur
during both the transition phases of a superintendency and the transition phases of
a presidency.

Konnert and Augenstein’s (1990) study proceeds on the premise that an
individual's initiation and transition into the superintendency is both formal and
informal and occurs both prior to and after assumption of the position. Chapters
one through five of this study, A Descriptive Study of the Factors Identified in the
Initiation and Transition of Individuals into a New Superintendency, will report and
describe certain recurrent perceptions, events, behaviors and relationships
associated with the initiation phase and transition phase of each of five
superintendents. The chapters are written as narratives that reflect the chronology

of events and respect the perceptions of the superintendents.



The last section of the study, "Patterns and Similarities,” provides the
summary discussion on certain recurring patterns from which the reader can derive
certain discernible trends. Just as no two presidents are alike (Brauer, 1985), so
no two superintendents are alike (Glass, 1992). Existing conditions and
circumstances, differing backgrounds as well as personalities, insure that no two
tenures are duplicates of one another. Therefore, it is not the primary intent of this
study to define a narrow set of parameters by which to advise an individual
assuming a new superintendency. There are, however, certain important
similarities and recurring patterns among the five superintendents in this study, and
from these similarities and patterns can be culled certain basic, critical success
factors and common challenges that may be determined to bear some influence on

the length, scope, and effectiveness of a superintendent’s tenure.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

Whether an individual's new position as superintendent is a promotion from
a position held within a school district, a promotion from one school system to
another, or a lateral move from one school system to another, there are many
factors associated with the initiation and transition into a superintendency. The

perceptions of an individual, the events and activities that occur, the development



of agendas and plans, and the establishment of relationships are all critical
elements in the time frame associated with a new superintendency. Each of these
factors becomes integrated into an individual's initiation and transition into the
position of new superintendent. Consistent with the paucity of information on the
role of the superintendent as chief executive officer is a similar scarcity of reference
in the literature to the transition period of a new superintendent.

What happens during the initiation phase which begins the day an
individual's appointment is announced through the first one hundred days transition
phase that begins the day that individual reports to the position? How is closure
brought to the position being vacated? How does an individual initiate change?
Who are the key players that should be involved in the initiation and transition
phases? Should the outgoing superintendent be available for the transition? What
role does an individual's family play in this process? What expectation should an
individual have of the school board?

Articles appearing in professional journals have provided interesting insights
into the experiences of new superintendents in varied stages of development and
reflection. In general, however, a literature review has failed to provide evidence
of documentation of specific research or studies addressing the questions posed

in this study.



The career path of many superintendents is marked by movement from one
community to another. Reflected in The 1992 Study of the American School
Superintendency (Glass, 1992), are queries associated with that movement reality
include: "What makes the job difficult? What are the backgrounds and career paths
of superintendents? What are the obstacles to successful tenures?" The AASA
study, however, stopped short of examining specific factors, trends or patterns
associated with the movement itself.

This study focuses on a very narrow, but specific time frame in examining the
new superintendency. The time frame is inclusive of the initiation phase of a
superintendent’s tenure which begins with the announcement of the appointment

and continues through the first one hundred days transition phase of the tenure.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study is limited to five Virginia superintendents who are serving in their
first three years in a Virginia school system. This study assumed that perceptions
can be recorded and analyzed. The study is qualitative in nature, relying on
reported data, perceptions, anecdotes and phenomenological reflections, reinforced

by written documents and audio taped interviews.



DEFINITION OF TERMS

For the purpose of this study, the following definitions are provided:
board of supervisors - the governing body of a county

central office - the group of administrators usually consisting of

coordinators, supervisors, directors and assistant superintendents
who administer and manage school system programs and operations;
in this study it is the same as central administration

climate - the existing conditions affecting the traditions, activities,

development and phenomena of a community

initiation phase - the period of time which begins with the school

board’s announcement of the superintendent appointment and
continues up to the first day the superintendent assumes the position
key players - the members of the community who either overtly or
covertly influence policy and practice

needs assessment - the determination of a condition or conditions of
deficiency or the lack of required or desired outcomes

perceptions - the results of grasping information and internalizing
observations through the senses of the mind

school board - the group of people, elected or appointed who make



policy for local public schools

school community - the varied groups of people living in a particular

city or town having a shared interest in the activities of the schools in

that town or city

school system - the area inclusive of facilities and personnel that is

under the supervision of a specific school board where the
superintendent is appointed by the same school board; same as
district; division

sitting superintendent - the superintendent who has tendered a
resignation but who has not yet vacated the position

superintendent - a person responsible for providing the leadership

and direction to a school system; the person in charge

transition phase - the period of time which begins on the day the new

superintendent reports to the position and concludes at the end of the

first one hundred days in the office

This study was designed to describe and report the factors identified in an
individual's initiation and transition into a superintendency, and to address the
existing void in the information and available data banks relative to the phases of

superintendent transitions. While this study's purpose was not to evaluate the
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quality of a superintendent tenures, it was expected that factors reported and
described as occurring during the initiation and transition phases of a
superintendency would provide an expanded base of information with regard to
certain discernible patterns and lessons for those preparing to assume a

superintendent position.

RESEARCH PROCEDURES

This was a descriptive study designed to report and describe the factors
identified in an individual's initiation and transition phases of a new
superintendency. The study was designed to insure that the researcher did not
judge what occurred as good or bad, effective or ineffective, but rather described
the patterns, events, behaviors, relationships, and perceptions of the individual
during the specified initiation and transition phases.

This descriptive study was guided by research standards and qualitative
methodology associated with the long qualitative interview (McCracken, 1990). The
principal means of data collection were direct interviews of five Virginia
superintendents who were serving in their first three years in a Virginia school
system. The interview strategy was selected because the nature of the study

required extensive conversation and probing of individual circumstances, contexts,
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and perspectives. Documents collected during the progress of this research
included organizational charts, school board minutes, reports and minutes of
cabinet and other administrative meetings, changes in board policy memorandums,
and articles from local and area newspapers.

All interviews were conducted by the researcher, and each was audio taped
and transcribed. Follow up interviews were conducted to provide clarity to the
transcriptions to ascertain additional information as necessary. Each individual in
the study agreed to be interviewed and to participate in the study. The interview
was conducted in the form of a long interview between the informant and the
researcher as suggested by McCracken (1990). Parameters for the introduction of
new elements throughout the dialogues, as well as a format for collecting additional
data were established. Guided by McCracken's (1990) suggestion, the four-step
method of inquiry divided the qualitative research circle into four quadrants, each
of which represented a separate and successive step in the research process. The
quadrants were as follows:

(1)  a review of the literature establishing an inventory of the

categories and the relationships the researcher must
investigate;

(2) the engagement of the researcher in preparing for the
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development of the interview format (data collection) by
identifying categories and relationships that had not been
identified in the literature and by preparing the templates by
which the researcher would discern patterns in the interview
data;

(3) the construction of the questionnaires, the creation of
biographical data questions, the gathering of other data; and
the conducting of the interviews;

(4) the analysis and establishment of relationships and
interrelationships; identification of themes Ileading to

conclusions (McCracken, 1990).

STUDY PARTICIPANTS

The population for this study consisted of superintendents in the
Commonwealth of Virginia. A sample of five superintendents was identified. Each
superintendent was serving in the first three years of a current superintendent
position. The participants constituted a sample of convenience selected by the
researcher from a list of Virginia superintendents provided by the Virginia

Association of School Administrators. The researcher considered race and gender
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in the selection of participants to the degree that the limited population would yield
a varied representation. The sample profile included three males and two females;
one African American; one superintendent with prior experience as a
superintendent; two individuals - one male and one female - who were promoted
from positions within the school system; and individuals representing both rural and

urban communities with student populations ranging from 1,600 to 35,000.

ANALYSIS

The data collected from documents and interviews were subjected to content
analysis and analyzed. The long qualitative interview required the careful verbatim
transcription of interview data. Analysis of these data required five stages:

first stage - treated each utterance in the interview transcript in its own terms,
ignoring its relationship to other aspects of the text

second stage - identified the observations garnered in the first stage and
developed them according to the evidence in the transcript, and literature and
cultural review

third stage - examined the interconnection of the second level observations,
relating again to the literature and cultural review

fourth stage - explored the observations collectively, generated and
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subjected them to collective scrutiny with the expectation of determining patterns
of intertheme consistency and contradiction

fifth stage - analyzed patterns and themes and subjected these to a final
process of analysis through which the researcher's observations become
"conclusions" (McCracken, 1990).

The primary questions posed in the interview were designed to yield
responses in five categories. (Appendix A and B) The last section of the study
described the summary of the five categories. The study identified the five
categories as

The Prevailing Climate - an assessment of the community of the

superintendency vacancy. This category answers the question, “What was the
community like before the arrival of the new superintendent?”

The New Superintendent - an accounting of the new superintendent’s

academic credentials and experiences. This category examined an array of
professional preparation, and personal issues involved in the move to a new
superintendency.

Establishing A Climate - an identification of the varied activities and
interactions that occurred during of the initiation phase of a new superintendent’s

tenure. This category explored the relationships with the school board and
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community influences.

The Vision and Plan of Action - a description of the expectations and the

perceptions individuals had of themselves in the new superintendency. This
category asks and answers the questions, “What does the individual want to
accomplish and how?”

The First One Hundred Days - a reporting of what actually occurred once the

individual in a new superintendency officially assumed the position. This category

answered the question, “What did the individual accomplish?”

LITERATURE REVIEW

There have been many studies conducted and much written about the
superintendency in American school systems. However, much of this literature
focused on the basic roles of the superintendent, relationships with school boards,
and the successes and failures of superintendents. Little has been written about
a critical part of the launching of a new superintendent. That is, what does an
individual do during the initiation and transition phases of a new superintendency?
This study explores the factors that were identified as a part of that process. The
review of literature reveals the limited availability of materials that examined this

process of initiation and transition into the role of superintendency, and it reflects
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the important developments and trends in the evolving superintendency.

In their work, The Superintendency in the Nineties, Konnert and Augenstein
(1990) argue that there is both a formal and an informal process that prepares and
initiates an individual into a superintendency. Those processes occur both before
and after assumption to the position and are grounded in socialization theory. They
use Clausen's (1960) definition of socialization, the "process by which a role
aspirant learns the values, norms, requisite work skills and abilities, and required
behavior for a specific role" (p.187). It is during this socialization process that the
new superintendent internalizes values and norms and assumes the identity of the
new role. Again, this socialization process occurs before and after the individual
assumes the superintendency. This socialization, both formal and informal,
continues as the new superintendent becomes more knowledgeable, develops new
skills, and maintains and sharpens existing skills.

There are studies that parallel the tenure of superintendents to that of other
professionals. A notion of the role and function of professionalism in public
bureaucracies is important to any study of the behaviors of leaders and particularly
in careers of administrators. The Introduction chapter examined this parallel with
the President of the United States and CEO's. Zeigler, Kehoe, and Reisman

(1985) discuss outcomes of another comparison. In their study of school
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superintendents and city managers, the authors highlight various similarities and
differences and related their responses to the various sources of conflict and other
variables that ultimately impact the perceived effectiveness of tenure. They posit
that superintendents enjoy an average tenure of just under eight years and city
managers have a slightly shorter tenure of seven years. Additionally, contractual
guarantees and obligations for superintendents make firing more expensive
because of the potential necessity to buy out contracts.

They contend that the professionalism of superintendents exceeds that of city
managers because of the existence of a confirming ideology and a narrow career
path. In their study of both categories of professionals, they have found that
members of these groups are members of their respective associations and that
those relationships foster intra professional communication and reinforce
professional identification. The review of the literature revealed that a greater
number of superintendents maintain professional memberships than do city
managers.

Dunnerstick (1992) suggests that a new superintendent should go into the
job with few fundamentals. Instead, the individual should simply follow seven key
survival techniques. These techniques include knowing the board and establishing

ways of communicating with members; knowing administrators and beginning the
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process to build and strengthen a leadership team; knowing the union and being
prepared to inform the organization of any action - positive or negative - that might
affect its members; knowing the power base and understanding the power of
visibility. Following these techniques may ease the transition phase for the new
superintendent.

Papallo (1990) provided similar advice, particularly as it relates to the new
superintendents’ relationship with the school board. He argued that if a new
superintendent is to be successful, he or she must, "know all the right moves"
(Papallo, 1990, p.17). What a new superintendent does in the first few weeks on
the job is critical to cementing a good working relationship with the board. Papallo
indicated that the new superintendent must be objective, and must take the time
to get a feel for the job and the needs of the school system. Further, egos should
be held in check while the individual understands that there is a “thin line” between
policy and administration. Superintendents should also know when their tenure in
a school system has reached the saturation point. The quality of tenure is more
important than longevity in a school system.

A critical area for many new superintendents is the relationship with staff and
other administrators. Unlike presidents, new superintendents do not have the

luxury of bringing with them a completely new management team. Often, staff
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members, who range from mediocre to excellent, are inherited. Donald Langlois
(1986) highlighted some basic rules for how a new superintendent can mitigate what
he called "turkey" behavior from existing staff. Among these rules are the
admonishment to resist labeling individuals before undertaking a complete
behavioral analysis. Otherwise, the new superintendent might make premature
and unwise staffing decisions that may have long-range consequences. Secondly,
new superintendents must learn how to be effective supervisors. Langlois defined
supervision as holding periodic meetings, during which time the superintendent
listens, makes suggestions, corrects, and praise successes. "In short, effective
supervision means setting clear expectations, staying in touch with what
subordinates are doing, and making sure they know whether you approve or
disapprove of their efforts" (Langlois, 1986, p.23). In sum, an efficient and effective
method of transitioning into a superintendency is knowing how to work with and
through others ,with particular strategies being employed with those staffers who
may be perceived as difficult or resistant.

Being explicit and forthright in one's approach to the superintendency during
the interview stage is a workable method that mitigates the possibility for
misunderstanding between a new superintendent and the school board. So argued

Barbara Grohe (1983) who felt that the interview should be the basis for forging a
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partnership with the board. This process includes mutual candor. The new
superintendent should not assume the position anxious to make immediate
changes. There must first be an acquired knowledge and understanding of what
is going on in the school system. The individual heeds to become a part of the
existing staff while learning about the resources and strengths of the system. Staff
should be informed of expectations and methods of assessment. Key to the whole
process is candid and open communication. The new superintendent must learn
to distinguish between being right and always winning, and must "be willing to work
as long and as hard as it takes to become visible, credible, informed, and
respected" (Grohe, 1983, p.29).

There are many factors that impact on a superintendent's tenure in any given
school system. Martin and Martin (1986) presented an analysis of superintendents’
tenures in two West Virginia rural and mountainous counties. Although both
counties had similar attributes, such as in-school enrollment and social climates,
one county boasted a school chief who had a successful eight-year tenure while the
other county suffered through six unsuccessful superintendents during a ten-year
period. Their analysis served to identify the critical difference in the
superintendent’s tenures in each county.

In determining the rationale for outcomes identified in the tenure of those two
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chiefs, the authors analyzed two variables: power and influence. In the analysis of
power in the two communities, ten years of school board minutes and weekly
newspaper reports of school news were reviewed. Additionally, people were
interviewed to determine which persons they perceived to be influential. In one
county, 90% of the "education influential were men who belonged to a variety of
social, fraternal, professional and religious organizations, but the majority belonged
to the local country club, chamber of commerce, and Lions Club . . . and so did the
superintendent” (Martin and Martin, 1986, p.21). Seventy percent of the influential
were longtime residents of the county. The superintendent, however, interacted
as effectively with the old hierarchy as he did with the new influential,_brought in
new coal mines and new businesses who were associated with the influx of
constituents resulting from the building of new coal mines and new businesses.
In the other county, six of the influential were women, and because most
community service and fraternal organizations discriminated by sex, the influential
men and women on the author's list did not belong to groups that gave them a
chance to meet informally to discuss issues. Additionally, one of the top influentials
was a professional educator, a high school principal, and one other the owner and
editor of the local newspaper. The superintendent occupied no significant place in

the power structure.














































































































































































































































































