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Abstract:
The study utilized a qualitative multiple case study approach to investigate superintendent turnover in
five small, rural school districts in Montana, which showed a historically low rate of superintendent
tenure over the last 21 years. All five schools historically employed a superintendent in the dual role of
principal and superintendent, and were agricultural and geographically isolated. Three groups of
informants were interviewed face-to-face. Informants were school board chairpersons, district clerks,
and superintendents. In all, 38 interviews were held. Two key informants assisted in selection of the
five school districts studied. Interviews were analyzed using content analysis in two ways: (a)
idiosyncratic analysis within each case and within each group of informants, and (b) cross-case analysis
using nomothetic analysis between and across perceptions of those cases and groups. Constant
comparative analysis was applied to generate grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

The guiding theoretical construct used to investigate superintendent turnover in this study was a
modified version of one advocated by Miskel and Cosgrove (1985).

Research questions revolved around four topics: (a) career paths of superintendents, (b) superintendent
selection processes, (c) role perceptions and expectations, and (d) reasons for superintendent turnover.

Major findings from the study were tied to sociological descriptions of the rural context and its role in
superintendent turnover in small rural schools. The rural context is characterized by themes of culture
maintained by solidarity. Solidarity is the sharing of a common identity through use of sacred symbols.
Frequent informal interactions across a variety of contexts builds solidarity. Solidarity is maintained by
establishing a boundary which imposes sanctions against those who violate sacred symbols. Those who
violate sacred symbols are often viewed as suspicious newcomers. Schools are seen as the primary way
that rural communities transmit their legacy and culture to their children. The bureaucratic arrangement
of the school in the rural community and the expectation of the superintendent as an educational expert
often conflicts with the rural context. Informants’ descriptions of the career aspirations and career paths
of superintendents was found to conflict with their descriptions of the ideal superintendent to serve in
their schools. 
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ABSTRACT

The study utilized a qualitative multiple case study approach to investigate 
superintendent turnover in five small, rural school districts in Montana, which showed 
a historically low rate of superintendent tenure over the last 21 years. All five schools 
historically employed a superintendent in the dual role of principal and superintendent, 
and were agricultural and geographically isolated. Three groups of informants were 
interviewed face-to-face. Informants were school board chairpersons, district clerks, 
and superintendents. In all, 38 interviews were held. Two key informants assisted in 
selection of the five school districts studied. Interviews were analyzed using content 
analysis in two ways: (a) idiosyncratic analysis within each case and within each group 
of informants, and (b) cross-case analysis using nomothetic analysis between and 
across perceptions of those cases and groups. Constant comparative analysis was 
applied to generate grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

The guiding theoretical construct used to investigate superintendent turnover in 
this study was a modified version of one advocated by Miskel and Cosgrove (1985). 
Research questions revolved around four topics: (a) career paths of superintendents, (b) 
superintendent selection processes, (c) role perceptions and expectations, and (d) 
reasons for superintendent turnover.

Major findings from the study were tied to sociological descriptions of the rural 
context and its role in superintendent turnover in small rural schools. The rural 
context is characterized by themes of culture maintained by solidarity. Solidarity is the 
sharing of a common identity through use of sacred symbols. Frequent informal 
interactions across a variety of contexts builds solidarity. Solidarity is maintained by 
establishing a boundary which imposes sanctions against those who violate sacred 
symbols. Those who violate sacred symbols are often viewed as suspicious newcomers. 
Schools are seen as the primary way that rural communities transmit their legacy and 
culture to their children. The bureaucratic arrangement of the school in the rural 
community and the expectation of the superintendent as an educational expert often 
conflicts with the rural context. Informants’ descriptions of the career aspirations and 
career paths of superintendents was found to conflict with their descriptions of the ideal 
superintendent to serve in their schools.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION

The public  school su p e rin ten d en t h a s  been  the  focus of m any 

stud ies. S u p erin ten d en t career p a th s , m obility p a tte rn s , ability to cope 

w ith s tre sse s  of the  job, role perceptions, com petency a reas , selection 

p rocesses a n d  rea so n s  for tu rnover have all been  investigated. The 

broader re la tionsh ip  betw een the  superin tendency  an d  its  societal con­

tex t h a s  received som ew hat less a tten tion . This study  focuses on the 

sm all school su p e rin ten d en t in  ru ra l com m unities w hich have histories 

of excessive su p e rin ten d en t turnover, investigated  by m ean s of a  quali­

tative case  stu d y  approach.

M ontana  h a s  473 school d istric ts, w ith  72% considered  ru ra l ac­

cording to th e  N ational C enter for E ducationa l S ta tistics. In  a  pilot study  

(Carson, 1998) conducted  in  p repara tion  for th is  re sea rch  it w as found 

th a t from  1 9 7 7 /7 8  to 1997 /98 , the  a n n u a l average tu rnover ra te  w as 

20%. For sm all, ru ra l  school com m unities w ith a  school d istric t popula­

tion u n d e r  1,000, th e  a n n u a l average tu rnover ra te  w as 27% from 

19 7 7 /7 8  to 1 9 9 7 /9 8 . D uring th is  tim e th e  state-w ide average length  of
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tim e a  su p e rin ten d en t sp en t in  one d istric t w as 5.1 years. For small, ru ­

ra l school d istric ts  the  tim e sp en t in  one d istric t w as four years. While 

there  is a  g rea t deal of anecdo ta l folk w isdom  am ong professional edu­

cato rs regard ing  the  a p p a ren t volatility of the  superin tendency  in  sm aller 

d istric ts, system atic  stu d y  of the  phenom enon  h a s  been  lacking.

Q uestions an d  ru m o rs  p e rs is t am ong professional circles regarding 

a n  alleged cadre of su p e rin ten d en ts  who consisten tly  move from one 

sm all, ru ra l d istric t to ano ther, an d  why these  d istric ts  con tinue  to hire 

these  roam ing su p erin ten d en ts . Q uestions are. also a sk ed  ab o u t why 

several sm all, ru ra l school d istric ts  are  “volatile” for anyone in  the role of 

sup erin ten d en t, since no single su p e rin ten d en t seem s to stay  in  those 

particu la r d istric ts  for any  leng th  of tim e. This study  questioned  w hether 

existing theories are  adequa te  to explain the  com plex phenom enon  of su­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the  context of a  sm all, ru ra l school district.

The School B oard

One asp ec t of schools th a t  h a s  changed  very little over tim e is the  

local n a tu re  of control over schools. Local com m unities in  the  United 

S ta tes h istorically  have m ain ta ined  contro l of schools th ro u g h  their local 

school boards. Before th e  1900s the  school b o ard ’s responsib ilities were 

prim arily  those  of policy an d  decision m aking. D uring th e  1800s school 

boards w ere also know n a s  school com m ittees. In  m ost of th e  large cities
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these  com m ittees were m ade u p  of m em bers elected from  city w ards. 

Since there  were m any  w ards, there  were m any  m em bers on the  school 

board. The prim ary  aim  of each  m em ber w as to look ou t for the  w ard 

w hich he  or she  w as elected to rep resen t. This w as a  form  of grassroots 

politics th a t  m ade th e  position  extrem ely political, an d  w hich  critics of 

w ard  politics said  tended  to lead to corrup tion . T hrough th e ir political 

rep resen ta tives, w ards vied for sites of school construction , an d  in  an te­

bellum  tim es w ards advocated applied  political p ressu re  to en su re  th a t 

ve te rans from  their w ards be appo in ted  a s  teachers. W ards com peted to 

secure  financial gains by ensu ring  th a t  m erch an ts  from  th e ir w ard be 

appoin ted  to outfit schools w ith supplies. These am bitions often super­

seded the  cen tra l ta sk  of en su ring  quality  classroom s for th e ir children 

according to critics like C ubberley (1927).

Sm all schools h a d  sim ilar problem s. Sm all ru ra l schools were be­

lieved to be inefficient. Vocal city su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  p rofessors in  un i­

versity  re sea rch  in s titu tio n s  advocated consolidating th ese  schools in  or­

der to m ake them  m ore cost efficient while improving educa tional s tan ­

dards. After consolidation, s tu d e n ts  w ould be exposed to a  b roader cu r­

ricu lum , b e tte r facilities, an d  w ould be ta u g h t by m ore qualified teach­

3

ers.
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A wide d isparity  existed in  th e  quality  of sm all ru ra l  schools. For 

exam ple, in  one pa rticu la r school d istric t there  could be dozens of sm all 

schools each  struggling w ith the ir indiv idual governm ental an d  curricu ­

lum  problem s. S tandard ized  adm in istrative  p rocedures a n d  centralized 

decision-m aking w as viewed a s  a  m ean s for resolving th e  chaos.

S ee ingyarious problem s w ith  trad itiona l adm in istrative  m echa­

n ism s, C ubberley, a n  advocate of the  efficiency m ovem ent, h ad  a  vision 

for the  fu tu re  school th a t  w as quite  different. His p lan  w as no t a  d istric t 

p lan  of adm in istra tion  b u t ra th e r  a  county-w ide plan. He believed h is 

p lan  w ould solve the  problem s of th e  sm all ru ra l school by consolidating 

them  into one th a t  w as centrally  adm in istered . This coun ty  p lan  would 

also elim inate problem s w ith  the  local school board  largely by by-passing 

local politics altogether. A bout th e  only “rig h ts” these  people would give 

u p  w ould have been, “the  righ t to elect a  horde of u n n e ce ssa ry  school 

tru s tees , a n d  often in  addition  to m ism anage the  educa tion  of their own 

child ren” (p. 233). S uch  w as C ubberley’s sym pathy for dem ocratic lo­

calism .

D espite educational visionaries who argued  for changes in  school 

governance, strong  vestiges of local d istric t governance rem ain s  today. 

S uch  a  form  of governance is no t w ithou t certa in  in h e re n t problem s, 

however. P e rh ap s no one h a s  been  m ore affected by th ese  problem s th a n
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the  school sup erin ten d en t. Until the  social dynam ics in  these  school 

d istric ts have been  thoroughly  analyzed an d  m apped  it will rem ain  a  

m ystery  why school su p e rin ten d en ts  come an d  go a s  they  do. The study  

m u st be able to take  into accoun t n o t only the  professional du ties of the  

su p e rin ten d en t b u t the  m ore sub tle  social, cu ltu ral, political, and  h is­

torical d im ensions of th e  com m unities th ese  individuals a re  supposed  to 

serve, a n d  now here is th is  broader, n a tu ra lis tic  perspective m ore neces­

sary  th a n  in  sm all d istric ts  w here, to a n  ex ten t no t often appreciated , the  

school is the  very h e a r t  of the  com m unity. S u p erin ten d en ts  who expect 

to trea t th e  position  of su p e rin ten d en t m erely a s  a  job  m ay often discover 

th a t th e ir failure to connect w ith the  com m unity  itself is th e ir greatest 

po in t of vulnerability . While th is  a sse rtio n  h a s  often been  m ade, it h a s  

no t to da te  been  system atically  studied .

The D istrict S u p erin ten d en t

The role of the  su p e rin ten d en t h a s  evolved into som ething  entirely 

different from  w h at it w as initially (Callahan, 1962). Originally the role of 

the  su p e rin ten d en t w as close to th a t of a  schoolm aster, a  supervisor of 

teachers a n d  s tu d e n ts , w ith the  board  of education  m aking  all the m ajor 

decisions. The grow th of th e  superin tendency  h as  been  linked to the 

evolution of th e  school board. Early su p e rin ten d en ts  were vocal defend­
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ers of the  com m on school m ovem ent, a n d  approached  th e ir m ission w ith 

a  k ind  of m essian ic  zeal.

The first designated  su p e rin ten d en t of schools w as a n  educational 

advocate n am ed  Gideon Hawley. Hawley’s position a s  a  s ta te  superin ­

ten d en t w as the  fo rerunner of the  position of city su p erin ten d en t. He 

w as appo in ted  in  1812 a s  a  s ta te  officer of New York “to look after the 

e stab lish m en t an d  m ain tenance  of all th e  schools th ro u g h o u t the S ta te” 

(Cubberley, p. 158). His appo in tm en t w as short-lived due  to the  fact th a t  

he  “gave su c h  offense to th e  politicians of the  tim e”. He w as removed 

from office a n d  in  1821 th e  position w as elim inated. N onetheless, in 

1854 New York again  estab lished  the  office of S u p erin ten d en t of Public 

In stru c tio n  a n d  by 1867 Verm ont, L ouisiana, Pennsylvania, T ennessee 

an d  Illinois h a d  also estab lished  the  s ta te  office. The k in d  of volatility 

Hawley experienced in  h is position seem s to have been  a  ha llm ark  of the  

superin tendency  a t  m any  levels ever since.

A lack  of consistency  in  schools w as a  fact th a t  H orace M ann 

(1796-1859) uncovered  in  h is  investigation of M a ssac h u se tts ’ schools 

during  the  m id 1800’s. His findings con tribu ted  to a  b roaden ing  of the 

su p e rin ten d en t’s functions to include, am ong o ther th ings, requiring 

som e form of a  teach e r’s certificate, en su rin g  th a t  school sub jects re­
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quired by law  were ta u g h t in  the  schools, an d  en su ring  th a t  schools were 

opened a t  leas t for the  am o u n t of tim e requ ired  by th e  law.

C ubberley (1927) s ta te s  th a t  by 1861 th irty-four s ta te s  h ad  also 

created  a n  office for a  county  su p e rin ten d en t of schools. Additionally, 

twenty-five cities h a d  created  a  city su p e rin ten d en t of schools by 1861. 

These positions were a t  one tim e filled by election, a n d  som e still are  to­

day. S u p erin ten d en ts  of schools’ m ain  responsib ilities were collection of 

s ta tis tics  a n d  exhorting the  people to m ain ta in  an d  su p p o rt schools.

Early school su p e rin ten d en ts  also h a d  th e  responsibility  of a ttem pting  to 

in s titu te  som e sem blance of s ta n d a rd s  in  the  schools.

This role, for w hich laypersons w ere once elected, evolved into one 

th a t  could only be filled by a  person  having  professional tra in ing  and  

knowledge. Of pa rticu la r significance in  the  early 1900’s w ere the effects 

th a t the  em erging “scientific m anagem en t” principles h a d  on  the  super­

in tendency. Highly centralized, b u reau cra tic  an d  h iera rch ica l school or­

ganizations w ere form ed to transfo rm  schools along th e  lines of the in­

d u stria l m odel. Scientific m anagem en t prom ised highly efficient organi­

zations w ith  increased  “production” levels. S u p erin ten d en ts  took over 

m any of th e  decisions th a t  school b oards h a d  m ade. The in d u stria l 

m odel of m anagem en t rem ain s p rom inen t in  the  governance of schools, 

even today.
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The s ta tu s  of the  superin tendency  changed after W orld W ar II. 

CaHahan (1962) explains th a t the  m ajor events th a t  jo lted  the  educa­

tional leaders in  the  1950s included th e  th re a t of com m unism , the 

lau n ch  of Sputnik, the  Suprem e C ourt ru ling  th a t  sep ara te  schools for 

b lacks an d  w hites were inheren tly  u n eq u al, an d  lastly, th e  large yield of 

ch ild ren  from  the baby boom  an d  th e  dem and  for increased  funding for 

schools. W ith the  increased  em phasis  on b u reau cra tic  a n d  industria l 

m anagem en t m odels of governance, an d  the  increasing  financial com­

m itm en t com m unities m ade to th e ir schools, the  su p e rin te n d en t’s role 

changed from  th a t of a n  educa tional expert who opera ted  independently  

of th e  pofitical turm oil a ro u n d  h im  to a  role th a t is  inextricably  poHtical 

in  n a tu re .

T hroughou t the  years th a t foHowed, the  su p e rin ten d en t h ad  to deal 

w ith increasingly  vocal dem ands from  various societal g roups. Demo­

cratic  p rocesses th a t  began  w ith th e  CivH Rights m ovem ents of the 

!9 6 0 ’s have created  a  society in  w hich aH co n stitu en ts  u n d e rs ta n d  their 

righ t to be heard . The su p e rin ten d en t faces m ore an d  m ore p ressu re  

from groups dem anding  rep resen ta tio n  a n d  desire for contro l over the 

public schools. In  tim e these  g roups have garnered  poHtical clout neces­

sary  to elect th e ir own rep resen ta tives to th e  school board . This h ap p en s  

in  the  poHtics of large schools system s, b u t  it also h a p p en s  in  smaU dis­
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tric ts  w here the  co n stitu en t groups m ay no t be a s  clearly delineated from 

the  view of the  casu a l observer.

S u p erin ten d en t T enure

In  h is  book, Call School: R ura l E duca tion  in  the  M idwest to 1918. 

Pau l Theobald (1995) exam ines charac te ristics of the  ru ra l school. The 

underly ing  assu m p tio n  ab o u t the  ideal ru ra l  teacher, in  the  view of the 

typical board  of education  in  the  early 20th century , w as a n  individual 

who “k ep t excellent discipline, m ade do w ith  w hatever books or equip­

m en t were on h an d , m ain ta ined  a  secluded  personal life in  th e  com m u­

nity, a n d  m oved on to a  different school w hen  the  term  w as over” (p.

100). Of course, the  ru ra l teacher in  those  days w as th e  sole profes­

sional responsib le  for the  sm all ru ra l school.

As th is  s tudy  will show, there  is  a n  analogous percep tion  today, 

no t only by ru ra l school boards, b u t also by su p e rin ten d en ts  who serve 

them . S u p erin ten d en ts  are  often viewed a s  tra n s ie n t figures. According 

to C arlson  (1972), su p e rin ten d en ts  a re  cau g h t in  a  d ilem m a concerning a  

long ten u re  in  th e  position. They realize a  su p e rin ten d en t canno t always 

ac t in  a  m an n e r th a t  a ssu re s  re-election year after year, a n d  a t  the sam e 

tim e m ain ta in  a  quality  s tan d ard  of educa tion  in  the ir d istric t.
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A story  w ritten  in  1916 an d  p ub lished  in  th e  A m erican School 

B oard Jo u rn a l (Anonymous, 1916) c ap tu res  quite  nicely th e  conditions of 

the  superin tendency . The cover of th e  issu e  w as appropria te ly  titled,

“The Sword of D am ocles in  the  Schoolroom ”, an d  w as illu stra ted  by a  

p ictu re  of a  teach e r w ith a  sword hang ing  above h e r head . The sword 

w as em bellished w ith  “D ism issal or Re-election?” The a u th o r  of an  arti­

cle included  in  th is  issu e  called him self, A V eteran F ighter in  the  Field of 

Am erican E ducation  an d  titled  the  article  “Why S uperin tenden ts 

Lose Their Jo b s”. In  the  article th e  V eteran  Fighter described  the infor­

m al conversations betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  th a t took place a t  a  na tional 

school su p e rin ten d en t convention in  D etroit. The a u th o r explained th a t 

the  one topic of in te res t to all su p e rin ten d en ts , ra ised  inform ally quite 

often b u t never ad d ressed  in  the  form al m eetings, w as th e  crucial prob­

lem  of the  su p e rin te n d en t’s ten u re  of office. The a u th o r po in ted  ou t sev­

eral tim es th a t, “nothing, absolutely nothing, w as of m ore vital consum ing 

in te res t to th e  average su p e rin ten d en t of schools th a n  th e  trem endously  

im portan t question  of w hether he  will be re ta ined  in  h is  p re sen t position 

for the  com ing year” (p. 18). The sto iy  con tinues w ith th e  a u th o r de­

scribing a  conversation  held  am ong four of the  su p e rin ten d en ts  who 

spoke w ith sincerity  concerning th e ir ten u re  in  office.

Said one, “Are you going to rem ain  in  _______ next
year?”
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“No, Fm n o t,” replied the  one addressed . “The floral 
tr ib u tes  a re  now  being p rep a red .”

. . .The th ird  m an  volunteered  the  inform ation th a t a t 
- the  la s t election of h is board  of education , th e  balance of 

pow er w hich h a d  for the  p a s t several years enab led  him  to 
re ta in  a n  eyelid hold on h is  position, h ad  been  d istu rbed .
The odd m an  w as now  ag a in st him . The petitions for h is  re­
ten tion  were being circulated, b u t the  ob ituaries were even 
th e n  u n d e r way.

. . .The fou rth  m an  drew  from  a n  inside pocket a  sm all 
m orocco bound  note book. “G entlem en,” he said, “your con­
versation  is full of inform ation. I have in  th is  little book the 
reaso n s , com piled a t  som e expense of trouble  a n d  corre­
spondence, for the  enforced resignation  of school su p erin ­
ten d en ts  in  m y s ta te  for the  p a s t  ten  years. While sym pa­
thizing w ith  your several m isfortunes, I have th e  strong  in ­
te re s t of a  professional collector in  your experiences. With 
your perm ission  I shall record  th e  details of your official exe­
cu tions in  m y directory of th e  p rofessional defunct.”

N othing ever assa iled  m e w ith  su c h  violent tenacity  as 
m y curiosity  to see the  co n ten ts  of th a t m orocco-bound 
book. The th o u g h t im m ediately en tered  my m ind  th a t  here 
w as a n  object of educational in te rest. . .I knew  th is  m a n  pos­
sessed  inform ation of consum ing  in te res t to the  thronging 
th o u sa n d s  in  a tten d an ce  a t  the  convention, (p. 18)

A com parable in te res t can  be found  today am ong su perin tenden ts .

This stu d y  focuses on  th e  su p e rin ten d en t in  the  sm all ru ra l  school in

M ontana a n d  th e  rea so n s  beh ind  h igh  su p e rin ten d en t turnover.

Ju risd ic tio n  of th e  S tudy

The a im s of th is  study  a re  to investigate conditions a n d  reveal 

p a tte rn s  su rro u n d in g  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  selected  sm all, ru ra l K- 

12 school d istric ts  in  M ontana. Five sm all ru ra l school d istric ts  w ith ex­
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cessive su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover were selected for stu d y  from  am ong the 

pool of d istric ts  th a t  have show n a  h isto rical p a tte rn  of volatility for su ­

perin tenden ts.

Significance of the  S tudy

A 1992 study  of the  A m erican superin tendency  show ed th a t m ost 

su p e rin ten d en ts  spend  15 years a s  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  no m ore th an  

th ree  d istric ts, w ith th ree -fou rth s of th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  having served 

in  the ir c u rre n t position  for a t  leas t five to six years (Glass, 1992). This 

na tional study, conducted  every ten  y ears  by the  A m erican Association of 

School A dm inistrators, found in  1990-91 th e  average te n u re  of a  super­

in ten d en t to be six years. B roken dow n by enrollm ent of d istric ts, the  

study  found th a t  the  average ten u re  w as 5 years in  d is tric ts  w ith 300 or 

fewer s tu d en ts , 7 years in  d istric ts  w ith  betw een 300 to 3 ,000 s tu d en ts  

an d  6.6 years  in  school d istric ts w ith  betw een 3,000 a n d  25,000 s tu ­

den ts. The 1982 ten  year study  found  th e  average leng th  of superinten- . 

d en t ten u re  to be 5.6 years. In  the  1971 te n  year stu d y  th e  average 

ten u re  w as six years. At th e  na tional level, Feistritzer (1988) found the 

average ten u re  of a  d istric t su p e rin ten d en t to be 6.7 years.

S tud ies of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  M ontana a re  less  reliable. 

M attocks (1987) found th a t  the  average leng th  of ten u re  for a  superin ­
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ten d en t in  M ontana to be 2.0 years. From  read ing  the  study, it is u n ­

clear how  th is  sta tis tic  w as figured. Erdie (1987) com piled a  ten  year 

d a tab ase  of su p e rin ten d en ts  who served in  all M ontana school districts. 

However, no state-w ide average ten u re  w as calcu lated  in  h is  study.

According to the  M ontana School B oard A ssociation an d  the 

School A dm in istra to rs of M ontana (B. A nderson, pe rsonal com m unica­

tion, J u n e  1997), on average, one fou rth  of all school su p e rin ten d en ts  in  

M ontana leave th e ir jo b s each  year, w ith  generally over one h a lf of those 

being su p e rin ten d en ts  of sm all schools who also serve a s  e ither a  high 

school or e lem entary  school principal. The Directory of M ontana Schools 

(1996-97) listed  198 school d istric ts th a t  em ployed a  superin tenden t. Of 

those  d istric ts, 38% of them  have historically  em ployed a  su p erin ten d en t 

in  the  d u a l role of bo th  su p e rin ten d en t a n d  e ither h igh school or ele­

m en tary  school p rincipal (Carson, 1998). M ontana h a s  473 school d is­

tric ts  th a t  a re  classified a s  e ither elem entary , h igh school or a s  com bined 

elem entary  a n d  h igh  school d istric ts. Seventy-two p e rcen t of all the 

school d istric ts  in  M ontana are  considered  ru ra l according to the  Na­

tional C en ter for E ducational S tatistics.

In  a  pilot s tu d y  conducted  in  p rep ara tio n  for th is  re sea rch  (C arso n ,, 

1998), it w as found  th a t  from  1 9 7 7 /7 8  to 1 997 /98 , on average the a n ­

n u a l tu rnover ra te  w as 20% for M ontana  su p e rin ten d en ts  (Appendix A).
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For sm all, ru ra l  school d istric ts w ith a  d istric t popu lation  u n d e r 1,000, 

on average 27%  of the  su p erin ten d en ts  left the ir jobs an n u a lly  from 

197 7 /7 8  to 1 9 9 7 /9 8 . D uring th is  tim e the  state-w ide average length of 

tim e a  su p e rin ten d en t sp en t in  one d istric t w as 5.1 years. For small, ru ­

ra l school d istric ts  th e  tim e sp en t in  one d istric t w as four years. Mon­

ta n a  h a s  75 sm all, ru ra l  school d istric ts. These d istric ts  have histori­

cally h ad  a  su p e rin ten d en t who served in  a  d u a l role a s  b o th  superin ten ­

den t an d  e ither h igh  school or e lem entary  school principal. These dis­

tric ts  a re  also those  th a t  historically have h a d  h igh  school enrollm ents 

u n d e r 100 a n d  were bo th  a  h igh  school an d  elem entary  school district.

In  these  sm all ru ra l K -12 d istric ts from  1977 to 1997, 60%  of the super­

in ten d en ts  stayed  for less th a n  four years.

R ural schools a re  plagued by various problem s th a t  can  m ake the  

role of the  su p e rin ten d en t a  p recarious one. Lack of financial resources, 

increased  s ta te  an d  federal m anda tes, a n d  heigh tened  p a re n ta l and  

com m unity  expectations con tribu te  to su p e rin ten d en t instab ility  (Chance 

& C apps, 1992). A heigh tened  sense  of political turm oil, a n d  frequent 

board  tu rnovers are  com m only assoc ia ted  w ith  these  problem s. Grady 

(1992) po in ts to critical inciden ts betw een the  school board  an d  the su- 

p e rin ten d en ts  a s  ca ta lysts  for turnover.
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S u p erin ten d en t tu rnover effects a re  de trim en tal to th e  hea lth  of a  

school, especially in  the  sm all school w here the  responsib ilities of the 

su p e rin ten d en t a re  b roadened  (Grady & B ryant, 1990). The superin ten ­

d en t of a  sm all school typically w ears m any  h a ts  an d  is involved in  al­

m ost every a sp ec t of the  school to som e degree. The school occupies a  

cen tra l role in  m ost ru ra l  com m unities, w hich m eans th e  school super­

in ten d en t is  in  a  highly visible role (Schm uck & Schm uck, 1989). Ad­

m in istra to r tu rnover affects school clim ate, growth, con tinu ity  of pro­

gram s, a n d  the  ex ten t of com m unity  satisfaction  in  th e ir schools. Fre­

q u en t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  sm all d istric ts c rea tes  barrie rs  to the  

developm ent of t ru s t  on th e  p a r t  of the  staff. This t ru s t  is  necessary  for 

successfu l school renew al efforts. W hen rap id  tu rnover is endem ic, 

school staff, especially long-tim e staff, ten d  to take a  pessim istic  a ttitude  

tow ard change (Miller & Hull, 1991). W hat is needed, th e  a u th o rs  asse rt, 

is a  co n sis ten t an d  stab le  com m unity -supported  leadersh ip  in  ru ra l 

schools, th a t  grows from  a n  u n d e rs tan d in g  of the  h isto ry  of the  school 

an d  the  com m unity. The su p e rin ten d en t plays a  po tentially  key role in  

the  clim ate a n d  cu ltu re  of the  school by the  exam ple he or she sets. Ul­

tim ately it is the  ch ild ren  who suffer w hen  there  is a  lack  of educational 

leadersh ip  in  th e ir schools, w hich m ay also con tribu te  to a  decay of 

com m unity  sp irit (Grady, 1992).
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W irt (1989) a sse r ts  th a t su p e rin ten d en ts  of today a re  caugh t be­

tw een old role definitions an d  new  dem ands, causing  them  to ac t in  a  

political fashion, an d  th a t  th is  h a s  re su lted  in  a  g rea ter ra te  of superin ­

ten d e n t turnover. R esearch  h a s  n o t provided a  fully e laborated  p ictu re  of 

the  su p e rin ten d en t a s  a  political figure. Sergiovanni, Burlingam e, 

Coombs, 8 b T h u rsto n  (1987) advocate for “a  sensitive po rtraya l of the 

various cu ltu ra l con tex ts th a t influence a n d  are  influenced by superin ­

ten d e n ts”. The m etaphor u sed  to describe the  role of th e  su p erin ten d en t 

in  th e ir book, is th a t  of a  baseball m anager: S u p erin ten d en ts  win some 

an d  lose som e. Sergiovanni, e t al. (1987) claim  “descriptive stud ies are  

lacking th a t  w ould provide som e sense  of how  su p e rin ten d en ts  deal w ith 

w ins or lo sses” (p. 281). This is one of th e  reaso n s th is  resea rch e r chose 

to p u rsu e  e thnograph ic  study  based  on  case  studies.

M iskel an d  Cosgrove (1985) believe th a t a  basic  fram ew ork is 

needed  to guide re sea rch  in  the  a re a  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w hich 

would focus on pre-arrival an d  arrival conditions, a s  well a s  on the ef­

fects of tu rnover on th e  school d istric t. Pre-arrival factors w ould include

(a) rea so n s  for turnover, (b) selection process, (c) rep u ta tio n  of the new  

leader, an d  (d) o rien tation  of the  new  leader. Arrival factors to investigate 

would be (a) dem ography of the  organization, (b) organizational s truc tu re , 

(c) school cu ltu re , (d) educational program s, and  (e) successo r actions.
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T urnover effects w ould include changes in  the  p re-arrival an d  arrival 

conditions th a t could be a ttr ib u ted  to su p e rin ten d en t turnover. This 

s tru c tu re  of inquiry  h a s  been  u se d  in  th is  study.

This study  w as designed to con tribu te  to the  c u rre n t knowledge 

ab o u t the  superin tendency  in  sm all schools, in  p a rticu la r by adding to 

w hat is know n a b o u t su p e rin ten d en t /b o a rd  /  com m unity  rela tionships, 

com petency a re a s  an d  role perceptions, su p e rin ten d en t career and  mo­

bility p a tte rn s , an d  rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t turnover.

This study  w as designed to con tribu te  to a  be tter u n d e rs tan d in g  of 

the  re la tionsh ip  betw een com m unities, school boards a n d  superin ten ­

den ts, an d  help  to prom ote a n  u n d e rs tan d in g  of w h a t is needed  for effec­

tive b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ips (Loashing, 1988). S uch  re ­

search  shou ld  help  to guide school boards, asp iring  superin tenden ts, 

c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en ts , professional su p e rin ten d en t sea rch  consult­

an ts , a n d  p repara to ry  program s in  school adm in istra tion  to be tter 

u n d e rs ta n d  the  differences betw een large an d  sm all d istric ts, w hich m ay 

im pact su p e rin ten d en t an d  board  tu rnover (Loomis, 1995). Additionally, 

Loomis sa id  th a t  fu tu re  re sea rch  shou ld  focus on the  role of the  board 

chair in  su p e rin ten d en t turnover, an d  th e  difference in  su p erin ten d en t 

tu rnover betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  who also serve a s  p rincipals and  

those  who do not. S u p erin ten d en ts  who have served in  a  d u a l role of
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bo th  su p e rin ten d en t an d  principal a re  one of the  g roups th a t  will be 

stud ied , along w ith  school board  ch a irp erso n s an d  d istric t clerks in  five 

selected school d istric ts.

P repara to ry  program s, asp iring  su p erin ten d en ts , c u rre n t superin ­

ten d en ts , school boards, an d  professional su p e rin ten d en t search  con­

su lta n ts  w ould also benefit from  re sea rch  in  the  a rea  of th e  ever- 

changing n a tu re  of ro les an d  responsib ilities of the  sup erin ten d en t, ac­

cording to Seybert (1993). His re sea rch  found th a t school board  m em ­

bers a n d  su p e rin ten d en ts  have significantly different percep tions tow ard 

factors re la ted  to su ccess  an d  d ism issa l of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana. 

According to Seybert, fu rth er re sea rch  is needed to find o u t why super­

in ten d en ts  in  M ontana th in k  they  a re  doing a  good job  in  those  compe­

tency a re a s  im p o rtan t to them , while they  a re  no t focusing on com peten­

cies th e ir boards of educa tion  th in k  m o st w orthy of su p e rin ten d en t a t­

tention.

B lankensh ip  (1995) recom m ended fu rth er re sea rch  be done on su ­

p erin ten d en t selection after studying  th e  p rocesses a n d  success ratios 

in  Wyoming schools. A b e tte r u n d e rs tan d in g  of selection p rocesses an d  

conditions p re sen t in  sm all school d istric ts  could im pact practice. The 

rela tionsh ip  betw een success ra tio s a n d  th e  type of selection process
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u sed  in  these  sm all school d istric ts  could con tribu te  to the  p resen t 

knowledge base.

U nderstand ing  c u rre n t career p a tte rn s  of school su perin tenden t 

m obility in  sm all ru ra l  schools, a n d  why su c h  p a tte rn s  exist, would be 

valuable to p rep a ra tio n  program s for school ad m in is tra to rs  a s  well as 

those asp iring  to the  superin tendency . These program s w ould benefit 

from resea rch  th a t  explained the  com plex in terac tion  of various factors, 

su ch  a s  la te ra l an d  geographic mobility, an d  the  m an n e r in  w hich they 

influence career p a tte rn s  (Miklos, 1988). Erdie (1987) recom m ended ad ­

ditional re sea rch  is needed  on su p e rin ten d en ts  of e ither sm all, m edium , 

or large school d istric ts  in  M ontana. According to E rd ie , su c h  a  study 

should  be done to determ ine the  effects th a t  la tera l m obility of superin­

ten d en ts  h a s  on educa tion  in  M ontana.

Im portan tly , th is  study  focuses on the  sm all school superin ten ­

dency. M iskel an d  Cosgrove (1985) s ta te  th a t  qualitative case  stud ies in  

a  n u m b er of diverse settings have provided excellent in sig h ts  abou t the 

tu rnover p rocess a n d  organizational leadersh ip . While th e ir reasons 

seem  compelling, no qualitative m ultip le  case  stud ies w ere found to be 

done th a t focused on  the  superin tendency  of sm all ru ra l school d istric ts 

in  M ontana w hich  have a  h isto ry  of excessive su p e rin ten d en t turnover. 

This stu d y  seeks to fill th a t gap. M any of the  key ideas a n d  recom m en-
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dations found in  the  stu d ies  ju s t  cited have been  b rough t together into a  

single, com prehensive re sea rch  design in  order to elicit a  clearer p ictu re

of life in  sm all schools an d  the  conditions th a t lead to su p erin ten d en t 

turnover.

Definition of Term s

I • B oard of Tru s te e s  (or School B oard): A legally constitu ted  gov­

ern ing  body of th e  local school d istric t in  each  M ontana  school district, 

consisting  of th ree  m em bers in  the  sm allest d istric ts to a  minimnrr. of 

seven m em bers in  th e  larger school d istric ts. Sm all ru ra l  school d istric t 

boards generally consist of five board  m em bers. The te rm  school board 

will be u se d  in  th is  s tu d y  in stead  of board o f  trustees.

D istrict C lassification of I, II, HI.* M ontana school d istric ts are  

classified a s  I, II, or III according to the  popu lation  b ased  on  census in ­

form ation. This is done every ten  years w ith  the  m ost rec en t being 1990. 

According to M ontana  Code A nnotated  (20-6-201), d is tric ts  are  classified 

in  the  following m anner: (a) first c lass, if it h a s  a  popu lation  of 6,500 or 

m ore, (b) second class, if it h a s  a  popu lation  of 1,000 or m ore b u t less 

th a n  6,500; or (c) th ird  class, if it h a s  a  popu lation  of less  th a n  1,000. 

This classification is u se d  by county  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  determ ining how 

m any school board  se a ts  each  school d istric t m u s t have.
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3. D istrict Clerk: A person  em ployed an d  appo in ted  by the board 

of tru s te e s  who is n o t a  m em ber of the  board  of tru s tee s , w hose respon­

sibilities are  to a tten d  all m eetings of the  tru s tee s  to keep  a n  accura te  

an d  p e rm an en t record  of all the  proceedings of each  m eeting  (School 

Laws of M ontana,. 1993).

4. D istrict S uperin tenden t: The chief executive officer of the 

B oard of T rustees of a  M ontana e lem entary  a n d /o r  secondary  school 

d istrict.

5. School B oard C hairperson: P erson  chosen  a s  th e  chairperson  

of the  school board  a t  a n  a n n u a l organizational m eeting of th e  board of 

tru stees .

6. School B oard M ember: A reg istered  voter in  a  local school dis­

tric t who w as elected or appo in ted  to serve on the  school board.

7. Sm all R ural School: The ru ra l school is generally  accepted a s  a  

school relatively sm all in  size an d  iso lated  from professional support. 

This iso lation  an d  sm all size re su lts  in  a  school, an d  d is tric t w ith fewer 

b u reau cra tic  layers, in teg ra ted  roles, inform al com m unication, and  

varian t resou rces (Nachtigal, 1982). For th e  pu rpose  of th is  study, a  su ­

p erin ten d en t in  a  sm all ru ra l school serves in  a  d u a l capacity  a s  a  prin- 

cipal of e ither the  h igh  school or e lem entary  school. Additionally for the
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p u rpose  of th is  study , the  sm all ru ra l  school is s itu a ted  in  a  d istric t w ith 

a  popu lation  less th a n  1,000 w ith a n  econom ic base  being prim arily agri­

cu ltu ral.

Su p e rin ten d e n t Mobility: The career p a th s  of su p e rin ten d en ts  

a s  they  move from one superin tendency  to an o th e r or to an o th er 

position. The m ovem ent from place to place w ithin  a  layer or s tra tu m  is 

term ed horizontal mobility, while vertical m obility is m ovem ent from one 

layer or s tra tu m  to an o th e r (Hills, 1982). In  th is  study, su p erin ten d en t 

m obility is  the  m ovem ent w ith in  an d  betw een certa in  popu lations of 

school d istric ts. T hese popu lations a re  C lass I, II, an d  III school d istric ts 

in  M ontana.

9- S u p erin ten d en t Tu rnover (or Succession): The occurrence of a  

new  su p e rin ten d en t in  a  school d istric t.

10- S u p erin ten d en t T enure : The period of tim e th a t  a  superin ten ­

d en t occupies the  position  of su p e rin ten d en t a t a  given school.

L iterature Review

S u p erin ten d en t Succession

C areer Paths. R esearch  on adm in istrative  succession  p a tte rn s  h a s  

a ttem p ted  to explain the  p a th s  th a t  ad m in is tra to rs  move th rough  from 

the  beginning to the  end  of their careers. This p a th  u su a lly  includes
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classroom  experience a s  well a s  experience a s  a  p rincipal (Cuban, 1976). 

Secondaiy  principals, ra th e r  th a n  e lem entary  principals, a re  m ore likely 

to move into th e  superin tendency  according to re sea rch  done by Coken- 

dolpher (1959) an d  G aertner (1980).

In  C arlson’s (1979) re sea rch  on  su p e rin ten d en t la te ra l mobility 

(m ovem ent from  organization to organization in  w hich the  individual 

holds the  sam e position) in  Oregon from  1966-1974, no p a tte rn s  could 

be d iscerned  w ith  resp ec t from  e ither size of the  d istric t or geographical 

location of th e  d istric t. In  earlier resea rch , C arlson (1969) grouped su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  in to  two categories: caree r-bound  an d  p lace-bound . Ca­

ree r-bound  su p e rin ten d en ts  were those  who p lan n ed  for th e  job  in  term s 

of tra in ing  a n d  m ade career m oves strategically, in  hopes of ending u p  in  

a  prestig ious position. They saw  th e ir pu rpose  a s  one of action, and  were 

m ore confident, optim istic, an d  progressive th a n  p lace-bound  superin ­

tenden ts . P lace-bound su p e rin ten d en ts  found  them selves in  the  leader­

ship role w ithou t actually  p lann ing  for su c h  a  career move. They felt a s  

if they  were in  the  righ t place a t the  righ t tim e. Generally, these  were in­

dividuals who cam e u p  th rough  the  ra n k s  an d  were appo in ted  to the  po­

sition in  th e ir own d istric ts. P lace-bound su p e rin ten d en ts  were less in­

volved in  the  social netw ork of su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  h a d  lower s ta tu s  

am ong chief school officials. S u b seq u en t s tu d ies  done on  C arlson’s the-
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ory have collected d a ta  th a t  su p p o rt th e  idea  th a t  career- bound  super­

in ten d en ts  move w ith  g rea ter frequency (Eaton, 1990, p. 28). However, 

a s  E aton  no ted  m ost of w ha t C arlson described  is voluntary  tu rnover 

am ong school su perin tenden ts .

B urlingam e (1977) stud ied  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  Illinois from 

1960-1976. His findings paralleled  findings in  o ther s ta te s . Regarding 

ru ra l su p e rin ten d en ts , h is  findings w ere (a) sm all d istric ts  h a d  the high­

e s t ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t turnover, w ith  the  sh o rte s t ten u re , (b) sm all 

d istric ts u su a lly  em ploy individuals a s  su p e rin ten d en t w ith  no previous 

experience or those  who h a d  served a s  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  sm all d istric ts 

previously, a n d  (c) approxim ately  one su p e rin ten d en t of every five is new  

to the  d istric t every school y ear. Im portantly , w h a t B urlingam e found 

w as th a t  tru e  upw ard  m obility am ong su p e rin ten d en ts  w as small.

R a ther, m ost su p e rin te n d en ts’ m obility could be described  a s  horizontal, 

obtaining jo b s  in  schools w ith approxim ately  the  sam e enrollm ent.

From  factors con tribu ting  to su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  Illinois 

during  1980-1984 (Thomas, 1985), the  following su p e rin ten d en t mobility 

p a tte rn s  becam e visible. S u p erin ten d en ts  who changed  jo b s were typi­

cally older th a n  45 years, held  a n  advanced  degree beyond the  m asters, 

w ith less th a n  10 years of experience, a n d  changed jo b s  for a  salary  in­

crease  of less  th a n  $6 ,000. S u p erin ten d en ts  in  th is  s tu d y  tended  to
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move to d istric ts  of th e  sam e size or those  w ith slightly larger enroll­

m en ts. A la te r s tu d y  in  Illinois (Sevan, 1988) reported  th a t  m ost of the  

su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w as a  re su lt of e ither rec ru itm en t or a  m u tu a l 

u n d e rs tan d in g  th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  u se d  the  position a s  stepping stones 

to p repare  them selves for m ore desirable  positions. The resea rch e r con­

cluded th a t  su p e rin ten d en t m obility p a tte rn s  were clearly re la ted  to the  

su p e rin te n d en t’s expectations of leng th  of tenu re . Of th e  superin ten ­

den ts in  Illinois th a t  changed  jobs du ring  1988-89 (H udgens, 1991), 

m ost h a d  n o t h a d  form al tra in ing  in  educa tional politics or accountability  

an d  h a d  n o t pa rtic ipa ted  in  adm in istrative  field experience.

In  a  stu d y  of th e  factors th a t affected th e  m obility of superin ten ­

den ts  in  Ind iana , P ru is (1986) found th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  move to 

school d istric ts  th a t  employ m ore teach e rs  an d  have m ore s tu d en ts , b u t 

th a t th e  type of com m unity  served by th e  school d istric t w as sim ilar for 

each  superin tendency . The new  position w as selected b ecau se  of its 

a ttrac tiveness due  to b e tte r com pensation , increased  responsibilities, 

change in  the  com position of the  school board , an d  for recogni­

tio n /p res tig e  in  the  new  com m unity.

A d a tab ase  of su p e rin ten d en t a ttritio n  ra te s  in  Colorado, from 

1961 to 1986 (Mundy, 1988), revealed th a t  th e  yearly a ttritio n  ra te  w as 

19.2% w ith  the  new  su p e rin ten d en ts  rem ain ing  a n  average of th ree
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years. Colorado su p e rin ten d en ts  were defined a s  no t m obile, since 

76.7%  rem ained  in  only one district. R ura l d istric ts w ere found to show  

a  h igher p roportion  of personnel turnover.

To find ou t m obility p a tte rn s  of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  California from 

1974-1989, Giles an d  Giles (1990) collected inform ation from  every Cali­

fornia school d istric t an d  com piled a  d a tab ase  u sin g  p a s t  issu es  of the 

California Public School D irectories. Additionally, they  conducted  ques­

tionnaire  surveys of all su p e rin ten d en ts  new  to the ir positions in  1988- 

89. Findings were th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  w en t to o ther superin tenden­

c e s ,  o ther adm inistrative  positions a n d  in to  retirem ent, w hereas mobility 

p a tte rn s  for a  significant n u m b er of su p e rin ten d en ts  could  n o t be ac­

coun ted  for. From  th e ir d a tab ase  the  m ajority  of those  su p erin ten d en ts  

tak ing  o ther adm inistrative  jobs did n o t go to larger d istric ts , a s  previous 

stud ies indicated. The percen tage of th ese  vacating su p e rin ten d en ts  who 

did n o t take  an o th e r superin tendency  w ith in  a  two year period w as 80%.

W hen studying  the  m obility of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana 

grouped by d istric t size, Erdie (1987) revealed th a t in  a  te n  year period 

approxim ately  32% of su p erin ten d en ts  from  sm all d is tric ts  moved into 

superin tendenc ies of m edium  sized d istric ts. In  the  sam e period, only 

four p e rcen t of sm all d istric t su p e rin ten d en ts  moved in to  the  superin-
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tendency  in  large d istric ts. There were no su p e rin ten d en ts  of large dis­

tric ts  tak ing  superin tendenc ies of sm all d istric ts  in  th e  ten  year period.

In  a  nation-w ide study, A nderson (1989) found th a t  th e  average 

length  of ten u re  for a  su p e rin ten d en t w as fewer th a n  5 years, b u t once a  

su p e rin ten d en t rem ained  m ore th a n  5 years, h e /s h e  tended  to stay  in  

the  job  for 8 m ore years. If the  su p e rin te n d en t could hold  on  to the job 

for 8 years, th e n  h e /s h e  would be likely rem ain  u p  to te n  years in the 

position. The g rea tes t tu rnover ra te s  were found am ong su p erin ten d en ts  

w ith sm all d istric ts  of less th a n  350 s tu d e n ts . Florida a n d  New Mexico 

held  th e  h ighest a n n u a l tu rnover ra te s  of 23% an d  M ontana  followed 

w ith 21%. The low est a n n u a l tu rnover ra te s  were found  in  Nevada w ith 

th ree  percen t, V erm ont w ith seven percen t, an d  S ou th  D ako ta  w ith eight 

percen t. The average leng th  of ten u re  in  u rb a n  se ttings w as 8.7 years, 

an d  su b u rb a n  se ttings slightly longer a t  8.9 years. The average length  of 

ten u re  in  sm all tow ns acro ss the  U nited S ta tes  w as 7 y ears  an d  ru ra l a r­

eas 6 .8  years. School d istric ts  th a t consisted  of only e lem entary  schools 

h ad  th e  h ighest ra te  of tenu re , a n  average of 8.8 years, those  w ith only 

high schools h a d  8.1 years, an d  those  d istric ts  w ith b o th  e lem entary  an d  

high schools found a  su p e rin ten d en t ten u re  of 7.3 years.

Sabatino  (1993) found th a t the  career p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts  

serving in  sm all ru ra l d istric ts  consisted  of two steps (teaching and  prin-

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ---------------------------------------------------------------- --------I— - ' _____________________ I \ V H _________________
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cipal experience) ra th e r  th a n  the  th ree -step  p a tte rn  (teaching, principal, 

an d  cen tra l office experience) of su p e rin ten d en ts  serving in  larger 

d istric ts. Likewise, these  su p e rin ten d en ts  from sm all d istric ts  had  m ore 

classroom  teach ing  experience an d  were older a t  the  tim e of their first 

adm inistrative  post.

Types of C areer-B ound S uperin tenden ts. Previously, a n  explana­

tion w as given of C arlson’s (1969) theory  of career-bound  an d  place- 

bound  su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  m obility tendencies of each  group. In la ter 

work, C arlson  (1972) describes the  career-bound  su p e rin ten d en t in  m ore 

detail. The labels of career-bound  an d  p lace-bound  a re  m ea n t to denote 

a  d istinc tion  betw een the  level of com m itm ent th a t  each  group holds for 

the ir career a s  a  sup erin ten d en t. In  explaining the  com m itm ent of ca­

ree r-bound  su p erin ten d en ts , C arlson fu rth e r  d istingu ishes th ree  differ- 

en t types of su p e rin ten d en ts . The first type of caree r-bound  superin ten­

den t is  th e  hopper, earn ing  the  title from  frequen t m oves from  one school 

d istric t to ano ther. H oppers tend  to move from d istric ts  of the  sam e size 

an d  sim ilar to the  one before. While h oppers are  em ployed in  one d istric t 

they are  alw ays on  th e  search  for the  nex t superin tendency.

Specialists m ake a  longer com m itm ent to a  d istric t, b u t leave once 

the  ta sk  h a s  been  com pleted. This ta sk  is one th a t th e  su p erin ten d en t is 

know n for accom plishing well. U sually specia lists have rep u ta tio n s  as

J
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experts in  buildings, finance, cu rricu lum , public re la tions or personnel. 

C arlson explains th a t  th e  specialist m oves from  sm all d istric t to sm all 

d istric t w here th e  su p e rin ten d en t is  the  entire  adm in istrative  force. 

These sm all d istric ts  lack  the  personnel who could becom e specialists.

The final type of career bound  su p e rin ten d en t is  th e  statesm an, 

who holds a  different com m itm ent level. This su p e rin te n d en t stays in  a  

d istric t for a  longer period of tim e, u n til th e  school d is tric t is a t  the poin t 

w here th e  leader can  improve it no m ore. The s ta te sm an  m oves to a  

larger system  w ith  each  new  superin tendency , an d  w orks h a rd  to estab ­

lish  a  good repu ta tion .

The career-bound  su p e rin ten d en t com es into a n  organization w ith 

“a  new  lease  on  life” (p. 104). T hus, th is  leader is generally  able to gain 

th e  in itial su p p o rt of th e  staff, who h a s  no knowledge of th e  superin ten ­

d en t s p ast. However, those  staff having a  h igh  stake in  th e  organization 

m ay re se n t the  new  career-bound  sup erin ten d en t. T hese staff m em bers 

m ay be anx ious a b o u t an tic ipa ted  changes in  their jobs, w hich may 

cause  them  to re tre n ch  a s  a n  in itial m an ifesta tion  of resen tm en t. Carl­

son  po in ts  out, however, th a t  succession  from  outside som etim es ac ts  as 

a  cata lyst to bond the  organization together, providing th e  new  superin­

ten d en t w ith  a  pow erful tool to utilize in  organizational im provem ent.
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This goal of im provem ent is generally tied  to the  p resence  of a  m andate  

for change th a t  the  school board e n tru s te d  to the  new  superin tendent.

Role Perceptions an d  S u p erin ten d en t Turnover

Differences in  expectations of the  su p e rin ten d en t betw een board 

m em bers an d  them selves could be th e  cause  of ten sio n s th a t  u ltim ately 

lead  to su p e rin ten d en t turnover. This theory  h a s  lead  to resea rch  on role 

percep tions in  the  superin tendency  th a t  is  p resen ted  in  th is  section. 

M uch of the  re sea rch  is prem ised  on  th e  belief th a t u n d e rs tan d in g  one’s 

role a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t w ould lead  to less conflict w ith  th e  school 

board.

A lack  of role co n sen su s  regarding  th e  role of th e  su p erin ten d en t 

w as found betw een board  m em bers in  M innesota (Kinn, 1980) and  also 

in  Texas (Littleton, 1983). Additionally, bo th  stud ies found  th a t  the  en­

ro llm ent of the  d istric t im pacted  the  way in  w hich school board  m em bers 

viewed th e  role of the  sup erin ten d en t. F u rth e r  re sea rch  done in  Virginia 

(M aschal, 1985) found th a t a  significant re la tionsh ip  existed  betw een 

school system  size a n d  the  board ’s expectation  th a t su p e rin ten d en ts  

concen tra te  efforts on im proving th e  financial s ta tu s  of th e  district.

Sweet (1987) found th a t  the  larger th e  d istric t the  m ore involvem ent the  

board  g ran ted  the  su p e rin ten d en t in  S ou th  D akota. A general recom- 

m endation  on  role percep tion  re sea rch  ind icates th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts



31

shou ld  have the ir roles clearly defined by the  board  a n d  agreed upon  

yearly.

A stu d y  of the  differences betw een the  roles an d  perceptions of su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  serving in  sm all ru ra l school d istric ts com pared  to super­

in ten d en ts  in  m edium  to large d istric ts  in  the  U nited S ta tes  w as con­

ducted  by Sabatino  (1993). He concluded th a t  there  existed  a  significant 

difference in  charac teristics an d  roles in  these  two groups. S uperin ten­

d en ts  from  sm all ru ra l d istric ts show ed greater concern  for b o a rd / su ­

p erin ten d en t re la tions th a n  did su p e rin ten d en ts  from larger d istricts. 

Additionally, su p e rin ten d en ts  from  sm all rural, d istric ts w ere younger, 

less w ell-educated an d  experienced, a n d  h a d  fewer m ulti-year con tracts 

th a n  su p e rin ten d en ts  from  larger d istric ts. The role of th e  superin ten­

den t in  sm all ru ra l  d istric ts  w as found  to be m ore m ulti-faceted  th an  

those  from  larger d istric ts, due  to the  fact th a t  there  w ere few central 

ad m in istra to rs  in  sm all d istric ts.

Successfu l an d  U nsuccessfu l S u p erin ten d en ts

School superin tendencies frequently  change h a n d s . . . 
This does n o t m ean, however, th a t  th e  rep lacem ent of 
th e  su p e rin ten d en t is u n im p o rtan t. W ith succession  
com es a  sense  of excitem ent, app rehension  a n d  ex­
pectation . It is a n  event th a t calls forw ard an  a rray  of 
feelings from  school personnel. Som e see it a s  a n  op­
portun ity , o thers a s  a  th re a t (Carlson, 1972, p. 107).
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S u p erin ten d en t tu rnover h a s  been  stud ied  from  a  variety  of per­

spectives w ith  a n  underly ing  belief th a t  a  change of adm in istra to rs is a  

significant event in  th e  h isto ry  of th e  o rganization . An exam ination  of 

career-bound  v e rsu s p lace-bound  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  th e  late 1960s 

(Carlson, 1969) h a d  a n  im pact on th e  beliefs ab o u t su p e rin ten d en t mo­

bility. In  th e  1980s th e  dom inan t topic d iscussed  in  jo u rn a ls  regarding 

su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w as the  quality  of rela tionsh ip  betw een the  su ­

p erin ten d en t an d  th e  board. Also popu lar, an d  rela ted , w as the  study  of 

the  re la tionsh ip  betw een in cu m b en t board  m em ber defeat an d  superin­

ten d en t turnover. The m ajority of th is  re sea rch  w as g rounded  in  the 

theory th a t  com m unity  politics h ad  a  d irect effect on su p erin ten d en t 

turnover.

In  h is  1983 s tu d y  of predicting  tu rnover, Berger sum m arizes three 

theories u se d  to explain reaso n s for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover found in 

lite ra tu re  on  th e  topic during  the  1970s th rough  early 1980s. The first 

theory u se d  to p red ic t tu rnover w as for rea so n s  of poor perform ance. 

A dm inistrative change is cau sed  by th e  need  to improve organizational 

perform ance. Secondly, th e  theory th a t  tu rnover m ay occur w hen there  

is a  crisis in  th e  organization w as the  focus of study. A new  adm in istra ­

tor is. sough t who is n o t en trenched  by utilizing the  sam e ineffective 

stra teg ies to solve problem s. Lastly, exp lanations for tu rnover were as­
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sociated w ith  the  theory  th a t a n  ad m in is tra to r’s re la tionsh ip  w ith the 

school board  affected su p e rin ten d en t turnover.

C onsiderable a tten tio n  is given in  th is  section to s tu d ies  th a t in­

vestigated su p e rin ten d en t turnover. R easons for su ccess  in  the  super­

in tendency, a s  well a s  factors th a t  con tribu ted  to a  su p e rin ten d en t’s u n ­

successfu l a ttem p t a t  ten u re  have been  th e  focus of n u m e ro u s  studies. 

To begin, a n  overview is given of s tu d ies  th a t  provide in form ation  on sa t­

isfaction levels board  m em bers h ad  w ith  the ir su p e rin ten d en ts , and  w hat 

su p e rin ten d en ts  found satisfying, or n o t satisfying a b o u t th e ir job.

Satisfaction  W ith S u p erin ten d en ts
a n d  S u perin tendencies. B oard m em bers nation-w ide responded  to 

questions concerning  th e ir tho u g h ts  on  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover and  se­

lection, in  a n  a ttem p t to determ ine levels of satisfaction  board  m em bers 

h ad  w ith th e ir su p e rin ten d en ts  (Yock e t al., 1990). The percentage of 

board  m em bers who w an ted  to keep th e ir su p e rin ten d en t w as 81% an d  

82.6 % w ere satisfied  w ith  th e ir su p e rin te n d en t’s perform ance. While 

68.3%  reported  th a t  they  would prefer to h ire a  su p e rin te n d en t who 

w ould spend  the  re s t  of h is /h e r  career in  th e ir school d istric t, the m ajor­

ity of board  m em bers reported  th a t  6-10 years would be a n  ideal length 

of ten u re  for a  su p e rin ten d en t. Interestingly, 60% of th e  board  m em bers 

who responded  did n o t th in k  a  change of leadersh ip  w as necessary  peri-
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odicaUy to bring new  ideas in to  the  organization. The s tu d y  also found 

th a t board  m em bers who were involved in  th e  h iring  of th e ir superin ten ­

d en t rem ained  satisfied, w hereas those  who were new com ers to the 

board after th e  su p e rin ten d en t w as h ired  were m ost often the  ones who 

reg istered  d issa tisfac tion  w ith  the  su p e rin te n d en t’s perform ance. The 

longer the  su p e rin ten d en t w as em ployed the  m ore critical board  mem­

bers were of h is /h e r  perform ance an d  the  m ore likely board  m em bers 

were to favor looking for a  rep lacem ent. B oard m em bers from  sm aller 

d istric ts  p referred  sh o rte r con trac ts  w ith th e ir su p e rin ten d en ts  th a n  did 

board m em bers from larger d istric ts. The study  revealed th a t  the  length  

of a  board  m em ber’s ten u re  w as sh o rte r th a n  the  leng th  of th e  superin­

te n d e n t’s tenu re .

F acto rs w hich su p e rin ten d en ts  found satisfying a b o u t their job in 

a  1989 study  (Lindstrom) were n o t re la ted  to the  size of th e  school dis­

trict. The s tudy  sough t to discover w h a t variables asso c ia ted  w ith job 

satisfaction  con tribu ted  to su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  California school 

d istric ts having a  range of enro llm ent figures. S u p erin ten d en ts  who 

changed jo b s frequently  h ad  a  different se t of job sa tisfiers th a n  those 

su p e rin ten d en ts  who rem ained  in  th e ir positions. However, in  those 

d istric ts w ith  high  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover there  w as n o t a  significant 

difference in  the  job  satisfiers of board  p res id en ts  an d  su p erin ten d en ts .
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V oluntary  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the  sta te  of New York w as 

the  focus of a  re la ted  stu d y  (Czarnecki, 1996). S uperin ten d en ts  reported  

th a t  factors influencing th e ir decisions to change jobs w ere a  lack of pri­

vacy, lim ited opportun ities in  the  d istric t, dislike for th e  position, frus­

tra tion  w ith  the  politics, differences w ith  th e  board  on educational phi­

losophy, finding the  position  too tim e-consum ing, an d  a  significant 

change in  th e  m em bersh ip  of the  school board.

The S u p erin ten d en t w ith Longevity. S tudy of th e  successfu l su ­

perin tenden t, defined in  m any  in s tan ces  a s  the  su p e rin ten d en t with 

tenu re , h a s  been  th e  focus of research . The prem ise of th is  research  is 

the  belief th a t  u n d e rs tan d in g  ch arac te ris tics  of successfu l superin ten ­

d en ts  will lead  to a  m ore accu ra te  pred iction  of su p e rin ten d en t longevity.

R esearch  h a s  tes ted  a  hypo thesis th a t  a  su p e rin te n d en t’s ability to 

survive in  h igh  conflict s itua tions will increase  h is /h e r  leng th  of tenure . 

One su c h  stu d y  (Knisley, 1980) found th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  who acted  in  

a  rep resen ta tive  m anner, valued public  debate  an d  action , viewed ad­

m inistrative action  a s  separa te  from  th e  b o ard ’s policy function , and  k ep t 

separa te  from  any  faction of the  a re n a  council behavior in  th e  school 

board, w ould be able to survive in  h igh  b o ard / com m unity  conflicts.

A rena council behavior, according to Lutz an d  Merz (1992) is  defined a s  

boards who th in k  of them selves a s  rep resen ta tives of th e  people, who
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dedicate them selves to pu ttin g  into policy w h a t they  believe the  people 

dem and, ra th e r  th a n  th a t w hich th e  board  believes is b es t for the people.

A nother study  (Kerr, 1986) resu lted  in  the  a sse rtio n  th a t  long-term  

leadersh ip  w as assoc ia ted  w ith the  su p e rin te n d en t’s ability  to survive in  

a  crisis in  w hich h e /s h e  played a n  active leadersh ip  role, u sin g  a  “zone of 

to lerance”.

From  a  1981 na tio n a l study  conducted  by the  A m erican Associa­

tion of School A dm inistra to rs (Iannaccone), two m ajor th em es em erged 

th a t  surviving su p e rin ten d en ts  possessed . One w as a  deep personal 

com m itm ent to the  dem ocratic p rocess, including  facilitating opportuni­

ties for g roups to express the ir positions. The second them e w as a  belief 

th a t  school will m ake a  difference in  the  lives of children. These surviv­

ing su p e rin ten d en ts  rejected  the  idea  th a t  one m u s t concen tra te  efforts 

on surviving, b u t ra th e r  efforts m u s t be focused on f ulf il l ing  one’s m is­

sion to m ake a  difference.

A nderson (1989) developed a n  equation  to p red ic t ten u re  in the 

superin tendency  after studying  su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  board  m em bers 

who held  positions nationw ide from 1983-1985. S u p erin ten d en t vari­

ab les th a t  h a d  a n  im pact on  ten u re  were:

I . Age. Longer leng th  of ten u re  w as associated  w ith  a  younger 

superin tenden t.
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2. Sam e e thn ic  group. If the  su p e rin ten d en t w as of the  sam e 

ethnic group a s  the  com m unity  th e  chance  of a  leng th ier ten u re  w as in­

creased.

3. In ten t to u se  position a s  a  stepp ing  stone. T hese superin ten­

d en ts  did move on qu icker th a n  those  who did n o t in ten d  to u se  the po­

sition a s  a  stepping  stone.

4. O rienting new  board  m em bers. If the  su p e rin ten d en t played a n  

active role in  orienting new  board  m em bers, h is /h e r  chance  of increasing  

ten u re  w as h igher th a t  those  who did n o t participate .

V ariables having a n  im pact on  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover from the 

board ’s realm  of influence were:

1. R ecent board  m em ber defeat. D efeat of a  board  m em ber was 

associated  w ith  sh o rte r su p e rin ten d en t turnover.

2. Length of con tract. S horter co n trac ts  for su p e rin ten d en ts  re­

su lted  in  longer ten u re  th a n  con trac ts  w ith  m ore years.

3. Form al interview  form at. S u p erin ten d en ts  who w ere h ired  u s ­

ing a  form al interview  form at h ad  sh o rte r tenu re .

4. Salary. S u p erin ten d en ts  who received a  h igher sa lary  had  a  

g reater leng th  of ten u re . .

5. B oard instability . More com ing a n d  going of board  m em bers 

w as assoc ia ted  w ith a  sh o rte r leng th  of su p e rin ten d en t tenure .
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D istrict variables th a t h ad  a n  im pact on su p e rin te n d en t tenu re

were:

1. Per pupil expenditure. H igher per pupil expend itu res were no t 

re la ted  to su p e rin ten d en t tenu re .

2. E nrollm ent. D istric ts w ith sm aller enro llm ents h a d  superin­

ten d en ts  w ith less ten u re  th a n  d istric ts  w ith  higher enro llm ents. Ander­

son  em phasizes th a t  40 % of th e  factors affecting su p e rin te n d en t tenu re  

h ad  no th ing  to do w ith  decisions, charac te r, an d  a ttitu d e s  of the  super­

in ten d en t, board  m em bers, or o thers.

A qualitative case  study  of long-term  ru ra l su p e rin ten d en ts  w ith 15 

or m ore years  of experience in  O klahom a (Copeland, 1993) revealed th a t 

charac te ristics an d  a ttr ib u te s  of the  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere n o t innate, 

b u t learned . These lea rned  skills were associated  w ith  th e  superin ten­

d en t’s ability to re la te  to o thers. People skills, the  re sea rch e r claimed, 

are  dependen t on  the  developm ent of m u tu a l respec t a n d  t ru s t  th a t re­

quire a  lengthy  tim e to acquire. In  th is  s tudy  su p erin ten d en ts , princi­

pals, teachers, board  m em bers, an d  com m unity  leaders from  each dis­

tric t w ere interviewed.

S u p erin ten d en t C haracteristics. R esearchers have specu lated  th a t 

defining charac te ristics of the  successfu l su p e rin ten d en t a n d  unsuc-
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cessfu l su p e rin ten d en t could provide m ore accu ra te  p red ic to rs of super­

in ten d en t longevity.

In  a n  effort to describe the  sh o rt leng th  of ten u re  of superin ten ­

d en ts  in  W est Virginia, Zickfoose (1979) analyzed percep tions of c u rren t 

an d  form er su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  board  m em bers a s  to rea so n s  for su ­

p erin ten d en t turnover. C ounties were identified a s  having  e ither suc­

cessful su p e rin ten d en ts , those  w ith ten u re , or u n su ccess fu l superin ten ­

den ts, those  w ithou t tenu re . B oard m em bers from coun ties w ith 

successfu l su p e rin ten d en ts  ran k ed  the  ability of the  su p e rin ten d en t to 

com m unicate  w ith th e  board  a s  m ore im p o rtan t to the  su p e rin ten d en t’s 

success th a n  those  board  m em bers from  coun ties w ith  a n  u n su ccessfu l 

sup erin ten d en t. S u p erin ten d en ts  felt th a t  com m unication  w ith the 

board  w as m ore im portan t to the ir su ccess  th a n  did the  board  m em bers, 

who felt th a t  the  su p e rin ten d en t’s com m unication  w ith th e  staff was 

m ore im p o rtan t to th e  success of the  sup erin ten d en t. B oard m em bers 

from coun ties w ith u n su ccessfu l su p e rin ten d en ts  felt th a t  it w as more 

im portan t for the  su p e rin ten d en t to have good com m unication  w ith the  

com m unity  th a n  those  board  m em bers from  counties w ith  successfu l 

su p e rin ten d en ts . Zickfoose also found  g rea t d iscrepancy  betw een su­

p e rin ten d en ts  an d  boards regarding  rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t turnover 

an d  c ircum stances su rround ing  tu rnover. From  h e r resea rch , Zickfoose

I
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concluded th a t  evaluations on su p e rin ten d en ts  by th e ir boards were 

critical to th e ir success, an d  bo th  su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  boards function 

be tter w hen  ro les an d  expectations w ere m ore alike a n d  m ore fully u n ­

derstood.

Perceived su ccess  com petencies a n d  factors leading to superin ten­

d en t d ism issa l were investigated in  M ontana  during  1992 (Seybert,

1993). School board  m em bers an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere surveyed. Su­

p erin ten d en t percep tions regarding  com petencies needed  for success 

were n o t significantly re la ted  to dem ographic variables of th e  size of the  

d istric t, age of th e  sup erin ten d en t, year of su p e rin ten d en t experience, or 

the  su p e rin te n d en t’s level of academ ic a tta in m en t. However, significant 

differences w ere found w hen  exam ining board  ch a irp erso n s’ perceptions 

regarding  su p e rin ten d en t com petencies needed  for success . The larger 

the  d istric t, th e  m ore im portan t the  com petency of policy form ation be­

cam e. The sm aller th e  d istric t, the  m ore im portan t public  rela tions w as 

perceived a s  a  su ccess  factor. Seybert’s proposed rea so n s  for th is are  

th a t sm aller d istric ts  in  M ontana are  generally inform al, a n d  the  rela­

tionsh ip  betw een board  an d  su p e rin ten d en t m ay be m ore cooperative, 

w hich m ay lead  to boards in  sm aller d is tric ts  pu tting  less  em phasis on 

policy form ation. Seybert rem arks, “. . .(I)t becom es u n d e rs tan d ab le  th a t 

the  sm aller the  d istric t, the  m ore concerned  board  ch a irs  were th a t their
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su p e rin ten d en t be friendly an d  willing to in te rac t w ith  th e  com m unity”

(p. 135).

M ontana su p e rin ten d en ts  perceived educational leadersh ip , public 

relations, a n d  su p e rin te n d en t/b o a rd  re la tions a s  m ore im p o rtan t to their 

success th a n  did board  chairpersons (Seybert, 1993). B oard  chair­

persons perceived cu rricu lum  developm ent an d  finance com petencies a s  

m ore im p o rtan t factors of success th a n  did su p erin ten d en ts . Differences 

existed betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  board  chairs regard ing  factors 

likely to lead to d ism issal. S u p erin ten d en ts  perceived th a t  incom petence 

in  accom plishing goals se t by the  board, public re la tions, a n d  superin­

te n d e n t/b o a rd  re la tions were m ore likely to lead to d ism issal, w hereas 

board  chairpersons perceived th a t incom petencies in  th e  a re a s  of cur­

ricu lum  developm ent, educational leadersh ip , pe rsonnel m anagem ent, 

an d  school finance were m ore likely to lead  to d ism issal.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t Turnover

B oard m em bers, departing  su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  th e ir  replace­

m en ts have been  ask ed  questions to find o u t the  rea so n s  for superin ten- . 

d en t tu rnover in  hopes of providing an sw ers  for com plex challenges th a t  

come w ith a  change of leadership .
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Involuntary  tu rnover h a s  been  th e  focus of s tu d ies  of superin ten ­

d en t turnover. W hen E vans (1974) questioned  the  board  a b o u t causes 

re la ted  to non-reem ploym ent of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  California, the 

m ost com m on general reaso n  given w as because  of a  w eakness  in com­

m unity  rela tions. However, the  re sea rch e r de term ined  after fu rther 

analysis of p a rtic ip an ts’ response , th a t  m ost rea so n s  concerned  m atte rs  

of integrity. A nother rea so n  cited w as a  failure of the  su p e rin ten d en t to 

execute board  policies a n d  w ishes.

In  a  sim ilar s tu d y  done the  sam e year, the  perceived reaso n s of in­

voluntary  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover du ring  the  1971-72 a n d  1972-73 

school years in  K ansas (Steinle, 1974) revealed the  g rea test difference of 

percep tions betw een th e  departing  su p e rin ten d en t a n d  th e  board  presi­

den ts. Interview s were held  w ith  these  two groups an d  also w ith the 

successor su p e rin ten d en t an d  a  cen tra l office staff m em ber. Most fre­

quently, rea so n s  for invo lun tary  tu rnover were a ttr ib u te d  to either per­

ceived w eaknesses of th e  su p e rin ten d en t or of the  board. M ost often it 

w as difficult for e ither of these  pa rties  to recognize th e ir own self­

w eaknesses.

S tud ies have focused on rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t turnover, spe­

cifically question ing  departing  su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  often tim es board
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m em bers an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  h ired  to replace them . C auses of super­

in ten d en t tu rnover from  1970-1980 in  S ou th  D akota (Light, 1985), 

analyzed from  four popu lation  groups: (a) p a s t su p e rin ten d en ts  from 

highly m obile d istric ts; (b) su p e rin ten d en ts  of zero tu rnover districts; (c) 

highly m obile su p erin ten d en ts; an d  (d) p res id en ts  of school boards of 

h igh  tu rnover d istric ts. The Community profile of h igh  tu rnover d istric ts 

h ad  little im pact on su p e rin ten d en t ten u re . The a u th o r concluded th a t 

a ttitu d e  differences betw een p a s t su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  board  p residen ts 

in  these  d istric ts  m ay have con tribu ted  to h igh  tu rnover problem s.

All su p e rin ten d en ts  who changed  jo b s in  Illinois du ring  1980-84 

school y ears  were questioned  to find o u t p rim ary  rea so n s  for turnover 

(Thomas, 1985). Prim ary reaso n s cited  were for career advancem ent an d  

because  of poor re la tionsh ip s w ith th e  school board. B urlingam e (1979) 

reported  from  studying  Illinois su p e rin ten d en ts  who served in  sm all ru ra l 

d istric ts th a t  th e  m ajor factor prom pting  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w as 

differences in  beliefs a b o u t w hat schools shou ld  be doing. These differ­

ences were found betw een su p erin ten d en ts , school bo ard s a n d /o r  the  

com m unity.

S tud ies have a sk ed  partic ipan ts  to app ra ise  the  departing  super­

in tenden t, w ith  th e  expectancy th a t defining com petencies or a reas  of in­

com petence am ong th ese  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ould lead to u n d ers tan d in g
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the  type of leader m ost likely no t to achieve su p e rin ten d en t tenure . 

M ichigan school su p e rin ten d en ts  who were e ither d ism issed  or encour­

aged to leave were the  popu lation  s tud ied  betw een 1980-1985 (Roeder, 

1987). B oard m em bers from  these  d istric ts  were questioned  an d  asked  

to com plete a n  ev a lu a tio n /ap p ra isa l of the  re leased  superin tenden t. Su­

p e rin ten d en ts  were app ra ised  w eakest in  the  a re a  of re la tionsh ip  w ith 

the  board, a n d  app ra ised  s trongest in  the  a re a  of b u s in e ss  an d  finance. 

The lack  of m ain ta in ing  a  h igh  s ta n d a rd  of professional eth ics, honesty, 

an d  in tegrity  w as n o t chosen  a s  a  p redom inate  factor in  term ination  of 

su p e rin ten d en t ten u re . The m ajority  of th e  d ism issed  or encouraged to 

leave su p e rin ten d en ts  were no t evaluated  annually  in  a  form al, w ritten  

m anner.

D ifferences of opinion were found betw een board  chairpersons an d  

departed  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  W yoming (Wheeler, 1988). T hese groups 

were questioned  a b o u t th e ir percep tions of reaso n s for su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover du ring  a  th ree  year period. Partic ipan ts were also 

questioned  a b o u t the  sep ara ted  su p e rin ten d en t's  s tren g th s  an d  weak­

ness. Of 50 item s concerning s tren g th s  of a  su p e rin ten d en t, separated 

su p e rin ten d en ts  perceived them selves strong  in  49 of th e  item s, w hereas 

board  cha irpersons perceived su p e rin ten d en t s tren g th s  in  only 17 of the  

50 item s. The study  found th a t p roblem s existed in  a re a s  of adm inistra­
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tive organization an d  m anagem ent, public  an d  staff rela tions, personal 

an d  professional charac teristics, an d  b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t relations.

D isharm ony betw een the  board  a n d  sup erin ten d en t, w ith super­

in te n d en ts  often citing board  in terference, h a s  been  b lam ed for superin­

ten d en t turnover. More th a n  one-half of the  Illinois su p e rin ten d en ts  who 

changed  jo b s  du ring  1988-89 (Hudgens, 1991) expressed  board  interfer­

ence in  adm in istrative  functions an d  o ther problem s w ith  board  rela­

tions. From  a  survey of all the  246 new  California su p erin ten d en ts  in  

th e  1988-89 school year, Giles a n d  Giles (1990) found th a t  66.5%  re­

ported  the  cau se  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover a s  d isharm ony  betw een the  

departing  su p e rin ten d en t an d  th e  board . The a u th o rs  concluded after 

follow u p  stu d y  th a t  d isharm ony often existed  betw een su p erin ten d en ts  

a n d  b oards even w hen  th e  departing  su p e rin ten d en t took a  job  in  a  

larger d istric t w ith g rea ter s ta tu s  an d  responsibility.

School board  p res id en ts  in  ru ra l O klahom a schools were ques­

tioned a s  to the  rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  th e ir d istric ts 

(Chance 8s C apps, 1992). They h ad  been  selected because  the ir d istric t 

h a d  w itnessed  m ore th a n  th ree  new  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  a  five year 

period. School board  p res id en ts’ percep tions of the  rea so n s  for superin­

ten d e n t tu rnover fell w ith in  five categories. The prim ary  rea so n  for tu rn ­

over w as because  of financial m ism anagem ent. This rea so n  rep resen ted
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over h a lf  of the  to ta l rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t turnover. F inancial 

m alfeasance on the  p a r t  of th e  su p erin ten d en t w as the  second m ain 

reason . This issue  included  d ish o n est ac tions of the  su p erin ten d en t th a t 

p u t  th e  d istric t in  financial difficulties. C om m unication problem s be­

tw een the  su p e rin ten d en t a n d  the  board  w as the  th ird  reason . This is­

sue  prim arily  dealt w ith  the  su p e rin ten d en t who w ould n o t share  infor­

m ation  w ith  th e  board, one th a t  w ould be aloof or inaccessible, or one 

th a t w ould n o t tre a t people in  a  caring  m anner. Im m orality on the p a rt 

of the  su p e rin ten d en t w as the  fou rth  reason . The la s t category was 

resignation  or te rm ina tion  of the  su p erin ten d en t, som e due  to health , re­

tirem ent, or death . The a u th o rs  concluded  th a t  “school leaders need no t 

only m an ifest a n  appropria te  value system  b u t m u s t also possess  the 

a s tu te n e ss  to recognize an d  respond  to com m unity  concerns an d  power 

s tru c tu re s” (p. 12).

Recently h ired  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  W ashington (Weeks, 1993), who 

held  th e ir first or second year of em ploym ent in  a  school d istric t, were 

questioned  ab o u t th e ir percep tions regard ing  cau ses  th a t  lead  to a  de­

p a rtu re  of th e  previous sup erin ten d en t. C auses identified were: (a) a  

lack  of com m unication  skills; (b) th e  belief th a t a  leader who rem ains in  a  

position too long loses effectiveness; an d  (c) leadersh ip  style is an  im­

p o rtan t factor in  su p e rin ten d en t success. These new  su p erin ten d en ts
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found the  departing  su p erin ten d en t, ra th e r  th a n  the  school board, to 

blam e for m u ch  of th e  conflict su rro u n d in g  su p e rin ten d en t turnover.

Finally, factors re la ted  to su p e rin te n d en t/  school board  relations 

were found to influence th e  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover ra te  in  Idaho during  

the  years 1986-1994 (Spiropulos, 1996). The four popu la tions studied 

were: (a) su p e rin ten d en ts  of zero tu rnover d istric ts; (b) long-standing 

board  m em bers; (c) form er su p e rin ten d en ts  of h igh  tu rnover districts; 

an d  (d) highly m obile su p erin ten d en ts . In  h igh tu rnover d istric ts, rea­

sons for tu rnover were co n sis ten t am ong form er su p erin ten d en ts . Politi­

cal rea so n s  a n d /o r  im plications were assoc ia ted  w ith su p e rin ten d en t job  

perform ance a n d  decision m aking p rocess w hich in  tu rn  affected the su ­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover ra te .

Politics an d  S u p erin ten d en t Turnover. W illard W aller (1965) in  h is 

classic work, The Sociology of Teaching, explains the  typical life h istory  of 

the  ru ra l su p e rin ten d en t an d  the  vulnerability  of the  position. It is a  

story th a t  rep ea ts  itself tim e an d  tim e again . The new  su p erin ten d en t 

en te rs  th e  com m unity  w ith  su p p o rt from  nearly  everyone, except in  the  

case  of h is /h e r  p redecesso r who h a s  left beh ind  a  cadre  of well-organized 

individuals who a re  in  su p p o rt of th e  previous su p erin ten d en t. This 

su p p o rt con tinues u n til a n  inciden t or conflict occurs th a t  p its  him  or 

h e r ag a in st a n  indiv idual or group in  th e  com m unity, P e rh ap s the  su ­
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p e rin ten d en t en ac ts  a  new  policy, enforces a  disciplinary action  th a t is 

u n p o p u la r w ith  p a ren ts , su p p o rts  a n  u n p o p u la r teacher, or refuses to 

su p p o rt a  certa in  g roup’s program , any  of w hich could cau se  a  conflict to 

occur. In  th is  role th e  m aking  of m ore enem ies th a n  friends is unavoid­

able. At th e  end  of th e  first year, th e  m ajority  of the  com m unity  are still 

in  su p p o rt of th e  sup erin ten d en t. E nem ies do exist, b u t a re  yet not able 

to p o ssess  th e  am o u n t of power needed  to u su rp  the  su p e rin te n d en t’s 

position. These enem ies con tinue to h a ra s s  the  su p e rin ten d en t th ro u ^ i-  

o u t th e  second year on  the  job. The group becom es increasingly  more 

organized. In  the  following year the  group m anages to get one of their 

m em bers elected to th e  school board. W aller explains th a t  if the  super­

in ten d en t m anages to h an g  on to th e  position a t  the  en d  of the  second 

year, th e n  th e  th ird  year will find more, struggles to m a in ta in  the  positio n ' 

an d  so on, u n til  the  fifth year. If the  su p e rin ten d en t m anages to m ain­

ta in  h is /h e r  position  u n til th is  tim e, ch an ces are  th a t  th e  su p erin ten d en t 

will be seen  a s  a  local an d  a s  p a rt of the  group. Overall, W aller sees the  

school in  th e  sm all com m unity  doom ed to frequen t changes of superin ­

tenden ts .

A nother perspective of the  ru ra l social context a n d  its  im plications 

on su p e rin ten d en t longevity is illu stra ted  by Iannaccone a n d  Lutz (1970) 

in  a n  exp lanation  of th e  sacred  an d  secu la r society (Vidich & B ensm an,
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1968). A sacred  com m unity  is u se d  by sociologists to describe a  com­

m unity  th a t  is  trad itional. Old w ays a re  be tter th a n  new. Change is 

avoided. In  a  secu lar com m unity , change is em braced a n d  viewed as 

positive. It is  the  ru ra l com m unity  th a t  is  typically viewed a s  sacred.

The dom inan t political s tru c tu re  of th e  com m unity  is directly  linked to 

the  ru ra l school d is tric t’s governm ent. Iannaccone an d  Lutz claim  th a t 

the  su p e rin ten d en t in  a  ru ra l d istric t m u s t  believe in  conform ing to the  

sacred  com m unity  values an d  m u s t avoid confrontations. They contend 

th a t  the  su p e rin ten d en t in  a  sacred  com m unity  can  never becom e m ore 

th a n  a  “respec ted  second echelon, power holder” (p. 39), depending on 

how  respec ted  the  su p e rin ten d en t becom es by u sin g  expert knowledge. 

T hus, a  su p e rin ten d en t could be successfu l in  one se tting  an d  not so in  

an o th e r due  to h is  or h e r perceived expertise.

A theory  th a t is re la ted  to W aller’s descrip tion  of th e  ru ra l com m u­

nity  an d  th e  sacred  v e rsu s  secu lar society is Iannaccone a n d  Lutz’s th e ­

ory of com m unity  d issatisfaction , or th e  d issa tisfac tion  theory  of democ­

racy  (1978). The theory, explained in  basic  term s, is th a t  th ere  are two 

opposing groups a t  w ork in  any  com m unity: (a) the  political elite who are  

the  school board; a n d  (b) the  societal g roup com posed of citizens. W hen 

com m unity  values a re  in  line w ith board  m em bership , school policy, an d  

su p erin ten d en t, th e  political conditions w ith in  a  d istric t a re  stable.
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W hen d issatisfied  w ith  the ir school, the  citizen group m anages to garner 

political c lout necessa ry  to create  a n  upheaval of the  political s tru c tu re  of 

the  school board. This upheaval from  w ith in  the  com m unity  creates a  

coun terbalance  to governm ent by a  few. It does so by “identifying demo­

cratic contro l w ith episodic a d ju s tm en t of school d istric t policy to the  will 

or va lues of th e  larger com m unity , ra th e r  th a n  w ith any  m inim um  level 

of co n tinuous com petition or correspondence in  adm in istrative  decisions 

to client n eed s” (p. 130). This group th e n  h a s  elected to th e  school board 

one or m ore of its  m em bers, who in  tu rn  choose a  su p e rin ten d en t w hose 

values a re  congruen t w ith  those  of th e  com m unity. W hen, an d  if, in  

tim e th e  com m unity  again  becom es d issatisfied  w ith th e  school, or w hen 

the  com m unity  perceives a n  in tolerable gap betw een th e ir values and  

those of the  school, a  group form s th a t  re so rts  to political action. T hus, 

the  cycle con tinues a s  illu stra ted  in  Figure I.
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The com m unity  d issa tisfac tion  theoretical fram ew ork h a s  been 

u se d  by re sea rch e rs  in  a ttem pting  to determ ine a  link betw een political 

happen ings w ith in  a  school d istric t a n d  th e  governance of th e  school, 

m ainly in  th e  a rea  of in cu m b en t school board  m em ber defeat and  su ­

p erin ten d en t tu rn o v er. Longitudinal s tu d ies  done by Iannaccone and  

Lutz an d  th e ir s tu d e n ts  have given evidence to suggest th a t  com m unity 

changed d issa tisfac tion  levels lead  to voting behavior w hich  in  tu rn  leads 

to in cu m b en t school board  m em ber defeat, followed by involuntary  su ­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w ith in  two years, a n d  outside succession .

G rady an d  B ryan t (1990) have done research , p rim arily  in  ru ra l 

settings, in  the  a re a s  of critical in c id en ts” th a t occur betw een board
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m em bers an d  su p e rin te n d en ts . Their previous re sea rch  (1988) sought to 

determ ine rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  ru ra l d istric ts  by in­

vestigating these  critical inciden ts. C ritical inciden ts w ere defined a s  ex­

periences th a t  cau sed  ten sion  betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  school 

boards th a t  u ltim ately  led to su p e rin ten d en t turnover. In  th e ir 1990 

study  o fN eb rask a  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  ru ra l d istric ts critical incidents 

were grouped in to  th e  following categories listed  in  order of frequency:

(a) critical inc iden ts betw een school board  m em bers a n d  th e ir children, 

relatives, a n d  friends, th a t  included  board  m em bers’ ch ild ren  who h ad  

been  b an n ed  from  partic ipa tion  in  a th le tic  events; (b) board  m em bers’ 

in te rp re ta tions of th e ir roles; (c) indiv iduals elected to the  board  whose 

prim ary  function  w as to rem ove the  su p e rin ten d en t from  th e  job; (d) no 

su p p o rt for th e  superin tenden t; (e) board  problem s w ith in  itself; (f) a th ­

letic coaches; (g) com m unity; (h) individual board  m em bers; (i) employee 

problem ; (j) con tract; (k) superin tenden t; an d  (I) finance.

In  B erger’s (1983) re sea rch  on predicting  su p e rin ten d en t turnover, 

h is m ajor findings perta ined  to w hat he  term ed  the  “political variable”, a  

m easu re  of th e  re la tionsh ip  the  su p e rin ten d en t h ad  w ith  th e  board, 

teachers an d  com m unity. A lthough in  h is  study  the  su p erin tenden t- 

teacher re la tions variable w as no t a  p red ic to r of turnover, th e  superin ­

ten den t-board  variable w as. He p red ic ts  th a t  w hen bo th  th e  board and
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the  com m unity  have hostile  re la tions tow ard the  sup erin ten d en t, the 

probability  of tu rnover increases. Im portantly , Berger exp lains the  ac t of 

tu rnover m ay be no th ing  m ore th a n  “a  reflection of changes th a t  have oc­

cu rred  in  th e  d istric t or totally u n re la ted  factors”, an d  con tinues to cau ­

tion th a t  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover “m ay be m ore (or less) com plex and  

the  p rocess m ay originate w ith the  su p e rin ten d en t ra th e r  th a n  the com­

m unity  or board” (p. 16).

Testing th e  D issatisfaction  Model

Using the  d issa tisfac tion  theory  a s  a  basis for investigation, s tu d ­

ies have aim ed to investigate the  theory’s ability to p red ic t superin ten­

d en t tu rnover. S tud ies a re  grouped in to  those  th a t investigated  changes 

in  the  school board  a n d  its  su b seq u en t effect on su p e rin ten d en t tu rn ­

over, the  re la tionsh ip  betw een in cu m b en t board m em ber defeat and  su­

p e rin ten d en t turnover, a n d  the  b roader topic of testing  th e  dissatisfac­

tion m odel’s predictive factors holistically an d  in  different settings.

C hanges in  the  School Board
an d  S uperin ten d e n t Turnover. A change in  the  com position of the  

school board  w as found to be the  m ost influen tia l in te rn a l factor affecting 

the  decision to vacate  a  superin tendency  in  Ind iana  (Pruis, 1986). In 

o ther re sea rch  on the  variables assoc ia ted  w ith Illinois su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover from  1980-1986, Fritz (1988) found th a t  the  p resence  of new
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school board  m em bers played a  key role in  su p e rin ten d en t turnover. 

Loasching (1988) found paralle l re su lts  w hen  studying  the  effects of 

school board  instab ility  on su p e rin ten d en t turnover. He found th a t a  

significant re la tionsh ip  existed  betw een th e  n u m b er of new  school board  

m em bers a n d  su p e rin ten d en t turnover, an d  betw een involuntary  school 

board  tu rnover an d  su p e rin ten d en t turnover.

H udgens (1991) stud ied  su p e rin ten d en t percep tions regarding 

tu rnover in  Illinois in  1988-1989. The sam ple popu lation  w as Illinois 

su p e rin ten d en ts  who vacated  the  position  du ring  the  1988-1989 school 

year. One h a lf  of the  stu d y  group expressed  board  in terference in ad­

m inistrative functions an d  o ther problem s w ith  board rela tions. 

Tw o-thirds saw  a  m ajority  of the ir school boards change m em bership . 

Loomis (1995) discovered in  h is  stu d y  of Oregon su p e rin ten d en ts  who 

w orked in  d istric ts  w ith  five-m em ber school boards th a t  th e  to ta l num ber 

of changes on  th e  board  dram atically  affected su p e rin te n d en t longevity. 

He also found  th e  su p e rin ten d en t’s re la tionsh ip  w ith the  board  did no t 

affect su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover u n til th e  political clim ate in  th e  district 

becam e ignited.
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B oard Incum ben t D efeat and
S u p erin ten d en t Turnover. S tud ies have been  conducted  to investi-

gote th e  re la tionsh ip  betw een board  in cu m b en t defeat a n d  superin ten-
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d en t turnover. In  a  s tudy  of in cu m b en t school board  m em ber replace­

m en t an d  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  selected S ou th  C arolina school 

d istric ts from  1978-1988, Sullivan (1990) found no sta tistically  signifi­

can t re la tionsh ip  betw een in cu m b en t defeat an d  su p e rin ten d en t turnover 

one year, two years, th ree  years, a n d  four years after th e  general elec­

tions. The selected school d istric ts were those  th a t  show ed a n  enroll­

m en t increase  or decrease  of 11.5%. A sim ilar study  of su p erin ten d en t 

tu rnover in  A labam a from  1984-1994, found th a t the  s trongest relation­

ship  existed  betw een in cu m b en t school board  m em ber defeat and  su­

p erin ten d en t tu rnover one year after the  general e lections (Brackett,

1995). The second s trongest rela tionsh ip  existed four y ears  after the 

1986 general election. However, w hen  tak e n  collectively from  1984- 

1994, B racke tt found no re la tionsh ip  betw een in cu m b en t school board 

m em ber defeat an d  su p e rin ten d en t turnover. K itchens (1994) also found 

no significant re la tionsh ip  betw een in cu m b en t school board  m em ber de­

feat an d  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  L ouisiana from 1980-1992.

Holistic T ests of th e D issatisfaction  Model. Holistic te s ts  of the 

d issatisfaction  m odel refer to s tud ies  th a t  u se d  social, economical, and  

political ind icato rs to a sse ss  local school d istric t politics. B ased  on re ­

search  th a t  focused solely on labor conflict occurring in  schools during 

e ither 1977 or 1978, a n d  studying  even ts th a t  tran sp ired  four years be­
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fore an d  after the  conflict, R ada an d  C arlson  (1985) developed a  modified 

theory  of the  d issa tisfac tion  m odel. D a ta  w as collected from  school 

board m inu tes, new spaper repo rts  th a t  included  le tte rs  to th e  editor, an d  

interview s held  w ith school officials. In  th is  s tu d y  th e  d issatisfaction  

m odel failed to p red ic t su p e rin ten d en t turnover. The a u th o rs  a ttrib u ted  

th is  failure to the  type of conflict chosen  to study. In  labor conflicts, 

typically th e  su p e rin ten d en t is no t a n  active partic ipan t, b u t removed 

from involvem ent in  the  d ispu te. T hus the  su p e rin ten d en t is no t viewed 

a s  a  source of com m unity  d issatisfaction .

R ada a n d  C arlson’s modified theory  of d issa tisfac tion  is based on 

th is  concept of identifying the  com m unity’s source, or focus of atten tion , 

of d issa tisfac tion  in  th e ir schools. The dynam ics of th e  d issatisfaction  

m odel a re  con tingen t u p o n  th is  focus of com m unity d issatisfaction , being 

e ither on the  school board  or the  sup erin ten d en t. The m odel is repre­

sen ted  in  Figure 2.
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C om m unity D issatisfaction  W ith Schools 
____________ is Focused  On. . .

Figure 2.

School Board and Superin- Superinten-Board tendent dent
Likelihood of:

Increased rate of 
school board 

member turnover

HIGH HIGH LOW

Shift to arena-like 
council behavior

HIGH HIGH MODERATE

Involuntary su ­
perintendent 

turnover

LOW HIGH HIGH

G erla (1987) drew  u p o n  C arlson’s (1972) w ork to investigate 

W ashington school d istric ts  in  1986-87 a n d  the  conditions th a t  su r­

ro u n d ed  su p e rin ten d en t selection. The m ajor finding w as th a t  the 

n u m b er of d istric ts  w ith  d issatisfied  bo ard s paralleled  th e  n u m b er of new  

su p e rin ten d en ts  who received a  m an d a te  from the  board  u p o n  being 

hired.

A 1986 study  (Schoenefeld) com pared  the  p redictability  ra te s  of 

su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover u s in g  the  Iannaccone an d  Lutz m odel (relying 

on social, econom ic, a n d  political indicators) an d  the  Lutz modified m odel 

(relying on public d issa tisfac tion  u s in g  th e  n u m b er of challengers a t a  

school board  election) in  schools in  27 O klahom a coun ties from  1971- 

1986. The stu d y  found lower predictability  m easu res  of su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover from  previous stud ies. The Iannaccone an d  Lutz m odel h ad  a  

predictability  ra te  of 37%, w hereas the  Lutz m odel h a d  a  ra te  of 39%.
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The stu d y  found th a t  the  s trongest ind icato r of su p e rin ten d en t turnover 

w as elections involving a n  in cu m b en t a n d  one or m ore challengers. The 

predictive ra te  of th is  factor w as found  to be 47%, w hich the  au th o r 

no ted  w as still lower th a n  previous findings.

S u p erin ten d en t tu rnover w as th e  focus of an o th e r re la ted  study 

done in  O klahom a the  following year. After analyzing su p erin ten d en t 

tu rnover in  two sm all ru ra l  school d istric ts, case  study  re sea rch  led 

Logsdon (1987) to propose why u sin g  th e  Iannaccone a n d  Lutz m odel to 

p red ic t tu rnover w as n o t successfu l. Sm all ru ra l school d istric ts  in 

O klahom a w ere characterized  a s  relatively open, m eaning  th a t  homoge­

neity  of political cu ltu res  existed in  b o th  th e  com m unity  an d  the  school 

leaders. The political cu ltu re  found in  th e  s ta te  of O klahom a w as trad i­

tionalistic, th u s  inhib iting  change. This openness w as facilitated by 

rec ru itm en t of like-m inded board  m em bers an d  by su p e rin ten d en ts  . 

(evaluated an d  h ired  or re-h ired  yearly) who a tten d ed  to com m unity in­

te rests . To th re a te n  th is  relative openness , significant changes would be 

requ ired  w hich w ould be a  re su lt of a  significant n u m b er of new com ers 

from different political cu ltu res . For th is  reason , the  a u th o r  concluded 

th a t u sin g  th e  Iannaccone an d  Lutz m odel to p redict su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover w ould no t be successfu l in  O klahom a.
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Q uantitative  ind icato rs alone could n o t su p p o rt previous research  

done on the  Iannaccone an d  Lutz theory  of d issa tisfac tion  according to 

C hm ara  (1989). The ind icato rs u se d  previously were (a) average daily 

m em bersh ip , (b) a sse ssed  valuation  of property, (c) ratio  of challengers to 

school board  positions, an d  (d) the  n u m b er of in cu m b en t board  tu rn ­

overs. However, the  re sea rch e r did fm d su p p o rt for the  dissatisfaction  

theory  in  h is  s tudy  u sin g  a  personal interview  techn ique w ith  12 super­

in ten d en ts  who experienced tu rnover du ring  1985-87. S upport was 

found w hen  analyzing th e  complex se t of in te rac tions th a t  th e  superin ­

ten d en ts  described  occurring  in  th e ir d istric ts.

S u p erin ten d en t Selection

The tim e of su p e rin ten d en t selection brings w ith  it  a n  opportunity  

for the  school d istric t to a sse ss  the  o rganization’s condition, recen t per­

form ance, a n d  m ake ju d g m en ts  a b o u t its  leadersh ip  n eed s for the  fu tu re  

(Carlson, 1972). C arlson con tends th a t  if the  ad m in istra tion  is perceived 

a s  u n sa tis fac to ry , the  appo in tm en t will go to a  caree r-bound  superin ten ­

dent. If it is  perceived a s  satisfactory  a  p lace-bound  su p erin ten d en t will 

be chosen , one fam iliar w ith the  system  a n d  w illin g  to carry  on in  the 

p redecesso r’s footsteps. C arlson fu rth e r foretells th a t  th is  newly hired 

career-bound  su p e rin ten d en t will be issu ed  a  m an d a te  from  the  board
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w hen d issa tisfac tion  of p a s t  adm in istra tion  pervades the  selection proc­

ess.

In  th is  final section, su p e rin ten d en t selection is d iscu ssed  from 

two different, yet overlapping perspectives. The first d iscussion  centers 

on the  conditions su rro u n d in g  the  selection p rocess in  th e  school dis­

trict. The second con ta in s re sea rch  regarding  the  criteria  th a t  school 

boards u se  in  selecting a  su p erin ten d en t, along w ith a  com parison  of the  

percep tions of th e  im portance of those  criteria  elicited from  bo th  super­

in ten d en ts  a n d  school board  m em bers. In  som e cases, th e  size of the 

school is a  category u se d  in  bo th  analyses.

P rocesses U sed in  S u p erin ten d en t Selection. Yock, e t al. (1990) 

provided inform ation on conditions th a t  im pact su p e rin te n d en t selection. 

In  a  nationw ide, random ized study  of school board  m em bers serving in  

school d istric ts  du ring  1989, they  found 81.3%  of the  school board 

m em bers w ould prefer to h ire  a  su p e rin ten d en t from a  d is tric t sim ilar to 

theirs. The percen tage of board  m em bers who would w a n t th a t  person to 

have prior experience a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t w as 70.3% , a n d  61.2%  would 

w an t the  prospective su p e rin ten d en t to come from w ith in  th e ir own sta te . 

The study  found th a t  th e  sm aller the  school d istric t th e  m ore im portan t 

in -sta te  experience becam e.
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A m ajority  of sm all d istric ts in  K ansas an d  M issouri involved in  

selecting a  new  su p e rin ten d en t du ring  the  1984-85 school year were 

found n o t to u se  recom m ended selection processes found in  the  Hteia- 

tu re  on  th e  topic (Houck, 1986). The m ajority  of larger d istric ts  were 

found to follow the  guidelines by utilizing professional sea rch  consult­

an ts . Similarly, in  an o th e r study  conducted  in  K ansas (Hetlinger, 1986) 

parallel findings em erged. Larger d istric ts  tended  to be m ore objective in  

the ir selection approach  th a n  sm aller d istric ts. C o n su ltan t assistance , 

w hich th e  larger d istric ts  u sed , con tribu ted  to th is  m ore objective ap­

proach.

B lankensh ip  (1995) found significant differences in  th e  way th a t 

sm aller d istric ts  in  W yoming u se d  inform ation services from  the way 

larger d istric ts  did w hen  selecting a  superin tenden t. All th e  d istric ts in- 

volved in  a  su p e rin ten d en t search  du ring  1989 to 1994 w ere investi­

gated. Larger d istric ts  u se d  inform ation an d  services classified as exter­

nal, form al, in frequen t, au thorita tive , a n d  complete. Sm aller d istric ts 

u sed  inform ation classified a s  frequent, inform al, in te rnal, a n d  incom ­

plete. However, h is  s tu d y  revealed th a t  larger d istric ts, th o se  w ith en­

ro llm ents of 300 or m ore, accoun ted  for th e  m ajority (70%) of superin ­

ten d e n t tu rnover from  1989 to 1994. B lankensh ip  recom m ended  a n  in-
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vestigation into reaso n s for the  differences in  tu rnover a n d  search  suc­

cess ra tio s am ong th e  different sizes of schools in  W ynm in g

C riteria  U sed in  S u p erin ten d en t Selection. Oregon school d istric ts 

th a t h ired  a  new  su p e rin ten d en t du ring  1984-85 were m ailed question­

n a ires  a b o u t the ir su p e rin ten d en t selection p rocesses (Fenili, 1985). 

B oard m em bers involved in  the  selection p rocess were a sk ed  abou t the  

qualities they  sough t for in  the ir new  su p erin ten d en ts , a n d  also w hether 

inform al inform ation w as im p o rtan t to th e ir selection decision. Super­

in ten d en ts  were ask ed  for dem ographic inform ation a s  well a s  specific 

personal, professional, an d  m anageria l skills they  felt w ere im portan t to 

th e ir selection a s  a  sup erin ten d en t. The study  show ed th a t  inform al 

criteria  w ere im p o rtan t to the  selection of a  su p e rin ten d en t. Board 

m em bers u se d  bo th  form al an d  inform al charac teristics to m ake their 

selection decision, w hereas su p e rin ten d en ts  placed m ore im portance on 

the  techn ical skills of th e ir position. The a u th o r concluded th a t the m ore 

inform al criteria  were included  w ith form al, the  be tter th e  m atch  betw een 

su p e rin ten d en t a n d  school district.

Q ualities of leadersh ip  an d  a ttitu d e s  were found to be m ost im­

p o rtan t to school board  m em bers w hen  selecting a  su p e rin ten d en t in six 

n o rth  cen tra l s ta te s  (Colvard, 1986). T his finding w as co n sis ten t re­

gard less of size or geographic location of the  school d istric t.
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Field research, of school boards discovered the  m ajor selection cri­

te ria  u se d  were cand idate  experience, ability to re la te  well w ith  the pub­

lic, education , leadersh ip  ability, an d  certification (Horkm an, 1986). De­

cisional a n d  in te rp erso n al skills were found to be the  m o st im portan t 

selection factors in  W ashington s ta te  (Gerla, 1988). However, significant 

d isagreem ent w as found betw een percep tions of u n su ccess fu l superin­

ten d en t can d id a tes  a n d  th ree  groups: (a) successfu l su p e rin ten d en t 

cand idates, (b) board  m em bers; (c) an d  professional sea rch  consu ltan ts . 

The percep tions were in  the  a re a  of com petencies a n d  skills needed for a  

successfu l superin tendency  in  W ashington  sta te .

C oncerning the  rank ing  of successfu l su p e rin te n d en t com peten­

cies, H augland  (1986) found d isagreem ent betw een school board  m em ­

bers an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  a  state-w ide survey conducted  in  South  Da­

k o ta  in  1986. The re sea rch e r concluded th a t th is  d iscrepancy  m ay lead 

to a  m isu n d ers tan d in g  of d istric t priorities. A sim ilar s tu d y  on success­

ful su p e rin te n d en t com petencies w as perform ed (Cowles, 1991). Board 

m em bers were ask ed  to identify levels of im portance in  various profes­

sional skill a re a s  in  su p erin ten d en ts , su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere asked  to 

evaluate  th e ir skills, a n d  school board  m em bers were a sk ed  to ra te  the  

skills of th e ir su p e rin ten d en ts . W hen the  d a ta  were g rouped  by d istric t 

size, significant differences were found betw een the  skill a re a  of commu-.
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n ication  in  sm all d istric ts, in  larger d istric ts  the  p ossession  of a  doctor­

ate , an d  in  m iddle sized d istric ts the  im portance of p rio r su p erin ten d en t 

experience. In  evaluation  of the  sup erin ten d en t, th ere  w ere significant 

differences found in  a  n u m b er of skill a reas , leading th e  a u th o r  to rec­

om m end fu rth e r re sea rch  of the  topic.

Finally, four h u n d red  board  m em bers from acro ss  M ontana were 

surveyed a n d  asked  to judge  w hat variab les were m ost im p o rtan t to su ­

p e rin ten d en t selection (M attocks, 1987). Two broad  based-categories 

were used : organizational skills an d  people-centered  skills. Board 

m em bers in  bo th  large an d  sm all d istric ts  judged  th a t  organizational 

skills shou ld  be given a s  th e  h ighest priority  in  su p e rin te n d en t selection. 

B oard m em bers from  m edium -sized d istric ts  judged  th a t  people-centered 

skills shou ld  receive the  m ost a tten tion . B oard m em bers from  sm aller 

d istric ts ju d g ed  th is  category a s  the  second m ost im p o rtan t priority, 

w hereas board  m em bers from  large d is tric ts  judged  the  n u m b er of years 

of su p e rin ten d en t experience a s  the  second m ost im p o rtan t priority in 

su p e rin ten d en t selection.

Sum m ary

In  th is  section a n  extensive lite ra tu re  review w as p resen ted  to pro­

vide background  inform ation ab o u t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover. This lit­

e ra tu re  review d iscussed  topics of su p e rin ten d en t succession  pa ttern s ,
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rea so n s  for turnover, a n d  factors re la ted  to su p e rin ten d en t selection. 

E m bedded in  th is  d iscussion  w as the  th es is  th a t  the  type of superin ten ­

den t, career-bound  or p lace-bound , m ay have a n  im pact on  superin ten ­

d en t longevity. C harac te ristics of th e  successfu l an d  u n su ccessfu l su ­

p e rin ten d en t an d  how  these  ch arac te ris tics  affect su p e rin ten d en t tenu re  

w as exam ined. The politics of the  superin tendency , includ ing  im pacts of 

board  tu rnover, com m unity  d issatisfaction , type of com m unity, type of 

school board, a n d  a n  exp lanation  of critical inciden ts th a t  have led to 

su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w as illu stra ted . T hroughout th is  review of lit­

e ra tu re , the  sm all ru ra l school d istric t w as a  focus of a tten tion .
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CHAPTER TWO 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

In troduction

The quan tita tive  re sea rch  design h a s  been  u se d  prim arily  to inves- 

tigate su p e rin ten d en t turnover, a s  found in  the  lite ra tu re  review. This 

study  sough t to u se  a  different lens to investigate the  com plex phenom ­

e n a  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l  schools by u s in g  a  quali­

tative m ultip le  case  study  design. The qualitative re sea rch  design seeks 

to answ er w hy an d  how” questions by investigating even ts in  their 

n a tu ra l contexts, ra th e r  th a n  testing  hypo theses or m aking  generaliza­

tions in  o rder to p red ic t h u m a n  behavior. The qualitative design assu m es 

it is im possible to identify all the  im p o rtan t aspec ts  re la ted  to superin­

ten d e n t tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l schools prio r to collecting data .

The a im s of th is  s tu d y  were to investigate conditions an d  reveal 

p a tte rn s  su rro u n d in g  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  selected sm all, ru ra l K- 

12 school d istric ts  in  M ontana. F ive.d istric ts were selected for study  th a t 

have show n a  h isto rical p a tte rn  of volatility for su p e rin ten d en ts  by hav­
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ing excessive turnover. Excessive tu rnover w as defined a s  having a  lower 

ten u re  ra te  th a n  the  s ta te  average of 5.1 years an d  a  lower ten u re  ra te  

for the  C lass III popu lation  of 4 years.

Theoretical C onstruc t

The lite ra tu re  review described  several different theo ries abou t why 

su p e rin ten d en ts  leave th e ir positions. These theories have been  the 

foundation  for re sea rch  in  m ost of the  s tu d ies  described  in  th e  litera ture  

review. The guiding theoretical c o n s tru c t u se d  to investigate  superin ten­

d en t tu rnover in  th is  study  w as a  m odified version of one advocated by 

M iskel a n d  Cosgrove (1985). The m odification w as m ade by narrow ing 

the  scope from  th e  school adm in is tra to r to the  su p erin ten d en t. Aspects 

relating  to th e  school board  were included. The fram ew ork u se d  to guide 

resea rch  focused  on prearrival an d  arrival conditions, a s  well a s  on the 

effects of tu rnover on th e  school d istric t. These tu rnover effects included 

changes in  the  p rearriva l an d  arrival conditions th a t  c an  be a ttrib u ted  to 

su p e rin ten d en t turnover.

The stu d y  sough t to find out, u s in g  a  qualitative re sea rch  m ethod­

ology app roach  of m ultip le case stud ies , if prearrival or arrival factors 

an d  tu rnover effects h a d  any  influence on  the  leader’s decision to leave 

the  job or not. Prearrival factors investigated were (a) rea so n s  for tu rn ­
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over, (b) selection process, (c) rep u ta tio n  of the  new  leader, an d  (d) ori­

en ta tion  of the  new  leader. Arrival factors investigated were (a) dem ogra­

phy  of th e  organization, (b) organizational s tru c tu re , (c) school cu lture,

(d) educa tional program s, (e) successo r actions, (f) com m unity  factors, 

an d  (g) board  factors. Turnover effects were investigated  u s in g  questions 

th a t  cen tered  on topics of (a) instability , (b) am o u n t of change or m an ­

d a tes  given, (c) influences on leadersh ip  styles, (d) com m unity  effects, 

an d  (e) board  effects.

This s tu d y ’s goal w as to ad d re ss  questions a b o u t rea so n s  for su ­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l  school d istric ts in  M ontana  This 

phenom enon  is complex. The theoretical co n stru c t ch o sen  w as u sed  to 

accom m odate th e  complexity of the  situation .

Figure 3 is a  graphic rep resen ta tio n  of th is  theore tical construct.

Figure 3. Theoretical Construct
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R esearch  Q uestions

It w as a ssu m ed  th a t m any  asp ec ts  in te rac ted  w ith  the  perceptions 

of the  rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l  school distric ts. 

Major generalizations concerning su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover and  resu lting  

effects can  be tak en  from the lite ra tu re  review th a t fit in to  Miskel and  

Cosgrove's (1985) theoretical construct. While the  following research  

questions rep re se n t m ajor conclusions found in  the  lite ra tu re  review, the  

qualitative design of the  study  also provided room  for th e  evolution of

u n an tic ip a ted  re sea rch  questions.

According to Bogdan an d  Bilkin (1992), theoretical affiliations of 

qualitative re sea rch  a re  in  the  ph ilosophies of Symbolic In teraction , Eth- 

nom ethodology, Phenom enology, an d  Idealism . The goals of qualitative 

resea rch  a re  to develop sensitizing concepts, describe m ultip le  realities,

g rounded theo ry , an d  to develop a n  u n d e rs tan d in g  of com plex phenom e­

non.

R esearch  questions revolved a ro u n d  four topics:

L  Career P a th s  of Superin te n d e n ts : (a) How do th e  career goals, 

career o rien tations, an d  expectation of ten u re  affect su p e rin ten d en t

turnover?
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2- S u p erin ten d en t Selection P rocesses: (a) How do th e  selection 

processes, in fo rm an ts expectations of th e  ideal su p e rin te n d en t and  the  

ideal superin tendency  affect su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover?

3 - Egle Perceptions an d  E xpecta tions: (a) How do in fo rm an ts’ ex­

pecta tions of roles, an d  job  com petency skill a reas  affect su p e rin ten d en t 

turnover?

4. R easons for T urnover: (a) How do in fo rm an ts’job  satisfiers 

an d  levels of sa tisfac tion  affect su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover?  (b) How do 

b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ips affect su p e rin te n d en t turnover? (c) 

How does th e  political clim ate of the  com m unity  affect su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover?  (d) How do effects of the  previous su p e rin te n d en t affect su ­

p erin ten d en t tu rnover?  (e) How is th e  school d istric t’s stab ility  affected 

by su p e rin ten d en t turnover?

G enerating  Theory

The in ten tio n s of these  re sea rch  questions were n o t to te s t theory, 

b u t to generate  theory. R esponses th ese  questions p roduced  yielded the  

d a ta  for the  study. In  the  case study  approach , the  p ro cesses of d a ta  

gathering  a n d  d a ta  analyzing are  concurren t. D uring th ese  processes, 

new  rela tionsh ips, concep ts an d  u n d e rs tan d in g s  are  discovered which 

leads to generating  w h a t G laser an d  S tra u ss  (1967) refer to a s  “grounded 

theory”. The re sea rch e r m ay have ten tative  working q u estio n s a t  the
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o u tse t of case  study  research , b u t u n d e rs ta n d s  th a t  th ese  a re  likely to 

evolve a s  th e  study  progresses. T hrough the  p rocess of co n stan t com­

parative analysis (Glaser & S trau ss , 1967), “grounded  theo ry  is derived 

from d a ta  collected an d  th e n  illu stra ted  by charac teristic  exam ples of 

d a ta  (p.5). G laser an d  S tra u ss  explain  th a t  w hen one is only in te rested  

in  verifying theory, there  is no room  for discovering novelty, an d  poten­

tially illum inating  perspectives th a t  do em erge an d  w hich m ay change 

the  theory. In stead , th ese  th ings a re  supp ressed . W hen generating  the­

ory is th e  aim , the  re sea rch e r is constan tly  a le rt to em ergen t perspectives

G laser an d  S tra u ss  (1967) explain  th a t  form ulating, or generating 

theory,

gives a  feeling of “ever-developing” to the  theory, allows it to 
becom e quite  rich , complex, an d  dense, an d  m ak es its  fit 
an d  relevance easy to com prehend. On the  o ther h an d , to 
s ta te  a  theory  in  p ropositional form, except p e rh a p s  for a  
few scattered  core propositions, w ould m ake it less  complex, 
dense, an d  rich , a n d  m ore laborious to read . It w ould also 
ten d  by im plication to “freeze” the  theory in s tead  of giving 
the  feeling of a  need  for con tinued  developm ent, (p.32)

D esign of th e  S tudy

The goals of th is  study  were to investigate conditions an d  reveal 

p a tte rn s  su rro u n d in g  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  selected  sm all, ru ra l K- 

12 school d istric ts  in  M ontana. Five sm all ru ra l school d istric ts  w ith ex­
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cessive su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover were selected for stu d y  th a t  have show n 

a  h isto rical p a tte rn  of volatility for su p erin ten d en ts . M ultiple case study  

m ethodology w as u sed  to investigate su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  these  

school d istric ts.

Q ualitative re sea rch e rs  u n d e rs ta n d  h u m a n  behavior a s  a  very 

com plex phenom enon. Bogdan an d  Bilkin (1992) s ta te  qualitative re­

searchers , see the  n a tu re  for cause  a n d  prediction  a s  underm in ing  the ir 

ability to g rasp  the  basic  in terpretive n a tu re  of h u m a n  behavior and  the  

h u m an  experience” (p. 48-49). R esearchers who u se  qualitative ap­

p roaches ten d  to be in te res ted  in  the  w ay in  w hich people m ake sense 

o u t of th e ir lives. Bogdan an d  Bilk in  call th is  app roach  a  phenom ological 

m ode of investigating. They describe it a s , “a n  a ttem p t to u n d e rs ta n d  the  

m eaning of events an d  in te rac tions to ord inary  people in  particu la r se t­

tings” (p. 34). The a u th o rs  call th is  a ttem p t to u n d e rs ta n d  “partic ipan t 

perspectives , an d  explain th a t qualitative resea rch e rs  a re  concerned 

w ith accu ra te ly  cap tu ring  th is  perspective. In  educa tional research , 

Bogdan a n d  Bilkin cite P sa th as  (1973) who explained th a t  questions 

asked  of p a rtic ip an ts  focus on w ha t they  are  experiencing, how they in­

te rp re t th e ir experiences, an d  how  they  them selves s tru c tu re  the  social 

world in  w hich they  live.
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According to Miles an d  H uberm an  (1994) carefully collected quali­

tative research, th a t focuses on n a tu ra lly  occurring, o rd inary  events 

stud ied  in  th e ir n a tu ra l se ttings gives u s  a  strong  h and le  on  “real life”. . 

They explain th a t  th is  confidence is derived from th e  “local grounded­

n ess  of the  da ta , w hich is collected in  close proxim ity to a  specific 

s itua tion  in s tea d  of th ro u g h  the  m ail or over the  phone. The influences 

of the  local con tex t a re  tak en  into accoun t, w hich in c reases  the  possibil- 

ity of u n d e rs tan d in g  la ten t or underly ing  issues. Q ualitative d a ta  w ith 

a n  em phasis  on  people’s everyday experiences a re  well su ited  for locating 

the  m ean ings people a tta c h  to the ir percep tions an d  assum ptions .

C ase-S tudy R esearch  Methodology

M erriam  (1988) con tends th a t  th e  goal of case s tu d y  qualitative re ­

search  is to gain  a n  in -dep th  u n d e rs tan d in g  th rough  a  holistic perspec­

tive of a  s itu a tio n  a n d  its  m eaning for those  involved. She explains th a t 

re sea rch  conducted  in  th is  paradigm  “focused on discovery, insight, an d  

u n d e rs tan d in g  from the  perspectives of those  being s tu d ied  offers the 

g rea test p rom ise of m aking significant con tribu tions to th e  knowledge 

base  a n d  practice  of education” (p.3). She describes how  a  case study 

re sea rch  design allows a  complex phenom enon  to be s tu d ied  system ati­

cally. The case  stu d y  resea rch  design, “concen tra tes on  m any, if no t all, 

the  variab les p re se n t in  a  single u n it” (p. 7). Case stu d y  qualitative re ­
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search  is inductive. It realizes th a t it is im possible to pre-select, all the 

im portan t variables ah ead  of tim e. M erriam  explains th a t  the  n a tu re  of 

survey re sea rch  questions are  “w hat” a n d  “how  m any”, a s  opposed to 

questions of “how” an d  “why” found in  case  study  resea rch . O pen-ended 

resp o n ses will m ake room  for u n d e rs tan d in g  the  world a s  seen  by the 

p a rtic ip an ts  w ithou t p redeterm in ing  those  po in ts of view th rough  prior 

selection of survey answ ers or categories (Patton, 1990).

Case s tudy  tak es  place in  w ha t M erriam  (1988) defines as, “an  ex­

am ination  of a  specific phenom enon  su c h  a s  a  program , a n  event, a  per­

son, a  p rocess, a n  in stitu tion , or a  social g roup” (p. 9). I t a im s to u n ­

cover in te rac tions of significant factors charac teristic  of a  certa in  phe­

nom enon. Yin (1994) explains th a t  th e  case  study  re sea rch  design is well 

su ited  for situ a tio n s w here it is im possible to separa te  th e  phenom enon’s 

variables from  th e ir context.

Goals of case  stu d y  re sea rch  are  theory-generating. M erriam  cites 

Goetz a n d  LeCompte (1984) a s  explaining th a t  in  c o n tra s t to deductive 

re sea rch e rs  who, hope to find d a ta  to m a tch  a  theory, inductive re­

searchers hope to find a  theory  th a t  exp lains the ir d a ta .” Theory­

building becom es necessa ry  in  cases w here there  is no theory  to explain 

a  certa in  phenom enon, or w hen  existing theory  does n o t sufficiently pro­

vide a n  explanation .
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Validity

In  a  qualitative study, M erriam  (1988) explains, “Validity m u st be 

a sse ssed  in  te rm s of in te rp reting  th e  investigator’s experience, ra th e r 

th a n  in  te rm s of reality  itself, w hich can  never be tru ly  g rasped” (p. 167). 

She explains th a t  if u n d e rs tan d in g  is the  goal of a  qualitative study, the  

criteria  for tru s tin g  th e  study  are different th a n  if discovering a  law or 

testing  a  hypo thesis is the  goal.

Good qualitative resea rch  shou ld  enhance  levels of understand ing . 

Findings in  qualitative stu d ies  shou ld  provide w hat G ilbert Ryle called 

“th ick  descrip tions” (Geertz, 1973). Thick descrip tions will allow read ers  

to determ ine po ten tia l transferab ility  an d  ap p ro p ria ten ess  to their se t­

tings (Miles & H uberm an , 1994). The a u th o rs  cite M axwell’s (1992) de­

scrip tion  of different types of u n d e rs tan d in g  th a t m ay em erge from a  

qualitative re sea rch  w hich apply to th is  study: (a) descrip tive—w hat 

h appened  in  specific s itua tions, (b) in terpretive—w h at it m ea n t to the 

people involved, an d  (c) theoretical—concep ts an d  th e ir re la tionsh ips 

th a t  c an  be u se d  to explain actions a n d  m eanings.

In te rn a l validity is vital to s tu d ies  th a t  seek exp lanatory  outcom es. 

T riangulation  is one com m on m ethod  u se d  to achieve in te rn a l validity. 

T riangulation  is a  p rocess by w hich the  research er g u a rd s against the 

accu sa tio n  th a t  the  s tu d y ’s findings a re  a  re su lt of one single m ethod, a
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single source, or a  single re sea rch e r’s b iases. One of th e  m ethods P atton  

(1990) gives th a t  con tribu tes to verification an d  validation  of qualitative 

analysis is d a ta  source triangulation . This m ethod  en ta ils  checking the 

consistency  of different d a ta  sources w ith in  the  sam e m ethod. The stu d y  

com pared th e  perspectives of people from  different po in ts  of view, and  

sough t to u n d e rs ta n d  w hen  an d  w hy there  are  differences, in  order to 

provide th ick  descrip tions”. Three different population  groups from  

each  case, or school d istric t, were interviewed: (a) school board  chair­

persons, (b) d istric t clerks, an d  (c) su p erin ten d en ts .

The credibility of the  re sea rch e r is a  factor th a t affects the  validity 

of a  qualitative study. P atton  (1990) adm on ishes th a t re sea rch e rs  shou ld  

“strive n e ith e r to overestim ate no r to un d erestim a te  th e ir effects b u t to 

take seriously  the ir responsibility  to describe an d  study  w h a t those ef­

fects a re” (p. 474). R esearchers m u s t be aw are of the  ex ten t to which 

the ir p red isposition  or b iases m ay affect d a ta  analysis a n d  in te rp re ta ­

tions.

Two key in fo rm ants w ith h isto ries a n d  knowledge of superin ten- 

den t tu rnover an d  the  issu es  beh ind  tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l  schools in 

M ontana w ere u se d  in  helping to increase  the  re sea rch e r’s professional 

knowledge a n d  judgm ent. These key in fo rm an ts a ss is ted  in  selection of 

the cases  to be stud ied , evaluated  interview  questions a n d  form at, an d
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provided feedback on th e  s tu d y ’s findings. The key in fo rm an ts were the 

executive d irector of th e  M ontana School B oards A ssociation and  the  ex­

ecutive d irector of the  School A dm inistra to rs of M ontana.

One concern  in  u sing  the  personal interview  a s  a  d a ta  collection 

tool is w h a t Kerlinger (1992) describes a s  the  effect of lifting responden ts 

ou t of th e ir own social contexts, w hich could m ake th e  re su lts  of the d a ta  

invalid (p. 387). The event of the  interview  is explained a s  a  “special oc­

currence  in  the  ord inary  life of the  re sp o n d en t”. In  th is  event the re­

sponden t m ay give answ ers th a t  m ay n o t be rea l b u t ones th a t  m ay be 

w ished for. The type of in te rac tions betw een the  re sea rch e r and  the  re­

sponden t du ring  the  interview  m ay also be of a n  “u n n a tu ra l  m an n er”, 

causing  an o th e r th rea t. To control for these  concerns, Kerlinger claim s 

the  re sea rch e r needs to have a  skilled m an n e r in  the  m ethods of p h ras­

ing an d  ask ing  questions.

The s tudy  a ttem p ted  to m anage th is  concern  by including  field 

te s ts  of the  interview  prior to d a ta  collection w ith indiv iduals in  sim ilar 

roles of those  partic ipa ting  in  the  study. Furtherm ore , u s in g  the per­

sonal interview  in  th is  s tu d y  would n o t be a n  u n u su a l  event, given the 

resea rch e r s educa tional background , qualifications, a n d  experiences.

A dditional effects to in te rn a l validity could have occurred  in th is 

study. A s tudy  su ch  a s  th is  th a t relies heavily on qualitative d a ta  is vul-
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nerab le  to the  influence of h isto rical events in  the  school d istrict. Exam ­

ples of th is  concern  are  ex traneous events th a t could occu r a t the sam e 

tim e or before conducting  the  interview s, w hich could affect the  d a ta  

gathered . Timing of the  interview  w as vital. However, no ex traneous 

events th a t could have affected the  d a ta  ga thered  were found.

R elated to h isto rical concerns is th a t  of p a rtic ip an t m atu ra tion  an d  

its  effect on in te rn a l validity. M aturation  is w hen the  pa rtic ip an t grows 

w iser an d  m ore m a tu re  over time. The s tudy  could have been  suscepti­

ble to th is  th re a t w hen  a ttem pting  to determ ine p a rtic ip a n ts ’ perceptions 

of rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t turnover. These percep tions were gathered  

after the  occurrence of su p e rin ten d en t turnover. It is possib le  th a t since 

the  event h a s  tran sp ired  an d  a  new  su p e rin ten d en t w as installed , per­

ceptions could have e ither been  forgotten on one extrem e or exaggerated 

on the  o ther. However, these- life experiences could ad d  to the  streng th  of 

the  stu d y  s findings. The study  ga thered  m ultiple perspectives from 

m ultiple cases to m anage th is  concern.

Lastly, concerns of in s tru m en ta tio n  an d  its  effects on  in ternal va­

lidity were m inim ized due  to one p erson  conducting  the  en tire  research .

A series of field te s ts  were also adm inistered .
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In fo rm ants

Case study  re sea rch  revolves a ro u n d  the  in -d ep th  s tu d y  of a  single 

event or series of linked cases over a  defined period of tim e. The re­

searcher tries to locate the  “story” of a  certa in  a sp ec t of social behavior in 

a  pa rticu la r se tting  an d  the  factors th a t  influence th e  s itua tion  

(Hitchcock & H ughes, 1995). In fo rm an ts’ “story” iso lates them es, topics 

an d  key variables.

M ultiple case  stu d y  re sea rch  th a t  focused on percep tions of pa r­

ticu lar individuals an d  groups w as u se d  in  th is  study. The study  u sed  a  

sam ple of five school d istric ts  th a t  m ade u p  the  five cases  studied. A 

com bination of two types of sam pling m ethods w as u se d  in  selecting the  

five school d istric ts: (a) in tensity  sam pling w hich involved inform ation- 

rich  cases th a t m anifested  the  phenom enon  of study  in tensely , b u t no t 

extrem ely, an d  (b) criterion  sam pling w hich consisted  of a  review of all of 

the  cases w hich m et a  se t of p redeterm ined  criteria  (Patton, 1990).

C riteria U sed in  In fo rm ant Selection

C riteria  u se d  in  selection were: (a) The d istric t m u s t  have had  a  

d istric t popu lation  of less th a n  1,000 in  the  m ost recen t c en su s  of 1990;

(b) The d istric t m u s t have h ad  a n  econom ic base  th a t  w as prim arily ag­

ricu ltu ra l, (c) C ases w ere chosen  for th e ir p a tte rn s  of excessive superin-
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ten d en t tu rnover judged  from 1977 to 1997. Excessive tu rnover w as de­

fined a s  having  bo th  a  lower ten u re  ra te  th a n  the  s ta te  average of 5.1 

years a n d  a  lower ten u re  ra te  for th e  C lass III popu lation  of 4 years 

(Carson, 1998). After d istric ts m et th ese  th ree  criteria, th e  key infor­

m an ts  recom m ended  five of the  school d istric ts  th a t w ould be su itab le  for 

case study.

D escription of Inform ants

M ultiple case study  re sea rch  w as conducted  in  sm all ru ra l K-12 

public school d istric ts  in  M ontana. T hese were chosen  after they m et a  

se t of p rede term ined  criteria. In  each  d istric t school board  chairpersons, 

d istric t clerks, an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere interviewed. Individuals who 

• cu rren tly  held  these  positions were interview ed along w ith  individuals 

who previously held  these  positions. From  each  d istric t a  m in im u m  of 

two school board  chairpersons, two d istric t clerks, a n d  two p a s t super­

in ten d en ts  w ere p lanned  to be interviewed. In  all, seven teen  superin ten­

den ts, fourteen  school board  chairpersons, an d  seven d is tric t clerks were 

interviewed.

Schools in  sm all ru ra l d istric ts are  governed by a  school board 

com posed generally of five m em bers, w hich h ires one su p e rin ten d en t an d  

one d istric t clerk. In  m any  d istric ts  th is  clerk  is em ployed also as the 

school secretary . The d istric t clerk is n o t u n d e r the  supervision  of the
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sup erin ten d en t, b u t accountab le  only to the  school board. The school 

board  appo in ts  one of its  m em bers a s  chairperson  a t  a n  organizational 

m eeting held  in  the  spring. This pe rson  serves a s  cha ir u n til the  nex t or­

ganizational m eeting th e  following spring.

School d istric ts  th a t  fit the  popu lation  descrip tion, b u t located on 

a n  A m erican Ind ian  reservation  or w ith  a  s tu d e n t popu lation  of 40% or 

m ore A m erican Ind ian  enrollm ent w ere n o t included in  th e  study. These 

schools a re  faced w ith a  different se t of conditions th a t  th is  study  does 

n o t add ress .

Locations of the  S tudy

All school d istric ts, or cases, s tud ied  were in  ru ra l  M ontana. These 

school d istric ts  h ad  a  to ta l d istric t popu lation  of less th a n  1,000. The 

econom ical base  of the  selected d istric ts  were ag ricu ltu ral. Care was 

tak en  to select d istric ts  th a t were n o t in  proxim ity to each  other, b u t oc­

cupied different q u a d ra n ts  of the  sta te . C hap ter 3 inc ludes descrip tions 

of the  locations of the  selected school d istric ts  u se d  in  the  study.

Sources of Evidence

Q ualitative d a ta  w as gathered  u s in g  m ultiple case  s tud ies  of five 

selected K -12 sm all ru ra l  school d istric ts  in  M ontana. School d istricts, 

or cases, were selected u sing  a  se t of p redeterm ined  criteria. D ata w as
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obtained  u sin g  a  personal, face to face interview  w ith in fo rm ants a t  the  

school site. In form ants included  school board  chairpersons, school d is­

tric t clerks, a n d  c u rre n t an d  p a s t su p e rin ten d en ts  from  each  district. It 

w as an tic ipa ted  th a t  a  m axim um  n u m b er of n ine  p a rtic ip an ts  from each  

d istric t were to be interviewed. High school s tu d e n ts  a t  th e  five sites 

volunteered  to give a  w ritten  descrip tion  of the ir schools a n d  com m uni­

ties. A prelim inary  review of the  qualitative d a ta  w as evaluated  by the 

key in form ants.

Procedure

State-w ide averages of leng th  of su p e rin ten d en t ten u re , turnover, 

m obility p a tte rn s  in  M ontana from  1977 to 1997 w ere discovered in  

a  pilot study  conducted  in  p repara tion  for th is  re sea rch  (Carson, 1998). 

P art of these  findings were u se d  to determ ine criteria  for case  selection. 

C riteria u se d  in  selection were: (a) The d istric t m u st have h a d  a  d istric t 

population  of less th a n  1,000 in  the  m ost recen t c en su s  of 1990; (b)- The 

d istric t m u s t have h a d  a n  econom ic base  th a t  w as prim arily  agricultural;

(c) C ases were chosen  for the ir p a tte rn s  of excessive su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover judged  from  1977 to 1997. Excessive tu rnover w as defined as 

having bo th  a  lower ten u re  ra te  th a n  the  s ta te  average of 5 .1 years an d  a  

lower ten u re  ra te  for the  C lass III popu lation  of 4 years (Carson, 1998);
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(d) Finally, after d istric ts  m et the  previously m entioned  criteria, the key

in fo rm an ts gave advice a s  to w hich five d istric ts w ould be su itab le  for 

case study.

The lis t of d istric ts  th a t  m et the  first th ree  criteria  were given to the  

key inform ants. W hen com piling th is  list, care w as given to selecting 

d istric ts  th a t  did no t occupy the  sam e geographical location  or were no t 

in  close proxim ity to each  other. The key in form ants w ere asked  to m ake 

professional ju d g m en ts  based  on the  inform ation an d  th e ir knowledge 

regarding  w hich d istric ts  shou ld  be included  in  the  study.

Key in fo rm ants were asked  to evaluate  interview  questions and . 

form at. Revisions were m ade. Following tins, the  interview  protocols 

were piloted w ith individuals in  sim ilar ro les of the  in fo rm ants. Final re­

visions w ere th e n  m ade to the  interview  protocols.

Indiv iduals from school d istric ts  chosen  a s  case  s tu d y  sites were 

m ailed a  le tte r describ ing  the  upcom ing study. Following th is  letter, 

study  p a rtic ip an ts  were con tacted  twice by phone, once to answ er any 

questions an d  to a sk  for the ir partic ipa tion  in  the  study , a n d  once to 

schedule  a n  interview. D ata  collection w as scheduled  for the  spring of 

1998, a n d  took place a t  school sites w ith  p artic ip an ts  in  th e ir n a tu ra l 

settings. One interview  w as p lanned  w ith  each  inform ant. Upon receiv- 

ing signed perm ission  from  the  partic ipan t, the  interview  w as tape re-
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corded. The lis t of re sea rch  questions w as tak en  to th e  interview  to act 

a s  a  reference for questions an d  d iscussions. Field n o tes  were taken  

during  the  interview. Following th e  interview  the re sea rch e r com pleted a  

Contact Sum m ary Form. This form ac ted  a s  a  d a ta  red u c tio n  technique 

while cap tu rin g  though tfu l im pressions an d  reflections a b o u t the  in te r­

view (Miles & H uberm an, 1994). The guide consisted  of four basic ques­

tions: (a) m ain  issu e s  or them es th a t  em erged from th e  interview; (b) a  

sum m ary  of the  inform ation ga thered  on  each  of the  ta rge t questions 

asked. (This section h a d  the  m ajor questions, room  for inform ation 

gathered , a n d  a n  a re a  th a t ind icated  th e  them e of the  answ er); (c) any  

o ther in form ation  th a t em erged a s  sa lien t, in teresting , illum inating  or 

im portan t in  the  interview; an d  (d) new  or rem aining  questions to con­

sider in  the  nex t interview.

High school s tu d e n ts  a t  the  five sites volunteered  to provide writ­

ten  descrip tions of th e ir schools an d  com m unities. T hese were used  to 

describe school d istric ts  in  C hap ter 3.

In s tru m en ta tio n

Since a  m ultip le case study  ap p ro ach  w as used , standard iza tion  of 

in s tru m e n ts  w as needed  so th a t findings could be com pared  in  analysis. 

An interview  protocol w as developed th a t  answ ered  the  m ajor research
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questions. This interview  w as ad ap ted  for u se  w ith school board  chair­

persons, d istric t clerks, an d  c u rre n t an d  p a s t su p e rin ten d en ts . The in­

terview u se d  a  sem i-s tru c tu red  form at, w hich utilized a  standard ized  

open-ended  approach . P arts  of the  interview  were s tru c tu re d  so cases 

could be com pared.

A nother rea so n  for u sing  a  standard ized  open-ended  approach  w as 

to m inim ize interview er effects by ask ing  the  sam e q uestion  of each par­

tic ipant. However, th is  form at could have reduced  the  ex ten t to w hich 

individual differences a n d  c ircum stances could be tak e n  in to  accoun t by 

no t perm itting  the  re sea rch e r to p u rsu e  topics th a t cam e u p  in  an  in ter­

view, w hich were u n an tic ip a ted  for w hen  th e  interview  w as w ritten

(Patton, 1990). Therefore, la ter in  the  interview  the  fo rm at changed to a n  

interview  protocol app roach  w here probing, or follow u p , questions were 

asked. This type of interview  form at allowed for exploring certa in  sub ­

jec ts  in  g rea ter detail.

Initially, key in fo rm ants evaluated  th e  interview  questions and 

form at. They were questioned  a s  to the  validity of the  questions, the in­

s tru m en t s ease  of u se , a s  well a s  the  q u estio n s’ abilities to answ er the  

m ajor re sea rch  questions posed in  the  study . The interview  w as tested  

by piloting it w ith  indiv iduals in  sim ilar ro les to the  s tudy  partic ipan ts. 

Those piloting the  interview  were asked  to evaluate any  u n c lea r wording
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an d  checked for unrecognized b iases in  the  questions. From  their inpu t, 

final revisions were th e n  m ade to the  interview  protocols.

P rocedures for Collecting and Analyzing D ata

P ertinen t p a rts  of the  interview s were tran scrib ed  by th e  re­

searcher soon after d a ta  collection. Prior to collecting a n d  analyzing the  

data , codes were se t u p  a s  a  sta rting  lis t u sin g  the  concep tua l fram ework 

an d  re sea rch  questions. This p rocedure  is term ed  c o n ten t analysis. 

Codes a re  u se d  in  analysis to d issec t interview  tran scrip tio n s  and  field 

no tes in to  m eaningful p a rts  while still keeping the  re la tio n s betw een the  

p a rts  in tac t. Codes a re  labels u se d  to assign  m eaning  to inform ation. 

These enable th e  re sea rch e r to retrieve an d  organize da ta . The re­

searcher can  quickly find an d  c lu s te r inform ation th a t  re la te s  to a  pa r­

ticu lar re sea rch  question , hypothesis, or them e. A com puter program  

designed for th ese  p u rp o ses w as u se d  to m anage  in form ation  and  a ss is t 

in  coding, retrieving an d  clustering  da ta . Perceptions of school board 

chairpersons, d istric t clerks, an d  p a s t an d  c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en ts  from 

each case  were analyzed using  id iosyncratic analysis. T his type of analy­

sis consisted  of analyzing p a tte rn s  w ith in  each  case am ong the  groups of 

inform ants. Secondly, cross-case  analysis w as u se d  betw een  and  am ong 

percep tions of these  cases u sin g  nom othetic  analysis. Nom othetic anaJy-
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sis involved looking for p a tte rn s  com m on to the  cases stud ied . These

analyses a re  included  in  C hap ter 3 of the  study  along w ith  descrip tions

of the  school d istric ts, or cases, a n d  in form ants.

C onducting a  cross case  analysis is one way of enhancing  “gener-

alizability” (Glaser & S trau ss , 1967; M erriam , 1988; Miles & H uberm an,

1984; Yin, 1994). C ross case  analysis seeks to build  p a tte rn s  across

cases. The s tren g th  of th e  case stu d y  app roach  is th a t  it offers,

a  m ean s of investigating com plex social u n its  co n sis t­
ing of m ultip le variables of po ten tia l im portance in  u n ­
ders tand ing  the  phenom enon. It offers in sigh ts an d  
illum inates m ean ings th a t expand  its  rea d e rs’ experi­
ences. These in sigh ts can  be co n stru ed  a s  ten tative  
hypo theses th a t  help  s tru c tu re  fu rth er research ; 
hence, case stu d y  plays a n  im p o rtan t role in  advanc­
ing a  field’s knowledge base  (Merriam, 1988, p. 32).

W hat case  stu d y  qualitative m ethodology does n o t do is “gen­

eralize” in  the  quan tita tive  re sea rch  derived m eaning of th e  word. As 

M erriam  s ta te s , “One selects a  case  stu d y  approach  b ecau se  one w ishes 

to u n d e rs ta n d  the  p a rticu la r in  dep th , n o t because  one w an ts  to know 

w hat is generally tru e  of m any” (p. 173). In stead  of referring  to “gen­

eralizations”, M erriam  cites w hat C ronbach  (1975) defines a s  “working 

hypo theses”. He explains th a t, “w hen  we give w eight to local conditions, 

any  generalization is a  w orking hypo thesis , no t a  conclusion”. S take’s 

(1978) no tion  of “n a tu ra h s tic  generalization” is w hen people look for p a t­

te rn s  th a t  explain the ir experiences.
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Q ualitative re sea rch e rs  have draw n from linguists, philosophers, 

an d  a u th o rs  on social cognition a n d  th e ir u se  of the  term  “in te rsu b ­

jectivity” to explain w hat generalizability m eans in  a  qualitative study. 

The basic  question  asks, How can  h u m a n s  create  a  com m on u n der­

stand ing  so th a t  they  can  ta lk  a b o u t the  sam e th ing?” “Intersubjectivity" 

is ab o u t u n d e rs tan d in g  the  existence of sim ilar s ta te s  in  o thers and  en­

gaging w ith  them  in  w ays th a t a re  inform ed by th a t  u n d ers tand ing .

T hus, findings from  qualitative re sea rch  can  be explained a s  “reader or 

u se r  generalizable”, or a s  M erriam  (1988) illu stra tes, leaving the  ex ten t to 

w hich th e  s tu d y ’s findings apply to o th er situa tions u p  to the  people in  

those s itua tions. R eaders of the  stu d y  a sk  them selves, “W hat is it in  th is  

s tudy  th a t  app lies to m y situa tion  or s itu a tio n s w hich I have experi­

enced, a n d  w hat does no t?” This is , a s  M erriam  explains, specifically 

re la ted  to w h a t the  read er hopes to lea rn  from  read ing  th e  case  study. In  

th is  m an n er, generalizations can  be ta k e n  a s  intersubjective.

In te rp re ta tio n  of the  analyses follows in  th is  report. According to 

P atton  (1990) in te rp re ta tio n  m eans, “a ttach in g  significance to w hat w as 

found, offering exp lanations, draw ing conclusions, ex trapolating  lessons, 

m aking inferences, building linkages, a ttach in g  m eanings, im posing or­

der, an d  dealing w ith  rival explanations, disconfirm ing cases, and  d a ta  

irregu larities a s  p a r t  of testing  the  viability of a n  in te rp re ta tio n ,” (p. 423.)

88



89

The em phasis  here, P atton  explains, is on  illum inating  u n d e rs tan d in g  

and  extrapolation, in stead  of on cau sa l de term ination , prediction, and  

generalization. At th is  po in t it w as n ecessa ry  to check the  in te rp re ta ­

tions m ade from  the  d a ta  by validity checks, triangu la tion , re ­

interviewing if necessary , an d  re-analysis. Key in fo rm an ts were asked  to 

com m ent on th e  findings a s  they em erged.

C hap ter 4 includes a  d iscussion  of th e  s tu d y ’s findings in  reference 

to concepts from  the  review of lite ra tu re , th e  theoretical construct, and  

resea rch  questions. Im plications an d  recom m endations for fu rther re­

search  conclude C hap ter 4.

L im itations

The in te n t of th is  study  w as to provide rich  descrip tions abou t 

conditions su rro u n d in g  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l K-12 

schools in  M ontana. These descrip tions were found by u s in g  a  case 

study  m ethodology conducted  in  five selected school d is tric ts  th a t have 

show n a  h isto rical p a tte rn  of su p e rin ten d en t turnover. L im itations of the  

study  were:

I. The study  w as lim ited to investigating su p e rin te n d en t turnover 

w hich occurred  from  1977-1997 in  five selected sm all ru ra l  K-12 school 

d istric ts in  th e  s ta te  of M ontana.
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2. The personal interview  w as the  sole type of d a ta  collection tool 

in  th is  study.

3. T hree g roups of individuals were interview ed a t  each  school 

d istrict, or case  studied: school board  chairpersons, d is tric t clerks, an d  

p a s t an d  c u rre n t su perin tenden ts .

4. Schools on Native A m erican Ind ian  R eservations or w ith m ore 

th a n  40% Native A m erican Ind ian  enro llm ents were n o t included  in  th is  

study.

5. The re su lts  of th is  study  are  n o t to be generalized to other 

schools in  th e  s ta te  of M ontana, no r a re  they  m ean t to be globally gener­

alized. The findings of th is  study  are  site  specific. F indings of qualitative 

stud ies have “in ter-sub jective” m ean ings to the  reader. By definition, 

in te r subjectivity h a s  to do w ith u n d e rs tan d in g  the  existence of sim ilar 

s ta te s  in  o th ers  an d  engaging w ith them  in  w ays th a t a re  inform ed by 

th a t u n d e rs tan d in g  (Wagner, 1970). In  th is  m anner, findings of a  quali­

tative s tudy  can  be term ed  a s  read er or u se r  generalizable.
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CHAPTER THREE 

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

In troduction

C hap ter Three is  organized in to  four p arts . P a rt one an d  two con­

sis t of a n  id iosyncratic analysis of th e  da ta . Idiosyncratic analysis en ­

com passes analyzing p a tte rn s  w ith in  each  case, or school d istric t site, 

an d  w ith in  each  group of inform ants. Perceptions of p a s t  a n d  cu rren t 

su p e rin ten d en ts , d istric t clerks, an d  school board  ch a irp erso n s from 

each  case, or school d istric t site, a re  analyzed in  p a r t  one. In  p a rt two 

percep tions w ith in  each  of th e  th ree  g roups of in fo rm ants, school board  

chairpersons, d istric t clerks, an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  a re  analyzed.

The th ird  a n d  fou rth  p a rts  of C hap ter Three co n sis t of nom othetic 

analysis. Nom othetic analysis involves seeking p a tte rn s  com m on across 

the  five cases  an d  th ree  g roups stud ied . P a rt th ree  is a  cross-case  analy ­

sis u se d  acro ss percep tions of the  five cases, or school d is tric t sites. P art 

four is analysis acro ss the  th ree  g roups of inform ants, or school board 

chairpersons, d istric t clerks, an d  su p erin ten d en ts .
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All rea l nam es of people a n d  p laces were om itted  a n d  replaced w ith 

aliases. N am es of all p laces an d  m o st in fo rm ants u se d  in  th is  research  

study  have been  borrow ed from n am es of fictional people an d  places from  

novels w ritten  in  the  late 1800s-early  1900s by the  E nglish  au tho r, Tho­

m as Hardy. D escribed in  b iographical inform ation from  D orset County, 

U nited Kingdom,

[Hardy’s] c h a rac te rs  were d raw n from  people, rea l a n d  re ­
m em bered, a n d  h is  se ttings were in  locations know n to him.
He changed  the  nam es, n o t to confuse, b u t to ind icate  th a t 
though  th e  p laces he  described in  m agnificent im agery were 
real, the  events were fiction. . . .A single landscape  can  be 
powerful or placid, brooding or. beau tifu l according to the 
seaso n  an d  prevailing w eather conditions. H ardy h a d  highly 
developed pow ers of observation  a n d  a  keen  sen se  of the 
d ram atic , so he  could conjure u p  in  w ords th e  m ood and  
se tting  for the  events in  h is  narra tive . (Dorset County,
U nited Kingdom, In te rn e t Site, 1998)

Site D escrip tions

Five sites, or school d istric ts, w ere studied. A liases u se d  in  th is 

rep o rt for th ese  sites are  C asterbridge, G laston, M arygreen, M elchester 

an d  Sherton . All a re  farm ing or ran ch in g  com m unities w ith  school d is­

tric t popu lations of 294, 320, 390, 522, an d  524 a s  s ta te d  in  the  la tes t 

c en su s  of 1990. Locations of the  d is tric ts  are: (a) so u th -w estern  Mon­

tan a , (b) so u th -e a s te rn  M ontana, (c) cen tra l M ontana, (d) no rth -cen tra l 

M ontana, a n d  (e) n o rth -ea s te rn  M ontana. AU sites a re  30 to 50 mUes 

away from a  larger M ontana com m unity.
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In fo rm an ts described  services, organizations a n d  recrea tional op­

po rtu n ities  in  the ir com m unities. The five sites were described  as: (a)

■ Site I- A grocery store, bar, post office a n d  two w holesale gas sta tions 

serve th e  com m unity . O rganizations include four ch u rch es , a  w om an’s 

group, V eteran ’s group, Lion’s Club, a n d  Flying Club. R ecreation op­

po rtun ities include h u n tin g  an d  fishing. High school sporting  events 

draw  a  big crowd; (b) Site 2. . A grocery store, garage, elevator, post office, 

an d  two b a rs  provide services to the  com m unity. The com m unity  h a s  a  

fire d ep artm en t an d  th ree  chu rches. R ecreational opportun ities include 

hun ting , boating, fishing, skiing, an d  o ther w inter spo rts , a n d  sporting 

events a t  th e  school; (c) Site 3. A hardw are  an d  grocery store , bar, cafe, 

an d  two garages provide services to th e  com m unity. T hree churches, a  

senior citizens center, a  com m unity  cen ter, an d  a  fire d ep artm en t also 

serve th e  com m unity. Recreation opportun ities were described  as h u n t­

ing, rodeo en te rta in m en t, an d  sporting  events an d  the  h igh  school; (d) 

Site 4. The com m unity  is served by a  m otel, grocery store , gas station, 

re s ta u ra n t, an tique  store, an d  spo rts  store. Three ch u rc h es  serve the 

com m unity. R ecreational opportun ities include h u n ting , fishing, an d  in  

the  w in ter snow-m obiling. A com m unity  sw im m ing pool is  also available 

for recreation . There is  a n  a n n u a l F o u rth  of Ju ly  celebration  in  th is 

com m unity; a n d  (e) Site 5. A bar, gas sta tion , au to  rep a ir sta tion , grain
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elevators, m ea t cu tting  service a n d  p o st office provide services to th is 

com m unity. There is  also a  teen  cen ter, senior citizen cen ter, a  4-H 

group, fire sta tion , a  m u seu m  ru n  by th e  H istorical Society, an d  three 

chu rches. The com m unity  h o sts  a  F o u rth  of Ju ly  celebra tion  annually . 

R ecreational opportun ities include b ird  a n d  deer h u n tin g , a n d  sporting 

events a t  th e  high  school.

Idiosyncratic Analyses:
W ithin E ach  Case

C asterbridge

94

D escription of th e  C om m unity

In fo rm ants described  C asterbridge a s  “close k n it”. As Claire, 

school d istric t clerk  a t  C asterbridge, described, “It’s very close knit. It’s 

actually  k ind  of like one big family o th er th a n  there  a re  certa in  circles of 

people th a t  a re  in  a  group. B u t p re tty  m u ch  everybody, if one th ing goes 

wrong, everybody is a  p a r t  of it. T here’s very few people who don’t do a  

lot in  th is  com m unity. Everybody gets along.” A high  school s tu d en t 

viewed th is  “big family” in  a  different way, “Here we have one big group 

w hich to a n  ou tsider is practically  one big happy  family—all b es t friends. 

O n closer inspection  you  lea rn  th a t  none  of these  people actually  like 

each  o ther. In  fact m ost of them  c a n ’t  s ta n d  each  o th er.”
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D escription of the  School

C asterbridge Public School h a s  a  typical en ro llm en t of 100 s tu ­

d en ts  in  g rades K indergarten  th rough  twelfth. Typically 30 to 40 of those 

s tu d e n ts  a re  h igh  school s tu d en ts . In  th e  1997-98 school year, the gen­

eral fund  budget for th e  school d istric t w as $662,466. S tu d e n t drop ou t 

ra te  is low to nearly  none . M ost g rad u a tes  go to college a n d  some s tu ­

d en ts  come back  hom e to help  the ir p a re n ts  farm  or ran c h . Racial m ake 

u p  of s tu d e n ts  is C aucasian . Three H u tterite  Colonies a re  situ a ted  in  or 

n e a r the  d istric t. In  th e  1997-98 school year 16 of th ese  s tu d e n ts  a t­

tended  C asterbridge school.

S taff included  four e lem entary  teachers, an d  five h igh  school 

teachers. There w as also a  K -12 m usic  a n d  a rt  teacher a n d  one special 

education  teacher. T hree in stru c tio n a l a ides a ss is ted  teachers . There 

w as one h ead  cu sto d ian  an d  two a ss is ta n ts , two cooks, a n d  five bus 

drivers. Office staff included  one secre tary  an d  the  d is tric t clerk. B ase 

salary  for beginning teach ers  w as $19 ,173  for the  1997-98 school year.

H ousing h a s  been  provided for th e  su p e rin ten d en t a n d  teachers. 

The average su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover ra te  in  C asterbridge from  1977- 

1997 w as 38%. S u p erin ten d en ts  sp e n t a n  average of 2 .33 years on the 

job. T eacher tu rnover w as described  a s  “h igh” in  C asterb ridge . As Zane, 

school board  chairperson , described,
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I h a te  to say th is  b u t ou r budget gets so tigh t th a t ou r three 
long-term  teach ers  a re  actually  h u rtin g  u s  now  because  we 
have to pay  them  so m uch . We like to have the  experience, 
b u t we hope for the  m ost p a r t  th a t  w hen we h ire  a  first year 
teach e r we get a  good one in. We d on ’t always. We did real 
good th is  year. We have th e  b est teachers w e’ve h a d  in a  
long tim e.

Otto, an o th e r school board  chairperson , confirm ed,

It’s no secre t in  th is  school or in  any  ru ra l school, th a t  th is 
is the  tra in ing  ground  for young  teachers. Over the  la s t any 
period of tim e you w an t to th in k  abou t, the  large m ajority  of 
ou r teach e rs  have been  first-year teachers. They come and  
spend  a  year or two or th ree  a n d  get some experience, and  
they  begin to look for the  nex t level w hich is u su a lly  a  bigger 
school.

In fo rm ants described  C asterbridge school a s  a  “good school”. The

stren g th  of th e  school m ost often spoken  of w as the  low ratio  of teachers

to s tu d en ts . As one high  school s tu d e n t wrote,

I get u p  n ine  m o n th s  ou t of the  year to go to school. I go to 
the  school every day an d  lea rn  new  things. Even th ough  it is 
a  sm all school, th is  m eans a  sm all s tu d e n t to teach e r ratio.
So there  are  less  s tu d e n ts  to a  teacher, so each  s tu d e n t can 
gain  b e tte r knowledge of the  subject, if she or he  h a s  tro u ­
ble, because  the  teacher h a s  m ore time to sp en d  helping 
each  individual s tu d en t.

C om m unity su p p o rt of the  school w as also m en tioned  often in the 

descrip tion  of the  school. In fo rm ants w ere p roud  of the  accom plish­

m en ts  th e ir g rad u a tes  m ade. The school h a s  worked on im proving tech ­

nology. Lastly, one of the  m ost com m on descrip to rs w as th a t  the  school 

is the  cen ter of the  com m unity. Zane illu stra ted , “The school is the h ub
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of the  com m unity  too. It basically ho lds th is  whole com m unity  together. 

W hen th e  school goes, so will the  com m unity  I th ink . I th in k  our goal is 

to hold on  u n til the  dying end .”

Inform ants

B oard  cha irpersons Z ane, Otto a n d  Raym ond agreed  to partic ipate  

in  the  study. All m ade the ir living from  agricu ltu re  a n d  h a d  lived in  the  

C asterbridge com m unity  all the ir lives. T heir ages w ere a n  average of 53 

years, rang ing  from  46 to 62. All h a d  som e college educa tion  w ith two of 

them  having two years of college education . They h a d  been  involved w ith 

hiring a n  average of four su p erin ten d en ts , ranging  from  th ree  to six.

They h a d  served on  th e  board  for a n  average of ten  years, ranging  from 

six an d  a  h a lf  to fifteen years. Two interview s were he ld  a t  th e  Caster- 

bridge school a n d  one a t  the  in fo rm an t’s hom e.

School d is tric t c lerks Claire a n d  Sylvia partic ipa ted  in  the  study. 

B oth h a d  lived in  the  C asterbridge com m unity  all th e ir lives. Both h ad  

one year of college. One w as a  clerk for 14 years an d  th e  o ther for two 

years. One clerk  h ad  been  involved in  h iring  seven su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  

the  o ther h a d  been  involved in  h iring  one su p erin ten d en t. B oth clerks 

s ta ted  th a t  they  “enjoyed” their job. O ne took the  job  b ecau se  she w as 

asked  to apply  by the  su p e rin ten d en t a n d  the  o ther took it because  it 

w as a  “good job”. One clerk w as 50 y ears  old an d  the  o th er w as 26 years



98

old. Interview s were held  a t  the  C asterbridge school a n d  a t  the  town 

w here the  previous clerk  resided.

S u p erin ten d en ts  Lawrence, H elen a n d  Keith agreed  to be infor­

m an ts. Two of these  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere from larger M ontana  com­

m unities, a n d  one w as ra ised  in  a  ru ra l  a rea . The average age of the  su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  w as 54 years old, rang ing  from  51 to 57 years. They h ad  

been  involved in  educa tion  for a n  average of 22 years, rang ing  from 14 to 

34 years. The average years they sp e n t in  th e  superin tendency  w as four 

years, rang ing  from  th ree  to six years. One in fo rm an t’s experiences in  

education  w as a s  a n  elem entary  teacher, e lem entary  p rincipal and  su ­

p erin ten d en t in  one school. One h a d  counseling  experience, h ad  been  a  

h igh school principal, an d  th en  su p e rin te n d en t experiences in  sm all to 

m edium  sized schools in  M ontana. A nother h ad  been  a  h igh  school 

te ach e r, a s s is ta n t h igh  school principal, a n d  th en  su p e rin ten d en t in  two 

large a n d  one sm all school d istric t in  M ontana. All h a d  previous experi­

ence a s  a  su p e rin te n d en t before tak ing  th e  job  a s  su p e rin ten d en t in 

C asterbridge. AU expressed  different rea so n s  why they  h a d  chosen  to 

becom e su p erin ten d en ts . Interview s w ere held  a t  the  hom es of two of the  

previous su p e rin ten d en ts , an d  one a t  th e  C asterbridge school.

A c h a rt of the  organizational h isto ry  of the  C asterbridge school 

d istric t from  1977 to 1997 is included in  Appendix C.



99

C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

How do career goals, career o rien tations, an d  expecta tions of ten­

u re  affect su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover?  S u p erin ten d en ts  interview ed from 

C asterbridge gave no p a tte rn s  of why they  .had chosen  th e  p a th  to the 

superin tendency . However, w hen  ask ed  if they  stayed a s  long a s  they 

expected in  C aster bridge, they  responded  yes. B oard ch a irp erso n s felt 

th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  m oved for career rea so n s  an d  they  w ere split a s  to 

w hether th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  stayed a s  long a s  they expected. Overall, 

all groups, su p e rin ten d en ts , board  chairpersons, an d  c lerks, though t the  

su p e rin ten d en ts  stayed  a s  long a s  they  expected them  to stay.

W hen questioned  a b o u t the  typical career p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts  

in  M ontana, in fo rm an ts m ost com m only responded  th a t  su p erin ten ­

d en ts  move from  sm all to big d istric ts, one reaso n  being th a t  bigger dis­

tric ts  can  offer a  h igher salary. Also found  w as the  belief th a t  the good 

su p e rin ten d en t will move on to a  bigger d istrict. B oard chairperson  

Raym ond explained, “You’ve got a  su p e rin ten d en t who is doing a  job an d  

doing it well, they  a re  looking to move u p  to a  different school in  a  differ­

e n t location, a  larger school.” B oard chairperson  Zane confirm s, “We 

know  th a t  they  a re  going to move on. They a re  no t going to stay  here. 

They a re  going to w an t to go to bigger school d istric ts. You know, you
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w ould hope th a t  they  w ould have th a t  drive in  them  th a t  they  w ant to 

succeed  an d  move on .”

S u p erin ten d en t Selection Processes

How do th e  selection processes, expectations of th e  ideal superin­

ten d en t an d  th e  ideal superin tendency  affect su p e rin te n d en t turnover? 

In describ ing  th e  selection p rocesses u se d  a t  C asterbridge all groups de­

scribed p rocesses u se d  by the  M ontana  School B oard’s A ssociation 

(MSBA). MSBA h a s  been  u se d  in  C asterbridge a s  c o n su lta n ts  in  super­

in ten d en t selection for som e years. In fo rm ants a t  C asterbridge depicted 

the  MSBA process a s  solicitation or rec ru itm en t of app lican ts, screening 

of app lican ts, an d  organization of com m unity /  staff involvem ent in  the  

interview  process. B oard cha irpersons explained th a t  they  did reference 

checks them selves on the  app lican ts. P artic ipan ts exp ressed  th a t they 

were happy  w ith  th e  successfu lness of th e  MSBA searches , an d  they 

w ould no t change any th ing  ab o u t th e  p rocess. B oard chairperson  Otto 

explained w hy he h a s  been  happy  w ith  th e  MSBA searches,

I t’s quite  expensive b u t we w ere trying to find the  b e s t can ­
didate  we could w ith th is  idea  of con tinu ity  in  m ind. They 
a re  in  th e  position to know  w h a t everybody’s doing in  the 
s ta te  a s  far a s  w ha t su p e rin ten d en t is m oving a n d  w h at’s 
available, w hich ones you probably  should  avoid a n d  those 
types of th ings. So w ha t it boils dow n to is we pa id  for their 
expertise.

D istrict clerk Claire described  the  benefits of u s in g  MSBA,
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We w ent th ro u g h  M ontana School B oards A ssociation. They 
h a d  a  w eekend w ith  a  po t luck, an d  we interview ed two can ­
didates. It w as supposed  to be two cand idates b u t  one d idn 't 
show. We figured he cam e to C asterbridge a n d  saw  it and  
th e n  drove off a s  fas t a s  he  could. And th en  th e  n ex t night 
we h a d  two m ore cand idates. We offered one of th e  guys the 
job  b u t he  w asn 't in te rested  in  com ing because  h is  wife did­
n 't  w an t to leave. T hen we s ta rted  over an d  we h a d  a  couple 
come u p  th e  nex t week. They [MSBA] called su p erin ten d en t 
Lawrence because  we were despera te . He w as re tired  and  
they  called h im  a n d  told him  to stop  fishing a n d  come u p  to 
C asterb ridge .

A lthough th e  com m unity  an d  staff were invited to a tte n d  the gath ­

erings a n d  th e  interview s, an d  even th o u g h  th e  can d id a tes  som etim es 

m entioned  m eeting the  staff an d  s tu d e n ts , the  board  alone m ade the  

h iring  decision.

G eneral public rela tion  skills w ere the  m ost com m on them es 

am ong all th ree  g roups in  describ ing th e  ideal su p e rin te n d en t to serve in  

C asterbridge . These included  being “a tten tive”, “diplom atic”, “outgoing”, 

“visible”, “com m unicating” an d  “inform ing” o thers. Also of im portance 

w as com m unity  involvem ent. B oard chairperson  Otto po rtrayed  the  im­

portance  of com m unity  involvem ent in  C asterbridge,

In  a  sm all com m unity  the  su p e rin ten d en t m u s t be willing to 
be p a r t  of the  com m unity. I th in k  th a t 's  very, very im por­
tan t. If you  get a  su p e rin ten d en t who is k ind  of aloof and  
they  don 't w an t to be p a rt of th e  com m unity  th e n  th a t  draw s 
a  line betw een th e  people's faith  or confidence in  th a t  indi­
v idual a n d  him . If you  get som ebody who really is p a r t  of the 
com m unity, an d  th is  com m unity  expects th a t, it m akes it 
m uch , m u ch  easier w hen there  are  concerns. It m akes it
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m uch , m u ch  easier w hen th e  school is ask ing  th e  com m u­
n ity  to do som ething  if you have th a t  k ind  of p e rso n  a s  a  s u ­
perin tenden t.

Ideally, it w ould be im p o rtan t if the  su p e rin ten d en t h a d  a  ru ra l 

backg round . It is im p o rtan t in  C aster bridge th a t th e  su p e rin ten d en t can  

re la te  to bo th  the  staff a n d  s tu d en ts , b u t still rem a in  boss. Ideal length  

of stay  a s  su p e rin ten d en t in  C asterbridge w as a n  average of six to seven 

years.

S u p erin ten d en ts  m ost often described  C asterbridge a s  the  ideal

place to be a  sup erin ten d en t. S u p erin ten d en t Lawrence described

C asterbridge a s  ideal in  th is  way,

Probably th is  is  the  best job  I have ever had . W hat m akes 
th e  com m unity  ideal is, w h a t hap p en ed  to m e w hen  I first 
cam e here  la s t A ugust, I h a d  never been here. And I cam e 
here  w here it's  fiat an d  I a sk ed  m yself w h a t w as I doing 
com ing here?  T here 's no t even a  tree  here. T hen I h a d  some 
th o u g h ts  abou t, m isconceptions abou t, why did I drive here? 
B u t w hen  I w alked into the  school a n d  saw  how  clean  it w as 
for a n  old school, the  floors w ere sh iny  the  w alls were no t 
dirty. I w alked in  an d  saw  five sm iling faces, th e  board 
m em bers an d  th e  clerk, actually  there were six. I said 
th e re 's  got to be som ething good a b o u t th is  place. The peo­
ple were very, very friendly. And a s  I w ent to th e  interview  I 
th o u g h t th ese  people, they have lived here  all th e ir lives. 
They all w ent to h igh  school here , th is  is th e ir hom e, they 
d o n 't dam age it, they  take  care of it. They p u t it together. 
They don 't have a  lot of m oney. B u t th ere 's  pride, pride, 
pride all over th is  place. Com ing h ere  w as k ind  of like com ­
ing to a  second hom e. I said  to myself, you know, these  peo­
ple w ould probably  ru n  a  p re tty  good school. This school 
m ean s everything to them . I sa id  I would sign a  con tract 
an d  see w h a t it w as like. I told them  th a t I w ould no t be 
com ing back  nex t year, look for som ebody else.
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S u p erin ten d en ts  also desired  a  “good” staff a s  being one of the 

m ost im p o rtan t th ings in  a n  ideal superin tendency . S u p erin ten d en t 

H elen illu stra ted ,

I w ould like to have a  staff th a t  sees the  big p ic tu re , th a t 
w ould look a t  th a t  school d istric t a n d  say, “S he 's th e  only 
ad m in is tra to r we have. We u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  sh e ’s n o t only 
o u r p rincipal an d  the  sup erin ten d en t, she 's  also th e  one th a t 
h a s  to m ake the  decisions on th e  boiler, on h o t lu n c h  and  
we'll take  th a t  in to  consideration . We w on't p u t  dem an d s on 
h e r.”

Role Percep tions an d  E xpectations

How do th e  expectations of roles, a n d  job  com petency skill a reas  

affect su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover?  In fo rm an ts were a sk ed  to explain why 

the  su p e rin te n d en t w as hired, or w hy th e  su p e rin ten d en t accep ted  the  

job. The m ost com m on response  w as th e  position could  n o t be filled. 

This occurred  w hen  four su p e rin ten d en ts  were hired.

The m o st com m on response  w ith in  su p e rin te n d en t responses w as 

th a t  they  w ere n o t looking for a  job  w hen  approached  a b o u t applying for 

the  position. In  fact each  su p e rin ten d en t interview ed explained  they h ad  

been  rec ru ited  to apply  for the  position, an d  they  were n o t looking for a  

superin tendency .

B oard ch a irp erso n s s ta ted  th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere h ired  be­

cause  of th e ir p rio r experiences in  the  job , an d  because  of th e  fact th a t
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the  cand idate  interview ed well. Also com m only m entioned  were 

“problem s” w ith the  pool of app lican ts to choose from. In  illustra ting  

problem s w ith the  pool of app lican ts, school board  ch a irp erso n  Zane ex­

plained, “One guy looked like he h a d  been  dead  for a  couple years. T hen 

an o th e r guy w as so pushy . If you interview  a  guy th a t 's  a lready  pushy  

w h at a re  they  going to be like after you  h ire  them ?” And board  chairper­

son  R aym ond voiced, “U nfortunately  a  lot of tim es I g uess you  got it 

down to two or th ree  cand ida tes a n d  they  d idn 't like any  of them  b u t th is  

w as the  b e s t one of th em .”

E xpectations of th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  u p o n  being h ired  were m ost 

com m only described  a s  previous su p e rin ten d en t effects. E xpectations of 

the  new  su p e rin te n d en t w ere to com pensate  for the  w eaknesses of the 

previous one. In  C asterbridge th is  included  being involved in  the  com­

m unity , com m unicate  effectively w ith  all groups, im prove the  discipline, 

improve teach er evaluations, u n ite  the  staff, an d  get along w ith people. 

O ther th a n  to com pensate  for previous su p e rin ten d en t w eaknesses, su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  m o st com m only explained th a t  there  w ere n o t se t expecta­

tions given to them , o ther th a n  to “ru n  th e  school sm oothly”.

All g roups agreed  th a t  the  board  w as in  c o n sen su s  a b o u t the su ­

p e rin ten d en t’s role a n d  job  com petency skill a reas  u p o n  being hired. 

However, a  long tim e clerk  said  th a t in  five of the  seven su p erin ten d en ts
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hired , the  board  w as n o t in  co n sen su s ab o u t w ha t su p e rin ten d en t to 

hire.

R easons for S u n erin ten d en t Turnover

In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give descrip tions of th e ir perceptions 

ab o u t w hy su p e rin ten d en ts  left C aster bridge, an d  w hy so m any  over the  

la s t 21 years. S u p erin ten d en ts  were a sk ed  ab o u t general rea so n s  for 

tu rnover in  sm all schools. B oard cha irpersons gave rea so n s  why they 

ra n  for th e  school board.

W hen ask ed  why a  specific su p e rin ten d en t left, th e  m o st com m on 

response  w as because  of som e k ind  of su p e rin ten d en t “problem ”. These 

com m only were because  the  su p e rin te n d en t did no t “like” ath letics, w as 

“build ing  re tirem en t” a n d  no t doing the  job, no t involved in  th e  com m u­

nity, h a d  poor discipline, em otional or pe rsonal problem s, “h a rd  to get 

along w ith  , s tre ss  of th e  job, or because  of the  su p e rin te n d en t’s unwill­

ingness to change.

Secondly, conflicts of som e n a tu re , u sua lly  w ith th e  board, caused  

su p e rin ten d en ts  to leave C aster bridge. S u p erin ten d en ts  m ost commonly 

referred  to problem s w ith  the  board  w hich  cau sed  th em  to seek  a  job 

elsew here. These included  b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ip  problem s 

m ost often cau sed  by a  change of board  m em bersh ip  or p roblem s w ith 

the  board  chairperson .
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In fo rm ants explained the  rea so n s  why there  h a s  been  a  h igh ra te  

of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover in  C asterbridge th roughou t th e  la s t 21 years. 

The m o st com m on response  w as b ecau se  of su p e rin ten d en t “career 

m oves”. This included  u sin g  su p e rin te n d en t experience a t  C asterbridge 

to move u p  to a  bigger school. In fo rm an ts m ost com m only referred to 

th is  a s  a  “stepping  stone” a n d  clarified th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  prefer to 

s ta r t  in  sm all schools. D istrict clerk Sylvia illu stra ted  w h a t she saw  over 

the  years,

Those types of su p e rin ten d en ts  were short-term . 
[Casterbridge] w ould be like a  stepp ing  stone for them  be­
cau se  it w as a  sm all com m unity. B ecause of its  isolation, 
th e  lack  of m oney, the  lack  of enrollm ent, [Casterbridge] 
w ould u su a lly  end  u p  with, ra th e r  w ith the  top cand idates, 
we w ould end  u p  w ith  som eone lower on the  pole. T h at pe r­
son  w as looking for a  place to s ta r t  an d  th e n  in  two years 
w anting  to move, so th a t  he  could  go to a  bigger school d is­
trict.

S u p erin ten d en ts  referred  also to “career m oves” a s  th e  num ber one 

reaso n  for the  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin te n d en t turnover in  C asterbridge.

B oard ch a irp erso n s explained th a t  “conflicts over tim e” accounted  

for the  m ost com m on rea so n s  for h igh  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in 

C asterbridge. B oard chairperson  O tto explained, “I g uess I would say 

th a t  m ore often th a n  no t the  reaso n  su p e rin ten d en ts  leave th is  d istric t is 

because  of som e so rt of difference of opinion w ith the  board  a n d /o r  the 

p a re n ts .” School board  chairperson  Z ane said, “B u t it seem s like in  a
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sm all school d istric t like th is  after two or th ree  years they  generally have 

a  r a n  in  w ith  som ebody in  the  public, or school board  m em ber. It's 

tough. You c an 't keep  everybody h appy  every tim e.”

The n ex t m ost com m on rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  

C asterbridge w as because  of th e  location of the  school d is tric t an d  its 

isolation. This response  w as no t given by su p erin ten d en ts , however. 

School p roblem s su c h  a s  low enro llm ent causing  less m oney in  the 

budget, p rob lem s w orking w ith som e long term  staff, a n d  superin ten ­

d en ts  leaving for “family rea so n s” w ere,also com m on rea so n s  given for 

tu rnover in  C asterbridge .

B oard m em bers described  rea so n s  for seeking a  position  on the  

school board . The m ost com m on rea so n s  were because  they  h ad  “kids in  

school”, they  felt “obligated” to ru n , an d  because  they w ere dissatisfied 

w ith  th e  c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en t an d  w an ted  a  new  superin tenden t.

Jo b  Satisfac tion . How do job  satisfiers an d  levels of satisfaction 

affect su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover?  In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give a  de­

scrip tion  of how  satisfied  o thers were w ith  the  su p e rin te n d en t and  how 

satisfied th e  su p e rin ten d en t w as w ith  th e  job he  or she  did. Superin ten­

d en ts  provided a  descrip tion  of the ir job  a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t. Inform ants 

also described  su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  processes.
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W hen questioned  a b o u t the  levels of sa tisfaction  o thers h a d  w ith the  su ­

p e rin ten d en t s job  perfo rm ance, the  m ost com m on reply  am ong all 

g roups w as th a t  th e  com m unity  s sa tisfac tion  w as split. They were e ither 

satisfied  or n o t satisfied  w ith the  su p e rin ten d en t over th e  years. Com­

m unity  divisions over su p e rin ten d en ts  affected levels of satisfaction.

S u p erin ten d en ts  however, s ta te d  th a t  o thers w ere generally 

“satisfied” w ith  the  job  they  did an d  com m only listed  th e ir accom plish­

m en ts  in  C asterb ridge . B oard cha irpersons often explained  th a t the  first 

year w as good a n d  people were satisfied  w ith  the  su p erin ten d en t, un til 

the  second y e a r. Along w ith  the  second y ear cam e d issa tisfac tion  w ith 

the  superin tenden t.

W hen all g roups were asked  a b o u t th e  levels of sa tisfac tion  the  su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  h a d  on  th e  job, the  m ost com m on resp o n se  w as the  su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  were satisfied  w ith th e  job  they  did.

In fo rm ants were ask ed  to give a  descrip tion  of the  su p erin ten d en t 

evaluation  p rocess u se d  a t  C asterbridge a n d  typical co n trac t lengths. 

E valuations w ere done two tim es a  year b u t  were described  a s  “inform al”, 

w ith som e in fo rm an ts s ta ting  th a t evaluations were n o t done a t all. A 

ra ting  scale w as u sed . O ne-year co n trac ts  were generally issued , w ith 

two-year co n trac ts  viewed negatively by board  chairpersons. Board 

chairs believed tw o-year con trac ts  lim ited the  am o u n t of flexibility the
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board  h ad  a n d  lim ited the  incentive for th e  su p e rin ten d en t to perform  

well.

D escription of R elations. In fo rm ants were ask ed  to give a  descrip­

tion of th e  school board. S u p erin ten d en ts  were asked  to give descrip­

tions of the  type of leader o th ers  perceived them  to be a n d  how  they 

com m unicated  w ith  the  school board. B oard m em bers gave descrip tions 

of th e ir role a n d  experiences. AU groups were asked  to give descrip tions 

of th e  b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ip s an d  su p e rin te n d e n t/ clerk re­

lationsh ips.

In  C asterbridge aU groups agreed  th a t  board tu rnover w as high, 

w ith board  m em bers serving a n  average of two term s. The chain  of 

com m and w as described  a s  generaUy n o t foUowed in  C asterb ridge .

C hain  of com m an d  refers to a  p rocedure  u se d  by a  com m unity  m em ber 

who h a d  a  com plain t ag a in st the  school. GeneraUy board  m em bers re­

ceived those  com plain ts in  C asterb ridge . D istrict C lerk Claire said,

They [com m unity m em bers] usuaU y ta lk  to th e  su p e rin ten ­
d en t first. T hat's  supposed  to be th e  chain  b u t a  lo t of them  
wiU ju s t  caU one of the  board  m em bers an d  teU them  how 
they  a re  feeling. They wiU caU board  m em bers b ecau se  they 
know  them  aU personaUy a n d  teU them  they  a re  having an  
issue . I h ear a b o u t them  once in  awhUe b u t I teU them  to go 
an d  ta lk  to [the] superin tenden t. Some of th a t s tu ff I don 't 
feel com fortable trying to give them  a n  answ er. I d o n 't feel I 
w an t to get involved in  it.
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D ecisions were d iscussed  a t  board  m eetings a n d  supported . The 

prim ary  m ean s th a t  th e  board  u sed  to sh a re  inform ation w as by the  tele­

phone. O ther w ays to share  in form ation  were done by board  m em bers 

face to face w ith  each  other. There w as a  dependence on  th e  superin ten­

d en t for sh arin g  of inform ation. In fo rm ants no ted  th a t  th e  board  w as 

“stab le” a n d  “w orked well together” for m any  years u n til recen tly  w hen 

there  have been  problem s am ong board  m em bers.

S u p erin ten d en ts  described  the  type of leader they  were. No com­

m on p a tte rn s  were found in  these  descrip tions. W hen a sk ed  abou t how 

they  com m unicated  w ith  the  school board , su p e rin ten d en ts  said  they did 

so th ro u g h  a  new sletter.

B oard  cha irpersons described  how  they  saw  th e ir role. These de­

scrip tions varied, however all agreed th a t  they  were on  th e  board  to serve 

the  in te re s ts  of the  s tu d en ts , a n d  th a t  th e  experience itse lf of being a  

board  m em ber w as positive.

In fo rm an ts provided a  descrip tion  of the  type of re la tionsh ip  th a t 

existed  betw een the  sup erin ten d en t, school board an d  clerk  during  the 

su p e rin te n d en t’s stay  in  C asterb ridge . The m ost com m on descrip tion  

w as sp lit betw een “good re la tions” betw een the  board a n d  su p erin ten d en t 

an d  re la tionsh ip  “p rob lem s” assoc ia ted  w ith  the  su p erin ten d en t. The 

second m o st com m on response  w as re la tionsh ip  problem s w ith  the  long-
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tim e clerk. S u p erin ten d en ts  believed re la tionsh ip  prob lem s were be­

cause  of the  board, while board  ch a irp erso n s th o u g h t th e  rela tionship  

problem s w ere on acco u n t of the  su p e rin te n d en t th e  m ajority  of the  tim e. 

The long-tim e clerk no ted  there  w ere good re la tionsh ips w ith  all b u t two 

su p e rin ten d en ts  of the  seven she w orked with.

Political C lim ate. How h a s  the  political clim ate of th e  com m unity 

affected su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover?  Overall, the  th ree  g roups described 

the  C asterbridge com m unity  a s  being “conservative” a n d  “close kn it”. 

Secondly, a  concern  a b o u t taxes existed  in  C asterb ridge . Inform ants 

said th a t  th e  com m unity’s involvem ent in  the  school a n d  su p p o rt for the  

school w ere “h igh”. The descrip to r “ou ts id er su p e rin te n d en t” w as u sed  

often by su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  board  chairpersons. B oard chairperson  

Otto illu s tra ted  w ha t it tak es  for a  su p e rin ten d en t n o t to be a n  ou tsider 

in  C asterbridge,

In  th is  com m unity  all it tak es  n o t to be a n  o u ts id er is the 
w illingness to partic ipate , to be involved. I'm  n o t saying you 
have to be involved in  everything, ju s t  the  little th ings, like 
ball gam es. I've alw ays been  of th e  opinion th a t  th e  su p er­
in ten d en t shou ld  be a t  m ost school functions to m ake sure 
th ings ru n s  sm oothly. B u t pa rticu larly  a t all gam es. As you 
know  it's  the  key function  du ring  the  w inter tim e. There's 
no th ing  else to do. From  th e  su p e rin te n d en ts’ view I know  
th a t  it's  h a rd  to come into a  com m unity, no t know ing any­
body. They've probably done it several tim es already. It 
m ight be th e  easiest th ing  to do ju s t  to sit back , to go to 
work, w ork your h o u rs  an d  th e n  s tay  hom e. B u t I th in k  it's 
vital.
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P a tte rn s  w ith in  board  chairperson  descrip tions of th e  political cli-  ̂

m ate  of C asterbridge focused on the  “h igh” involvem ent of th e  com m u­

n ity  in  th e  school a n d  how  im portan t it w as for the  su p e rin ten d en t to be 

“involved” in  th e  com m unity. W ithin su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts the 

m ost com m on p a tte rn  u se d  to describe the  C asterbridge com m unity  w as 

th e  percep tion  th a t  th e  com m unity  w as conservative a n d  very concerned 

ab o u t taxes. S u p e rin ten d en ts  also sa id  th a t  they  som etim es felt like 

“o u tsid ers”. S u p erin ten d en t Keith explained problem s w ith  being a n  

“o u tsider”,

Som etim es it's  h a rd  n o t to [move from  one superin tendency  
to another] because  you are  in  effect a n  outsider. You don 't 
know  all of the  daily operations of the  com m unity. You come 
in  a n d  you  k ind  of u p se t th ings a t  tim es. You have different 
recom m endations, different staffing [ideas], a  teacher or 
cu sto d ian  replaced. “Well th is  is a n  uncle  of so a n d  so and  
you  c a n 't do th a t .”

W ithin d istric t clerks, the  m ost com m on descrip tion  u se d  to de­

scribe th e  C asterbridge com m unity  w as “close k n it” a n d  “supportive” of 

the  school.

Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. In form ants w ere a sk ed  to de­

scribe th e ir percep tions of effects the  previous su p e rin ten d en t had  on the  

new  one h ired  an d  how  these  could have affected su p e rin te n d en t tu rn ­

over in  C asterb ridge . The m ost com m on response  am ong all groups w as
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the  c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en t h ad  to c lean  u p  the  “m esses” of the  previous 

su p erin ten d en t. T ransition  problem s were no ted  betw een th e  previous 

an d  new  su p e rin ten d en t som e of the  tim e. B oard ch a irp erso n  Raym ond 

explained th a t, “If som eone w as d isg run tled  som etim es they  p assed  on 

garbage for you  th a t  you have to overcome. S u p e rin ten d en ts  are— 

everyone of them  h a s  th e ir own p a rticu la r way they  w an t to do some­

thing. The first order of b u s in ess  is  change, it seem s like.” Clerk Sylvia 

elaborated,

In  various occasions w hen a  su p e rin ten d en t left th e  d istric t 
it w as on negative notes. There w as a  lot of tu rm oil in  the 
d istric t. W hen a  new  su p e rin ten d en t cam e they  h a d  to cor­
rec t th a t  or try  to heal th a t, or m ake it b e tte r before they 
could get on w ith  the  com m unity  accepting th em  for w hat 
they  were. So it w as a  lengthy p rocess u sua lly  for th a t  new  
su p erin ten d en t, trying to feel they  h ad  a  need  to correct 
w h a t th e  form er su p e rin ten d en t h a d  done or n o t done.

Effects on  the  School D istric t. W hen asked  to describe  the  effects 

of frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on  th e  school d is tric t of Caster- 

bridge, the  p rim ary  rea so n  given am ong all groups w as “con tinu ity” and  

the  “changes” the  new  su p e rin ten d en t w ould m ake. C lerk Sylvia de­

scribed how  she  perceived th a t  th is  lack  of continuity  affected the  staff,

It's  [continuity] som ething they  have needed b ecau se  w hen 
you  have su c h  a  large tu rnover everything changes. Every­
th ing  changes. If a  person  th a t  c an  m eet all the  criteria  for 
everyone in  th e  com m unity  stayed  th e n  you w ould have , ro u ­
tine. T hen you  w ould have com fortable feelings. B u t be­
cau se  of the  large tu rnover th a t  w as never estab lished . You
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alw ays h a d  som ebody else com ing in  an d  changing  every­
thing. Everyone w as alw ays like the  first year sitting  back 
a n d  w atching  an d  in  the  second year is w hen  everything 
w ould h it th e  fan  because  people d id n 't like th is  or d id n 't like 
th a t  or w an ted  th is  changed. No continuity .

B oard chairperson  Otto explained fu rth e r effects of su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover on  th e  school an d  the  b o ard ’s role,

T hen  you  have a  change of adm in is tra tion  an d  they  w an t to 
do som ething  different. So it's  very fru stra tin g  a n d  it really 
h in d ers  the  educational p rocess I th ink . O ur board  m ade a  
very concerted  effort I th in k  to try  a n d  rem edy th a t. B u t we 
were no t very successful. So m aybe it's  no t reality.

O ther issu e s  m entioned  were th e  tim e it tak es to a d ju s t to a  new

su p erin ten d en t, especially for th e  teach e rs  an d  o ther staff, a n d  how

changing su p e rin ten d en ts  h a s  cau sed  com m unity  divisions. Lastly it

tak es tim e for th e  com m unity  to heal after a  su p e rin te n d en t leaves, as

school board  cha irperson  Zane described,

I guess they  have ju s t  k ind  of learned  to expect it. It does 
affect the  com m unity  to the  po in t th a t  if one of them  leaves 
u n d e r  b ad  c ircum stances, a  board  m em ber or two d o n 't like 
them  an d  they 're trying to ru n  th em  out. It does seem  to stir 
the. com m unity  u p  a  little bit. I have seen  th a t  in  two or 
th ree  of th e  su p erin ten d en ts , two of them  a t  lea s t anyway. It 
c an  take  several years  to heal from  th a t  som etim es.

W ithin board  ch a irp erso n s’ descrip tions, one of th e  com m on p a t­

te rn s  found  w as th a t  frequen t su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover h a s  affected 

“con tinu ity”. Also com m on w as the  p a tte rn  of the  changes th e  new  su ­

p e rin ten d en t w ould m ake w hen newly h ired , an d  how  difficult these
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changes were on  th e  office staff. W ithin su p e rin ten d en t in form ants de­

scrip tions varied, b u t  a  com m on p a tte rn  of su p e rin ten d en t turnover 

causing  “no d irection” or “stability” for th e  school d istric t em erged. Dis­

tric t clerk  in fo rm an ts com m only spoke of the  changes th e  new  superin­

ten d e n t m ade an d  how  difficult it w as for th e  staff to a d ju s t to the  new  

su p erin ten d en t. D istrict clerk Claire described  h e r  experiences, “It's 

tough  to have the  change because  w hen  you  change su p e rin ten d en ts  it's  

ju s t  a  lot of—everybody h a s  a  different policy an d  th en  you  have to s ta r t 

all over w ith  th e  policy. It's  a  lot of w ork.”

G laston

D escription of C om m unity

In fo rm ants described  the  com m unity  of G laston a s  supportive of 

the  school. As a  h igh  school s tu d e n t w rote, “M ost of th e  com m unity 

com es a n d  su p p o rts  all th e  ex tra -cu rricu lar activities su c h  a s  sports 

gam es, concerts an d  m any  o ther activ ities.” S tu d en ts  a n d  inform ants 

spoke of how  the  com m unity  is sm all a n d  close knit. A h igh  school s tu ­

d en t saw  b o th  a  positive an d  negative side of this,

The cu ltu re  of the  [Glaston] com m unity  is eveiyone gets 
along. This is because  the  tow n is so sm all an d  a lm ost eve­
rybody sees everybody ab o u t everyday. W hen som ething 
goes w rong everybody figures they  have to be th e  first one to 
tell a b o u t it. Gossip is sp read  all th e  tim e an d  you  c an ’t  do 
any th ing  w ithou t everybody know ing ab o u t it.
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D escription of th e  School

Typically ab o u t 100 s tu d e n ts  m ake u p  g rades K indergarten  

th rough  12th in  G laston  Public School. In  the  1997-98 school year 28 of 

those s tu d e n ts  were in  h igh  school. The general fund  b u dge t for 1997- 

98 w as $694 ,700 . In fo rm ants repo rted  th a t  no s tu d e n ts  drop ou t of 

school, b u t  th a t  som e m ay tra n s fe r . The rac ia l m ak eu p  of the  s tu d en ts  

is C aucasian . In  1997-98, 25 s tu d e n ts  a tten d ed  the  G laston  Public 

School from  a  H u tterite  Colony in  the  d istric t. M ost of th e  g radua tes  of 

G laston school go on  to college. M any of th e  in fo rm an ts expressed  pride 

in  w h a t th e ir g rad u a tes  go on to accom plish . A high school s tu d e n t ex­

plained, I th in k  th e  s tu d e n ts  who leave. . .to en te r th e  rea l world are  

b e tte r p rep a red  for the  h a rd  w ork th a t  lies ah ead  an d  they  have a  good 

sense  of who they  a re  an d  w hat they ’re  w orth .” School board  chairper­

sons an d  d istric t c lerks were p roud  of th e  academ ic s tre n g th s  of G laston 

school. A h igh  school s tu d e n t confirm ed th is  by writing,

I have learned  so m u ch  going to school in  G laston. People 
th in k  th a t  the  k ids are  m uch  sm arte r in  the  larger schools.
Well! They are  wrong. I personally  have encoun tered  m any 
k id s from  larger schools an d  have asked  them  w h a t sort of 
th ings they  do in  school. T ru st m e ou rs  is m u ch  h ard er. In 
a  sm aller school a  teacher can  w ork h a n d s  on w ith  th e  s tu ­
d e n ts  w hich really  helps.

A nother h igh  school s tu d e n t added , “B ecause of th e  good exam ples 

of the  teach ers  an d  com m unity, we have very high goals. The w onderful
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education  the  teach ers  an d  p a re n ts  gives u s  give u s  th e  pow er to com­

plete these  goals.”

In  the  1997-98 school year G laston  school h a d  five elem entary  

teachers, seven h igh  school teachers, two m usic  teachers , a n d  a  part- 

tim e special educa tion  tea ch e r. A ssisting teach ers  w ere th ree  aides, two 

in  special education , an d  one in  Title I. T here were two custod ians, two 

cooks, a n d  four b u s  rou tes . Office staff included  one secre ta ry  and  dis­

tric t clerk. B ase salary  for teach e rs  w as $18,500. H ousing  h a s  been 

provided for th e  su p e rin ten d en t only.

The average su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover ra te  in  G laston  from  1977-97 

w as 33%. S u p erin ten d en ts  stayed  a n  average of 2.63 years. Teacher 

tu rnover w as described  a s  being “low”, w ith  four of th e  fifteen staff being 

new  in  th e  1997-98 school year. In fo rm ants explained th a t  the  school 

d istric t w an ts  to h ire  younger, first year teachers. D istric t clerk Elaine 

illu stra ted  th is  by saying, “. . .We have traditionally  h a d  a  really  young 

staff because  we prefer to h ire  k ids righ t o u t of college. Give them  a  step 

in  the  door, a n d  th e n  they  will move on. And their sa la ries  a re  really low, 

w hich he lps u s  o u t.”

Inform ants

Long tim e board  chairpersons Lucy a n d  Jerom e agreed  to be in ter­

viewed. B oth  m ade th e ir livelihood from  farm ing. O ne’s age w as 41 and
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the  o ther 50. One board  chairperson  h a d  lived in  the  G laston  commu- 

n ity  all h is  life, while the  o ther h a d  for 17 years. One w as involved in  

h iring  th ree  su p erin ten d en ts , an d  th e  o ther one four. Y ears spen t on the  

board  for one in fo rm ant h a d  been  n ine  years, an d  ten  y ears  for the  o ther. 

One board  cha irperson  h a d  a  bachelo r’s degree, while th e  o ther one h a d  

one year of college. One interview  w as held  a t  the  G laston  school and  

one w as held  a t  the  in fo rm ant’s hom e.

School d istric t c lerks B renda  a n d  E laine agreed to be p a r t  of the 

study. One h a d  lived in  th e  G laston  com m unity  all of h e r  life, while the  

o ther h a d  lived there  for 23 years. One clerk w as in  h e r  50s an d  the 

o ther in  th e  40 s. One clerk  held  a  bachelo r’s degree a n d  CPA. One w as 

a  clerk  for 15 years a n d  the  o ther for 6 years. One took th e  job  for 

“supp lem en ta l incom e” a n d  the  o ther m oved into the  c le rk ’s job  after 

being secre ta ry . One w as involved in  h iring  th ree  su p erin ten d en ts , an d  

th e  o ther six su p erin ten d en ts . B oth “enjoyed” the  job  a s  d istric t clerk. 

B oth interview s took place a t  the  hom es of the  inform ants.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  Ted, C arla an d  J a c k  were interview ed. Two of the  

su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere ra ised  in  ru ra l a reas , one ou t of sta te . The average 

age of su p e rin ten d en ts  interview ed from  G laston w as 51, rang ing  from 36 

to 60. They h ad  been  involved in  educa tion  for a n  average of 18 years, 

rang ing  from  16 to 23 years. One h ad  been  a  su p e rin te n d en t for I year,
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an o th e r for 3, an d  the  la s t for 22 years. Two of the  su p e rin ten d en t in­

form ants were new  to the  superin tendency  w hen h ired  in  G laston . Prior 

to being a  su p erin ten d en t, two h ad  been  elem entary  teach ers , one of 

w hich w as also a  h igh  school teacher. They h ad  bo th  ta k e n  jobs a s  ele­

m en tary  principals. The o ther h a d  been  a  h igh  school teach e r and  prin­

cipal. A salary  increase  w as the  p rim ary  reaso n  to becom e a  superin ten ­

d en t for these  inform ants. One interview  w as held  a t  th e  hom e of the  

su p erin ten d en t, an o th e r a t  th e  school w here the  su p e rin ten d en t w as 

employed, a n d  one w as held  a t  G laston  school.

A c h a rt of organizational h isto ry  a t  the  G laston school d istric t from 

1977 to 1997 can  be found in  A ppendix C.

C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

In fo rm ants were questioned  a b o u t career goals, caree r o rientations 

an d  expecta tions of ten u re  w ith the  goal of explaining su p erin ten d en t 

turnover. In  G laston, w hen  asked  w h eth er or no t su p e rin ten d en ts  

stayed  a s  long a s  in fo rm ants expected them  to, “no” w as th e  m ost com­

m on resp o n se  am ong all th ree  groups—board  chairpersons, clerks an d  

su p erin ten d en ts . AU groups expected su p e rin ten d en ts  to stay  longer. 

Board cha irperson  Lucy p u t it th is  way, “I guess w hen  you  h ire  them  I 

expect th em  to be here  for th ree  to four y ears  anyway. I reaUy do, so 

they haven 't necessarily  Uved u p  to th a t .”
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In fo rm ants explained w hat they  perceived a s  th e  typical career

p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana. Com m on p a tte rn s  am ong all

g roups w ere th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  s ta r t  in  sm all schools a n d  work their

way to bigger ones. S u p erin ten d en t J a c k  explains, “I th in k  w hen you 're

a  young m a n  you asp ire  to be in  a  bigger school th a n  w here you a re .”

A nother com m on them e in fo rm an ts referred  to w as th a t  there  w as

a  group of su p e rin ten d en ts  who a re  alw ays on the  move. S uperin tenden t

J a c k  spoke of feeling like a  “gypsy”. B oard chairperson  Lucy gave her

perception, Now I looked to these  la s t few people th a t we've hired, th a t

th e re 's  a  group of people th a t  a re  going from  d istric t to d istric t. These

a re n  t  the  cream  of th e  crop people. I th in k  th a t  is playing a  factor in

why ou r tu rnover is m ore th a n  it u se d  to be .” And d is tric t clerk Elaine

explained from  h e r po in t of view,

B u t th e  ones th a t  a re  leaving schools, I don 't m ean  to sound  
so b ad  bu t, it's  ju s t  like they  a re  a  b u n c h  of losers. They all 
have the ir own little label why they  a re  a  loser. B u t you see 
th is  w arn ing  sign, STAY AWAY. To m e it's  ju s t  like there 's 
th is  group of losers ou t there  th a t  a re  floating from one 
school to th e  next. The good ones, they  stay  w here they  are 
at.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  believed th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  seek  new  jobs be­

cause  of sa lary  in creases an d  th is  is accom plished by m oving from sm all 

schools to larger ones.
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D istrict c lerks an d  board cha irpersons spoke of how  good su p er­

in ten d en ts  w ould be expected to move on. As board  cha irperson  Jerom e 

explained,

E ither you  re  going to find a n  older person  who is looking for 
a  job  to fin ish  o u t their ten u re  a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t or you're 
going to have to go after a  young person  who w an ts  to be a  
su p e rin ten d en t who is eager to do the  job, know ing th a t 
they 're  n o t going to be in  the  d istric t m u ch  over four or five 
years  a t  the  m ost. B u t know ing th a t  they 'll do a  good job. If 
they 're  going to be a  good su p e rin ten d en t they 're  going to 
w an t to advance. The only way they  a re  going to advance is 
if they  do a  good job, an d  get good recom m endations, honest 
recom m endations. If the  person  doesn 't w an t to get better, 
they  are  n o t going to be a  good superin tenden t.

S u p erin ten d en t Selection Processes

How do th e  selection processes, expectations of th e  ideal superin ­

ten d en t a n d  th e  ideal superin tendency  affect su p e rin te n d en t turnover? 

Com m on to all g roups were th a t the  com m unity  an d  staff a tten d s  the  

interview s, interview  questions are  “s ta n d a rd ”, the  board  calls references, 

an d  the  c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en t is  involved in  the  p rocess. B oard chair­

p erso n s referred  to “having problem s” w ith  the  pool of app lican ts  avail­

able b u t w ere satisfied  overall w ith  th e  p rocess. In  chang ing  the  process, 

one board  cha irperson  no ted  th a t  they  w ould check for those  superin­

ten d en ts  who w ould be com m uting to th e ir fam ilies a n d  n o t moving to 

G laston, since th a t  h a s  cau sed  problem s in  the  past. One clerk  noted
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th a t there  have been  problem s in  th e  p a s t w ith the  c u rre n t superin ten ­

d en t being involved in  screening  app lican ts.

G eneral public re la tion  skills were th e  m ost com m on them es 

am ong all th ree  g roups in  describ ing the  ideal su p e rin te n d en t to serve in  

G laston. T hese descrip tions included  “know  p a re n ts”, “personab le”, 

“approachab le”, an d  “visible”.

B oard ch a irp erso n s p referred  to h ire  new  su p e rin ten d en ts  since it 

w as th e ir believe th a t  the  first tim e su p e rin ten d en t w ould perform  better. 

S u p erin ten d en ts  w an ted  a  superin tendency  w here the  board  w as open 

an d  willing to d iscu ss  issu es. D istrict c le rk s’ ideal su p e rin ten d en t would 

be one who w ould help  the  clerk a n d  know  the  b u s in ess  world, and  who 

w ould lis ten  to all sides an d  be “visible”.

Among all groups, the  ideal leng th  of stay  for a  su p e rin ten d en t 

would be a n  average of four to six years, w ith  d istric t c lerks explaining 

th a t it w ould depend  on the  quality  of th e  superin tenden t.

Role Perceptions an d  E xpectations

E xpectations of roles an d  job  com petency skill a re a s  an d  their ef­

fects on  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w as investigated. T here were no com­

m on p a tte rn s  am ong school board  chairpersons, d istric t clerks, or su ­

p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts a b o u t why p a rticu la r su p e rin ten d en ts  were 

h ired  or took the  su p e rin ten d en t job  in  G laston. However, w ith in  each
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group p a tte rn s  did em erge. B oard cha irpersons com m only referred to a  

“problem ” w ith  the  pool of app lican ts for th e  su p e rin te n d en t vacancy a t  

G laston . They referred  to these  p roblem s a s  “inexperienced app lican ts”, 

“few ap p lican ts”, or a  “poor quality  of ap p lican ts”. G laston  board  chair­

p e rso n s also referred  to desiring to h ire  su p e rin ten d en ts  th a t  were new, 

first-year su p e rin ten d en ts . B oard cha irperson  Lucy described ,

I th in k  after J a c k  we were really looking h a rd  a t  th e  first 
tim ers again. Overall we've h a d  b e tte r luck  w ith  th e  first­
tim e ou ters. W ith M ark a n d  G lenn, they  were b o th  teachers 
before a n d  principals before th a t  finally got th e ir paperw ork 
together to be adm in istra to rs. They were bo th  doing a  real 
good job. And th a t 's  w here we'd like to look I th ink .

The board  chairpersons described  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere hired be­

cause  they  were th e  “b e s t cand idate” am ong w h at they  h a d  to choose 

from, they  h a d  good references”, a n d  a t  tim es it w as b ecau se  of their 

previous experiences a s  su p erin ten d en ts .

D istrict c lerks explained the  m ost com m on rea so n  a  superin ten ­

den t w as h ired  w as because  he h ad  been  know n in  th e  d istric t, e ither he  

h ad  previous experience in  the  school, knew  com m unity  m em bers, or 

w as ra ised  in  the  area.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  explained the  m o st com m on rea so n  why they ac­

cepted th e  job  a s  su p e rin ten d en t in  G laston  w as because  of th e  “good 

rep u ta tio n ” of th e  com m unity  an d  school.
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The m o st com m on expectations of su p e rin ten d en ts  u p o n  being . 

h ired  were general. These included  doing the  “b est jo b ” they  could to 

ru n n in g  th e  school sm oothly”. O ther com m on resp o n ses  were, there  

were no expectations of the  sup erin ten d en t. E xpecta tions of keeping 

the  budget so u n d  a n d  to m ake “no big changes righ t aw ay” were also 

com m on p a tte rn s . B oard chairperson  Lucy explained, “We always come 

in  u n d e r budget th a t  s  a  big expectation. You have to alw ays w atch  our 

budget because  we don t  feel like we have a  lot of room  in  o u r budget for 

d isasters . We don t  w atch  ou r dollars, we w atch  o u r d im es a ro u n d  h e re .” 

Long tim e d istric t clerk  B renda said, “I don 't th in k  th e re  w as ever any 

expectation  of them  b u t to keep on, a n d  m aybe a  few little th ings they 

w an ted  different, b u t no big changes.”

B oard ch a irp erso n s a n d  d istric t c lerks said m ost com m only there  

were no se t expectations of th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  w hen  they  were hired, 

b u t ra th e r  general expectations. As board  chairperson  Je ro m e  illus­

tra ted , “The biggest expectation  w as to do the  b est job  you  can. And they 

knew  th a t. And they  w an ted  to do th a t .”

S u p e rin ten d en ts  m ost com m only sa id  there  were no expectation 

u p o n  being h ired . S u p erin ten d en t C arla  described  the  p rocesses. “They 

have a  job  descrip tion , an d  th a t 's  a  w ritten  thing. B u t p re tty  m uch  you 

learn  a s  you  go. They were very good. You could tell Lucy h ad  broken in
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a  few su p erin ten d en ts , because  she  w ould do a  phone call if she h ad  a  

question  a b o u t som ething or if she  ju s t  w anted  to v isit.”

All g roups com m only said  the  board  w as in  c o n sen su s  abou t the  

su p e rin te n d en ts’ skills an d  com petency a reas  u p o n  being hired.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t T urnover

Perceptions w ere ga thered  a b o u t why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left 

G laston, why so m any su p e rin ten d en ts  left G laston over th e  las t 21 

years, general rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover from  th e  superin ten­

d en t s po in t of view, descrip tions of th e  school, an d  re a so n s  why board  

cha irpersons ra n  for th e  position.

G eneral rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w ere solicited from 

su p erin ten d en ts . They m ost com m only referred  to “bu d g e t problem s”, 

m eaning  u nder-fund ing  of schools, a s  the  cause  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rn ­

over acro ss th e  sta te , a lthough  th e ir descrip tions varied.

Among all groups, the  m ost com m on reason  given for why a  spe­

cific su p e rin ten d en t left the  G laston school d istric t w as because  of a  

career move re la ted  to h igher salary. The next m ost com m on response  

w as th a t  th e  su p e rin ten d en t w as “n o t w an ted” in  G laston  any  longer. 

These su p e rin te n d en ts  were no t w an ted  because  they  w ere “building u p  

the ir re tirem en t” an d  n o t perform ing u p  to expected levels, or because of 

o ther p roblem s w ith the  su p erin ten d en t. D istrict clerk  E laine portrayed
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h e r percep tions of rea so n s  why five su p e rin ten d en ts  left the  district, “I 

th in k  those  all were leave  or get fired’ p re tty  m uch . T h e y ju s t w eren 't 

doing th e  job  th a t th e  board  h ired  them  to do.”

f' \

W hen questioned  a s  to why th ere  h a s  been  a  h igh  ra te  of superin ­

ten d en t tu rnover in  G laston  over the  la s t  21 years, th e  m ost com m on 

response  am ong all g roups w as because  the  su p e rin ten d en t took a  job 

w hich offered a  h igher salary. R esponden ts in te rp re ted  th is  a s  “career 

m oves”. A nother com m only m entioned  response  w as b ecau se  of the 

“poor pool” of app lican ts th a t  were available w hen su p e rin ten d en ts  were 

hired. B oard chairperson  Lucy illu stra ted  the  pool p rob lem s w hich are  

also re la ted  to th e  salary  offered to a  su p e rin ten d en t in  G laston,

It's  k ind  of crude  I guess w h a t we get told. W e're looking a t 
the  bottom  of th e  barrel, no t th e  top, because  of o u r pay 
scale an d  everything. I look a t  those  nam es a n d  I blam e the 
tu rnover on th a t. T here 's a  lot of jobs ou t th e re  for these 
people who go in  a n d  resign  a n d  one person  we d id n 't hire 
back  th a t  w ent onto o ther jo b s a n d  h ad  no problem  get a n ­
o ther job. It seem s like for those  two gentlem en, [nam es 
om itted] th is  is th e  b est of w ha t we have. Are we 100 per­
cen t happy? W e're going to deal w ith  it b ecause  th is  is the 
b e s t we can  do a t  th is  po in t for a n  applicant. And th a t's  
k ind  of hard .

B oard ch a irp erso n s an d  d istric t c lerks com m only explained the 

reaso n  w hy there  h a s  been  so m uch  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  G laston 

w as because  of th e  difficulties of being th e  only ad m in istra to r an d  how

.
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th a t c au ses  conflicts over time. B oard chairperson  Lucy depicted the 

situation ,

It seem ed like, they  a re  in  a  difficult position  in  a  sm all 
com m unity  being a  p rincipal a n d  th e  su p erin ten d en t. They 
do deal w ith  the  public a n  aw ful lot an d  so som etim es it 
seem s like by four years m aybe th e re 's  m ore problem s. It's 
like you've w orn o u t your welcome or som ething. You have­
n 't  quite  m ade enough  decisions ag a in st people th a t  they 
don 't really  care for you anym ore an d  som etim es it's  easier 
to get som eone w hen  they are  fresh  in  an d  have th a t  person  
go on to an o th e r job:

S u p e rin ten d en ts  believed the  rea so n  why there  h a d  been  a  high 

ra te  of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover in  G laston  w as because  of superin ten ­

d en ts  leaving for career m oves the  m ajority  of the  tim e. S uperin tenden t 

Ted explained why su p e rin ten d en ts  left G laston, “Possibly I th in k  they 

ju s t  found  a  school th a t  w as a  little be tter. Maybe th e  pay  w as a  little 

better, m aybe they  h a d  a n  opportun ity  to move into a  larger situation  

[school]. It is a  stepping  stone. I th in k  sm all schools a re  stepping 

stones. I th in k  th a t  h a s  a  lot to do w ith  the  tu rnover.”

In fo rm an ts described  the  G laston  school m ost frequently  in te rm s 

of its  s tren g th s  in  academ ics a n d  “good s ta f f .  They also com m ented on 

how  th e  low s tu d e n t enro llm ent h a s  negative effects in  a th le tics  and  the  

n u m b er of co u rses offered. B oard cha irperson  Jerom e explained h is 

goals regard ing  th e  academ ic program ,

The philosophy th a t  I h a d  w as give the  k ids a  good basic 
educa tion  a n d  don 't go off on tangen ts . . .I don 't believe th a t
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ag ricu ltu ra l sciences su c h  a s  welding an d  th ings like th a t 
a re  needed. I don 't th in k  it's  a  responsibility  of the  school 
d istric t to p repare  a  s tu d e n t for life after h igh  school. It's  the 
objective of the  school d istric t to give him  th e  opportun ity  to 
decide after h e 's  o u t h igh  school w hich direction h e  w an ts to 
go. He or she. If they  w an t to go to college so m u ch  the 
better. B u t there  are  a  lot of vo-tech schools th a t  . . . give 
those  s tu d e n ts - i t 's  n o t the  responsib ilities of a  h igh  school.
The h igh  school h a s  to give th a t  basic  education  so they  can 
do it them selves.

A nother p a tte rn  com m on to board  chairpersons a n d  d istric t clerks 

w as th e  desire  to h ire  new  teach ers  righ t o u t of school. B ecause of th is, 

they  explained th a t teach e r tu rnover is “h igh” in  G laston.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  com m only described  the  G laston  school a s  having 

a  “g reat teach ing  staff”.

B oard cha irpersons were questioned  ab o u t why th ey  ra n  for the 

school board . They m ost com m only explained th a t  it w as because  they 

h ad  “kids in  school”. One board  chairperson  ra n  b ecau se  he  w as dis­

satisfied  w ith  the  su p e rin ten d en t an d  w an ted  a  change of superin ten ­

den ts.

Jo b  S atisfac tion . How do job  sa tisfiers and  levels of job  satisfac­

tion affect su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover?  Inform ants were a sk ed  to give a  de­

scrip tion of how  satisfied  o thers were w ith  the  su p e rin te n d en t and  how 

satisfied  th e  su p e rin ten d en t w as w ith  th e  job  h e /s h e  did. S uperin ten­
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d en ts  provided a  descrip tion  of the ir job  a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t. In form ants 

also described  su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  processes.

In fo rm ants m ost com m only described  the  com m unity ’s satisfaction 

w as split. Some were satisfied  w ith  th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  som e of the  tim e 

an d  som e w here not. In fo rm ants com m only said  staff generally  w as n o t 

satisfied  w ith  th e  su p erin ten d en ts .

B oard cha irpersons responded  th a t  the  com m unity  w as no t sa tis­

fied generally w ith  the  su p erin ten d en ts , an d  th e  staff w as n o t satisfied. 

D istrict c lerks responded  th a t  th e  com m unity’s sa tisfac tion  w as split. 

They w ere satisfied  w ith  the  su p e rin te n d en t som e of th e  tim e an d  u n sa t­

isfied a t  o thers. S u p e rin ten d en ts’ resp o n ses  varied.

W hen questioned  ab o u t the  su p e rin te n d en t’s level of satisfaction 

w ith h is  or h e r job  perform ance, th e  m ost com m on resp o n se  am ong all 

g roups w as th e  sa tisfac tion  levels w ere split, h a lf w ere satisfied  and  h a lf 

were not.

B oard cha irpersons felt h a lf of th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere satisfied 

w ith th e  job  they  did a n d  h a lf were not. D istrict c lerks felt th a t  all of the  

su p e rin ten d en ts  were satisfied  w ith th e ir job. Two su p e rin ten d en ts  were 

satisfied w ith  th e  job  they  did while one w as not.

A descrip tion  of th e  su p e rin te n d en t evaluation p rocess w as elic­

ited. T here were no com m on p a tte rn s  am ong all th ree  g roups. Superin­
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ten d e n ts  described  the  evaluation  a s  a  check list or ra tin g  scale w ith 

com m ents. A d istric t clerk explained th a t  evaluations w ere done twice a  

year.

D escription of R elations. S u p erin ten d en ts  were questioned  abou t 

the  type of leader o thers perceived them  to be an d  how  they  com m uni­

cated  w ith  th e  school board. B oard m em bers gave descrip tions of the 

role of a  board  m em ber. AU th ree  g roups gave descrip tions of the  school 

board  in  G laston  an d  of th e  re la tionsh ip s th a t  existed  betw een the school 

board  an d  th e  sup erin ten d en t.

AU th ree  g roups described  th e  school board a t  G laston  a s  having

“low” board  m em ber turnover. D ecisions were n o t m ade prio r to the

board  m eeting  an d  decisions were su p p o rted  once agreed  on. Tnform a-

tion w as sh a red  prim arily  by the  telephone. B oard m em bers reUed on

inform ation from  the  su p erin ten d en t. The chain  of com m and, procedure

for hand ling  com m unity  com plain ts a g a in st the  school, w ere generally

no t foUowed. B oard m em ber Lucy Illu stra ted  the  problem ,

I know  a  p it faU is, a  smaU tow n tru s tee  wiU get in to  u s  h a n ­
dling th ings for people. Som ebody caUs an d  h a s  a  problem  
w ith  a  teacher, they'U caU a  school board m em ber. B u t I 
th in k  once you  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t 's  n o t your responsib ility  and  
you  teU them  to con tact th e  teacher or a  superin tenden t, 
send  them  som ew here else, your phone k ind  of q u its  ringing.
There a re  tim es w here som ething  wiU come u p , an d  a  lot of 
tim es its  reaUy good inform ation, som ething th a t  you  d idn 't 
realize h ad  h ap p en ed  or, a  ru le  th a t  h ad  been  broken  or
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som ething  you can  k ind  of follow-up on, p u t  a  bug  in  the 
su p e rin ten d en t's  ear an d  say I h ea rd  th is  h ap p en ed  or you 
m y m ay w an t to check on it anyway.

B oard chairperson  Jerom e explained the  su p e rin te n d en t’s role in  

hand ling  com plaints, . .th ings were ru n n in g  sm oothly w hen  I w as on 

the  board. I a ttr ib u te  th a t  to the  su p erin ten d en t. Very sim ple. Ify o u  

have a  very narrow  m inded  su p e rin ten d en t th a t isn 't going to s tan d  u p  

for w ha t's  righ t th e n  you 're  going to have a  lot of p rob lem s.”

S u p erin ten d en ts  varied in  th e ir descrip tions of th e  type of leader 

o th ers  perceived them  to be.

B oard ch a irp erso n s com m only described  the ir role a s  “rep resen ting  

the  public”. B oard chairperson  Jerom e explained, “The school board 

m em ber h a s  to have a  philosophy of doing w hat's  b es t for th e  district, 

no t w h a t's  b e s t for your child b u t w h a t's  b e s t for the  d istric t. T hat's very 

im portan t. You c an n o t be narrow  m inded. You have to do w hat's  best 

for the  d istric t.”

“Good re la tio n s” w as the  m ost com m on response  am ong all groups 

w hen ask ed  to give a  descrip tion  of the  type of re la tio n sh ip s th a t  existed 

betw een th e  board  an d  the  sup erin ten d en t. This re la tionsh ip  w as char­

acterized a s  being “open”. Board chairperson  Lucy explained  one draw­

back  she perceived regarding  su p e rin te n d en t/ board  re la tions,

I th in k  th ere 's  a  real k ind  of the  cam araderie  th in g where 
you jo in  to a  team . The board  a n d  su p e rin ten d en t a re  k ind
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of a  team  to get the  school b u s in ess  done. Som etim es th a t 
w orks o u t rea l well a n d  som etim es we get a  su p e rin ten d en t 
th a t  needs to m ake a  decision b u t is polling th e  board  m em ­
bers a n d  alw ays on the  phone. And th a t 's  good to call and  
say  we've got th is  problem , w h a t happened  two years ago? 
T h at p a r t  is good. B u t som etim es I th in k  it in h ib its  them  to 
m ake a  decision on their own. They are  alw ays k ind  of 
w an ting  som e positive feedback.
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The n ex t m ost com m on response  w as there  were re la tionsh ip  

“problem s” a n d  these  problem s w ere on accoun t of th e  superin tenden t. 

S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only viewed th e  re la tionsh ip  betw een the  school 

board  a n d  them  as  “positive”, while board  ch a irp erso n s perceived the 

re la tionsh ips to be “m ostly  positive”.

Political C lim ate. How h a s  th e  political clim ate of th e  school dis­

tric t affected su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  G laston? In fo rm an ts provided a  

descrip tion  of the  political clim ate a n d  a  descrip tion  of th e  com m unity.

Among all th ree  g roups the  m ost com m on descrip tion  w as th a t the  

com m unity  w as supportive of the  school. This su p p o rt consisted  of 

passing  mill levies, a tten d an ce  a t  school activities, c lassroom  help, and  

fund  ra is ing  support. The second p a tte rn  of response  w as th a t  the 

com m unity  w as “in te r-re la ted”. S u p erin ten d en t J a c k  felt th is  way,

T h at com m unity  consisted  of a b o u t five fam ilies a n d  they 
were m arried  seventeen different w ays together. Almost 
every indiv idual in  th a t  com m unity  could po in t to som ebody 
in  th a t  com m unity  the ir spouse  w as rela ted  to or very closely 
to. So a  lot of the  days it w as like walking th ro u g h  a  m ine

i



field, to m ake the  decision th a t  w ould n o t u p se t one faction 
or th e  other.

B oard ch a irp erso n s an d  d istric t c lerks bo th  com m only described 

th e ir com m unity  a s  “supportive of the  school”, while th e re  were no dis­

tingu ishab le  p a tte rn s  of resp o n ses w ith in  the  su p erin ten d en ts .

Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. Inform ants w ere a sk ed  to de­

scribe th e ir percep tions of effects the  previous su p e rin te n d en t had  on the  

new  one h ired  a n d  how  th ese  could have affected su p e rin te n d en t tu rn ­

over in  G laston.

Among all groups, m ost com m only described  w ere effects of the  

previous su p e rin te n d en t on  the  new  su p erin ten d en t. T hese included 

m esses th a t  th e  previous su p e rin ten d en t left for th e  new  superin ten ­

d en t to “c lean  u p ”. M esses were described  a s  “staff p rob lem s” or “budget 

p rob lem s”. Also com m only referred  to w as being “com pared” to the  p re­

vious su p erin ten d en t. S u p erin ten d en t Ted explained,

I know  th e  one [superintendent] th a t  w as here  before m e w as 
m ore of a  take  charge type p erson  and  m ade a  lot of deci­
sions ra th e r  th a n  relying on the  board  to m ake som e of those 
decisions. I th in k  it w as th a t  way, I'm n o t positive. Every­
body h a s  different a reas  w here they  have the ir s tre n g th s  and  
w eaknesses an d  probably one of my a reas  of s tren g th s  is 
probably  w here m y p redecessors h ad  w eaknesses a n d  vice 
versa. So th a t  c an  create  problem s, no t problem s, b u t it 
m ay m ake getting into th e  job  a  little different because  I 
know  I have to w ork h a rd e r on  certa in  a reas  th a n  they  did.
B u t I do know  certa in  a re as  I'm  stronger th a n  they  were, so I 
probably  p u t  m ore em phasis on  those  areas.
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W ithin school board  chair in fo rm ants, descrip tions of the  previous 

su p e rin ten d en t effects on the  new  one h ired  focused on  the  new  super­

in ten d en t being com pared” to the  previous one. No p a tte rn s  were found 

w ithin  th e  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts or d istric t clerks.

Effects on the  School D istric t. In fo rm ants w ere a sk ed  how su p er­

in ten d en t tu rnover affected the  stab ility  of the  school d istric t. AU th ree  

g roups perceived the  “changes” m ade by the  new  su p e rin te n d en t affected 

the  “stabiUty a n d  con tinu ity” of the  G laston  school. B oard chairperson  

Jerom e U lustrated  these  changes a n d  how  these  changes affected people 

in  the  school d istrict,

Every su p e rin ten d en t th a t com es in  h a s  different ideas and  
so you  have to adap t. C ontinuity  of the  whole school, the 
w ay th e  whole school ru n s . Everybody h a s  different ways of 
doing th ings. You've got to be adap tab le . Anym ore I th ink  
it's  m ore or less th a t  people expect it's  going to happen .

D istrict clerk E laine confirm ed th is  w ith  her percep tion , “I th ink  

the  com m unity  h a s  a  bad  percep tion  w hen  we have a  tu rnover. I th in k  

p a re n ts  a n d  even staff m ay develop a  rap p o rt w ith one p e rso n  and  th en  

they  a re  gone. So there  again  you loose your continuity .”

W ithin school board  cha irperson  in fo rm ants the  m o st com m on de­

scrip tion  of th e  effects of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover on th e  G laston  school 

d istric t focused on the  “changes” th e  new  su p e rin ten d en t m ade and  how
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th ese  changes were difficult for th e  staff. No discernible p a tte rn s  were 

found w ith in  su p e rin ten d en t or d is tric t clerk descrip tions.

M arygreen

D escription of the  Com m unity

In fo rm ants believed m em bers of th e  M arygreen com m unity  were

“supportive” of each  other. A h igh  school s tu d e n t w rote th is  abou t Mary-

green, “[Marygreen] h a s  a  very nice com m unity, caring  people an d  a  lot of

su p p o rt from  them . I can  tell th is  b ecau se  a t  every sporting  event m ost

of the  com m unity  com es a n d  su p p o rts  th e  [school].”

The school is the  “cen ter” of th e  com m unity. Several inform ants

expressed  how  th is  im portance h a s  cau sed  divisions in  th e  com m unity,

particu larly  divisions over ath letics. B oard chairperson  S tew art gave th is

descrip tion, “Some people are  involved in  the  spo rts activ ities a t  school,

an d  th e n  there  a re  those  who are  in te res ted  in  the  m ore academ ic p a rt of

the  school. We have those  factions all th e  tim e it seem s like.” Board

chairperson  D iane explained from h e r perspective,

T here 's two g roups of people over here  th a t  do the ir own 
th ings together. And th en  th e re 's  an o th e r group th a t  lives in 
th is  a re a  th a t  do th e ir own th ings together. There is  ano ther 
group th a t  a re  the  big basketba ll people. T hat's  th e ir m ain  
goal in  life is to send  the ir k ids to college on a  basketball 
scholarsh ip . It seem s to m e th a t  everybody em phasizes 
sp o rts  too m uch . Nobody is too concerned ab o u t education.
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The video cam eras a re  there  for sports. E duca tion  is going 
to get th e  k ids fa rth e r th a n  basketball. M ost everybody gets 
along p re tty  good. If there 's  a  d isaste r or som eth ing  every­
body pu lls  together an d  helps.

A high  school s tu d e n t said  of th e  com m unity’s values,

The com m unity  values people th a t  a re  nice a n d  h a rd  w ork­
ing. A k id  seen  w orking ou t on  th e  farm  is a  k id  th e  com ­
m un ity  will value. The com m unity  also values a  good b as­
ketball player, a s  basketball is  th e  school’s m ain  sp o rt and  
social activity. I can  tell th is  because  all people ta lk  abou t 
for days after a  basketba ll gam e is how  a  certa in  play w ent 
or how  m u ch  we w on by. And old people are  alw ays talking 
a b o u t seeing a  certa in  person  w orking o u t in  th e  field during 
h a rv est season.

D escription of th e  School

S tu d e n t en ro llm ent a t  M arygreen school in  th e  academ ic year 

1997-98 w as 132 in  g rades K indergarten  th rough  twelfth. High school 

enro llm ent is  u su a lly  a b o u t 40 s tu d en ts . The general fu n d  budget for 

th e  1997-98 school year w as $807,814. The s tu d e n t drop  o u t ra te  w as 

described  a s  “low” w ith  0-5% over the  la s t 17 years. M ost g radua tes  go 

on to get a  four year college degree. Som e g rad u a tes  go to a  two year vo­

cational school. The rac ia l m ake u p  of th e  s tu d e n ts  is  C aucasian .

E lem entary  teach ing  staff consisted  of a  teacher in  each  grade level 

for a  to ta l of seven teachers. In  h igh  school there  w ere six teachers. Ad­

ditionally, there  w as a  m usic  teacher. There were no a ides for teachers. 

One full tim e an d  one p a r t  tim e cu sto d ian  served th e  school, along w ith
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one full tim e an d  one p a rt tim e cook. The school con trac ted  ou t five b u s  

ro u tes  du ring  the  1997-98 school year.

In fo rm ants believed a  s tren g th  of th e  school w as th e  low s tu d e n t to 

teacher ratio . Overall, they  com m only said  th a t an o th e r s tren g th  w as th e  

“good staff”. D istrict clerk Olivia dem onstra ted  w ith, “I g uess I've always 

felt th a t  because  we are  so sm all, th a t  we k ind  of n u r tu re  the  kids along. 

If they  need  help  I w ould hope th a t  they  a re  going to get it. The teachers 

for the  m ost p a rt k ind  of w atch  o u t for th e  k ids.”

Additionally, in fo rm ants sa id  th a t  one of th e ir s tre n g th s  now is 

technology since th a t  h a s  been  a n  a re a  concen tra ted  on  over the  las t 

several years.

Program s for s tu d e n ts  included  VICA, basketball, golf an d  track  for 

boys a n d  girls, football for boys, an d  volleyball for girls. One s tu d en t ex­

plained  th e  im portance of basketba ll a t  M atygreen school, “[Marygreen] 

values basketba ll so if you do n ’t  like basketba ll d on ’t  com e here. Be­

cause  I got in  trouble  for ju s t  joking  a b o u t it.”

T here h a s  been  a  teach e r’s u n io n  in  M arygreen. The base  salary 

for teach e rs  w as $18,000. H ousing h a s  been  provided for teachers an d  

also for th e  su p erin ten d en t. The average su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover ra te  in  

M arygreen from  1977 to 1998 w as 38%. S u p erin ten d en ts  stayed  a n  av-
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erage of 2 .33 years a t  th e  M arygreen school. M ost of th e  teacher tu rn ­

over in  the  school occurred  in  the  h igh  school.

In fo rm ants

School board  cha irpersons Trevor, Stew art, D iane a n d  Victor 

agreed to partic ipa te  in  th e  study. AU m ade the ir Uvelihood from  farm ing 

or ranch ing . Three of the  board  ch a irp erso n s h ad  Uved in  th e  com m u­

nity  aU th e ir Uves, whUe one h ad  Uved in  M arygreen for 17 years. The 

average age of th e  board  cha irpersons w as 45 years, rang ing  from 41 to 

48 years. One held  a  bachelo r’s degree, two held  tw o-year degrees, an d  

one h ad  som e coUege experience. In fo rm ants h ad  been  involved in  h iring  

four su p e rin ten d en ts  on  average, rang ing  from two to five superin ten ­

den ts. They h a d  been  on  the  board  for a n  average of 8 years, ranging 

from  3 to 13 years. Two interview s w ere held  a t  the  M arygreen school 

an d  the  o th er two a t  th e  hom es of th e  inform ants.

O ne school d istric t clerk w as interview ed. OUvia h a d  Uved in  the  

M atygreen com m unity  aU her life. She g radua ted  from  th e  M arygreen 

high  school a n d  h a d  been  d istric t c lerk  for 13 years. She h a d  been clerk 

whUe six su p e rin te n d en ts  were h ired . OUvia explained th a t  h e r job is a  

lot of w ork a n d  w ould like to have m ore su p p o rt from the  school board 

for the  job  she  does. She said  th a t it is  h a rd  to be in  th e  m iddle, betw een 

th e  board  a n d  the  sup erin ten d en t. OUvia described it a s  som etim es diffi­



139 .

cu lt n o t to sh a re  facts w ith the  board  ab o u t w hat th e  su p e rin ten d en t w as 

or w as no t doing.

• S u p erin ten d en ts  Je rry , Ju d e , How ard an d  Max agreed  to be p a rt of 

the  study. T hree of th ese  su p e rin ten d en ts  were ra ised  in  ru ra l areas, 

one o u t of s ta te , an d  one w as ra ised  in  a  m etropo litan  a re a  o u t of sta te . 

The average age of th e  su p e rin ten d en t in form ants w as 52 years, ranging 

from 48 to 56 years. They h a d  been  involved in  educa tion  for a n  average 

of 21 years, rang ing  from  15 to 27 years. In fo rm ants he ld  a n  average of 

13 years of su p e rin ten d en t experience, rang ing  from  7 to 21 years. One 

of the  su p e rin ten d en ts  held  a n  educa tional specialist degree. Three in­

form ants h a d  been  m iddle school teachers, one a  h igh  school teacher.

One becam e a  K-12 principal, one a  m iddle school p rincipal, an d  one a  

h igh school principal. One of the  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts w as new  to 

the  superin ten d en cy  w hen  h ired  a t  M arygreen. All h a d  experiences a s  

su p e rin ten d en ts  in  sm all schools, w ith  one having experience in  a  larger 

M ontana school system . The m ajority  of the  su p e rin te n d en t inform ants 

responded  th a t  they  sough t the  superin tendency  becau se  of an  increase  

in  sa lary  an d  because  of the  challenge the  job  provided. One interview 

w as held  over th e  phone w ith a n  in fo rm ant who lived o u t of sta te , two 

were held  a t  th e  schools w here the  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere em ployed an d  

one w as held  a t  my hom e.
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A c h a rt of th e  organizational h isto ry  of the  M arygreen school d is­

tric t from 1977 to 1997 can  be found in  Appendix C.

C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

In fo rm an ts were questioned  a b o u t the  career goals, career orienta­

tions a n d  expectations of ten u re  in  a ttem pting  to explain  effects on su ­

p erin ten d en t turnover. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  th a t  em erged w hen all 

th ree  g roups w ere questioned  ab o u t w he ther or n o t th e  su p erin ten d en t 

h ad  stayed  a s  long a s  th e  in form ant expected w as “n o ”. S uperin tenden ts 

responded  they  h a d  stayed  a s  long a s  they  expected to s tay  in  Maiy- 

green.

The typical career p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana, from su ­

p e rin ten d e n ts’ perspectives, w as th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  s ta r t  ou t in sm all 

schools a n d  th e n  move u p  to bigger ones. S u p erin ten d en t Howard de­

scribed th e  rea so n  why he  decided to becom e a  su p e rin te n d en t and  

w here he  sough t h is  first job, “I th o u g h t I could do ju s t  a s  good a  job a s  

he [the su p e rin te n d en t th a t  Howard w as working under] w as doing ru n ­

ning  a  school system . And the  only place to go is in to  a  sm all school 

system . I interview ed a t  a  n u m b er of p laces an d  M arygreen w as the 

place th a t  offered m e the  jo b .”
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S u p erin ten d en t Selection Processes

esses, expectations of the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t an d  the  ideal superin ten­

dency.

Com m on charac te ristics described  in  the  su p e rin te n d en t selection 

p rocesses a t  M arygreen acro ss all g roups were th a t  th e  c u rre n t superin ­

ten d e n t w as involved an d  relied on in  the  process, th e  board  w as in­

volved only, a n d  the  interview  h a d  been  changed  in  rec en t years to m ore 

of a n  inform al form at.

B oard cha irpersons com m only sa id  th e  inform al interview  form at

w as adop ted  because  they  found it yielded m ore h o n e s t resp o n ses ou t of

su p e rin ten d en t cand idates. B oard chairperson  S tew art illustrated ,

We sa t there  a n d  th o u g h t of th ings you shou ld  a sk  a n d  then  
we ju s t  a sked  them . You d idn 't have the  lis t to go through.
It took a  little longer b u t you  got th a t feel for th e  person 
m ore. They opened u p  m ore a b o u t answ ering certa in  ques­
tions. F irs t I th o u g h t the  lis t of questions really  w orked well 
b u t  after I look back  on the  people w e’ve h ired  th a t  way, it 
isn ’t  th e  answ er. It do n ’t take  long to figure ou t th a t  you’ve 
answ ered  these  questions 20 tim es in  different schools.

Professional search  co n su ltan ts  h a d  never been u se d  a t  M arygreen.

Long-time board  chairperson  Trevor explained,

I feel p retty  good ab o u t the  deal. A nearby  tow n w ent 
th ro u g h  the  M ontana School B oards A ssociation sea rch  and  
they  interview ed two of the  cand ida tes we did. M ontana 
School B oards A ssociation search es are  all righ t b u t in  a  
sm all school d istric t, I don ’t know  w hat they charge, b u t it’s
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som ething  th a t  we feel we can  do on ou r own. If they  don 't 
do a  background  check on them , they do ju s t  a s  good a  
sea rch  a s  we do.

One idea  to improve the  p rocesses  w as to visit th e  com m unity 

w here th e  su p e rin ten d en t cand idate  is cu rren tly  em ployed an d  search  

o u t opinions from  the  people of th a t  com m unity.

In  describ ing  the  ideal su p e rin te n d en t an d  th e  ideal superin ten ­

dency th e  m ost com m on response  am ong in fo rm ants w as general public 

rela tion  skills, su c h  a s  being a  “people person” an d  effectively com m uni­

cating  w ith  g roups of people in  the  school an d  com m unity. A superin ­

te n d e n t’s ru ra l  background  w ould also be im portan t. A “decisive” su ­

p e rin ten d en t w ould be valued  in  M arygreen. This w as b ecau se  of effects 

of a  previous su p e rin ten d en t w hom  in fo rm an ts viewed a s  n o t being decb 

sive. Overall in fo rm ants believed th e  ideal length  of tim e to stay  as a  su ­

p e rin ten d en t in  M arygreen w as live to six years.

The m o st com m on descrip tions of th e  ideal su p e rin ten d en t am ong 

board  ch a irp erso n s a n d  the  d istric t clerk  h ad  to do w ith  effects of previ­

o us su p e rin ten d en ts . These included  being “decisive”, “h o n e s t” and  

“tru stw o rth y ”, “involved in  the  com m unity”, an d  being a  “leader no t a

d ic ta to r”.
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The m ost com m on descrip tion  am ong su p e rin ten d en ts  of an  ideal

superin tendency  w as one in  w hich th e  su p e rin ten d en t w as given the

freedom  to “ru n  the  school”. S u p erin ten d en t Ju d e  explained,

So a n  ideal com m unity  w ould be a  com m unity. . .th a t would 
basically  let th e  su p e rin ten d en t ru n  the  school. Not th a t 
h e 's  going to s h u t the  com m unity  m em bers off because 
th a t 's  n o t the  way it w o rk s ." They basically have faith  in  the 
ad m in istra tio n  th a t  yes, they  can  ru n  the  school a n d  handle  
th e  day-to-day problem s.

Role Percep tions an d  E xpectations

How do th e  expectations of roles, an d  job  com petency skill a reas  

affect su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover?  The m ost com m on p a tte rn  am ong all 

g roups regard ing  w hy the  su p e rin ten d en t accep ted  th e  job  a t  M aiygreen 

or why th e  su p e rin te n d en t w as h ired , w as because  th e  su p erin ten d en t 

“interview ed well”. Not all in fo rm ants felt th a t  way, however. Many said  

th a t  the  cand idate  did no t interview  well or su p e rin ten d en ts  felt th a t they  

did n o t interview  a s  well a s  they  could have.

B oard ch a irp erso n s h ired  su p e rin ten d en ts  b ecau se  they  

“interview ed well”, because  of the  su p e rin te n d en t’s “bu d g e t s treng th s”, or 

because  of th e  fact th a t  the  su p e rin ten d en t w as the  “b e s t cand idate” th a t 

they h a d  to choose from  a t  the  time.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  m ost com m only responded  th a t  they  “did no t care 

w here” they  got a  superin tendency , or explained th a t  they  “took the  first

J
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job  th a t w as offered” to them . S u p erin ten d en t J u d e  explained, “I w anted  

to get o u t of the  school I w as in. . . .[Matygreen] cam e u p  an d  I applied 

all over. I d id n 't care  w here I got a  job. I only h a d  a  few y ears  left any­

way. It w asn ’t  especially th a t  I w an ted  to go to [Marygreen] b u t it w as all 

right. I d idn 't m ind  th e re .”

S u p erin ten d en t Max rem arked , “Nobody else w as banging on my

door.”

In fo rm ants were ask ed  to describe th e  expectations, w ritten  or 

spoken, of th e  su p e rin ten d en t u p o n  being hired. M ost com m only groups 

expressed  th a t  th e re  were “no” expectations u p o n  hiring. The next m ost 

com m on descrip tion  of expectations depended  on th e  effects of the  previ­

ous su p erin ten d en t. E xam ples of th ese  expectations w ere “be decisive”, 

“do teacher evaluations, an d  “be h o n est”.

Along w ith  having no expectations of them , an o th e r p a tte rn  in  su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  descrip tions w as the ir belief th a t  M arygreen w as ju s t  

looking for som eone to “fill the  vacancy”. S u p erin ten d en t J e r iy  described 

expectations,

In  [Marygreen] it w as, we ju s t  need  to get the  school back 
a n d  ru n n in g  for th e  com m unity. B u t th a t never happened.
It w as alw ays one side again st th e  other. [Marygreen] really 
h a s  no aim . They w ork on conflict. W hen a  conflict comes 
u p  they  p u t the  fire ou t an d  w ait for the  nex t conflict. . . . 
[Marygreen] liked to be in  chaos a n d  all they a re  looking for 
is  an o th e r body.”
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W hen questioned  ab o u t w he ther the  board w as in  co n sen su s w ith 

the  skill a re as  of th e  su p e rin ten d en t u p o n  hiring, th e  in fo rm an ts were 

split. S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only e laborated  by explaining th a t  they 

were n o t th e  first choice of the  school board.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t T urnover

In fo rm an ts were questioned  a b o u t th e ir percep tions regarding why 

su p e rin ten d en ts  left M arygreen, an d  w hy so m any  over th e  la s t 21 years. 

S u p erin ten d en ts  were ask ed  ab o u t general reaso n s for tu rnover in  sm all 

schools. B oard cha irpersons gave rea so n s  why they  ra n  for the  school 

board. In fo rm ants were ask ed  to give a  descrip tion  of th e  school a t 

M arygreen.

S u p e rin ten d en ts’ resp o n ses varied  concerning genera l reasons for 

tu rnover in  sm all schools. Com m on p a tte rn s  w ithin  th e  group described 

su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover because  of changes in  "family v a lu es” in the 

com m unity  or because  of a  philosophical c lash  w ith th e  school district.

Among all groups, the  m ost com m on reaso n  given for why a  spe­

cific su p e rin ten d en t left the  M arygreen school d istric t w as because  of 

som e “problem ” w ith the  su p e rin ten d en t him self. E xam ples of th is  were 

a  “d ish o n est” su p e rin ten d en t or one th a t  h a d  “personal p rob lem s”. An­

o ther p a tte rn  of resp o n ses w as th a t th e  su p e rin ten d en t decided to leave
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on h is  own. A dditional p a tte rn s  were th e  su p e rin ten d en t left for “career 

m oves”, for “family rea so n s” or because  of “staff prob lem s”.

B oard cha irpersons com m only explained the  m ain  rea so n  for spe­

cific su p e rin ten d en ts  to leave the  d istric t a s  a  problem  w ith  the  superin­

ten d e n t him self. S u p erin ten d en ts  believed th a t specific su p e rin ten d en ts  

left because  of a  c lash  of ph ilosophies w ith  the  com m unity  a n d /o r  board.

W hen ask ed  why there  h a s  been  so m uch  su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover 

in  M arygreen over th e  la s t 21 years, the  m ost com m on response  am ong 

all g roups w as because  of com m unity  p re s s u re . . B oard chairperson  Di­

ane  explained, “Mostly it's  been  som eth ing  to do w ith  th e  people in  the  

com m unity, ra th e r  th a n  them  [superin tendents] doing th e ir  job .” D istrict 

clerk Olivia gave h e r  perceptions,

Some of them  I believe it p robably  w as com m unity. Maybe 
som e decisions were m ade th a t  certa in  g roups did no t like 
a n d  so there  w as alw ays tensions. Kind of one th ing  led to 
a n o th e r . So I th in k  it's  been  really  a  m ixture, I'd have to say.
In  som e in s tan ces  I believe th e  su p e rin ten d en t did n o t do h is 
job  a n d  in  som e I th in k  he  tried  a n d  either ju s t  d id n 't fit in  
w ith  th e  com m unity. They d id n 't approve of th e  choices he 
m ade in  different areas .

Among all th ree  g roups several o th er p a tte rn s  em erged for rea so n s  

why there  h a s  been  a  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  M arygreen 

over the  la s t 2 1 years. Among all g roups p a tte rn s  found  to describe su ­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover were because  of su p e rin ten d en ts  u s in g  M arygreen 

a s  a  stepping  stone” in  th e ir career p a th , or because  of su p e rin ten d en t
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“problem s”. O ther rea so n s  were because  of “prob lem s” w ith the  school 

board  or because  of th e  location of M ary  green. S u p erin ten d en t Ju d e  de­

scribed one of these  board  “problem s” cau sed  by th e  h igh  board  m em ber 

tu rnover in  M arygreen an d  w hat m u s t be done to co rrect th e  problem ,

The. . .th ing  w hich they will never do w ould be to get some 
board  m em bers on  there  who a re  good people a n d  who are 
going to stay  there  a  while. So th e  board  an d  a  su p e rin ten ­
d en t [come] to know  each  o ther a n d  form a  relationship , 
ra th e r  th a n  w ha t they have is no re la tionsh ip  a t  all really.
It's  k ind  of a  confrontational type th ing  I w ould say. They 
do n 't get to know  each  other.

O ther p a tte rn s  were conflicts betw een the  su p e rin te n d en t and  the  

com m unity  over tim e, d issa tisfac tion  of the  board  or th e  superin tenden t, 

housing  problem s, re la tionsh ip  problem s betw een th e  su p erin ten d en t 

an d  th e  board  or com m unity, or because  of the  su p e rin te n d en t’s low sal­

ary.

School board  chairpersons perceived the  m ain  rea so n  why there 

h a d  been  a  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  M arygreen over the  

la s t 2 1 years  w as because  of e ither com m unity  rea so n s  or superin ten ­

d en t reasons . B oard chairperson  S tew art gave th is  exam ple,

I th in k  in  sm all com m unities if th e  su p e rin ten d en t is really 
good h e 's  going to m ake a  few people upse t. If h e 's  a  good 
su p e rin ten d en t h e 's  going to m ake som e people u p se t be­
cause  h e 's  no t going to change h is  m ind all th e  tim e. If eve­
rybody is happy  w ith him  som ething  m u s t be wrong. I don 't 
know  how  he could be doing h is  job  because  w hen  you  have 
to m ake decisions like he does in  a  school som e people are 
n o t going to be happy.
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I th in k  in  .smaller schools i t ’s little th ings th a t  come up  
m ore. Little com plaints. I th in k  the  little th ings seem  to be 
b rough t u p  m ore th a n  they  shou ld  be. There a re  certain  
th ings th a t  shou ld  never be b rough t before the  school board. 
B u t they  th in k  it's  a  m ajor deal. It's  m ore of a  p e rso n al basis 
too. S u p erin ten d en ts  know  everybody on a  p e rso n al basis  in  
sm all schools. I t s  tougher. If som ething  goes on , everybody 
know s it. If you m ake a  wrong decision it gets com pounded 
an d  everybody know s it.
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S u p e rin ten d en ts  perceived the  m ain  rea so n s  for superin tenden t 

.turnover in  M arygreen over the  la s t 21 years were b ecau se  of school 

board  problem s or because  of “career m oves” of the  su p erin ten d en ts . 

P ressu res  from  the  com m unity, p roblem s w ith  the  ho u sin g  provided by 

the  school d istric t or th e  location of th e  M arygreen school d istric t w ere 

o ther com m on rea so n s  given for su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover.

In fo rm an ts provided a  descrip tion  of th e  M arygreen school. The 

m ost com m on descrip tion  w as the  low s tu d e n t to teach e r ratio  given a s  a  

s tren g th  of th e  school. The staff w as described  a s  being “good”. A “good” 

academ ic program  w as comm only described  a s  well a s  th e  w ork the  dis­

tric t h a s  m ade to im prove technology.

The m ost com m on reaso n s school board  ch a irp erso n s gave for 

ru n n in g  for th e  school board  w as becau se  they  h ad  “k id s in  school” a t 

the  time.

Jo b  Satisfaction. How do job  sa tisfiers an d  levels of job  satisfac­

tion affect su p e rin te n d en t turnover?  In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give a  de-
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scnp tion  of how  satisfied  o thers were w ith the  su p e rin te n d en t and  how  

satisfied th e  su p e rin ten d en t w as w ith  the  job  he did. S uperin ten d en ts  

provided a  descrip tion  of th e ir job  a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t. Inform ants also 

described su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  processes.

The m o st com m on p a tte rn  in  how  satisfied  o th ers  w ere w ith the

su p e rin ten d en t w as th e  com m unity  w as “n o t satisfied”, a n d  there  were 

com m unity  divisions over th e  su p erin ten d en t. S taff sa tisfac tion  w as per­

ceived a s  being split. D istrict clerk Olivia explained du ring  h e r 13 years 

a  clerk,

O u t of the  six su p e rin ten d en ts  th a t  I have w orked w ith I 
th in k  I have w orked w ith two th a t  were exceptionally good.
One I w ould probably  say w as fine, there  were w eaknesses 
b u t there  were also streng th s. And there  w as one th a t I 
don 't th in k  he  even applied h im self to the  job. I g uess there 
have been  th ings w ith  each  su p e rin ten d en t th a t  have been 
w eaknesses.

B oard ch a irp erso n s m ost com m only explained th a t  th e  com m unity 

w as no t satisfied  w ith  the  su p e rin te n d en ts  an d  it cau sed  divisions in  the  

com m unity. B oard cha irpersons did no te  specific su p e rin ten d en ts  the 

com m unity  a n d  staff were satisfied w ith, b u t  a s  long-tim e board  chair­

person  Trevor said, “It's  p re tty  well split. A lot of people liked them , a  lot 

d idn 't.”

S u p e rin ten d en ts  m o st com m only referred  to th e ir percep tions of 

the  com m unity  an d  staff being satisfied  w ith  the job  they  did in  Maty-



r I r M I

150

green. As su p e rin ten d en t Max explained, “I th in k  especially after la s t few 

years  they  w ould like to have m e b ack .”

Among all th ree  g roups the  percep tion  w as split a s  . to the  level of 

sa tisfac tion  the  su p e rin ten d en t h a d  on  th e  job. Some believed the su­

p e rin ten d en t w as satisfied  an d  o th ers  believed th a t  he  w as not. Board 

ch a irp erso n s believed th a t  the  su p e rin ten d en ts  were n o t satisfied, while 

su p e rin ten d en ts  were satisfied  w ith the  job  they did a t  M arygreen. Su­

p e rin te n d e n t Howard looked back  on h is  experiences a t  M arygreen,

I felt, given the  c ircum stances w ithou t a  lot of tra in in g  be­
h in d  m e or a  lot of experience, for th e  two years I w as there, I 
felt I h a d  done a s  good a  job  a s  th e  o ther people who had  
been  there. W ould I do th ings exactly the  sam e way now?
The answ er is obvious th a t  I w ouldn 't. I know  a  lot more 
now  th a n  w h at I did then .

The com m on descrip tion  of su p e rin ten d en t evaluations am ong all 

g roups w as th a t  the  staff evaluated  th e  sup erin ten d en t. O ne-year con­

trac ts  w ere issu ed  m ost frequently. S u p erin ten d en ts  described  the staff 

in p u t a s  a  negative experience. S u p erin ten d en t Ju d e  felt,

They have the  teach ers  w rite m e evaluations, w hich  I ju s t  
said, you've got to be n u ts . I p u t  m y foot in  m y m o u th  a  lot 
of tim es. They were very critical, very critical. I d id n 't even 
read  them . I've got them  to th is  day  b u t I haven 't re a d  them .
I d id n 't care because  I knew  w here their com m ents were 
com ing from. I ju s t  blocked th a t  out.

D escrip tion  of R elations. In fo rm an ts were asked  to give a  descrip 

tion of th e  school board. S u p e rin ten d en ts  were asked  to give descrip-
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Hons of the  type of leader o thers perceived them  to be a n d  how  they 

com m unicated  w ith the  school board. All g roups were a sk ed  to give de­

scrip tions of the  b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ip s a n d  superin ten ­

d e n t/d is tr ic t  clerk rela tionsh ips.

AU groups com m only described  board  m em ber tu rnover a s  “h igh” 

in  M ary green. B oard m em bers typicaUy served two te rm s on the  board. 

GeneraUy, if th e  com m unity  h ad  com plain ts again st th e  school, the chain  

of com m and w as n o t foUowed. People w ould go to the  board  w ith their 

problem s a n d  n o t to the  su p e rin ten d en t or teacher first. As superin ten ­

d en t Ju d e  explained,

I've alw ays said  su p e rin ten d en ts  come an d  go b u t board 
m em bers stay. W hen your neighbor caUs you  a t  night, 
you 're  going to Usten to them . You're going to Usten to their 
gripes an d  try  to solve them  for them . B oard m em bers can ­
no t solve Uttle gripes Uke th a t. They've got to refer it to the 
adm in istra tion . They m ight do th a t  b u t they  su re  w an t to 
keep th e ir h a n d  in  it. It d oesn 't help. It d oesn 't solve the 
problem . W hen people feel they  can  go a ro u n d  th e  su p erin ­
ten d e n t to a  board  m em ber or to an o th e r teacher they  wiU do

D istrict clerk OUvia confirm ed th is ,

I th in k  a  lot of people try  to foUow it. B u t th e n  again  be­
cau se  of ou r turnover, or ju s t  general m is tru s t of the  ad ­
m in istra tion , because  of tu rnover an d  o ther th ings, some 
people feel they  can n o t go to the  sup erin ten d en t, so therefore 
th a t  is bypassed  an d  board  m em bers are  contacted . I th ink  
it  s because  if you  have grown u p  w ith th is  p e rso n  you 
probably  feel m ore com fortable d iscussing  w ith  whoever 
ra th e r  th a n  w ith a  su p e rin ten d en t you  don 't know  a s  weU.
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B oard m em bers explained th a t  they  received a  lot of calls during 

the  first y ear they  were on the  board. B oard cha irperson  Victor ex­

plained  the  type of calls he  received a s  a  new  board  m em ber,

Not so m u ch  com plain ts b u t  people who w an t to p u sh  their 
agenda. If you  lis ten  to them  a n d  don 't agree w ith  every­
thing, b u t tell them  yes, we will d iscu ss  it, after a  while they 
will realize th a t  they  ju s t  c an 't call you  u p  an d  get som ething 
done. T hen they  k ind  of q u it calling. They get to know 
w here you  are  com ing from a n d  figure you 're going to rep re­
se n t them .

AU groups sa id  th a t  decisions w ere d iscussed  b u t th e ir overall de­

scrip tion  of how  th e  board  m ade decisions varied. In fo rm an ts said in ­

form ation w as sh a red  am ong the  board  by u se  of the  telephone m ost 

comm only, b u t  th e  board  depended  on  th e  su p e rin te n d en t for inform a­

tion an d  board  m em bers com m only sh a red  inform ation face to face. 

OveraU, in fo rm an ts described  the  board  a s  being “good”.

B oard ch a irp erso n s com m only described  “prob lem s” w ith the 

board  in  rec en t y ears, b u t  perceived th a t  th e  board  “w orked weU to­

gether” in  earlie r tim es. C u rren t p rob lem s were described  a s  a  “split 

board”. S u p e rin ten d en ts  m ost com m only described the  board  as “micro- 

m anaging”. S u p e rin ten d en t Howard explained how  he  perceived the link 

betw een no expectations of him  a n d  th e  board  w anting  to m icro-m anage, 

“There were no expectations, no th ing  th a t  they  w an ted  done. I th ink  th a t  

goes back  to w h a t I sa id  awhile ago th a t  they  were willing to let the  day-
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to-day th ings go to the  su p e rin ten d en t b u t they  w an ted  th e  long-term  

control of the  school system .” S u p erin ten d en t Max perceived board mi­

cro-m anaging as,

They were m u ch  m ore involved in  the  school, b u t  ye t after a  
couple years they  were very good ab o u t referring th in g s back 
to m e. I thoroughly  enjoyed th e  board  a t  [Marygreen]. The 
in te res ting  th ing  ab o u t board  m eetings there, board  meet- 
n̂ Ss typically las ted  four to five ho u rs . They w ould get off 

ta lk ing  ab o u t crops an d  d rough t an d  those k in d s  of th ings.

No d istingu ishab le  p a tte rn s  em erged in  the  su p e rin te n d en ts ’ de­

scrip tions of the  type of leader th a t  o th ers  perceived th em  to be. They 

com m only said  th a t  they  com m unicated  w ith  the  school board  prim arily 

by telephone or by p ack e ts  of inform ation se n t ou t before board  m eet­

ings.

B oard m em bers com m only described  the ir experiences a s  th inking 

they  could “change th in g s” during  th e  first year they  w ere on  the  board, 

la te r realizing th ings were m ore com plicated th a n  they  h a d  thought. 

Overall they  spoke of being a  board  m em ber a s  a  “good experience”, b u t 

fru stra tin g  . They agreed  th a t pe rsonal agendas of board  m em bers were 

detrim ental, a n d  saw  th e ir responsib ilities a s  rep resen ting  th e  public.

The m ost com m on p a tte rn  am ong all th ree  g roups of inform ants 

w as there  were “problem s” betw een the  su p e rin ten d en t a n d  the  board or 

betw een the  su p e rin te n d en t an d  the  d is tric t clerk. Additionally, these  

problem s w ere described  a s  problem s w ith the  su p erin ten d en t, su ch  as
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e ither no t being involved in  the  com m unity  to being too involved, stand-

by h is  decisions or changing h is  m ind  after m aking a  decision.

More often th a n  not, problem s w ere no ted  betw een th e  d istric t 

clerk a n d  th e  su p erin ten d en t. B oard chairperson  Trevor gave th is  in- 

. sight, W hat we ve h a d  a  lot of trouble  w ith, w ith ou r su p e rin te n d en ts , it 

is th a t  they  overload the  clerk a  lot. They don 't do a  lot of th e ir job. They 

give it to th e  clerk. She gets over loaded a t  w ork.” S u p erin ten d en t Ju d e  

provided h is  perspective,

They h a d  a  clerk there, she  w as a  very h a rd  w orker. B ut 
w hen she  got the  com puter she  w ould h a n d  check everything 
to m ake su re  th e  com puter d id n 't m ake a  m istake. She will 
go th ro u g h  everything, ju s t  m eticu lous, th u s  w asting  a  lot of 
tim e a n d  tying herse lf in  kno ts. She w as ju s t  a  very h a rd  
w orker b u t—she  w ould call the  S ta te  D epartm en t an d  ask  
them  questions like th a t. She drove m e crazy w ith  those 
questions.

S u p e rin te n d en ts’ perceived overall there  were “good” rela tionsh ips 

w ith the  board  during  th e ir stay  in  M ary green. They w ere sp lit in  per­

ceptions of th e ir re la tionsh ip  w ith th e  d is tric t clerk. Som e though t it w as 

a  “good” re la tionsh ip  an d  o thers did not.

The d istric t c lerk ’s percep tions of re la tionsh ips focused  m ost com­

m only on  su p e rin ten d en ts  who gave o th ers  w ork to do th a t  should  have 

been  done by the  su p erin ten d en ts . D istrict clerk Olivia explained,

I th in k  su p e rin ten d en ts  shou ld  be m ore responsib le  for the 
position  they  hold. I feel in  the  com m unity  ou r size w hen  we 
are  paying som eone $40 ,000  or $45 ,000  th a t 's  a  lo t to u s . I
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th in li they  have to feel th a t responsibility , ra th e r  th a n  dele­
gate so m any  th ings, know ing they  are the  p e rso n  earning 
th e  m ost money.

Political C lim ate. How h a s  the  political clim ate of the  school d is­

tric t affected su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  M arygreen? In fo rm ants pro­

vided a  descrip tion  of the  political clim ate an d  a  descrip tion  of the com- 

m unity . Among all th ree  g roups of board  chairpersons, d is tric t clerks, 

an d  su p e rin te n d e n ts , the  m ost com m on descrip tion  w as how  im portan t 

h igh  school a th le tics w as an d  the  divisions th a t  have been  caused  in  the  

com m unity  over h igh  school a th letics. In fo rm ants sa id  th e  school is the  

cen ter of the  com m unity. School board  chairperson  Trevor illu stra ted  

th is,

People take  a  lot of pride in  th e ir school. T hat's  a b o u t the 
only activity in  the  w inter. Everything cen ters a ro u n d  a 
school. I th in k  th a t 's  p a rt of th e  reaso n  why we have prob­
lem s w ith  su p erin tenden ts . Everybody takes the  school as 
k ind  of th e ir own personal b u sin ess . T hat's w here a  lot of 
them  get in  trouble. Too m any  people w atching. It 's  su ch  a  
sm all a re a  th a t  no m atte r w h a t he  does everybody knows 
w h a t's  going on.

A nother re la ted  p a tte rn  am ong in fo rm an ts w as th e  su p erin ten d en t 

w as a n  “o u tsid er” an d  th e  problem s assoc ia ted  w ith th is . B oard chair­

person  Victor described  the  problem ,

In  sm all com m unities m ost everybody feels rea l close to the 
school. This is ou r cen ter of activities in  the  com m unity. 
T h at's  w hy spo rts a re  so big. T h at's  ou r social event. So if 
they  get a n  ou tside  su p e rin ten d en t who com es from  W estern
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M ontana an d  he  h a s  a  new  idea  an d  they h ap p en  n o t to like 
it, they  m ake it difficult for h im  because  he  is a n  ou tsider 
an d  th is  is ou r school type thing. The com m unity  can  be 
tough  on  a  superin tenden t. B u t som e of these  b ro u g h t it on 
them selves too.

S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only described  the  political clim ate of the 

school d istric t in  te rm s of the  im portance a th le tics played. Superin ten­

d en t Je rry  said , “A first g rader a t [Marygreen] said, ‘Do you  know  th a t 

[nam e om itted] is g raduating  from basketba ll th is  y ear? ' T hat's  all they 

care ab o u t there . Ify o u  could th row  .academ ics o u t to th is  side and  

m ake sp o rts  th e  big th ing  they  w ould be satisfied .”

Among all in fo rm ants, com m only expressed  w as th e  problem  of a  

“vocal m inority” in  th e  com m unity  th a t  w ould ra th e r  com plain  th a n  ru n  

for th e  school board , an d  the  problem s th is  group h a s  cau sed  bo th  the 

su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  the  school board . School board  chairperson  

S tew art depicted  th is  problem ,

It's  h a rd  to be su p e rin ten d en t in  a  sm all com m unity  because 
of th e  gossip th a t gets s ta rted . W hen he does som ething 
w rong everybody know s it. I th in k  people dwell on  finding 
o u t th ings he did w rong w hen  they  don 't like them . In  sm all 
com m unities it gets com pounded. I've told those  people th a t 
they  need  to ru n  for the  school board  b u t they  don 't. Their 
opinion of the  school board  is terrib le. They p a ss  th a t  on to 
the  k ids. And th e n  they  come to school an d  they've got th is 
negative deal. T here 's only a b o u t five to ten  people th a t  are 
th e  c o n s tan t com plainers.
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Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. In form ants w ere questioned  

ab o u t th e ir percep tions of effects of the  previous su p e rin te n d en t on the  

new  one h ired  a n d  how  th ese  could have affected su p e rin te n d en t tu rn ­

over in  M ary green. The two m ost com m on exp lanations of th is  were the  

"clean u p ” the  new  su p e rin ten d en t h a d  to do, referring  to th ings the  pre­

vious su p e rin ten d en t left undone , or th a t  there  were no effects of the 

previous su p e rin ten d en t on the  new  one hired.

B oard ch a irp e rso n s’ descrip tions varied. S u p e rin ten d en ts  com­

m only explained it is  b e s t to follow a  “w eak” su p e rin te n d en t or they felt 

no effects from  th e  previous su p erin ten d en t. S u p e rin ten d en t Max ex­

plained  h is  experiences, "At [Marygreen] I felt like I w as com ing into a  

good s itu a tio n  for m e because  the  previous su p e rin ten d en t h a d  been 

looked u p o n  a s  p re tty  au tocratic . I w as a  b rea th  of fresh  a ir because of 

my style.”

S u p erin ten d en t How ard gave h is  perceptions, “B ased  on  my own 

experience I w ould say  it is easier to follow som ebody who h a s  really 

screw ed up . If you  could  pu ll it off a n d  m ake it w ork yo u r first year, you 

look like God.”

Effects on  the  School D istrict. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  how su p er­

in ten d en t tu rnover affected the  stability  of th e  M arygreen school district. 

Among all g roups, the  m ost com m on descrip tion  w as th e  lack  of
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continu ity” of leadersh ip  or p rogram s caused  by su p e rin te n d en t tu rn ­

over in  M arygreen. R elated to th is, in fo rm ants perceived th a t  there  w as 

no d irection  for the  school d istric t because  of su p e rin te n d en t turnover. 

Also com m only expressed  w as the  “a d ju s tm en t” the  staff m u s t m ake to a  

new  su p e rin ten d en t. In fo rm ants com m only said the  d is tric t clerk had  

becom e th e  stability  in  the  school d is tric t because  of su p e rin ten d en t 

turnover. D istrict clerk Olivia explained,

A su p e rin ten d en t com es in, they  a re  b ran d  new. It takes 
h im  or h e r a  year to decide w h a t’s actually  going on. So 
du ring  th a t  year you 're  asked  to do certa in  th in g s so they 
c an  ca tch  on to th e  rou tine . By th e  tim e they  so rt of know  
a n d  have som e k ind  of d irection we a re  getting an o th e r one.
So som etim es added  du ties hap p en . And w hen  you  are  the 
stability , an d  secre taries a re  com ing an d  going, a n d  su p er­
in ten d en ts  a re  com ing an d  going, you  have to be th e  stable 
person. A lot of those  d u ties  fall to you. They have to be 
done.

B oard cha irperson  Trevor provided h is  percep tions a b o u t effects of

su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on M arygreen school,

It tak es  its  toll b ecause  th ere 's  no continuity . Every su p er­
in te n d en t h a s  h is  own way of doing things. W hen you're 
changing  every couple years th e re 's  no con tinu ity  of w hat's 
going on. T hat's  why we are  probably  fo rtunate  here. We've 
got a  lo t of old staff an d  a n  old clerk. I'm su re  th a t  helps a  
lo t in  o u r con tinu ity  w hen going th rough  all the  su p e rin ten ­
den ts.

The m o st com m on p a tte rn  of effects of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on 

the  M arygreen school w ith in  the  school board  chairperson  resp o n ses w as 

the  pow er vacuum  cau sed  by su p e rin ten d en t turnover. They explained

158
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over the  years, the  staff, w hether it h a s  been  teach ers  or the  d istric t 

clerk, have filled in  the  void caused  by a  lack  of con tinu ity  of leadersh ip  

from  th e  su p erin ten d en t. Adding to the  descrip tion, board  chairpersons 

com m only explained the  problem s th e  sta ff h a s  h ad  in  ad ju stin g  to new  

su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  th e  changes th a t  a re  m ade by th ese  new  superin­

ten d en ts . B oard chairperson  D iane said,

I th in k  th ere 's  been  a  lack of continuity . You ju s t  get s ta rted  
on a  roll w ith  one guy an d  it changes. It's  the  sam e w ith  the 
teach ers  too. You get one figured out, w hat he  w an ts  and  
th e n  it changes. B u t th en  th e re 's  som e th a t  k ind  of ju s t  go 
w ith  the  flow an d  it don 't bo ther them . M ost of th em  ju s t  do 
th e ir own th ing  a n d  don 't w orry ab o u t the  superin tenden t.
They have been  there  for 15 or 20 years. They d o n 't need  to 
w orry a b o u t the  superin tenden t.

B oard chairperson  Victor explained  fu rther,

T hen I th in k  th ere 's  no con tinu ity  to som e of th e  p rogram s in 
th e  school. Some su p e rin ten d en ts  come u p  w ith  som e good 
ideas a n d  they  ju s t  begin im plem enting them  w hich  takes a  
while to get them  im plem ented. And th en  you got a  new  su ­
perin tenden t. It's  h a rd  on the  teach ers  to get to know  the 
different su p erin ten d en ts , having to w ork w ith an o th e r new 
boss. Sam e way w ith  all of the  help , the  secretary , th e  clerk.
And it's  h a rd  for the  board  too. You get an o th er, different 
personality  you a re  dealing with.

S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only described  effects of su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover on  M arygreen school by describ ing  the  lack  of con tinu ity  an d  

explaining th e  staff filled the  power v acu u m  left by a  lack  of leadership . 

S u p erin ten d en t J u d e ’s percep tions were,
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[Marygreen] h a d  four su p e rin ten d en ts  in  five years. . . .That 
p roduces a  power vacuum . Som ebody step s in to  th a t. Ei­
th e r th e  b u s in ess  m anager, th e  clerk, or a  teacher th a t's  
from  th e  town. [Marygreen] h a d  a  n u m b er of teach e rs  th a t 
were rig h t from  th a t  town. They s ta r t  stepp ing  in to  th a t 
power vacuum  an d  tried  to ru n  th ings. I saw  th a t  a t  Mary- 
green. There w as one lady there  th a t  h ad  th e  whole ele­
m en tary  w rapped  up . They w ould go to her. And a  num ber 
of them  w ent to the  clerk.

M elchester

D escription of th e  C om m unity

In fo rm ants com m only described  th e  com m unity’s su p p o rt of the 

school. A h igh  school s tu d e n t wrote, “I th in k  th a t th is  sm all town of 

[Melchester] is a  very nice town. I like th is  tow n because  everybody is 

friendly a n d  hard-w orking. They are  also very con tribu ting  to the  com­

m unity  a n d  su p p o rt all of ou r a th le te s .”

D istrict clerk C harley explained, "It's a  good com m unity. It's a  

sm all com m unity . Of course  you have your tim es w hen  you  have your 

gossip cen te r.” A h igh  school s tu d e n t gave th is  fu rth e r description,

At first glance it looks quiet, peaceful, like som eth ing  ou t of 
th e  Andy Griffith show. It could  be M ayberry or a  rem ake of 
it. You w alk in to  a  store an d  before you can  say  yo u r nam e 
they  already  know  who you are. W ord travels fa s t in  th is 
town, b u t  it u su a lly  is the  b ad  th ings. People a ro u n d  th is 
school an d  th is  tow n are so nosy  th a t  they know  w h at you 
did before you  have done it. . . .The people here  a re  friendly 
a n d  good people. It is u p  to th e  p erson  here  to m ake the 
b e s t of it.
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A nother h igh  school s tu d e n t explained the  values of the  com m u­

nity  in  th is  way, “O ur com m unity  is cen tered  a ro u n d  th ree  m ajor things. 

They are  th e  school, ch u rch  an d  the  bars . If you drive th ro u g h  town on a  

S unday  m orn ing  m ost cars  are  a t  the  chu rches . Ify o u  drive th rough  

town th a t  evening you can  see h a lf the  sam e vehicles a t  th e  local b a rs .”

The com m unity  a tte n d s  the  high  school sporting  events. One high 

school s tu d e n t explained, “The people in  th is  tow n really  su p p o rt all the  

spo rts team s. The whole tow n com es o u t w hen there  is  a  gam e being 

played.”

D escription of th e  School

M elchester school h a d  a  K indergarten  th rough  tw elfth grade en­

ro llm ent of 112 s tu d e n ts  in  the  1997-98 school year, 38 of those  s tu ­

d en ts  w ere in  th e  h igh  school. These enro llm ent figures a re  typical. The 

general fu n d  budget for th e  1997-98 school year w as $699 ,722 . There 

h a s  been  a  low drop o u t ra te  of h igh  school stu d en ts . M ost g raduates 

have gone on  to college, while the  re s t  have gone on to vocational 

schools, th e  m ilitary, or to ch u rch  m issions. Racial m ake u p  of the  s tu ­

den ts  h a s  been  prim arily  C aucasian , w ith  a  few H ispanic s tu d en ts . A 

m igran t p rogram  w as estab lished  to m eet the  tu to ria l n eed s  of those s tu ­

den ts.
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E lem entary  staff consisted  of th ree  full tim e teach ers  a n d  one p a rt 

tim e K indergarten  teacher. There w ere six h igh  school teachers. Both 

e lem entary  a n d  high  school s tu d e n ts  also received a rt, m usic  an d  physi­

cal education . There were bo th  high  school an d  elem entary  school li­

b raries. The h igh  school w as equipped w ith  a  com puter lab. T eachers’ 

base  salary  in  1997-98 w as $17,000. A teach ers  u n io n  w as begun in  

1990. No housing  w as available for teachers . Non certified staff in- 

eluded two cooks, two custod ians, a n d  one b u s  driver. Office staff in­

cluded a  secre tary  an d  d istric t clerk.

T eacher tu rnover w as described  a s  “low” w ith seven staff m em bers 

having 30 to 11 years of ten u re  in  th e  d istric t. The average superin ten ­

d en t tu rnover ra te  from  1977 to 1997 w as 38%. S u p erin ten d en ts  stayed 

a n  average of 2 .33 years a t  M elchester. H ousing w as provided for the  

sup erin ten d en t.

In fo rm ants m ost com m only described  the  school in  te rm s of its  

s tren g th  of th e  low s tu d e n t to teacher ratio . A high  school s tu d e n t elabo­

rated , “In  the  school, everyone gets a  lo t of help  from th e  teachers. Eve­

ryone know s everyone an d  m ost a re  willing to help .” School d istric t clerk 

C harley gave h e r  perceptions,

If I h ad  to have a  choice a s  to w here m y kids go to school it 
w ould be here. It w ould be in  a  sm all d istric t like th is . They 
have a  lo t of benefits. They get a  lot m ore ou t of school here 
th a n  in  a  bigger school because  it's  m ore personal. I th ink
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they  lose a  little because  of som e of the  th ings they  don 't of­
fer here , b u t in  the  long ru n  I th in k  they becom e b e tte r all- 
a ro u n d  adu lts .

B oard chairperson  D arlene explained how im p o rtan t it is to keep 

s tu d e n ts  in  school,

People really  w an t to do an d  help, a n d  I th in k  th a t 's  also the 
s tren g th  in  th e  school. If th e  child is having trouble , people 
a re  willing to take  th e  tim e to help  them , an d  keep them  go­
ing, a n d  su p p o rt them  in school. Or if they 're having  tro u ­
bles disciplining, like in  a  lot of schools, the  first th ing  they 
w an t to do is get rid  of them . Here they are  w orked w ith 
m ore, a n d  encouraged. They figure o u t som ething  to try  and  
help  them  stay  in  school a n d  keep them  on track .

Inform ants

Clive a n d  D arlene, two long-tim e board  m em bers who h ad  been 

chairpersons, were in fo rm an ts in  th e  study . One h ad  lived in  the  

M elchester com m unity  m ost of h is  life, a n d  the  o ther h a d  lived in  the 

com m unity  for 25 years. One w as 47 y ears  old an d  the  o ther 55. They 

bo th  held  bachelo r’s  degrees. They h a d  bo th  been  on th e  board  for 14 

years a n d  h a d  been  involved in  h iring  6 su p erin ten d en ts . O ne’s liveli­

hood w as ran ch in g  a n d  the  o ther w as self-employed. B oth  interviews 

took place a t  th e  hom es of the  in form ants.

School d istric t clerk C harley grew u p  in  the  M elchester com m u­

nity. She h a s  been  d istric t clerk for 10 years. She h a s  a  two year degree 

from a  vocational school a n d  w as 40 years  old. Since she  h a s  been dis­
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tric t clerk, four su p e rin ten d en ts  have been  h ired . She explained the  du­

ties of h e r  job  are  “varied” greatly, an d  how  she  “enjoyed” working in  a  

sm all d istric t. The interview  w ith C harley took place a t  th e  M elchester 

school.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  Bill, Gabe, Thom as, an d  Jo se p h  partic ipa ted  in  

the  study. Two were ra ised  in  a  larger com m unity  in  M ontana  and  two 

were ra ised  in  ru ra l com m unities, one o u t of sta te . T heir average age 

w as 52 years  old, rang ing  from  41 to 58 years  of age. They h a d  been in­

volved in  educa tion  for a n  average of 22 years, ranging  from  13 to 28 

years. In fo rm an ts sp en t a n  average of 14 years  in  th e  superin tendency , 

ranging  from  3 to 22 years. Two were ju n io r  h igh school teachers, an d  

two were h igh  school teachers. One m oved to a  ju n io r  h igh  principal- 

ship, while two m oved into h igh  school p rincipalsh ip . O ne skipped the  

p rincipal position  a n d  m oved into the  superin tendency  a t  M elchester. 

Three h a d  been  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  th ree  different schools, an d  one su­

p e rin ten d e n t’s experience w as gained entirely  a t M elchester. Prim ary  

reaso n s given for going into the  superin tendency  were because  of the  in­

crease  in  sa lary  an d  having m ore contro l over the  school a s  a  superin ­

tenden t. One interview  w as held  over th e  phone w ith  a n  in form ant who 

lived o u t of s ta te , two were held  a t in fo rm an ts’ c u rre n t p laces of employ­

m ent, an d  one w as held  a t  the  M elchester school.
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A c h a rt of organizational h isto ry  a t  the  M elchester school from 

1977 to 1997 can  be found in  Appendix C.

C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

In fo rm ants were questioned  ab o u t th e  career goals, career orienta­

tions an d  expectations of ten u re  in  a ttem p ting  to explain  effects on su ­

p erin ten d en t tu rnover in  M elchester. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  w hether or 

no t the  su p e rin ten d en t stayed  a s  long a s  they  expected th em  to in  

M elchester. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  th a t  em erged w hen  all three 

groups, su p e rin ten d en ts , board  chairpersons, an d  d is tric t clerk  were in­

terviewed, w as “no”. B oard cha irpersons were split, explaining th a t ha lf 

of the  tim e they  expected the  su p e rin ten d en t to stay  longer an d  the  re s t 

they  did n o t stay  a s  long a s  expected. S u p erin ten d en ts  replied  th a t they  

h ad  no t stayed  a s  long a s  they  expected to stay  in  M elchester.

In fo rm ants explained  the ir percep tions of the  typical career p a th  of 

a  su p e rin ten d en t in  M ontana  a s  s ta rtin g  in  a  sm all school an d  th en  

moving on  to a  bigger school. Their percep tions were su p erin ten d en ts  

could e a rn  a  h igher sa lary  in  a  bigger d istric t. M elchester w as comm only 

referred  to a s  a  “stepping  stone”. B oard chairperson  Clive’s perceptions 

were, “T here 's no d o u b t th a t  the  little schools are  going to get the  super­

in ten d en ts  who are  going o u t the  first tim e. T hat's  w here th e  m ajority of 

them  are  going to go.” S u p erin ten d en t G abe’s percep tions were, “Maybe
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p a rt  of w h a t the  problem  w as there  a t  [Melchester], it w as u se d  a s  a  

stepping  stone. M ost little d istric ts  are , I w ould suspec t. You go there  

for two or th ree  years  an d  th en  you  bounce your way u p  th e  ladder to a  

bigger school.”

S u p erin ten d en t Selection Processes

D uring  th e  interview s, in fo rm an ts were asked  to give a  descrip tion  

of the  su p e rin te n d en t selection p rocesses, expectations of the  ideal su­

p e rin ten d en t a n d  the  ideal superin tendency . Com m on p a tte rn s  th a t 

em erged am ong all g roups w hen  explaining the  su p e rin te n d en t selection 

p rocesses w ere th e  board  called references, the  board  selected  the  candi­

da tes, th e  com m unity  w as generally n o t involved, a  d in n er w as held for 

th e  can d id a tes  w hich only the  board  a tten d ed , an d  “s ta n d a rd ” in ter­

viewing p rocedu res were used .

B oard m em bers com m only no ted  changes in  the  su p e rin ten d en t 

pool of app lican ts  over th e  years. They explained they  have found older 

app lican ts, m ore from  o u t of sta te , a n d  less app lican ts now  th a n  in  ear­

lier years. S u p erin ten d en ts  said  only th e  board w as involved in  the  in ­

terviewing p rocess an d  “s ta n d a rd ” p rocedures were u sed .

Overall, board  cha irpersons an d  th e  d istric t clerk  were satisfied 

w ith the  su p e rin te n d en t selection p rocesses u sed . B oard chairpersons 

no ted  th a t  the  d inner h a d  been  insigh tfu l b u t h a s  tak en  a  lot of time.

166
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described th e  ideal su p e rin ten d en t or superin tendency . 

Com m on p a tte rn s  th a t  em erged am ong all g roups were th e  ideal super­

in ten d en t w ould be “involved in  the  com m unity”, w ould s tay  for five to

six y ears, w ould have a  “good” staff w hich “w orks together”, would let the  

su p e rin ten d en t ru n  the  school”. The ideal su p e rin ten d en t would pos­

sess “budget s tre n g th s”, have “su p p o rt” from  the com m unity, and  would 

“like sm all schools”.

B oard cha irpersons spoke m ost often ab o u t how  im p o rtan t com­

m unity  involvem ent of the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t w ould be. B oard chair­

person  D arlene illustra ted ,

For a  sm all a re a  like th is  som eone w ho's n o t afra id  to be 
ou tside  a  little b it a n d  go w here th e  com m unity  m em bers 
work. In  a  com m unity  like th is , well in  any  of them , I th in k  
th e  su p e rin ten d en t h a s  to a tten d  th e  ex tracu rricu lar activi­
ties a n d  be visible. I don 't th in k  th a t 's  so im p o rtan t in  
probably  the  large d istric t w here m ost people don 't know  h is 
face anyway. In  a  sm all d istric t they  have to be willing to get 
o u t a n d  be w ith the  com m unity.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  com m only explained  the  ideal superin tendency  a s  

one w here th e re  w as a  “good staff” a n d  one w here th e  su p e rin ten d en t 

w as allowed to “ru n  the  school”. S u p erin ten d en t T hom as explained the  

ideal place to be a  su p e rin ten d en t w as in  M elchester because , “The board  

let you ru n  th e  school. They said th a t 's  w h a t they  h ired  you  for. If they 

questioned  you  or felt th a t  they  d isagreed  w ith  you, it w as alw ays u p
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front. S u p erin ten d en t Jo se p h  explained the  ideal school board  would be 

one,

• • .where th e  board  does w ha t they  say they 're  going to do. 
And w h a t they  say  they  a re  going to do, shou ld  be, “We are 
going to w rite policy an d  you 're  going to ru n  th e  school d is­
tric t. W e're going to su p p o rt your decisions a n d  a t  su ch  a  
tim e we th in k  th a t  we have a  divergent philosophy we will sit 
dow n a n d  ta lk  a b o u t the  fu tu re  of ou r assoc ia tion .” T hat's 
th e  w ay it shou ld  be. B u t th a t 's  n o t m y experience, p a rticu ­
larly in  sm all schools.

Role Percep tions an d  E xpectations

In fo rm ants were questioned  a b o u t how  the  expecta tions of roles, 

an d  job  com petency skill a re a s  affected su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in 

M elchester. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  am ong in fo rm an ts’ descrip tions 

ab o u t w hy th e  su p e rin ten d en t accep ted  th e  job  or w as h ired , w as the  su ­

p e rin ten d en t “liked the  location” of M elchester. O ther p a tte rn s  were th a t 

the  su p e rin te n d en ts  “did n o t care w here” they  got a  job , or they  took the  

job  because  of th e  “good rep u ta tio n ” of th e  M elchester school.

No p a tte rn s  were found in  the  descrip tions board  chairpersons 

provided. The d istric t c lerk ’s descrip tion  w as th a t she did n o t know why 

the  su p e rin ten d en ts  were h ired  or they  took the  job  b ecau se  of the loca­

tion of M elchester. S u p erin ten d en ts  m ost com m only described  th a t they  

“liked th e  location” an d  they  “d idn ’t  care  w here” they  got a  job. Super­

in ten d en t Jo se p h  explained events w hen  he  w as h ired  in  M elchester, “It
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w as the  first job  I w as offered. T hat's  w h a t I told m y wife. W hen I told 

her we were leaving I said  I don 't care  w here it is or w h a t it is, the first 

job I'm  offered we will take  it.”

In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to describe the  expectations, w ritten  or 

spoken, of th e  su p e rin ten d en t u p o n  being hired. The m o st com m on 

p a tte rn  found am ong all in fo rm ants w as there  were “general expecta­

tions” of th e  su p e rin ten d en t u p o n  being h ired . These inc luded  “ru n n in g  

the  school sm oothly”, “do it all”, an d  “m ain tain ing  a n d  im proving”.

B oard cha irperson  Clive explained fu rther, “They a re  general th ings th a t  

we w ould expect for a  school to ru n  sm oothly, expect com m unication, 

expect all those  th ings an d  th a t 's  a  s tan d ard . I don 't th in k  there  w as 

any th ing  se t th a t  w as different from  an o th e r school.” He w en t on to ex­

plain  th a t  those  expectations were th e  sam e from one su p e rin ten d en t to 

the  next.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  described  along w ith  the  board  having  “general 

expecta tions” of them  u p o n  being h ired , they  did n o t know  w hat the  ex­

pecta tions were. S u p erin ten d en t T hom as gave th is  descrip tion , “I really 

don 't know. I don 't know  w h at it w as th a t  m attered  to th em  really 

[concerning h is  strengths). All they  were looking for w as som eone to ad­

m in ister th e  school.”



170

Among all g roups in fo rm an ts explained th a t  the  board  w as in  con­

se n su s  a b o u t w ha t the  skill a re as  of th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  were upon  be­

ing hired.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t Turnover

In fo rm ants were ask ed  to give descrip tions of th e ir perceptions 

ab o u t why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left M elchester, a n d  w hy so m any 

over the  la s t 2 1 years. S u p erin ten d en ts  were asked  a b o u t general rea­

sons for tu rnover in  sm all schools. B oard chairpersons gave reasons 

why they  r a n  for th e  school board.

S u p e rin te n d en ts’ descrip tions varied  concerning general reasons 

for tu rnover in  sm all schools. No d istingu ishab le  p a tte rn s  em erged from  

these  descrip tions.

Among all groups, th e  m ost com m on reaso n  given for why a  spe­

cific su p e rin te n d en t left th e  M elchester school d istric t w as because  of 

family rea so n s  . The nex t m ost com m on p a tte rn s  described  specific su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  leaving for “career m oves”, or because  the  su p erin ten d en t 

w as “no t w an ted” by the  d istric t, or th e  su p e rin ten d en t “left on  h is own”, 

or the  su p e rin te n d en t chose to leave because  of the  “s tre s s” of the  job. A 

final p a tte rn  of descrip tion  for rea so n s  w hy specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left 

w as because  the  su p e rin ten d en t w as a n  “ou tsider”. S u p erin ten d en t Jo ­

seph  gave th is  portrayal,
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I knew  in  a  very sh o rt tim e I w ould never be accep ted  in  
[M elchester]. . . .I w ould have been  perfectly h ap p y  to retire 
in  [Melchester], b u t I knew  it w asn 't going to h ap p en . I fig­
u red  th a t  ou t after a  very sh o rt period of time. If you  have a  
fit a n d  it w orks th en  you could stay  a n  indefinite am o u n t of 
tim e. B u t if it doesn  t  work, you  end  u p  like o ther superin ­
ten d e n ts  who stay  less th a n  a  year.

B oard c h a irp e rso n s’ an d  su p e rin te n d en ts’ m ost com m on p a tte rn  of 

descrip tions a b o u t why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left M elchester m atched. 

They bo th  perceived th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  left prim arily  for “family rea­

sons”. They also agreed  th a t  they  left for “career m oves”, m oving to a  po­

sition w here they  were paid  a  h igher salary. A com m on p a tte rn  found 

w ith in  board  ch a irp erso n  resp o n ses w as th a t  the  board  “did  no t w an t” 

the  su p e rin te n d en t an y  longer. The d istric t clerk perceived th a t the  su­

p e rin ten d en ts  were n o t satisfied w ith  th e  job  an d  decided to leave.

In fo rm an ts were also asked  to give a  descrip tion  of w hy there h a s  

been  a  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  M elchester over the  las t 

21 years. Among all groups, no d istingu ishab le  p a tte rn s  em erged.

B oard ch a irp erso n  descrip tions of tu rnover varied also. P a tte rn s  w ithin 

the  su p e rin te n d en ts ’ descrip tions w ere su p e rin ten d en ts  left because of a  

“board  problem ” or because  they were u sin g  M elchester a s  a  “stepping 

stone”, leaving because  of career m oves. S u p erin ten d en t G abe described 

two rea so n s  for the  h igh  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover ra te  in  M elchester,

As a  stepping  stone an d  there  is too m uch  n it p icking from 
board  m em bers. It's  the  ax they  have to grind a n d  they  ru n
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[for th e  school board]. And th e  little picky s tu ff th a t  m ay or 
m ay n o t be true . W hen they  accuse  som ebody it's  som e­
thing. It h u r ts  w hether it's  tru e  or not. Probably th e  biggest 
rea so n  is because  it is a  stepp ing  stone.

B oard cha irpersons were a sk ed  to give a  descrip tion  of why they 

for th e  school board. A p a tte rn  com m on to bo th  in fo rm an ts wais they  

ra n  because  they  were “in te res ted  in  educa tion”. B oard chairperson  

Clive explained  fu rther,

I guess I'm  in te rested  in  the  school, an d  I w an ted  to support 
the  school. I th in k  you need  good people on  th e  school 
board . It's  like my wife says, she  don 't w an t m e to ru n  
again , b u t  if som ebody isn 't going to ru n  th a t  I feel is  going 
to really  w ork a t  it an d  do a  decen t job, I'll re ru n . It's  not 
som ething  I w an t to lose. I th in k  it's  too im portan t. E duca­
tion is im portan t.

Jo b  S atisfac tion . How do job  satisfiers an d  levels of job  satisfac­

tion affect su p e rin te n d en t turnover?  In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give a  de­

scrip tion  of how  satisfied  o thers were w ith  the  su p e rin te n d en t and  how 

satisfied th e  su p e rin ten d en t w as w ith  th e  job  he did. S u p erin ten d en ts  

provided a  descrip tion  of the ir job a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t. In form ants also 

described  su p e rin te n d en t evaluation  processes.

The m ost com m on p a tte rn  am ong all groups a n d  w ith in  each 

group w as th e  com m unity  w as “satisfied” w ith the  sup erin ten d en t.

W hen ask ed  a b o u t the  su p e rin te n d en t’s own level of sa tisfac tion  w ith the  

job he  did, am ong all groups the  m ost com m on p a tte rn  w as th a t  he w as
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"satisfied”. W ithin th e  su p e rin ten d en t inform ants, m ost su p e rin ten d en ts  

were satisfied  w ith th e  job  they  did a n d  listed  th e ir accom plishm ents.

S u p erin ten d en t Bill said, "I'm satisfied  w ith w h a t I cam e to do an d  

I U m ake the  s ta te m e n t generally th a t  w hen  I come in to  a  com m unity I'm 

here  to he lp  m ake a  good school even better. I feel th a t  we've done tha t.

I th in k  we've m ade som e in roads .” Two su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere no t satis­

fied w ith a n  a sp ec t of the ir job  perform ance a t  M elchester. Superin ten­

d en ts  com m only described  th a t the  job  of a  sm all school su p e rin ten d en t 

is “enjoyable”.

In fo rm an ts were ask ed  to give a  descrip tion  of th e  su p erin ten d en t 

evaluation  p rocess u se d  a t  M elchester. M ost com m only all groups ex­

plained  th a t  e ither no evaluations w ere done, or th a t  they  w ere done once 

a  year. O ne-year con trac ts  h ad  been issu ed  the  m ajority  of the  time.

D escrip tion  of R elations. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give a  descrip­

tion of th e  school board. S u p erin ten d en ts  were asked  to give descrip­

tions of th e  type of leader o thers perceived them  to be a n d  how  they 

com m unicated  w ith  the  school board. B oard m em bers gave descrip tions 

of the ir role an d  experiences. All g roups w ere asked  to give descrip tions 

of the  b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ip s an d  su p e rin te n d en t/ d istric t 

clerk re la tionsh ips.
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In fo rm ants com m only described  board  tu rnover in  M elchester a s  

“low”. D ecisions w ere described  a s  “u n ite d ”, an d  were d iscu ssed  an d  de­

cided a t  board  m eetings. Inform ation w as sh a red  am ong th e  board pri­

m arily by telephone or inform ation th e  su p e rin ten d en t sh a red  w ith the  

board. In fo rm ants were sp lit in  th e ir descrip tion  of w he ther or no t the  

chain  of com m and policy w as followed a t  M elchester. C hain  of com m and 

refers to the  protocol com m unity  m em bers followed if they  h ad  a  com­

p la in t ag a in st th e  school. H alf of th e  in fo rm ants perceived the  policy w as 

followed while the  o ther h a lf did not. B oard chairperson  D arlene ex­

plained, “T here a re  people th a t  a re  afraid  of rep risa l for th e ir  children so 

they  w on 't come forw ard w ith  a  com plaint. They m ight b ring  it to a  

board  m em ber or th e  su p e rin ten d en t b u t they  w on't confron t the 

teacher. So it's  h a rd  th en  to follow th a t  ch a in  of com m and if they are 

afraid .”

In fo rm ants described  overall the  board  “w orked well together” an d

expressed  th a t  the  board  w as concerned  ab o u t taxes a n d  how  the m oney

w as sp e n t a t  th e  school. S u p erin ten d en t Jo sep h  described ,

They could squeeze a  penny  u n til it scream ed. . . .Very con­
cerned  ab o u t taxes. W hen I p u t  the  first budget together, I 
h ad  som e very specific in s tru c tio n s—cu t it by te n  percent.
They d idn 't tell m e how, they  d idn 't tell m e why, an d  they 
d id n 't m ake any  suggestions. They ju s t  sa id  c u t it by ten  
percen t. Those were my in struc tions.
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In fo rm ants were asked  to give a  descrip tion  of th e  type of relation­

sh ips th a t  existed betw een the  su p e rin ten d en t an d  th e  board, and  be­

tw een th e  su p e rin ten d en t an d  the  d istric t clerk. The com m on d e s e r ­

tion am ong all g roups w as th a t there  w ere “good” re la tions betw een the  

su p e rin te n d en t an d  th e  board  a n d  d istric t clerk. The school board an d  

d istric t clerk  com m only described  “good” re la tionsh ips. S uperin ten d en ts  

m ost com m only described  “good” re la tionsh ip s overall, b u t  two superin ­

ten d e n ts  no ted  “problem s” in  the ir re la tionsh ips w ith th e  school board.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  described  the  type of leader o th e rs  perceived 

them  to be. T hese descrip tions varied overall, b u t two com m on p a tte rn s  

em erged. S u p erin ten d en ts  th o u g h t th a t  o thers viewed th em  as  having 

skill in  w orking w ith the  budget an d  overall o thers viewed them  as being 

“effective lead ers”. S u p erin ten d en ts  varied  in  their descrip tions of how 

they  typically com m unicated  w ith the  school board. B oard  m em bers 

varied in  th e ir descrip tion  of ro les an d  experiences.

Political C lim ate. How h a s  the  political clim ate of th e  school d is­

tric t affected su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  M elchester? In fo rm ants pro­

vided a  descrip tion  of th e  political clim ate an d  a  descrip tion  of the com­

m unity . The m ost com m on descrip tion  am ong all th ree  g roups of board  

chairpersons, d istric t clerk, an d  su p erin ten d en ts , w as concerning com­

m unity  divisions. In fo rm ants were sp lit ab o u t w he ther or n o t divisions



I ILi

existed in  the  com m unity. A nother com m on p a tte rn  w as the com m unity

strongly supported  the  school. S uperin tenden t Bill explained,

I th in k  in  th is  com m unity they pretty  m uch  agree. O ur mill 
levy w as p assed  100 and  some for and  40 against. Last year 
it w as again  the  sam e thing. We d idn 't have a s  m any  voters 

- la s t Year b u t the  levy carried  very easily. And so, I th ink 
there 's  good suppo rt th a t way in  the  com m unity. As far as 
divisions I don 't see that.

W ithin board chairperson  responses, the m ost com m on p a tte rn  

w as the  descrip tion  of the  com m unity “supporting” the  school. 

S uperin tenden ts were split over w hether or no t there  were any divisions 

in the com m unity.

Previous S uperin tenden t Effects. Inform ants were asked  to 

describe their percep tions of effects the  previous su p erin ten d en t had  on 

the new  one h ired  an d  how these  could have affected su p erin ten d en t 

turnover in  M elchester. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found in the 

in fo rm an ts’ responses w as the  “clean u p ” the  new  su p erin ten d en t 

som etim es h ad  to do w hen  newly hired. These were described  as 

“m esses” th a t the  previous su p erin ten d en t left for the new  one to “clean 

u p ”.

A nother p a tte rn  w as the  differences in  the su p erin ten d en ts ' 

s tren g th s an d  w eaknesses. S uperin tenden t Thom as portrayed the con­
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nection  betw een “cleaning u p  m esses” a n d  the  s tren g th s  a n d  w eaknesses 

from one su p e rin te n d en t to the  next, “In [Melchester] I h a d  no problem s 

going in  there . B u t w hen  I h ad  to go back  to [Melchester] after superin ­

ten d en t [nam e om itted] left in  the  m iddle of the  year all of th e  finances 

th a t I h a d  se t u p  from  th e  previous th ree  years I h ad  to re-do. It w as 

h a rd  on th e  school system .”

W ithin th e  board  chair resp o n ses w as the  p a tte rn  of the  superin­

ten d en t differences an d  th e ir effects on th e  new  su p erin ten d en t. Board 

chair Clive explained effects of th e  previous su p e rin te n d en t on the new  

one h ired , There s alw ays the  carryover, because  each  su p e rin ten d en t 

h a s  th e ir w ay of doing th ings. So th a t 's  a  change to th e  sta ff an d  som e­

tim es they  like it a n d  som etim es they  don 't. It is a  change in  how our 

rela tionsh ip  is, like m ine a s  a  board  chair, m y re la tionsh ip  w ith  them .”

W ithin su p e rin te n d en t in form ants, descrip tions reflected the sam e 

a s  those  p a tte rn s  found  am ong all th ree  groups.

Effects on  the  School D istric t. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to describe 

how frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover affected the  stab ility  of the 

M elchester school d istric t. Among all groups, the  m ost com m on descrip­

tion w as th e  change of su p e rin ten d en t w as difficult. T his included the  

changes m ade by th e  new  su p e rin ten d en t. Related w as th e  p a tte rn  of 

the  difficulty in  “ad ju stin g ” to the  new  sup erin ten d en t. R espondents
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com m only described  how  the  changes were difficult for th e  staff. D istrict 

clerk C harley described,

I th in k  it's  h a rd  on the  staff. E ach  one of them  
[superin tendents] h a s  the ir own individuality  a n d  ideas on 
th ings, so you  alw ays have change som ew hat w hen  a  new  
one com es in  a s  to how  they  w an t to hand le  little th ings, like 
keys. One will say  you  can  keep your keys, a n d  one will say 
n o ’ y°u  can  t  keep your keys. One will say th e  supp lies for 
th e  office will be k ep t here  or th e  teacher supp lies will be 
k ep t here. Som etim es they  will keep them  in  th e ir room s, 
an d  th e n  som ebody w ould com e a n d  no, you have to keep 

in  the  office so we know  w hat is com ing a n d  going.
J u s t  little th ings like th a t. I th in k  it's  really  h a rd  on the 
d istric t itself a s  far a s  staff goes because  you a re  changing so 
m u ch  w ith  ju s t  different pe rso n alitie s . . . .A lot of nervous 
teach ers  a s  to w h a t is going to be changed. C urricu lum  is a  
big th ing. You really see a  big difference in  th e  people 
[superin tendents] a s  to how  they  th in k  the  cu rricu lu m  needs 
to be. I have h ea rd  th a t  since I've been  here  th e  teach ers  will 
say, Well we ju s t  get th is  done a n d  som eone new  will come 
in  an d  they  will w an t u s  to redo it all over again. We are  re ­
doing cu rricu lu m  all the  tim e. We never get done w ith the 
cu rricu lu m .”

S u p erin ten d en ts  m ost com m only described  th e  a d ju s tm en ts  th a t  

m u st be m ade to the  new  su p e rin ten d en t were difficult, b u t  also per­

ceived th a t  there  were no effects on the  M elchester school because  of su­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover. S u p erin ten d en t Jo se p h  elaborated ,

I th in k  a  lot of th e  staff goes on. It's  a  con tinual ad ju stm en t.
. . .There were people th a t  still d idn 't know  w h a t they 
th o u g h t of m e by the  tim e I h a d  re s ig n e d .. You have co n stan t 
a d ju s tm en ts  w here they  a d ju s t to one su p e rin ten d en t and  
th e n  they  ad ju s ted  to me, a n d  th e n  to the  su p e rin ten d en t 
th a t  followed me. I see a  lot of a d ju s tm en t going on.
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S u p e rin ten d en t Gabe explained why he perceived there  were no 

effects of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover on th e  M elchester school, “I don 't 

th in k  th a t  it  w as a  problem  a t  th e  tim e. They d idn 't even have a  philoso­

phy  or a  d irection  th a t  they  were looking at. T hat's  w h a t it is  w hen the  

school board  m em bers a re  n o t in te res ted  in  educa tion .”

S herton

D escription of th e  C om m unity

The school is im p o rtan t to the  S herton  com m unity. B oard chair­

p erson  Oliver illu stra ted  th is, “The school is the  com m unity . The whole 

com m unity  p re tty  m u ch  cen ters a ro u n d  th e  school activ ities.” A high 

school s tu d e n t explained the  com m unity  value of w ork ethic, “B ecause 

everyone grows u p  a ro u n d  farm s an d  ran ch es , everyone lea rn s  the  im­

portance  of h a rd  work. T h at w ork eth ic  follows over in to  o ther aspec ts  of 

life, su ch  a s  school an d  spo rts  activ ities.”

School d istric t clerk C laudia described  her percep tion  of the com­

m unity  s su p p o rt of th e  school. She explained the  com m unity  will su p ­

p o rt the  school if it is  re la ted  to a th le tics,

I th in k  if it is som ething  ath letic , we are  a  rea l athletically  
b ased  school, b u t the  percep tion  I see, they really  do feel 
th a t  th e  people u p  here  th a t  w ork u p  here, we have it's  so 
easy. We m ake so m u ch  m oney b u t yet we don 't do enough.
The percep tion  is the  teachers get th ree  m o n th s off in  the 
sum m er.
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A h igh  school s tu d e n t w rote a b o u t h e r percep tions of the  com m u­

n ity ’s su p p o rt for th e  school,

The school is an o th e r very im p o rtan t th ing  to o u r com m u­
nity. It is  the  h u b  of alm ost all social activity. The whole 
com m unity  a tte n d s  a lm ost all b aske tba ll gam es, hom e and  
away. They give trem endous su p p o rt bo th  financially  and  
em otionally.

D escription of th e  School

Average enro llm ent in  th e  S herton  school is 120 s tu d e n ts  in 

grades K indergarten  th ro u g h  twelfth. Typically 40 to 50 of those s tu ­

d en ts  a re  in  h igh  school. In  th e  1997-98 school year, th e  general fund 

budget w as $617,115.

S tu d en t drop o u t ra te  w as described  a s  “low”. M ost s tu d en ts  go on 

to a  four year p o st secondary  school. Racial m ake u p  of th e  s tu d en ts  

h a s  been  prim arily  C aucasian . E x tra -cu rricu lar p rogram s for high 

school s tu d e n ts  included  basketball, track , co-op football, volleyball, a  

b u s in ess  group, an d  a n  ag ricu ltu ral group.

The base  salary  for teachers in  S herton  in  th e  1997-98 school year 

w as $19 ,300 . In  th a t  year there  were th ree  full tim e a n d  one p a rt time 

elem entary  teach ers  a n d  six full tim e h igh  school teachers. S tuden ts in  

g rades K indergarten  th ro u g h  tw elfth were served by a  full tim e a rt 

teacher, m usic  teacher, an d  physical educa tion  teacher. There w as also
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a  counselor, special educa tion  teach er an d  librarian . Non certified staff 

included  one full tim e an d  one p a r t  tim e custod ian , one full time an d  one 

p a rt tim e cook, an d  four b u s  drivers. Office staff inc luded  one secretary  

an d  one d istric t clerk. No in stru c tio n a l a ides served in  th e  classroom s.

A teach e r’s u n io n  w as organized in  th e  1997-98 school year. Teacher 

tu rnover w as described  a s  “low” w ith  tu rnover prim arily  occurring in  the  

elem entary. No housing  w as available for teachers, b u t  housing  was 

provided for th e  su p erin ten d en t. Average su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in 

Sherton  from  1977 to 1997 w as 24%, w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  staying an

average of 3 .5  years.

In fo rm ants m o st com m only described  the  school a t  S herton  a s  a

“good school” w ith a  “good s ta f f .  The staff w as described  a s  “dedicated”

an d  stab le  . However, two long-term  board  cha irpersons explained the

board  alw ays h ad  th e  priority  of h iring  new  teachers r ig h t o u t of school.

B oard cha irperson  P atrick  explained, “We w ould ra th e r  have the  young,

take a  chance  w ith th e  first year teach e r who h ad  som e en th u siasm ,

ra th e r  th a n  have som ebody who w ould ju s t  be pu ttin g  in  th e ir tim e to get

done.” B oard chairperson  Oliver explained  further,

We have alw ays h ad  th e  philosophy of hiring young  teachers.
They ten d  to s tay  two or th ree  years an d  th en  move on, u n ­
less they  m arry  into the  com m unity. So you get old teachers 
who a re  en trenched  an d  m arried  into the  com m unity  or you 
get young teach ers  a n d  th en  they  move on. B ecause  we like 
to a ttra c t the  younger teachers we are  n u m b er one on the
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pay  scale of base  except for all of the  Ind ian  schools. We 
have alw ays trad itionally  been  th a t. For so long fund ing  was 
n o t a  m ajor problem . B u t we don 't pay  a s  m u ch  on  th e  other 
end. T hat ten d s to m ake those  teachers cranky. B u t they 
a re  m arried  an d  they are  still m aking the  largest paycheck in 
th e  com m unity.

In fo rm ants also described  the  s tren g th s  of the  school were tech­

nology, th e  academ ic program , an d  the  quality  of the  school facility.

In form ants

B oard ch a irp erso n s Oliver, G lenda an d  Patrick  agreed  to partici­

p a te  in  the  study. All th ree  h a d  lived in  Sherton  all of th e ir lives, an d  

m ade th e ir livelihood from  ranch ing . T heir average age w as 47 years, 

ranging  from  42 to 51 years  of age. Two h ad  high school diplom as, an d  

one held  a  bachelo r’s degree. Two h a d  been  involved in  h iring  four su­

p e rin ten d en ts , a n d  one chairperson  h a d  been  involved in  h iring  one su ­

perin tenden t. They sp e n t a n  average of 11 years on th e  board , ranging 

from  6 to 18 years. One of the  interview s w as held  a t  th e  b a r in  Sherton , 

a n d  the  o ther two were held  a t  hom es of th e  inform ants.

D istrict clerk  C laudia  agreed to be p a r t  of the  s tu d y  . C laudia h ad  

been  d istric t clerk for six years a n d  prio r to th a t  h ad  been  em ployed as 

th e  full tim e secre tary  a t  the  school for six years. She a tten d ed  college 

for a  few years an d  w as in  h e r 3 0 ’s. She lived in  the  S h erto n  com m unity 

all of h e r life except w hen  a ttend ing  college. C laudia g rad u a ted  from
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high school in  Sherton . The interview  w ith C laudia took place a t  the 

S herton  school. C laudia  explained th a t  she  “loved” h e r job  an d  felt for­

tu n a te  to have it.

S u p erin ten d en ts  Luke, Ian  an d  J e r iy  partic ipa ted  in  the  study. AU 

of th ese  su p e rin ten d en ts  were ra ised  in  ru ra l com m unities, two ou t of 

sta te . Their average age w as 42 years, ranging  from  35 to 51 years of 

age. One of th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  he ld  a n  educational specia list degree. 

They h a d  been  involved in  educa tion  for a n  average of 16 years, ranging 

from 12 to 21 years. In  those years  they  h a d  sp en t a n  average of six 

years a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t, ranging  from  4 to 10 years in  th a t  capacity. 

Two h a d  been  m iddle school teachers, one a  h igh school teacher. One 

h ad  been  a  K -12th grade principal, an d  two h ad  been  h igh  school princi­

pals. One of the  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts w as new  to th e  superin ten ­

dency w hen  h ired  in  Sherton . The com m on p a tte rn  found  for why they 

w ent into th e  superin tendency  w as because  of a  h igher salary . One of 

the  interview s took place a t  the  S herton  school, one took place a t the 

school w here the  su p e rin ten d en t w as cu rren tly  em ployed, an d  one took 

place a t  th e  re sea rch e r s hom e. S u p erin ten d en t Je rry  served a s  super­

in ten d en t in  the  Sherton  an d  M arygreen schools.

A c h a rt of organizational h isto ry  a t  th e  S herton  school from 1977 

to 1997 is provided in  Appendix C.
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C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

In fo rm an ts w ere questioned  a b o u t th e  career goals, career orienta­

tions a n d  expectations of ten u re  in  a ttem pting  to explain  effects on su ­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  S h erto n . In fo rm ants were a sk ed  w hether or no t 

the  su p e rin te n d en t stayed  a s  long a s  expected in  Sherton . The m ost 

com m on descrip tion  am ong all th ree  g roups w as sp lit betw een “yes” an d  

“no”.

B oard ch a irp erso n s th o u g h t the  su p e rin ten d en ts  did stay  a s  long 

a s  expected, while th e  d istric t clerk  did  not. B oard ch a irp erso n  Oliver 

gave th is  descrip tion , “You alw ays know  w hen  they  a re  looking. Espe- 

cially if they  a re  young, first-tim e su p e rin ten d en t they  a re  always, in  a  

year or two years, alw ays going to be looking for an o th e r school, be tter 

pay .”

S u p e rin ten d en ts  sa id  th a t they  did  n o t stay  a s  long a s  expected, 

an d  th a t  they  could  have stayed longer a s  su p e rin ten d en t in  Sherton. 

S u p erin ten d en t Je rry  reflected a b o u t h is  experiences in  Sherton , “I will 

be sm art th e  n ex t tim e. I will n o t leave a  school w here I am  welcomed 

like I did in  S h erton .”

The only group to give a  descrip tion  of the  typical caree r p a th  of 

su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana w as the  board  chairpersons. The com m on 

p a tte rn  w ith in  th is  group w as th e  percep tion  th a t the  “good”, first-tim e
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su p e rin ten d en t will move u p  to a  “b e tte r” job. B oard chairperson  Pat­

rick ’s percep tions were,

I alw ays feel th a t  if they  [superin tendents] do n 't have a  de­
sire to im prove they  a re  n o t going to do you a  good job. If 
they  come here. . .and  th in k  th a t  they  are  going to stay  in  
[Sherton] forever, they  probably  a re n 't  a  good su p e rin ten ­
dent. B ecause, why would they  w an t to stay  in  [Sherton], 
M ontana, w hen  there  are  o ther p laces to go? It's  possible 
th a t  they  w ould like the  sm all school. B u t m o st people w ith 
am bition  w ould w an t to move on, w ould have th e  desire  to go 
up . I th in k  they  would have a  desire  to be tter them selves.

S u p erin ten d en t Selection Processes

D uring  th e  interview s, in fo rm ants w ere asked  to give a  description 

of the  su p e rin ten d en t selection processes, expectations of th e  ideal su­

p e rin ten d en t a n d  th e  ideal superin tendency . Com m on p a tte rn s  th a t 

em erged am ong all g roups w hen  explaining the  su p e rin te n d en t selection 

processes w ere th a t  only the  board  w as involved, th e  board  took the  can­

d idates to d inner, an d  the  board  visited  th e  com m unity  w here the candi­

date  w as cu rren tly  employed.

B oard ch a irp erso n s described  p a r t  o f the  selection p rocess w as to

visit the  com m unity  w here the  cand idate  w as cu rren tly  employed. Board

chairperson  G lenda explained th is  experience,

We th e n  narrow ed it down to two people an d  we visited  their 
school. . . . We did n o t tell th em  we were coming. We ju s t  
show ed u p  a t  th e  school. N either of them  [the candidates] 
were su p erin ten d en ts . We ta lked  to people in  th e  town, we 
w ent dow n to th e  cafe, an d  ask ed  ab o u t the  m an  a n d  how he
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got along in  the  com m unity  a n d  th a t  so rt of th ing . T hat w as 
the  deciding factor betw een the  two m en. . .the trip  to visit.
We cam e back  th en  after we h a d  been to bo th  p laces and  
again  public m eetings. We re la ted  the  k in d s of th in g s th a t 
we h a d  learned  a b o u t the  m en. T hat h appened  a fte r the  in ­
terview.

B oard cha irpersons also explained how  im p o rtan t it  w as to find ou t

the  rea so n s  w hy th e  su p e rin ten d en t cand idate  left th e  la s t d istric t he

w as in. B oard cha irperson  Oliver explained th is, h is  percep tions of the

pool of su p e rin te n d en t can d id a tes  available each  year, a n d  how  the

board  h a s  tried  to a ttra c t su p e rin ten d en ts ,

The question  is why is he  leaving th is  town? It's  u su a lly  be­
cau se  the  w hys a re  the  sam e rea so n  why the  one ju s t  left 
your com m unity . It's  ju s t  a  m usica l cha irperson  thing.
Every th ree  years they  blow th e  w histle  an d  th e  C lass C su ­
p e rin ten d en ts  change jobs. M ost of them  don 't go u p , they 
ju s t  go sideways. A C lass C school like th is  u su a lly  h a s  two 
different types of cand idates. They are  e ither a  first-tim e su ­
p erin ten d en t who w as p rincipal a t  som e sm all school or ju s t  
got th e ir provisional certificate a n d  is stepping in to  being a  
sup erin ten d en t. T hen you've got th e  old ones who a re  ready 
to retire. And th ere 's  a  lot of them  who w an t to com e back 
o u t of re tirem ent. They w an t to double dip. And th e n  you've 
got th e  professional jo u rn ey m an  su p e rin ten d en t w ho likes to 
travel from  sm all school to sm all school. We alw ays tried  to 
offer a  h igher sa lary  th a n  o ther sm all schools, j u s t  like we do 
for teach e r salary. The h o u se  we provide for th e  su p e rin ten ­
d e n t is a  m ajor draw .

S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only described  the  selection p rocess a t 

S herton  a s  involving th e  board. A nother p a tte rn  of selection  descrip tion 

from the  su p e rin te n d en ts  leaving S herton  w as they rec ru ited  ano ther 

su p e rin te n d en t to take  th e  position. S u p erin ten d en t Luke explained



I I ILL

187

w hat h ap p en ed  w hen th e  S herton  school board  w as looking for a  su p er­

in ten d en t to replace him , I so rt of p icked the  guy to rep lace m e because  

I know  him . They w eren 't having m u ch  luck  so I got on  th e  phone an d  

called th is  guy.”

D istrict clerk C laudia  said  she  a tten d ed  all of th e  interview s w ith 

the  su p e rin te n d en t cand idates . She said  th e  M ontana School B oards 

A ssociation w as u se d  a  few tim es a s  su p e rin ten d en t selection consult­

a n ts , though  no o ther in form ant m en tioned  using  it.

No p a tte rn s  could be found am ong board  ch a irp erso n s an d  d istric t 

clerk regard ing  the  su ccess  of the  selection processes u se d  or changes 

they  w ould m ake to th e  p rocesses.

In fo rm an ts described  the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t or superin tendency . 

The m ost com m on p a tte rn  th a t  em erged am ong all g roups w as the ideal 

su p e rin ten d en t w ould have general public  re la tions skills. These were 

described  a s  being a  “people person”, “personab le”, ab le  to 

“com m unicate” an d  “visible”. Being involved in  the  com m unity  w as an ­

o ther com m on p a tte rn  am ong in form ants. D istrict clerk  C laudia  de­

scribed a  p ic tu re  of th is  involvem ent a n d  the  link to being visible in  the  

com m unity, “Being visible in  the  com m unity  is a  very strong  thing. You 

need  to buy  th ings locally, e a t ou t once in  awhile. Buy yo u r tires here.
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Go to the  a n n u a l firem en pancake event. Make su re  you  a tten d  the 

events a t  th e  school.”

In fo rm an ts’ m ost com m on p a tte rn  regard ing  th e  ideal length  of 

tim e for a  su p e rin ten d en t to stay  in  S herton  w as described  a s  four to 

seven years.

B oard ch a irp erso n s com m only described  general public  relation 

skills w ould be im p o rtan t in  choosing th e  ideal su p e rin ten d en t, b u t also 

th e  ideal su p e rin te n d en t w ould be “h o n e s t” an d  know  “law ”. Board 

ch a irp erso n s also com m only said  the  ideal su p e rin te n d en t w ould bring 

h is  own ch ild ren  to boost school enrollm ent, an d  th u s  funding  for the  

school. B oard ch a irp erso n s described  th e  ideal leng th  of tim e for a  su ­

p e rin ten d en t to stay  in  S herton  a s  being seven to eight years.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  described  th e  ideal superin tendency  a s  one w here 

there  w as an o th e r ad m in istra to r to a s s is t  them  an d  one w here there w as 

a  “good b o ard ”. S u p erin ten d en t Luke described  w h a t a  “good board” 

m ean t to him , “. . .a  board  th a t em pow ers you to do th e  job  th a t 's  in  pol­

icy an d  le ts  you do it a n d  stops m icro-m anaging.” They described  the 

ideal leng th  of tim e for a  su p e rin ten d en t in  a  d istric t to stay  a s  being 

from th ree  to five years.
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Role Perceptions an d  E xpectations

In fo rm ants 'were questioned  a b o u t how  the  expecta tions of roles, 

an d  job  com petency skill a re as  affected su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in 

Sherton. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  am ong in fo rm an ts’ descrip tions 

ab o u t w hy the  su p e rin ten d en t accep ted  the  job  or w as h ired  w as re la ted  

to the  “p rob lem s” w ith  th e  pool of app lican ts for the  job . One superin­

ten d en t explained th a t  he  w as n o t the  b o ard ’s first choice of candidates. 

Board ch a irp erso n s explained problem s w ith  the  pool of app lican ts as 

being “low”, or “poor”. They referred  to having to h ire  su p erin ten d en ts  

late  in  th e  y e a r . Among all g roups an o th e r com m on p a tte rn  w as super­

in te n d e n ts ’ “budget s tre n g th s” were im p o rtan t rea so n s  w hy they  were 

selected.

No com m on p a tte rn s  could be found in  the  su p e rin te n d en ts’ de­

scrip tions of w hy they  accep ted  the  su p e rin ten d en t job  a t  Sherton.

In fo rm ants were ask ed  to describe the  expectations, w ritten  or 

spoken, of the  su p e rin ten d en t u p o n  being hired. Previous superin ten ­

d en t effects were described  m ost com m only am ong all in form ants. These 

included com pensating  for the  previous su p e rin ten d en t w eaknesses in  

a re a s  of “staff t ru s t”, “staff evaluations”, an d  “s tu d e n t d iscipline”. 

“B udget” w as an o th e r a re a  of expectations w here com m on descrip tions

were found.
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Among all g roups in fo rm an ts explained the  board  w as in  consen­

su s  ab o u t w ha t the  skill a re a s  of th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere u p o n  being 

hired.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t Turnover

In fo rm ants were ask ed  to give descrip tions of th e ir perceptions 

ab o u t why specific su p e rin te n d en ts  left Sherton , an d  w hy there  w as a  

h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover over the  la s t 21 years. S uperin ten­

d en ts  were ask ed  a b o u t general rea so n s  for tu rnover in  sm all schools. 

B oard ch a irp erso n s gave reaso n s w hy they  ra n  for the  school board.

The only d istingu ishab le  p a tte rn  found  w ith in  su p e rin ten d en t in­

fo rm an ts a b o u t th e  general rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w as 

“board  p rob lem s”. S u p erin ten d en t Luke explains, “I th in k  a  lot of it de­

p en d s on w h a t k ind  of board  you have. More su p e rin ten d en ts  leave for 

d isg run tled  boards a n d  poor clerks th a n  any th ing  else. I fy o u  go to ad ­

m in istra to rs ' m eetings th e  two th ings they  will ta lk  a b o u t will be the  

clerks an d  the  b o a rd s .”

Among all groups, th e  m ost com m on reason  given for why a  spe­

cific su p e rin te n d en t left the  S herton  school d istric t w as because  of a  spe­

cific problem  w ith  th e  su p e rin ten d en t him self. These prob lem s were de­

scribed a s  “discipline p roblem s”, “n o t visible”, “problem s w ith  teach ers”, 

or “personal p rob lem s”. Secondly, in fo rm an ts com m only described
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“problem s” w ith the  board. These w ere described  a s  re la tionsh ip  prob­

lem s betw een the  board  an d  the  su p e rin te n d en t or a s  p roblem s caused  

by board  tu rnover. B oard cha irperson  Oliver described,

T hat is  the  m ajor problem  w ith  th e  school d istric t, th e  tra n ­
sition  of th e  boards. The su p e rin ten d en t rarely  w orks for the 
sam e board  th a t  h ired  them , very rarely. The su p e rin ten ­
d en t is alw ays struggling to a d a p t to changing political envi­
ro n m en ts  in  the  school. Every year you get a n  election 
w here you  get two new  board  m em bers. And th e n  you get 
board  m em bers who resign. I have probably  appointed 
seven different board  m em bers. You've alw ays got th a t  tra n ­
sition.

The th ird  group of p a tte rn s  found  am ong all in fo rm an ts describing 

why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  have left S herton  were b ecau se  of “career 

m oves”, m oving to a  b e tte r paying position, or su p e rin te n d en t “family 

rea so n s”.

B oard chairperson  resp o n ses com m only fell in  th e  sam e p a tte rn  a s  

those  found am ong all groups. The two m ost com m on rea so n s  given 

w ith in  su p e rin ten d en t descrip tions w ere su p e rin ten d en ts  left for a  posi­

tion w here there  w as an o th e r ad m in is tra to r to share  th e  w ork load an d  

because  of “fam ily rea so n s”. The d istric t clerk m ost com m only described 

“board  p rob lem s” a n d  “problem s w ith  coaching” as rea so n s  why specific 

su p e rin ten d en ts  left Sherton.

In fo rm ants were also asked  to give a  descrip tion  of w hy there h a s  

been  a  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  S herton  over the  last 21
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years. C om m unity  re a so n s” w as the  m ost com m on rea so n  for super­

in ten d en t tu rnover in  S herton  over th e  la s t  21 years. B oard chairperson  

G lenda illu s tra ted  th is , “I th in k  it's  the  a ttitu d e  of som e of th e  commu- 

nity  th a t  it s m y school. You can  t  p lease  everybody a n d  there  are  cer­

ta in  people you  can  never p lease. It w ou ldn 't m a tte r  w h a t you did.” 

B oard cha irperson  Patrick  explained further,

I th in k  probably  in  [Sherton] a  lo t of them  leave because  of 
p roblem s w ith in  th e  com m unity. I th in k  they  ju s t  got to the 
po in t w here it  w asn 't w orth  it. In  a  little com m unity  if you 
have som e faction th a t is  ju s t  totally ag a in st you, it can  
m ake it so m iserab le  you a re  going to finally decide there 's 
got to be a  b e tte r place. I th in k  th a t  h appens. Q uite often 
th e re 's  been  a  faction w ith in  the  com m unity  th a t  ju s t  p u ts  
enough  h e a t on  e ither th e  su p e rin ten d en t or th e  school 
board  th a t  they  finally decided th e  guy needs to go. He de­
cides he  n eed s to go or the  board  decides he  n eed s  to go.

O ther p a tte rn s  th a t  em erged were su p e rin ten d en ts  left because of 

“board  rea so n s” or “career m oves”. Problem s w ith a th le tics , the  undesir­

able location of Sherton , an d  conflicts over tim e were also com m on de­

scrip tions am ong all in form ants. B oard chairperson  Oliver provided h is 

percep tions on th e  su p e rin te n d en t’s position  an d  conflicts,

My personal saying is th a t if su p e rin ten d en ts , p reach ers  and  
baske tba ll coaches are  here  for longer th a n  th ree  years they 
have ou tstayed  th e ir welcome. It's  like any o th er job  like 
th a t, they  create  conflict w ith  som ebody. People's m em ories 
a re  long. They don 't ever forget. And it k ind  of bu ilds. After 
th ree  or four years  you've got th is  increasing  curve of people 
who essen tia lly  don 't like th e  su p e rin ten d en t for w hatever 
reason . Som ething he did a  couple years ago. And it never 
goes away. You can  never bring  th a t  curve back  down. And
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after awhile, the  old ladies of th e  com m unity, they  ru n  them  
out.

P a tte rn s  w ith in  board  chairperson  resp o n ses for rea so n s  for su ­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  Sherton  over th e  la s t 2 1 years w ere the  sam e a s  

the  rea so n s  found am ong all groups. S u p erin ten d en ts  m o st commonly 

described  “board  p rob lem s” or “career m oves” a s  rea so n s  for the  high 

ra te  of tu rnover in  Sherton . S u p erin ten d en t Luke described  h is  experi­

ences, “The board  got in to  a  big power struggle am ong them selves. It 

h ad  no th ing  to do w ith m e. So w hen  they  were going to prove this, it w as 

two to two. So th e n  a t  th a t  po in t I decided it w as tim e to get ou t.”

B oard ch a irp erso n s described  rea so n s  why they  ra n  for the  board. 

Com m on descrip tions were because  they  h ad  k ids in  school or because 

they  w an ted  to change som ething ab o u t the  school.

Jo b  S atisfac tion . How do job  satisfiers an d  levels of job  satisfaction 

affect su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover?  In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give a  de­

scrip tion of how  satisfied  o thers were w ith  the  su p e rin te n d en t and  how 

satisfied  the  su p e rin te n d en t w as w ith th e  job he did. S uperin ten d en ts  

provided a  descrip tion  of th e ir job a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t. Inform ants also 

described  su p e rin te n d en t evaluation  p rocesses u sed  a t  Sherton .

W hen all in fo rm an ts’ descrip tions were grouped together, the m ost 

com m on p a tte rn  th a t  em erged w as overall, o thers were “n o t satisfied”
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w ith the  su p e rin ten d en t a t  Sherton . Additionally, in fo rm an ts commonly 

described  th a t  the  staff w as “no t satisfied” w ith the  superin tenden t.

B oard ch a irp erso n s com m only described  the  com m unity  as no t 

satisfied  w ith  the  su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  also described  how  in  the  first 

year of the  su p e rin te n d en t’s experience the  com m unity  w as satisfied, b u t 

th is  sa tisfac tion  changed  in  the  nex t year. B oard ch a irp erso n  Oliver ex­

plained  the  com m unity’s sa tisfaction , “It's  always the  honeym oon the 

first year. They [the com m unity]th ink  they  [the superin tenden ts] are 

great. T hen tow ard th e  end  of the  second year they  [superin tendents] a re  

horrib le people. T hat tak es  place gradually  every day .”

S u p erin ten d en ts  m ost frequently  th o u g h t o thers w ere satisfied 

w ith th e  job  they  did a t  Sherton . They also com m only described  the  staff 

a s  satisfied. In  fact, none of the  su p e rin ten d en ts  described  the  com m u­

nity, staff or board  a s  n o t satisfied  w ith the  job they  did a s  superin ten ­

dent. S u p e rin ten d en ts  com m only described  their accom plishm ents a t 

S herton  w hen  describ ing the  levels of sa tisfaction  o thers h a d  w ith their 

job  perform ance.

D istrict clerk  C laudia  said n e ith e r the  com m unity  n o r staff have 

ever been  com pletely satisfied  w ith the  su p erin ten d en t. She explained 

the  com m unity  is never satisfied, “They c an 't s tan d  th e  fact th a t the  su-
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p e rin ten d en t gets the  nice house . He doesn 't have to pay  property  taxes. 

They th in k  he gets everything given to h im .”

In fo rm ants described  w h a t they  perceived a s  th e  su p e rin ten d en t’s 

own level of sa tisfac tion  w ith  the  job  of su p e rin ten d en t a t  Sherton. All 

g roups m ost com m only said  the  su p e rin ten d en t w as satisfied  w ith h is 

job  perform ance. S u p erin ten d en t Luke described, “I d o n 't th in k  anybody 

can  ever say  th a t  I d idn 't do w hat I w as supposed  to do. I drive bu s an d  

do o ther th ings th a t  I don 't even charge them  for. I do it to help  out. . . .

I feel good a b o u t w h a t I do. I will m iss the  [Sherton] com m unity, no 

do u b t a b o u t th a t .”

S u p e rin te n d en ts’ descrip tions of th e ir job a s  su p e rin ten d en t all 

varied. No p a tte rn  w as found.

In fo rm ants were asked  to give a  descrip tion  of th e  su p erin ten d en t 

evaluation  p rocess u se d  a t  Sherton . Com m on descrip tions were the 

board  typically evaluated  su p e rin ten d en ts  th ree  tim es a  year using  an  

evaluation  form, staff also evaluated, a n d  typically one-year con tracts 

were offered. S u p erin ten d en t Ian  described  h is experiences w ith the staff 

evaluating  him ,

The staff evaluated  me there  [at Sherton]. It w as a  w ritten  
form  w ith  n u m b er system . I d id n 't have a  problem  w ith  it.
From  w hat I've read  they say  n o t to, b u t I d id n 't have a  
problem  w ith  it. I felt com fortable w ith w hat th e  staff said.
Som e th ings were true , som e th ings I m issed. It w asn 't very 
negative, it w as a re a s  I needed  to w ork on.
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D escription of R elations. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give a  descrip­

tion of the  school board. S u p erin ten d en ts  were ask ed  to give descrip­

tions of the  type of leader o thers perceived them  to be a n d  how  they 

com m unicated  w ith the  school board. B oard m em bers gave descrip tions 

of th e ir role a n d  experiences. All g roups w ere asked  to give descrip tions 

of the  b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ip s an d  su p e rin te n d en t/  d istric t 

clerk rela tionsh ips.

Among all groups, in fo rm ants m ost com m only described  board 

tu rnover in  S herton  a s  “h igh”. B oard decisions were described  as 

“su ppo rted” an d  m ade “a t  board  m eetings”. Inform ation w as described 

a s  being sh a red  am ong board  m em bers prim arily  th ro u g h  the  telephone 

an d  in form ation  the  su p e rin ten d en t sh a red  w ith the  board . Inform ants 

were sp lit in  the ir descrip tion  of w he ther or no t the  ch a in  of com m and 

policy w as followed a t  Sherton . C hain  of com m and referred  to the proto­

col com m unity  m em bers followed if they  h a d  a  com plain t again st the 

school. H alf of the  in fo rm an ts perceived th e  policy w as followed while 

the  o ther h a lf  did not. In form ants w ere also split in  th e ir references to 

overall descrip tions of the  school board. Half described  th e  school board  

a s  “good” while the  o ther h a lf perceived there  were “board  problem s”.

P a tte rn s  of board  descrip tions found  w ithin  board  chairperson  in ­

form ants reflected the  sam e p a tte rn s  found  w hen all th ree  groups were
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analyzed. One add itional p a tte rn  w as found  w hen in fo rm an ts described 

how  inform ation w as sh a red  am ong the  board. B oard chairpersons said  

the  inform ation th a t  w as sh a red  “depended  on th e  su p e rin ten d en t”. 

B oard cha irperson  Oliver said, “It's  really  im portan t th a t  th e  superin ten ­

den t, th a t 's  one of h is  m ain  functions, d issem ination  of inform ation. 

T here 's p ack e ts .” B oard chairperson  G lenda gave th is  fu rth e r  descrip­

tion,
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O ur su p e rin ten d en ts  were very good a t  giving u s  inform ation 
before a  m eeting, getting u s  a  p ack e t in  the  m ail before the 
m eeting. It w ould have the  agenda  an d  he w ould have notes 
for each  item  of the  agenda a s  to w ha t it w as ab o u t. So we 
did have tim e. . .if we d idn 't u n d e rs ta n d  som eth ing  to talk  
w ith  th e  su p e rin ten d en t or to ta lk  w ith one of th e  other 
board  m em bers. We did have th a t  good inform ation  th a t  was 
rea l im portan t.

One p a tte rn  found in  board  descrip tions from su p e rin ten d en t in­

form ants w as th a t  th e  ch a in  of com m and w as followed in  Sherton. S u­

p e rin ten d en ts  com m only said  the  board  w as “good” in  S herton  and  let 

the  su p e rin te n d en t “ru n  th e  school”.

S u p e rin ten d en ts’ descrip tions on how  they  com m unicated  w ith the  

board  w ere m ainly th ro u g h  w ritten  m eans, u sing  new sle tters  or packets 

sen t o u t before board  m eetings. S u p e rin ten d en ts’ descrip tions of the 

type of leader o thers perceived them  to be while in  S herton  varied. Two 

p a tte rn s  did em erge: O thers knew  they  p ossessed  s tre n g th s  in  working 

w ith the  budget a n d  w ere “h o n est”. S u p erin ten d en t Luke said,

I
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The one tra it I th in k  I'm  m ost no ted  for is honestfy]. I don 't 
do th ings beh ind  people or hide th ings from  people. My 
clerk h a s  told m e th a t som etim es th a t  h a s  h u r t  m e more.
Like if I am  going to be gone [111] tell people w here I'm  going.
For those  th a t  th in k  I'm  good a n d  those  who h a d  questions, 
they  have m ore resp ec t for m e th a n  w hen I first s ta r te d  out.

“Good” w as the  m ost com m on descrip tion  u se d  am ong all groups

w hen ask ed  to describe the  type of re la tionsh ip s th a t  ex isted  betw een the

su p e rin ten d en t an d  th e  board, an d  betw een the  su p e rin te n d en t and  the

d istric t clerk. S u p erin ten d en t Je rry  gave th is  descrip tion ,

It w as a  good re la tionsh ip . I h a d  a  really superb  rela tionsh ip  
the  first two years I w as there . And I h ad  a  p re tty  good rela­
tionsh ip  even after two new  people cam e on th e  board . B ut 
they  [new board  m em bers] were wholly u n e d u ca te d  a s  to 
how  a  board  shou ld  ru n . “We h a d  a n  ax to grind  a n d  th is  is 
w hy we got on the  board .”

S u p erin ten d en t Luke described  the  rela tionsh ip  betw een him self 

an d  the  d istric t clerk,

I th in k  I have one of the  top clerks in  the  sta te . In  the  first 
place I w as a  su p e rin ten d en t I h a d  one of the  w orst. Ever. I 
h a d  to be th e  b ad  guy an d  get h e r  fired. B u t [Claudia] is no t 
only ta len ted  b u t sh e ’s su c h  a  people person  a n d  down-to- 
e a rth  person . You ta lk  to som e of these  su p e rin ten d en ts  and  
they  will ju s t  cringe w hen  you  m en tion  the  clerk.

P a tte rn s  w ith in  board  chairperson  descrip tions of re la tions were

rela tions were “good”, b u t  also a t tim es they  were “n o t so good”. Board

chairperson  Patrick  explained h is  percep tions of the  type of rela tionsh ips

betw een the  su p e rin te n d en t an d  th e  board  over the  y ears  he  w as on the

board  a s , “Som etim es it w as good a n d  som etim es it w as storm y, basically
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w ith each  of them . I c an 't th in k  of one of them  th a t  a t  one tim e d idn 't 

have k ind  of a  storm y re la tionsh ip  w ith th e  board over som ething .”

S u p erin ten d en ts  sa id  m ost com m only re la tionsh ip s were “good” 

betw een th e  board  an d  them  an d  also betw een the  d is tric t clerk and  

them .

Political C lim ate. How h a s  the  political clim ate of the  school d is­

tric t affected su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  Sherton? In fo rm an ts provided 

a  descrip tion  of the  political clim ate an d  a  descrip tion of th e  com m unity. 

The m ost com m on descrip tion  am ong all th ree  g roups of board  chairper­

sons, d istric t clerk, a n d  su p erin ten d en t, w as the  com m unity  w as often 

split over is su e s  concerning  the  school. B oard cha irperson  G lenda said, 

“There a re  often sides chosen  an d  it's  a lm ost always over som ething go­

ing on a t  the  school. It seem s to be .” D istrict clerk C laud ia  gave her 

perceptions, “This com m unity  gets m ore stirred  u p  over coaching th an  

in stru c tio n a l th ings. We'll have a  full h o u se  a t the  board  m eeting w hen 

it's  a n  ex tracu rricu lar th ing, b u t w hen  we are  hiring tea ch e rs  there 's  no 

one.”

A nother p a tte rn  found am ong all in form ants w as the  com m unity a t 

S herton  w as very concerned  ab o u t taxes a n d  how the m oney is spen t a t

the  school.
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B oard chairpersons com m only described  the  com m unity  as 

“supporting” th e  school. They also described  the  school w as the  “cen ter” 

of the  com m unity.

S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only sa id  a th le tics cau sed  problem s in  the

com m unity. S u p erin ten d en t Luke explained,

The biggest political thing, I guess, is basketball. It really 
sp lit th is  com m unity  up . It w as all over playing tim e. It h ad  
no th ing  to do w ith  w hether or n o t the  coach w as doing h is 
job. It h a s  to rn  th is  com m unity  u p  for the  la s t th ree  years. I 
w as cau g h t righ t in  th e  m iddle of it. Som ebody is always 
feeling th a t  som ebody is getting som ething b ecau se  of who 
they  are. It will be th a t  way forever.

Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. In form ants w ere a sk ed  to de­

scribe th e ir percep tions of effects th e  previous su p e rin te n d en t h ad  on the  

new  one h ired  an d  how  these  could have affected su p e rin te n d en t tu rn ­

over in  S h e rto n . The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found in  th e  in fo rm an ts’ re­

sponses w as effects of th e  previous su p e rin te n d en t’s w eaknesses on the 

new  one h ired . These included  dealing w ith  budget problem s, 

te a c h e r/su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ips, s tu d e n t discipline, a n d  teacher 

evaluations. B oard chairperson  P atrick  explained, “You [the school 

board] m ight have been  looking for som ebody [a superin tenden t] to be 

b e tte r in  the  a re a s  the  o ther one w as w eak in .”

W ithin board  chairperson  a n d  d istric t clerk descrip tions of effects 

of one su p e rin te n d en t on the  nex t one h ired , no discern ib le  p a tte rn s
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em erged. W ithin su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts , the  m ost com m on p a tte rn  

w as com pensating  for the  w eaknesses of th e  previous superin tenden t. 

S u p erin ten d en t J e r iy  believed, “I have som e real feelings ab o u t the  rea­

sons w hy som e of th e  [my] su perin tendenc ies  have gone sour. It's be­

cause  of th e  people before m e an d  n o t because  of myself. I really believe 

th a t.”
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Effects on the  School D istric t. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to describe

how  frequen t su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover affected th e  stab ility  of the  Sher-

ton  school d istric t. Among all groups, th e  m ost com m on descrip tion  w as

the “ch an g es” m ade by th e  new  su p e rin ten d en t an d  how  these  were m ost

difficult on  th e  staff. D istrict clerk C laudia  explained,

I th in k  the  school h a s  to be affected because  every time a  
su p e rin ten d en t leaves you have som e of the  staff th a t  really 
liked them  an d  som e who d idn 't. I th in k  th e re 's  a  healing 
tim e of strong  em otions. C hange is hard . Every su p e rin ten ­
d en t h a s  different ideas. T hat's  one of the  questio n s we ask  
w hen  we interview  them . Are you  going to com e into the 
school an d  change everything, or do it gradually? They all 
say  gradually  b u t som etim es it isn 't. I don 't th in k  it's  good 
for th e  school.

S u p e rin ten d en t Ian  described ’h is  experiences,

The staff itse lf w ould alw ays be saying, “Who a re  we going to 
be getting?” Staff m orale d rops obviously u n til they  can  fi­
nally  t ru s t  th e  superin tenden t. Until you can  estab lish  
yourse lf w ith  som e issu es  th a t  do come acro ss your desk 
righ t aw ay a n d  estab lish  a  tru s tin g  re la tionsh ip  I th in k  the  
staff m orale certainly  isn 't too good. T hat's probably  the  big­
gest th ing , th e  u n certa in ty  from  th e  staff. . . .For exam ple if I
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brough t in  a  new  idea an d  they  u se d  it for two years, it m ay 
be a  good idea, b u t the  nex t su p e rin ten d en t m ay throw  it 
out.

B oard ch a irp erso n s also com m only described th is  negative effect

on tiie staff w ith  su p e rin ten d en t turnover. A nother p a tte rn  they de­

scribed w as th a t  there  were no effects of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover on the  

school d is tric t’s stability. B oard chairperson  Patrick  explained, “I don 't 

th in k  th a t  it h a s  changed  a  whole lot of w here the  d is tric t is going. I 

don 't th in k  th a t  h a s  been  a  big factor.”

B oard cha irperson  Oliver described,

C hange is a  lot of tim es good. I don 't th in k  it h a s  really  af­
fected th e  com m unity. The k ids still get educated . Usually 
you  have a  h igh  enough  percen tage of older sta ff so you've 
got th e  con tinu ity  there. It's  n o t really th a t big of a  th ing  for 
a  com m unity  to change su p erin ten d en ts .

No clear p a tte rn s  em erged w ith in  the  group of su p e rin ten d en t in­

form ants or w ith in  the  d istric t c lerk’s descrip tion  regard ing  effects of su ­

p erin ten d en t tu rnover on  the  school d is tr ic t’s stability  a t  Sherton.
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Idiosyncratic Analyses:
W ithin E ach  G roup

School B oard C hairpersons 

D escription of Inform ants

AU b u t th ree  school board  cha irperson  in fo rm an ts h a d  lived in 

their com m unities aU of th e ir Hves. The o ther in fo rm an ts m arried  into 

com m unities. Farm ing or ran ch in g  w as th e  Uvelihood of aU inform ants 

except one.

The average age of school board  chairperson  in fo rm an t w as 48 

years old, rang ing  from  41 to 62 y ears  of age. Ten in fo rm an ts were m ale 

an d  four w ere fem ale. M ost of the  in fo rm an ts h ad  som e coUege experi­

ence. H alf of those  h a d  one to two years  of coUege experience whUe half 

held a  bachelo r’s degree. Only th ree  in fo rm an ts’ ed u ca tio n  ended w ith a  

h igh school diplom a.

School board  chairperson  served a n  average of 10 y ears  on the 

board, rang ing  from  3 to 18 years. They h a d  been involved w ith hiring 

a n  average of four su p erin ten d en ts , rang ing  from one to six superin ten ­

d en ts  hired.

AU interview s w ith school board  chairpersons w ere held  face-to- 

face a t  e ither the  hom es of the  in fo rm ants, a t the  school d is tr ic t site, or 

a t a  local b u sin ess . AU board  ch a irs  con tacted  agreed to be p a rt of the
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study. Interview s were held  w ith  14 board  chairpersons. One partici­

p a n t did n o t show  for a  schedu led  interview  an d  w as n o t included  in  the  

study. Interview s las ted  typically one a n d  a  ha lf h o u rs  to two hours 

each.

Table I lis ts  th e  n am es of cases, or school d is tric t sites, an d  the  

pseudonym s of school board  cha irperson  in form ants interviewed.

Table I . School B oard C hairperson  Inform ants
Case or School District Site Name of Informant

C asterbridge Z ane , Otto, an d  R aym ond
G laston Lucy a n d  Jerom e
M arygreen Stew art, Trevor, D iane, a n d  Victor
M elchester Clive a n d  D arlene
S herton Oliver, G lenda, an d  P atrick

C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

B oard chairperson  in fo rm ants w ere questioned  w h e th er or no t s u ­

p e rin ten d en ts  stayed a s  long a s  expected in  their d istric ts. R esponses 

were split. H alf sa id  su p e rin ten d en ts  h a d  stayed a s  long a s  expected 

while h a lf  sa id  su p e rin ten d en ts  h ad  n o t stayed a s  long a s  expected. Of 

those  who described  su p e rin ten d en ts  a s  n o t staying a s  long a s  expected, 

in fo rm an ts said  these  su p e rin ten d en ts  left because  of “career moves”, 

m oving to a  b e tte r paying su p e rin te n d en t position. A nother com m on 

p a tte rn  w ith in  th is  group of in fo rm an ts w as th a t su p e rin te n d en t tu rn ­

over w as “expected to h a p p en ”. B oard chairperson  Z ane from  Caster-
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bridge explained, “I'm  beginning to get u se d  to th is  two to th ree  year 

thing. Like w ith  [Helen] I th o u g h t th a t  she  would probably  be here  a  lot 

longer, th a t  m aybe she would be here  for five or ten  years. I w as hoping 

th a t.” B oard chairperson  Raym ond, also from  C asterbridge, said, “I 

guess I got u se d  to it ab o u t halfway th ro u g h  [his years  on the  school 

board] th a t  m aybe they  [superin tendents] w ouldn 't generally  stay  so 

long.”

B oard cha irpersons were ask ed  to describe th e ir percep tions of 

typical career p a th s  su p e rin ten d en ts  followed in  M ontana. They said 

m ost com m only su p e rin ten d en ts  “s ta r t  in  sm all schools” a n d  use  them  

as  a  “stepp ing  stone”. School board  chairperson  O tto from  C asterbridge 

described, “U sually you  are  getting som ebody [a superin tenden t] who is 

s ta rtin g  o u t h e re  an d  w an ts to w ork th e ir way up , w hich m ean s they are  

only going to be here  for a  period of tim e a n d  are going to get some expe­

rience.” B oard chairperson  D arlene from  M elchester said, “It's 

[M elchester school] sm all. They [superin tendents] th in k  they  can  hand le  

it w hen  they 're  com ing ou t for th e ir first position. So they  a re  ju s t  u sing  

it a s  a  stepping  s tone .”

A nother com m on p a tte rn  th a t  em erged w as “good su p erin ten d en ts  

w ould move u p ” to a  b e tte r paying job. School b o a rd  chairperson  Jerom e 

from G laston  said, “I th in k  the  good ones you  can  only expect to be here
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a  sh o rt period of tim e before they  w an t to go on an d  advance them ­

selves.” Clive, school board  chairperson  from M elchester said, “There's 

no d o ub t th a t  if you  get one [superin tendent] in, there  a n d  they  are fairly 

good it's  a  stepping  stone. They're going on to the  nex t bigger school. 

T hat's  all they 're  going to do. I th in k  we need  to face th e  facts, th a t m ost 

people go in to  the  superin tendency  because  of the  m oney .”

S u p erin ten d en t Selection Processes

B oard cha irperson  in fo rm ants w ere asked  to give a  descrip tion of

in tenden t.

The m ost com m only described  practice  in  four of th e  five d istric ts 

w as th a t  school board  m em bers called references them selves. In  th ree  of 

the  five d istric ts  boards relied on the  c u rre n t su p e rin te n d en t’s involve­

m en t in  the  selection processes. O ther com m on p a tte rn s  found were 

th a t  th e  school board  alone w as involved in  the selection processes, 

M ontana School B oards A ssociation w as u sed  a s  a  sea rch  consu ltan t, or 

co n su lta n ts  were never u sed . Two d is tric ts  described u s in g  a  d inner 

w ith the  cand idate  a n d  th e  board  a s  p a r t  of the  selection processes. Two 

d istric ts described  difficulties in  obtain ing  “h o n est recom m endations”. 

School board  ch a irp erso n s ind icated  th a t  th ree  to five cand ida tes  were 

interview ed m ost typically.

206
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School board  cha irpersons were ask ed  to describe how  successfu l 

were th e  selection p rocesses an d  any  changes they  w ould m ake to im­

prove the  p rocesses. They m ost com m only ind icated  th a t  they  were 

satisfied  w ith p rocesses they  h ad  u se d  to select a  su p e rin ten d en t an d  

w ould m ake no changes in  th e  p rocesses.

School board  cha irpersons described  the ir pe rcep tions of the ideal 

su p e rin ten d en t to serve in  th e ir d istric ts. M ost com m on p a tte rn s  found 

w ithin  these  descrip tions were the  im portance of a  ru ra l  background  of 

the  su p e rin ten d en t a s  well a s  the  “involvem ent” of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  

the ir com m unities. B oard chairperson  Lucy from G laston  described the  

im portance of a  ru ra l background  of a  sup erin ten d en t,

I th in k  th a t it's  really im p o rtan t to get som ebody th a t  is fa­
m iliar w ith  a  sm all com m unity. . . .They come w ith  th e  best 
of in ten tions a n d  I don 't th in k  they  alw ays la s t very long if 
they  a re n 't  som ew hat fam iliar w ith  being from  a  ru ra l  area.
And it’s a  lot easier for them  to visit w ith people, k ind  of 
bond  w ith  people in  th e  com m unity  too, if they 're  m ore fa­
m iliar w ith  how  you ta lk  to a  ran ch er, or the  sm all-business 
m an  like the  grocery store person  downtown th a t  struggles.

An exam ple of th e  im portance of com m unity  involvem ent of the

ideal su p e rin ten d en t w as described  by school board  ch a irp erso n  Clive

from Melche s te r ,

B u t I th in k  he  [the ideal superin tenden t] likes to participate , 
a n d  likes the  com m unity. He's a  m em ber of th e  com m unity.
He is probably  going to jo in  the  fire departm en t or som ething 
like th a t. If you  [superin tendent] don 't w an t to go to the 
sporting  events—because  th a t 's  o u r com m unity  affair—m ost
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th ings. B u t if you 're  a n  ou tsider a n d  s tan d  aw ay from  that, 
p re tty  soon you 're  isolated.

School board  chairpersons com m only described  general public re­

lation  skills th a t w ould be im p o rtan t for th e  ideal su p e rin te n d en t to pos­

sess. T hese included  “budget s tre n g th s”, know  the “law”, be “ho n est” 

an d  “decisive”. A nother com m on p a tte rn  w ith in  th is  descrip tion  w as th a t  

prior experience a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t w ould be im portan t. B oard chairs 

sa id  it w ould be im p o rtan t th a t th e  ideal su p e rin ten d en t could “relate to 

the  k id s” a n d  also th e  staff, b u t “be the  b o ss”. The ideal leng th  of time 

for su p e rin ten d en ts  to stay  in  specific d istric ts  w as 7 years, ranging from 

3 to 12 years, according to school board  chairpersons. The least com­

m on p a tte rn  found in  board  c h a irp e rso n s’ descrip tions w as the  ideal su ­

p e rin ten d en t w ould be one who w ould bring  h is or h e r own children to 

the  d istric t to boost s tu d e n t enrollm ent, w hich would th e n  increase  the  

school funding  level.

Role Perceptions an d  E xpectations

School board  chairpersons were a sk ed  to describe th e ir expecta­

tions of ro les an d  su p e rin ten d en t job  com petency a re a s  u p o n  hiring,

They were also ask ed  to describe rea so n s  why su p e rin ten d en ts  were 

h ired  or rea so n s  why su p e rin ten d en ts  accep ted  jobs in  th e ir districts.

208
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W hen describ ing  why a  specific su p e rin ten d en t w as h ired  in then-

d istric ts, board  chairpersons m ost com m only described  “problem s” w ith

the  pool of su p e rin ten d en t app lican ts. In  describ ing th is  they  spoke of

how  difficult it w as to “fill the  position”, a n d  how they  chose the  “best

cand ida te” for the  job. School board  cha irperson  Jerom e from  G laston

described  difficulties in  finding su p erin ten d en ts ,

Nobody w an ted  to be a  su p erin ten d en t. Those th a t  were su ­
p e rin ten d en ts  w eren 't going anyw here. W ith [a specific su ­
perin tenden t], like I told the  board  w hen  we w en t th rough  
th e  app lica tions I said, “This ap p lican t w ouldn 't even have 
su rfaced  [in previous years].” We were betw een a  rock  an d  a  
h a rd  spo t there. We got dow n to w here we needed  a  su p er­
in tenden t. We d idn 't know  if we shou ld  reopen, or h ire  w hat 
we had . We shou ld  have reopened  the  position. O ut of 
those  th ree  or four app lican ts som e were no t even qualified.
So w hat do you  do?

A nother com m on p a tte rn  found w as the  cand idate  h ired  

“interview ed well” an d  h a d  “good references”. Most spoke of hiring a  su ­

p e rin ten d en t because  they  were a  “new ” inexperienced su p e rin ten d en t a s  

being positive, while o th ers  described  a  su p e rin ten d en t w as h ired  be­

cause  of th e  experience he or she  b ro u g h t to the  position.

School board  chairpersons were a sk ed  to describe expectations, 

e ither w ritten  or spoken, of su p e rin te n d en ts  upon  being h ired  in then- 

d istric ts. T heir m ost com m only described  expectations w ere “general”. 

E xam ples of general expectations w ere “do the  b est job  they  can”, “ru n  

the  school sm oothly”, “w ork h a rd ”, “keep  the  staff happy” b u t “be the
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boss , an d  expectations were the  sam e” from one su p e rin ten d en t to the  

next. Long-tim e board  chairperson  Raym ond from C asterbridge de­

scribed expectations of su p e rin ten d en ts  th ro u g h o u t th e  y ears  he  w as a  

board  m em ber, In  general to try  to opera te  the  school a n d  educate  the 

k ids w as th e  biggest thing. At different tim es, I don 't recall, b u t there 

would be different th ings th a t  we w ould feel, som e program , th a t  needed 

to be specifically add ressed . B u t in  the  end  you needed  a  superin ten­

dent, I g u ess .”

B oard chairperson  Lucy explained expectations of su p e rin ten d en ts  

h ired  in  G laston, “The expectations, ju s t  bring in  th e ir [superin tenden t’s] 

education  a n d  w h at little experience th a t  they  have, if any , an d  work 

really  h a rd , be fo rth righ t an d  h o n est.”

School board  cha irpersons also com m only described  superin ten ­

d en t expectations of being “involved in  th e  com m unity”, be “honest”, or 

possess  “budget s tre n g th s”. The lea s t com m on p a tte rn  found  in  school 

board  c h a irp erso n s’ descrip tions w as th e re  were “no” expectations of the  

su p e rin ten d en t u p o n  being hired.

Lastly, school board  chairpersons w ere asked  a b o u t the  levels of 

co n sen su s am ong th e  school board  regarding  skill a re a s  of superin ten ­

den ts  u p o n  being h ired . In fo rm ants explained m ost com m only the  board
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w as in  c o n sen su s  ab o u t the  skill a reas . School board  chairpersons 

th o u g h t they  u n d ers to o d  w here the  new  su p e rin te n d en t’s s tren g th s were.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t Turnover

In fo rm an ts were a sk ed  to give descrip tions of th e ir  perceptions 

ab o u t why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left th e ir school d istric ts , and  why so 

m any  over the  la s t 21 years. In fo rm ants were asked  to give descrip tions 

of th e ir school d istric ts  in  a ttem pting  to explain conditions su rround ing  

su p e rin ten d en t turnover. School board  chairpersons w ere also asked  to 

give rea so n s  w hy they  ra n  for the  school board. .

B oard ch a irp erso n s m ost com m only described  re a so n s  for specific 

su p e rin ten d en ts  leaving th e ir d istric ts  a s  “career m oves”, m oving to an ­

o ther superin tendency  in  a  bigger school w here there  w as a  h igher sal­

ary. B oard cha irperson  G lenda’s descrip tions of w hy a  specific superin ­

ten d e n t left S herton  w as typical, “He [the superin tenden t] w as very am ­

bitious too. We knew  he w asn 't going to stay  because  we knew  he w as 

[going] on  to a  bigger school.” Lucy, board  chairperson  from  Glaston, de­

scribed a  s itu a tio n  w ith  a  specific su p e rin ten d en t in  h e r  school district, 

“He [the superin tenden t] took th is  job  for w ork experience. This w as the  

first tim e h e 's  been  a  su p erin ten d en t. . . .It's k ind  of th e  way the  world

tu rn s  it seem s like.”
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A nother com m on p a tte rn  found in  board  c h a irp e rso n s’ descrip­

tions of w hy specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left referred to th e  school board 

n o t w an ting  th e  su p e rin ten d en t back”. Some of these  rea so n s  were ex­

plained  a s  “problem s” w ith  the  su p erin ten d en t. Often m en tioned  w as the  

su p e rin ten d en t “building re tirem en t” a n d  n o t doing th e  job . O ther pa t­

te rn s  found  in  board  chairperson  descrip tions were specific superin ten ­

d en ts  left because  of “family rea so n s”, su p e rin ten d en ts  “resigned”, or left 

because  of “board  problem s”. A nother p a tte rn  w as th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  

left becau se  of the  “job itself”, m ean ing  th e  large am o u n t of w ork being 

the  only adm in istra to r.

School board  cha irpersons gave th e ir percep tions of why there  h a s  

been  a  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the ir d is tric ts  over the  la s t 

21 years. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found  in  in fo rm an ts’ descrip tions 

were “conflicts over tim e” a n d  “p rob lem s” w ith the  su p e rin ten d en ts  

them selves. B oard chairperson  Otto from  C asterbridge illu stra ted  the 

problem , “And I g uess if you  w an t m e to be perfectly h o n est, it seem s in­

evitable to m e th a t sooner or la te r there  develops a  difference. I don 't 

know  w h eth er it's  personalities or a  difference of ideas betw een the  ad­

m in istra to r an d  som e m em bers of th e  com m unity, m aybe all m em bers of 

the  com m unity .”

212

i



213

B oard chairperson  P atrick  from  S herton  explained, “E ventually  in  

sm all com m unities there  s ju s t  too m uch , people get to know  you too well 

an d  the  p ressu re  is ju s t  too great. You a re  ju s t  in tertw ined  too m uch  

betw een w ork a n d  play so to speak . They see th a t you  d id n 't mow your 

law n enough .”

“Problem s” w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere described  a s  “personal” 

problem s, su p e rin ten d en ts  who “d id n ’t  follow u p  on th in g s”, “no t ac­

cepted well”, an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  who h a d  problem s “w orking w ith the  

board”.

B oard cha irpersons com m only explained o ther rea so n s  for high 

ra te s  of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover in  th e ir d istric ts. T hese included the  

“job  itself” m eaning  the  large am o u n t of w ork in  the  sm all school for one 

adm in istra to r, “career m oves” m eaning  m oving to a  bigger school w here a  

h igher sa lary  w as offered, an d  “com m unity  problem s”.

The lea s t com m on descrip tions in fo rm an ts u se d  to explain reaso n s 

for the  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the ir d is tric ts  were 

“conflicts” w ith  the  board , undesirab le  location of the  d istric t, late tim ing 

of su p e rin te n d en t hiring, “problem s” w ith  the  pool of app lican ts, 

“p roblem s” w ith  being ru ra l, an d  the  “low” salary  offered to superin ten ­

den ts.
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B oard ch a irp erso n s provided a  descrip tion  of th e ir schools. The 

m ost com m on p a tte rn  found in  these  descrip tions w ere references to the 

high ra te  of teacher tu rnover in  th e ir d istric ts, or “p rob lem s” w ith teach­

ers. B oard cha irperson  Z ane from  C asterbridge explained, “O ur staff is 

u sua lly  first year teachers. We do have th ree  of them  th a t  have been 

here  for quite  a  few years. O ur teach er tu rnover is qu ite  high. T eachers 

come a n d  spend  two to th ree  years to get a  h isto ry  bu ilt u p  an d  th en  

they move on .” Patrick , school board  chairperson  from  S herton  de­

scribed how  they  a ttrac ted  teach ers  in  h is  school d istric t,

[Sherton] h ad  a  no to rious rep u ta tio n  for teacher tu rnover, so 
obviously som ebody th a t  h a d  been  teach ing  for th ree  or four 
years  w ould look a t  th a t  a n d  say  they  w ould n o t come to 
[Sherton]. A first year teacher w as glad to get a  job. The 
only o th er people th a t w ould look a t  [Sherton] for teaching 
jo b s  were those  people who h a d  been  teach ing  a n d  probably 
sh o u ld n 't be teaching.

In fo rm an ts also com m only spoke of low s tu d e n t to teacher ratios 

a s  a  s tren g th  of th e ir schools. O ther s tren g th s  com m only described were 

“strong  staff”, academ ics, a n d  “technology”. In form ants described  an  

a rea  w here th e  board  h ad  concen tra ted  to improve m ost com m only as 

the  n u m b er of “course  offerings” a n d  increasing  the  budget. They were 

p roud  of th e ir g rad u a te s ’ achievem ents a n d  “good” school. They com­

m only described  the ir schools a s  the  “cen te r” of the ir com m unities.
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B oard cha irpersons described  rea so n s  why they  ra n  for the  school 

board. They m ost com m only explained they  did so b ecau se  they had  

“kids in  school” a t  the  tim e. The second p a tte rn  found  w ith in  th is group 

w as they  ra n  “to change th ings” a t  the  school. B oard cha irperson  

Jerom e from  G laston  portrayed  h is  rea so n s  for w an ting  to ru n  for the 

school board ,

I w an ted  to ru n  for the  board  because  I th o u g h t I could  help 
th e  school. I w as very d issatisfied  w ith the  su p erin ten d en t 
th a t  w as cu rren tly  on the  board  an d  d idn 't like th e  direction 
th a t  th e  school w as going. It w as tim e for a  change. It was 
going in  the  w rong direction. D iscipline w as poor. The staff 
w as n o t supportive of the  superin tenden t. The su p e rin ten ­
d en t w as retiring. I m ean  he w as ju s t  p u ttin g  in  years. 
R a ther lax.

B oard ch a irp erso n s also described  they  ra n  for th e  school board 

because  they  felt “obligated”, “in te res ted  in  education” or because  they 

w an ted  to get a  b u s  rou te  to th e ir hom es.

Jo b  S atisfac tion . In fo rm ants were asked  to give descrip tions of 

how  satisfied  o thers w ere w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  how  satisfied  su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  were w ith  the ir job  perform ances. In fo rm an ts also de­

scribed su p e rin te n d en t evaluation  p rocesses an d  how  long con tracts 

were typically issu ed  to su p e rin ten d en ts  in  their school d istric ts.

B oard cha irperson  in form ants w ere split in  th e ir descrip tion  of the  

levels of sa tisfac tion  o th ers  h ad  w ith su p erin ten d en ts . They explained
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h a lf of th e  tim e the  com m unity  an d  staff were satisfied  a n d  the  o ther h a lf 

of the  tim e they  were n o t satisfied  w ith  su p erin ten d en ts . Long-time 

board  chairperson  Raym ond from  C asterbridge said, “T hrough  the years 

som etim es they  [people in  th e  com m unity] a re  happy, they  vary. They 

form different clicks on different th ings in  a  sm all com m unity  th a t way. 

They a re  never consisten t. A lot of them , if no th ing  b ad  is happening  

they  a re  happy. T here 's alw ays a  vocal m inority. It c rea te s  a  lot of trou ­

bles som etim es.”

B oard chairperson  Patrick  sa id  the  com m unity’s levels of satisfac­

tion w ith  su p e rin ten d en ts  th ro u g h o u t the  years a t Sherton ,

Some [com m unity m em bers] a re  [satisfied] a n d  som e/aren 't.
I could  go dow n the  lis t [of superin tenden ts] a n d  say th a t 
som e of the  com m unity  m em bers w ould have been  really 
satisfied  w ith each  one an d  som e w ould have th o u g h t he  w as 
th e  w orst guy in  the  world. It m ay have been  th e  year. Ini­
tially the  first year is good, th e  second year they  m igh t s ta r t 
to find problem s a n d  by th e  tim e th e  th ird  year h a s  rolled 
a ro u n d  you have found m ajor problem s. At lea s t som ebody 
th in k s  it's  m ajor problem s.

B oard cha irpersons com m only described  “com m unity  divisions”

over p a rticu la r superintendents.- B oard chairperson  Victor described one

exam ple of th is  in  th e  M arygreen com m unity,

It d oesn 't take  very m u ch  som etim es for a  com m unity  to get 
u p se t. W ith [a specific superin tenden t] the  com m unity  w as 
e ither b lack  or white. You were e ither over here  an d  you 
liked h im  or you  were over here  you  despised  him . And he 
cau sed  it. T hat's  n o t typical for th is  com m unity. T hat's  the 
w orst I have ever seen  it. It's  never been polarized a s  m uch
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a s  he  did it. And ab o u t th e  sam e th ing  hap p en ed  w ith [a 
following su p erin ten d en t].

Lastly, school board  cha irpersons explained how  th e  first year the  

su p e rin ten d en t w as on the  job  “th ings w ere good”, b u t th e n  got worse 

over tim e. Victor, board  chairperson  from  M arygreen explained  further, 

“They [superin tendents] all s ta r te d  o u t good b u t th en  th in g s s ta rted  to go 

dow nhill.”

B oard chairperson  in fo rm an ts perceived the  m ajority  of superin­

ten d en ts  them selves were satisfied  w ith  th e ir job  perform ances a t specific 

school d istric ts.

In fo rm an ts described  su p e rin te n d en t evaluation p rocesses u sed  in  

the ir d is tric ts  an d  leng th  of co n trac ts  issu e d  to su p erin ten d en ts . Most 

com m only school board  cha irpersons described  th a t evaluations had  

been  done e ither once or twice a  year, or n o t done a t  all. S taff evaluated 

su p e rin ten d en ts  h i two d istric ts. Long-tim e board  ch a irp erso n  Oliver

in te n d e n ts ’ reactions,

The o ther th ing  th a t  we have alw ays done th a t  p isses  the 
su p e rin ten d en t off is we allow th e  staff to do a n  anonym ous 
evaluation  of the  su p e rin ten d en t once a  year, to blow off 
steam . You can  tell exactly w hich  teacher is saying w hat. 
They never signed them . B u t they  [teachers] have a  lot of 
fun, an d  we have a  lot of fu n  read ing  them . We alw ays take 
it w ith  a  grain  salt. It gives them  access to the  board  an d  it 
seem s to be a  healthy  thing. S uperin ten d en ts  alw ays resen t 
it. They feel like they  are  being s tabbed  in  the  back. They
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[superin tendents] h ear th ings like, “I th in k  all th e  su p erin ­
ten d e n t does is sit a ro u n d  th e  office an d  ea t candy  b a rs .” 
T h at really  m akes them  cranky.

B oard ch a irp erso n s com m only explained one-year con trac ts  h ad  

been  issu e d  to su p erin ten d en ts . Two d istric ts  said tw o-year con tracts 

h a d  been  issued , b u t rarely. Otto, board  chairperson  from  C asterbridge 

explained,

218

This d istric t will never do it again  [issue tw o-year contracts].
It really  lim its your flexibility. . . .B ut if you get som ebody [a 
superin tenden t] assigned  to a  m ultip le  year co n trac t it  really 
lim its your flexibility because  you've alw ays got th a t  con tract 
to hold  over th e ir head  a t  evaluation. People have to have 
incentives to perform .

D escrip tion  of R elations. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give a  descrip­

tion of th e ir school boards. B oard ch a irp erso n s gave descrip tions of the ir 

role an d  experiences. Lastly, in fo rm an ts were asked  to give descrip tions 

of the  b o a rd / su p e rin ten d en t re la tionsh ip s an d  su p e rin te n d e n t/ clerk re­

lationsh ips.

B oard ch a irp erso n s were sp lit in  th e ir descrip tions of board m em ­

ber tu rnover in  the ir d istric ts. B oard tu rnover w as described  a s  either 

h igh  or low, w ith  board  m em bers serving a n  average of two term s. In­

form ants com m only explained the  ch a in  of com m and, p rocedures u sed  

by com m unity  m em bers who h ad  com plain ts again st th e  school, w as no t 

followed th e  m ajority  of the  tim e. B oard decisions w ere described  as
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m ade a t  board  m eetings, d iscu ssed  an d  supported . Inform ation  shared  

am ong boards m ost com m only w as described  a s  d ep en d en t on w hat su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  sh a red  w ith  boards or sh a red  over the  telephone by one 

board  m em ber to ano ther.

B oard ch a irp erso n s com m only described  “p rob lem s” am ong them ­

selves. Long-tim e board  chairperson  Z ane from C asterbridge described 

h is  experiences,

I have w orked on all k inds of school boards. W hen I first got 
on th e  board  there  were th ree  of u s  th a t were p re tty  young, 
p re tty  green. We h a d  [Raymond] who h ad  a  lot of years  in. I 
th o u g h t w ith in  a  few years we h a d  a  p re tty  experienced 
board. The board  d id n ’t change, for th ree  years. The board 
w orked together well an d  w as experienced. And th e n  w hen 
[Raymond] w ent off he  took 15 years  of experience w ith  him.
It seem ed like everybody w orked together p re tty  well for the 
first five or six years  I w as on the  board. And th e n  th e  last 
two years  we h a d  a  couple new  board  m em bers get on and  
basically  they  h u r t  the  board. So I guess I w ould have to say 
th a t  I have also w orked on a  d isrup tive  board.

B oard cha irperson  Oliver from  S herton  described  h is  experiences

w ith different types of boards a n d  prob lem s they caused ,

I have [worked on] all different k inds. W hen I first got on the 
board  I got on w ith  a  couple guys who were really  com m on 
sense. R an a  good school. . . .We've h ad  som e charac te rs  
come in, I m ean  you  get board  m em bers who have solely one 
ax. They w an t to fire th is  pe rson  an d  do th a t a n d  so they 
com e a n d  they  go. T here 's never th e  sam e board. It always 
changes by one person. And th e n  dynam ics alw ays change 
gradually . You m ight have a  rea l conservative board  and  
th e n  m ight w ake u p  th ree  years la te r an d  you have a  real 
liberal board. Or you  m ight have two m em bers on  who really 
crea te  a  lot of d iscord in  the  com m unity. People get on the
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board  an d  th in k  they  need to m anage the school. T hat a l­
w ays c rea tes m ore d iscord in  a  d istrict. They a re  always 
telling the  teach ers  w ha t they  shou ld  be doing or the  ad ­
m in is tra to r w h a t he  shou ld  be doing.

O ther p a tte rn s  found in  school board  chairperson  descrip tions 

were school boards “w orked well together”, an d  the  su ccess  of the school 

board  w as re la ted  to th e  quality  of th e  sup erin ten d en t. B oard chairper­

son  Victor from  M arygreen described  how  the  board w orked together 

w hen he  w as a  new  m em ber, an d  how  the  school board  h a d  operated  

m ore recently ,

I th in k  we all got along well. We never agreed totally, b u t we 
agreed  to disagree. We all dealt w ith  each  o th er fairly well.
We farm  in  th e  com m unity  a n d  have b u s in ess  together.
W hat cam e to th e  board  m eeting stayed there. And w hen  we 
left the  board  m eeting we left everything beh ind . I th ink  
th a t 's  w hy we got along well. . . .[Now] the  m ak eu p  of the 
board  is a  little b it different. [Trevor] is the  only one th a t  h as  
been  on there  for a  long tim e. The re s t of th em  a re  p retty  
new. They have gone th ro u g h  som e pretty  tough  tim es w ith 
th e  sup erin ten d en t. I feel for them . The su p erin ten d en t 
gives you  a  lot of direction. These guys [school board  m em ­
bers] come in  a n d  are  new  a n d  they  need som e direction. If 
you  have a  good su p e rin ten d en t it m akes th e  b o a rd 's  job a  
lot easier. B u t if you have to k ind  of ru n  the  school a n d  they 
a re  giving you  a  bad  tim e, a n d  n o t doing th ings th a t  should  
be done, the  school board  can 't ru n  the  school.

B oard cha irpersons described  th e  type of re la tio n sh ip s betw een

them selves an d  su p erin ten d en ts , a n d  betw een the  su p e rin te n d en t and

d istric t clerks. The m ajor p a tte rn  in  th e ir descrip tions no ted  “problem s”

w ith specific su p e rin ten d en ts . These problem s ranged  from  superinten-
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d en ts  who did  n o t get along w ith a  certa in  group in  the  com m unity  or 

w ith th e  staff, were n o t “visible” or “involved” in  the  com m unity, did no t 

do th e ir job , or h ad  “personal” problem s.

The second m ost com m on p a tte rn  w ith in  board  ch a irp erso n s’ de­

scrip tions w as overall re la tions were “good” betw een school boards an d  

specific su p e rin ten d en ts . Victor, board  cha ir from M arygreen explained, 

“I th in k  all in  all. . .the su p e rin ten d en ts  felt com fortable w ith  the  board 

even th o u g h  there  w as a  little conflict h e re  or th e re .” And board  chair­

person  R aym ond gave h is  percep tions, “I liked practically  all of them  

[superin tendents] myself, a n d  could w ork w ith  a lm ost all of them . B u t 

you h a d  to find a  way to w ork w ith them . Some of th em  have their own 

personal problem s, som e got a  chance  to move on an d  move up , some got 

cross w ays w ith  som e of the  board  m em bers.”

More often th a n  n o t board  m em bers no ted  p rob lem s betw een su­

p e rin ten d en ts  an d  d istric t clerks. Z ane , board  chair from  C asterbridge 

said, “It seem ed like [the clerk] alw ays h a d  a  little b it of problem s w ith 

them  [the su p e rin ten d en ts] . She could  w ork w ith them , she  would m ake 

it w ork b u t she  did have th ings th a t  w ould bo ther h e r.”

B oard cha irpersons gave descrip tions of the ir ro les a n d  experi­

ences a s  board  m em bers. They were m o st com m only sp lit in  their de- > 

scription, describ ing  it a s  e ither “positive” or “fru stra tin g ”. The second
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m ost com m on p a tte rn s  were they  believed they  m u s t do “w h a t’s right for 

the  d istric t a n d  n o t “m icro-m anage”, or get too involved in  the  day-to- 

day opera tions of the  school district.

B oard cha irperson  Patrick  from  S herton  described , “The [school 

board  m em ber’s] role is to w ork for th e  d istric t, b u t ye t I th in k  school 

board  m em bers have a  tendency  to w ork for them selves.” Stew art, board  

chairperson  from  M aiygreen explained, “I w ould th in k  th e  role of the 

board  m em ber w ould be to try  to m ake decisions th a t  w ould benefit the  

m ajority of th e  people, n o t ju s t  certa in  factions. You sh o u ld n 't have a  

personal agenda, really. He [the board  m em ber] shou ld  do w ha t the m a­

jority  of th e  people w an t done.”

B oard cha irperson  Clive from  M elchester described  negative effects 

of m icro-m anaging board  m em bers, “You b e tte r stay  o u t of th e  daily 

business . T h at's  w hat we hire a  su p e rin ten d en t for is to carry  ou t those 

policies. I've been  in  one school w here the  board  a lm ost becom e the su­

p e rin ten d en t a n d  th a t  don 't w ork.” B oard chairperson  G lenda from 

S herton  explained a s  a  board  m em ber,

You do n 't ru n  the  school w hen you  become a  school board 
m em ber. You do no t ru n  th e  daily w orkings of the  school.
You have to m ake su re  th a t your su p e rin ten d en t is doing it.
T h at is h is  job  a n d  you have to let him  do it. If he  is n o t do­
ing h is  job  th e n  you ta lk  to h im  ab o u t it a n d  a sk  for im ­
provem ent. Let h im  know.
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In fo rm ants com m only said th a t  they  though t they  “could change 

th ings” a s  new  board  m em bers, b u t la te r found th ings w ere m ore compli­

cated  th a n  previously though t. B oard chairperson  S tew art said, “After 

you've been  on the  board  awhile th e re 's  a  lot of th ings, it w akes you up .

It isn  t  th a t  easy. You th in k  you can  go u p  there, a n d  th in g s you w an t to 

get done, b u t  you can 't change them  overnight. I t j u s t  d o esn 't h ap p en .” 

Zane, board  chairperson  from  C asterbridge explained, “The first th ing 

you th in k  y ou  can  do w hen  you get on th e  board  is change  th ings. I 

th in k  you find ou t a  lot of th ings a re  unchangeab le . T hings a t the sta te  

level, th e  federal level you c a n ’t change .”

The lea s t com m on p a tte rn  of descrip tions found w ere board  chair­

persons who viewed th e ir responsib ilities a s  “w atching  th e  budget” an d  

“setting  policy”.

Political Clim a te . In fo rm ants gave descrip tions of th e ir com m uni­

ties a n d  political c lim ates of the ir d istric ts. Board ch a irp erso n s m ost 

com m only described  th e ir com m unity  a s  “supporting  th e  school” p rim ar­

ily th ro u g h  passin g  m ill levies.

In fo rm an ts com m only described  how  the  school w as th e  “cen ter” of 

the ir com m unities. B oard chairperson  Clive explained th e  school’s role 

in  M elchester,
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[The] school, in  th is  area , an d  in  m ost little tow ns. . .is the 
gathering  place. It's  the  activities for the  town., The basket- 
ball gam es. There s people th a t 's  been going to basketball 
gam es, they  still go, th a t  w en t w hen  I w as in  h igh  school.
And they  still go to every basketba ll game. So you  have a  
good su p p o rt th a t  way.

G lenda, board  cha irperson  from  S herton  said, “The school is the  

cen ter of the  tow n a n d  everyone k ind  of tak es  w h a t h a p p e n s  there p retty  

personally .”

B oard chairperson  in fo rm an ts described  a th le tics a s  th e  m ost im ­

p o rtan t th ing  to the ir com m unities a n d  how  th is  h a s  c au se d  “divisions”. 

B oard cha irperson  D iane described  divisions in  M arygreen, “Probably the  

biggest fights in  th e  com m unity  have been  over b ask e tb a ll coaches, 

w hich is typical of sm all tow ns. W hen th ings are  going good everybody's 

happy. Of course  it’s com pletely the  o ther way a ro u n d  otherw ise.”

A nother com m on p a tte rn  w as th e  “fishbowl” descrip tion  u sed  to 

explain life in  sm all com m unities. B oard chairperson  Trevor from Mary- 

green gave th is  descrip tion,

If you  drive into tow n a n d  you  live a ro u n d  here  everybody 
probably  know s w hy you drove in to  town. Anybody who 
com es into tow n it doesn 't take  long for them  to find o u t who 
he  is a n d  w h at he  did. A lot of th e  problem s w ith  a  lot of the 
su p e rin ten d en ts  is they 're n o t u se d  to being u n d e r  th a t  kind 
of m icroscope.
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Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. Inform ants w ere a sk ed  to de­

scribe th e ir percep tions of effects previous su p e rin ten d en ts  h a d  on new
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ones h ired  a n d  how these  could have affected su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover in  

the ir school d istric ts. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found in  board  chair­

person  descrip tions were the  negative effects of previous su p erin ten d en ts  

on new  su p erin ten d en ts . These negative effects were described  a s  having 

to “clean  u p  previous su p e rin ten d en t m esses”, being “com pared” to pre­

vious su p e rin ten d en ts , com pensating  for w eaknesses of th e  previous su ­

p e rin tenden t, an d  having to cope w ith  th e  different sty les of superin ten- 

den ts. Jerom e, board  chairperson  from  G laston described  superin ten ­

den t effects,

W hen [one specific new  superin tenden t] w as h ired , he  had  
a  lot of expectations to look u p  to. He did a  good job. He 
definitely w asn 't [the previous superin tenden t], b u t  he  still 
did a  good job  though  [the previous su p e rin ten d en t’s] nam e 
cam e u p  in  d iscussion . W hich it shou ldn 't have. There are 
definite effects. T hen w hen you  get a  su p e rin ten d en t like [a 
different new  superin tenden t], th e re 's  a  lot of w ork to do for 
th e  n ex t one. B ecause th e re 's  a  m ess there.

Z ane , board  chairperson  from  C asterbridge explained, “The one

[superin tendent] we ju s t  h ired  u su a lly  is m ad  a t  the  la s t  one for leaving a

m ess th a t  he  h a s  to clean  up . They never fin ish  som ething  th a t they

leave for th e  nex t guy to do.” B oard chairperson  Lucy from  G laston said,

I th in k  th ere  s alw ays following in  th e  footsteps th ing  w here you [new

superin tenden t] were com pared w ith how  it w as done th e  year before,

how th a t  p e rso n  [previous superin tenden t] reacted  to som ething  before.”

D arlene, board  chairperson  a t  M elchester described  effects of the
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previous su p e rin ten d en t on the  new  one hired,

Som e of them  [superin tendents] have let the  discipline get 
o u t of control or the  teachers get o u t of control or the  non- 
certified. Not th a t  she doesn 't do a  good job, b u t  for a  while 
th e  cook th o u g h t she w as in  charge. I don 't th in k  we've had  
a  rea l good m ain tenance  staff. And th en  th e  sam e thing, 
they  [m aintenance staff] feel they  a re  in  charge, p rop rie ta i^  
a ttitu d e  a  lot of tim es w hen you 're  tak ing  care som ething  or 
doing som ething. We've h a d  som e [superin tendents] th a t 
w ere ju s t  letting  them  build  th a t  a ttitu d e , b u t a lso  got a  lot 
of w ork done. T hat m ade it h a rd  on th e  nex t guy 
[superin tendent] th a t  cam e. . . .One [superin tendent] m akes 
a  m ess an d  som ebody [the nex t superin tenden t] h a s  to come 
in  a n d  s tra igh ten  it out. T hat m akes a  lot of problem s.

The lea s t com m on p a tte rn  described  by board  ch a irp erso n s w as

“no effects” of previous su p e rin ten d en ts  on new  su p e rin ten d en ts  h ired  in

their d istric ts.

Effects on the  School D istric t. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to describe 

how frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover h a d  affected th e ir  school d istric ts 

School board  cha irpersons m ost com m only described negative effects on 

the  staff c au sed  by frequen t su p e rin ten d en t turnover. T hese negative 

effects w ere a d ju s tm en ts  the  staff h a d  to m ake to the  new  superin ten­

dent, staff who “filled th e  power vacuum ” left vacan t by th e  lack  of lead­

ership , a n d  descrip tions of difficulties su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover caused  

on the  office staff. B oard chairperson  S tew art from M arygreen rela ted

h is  experiences,
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I th in k  it [superin tenden t turnover] k ind  of h u r ts  your goals 
of the  school. If you have a  p lan  over a  ten  or eight year pe­
riod a n d  you w an t to get th ings done, it ju s t  gets s ta r te d  w ith 
one superin tenden t. . .and  som ebody else com es along and  
they  don 't th in k  th a t 's  a  priority. I th in k  th a t 's  w h a t goes 
back  on  the  staff too. They get k ind  of a  line of d irection for 
a  year or two an d  th en  a  new  su p erin ten d en t com es along 
an d  says, We don  t w an t to p u sh  th is .” There you  a re  again.
. . .The staff flounders. The teach ers  them selves got no di­
rection  anym ore. They don 't know  who to tu rn  to anym ore if 
every two years  they  change su p erin ten d en ts . You've got no 
d irection anym ore. U nless you 're  really  m otivated it's  pretty  
tough  to hold together. They don 't have any idea  w here [they 
are] going to go from  year-to-year. T hat's  w hat w e’re  runn ing  
into now. I hope it changes. It does have a n  effect on the 
staff. They get discouraged.

O ther com m only described  p a tte rn s  were "changes” new  superin­

ten d en ts  m ake an d  the  effects of frequen t su p e rin ten d en t turnover on 

“continu ity”. C ontinuity  of leadersh ip  a n d  program s w ere described. 

Raym ond, board  chairperson  from C asterbridge, said,

I th in k  you lose som e con tinu ity  in  your p rogram s, th a t's  
probably  the  biggest thing. Say th is  fellow [superintendent] 
really w an ts to im prove your m a th  program , a n d  the  next 
one com es in  a n d  they 're  no t in te res ted  in  m ath , b u t  English 
is  th e ir forte. Forget the  m a th  program . T hat con tinu ity  is 
probably  one of your m ajor losses.

B oard cha irperson  Jerom e from  G laston  described  th e  lack of con­

tinu ity  cau sed  by frequen t su p e rin ten d en t turnover, “The continuity  isn 't 

there. You don 't know  w hat to expect from  one year to th e  next. I th ink  

it's  h a rd  on  th e  staff, especially the  staff. C ontinuity  is  th e  biggest

th ing .”
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School D istrict Clerks

D escription of In form ants

M ost school d istric t clerk in fo rm an ts h ad  lived in  th e ir com m uni­

ties all of th e ir lives. One in fo rm ant m arried  into a  com m unity  stud ied  in  

th is  project. In fo rm ants h ad  been  d istric t clerk for a n  average of 9 years, 

ranging  from  2 to 15 years. The average age of d istric t c lerk  inform ants 

w as 40 years, rang ing  from  26 to 56 y ears  of age. M ost sa id  they had  

been school secre tary  an d  moved in to  the  d istric t clerk  position. Two 

held  h igh  school diplom as, two bachelo r’s degrees, one h a d  a  two-year 

vocational degree, a n d  two h ad  som e college experience. An average of 

four su p e rin ten d en ts  were h ired  while in fo rm ants were in  th e  position of 

d istric t clerk, rang ing  from  one to seven su p e rin ten d en ts  hired.

All interview s were held  face-to-face w ith d istric t c lerks a t  hom es of 

th e  in form ants, a t  school d istric t sites, a n d  one a t  a  re la tive’s residence. 

Interview s were held  w ith seven school d istric t clerks. O ne d istric t clerk 

did n o t respond  to con tac ts  to be interview ed an d  w as n o t included in  

the  study. Interview s typically w ere one a n d  ha lf to two h o u rs  in  length. 

Table 2 lis ts  the  cases, or school d istric t s ites an d  the  n am es of the

clerks interviewed.
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Table 2. School D istrict C lerk In fo rm ants
Case or School District Site Name of Informant

C asterbridge Sylvia an d  Claire
G laston Elaine an d  B renda
M arygreen Olivia
M elchester C harley
S herton C laudia

D istrict c lerks described  th e ir job  m ost com m only a s  “enjoyable”

b u t “lo ts of w ork”. They com m only expressed  “problem s” w orking for

bo th  the  su p e rin te n d en t an d  the  school board. D istrict c lerks described

how  they  h a d  “com plained” to the  board  ab o u t the  su p e rin ten d en t a t

tim es. One clerk  said, “[At times] I w as very to rn  because  you  work w ith

the  su p erin ten d en t. You don 't w an t an y  problem s on  a  daily basis. It's

s tressfu l enough. You don 't need  to ad d  to the  situation . B u t a t  the

sam e tim e if you  really  th in k  som ething  is wrong !  have gone to the

board .” A nother clerk explained,

M ost of o u r board  I grew u p  w ith  an d  have know n forever. I 
w ou ldn 't w an t to say th a t I'm  a  ta ttle ta le  b u t , . if they 
[superin tendents] a re  doing som ething  really w rong I've told 
th e  board . I d o n 't se t o u t to go get them  fired or any th ing  
like th a t, b u t I try  to tell th e  su p e rin ten d en t first th e n  if th a t 
d oesn 't work, I go to the  board, or tell one or two of them . I 
guess th a t 's  k ind  of bad. B u t it's  bad  for school n o t to. I try 
to help  them  [superin tendents], I don 't try  to underm ine  
them . Like w hen  th ere 's  a  h u n d re d  dollars m issing , I say 
“Call the  board .” My allegiance is to the  school. I w ork for 
th e  board, so m y allegiance w ith  th e  board  is m ore th a n  w ith 
th e  sup erin ten d en t.
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O ther p a tte rn s  in  describ ing the  job  of d istric t clerk  were a t  tim es

it w as “good n o t to w ork for the  su p e rin te n d en t”, job  responsib ilities were

varied, having  a  part-tim e secre tary  w as “helpful”, an d  m ore

involvem ent a n d  “su p p o rt” from th e  school board  w ould have helped

them  in  th e ir jobs. A clerk explained h e r w ishes,

The board  never a sk s  the  people who really know  w h a t's  go­
ing on. They never come to them , th a t 's  the  problem . If they 
[school board] th in k  th a t  som ething  is w rong to go in  and  
say to som ebody, “Do you th in k  we are  having a  problem ?”
Or ju s t  call an d  say , “Could I m eet w ith you som ew here and  
let's  ta lk  ab o u t th is?” They d idn 't do th a t. . . .I th in k  they 
get on  th e  school boards a n d  they  decide they  a re  the  boss, 
aHd they  th in k  they  know n it all a n d  they d o n 't need  any 
ou tside  inform ation. They c a n 't know. They a re  th e re  once a  
m onth . I th in k  school boards a re  a  problem . . . .As far as 
really  ask ing  any th ing  of the  people th a t  were there , even the 
teachers. The board  needs to be a  little m ore involved if 
they 're  going to m ake som e decisions.

C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

School d istric t clerk in fo rm an ts w ere questioned  w h eth er or no t 

su p e rin ten d en ts  stayed  a s  long a s  expected in  the ir d istric ts . R esponses 

were split. H alf th o u g h t the  su p e rin te n d en t h ad  stayed  a s  long a s  ex­

pected  while h a lf th o u g h t the  su p e rin te n d en t h ad  no t stayed  a s  long a s  

expected. A nother com m on p a tte rn  w ith in  th is  group w as superin ten ­

d en t tu rnover w as “expected to h a p p en ”.

School d istric t clerks were ask ed  to describe th e ir percep tions of 

the  typical career p a th s  th a t  su p e rin te n d en ts  follow in  M ontana. They
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m ost com m only described  su p e rin ten d en ts  s ta r t  in  sm all schools and  

th en  w an t to move to a  be tter paying position. Cleric C harley from 

M elchester explained, “I really th in k  th e  su p e rin ten d en ts  o u t there, th a t

is w h a t they  a re  looking for, go to a  bigger com m unity, m ake more

money. In  a  way you c a n ’t blam e th em .” D istrict c lerk  E laine from

G laston perceived, “I've never seen  anybody [superin tendents] th a t

w anted  to be in  th e  sm all school. AU they  look a t  u s  is. . .we’re  ju s t  a

place to get experience an d  th e n  move on. . . .Most of them  like m oney

m ore th a n  they  like smaU schools.”

A nother com m on p a tte rn  th a t  em erged, re la ted  to th e  previous

p a tte rn , w as “good su p e rin ten d en ts  w ould move u p ” to a  b e tte r paying

job. Claire, d istric t clerk  from C asterb ridge , explained,

[Casterbridge] is a  smaU place a n d  if you are  a  career m inded 
person  a t  aU your goal w ould be to move u p  to a  bigger 
school d istric t. Anybody who com es in  here  a n d  they  are  ca­
ree r m inded  a n d  they have d ream s to be in  a  huge school 
d istric t, they  a re  w anting  to move u p  career wise. 
[Casterbridge] is  ju s t  a  stepp ing  stone  on the  w ay up .

S u p erin ten d en t Selection Processes

School d istric t clerk  in fo rm ants w ere asked  to give descrip tions of 

su p e rin ten d en t selection processes, a n d  expectations of th e  ideal super­

in tenden t.
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The m ajority  of d istric t c lerks in  th e  five school d is tric ts  studied  

said  th a t  they  a tten d ed  su p e rin ten d en t interview s, a n d  m o st got to give 

som e k ind  of in p u t. D istrict clerk in p u t w as lim ited to being asked  by 

the  school board  if they  could w ork w ith  a  specific can d id a te  or the in­

clusion  of a  specific question  in  th e  interview  re la ted  to school finances. 

They said  th ree  to six cand idates w ere typically interview ed, an d  school 

boards typically called references on cand idates . In  two d istric ts  the 

com m unity  w as described  a s  “invited” to th e  interview s, b u t  d istric t 

clerks explained com m unity  m em bers rare ly  showed. In  th ree  d istric ts 

school staff a tten d ed  interviews. Two d istric ts  h a d  a  d in n e r w ith super­

in ten d en t can d id a tes  a n d  school b oards a s  p a rt of th e  interview  process. 

Two d istric ts  felt th e ir location h u r t  th em  in  a ttrac tin g  cand idates . Dis­

tric t c lerks in  two d istric ts  described  u sin g  the  M ontana  School B oards 

A ssociation a s  search  consu ltan ts .

M ost d istric t c lerks sa id  th a t  they  were “satisfied” w ith  superin ten ­

d en t selection processes. Regarding changes th a t shou ld  be m ade to im­

prove the  selection process, resp o n ses varied. These varied  responses 

included, “take  m ore tim e”, m ore com m unity  involvem ent, each  school 

board  m em ber shou ld  call each  reference listed  on th e  can d id a te ’s appli­

cation, th e  school board  shou ld  visit the  can d id a te ’s com m unity  w here 

he or she  is  cu rren tly  employed, a n d  th e re  were “p rob lem s” w ith  having
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the  c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en t involved in  the  search  for h is  or h e r  replace­

m ent.

D istrict c lerks were asked  to give a  descrip tion  of th e  ideal super­

in ten d en t to serve in  the ir d istric ts. They m ost com m only said  th is ideal 

su p e rin ten d en t w ould have general public  rela tion  skills, su c h  as “being 

visible” a n d  “involved” in  th e  com m unity. E laine, d istric t clerk  from 

G laston  described  the  com m unity’s ideal su p e rin ten d en t as,

“. . .som ebody th a t 's  visible, personable , one th a t will lis ten  to 

[com m unity m em b ers’] agendas. The public  w an ts a  p e rso n  w ho’s real 

app roachab le .” D istrict clerk C harley from  M elchester said,

I th in k  in  a  com m unity  like th is , being a t  the  pub lic  d inners, 
com m unity  d inners, th ings like th a t, visiting, having  the 
p resence  a t  the  gam es. J u s t  a ll in  all being a  p a r t  of the 
com m unity  I th in k  is very im p o rtan t here. I th in k  th a t  peo­
ple here  need  to know  th a t  [superin tendents] a re  a  p a rt of 
th e  com m unity  a s  well a s  su p e rin te n d en t of the  school.

They sa id“budget s tre n g th s” w ould be im portan t, a s  well as a  su ­

p e rin ten d en t who w ould “know  th e  jo b ”. This ideal su p e rin ten d en t 

w ould be “decisive”, w ould “help  th e  c lerk”, an d  “lis ten  to all sides”. Sev­

eral c lerks described  one of the  su p e rin ten d en ts  a s  “ideal”. They com­

m only described  a  su p e rin te n d en t’s background , m ean ing  w here he or 

she  w as ra ised , a s  no t being im portan t.

D istrict c lerks believed the  ideal average leng th  of tim e superin ten ­

d en ts  shou ld  spend  in  th e ir d istric ts  w as five years, rang ing  from  th ree  to
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ten  years. D istric t c lerks sa id  th is  leng th  of tim e w ould depend  on the  

quality  of the  su p e rin ten d en t an d  how  th e  su p e rin ten d en t “fit” in  the  

com m unity. D istrict clerk Claire described  the  ideal leng th  of tim e for a  

su p e rin te n d en t to stay  in  C asterbridge, “Probably if we get u sed  to 

som ebody a n d  we like him , a s  long a s  th e  person  w ould w an t to stay .” 

D istrict c lerk  OUvia from  M arygreen explained, “I w ould like to see some­

one a t  th is  po in t in  tim e stay  forever. If they  could fit in to  th e  com m u­

nity  a n d  have the  quah ties I've m entioned , I ready w ould. The longer the  

b e tte r.”

Role Percep tions a n d  E xpectations

School d istric t clerks were a sk ed  to describe th e ir expectations of 

su p e rin ten d en t ro les a n d  job  com petency a reas  u p o n  hiring. They were 

also ask ed  to describe rea so n s  why a  su p e rin ten d en t w as h ired  or rea­

sons w hy th e  su p e rin ten d en t accep ted  the  job  in  the  school district.

School d istric t c lerks m ost com m only indicated  th a t  they  did no t 

know  w hy a  su p e rin ten d en t w as selected  or described no criteria  w as 

u sed  for su p e rin te n d en t selection in  th e ir distric ts.

Secondly school d istric t c lerks explained the  cand idate  h ad  been 

know n previously in  th e  school d istric t. T his included su p erin ten d en t 

cand idates who h a d  w orked previously in  the  district, w as from the area , 

or h a d  rela tives or friends in  the  a rea . O thers spoke of th e  fact the  cho-
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sen  cand idate  h a d  “interview ed well”. Sylvia, clerk from  C asterbridge de­

scribed m any  of th e  su p e rin te n d en ts , . .had  the  rig h t an sw ers to all the

questions. A lot of them  h ad  good personalities. A lo t of them  in ter­

viewed well. T hat's  it.”

Lastly, d is tric t c lerks com m only spoke of th e  difficulty in  finding a  

qualified su p e rin te n d en t from the  pool available. C laudia, clerk from 

Sherton  explained, “I rem em ber th ink ing  th a t som e of' th ese  guys you 

w ouldn 't even w ant. Some of these  guys are  horrib le .”

School d istric t clerks described  expectations, e ith er w ritten  or spo­

ken, of a  specific su p e rin ten d en t w hen  h ired  in  th e ir d istric ts. They m ost 

com m only sa id  su p e rin ten d en ts  were h ired  to com pensate  for the  weak­

n esse s  of th e  previous sup erin ten d en t. T hese descrip tions included 

“cleaning u p ” after the  previous su p e rin te n d en t’s “m esse s”, “budget 

s tren g th s”, “im prove s tu d e n t d iscipline”, or “u n ite  the  staff”. Claire de­

scribed expecta tions of a  new  su p e rin te n d en t in  C asterb ridge , “One of 

the  big ones from  the  staff w as staff un ity . [The previous superin tendent] 

h ad  divided th e  staff. [The previous superin tenden t] a n d  certa in  ones 

[staff] h ad  never spoke. Maybe a  little b it m ore discipline in  the  school.” 

D istrict c lerks com m only said  th e re  were “no” expectations of the  

new  su p e rin te n d en t or those  expectations were “general”. G eneral ex­

pecta tions were described  a s  “do it all” or “ru n  the  school sm oothly”.
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Clerk E laine from  G laston  described  w h a t she believed th e  school board

shou ld  do,

They need  to sit dow n an d  need  to say, “We expect you to 
ru n  o u r tran sp o rta tio n  program , you are  in  charge of the  bus 
drivers, an d  you  need  to have a  m eeting w ith them , an d  keep 
them  inform ed. We expect th a t  you will have weekly staff 
m eetings w ith your teachers a n d  keep in  to u ch  w ith  them .
We expect you  to take  action .” I th in k  th a t 's  one th ing, tell 
them  [superin tendents] how  m u ch  independen t action  they 
can  expect, how  m u ch  superv ised  action.

L astly , school d istric t c lerks were a sk ed  ab o u t levels of consensus 

regarding skill a re a s  of su p e rin ten d en ts  u p o n  being h ired . D istrict clerks 

explained m ost com m only th e  school board  w as in  c o n sen su s  abou t skill 

a reas. D istrict c lerks th o u g h t school board  ch a irp erso n s understood  

w here the  new  su p e rin te n d en t’s s tren g th s  were.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t T urnover

In fo rm ants w ere ask ed  to give descrip tions of th e ir perceptions 

ab o u t why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left th e ir school d istric ts , and  why so 

m any over th e  la s t 21 years. D istrict c lerks were also a sk ed  to give de­

scrip tions of th e ir school d istric ts  in  a ttem pting  to explain  conditions 

su rround ing  su p e rin te n d en t turnover.

School d istric t c lerks m ost com m only described  “p rob lem s” w ith 

the  su p e rin te n d en t a s  the  prim ary  rea so n  specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left 

their d istric ts. E xam ples of these  su p e rin ten d en t “p rob lem s” were
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“d ishonesty”, “building re tirem en t”, “h a rd  to get along w ith”, no t “visible”, 

an d  “resigned  w hen  people started , ask ing  questions”.

A nother p a tte rn  w ith in  d istric t clerk  descrip tions a b o u t why spe­

cific su p e rin ten d en ts  left the ir d istric ts  were “career m oves”, “board 

problem s , coaching conflicts”, “family rea so n s”, the  su p e rin ten d en t 

resigned  , or w as offered no contract. B renda described  w hy two su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  left Glastom, “They were really  younger a n d  it [Glaston] 

w as a  s ta rtin g  place for them . They’ve since m oved on to bigger dis­

tric ts .”

School d istric t c lerks gave th e ir percep tions why th e re  h a s  been

su ch  a  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the ir d istric ts . D istrict 

c lerks m ost com m only described  “career m oves” a s  th e  p rim ary  reason  

for th e  high ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the ir d istric ts. Sylvia ex­

plained  h e r percep tions of su p e rin ten d en ts  who h ad  ca ree r asp irations,

Those types of su p e rin ten d en ts  were short-term . 
[Casterbridge] w ould be like a  stepping  stone for them  be­
cause  it w as a  sm all com m unity. B ecause of its  isolation, 
th e  lack  of m oney, the  lack  of enrollm ent [Casterbridge] 
w ould u su a lly  end  u p  w ith, ra th e r  w ith the  top cand idates, 
we w ould end  u p  w ith  som eone lower on the  pole. T hat per­
son  w as looking for a  place to s ta r t  an d  th en  in  two years 
w an ting  to move. So th a t  he  could go to a  bigger school d is­
trict.

D istric t c lerks also com m only described  the  un d esirab le  location of 

the ir school d istric t a s  a  reaso n  for the  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rn ­
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over. “C om m unity”, “housing”, an d  “pool of ap p lican ts” problem s were 

also com m only described. Lastly d istric t c lerks explained th e  “job itself” 

w as a  rea so n  for the  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover, m eaning the  

large am o u n t of w ork for one ad m in istra to r to do in  a  sm all school d is­

trict.

D istric t c lerks provided descrip tions of their schools. They m ost 

com m only referred  to the  s tren g th s of th e ir schools. T hese s treng th s 

were th e  academ ic program , “good” staff, low s tu d e n t to teach e r ratio, a  

good school , good school facility, a n d  “technology”. In form ants com ­

m only described  the  problem s a ttrac tin g  teach ers  along w ith  how their 

school d istric ts  p referred  to h ire  first-year teach ers  b ecau se  it saved th e ir 

d istric ts  m oney.

Jo b  Satisfac tion . In form ants w ere ask ed  to give a  descrip tion  of 

how  satisfied  o thers were w ith su p e rin te n d en ts  an d  how  satisfied  su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  were w ith the ir job  perform ances. In fo rm an ts also de­

scribed su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  p rocesses.

School d istric t c lerks com m only explained m ore tim es th a n  not, 

the  com m unity  w as satisfied  w ith su p erin ten d en ts . They perceived 

school staff w as split in  the ir levels of sa tisfaction  w ith  su p erin ten d en ts . 

D istrict c lerks them selves were split in  th e ir levels of sa tisfac tion  w ith 

su p e rin ten d en ts  in  th e ir d istric ts.
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School d istric t clerk in fo rm an ts perceived the  m ajority  of superin ­

ten d en ts  w ere satisfied  w ith  th e ir job  perform ances a t  th e ir  school dis­

tricts.

In fo rm ants described  su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  p rocesses u se d  in  

the ir d istric ts. They m ost com m only described  evaluations h ad  been 

done twice a  year a n d  th is  consisted  of a  ra ting  scale.

D escription of R elations. In fo rm an ts were a sk ed  to give descrip­

tions of the  school board. D istrict c lerks were also a sk ed  to give descrip­

tions of th e  b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ip s an d  su p e rin ten ­

d e n t/c le rk  rela tionsh ips.

D istric t c lerks were split in  th e ir descrip tions of board  m em ber 

tu rnover in  th e ir d istric ts. Board tu rnover w as described  a s  e ither high 

or low. In fo rm an ts com m only explained th e  chain  of com m and, proce­

d u res  u se d  by com m unity  m em bers who h ad  com plain ts ag a in st the 

school, w as n o t followed th e  m ajority of th e  time. D istric t clerks varied 

in  the ir descrip tions of how  school bo ard s m ade decisions. P a tte rn s 

w ith in  in fo rm an ts’ descrip tions of how  th e  school board  sh a red  inform a­

tion w ith each  o ther e ither inform ation w as shared  from  th e  superin ten ­

dent, or board  m em bers u se d  the  telephone to ta lk  am ong them selves.
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D istrict c lerks were split in  th e ir board  descrip tions of how well 

school boards w orked together. H alfperceived  school bo ard s did “work 

well together while h a lf  explained there  h a d  been “board  problem s”.

A second p a tte rn  found in  d istric t clerk descrip tions w as the belief 

school boards shou ld  involve o thers m ore in  their decision-m aking proc­

esses. Olivia from  M aiygreen explained,

To m e th e  m ost im p o rtan t th ing  from  a  board  s tan d p o in t is 
th a t  they  shou ld  get a  little b it b e tte r idea of w h a t actually  
goes on in  the  school. My board  will adm itted ly  say  we ju s t  
d id n t  know. I th in k  they  have to becom e m ore aw are and  
conscien tious. They a re  a ssu m in g  everything is going along 
fine a n d  everyone is afraid  to call them . Things a re  falling 
ap a rt. And th e n  p re tty  soon w hen  everything com es to a  
h ead  it's  a lm ost too late  to rem edy th e  situation . If they  were 
m ore involved an d  m ore aw are, ta lk  to people who a re  a c tu ­
ally em ployees of the  school. Som etim es they  say, if you 
have a  gripe you  will say bad  th in g s ab o u t th a t  person . Well 
th a t  m ight be tru e  b u t if you h e a r  it ten  tim es, th e re  m u s t be 
som e validity to w h a t people a re  saying.

D istrict c lerks described  types of re la tionsh ips betw een  the school 

board  an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  betw een them selves a n d  superin ten ­

den ts. In fo rm an ts w ere split in  the ir percep tions of types of rela tionsh ips 

betw een school boards an d  clerks. H alf of them  described  “good” rela­

tionsh ips while the  o ther h a lf described  rela tionsh ip  “p rob lem s” betw een 

the  two. M ost often d istric t clerks explained  there  w ere “problem s” be­

tw een them selves an d  su p erin ten d en ts . Olivia explained h e r  experiences 

in  M ary green,
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Maybe a s  a  com m unity  you 'd  have to get m ore aw are too and  
m ake su re  th a t  pe rson  is doing the ir job, ra th e r  th a n  ju s t  
a ssu m e  they’re  su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  are doing w h a t they 
need  to do. B ecause th a t isn 't  the  case in  a  lot of the  s u ­
p e rin ten d en ts  I have w orked u n d e r. I th in k  it's  educa tion  on 
everyone's pa rt. I don 't th in k  ju s t  because  you  have the  title 
"superin tendent" they  are  necessarily  going to alw ays do 
w h a t shou ld  be done. I th in k  people who actually  do the  job 
shou ld  get the  cred it for it.

Political C lim ate. In fo rm ants gave descrip tions of th e ir com m uni­

ties an d  political c lim ates of th e ir d istric ts. D istrict c lerks m ost com­

m only described  th e ir com m unity  a s  “supporting  th e  school” and  as 

“close k n it”. Claire described  the  C asterbridge com m unity, “No m atter 

w here you  go everybody ta lk s  like they  h av en 't seen  you  forever an d  peo­

ple have alw ays got th e ir a rm  a ro u n d  you  an d  hugging you  an d  talking to 

you. It's  so m u ch  fu n  w hen  you know  everybody.” And clerk  B renda de­

scribed the  G laston  com m unity, “It's  a  good com m unity. They support 

the  k ids really  well. They a re  in te res ted  in  school in  a  sm all town. I t’s a  

close k n it com m unity. They really care  ab o u t the  k id s.”

They com m only described  how  th e  school w as the  “cen ter” of their 

com m unities. C harley described  the  im portance of th e  school in  the 

M elchester com m unity, “Anybody th a t  you  would ta lk  to in  the  com m u­

nity w ould tell you th a t  if we lost th e  school we w ould lose th e  com m u­

nity .” Olivia described  the  school in  M arygreen, “We are  su c h  a  sm all 

com m unity  a n d  the  school is the  cen ter of everything. A nything th a t
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goes on here , a lthough  I don 't like the  sc ru tiny  of it som etim es, is well 

su p p o rted .”

School d istric t clerk in fo rm an ts ind icated  th a t a th le tics  w as the  

m ost im p o rtan t th ing  to the ir com m unities an d  how  th is  h a s  caused  

“divisions”. Olivia also described  w h a t w as m ost im p o rtan t to the  Mary- 

green com m unity  an d  how  it h a s  cau sed  divisions, “A thletics an d  w ho's 

going to coach them , coaching styles, [have caused  divisions] m ore so 

th a n  any th ing  academ ically .”

A nother com m on p a tte rn  found w ith in  school d is tric t c lerks’ de­

scrip tions of th e ir com m unities w as th e ir  com m unities w ere concerned 

a b o u t taxes.

Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. In form ants w ere a sk ed  to de­

scribe th e ir percep tions of effects p revious su p e rin ten d en ts  h ad  on new  

ones h ired  a n d  how  these  could have affected su p e rin ten d en t turnover in  

the ir school d istric ts. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found  in  school d istric t 

clerk descrip tions were th e  negative effects of previous su p e rin ten d en ts  

on new  su p e rin ten d en ts . These negative effects were described  as having 

to “clean  u p  previous su p e rin ten d en t m esse s”, an d  com pensating  for ei­

th e r the  s tren g th s  or w eaknesses of th e  previous su p erin ten d en t.

Olivia described  w ha t she h ad  experienced in  M ary green, “There is 

som e un fin ish ed  b u s in ess  left for th e  p e rso n  com ing in  to try  to sort
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th rough  w h at h a s  been  done an d  w h a t h a sn 't  been  done. T hat h a s  h ap ­

pened  to certa in  degrees.” C laudia described  her percep tions a t S herton , 

“I th in k  it h a s  a  lot to do w ith the  new  guy [superin tenden t], how well the  

la s t guy left—w hat conditions he  left for th e  new  guy.”

The lea s t com m on p a tte rn  found in  d istric t clerk  descrip tions w as 

there  were “n o ” effects of the  previous su p e rin ten d en t on  th e  new  super­

in ten d en t h ired  in  th e ir distric ts.

Effects on the  School D istric t. In form ants were a sk ed  to describe

how  frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover h a d  affected th e ir school d istric ts.

School d is tric t c lerks m ost com m only described  su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover

h ad  cau sed  “changes” w hich h ad  been  difficult. T hese m o st commonly

were referred  to a s  th e  “changes” m ade by new  su p erin ten d en ts . Claire,

clerk from  C asterb ridge , explained,

[Superin tendents] a re  so diverse in  their personalities and  
any  tim e you get som ebody new  th a t  com es in  to be your 
boss they  all have the ir own w ays of doing th ings. T hen eve­
ry th ing  changes again. I th in k  it's  tough  on th e  k ids. I th ink  
it's  tough  on staff. B ecause every tim e you change a  boss it's 
ju s t  all new  ru les  to learn .

Secondly, d istric t clerks described  problem s in  ad ju stin g  to new

su p erin ten d en ts . Claire described  effects of su p e rin te n d en t turnover,

There w as a  lot of w ork because  w ith  [the new  su p e rin ten ­
dent] com ing in  he  d idn 't know  any th ing  a b o u t how  we h ad  
done th ings. We h ad  to s ta r t  all over w ith, like here  is the  
m an u a l we u se . We h ad  to go dow n a  line w ith  everything
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we h a d  done. It tak es lo ts of tim e an d  it tak es  them  abou t 
one year to figure o u t th e  d istric t. The longer they  could be 
here  an d  get to know  the  com m unity  the  better. The k ids get 
u se d  to som ebody.

The la s t group of p a tte rn s  found  in  d istric t c le rk s’ descrip tions of 

effects of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover on th e ir d istric ts  w ere effects on 

“continu ity”, “divisions” of com m unities an d  staff cau sed  by superin ten ­

d en t turnover, an d  how  it took tim e to “heal” after su p e rin ten d en t tu rn ­

over. C laudia, d istric t clerk from Sherton , said, “It seem s like every tim e 

a  su p e rin ten d en t leaves it's  been  over b ad  situations. The com m unity 

h a s  been  to rn . For in stan ce  w ith  [a specific superin tenden t], you e ither 

have people th a t  love h im  or h a te  h im .”

S u p erin ten d en ts

D escription of In fo rm ants

Over h a lf of th e  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts were ra ised  in  ru ra l a r­

eas  e ither in  M ontana or o u t of sta te . The average age of superin ten ­

d en ts  interview ed w as 51 years, rang ing  from  35 to 60 y ears  of age. The 

average leng th  in fo rm an ts sp en t in  educa tion  w as 19 years, ranging from 

12 to 34 years. The average tim e sp e n t a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t w as 10 

years, rang ing  from  I to 22 years. All su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm ants held 

m aste r 's  degrees, two held  educational specia list's  degrees, an d  none 

held  doctorates. E ach  su p e rin ten d en t w as the  only ad m in istra to r in  spe-
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ciiic d istric ts  stud ied , em ployed in  th e  d ua l role of su p e rin ten d en t an d  

principal.

Interview s w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  took place e ither a t  th e  school 

d istric t site or a t  a  different site w here the  in form ant w as employed. One 

interview  took place a t  the  re sea rch e r’s hom e. Three su p e rin ten d en ts  

were initially con tacted  from  each  site. Two interview s w ere held  over the  

telephone w ith  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts who lived o u t of sta te . In 

those in s tan c es  w here a  telephone interview  w as held , a n  add itional face- 

to-face interview  w as held  w ith  a  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an t from the 

sam e site. Interview s were held  w ith  16 su p erin ten d en ts , one of whom  

h ad  served in  two of th e  five d istric ts. One su p e rin te n d en t who lived ou t 

of s ta te  declined to give enough  tim e for the  interview  a n d  w as no t in­

cluded in  the  study.

Interview s las ted  typically from  one a n d  a  h a lf h o u rs  to two hours. 

Table 3 lis ts  th e  cases, or school d istric t sites, an d  the  pseudonym s of 

the  su p e rin ten d en ts  interviewed.

Table 3. S u p erin ten d en t In form ants
Case or School District Site Name of Informant

C asterbridge Lawrence, Helen, a n d  Keith
G laston Ted, Carla, and  J a c k
M arygreen Je rry  *, Ju d e , Howard, a n d  Max
M elchester Bill, Thom as, G abe, a n d  Jo sep h
S herton Luke, Ian , an d  Je rry  *

*  Superin tendent Jerry s e rv e d  in both districts
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C areer P a th s  of S uperin ten d en ts

C areer p a th s  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts followed were (a) two from  

elem entary  teach ers  to e lem entary  school principals, (b) five from ju n io r 

h igh  teach ers  to ju n io r  h igh principals, a n d  (c) seven from  h igh  school 

teach ers  to h igh  school principals. Seven in fo rm ants h a d  been  coaches. 

E ight h a d  previous su p e rin ten d en t experience in  o ther sm all schools.

Five in fo rm ants followed the  a ssu m e d  “typical” caree r p a th  of su ­

p e rin ten d en ts , described  by in fo rm an ts in  th is  study, from  a  sm all school 

superin tendency  to a  m iddle-sized school an d  th e n  on to a  larger school 

superin tendency . Ten of the  in fo rm an ts did  n o t follow th is  career pa th . 

These in fo rm an ts followed one of two p a th s : (a) five w en t from  a  sm all 

school superin tendency  to a  m edium  or large school superin tendency  

an d  th e n  back  to a  sm all school superin tendency ; (b) a n d  five superin ­

ten d en ts  h a d  stayed  in  sm all schools.

S u p erin ten d en t in form ants com m only described  a n  increase  in  

sa lary  a s  th e  m otivating factor in  deciding to move in to  th e  superin ten ­

dency. O ther com m on p a tte rn s  w ere a  move into the  superin tendency  

for the  “challenge” the  job  provided, or because  they  th o u g h t they could 

“do a  b e tte r job” th a n  the  su p e rin te n d en t u n d e r w hom  they  were work­

ing. In fo rm ants com m only said th a t  they  “liked” being a  sm all school 

sup erin ten d en t.
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S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts’ descrip tions of w h e th er or no t they 

stayed in  the  d istric t a s  long a s  they  expected, w as split. H alfresponded  

th a t they  h a d  stayed  a s  long a s  they  expected, while th e  o th er ha lf re­

sponded  th a t  they  h a d  no t stayed a s  long a s  they  expected. Many com­

m only added  th a t  they  could have” stayed  longer, b u t  chose to leave, or 

reflecting on th e ir experiences “w ould have” stayed longer in  the  super­

in tendency  a t  a  specific school d istric t.

S u p e rin ten d en t in fo rm ants com m only described  th e  typical career 

p a th  of su p e rin te n d en ts  in  M ontana a s  sta rtin g  in  sm all schools and  

m oving on  to larger ones, typically b ecau se  of a  sa lary  increase  in  larger 

schools a n d  adm in istrative  a ssistance .

S u p erin ten d en t Selection Processes

S u p e rin ten d en t in fo rm ants were ask ed  to give descrip tions of the  

su p e rin ten d en t selection processes, a n d  expectations of th e  ideal super­

in tendency. S u p erin ten d en ts  m ost com m only described  “s tan d ard ” in­

terview p rocedu res were u se d  a t the  d is tric t sites. “S ta n d a rd ” interview 

p rocedures m ean t the  school board  a lone w as involved in  th e  selection 

process. S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts ind icated  th a t typically th ree  to five 

cand idates were interview ed a t  the  tim e th a t  they were interviewed. They 

also s ta te d  th a t  the  staff w as involved in  the  p rocess a t  tim es. This
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m ean t the  staff a tten d ed  the  interview  or the  su p e rin te n d en t h ad  the op­

po rtun ity  to sp eak  to the  staff du ring  th e  interview  process.

S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm ants described  the  ideal superin tendency . 

They m ost com m only described  “su p p o rt” from the  board  a s  being im­

portan t. S uppo rt from the  staff an d  com m unity  w as also  seen  as being 

im portan t. They com m only described  th e  ideal superin ten d en cy  a s  one 

w here “everyone w orked together”. “O pen com m unication” a n d  a  “sm all 

school” w ere described  a s  ideal. A superin tendency  w here there  w as an­

o ther ad m in istra to r to help  share  the  load w as com m only m entioned. 

S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts ind icated  th a t  a n  ideal superin tendency  

w ould be one w here the  board  “le t the  su p e rin ten d en t ru n  the  school”. 

The ideal average leng th  of tim e to spend  in  a  d istric t a s  su p e rin ten d en t 

w as described  a s  five years, rang ing  from  th ree  to ten  years.

Lastly, su p e rin te n d en t in fo rm an ts described  a  specific school dis­

tric t stud ied  a s  being the  ideal place in  w hich to be a  su p e rin te n d en t. 

This w as th e  leas t com m on p a tte rn  found  in  su p e rin te n d en t in fo rm an ts’ 

descrip tions of th e  ideal superin tendency .

Role Perceptions a n d  E xpectations

S u p e rin ten d en ts  were asked  to describe the ir expectations of roles 

an d  job  com petency a re a s  u p o n  hiring. They were also a sk ed  to describe 

reaso n s w hy they  w ere h ired  or rea so n s  w hy they accep ted  th e  job in  a
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specific school d istric t, referring  to C asterb ridge , G laston5 M arygreen5 

M elchester5 or S h e rto n .

S u p erin ten d en ts  gave descrip tions of why they w ere h ired  or why

they accepted  the  job  in  specific d istric ts. The m ost com m on descrip tion

given for w hy they  accepted  a  specific superin tendency  w as they  “d idn ’t

care w here” they  got a  job, or they  accep ted  the  job b ecau se  they “liked

the  location” of the  school d istric t. S u p erin ten d en t H ow ard explained

why he  took th e  job  a t  M arygreen5

I w an ted  o u t of th e  tow n I w as principal in. The su p e rin ten ­
d en t th a t  w as there  h ad  p u t m e in  a  position w here he  was 
telling teach ers  one th ing  a n d  telling m e som eth ing  else. I 
w an ted  out. P lus I w an t to s ta r t  a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t. It w as 
tim e for m e to get out. Like I said, I h a d  interview ed in  two 
or th ree  different p laces a n d  th a t  [Marygreen] w as th e  one 
who offered m e the  job. It d id n 't m ake a  lot of difference 
w here I w ent. I knew  I w as going to stay  two or th ree  years 
w herever I w ent an d  th en  move on to ano ther one.

S u p erin ten d en t Gabe explained th e  situa tion  w hen  he w as h ired  in

M elchester5 “It [the superin tendency] w as the  only one th a t  w as offered to

me. I liked th e  looks of the  area. It's  a  p re tty  area. It w as a  sm all school

to s ta r t  o u t w ith. I grew u p  in  a  sm all tow n an d  I like sm all a reas  a s  far

a s  living there  w ithou t being u n d e r everybody's th u m b .”

R elated to th is  w as th e  exp lanation  su p e rin ten d en ts  comm only

gave for n o t “looking for a  job” w hen  they  were app roached  ab o u t a  va-
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cancY in  a  specific d istric t. S u p erin ten d en t Helen from  C asterbridge re­

lated  h e r  story,

You have to realize I volunteered  to go to [Casterbridge]. I 
h a d  no p lan s of going to [Casterbridge]. W hen I left the  other 
school I h a d  one year left on m y con trac t a n d  I told them  
th a t  I needed to fin ish  m y doctorate  degree, they  h a d  one 
year left to h ire  an o th e r person. I d idn 't leave them  in  the 
lu rch . I took One year off to w ork on  my degree. The science 
fair w as on here  an d  I w as helping a t  it a n d  th ese  women, 
p a ren ts , were milling a ro u n d  an d  so I got to ta lk ing  to them .
One of the  p a re n ts  said, “Well w h a t do you do?” And I told 
h e r th a t  I'm  a  sup erin ten d en t. . . .She said  “We desperately  
need  a  su p e rin ten d en t in  [Casterbridge].”. . .She said  “We 
c an 't get anybody to com e.to [Casterbridge].” . . .  I to ld  h e r I 
w as w orking on  m y doctorate. She said, “I don 't know  w hat 
w e're going to do. We only have 100 kids an d  we c an 't get 
anybody [to be su p erin ten d en t].” Why did I go to 
[Casterbridge?] It w as a  fluke. I d id n 't have any  p lans. I felt 
sorry  for the  people.

. /

The lea s t com m on p a tte rn  found  w as su p e rin ten d en ts  comm only 

described  they  took th e  job in  a  specific d istric t b ecau se  of a  positive as­

pect of the  d istric t. Several positive a sp ec ts  th a t were com m only cited 

were: (a) th e  “good rep u ta tio n ” of th e  distric t; (b) the  school w as a  “good 

facility”; or (c) the  com m unity  w as “good”.

S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm ants explained  expectations of them , either 

w ritten  or spoken, from  the  board  u p o n  being hired. The m ost com m on 

p a tte rn  of descrip tion  w as th a t  there  w ere “no expecta tions” of them  

u p o n  being hired. S u p erin ten d en t Ju d e  from  M arygreen sta ted , “They let 

m e do m o st of the  talk ing an d  they  ju s t  h a d  some general questions [at
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the  interview ]. There w as no w ritten  expec ta tions. T heir expectations 

were very basic  an d  very inform al. W e w an t the  school to ru n  well, an d  

we w an t th e  k ids to do the ir w ork .’ ”

S u p e rin ten d en ts  also described  expectations of them  a s  being re ­

la ted  to the  w eaknesses of the  previous su p erin ten d en t. These superin­

ten d en ts  described  com pensating  for th e  w eaknesses of th e  previous su­

p erin ten d en t in  th e  a re a s  of “build ing t ru s t”, “com m unication”, “doing 

teacher evaluations”, or “getting along w ith  people”. S u p erin ten d en t in­

form ants also s ta ted  th a t  expectations of them  were “general”, su ch  a s  

“ru n  the  school”, or “m ain tain ing  a n d  im proving” the  existing  program .

Lastly su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts ind icated  th a t  w hen  they were 

h ired  th e  school d istric t w as “looking for a  body” to fill th e  position. S u ­

p erin ten d en t H elen’s percep tions from  C asterbridge w ere, “I th in k  from 

my perspective they  were ju s t  so glad to have som ebody in  th a t  position.

I really a n d  tru ly  feel th a t  they were fearful th a t they  w ere n o t going to 

have a  su p erin ten d en t. T hat's  really a  fear because  w ho 's going to ru n  

the  d istric t?”

Lastly, su p e rin ten d en ts  were a sk ed  ab o u t the  levels of consensus 

am ong th e  school board  m em bers regard ing  the ir skills u p o n  being hired. 

S u p erin ten d en ts  explained th a t generally th e  board  w as in  consensus

251
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ab o u t th e ir skill a reas . S u p erin ten d en ts  perceived school board  chair­

persons u n d ers to o d  w here their a re a s  of stren g th  were.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t Turnover

In fo rm ants w ere ask ed  to give descrip tions of th e ir perceptions 

ab o u t why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left specific school d istric ts, and  why 

so m any over the  la s t 21 years. S u p e rin ten d en ts  w ere a sk ed  to give the ir 

percep tions of general rea so n s  for tu rnover in  sm all schools. In form ants 

also gave descrip tions of specific school d istric ts  in  a ttem p ting  to explain 

conditions su rro u n d in g  su p e rin ten d en t turnover.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  m ost com m only described  e ith er “com m unity 

problem s”, “board  problem s”, or p rob lem s w ith the  job  itse lf a s  being the  

general rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in sm all schools. Superin­

ten d e n t Lawrence from  C asterbridge re la ted  h is experiences an d  percep­

tions,

Some sm all schools can  really be a  b itch  if you  w an t my 
opinion. Some a re as  have a  lot of problem s an d  they  involve 
dysfunctional fam ilies, d rug  problem s an d  divorce. And here 
you  don 't have the  dysfunctional fam ilies. B u t if you  have a  
lot of kid  problem s, an d  p a re n ts  a re  on your case  an d  they 
a re  sue  h appy  I th in k  th a t  can  drive the  su p erin ten d en t 
n u ts . And here  everything d oesn 't live an d  die a round  
sports. B u t in  som e places if you  don 't play m y son  or my 
d au g h te r a n d  don 't w in the  s ta te  cham pionsh ip . I've always 
said  if you h a d  a  successfu l basketba ll team  a n d  a  good 
C hristm as program , you’re the  b e s t su p e rin ten d en t in  the 
world in  som e places, an d  th a t 's  all it h a s  got to be. You can  
be th e  d u m b est guy in  the  world on  the  job  b u t boy, if your
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team  wins, you  have a n  o u tstan d in g  C hristm as program , 
th e n  you can  do everything right.

S u p erin ten d en t Ju d e  from M arygreen explained problem s caused  

by th e  school board , “It's  a  p rocess of getting to know  th em  [school 

board]. T hat's  one of the  big problem s. You get to know  th em  an d  th en  

the  nex t y ear two of them  are  off th e  board. T hat's  one of the  biggest 

fru s tra tio n s  I th in k  a n  ad m in istra to r h as . C hangeover of th e  board .”

Secondly su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts described  “m oney” problem s, 

m eaning the  school’s budget w as n o t adequate , a  “philosophy c lash” w ith 

the  school board  or com m unity, increased  “regulation  p rob lem s”, or 

“career m oves” a s  being th e  general rea so n s  for su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover 

in  sm all schools.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  were asked  to describe rea so n s  w hy they  decided 

to leave specific school d istric ts. The m ost com m on rea so n  given w as 

“family rea so n s”. These were described  a s  reaso n s w ith in  the  superin ­

ten d e n t’s own family. The second m ost com m on p a tte rn  given for rea­

sons for leaving a  specific superin tendency  w as b ecau se  of “career 

m oves”, m ean ing  m oving to a  b e tte r paying su p e rin ten d en t position in  a  

larger school. S u p erin ten d en t Jo se p h  explained why he  left the  super­

in tendency  a t  Melche s te r ,

I ju s t  knew  th a t  there  w as no fu tu re  in  [Melchester] for me. .
. .I figured I m ight have h a d  two or m aybe th ree  years left 
anyway. And th e n  I received a  50% increase  in  pay  th a t  I
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cou ldn 't w alk aw ay from. . . .It w as a  be tter move for m y ca­
reer. T hat s w h a t it w as, it w as a  career move. I knew  it was 
a  step  up , a  larger district.

The lea s t com m on p a tte rn s  found  in  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts’ 

descrip tions of rea so n s  for leaving a  specific superin tendency  were be­

cause  of “com m unity” reasons , or a  “philosophy c lash ” w ith  e ither the  

com m unity  or school board. In fo rm ants com m only s ta te d  th a t  they 

“could have stayed  longer” in  the  position  if they w an ted  to.

S u p erin ten d en ts  gave their percep tions of w hy th ere  h a s  been  a  

h igh ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  specific d istric ts. The m ost 

com m on rea so n  given were because  of “career m oves”, specifically ex­

plaining th a t  the  d istric t w as a  “stepp ing  stone” on th e  caree r p a th  of the  

su p erin ten d en t. S u p erin ten d en t H ow ard from  M arygreen re la ted  h is 

perceptions,

P a rt of it is th e  fact th a t it's  [Marygreen] a  place w ere young
ad m in istra to rs  s ta r t  o u t.............A lot of u s  w ork o u r way u p
from  sm aller schools to bigger schools. T here a re n 't  th a t 
m any  openings in  the  bigger schools. So m ost of u s  have to 
come u p  th ro u g h  the  sm all schools. To a n  ex ten t th a t 's  why 
[Marygreen] a n d  a  lot of th e  o ther sm all schools have a  lot of 
tu rnover, because  people like m yself u sed  th a t  a s  a  train ing  
ground. It m ay n o t be fair to th a t  system . . . .I th in k  there 's 
a n  awful lot of people who come in  early in  th e ir careers and  
they  u se  th a t  [small schools] to get som e experience w ith  the 
idea  th a t  they 're  going to move on to bigger a n d  better 
th ings.

In fo rm ants com m only described  “board  prob lem s” a s  ano ther rea­

son for the  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover in  specific d istric ts over
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tim e. S u p erin ten d en t J a c k ’s opinion of a  reaso n  for th e  h igh  ra te  of su ­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  G laston w as re la ted  to the  school board, “I don 't 

th in k  th a t  they  [superin tendents] could serve five m a s te rs .” S uperin ten­

d en t Je rry  re la ted  problem s w ith th e  school board a t  M arygreen, "At the  

interview  one th ing  th a t  w as d iscussed  w as th a t  I w as looking for a  long­

term  place. They [school board] a ssu re d  m e th a t it w ould be five years 

before I w ould have to leave. W hat a  b u n c h  of lies. The board  chair w as 

a t  th e  school every single day.”

L east com m on p a tte rn s  found in  in fo rm an ts’ descrip tions of rea ­

sons for th e  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  specific d istric ts 

were location of the  school d istrict, th e  job  itself, com m unity  “problem s”, 

“family rea so n s”, “housing  problem s”, a n d  the  “low” sa lary  of the  job.

S u p erin ten d en t in form ants provided descrip tions of specific 

schools. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found  w ithin  th ese  descrip tions were 

positive a sp ec ts  a b o u t specific schools. E xam ples of th ese  were the 

“good facility”, “friendly people”, “good p lace”, “sense of fam ily”, and  “good 

teach ers”. In fo rm ants com m only u se d  th e  p h rases  “good s ta f f  and  few 

“discipline p roblem s” w hen  describing specific schools.

Jo b  S atisfac tion . How do job  satisfiers an d  levels of satisfaction 

affect su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover?  In fo rm an ts were a sk ed  to give a  de­

scrip tion of how  satisfied  o thers were w ith  the  su p e rin ten d en t and  how
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satisfied the  su p e rin ten d en t w as w ith  the  job  he or she  did. Superin ten­

d en ts  provided a  descrip tion  of th e ir job  a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t. Inform ants 

also described  su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  processes a n d  how  long con­

trac ts  h a d  been  issu ed  to them .

S u p erin ten d en ts  m ost frequently  explained th a t  o th e rs  were sa tis­

fied or m oderately  satisfied  w ith th e ir perform ances in  specific d istric ts. 

“O thers” included  school board, staff, a n d  com m unity. S up erin ten d en ts  

com m only listed  rea so n s  why these  g roups were satisfied  w ith  the job 

they did in  specific d istric ts. S u p erin ten d en t Luke from  S herton  ex­

plained  the  o th e rs ’ sa tisfaction  w ith h is  job  perform ance, “I th in k  they 

know  th a t  th ere  is discipline u p  here. It w as really laxed. I have m an ­

aged th e  budget rea l well. I have alw ays been  p leasan t. I th in k  th a t the  

th ings th a t  I get the  m ost controversy [over] a t tim es is th a t  I don 't coddle 

to som e people 's w an ts  an d  n eed s.” S u p erin ten d en t J u d e  explained why 

he perceived the  school board  w as satisfied  w ith th e  job  he  did, “It w as a  

h a rd  place to work, a s  all sm all tow ns are . And [Marygreen] w as proba­

bly a  little b it m ore so th a n  o thers. I got a  con trac t b ack  twice. T hat's 

the  way you  gauge su ccess .”

S u p e rin ten d en t in form ants m o st frequently  said  they  were satisfied 

w ith the  jo b  they  did a t  specific school d istric ts  an d  lis ted  th e ir accom ­
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p lishm en ts a t  those  d istric ts. S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only explained th a t 

they “loved the  jo b ” a s  su p e rin ten d en t in  specific d istric ts.

In fo rm ants described  su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  p rocesses u sed  in  

specific d istric ts  a n d  leng th  of co n trac ts  issu ed  to su p erin ten d en ts . Su­

p e rin ten d en ts  m ost frequently  described  evaluations a s  being a  checklist 

or ra ting  scale, or evaluations were n o t done, or they  did  n o t rem em ber 

the  evaluation  process. In  two d istric ts  w here staff evaluated  superin­

tenden ts , m ost in fo rm an ts expressed  d issa tisfac tion  w ith  th e  process. 

O thers described  evaluation  p rocesses a s  “no t helpful”. M ost comm only 

in fo rm ants explained they  were given one-year co n trac ts  in  specific dis­

tricts.

S u p erin ten d en ts  were asked  to give a  descrip tion  of th e  job of a  

sm all school su p e rin ten d en t. M ost often, in form ants described  negative 

aspec ts  a b o u t the  job. T hese descrip tions included being “alone”, dealing 

w ith a th le tic  “com plain ts”, “com prom ising values”, “lo ts of w ork”, and  

“m issing  con tac t w ith  th e  k id s”. A nother p a tte rn  w ith in  su p erin ten d en t 

in form ant descrip tions w as the  “fishbowl” asp ec t of the  job  of sm all 

school su p e rin ten d en t. This referred  to everyone know ing the  superin­

te n d e n ts ’ b u s in e ss  a n d  personal affairs in  a  sm all com m unity . They 

com m only described  the  large am o u n t of w ork assoc ia ted  w ith the job of 

su p e rin ten d en t in  a  sm all school, an d  th e  im portance of com m unity  in-
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volvem ent. S u p erin ten d en t Keith from  C asterbridge explained the  w ork 

load of a  sm all school su p e rin ten d en t, “People don 't realize w hat goes in  

to ru n n in g  these  d istric ts. And in  a  sm all d istric t it d o esn 't m atte r how 

m any k ids, you still have the  sam e requ irem en ts .”

The leas t com m on p a tte rn  found  w as su p e rin ten d en ts  “enjoyed” 

the ir jo b s in  sm all schools. S u p erin ten d en t Bill from  M elchester de­

scribed how  he enjoyed the  job  a s  a  sm all school su p e rin ten d en t, the  im­

portance  of being involved in  th e  com m unity, an d  th e  im portance of a th ­

letics,

I really  enjoy th e  sm all school d istric ts. It's m ore h an d s-o n  
because  you  a re  the  only ad m in istra to r so you  get direct 
con tac t w ith  s tu d e n ts  w hich I enjoy. You're heavily involved 
w ith  the  staff, a n d  the  com m unity. I th in k  th a t  for su p erin ­
ten d en ts  to be successfu l in  sm all com m unities it's  people 
skills. You've got to come an d  get involved. People have got 
to see you. I a tten d  all the  ex tracu rricu lar activities. So 
people see you a re  visible. I th in k  th a t 's  im portan t. People 
who h esita te  to come into the  school and  ta lk  to m e abou t 
any th ing  will come u p  to m e in  a  ball game. While we’re 
s tand ing  there  w atching  a  ball gam e they’ll visit w ith  m e and  
express any  concerns they have. W here a s  they  w ouldn 't 
w alk into the  school an d  express their concerns. I know 
som e su p e rin ten d en ts  who com e into a  sm all school system  
a n d  they  don 't like a th le tics so they  don 't go. It d oesn 't work 
in  a  sm all com m unity. A thletics is a  big th ing  in  th e  sm all 
com m unities. It's  the  cen ter of activities for th e  sm all com­
m unity . I th in k  ju s t  being visible, having som e people skills 
will help a  person  be successfu l a s  a  su p e rin ten d en t in a  
sm all school. .
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D escription of R elations. S u p erin ten d en ts  were a sk ed  to give a  de­

scrip tion of the  school board. In fo rm ants were ask ed  to give descrip tions 

of the  type of leader o thers perceived them  to be an d  how  they  com m uni­

cated  w ith  th e  school board. Lastly, in fo rm an ts were a sk ed  to give de­

scrip tions of the  b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t re la tionsh ip s a n d  superin ten ­

d en t /  clerk re la tio n sh ip s.

S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts m ost com m only w ere sp lit in  their de­

scrip tions of board  tu rnover in  specific d istric ts. Some described  high 

board  m em ber tu rnover, while th e  o thers described  low board  m em ber 

turnover. In fo rm ants com m only explained  th a t the  ch a in  of com m and, 

p rocedures u se d  by com m unity  m em bers who h a d  com plain ts against 

the  schools, w as n o t followed the  m ajority  of the  tim e. S up erin ten d en ts  

explained th a t  board  decisions were m ade a t  board  m eetings m ost of the  

tim e, an d  th a t  boards were u n ited  in  th e ir decisions. P a tte rn s  found to 

describe how  school board  m em bers sh a red  inform ation am ong them ­

selves were m ost frequently  described  a s  u sing  th e  telephone an d  by 

face-to-face m eetings betw een board  m em bers.

Overall, su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts described school boards from 

specific d istric ts  a s  “m icro-m anagers”. M icro-m anaging w as explained a s  

school bo ard s th a t  did n o t let the  su p e rin ten d en t “ru n  th e  school” b u t
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were too involved in  the  day-to-day opera tions of the  school d istrict. Su­

p erin ten d en t Keith described  the  board  a t  C asterbridge ,

I told them  th a t  they  h ired  m e to ru n  the  school so le t m e do 
it. I d id n 't w an t them  to m icro-m anage. [The board  chair­
person] w as alw ays in  ab o u t once a  week checking  th ings 
o u t anyway. If they  w ould come in  an d  tell m e, “I th in k  you 
shou ld  do th is  or I th in k  you to do th a t”, I w ould get in  their 
face an d  tell them , “Hey, you  a re  doing m y job . You hired 
m e. Let m e do m y job. If you  don 't like it, fire m e a n d  find 
som ebody else.”

L east com m on p a tte rn s  found w ere su p e rin ten d en t inform ants 

who described  boards a s  “good”, letting  the  su p e rin te n d en t “ru n  the 

school”, concerned  a b o u t taxes, “supportive”, “excellent a t  first”, and  

school bo ard s th a t  “h ire  teach e rs”.

S u p erin ten d en t in form ants provided descrip tions of th e  type of 

leaders o th ers  perceived them  to be. M ost often in  th ese  descrip tions 

were th a t  o th ers  perceived su p e rin ten d en ts  to be “h o n e s t”, an d  possess 

“budget s tren g th s”. The nex t m ost com m on se t of p a tte rn s  were th a t  

o thers perceived in fo rm ants to be a  “b o ard ’s su p e rin te n d en t”, “laid back”, 

an d  “co n sis ten t”. L east com m on p a tte rn s  found were su p e rin ten d en t 

in fo rm an ts who said  they  believed o th ers  perceived th em  to be ones who 

“change slowly”, “get involved in  everything”, “involve o th e rs”, have a  

“sense of h u m o r”, a re  “fair”, a  “lis tener”, a  “good m anager”, “effective”, 

“organized” a n d  “good w ith teach e rs”.
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S u p erin ten d en ts  described  how  they  com m unicated  w ith  school 

boards from  specific d istric ts. M ost com m on in  the ir descrip tions were 

com m unicating  by “p ack e ts” of in form ation  se n t o u t before board  m eet­

ings, or by u se  of the  telephone. In fo rm an ts also ind icated  th a t  they 

u se d  face-to-face m eetings w ith board  m em bers, gave board  m em bers 

only a s  m u ch  inform ation a s  they  requested , or com m unicated  th rough  

the  board  chairperson .

S u p erin ten d en ts  described  th e  type of re la tionsh ip s th a t  existed 

betw een them selves an d  the  school board  an d  d istric t c lerks from spe­

cific d istric ts. M ost com m on to th e ir descrip tions w as th e ir  re la tionsh ips 

w ith boards an d  clerks were m ostly  “positive”. S u p e rin ten d en t Max de­

scribed h is  re la tionsh ip  w ith  the  board  a t  M arygreen, “It w as excellent. I 

played poker w ith  them , h ad  a  regu lar poker night. I h a d  never really 

been  one to socialize very m uch  w ith board  m em bers. . . .B ut I felt like 

we really  h a d  a  good rela tionsh ip . They felt com fortable calling m e w hen 

they  h e a rd  som ething .”

S u p erin ten d en t C arla from G laston  described  the  re la tionsh ip  be­

tw een h e rse lf an d  the  school board,

I th in k  I h ad  a  g rea t re la tionsh ip  w ith the  school board.
We’d  call each  o ther, if I h a d  a n  issu e  th a t  cam e u p  an d  I 
though t, oh, no, they 're going to get called on  th is  one, I 
m ade su re  I called a n d  let them  know. So th a t if they  did get 
called they could refer it b ack  to me. They h a d  already 
h e a rd  it from  m e first.
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A nother com m on p a tte rn  referred  to “prob lem s” in  th e ir relation­

sh ips w ith  school boards an d  clerks. S u p erin ten d en t K eith from Caster- 

bridge re la ted  h is  experiences,

I sa id  I w as a  strong  d isc ip linarian  an d  they  [school board] 
sa id  they  w an ted  th a t. B u t w hen  it cam e dow n to th e  n u ts  
a n d  bo lts they w ouldn 't back  th a t. It's  like one big family.
They were all re la ted  an d  they  knew  each  o ther for genera­
tions. So w hen  a  kid  gets in  trouble  an d  you w an t to come 
dow n h a rd , th e  board  hem s a n d  haw s a n d  says they  can 't do 
th a t.

A nother su p e rin ten d en t re la ted  experiences w ith  th e  d istric t clerk,

I did depend  on h e r  [the d istric t clerk] a  lot.. I d id  a sk  her a t 
tim es w h a t's  th e  h isto ry  of th is , w h a t's  the  background?  At 
tim es [the d istric t clerk] w ithheld  inform ation from  m e, and 
th a t  h u rt. W hen she w ould w ithhold  the  in form ation  and  
th e n  w hen  we got to th e  board  m eeting th e  inform ation 
w ould come out. I never ever sa id  any th ing  to h e r  b u t  it's  an  
idea  of. . ."You looked good on th a t  one because  you  hung  
onto the  inform ation .” She m ay n o t have been  com fortable 
w ith  me. She stayed  the  [first] year th a t  I w as there , an d  I 
th in k  she  stayed  long enough to see w hat k ind  of th e  su p er­
in ten d en t I w ould b e . . .  .W hen I sa id  to the  board  m em bers 
th a t  [the d istric t clerk] w ould like to leave, a  couple of the 
board  m em bers sa id  th a t [she] h a d  been th rea ten in g  them  to 
leave for years. “Let h e r go.”

Political C lim ate. S u p erin ten d en ts  provided descrip tions of specific 

com m unities an d  the  political clim ate of these  d istric ts. The p a tte rn  

found m o st com m on in  th e ir descrip tions w as th a t  com m unities were di­

vided. S u p e rin ten d en t Howard explained  h is  percep tions of the  Mary- 

green com m unity,
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In  [Marygreen] it w as th a t  c lann ishness, closed society 
ag a in st the  ou tsiders. If you a re  from  the ou tside  you  are  not 
going to fit in. While there  is no t the  politics there , there 's  
m ore of th is  social agenda. If you 're  no t p a r t  of th a t, you 
don 't fit. The ironic p a rt of it is in  [Marygreen], they  have' 
two cem eteries—one for C atholics an d  one for P ro testan ts.
They will n o t be bu ried  together. It's  unreal.

T hese divisions were often tim es explained a s  being re la ted  to a th ­

letics a t  the  school.

In fo rm ants com m only s ta ted  th a t  specific com m unities were con­

cerned  a b o u t taxes, in ter-re la ted , a n d  conservative. O ther p a tte rn s  

found w ere th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  described  them selves a s  “ou tsiders”, 

com m unity  m em bers w ould no t ru n  for th e  school board , or the  school 

d istric t h a d  a  “bad  rep u ta tio n ”.

S u p e rin ten d en ts  com m only described  school b o a rd s of specific 

d istric ts a s  having “problem s”. These w ere described  a s  board  chairper­

sons who “ra n  the  d istric t”, board  m em bers w ith “ag en d as”, “h idden 

politics” a t  board  m eetings, or board  m em bers w ith a n  “ax  to grind”.
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Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. In form ants w ere a sk ed  to de­

scribe th e ir percep tions of effects previous su p e rin ten d en ts  h ad  on new  

ones h ired  a n d  how th ese  could have affected su p e rin te n d en t turnover in  

specific school d istric ts. M ost often in fo rm ants described  negative effects 

of previous su p erin ten d en ts . These included  “cleaning u p  m esses” left 

by previous su p erin ten d en ts , being “com pared” to p revious superin ten-
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den ts, a n d  com pensating  for th e  w eaknesses of previous superin ten ­

den ts. S u p erin ten d en t Gabe from  M elchester described  effects of fol­

lowing different types of su p e rin ten d en ts ,

The previous su p e rin ten d en t is  going to affect yo u r job  no 
m a tte r  if they were doing a n  excellent job  or a  m ediocre job.
If they  did a n  excellent job  th e n  you  have to live u p  to it.
You c an 't do th a t  because  everybody is different. If they  did 
a  m ediocre job  th e n  you  have to try  to pull it all together and  
w rinkle som e fea thers  in  a  lot of cases.

S u p erin ten d en t Je rry  described  conditions w hen  he  w as newly 

h ired  a t  M ary green,

[The previous superin tenden t] cam e in  an d  p itted  factions in 
[Marygreen] ag a in st each  o ther a n d  w orked h im self th rough  
th e  m iddle. He h a d  h a d  staff m em bers th a t  have been  in 
[Marygreen] for years a n d  years ready  to quit. It w as really a  
c leanup . You h a d  to get in  there  an d  get th e  t r u s t  of the 
faculty. The board  m em bers th a t  tru s te d  h im  got booted by 
th e  com m unity. The o ther board  m em bers d id n 't t r u s t  the 
ad m in istra to r because  of w h a t they  h a d  gone th ro u g h  w ith 
[the previous su p erin ten d en t]. It w as a  big m ixing bowl.

S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts m ore often th a n  n o t explained  th a t it

w as “good to follow a  w eak” su p erin ten d en t. S u p erin ten d en t Ja c k  from

G laston said,

If they  d idn 't like the ir form er sup erin ten d en t, . . .The 
[Glaston] school d istric t h ad  w h a t the  com m unity  perceived 
a s  a  rea l n u t  a s  a  sup erin ten d en t. The guy th a t  followed him  
in  could w alk on  w ater. A nything he  did w as right. And the 
o ther side of the  coin w as, if you  followed a  good su p e rin ten ­
d en t w ho's been  there  for years, th e n  hard ly  any th ing  you do 
is right.
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L east com m on p a tte rn s  found in  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts’ de­

scrip tions w ere how  it w as “good to follow a  strong su p e rin ten d en t”, or 

there  were “no effects” of previous su p erin ten d en ts .

Effects on  the  School D istric t. In form ants were a sk ed  to describe 

how  frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover h a d  affected specific school d is­

tric ts. The m ost com m on p a tte rn  su p e rin ten d en ts  described  w as the 

negative effects of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on the  staff. The descrip tions 

included how  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover affected staff “m orale” an d  “t ru s t”. 

They also s ta te d  th a t  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w as “difficult” for staff, 

an d  staff developed “negative a ttitu d e s” because  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rn ­

over. S u p erin ten d en t H elen from C asterbridge described  h e r  perceptions 

of th ese  staff effects,

I see teach ers  w ith  th is  type of a n  a ttitu d e , “Here com es a n ­
o th er one [superin tenden t]. We've been  th ro u g h  how  m any 
so far? I w onder w h a t th is  one is going to do. H as he  or she 
got new  ideas th a t  a re  going to tu rn  the  d istric t upside 
dow n? We will w ait th is  one o u t because  th is  one is only 
going to be here  for awhile. Things will go on  ju s t  th e  sam e.”
It's  a  negative a ttitu d e  w hen you  see th a t  con tinual turnover.
It's  th e  idea th a t  teachers say, “We will be ru n n in g  the 
school. We never can  keep anybody else here  to ru n  it.” It 
gives them  a  sense  of “Why do we even have a  su p e rin ten ­
d en t?  Why do you  have to pay  those  big sa laries to su p er­
in ten d en ts?  We a re  the  ones th a t  keep  th is  place going.”

T hom as, su p e rin ten d en t from  M elchester explained,

I th in k  people get u se d  to working w ith  people. You get u sed  
to th e  way th a t  th ings are  going. In  a  sm all school d istric t
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you have to have team w ork an d  you  get to be p a r t  of a  team .
And th en  p a r t  of th a t team  is gone. Som etim es people 
[superin tendents] c an  come in  a n d  fill th a t  void. O ther tim es 
they come in  an d  cause  problem s. The o ther th ing  is, it’s 
change. And change affects people.

S u p e rin ten d en t Bill from M elchester fu rth er described  effects

of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover on th e  staff,

I actually  th in k  th a t  m aybe it's  h a rd e r  on th e  staff. Some of 
su p e rin ten d en ts  m anage from  th e  top-down. They w ant 
contro l of everything. They w an t th e ir finger in  everything.
So a  staff a d ju s ts  to th a t an d  the  new  su p e rin te n d en t comes 
in  a n d  h a s  a  different m anagem en t style. M aybe th is  indi­
v idual likes to delegate an d  n o t be involved in  everything and  
will delegate au tho rity  an d  responsib ility  to o thers . . . .It can 
create  problem s if m y m anagem en t style is opposite of the 
person  th a t  I followed. People will have a  tendency  to oper­
a te  u n d e r  th e  old su p e rin ten d en t's  m anagem en t style and  
th e n  you  m ay have to confront people a n d  say, “T hat's  not 
how  we a re  going to do th ings now”. And so som etim es s u ­
p e rin ten d en ts  get crossw ays w ith  the ir staff ju s t  because  of 
th e ir differences in  m anagem ent styles.

S u p erin ten d en t in form ants also com m only said  su p erin ten d en t 

tu rnover affected “continu ity”. This included  con tinu ity  of leadership  

a n d  program s. A nother com m on p a tte rn  found w ith in  in fo rm an ts’ de­

scrip tions w as th a t  there  were “no effects” on th e  school’s stability 

cau sed  from  su p e rin ten d en t turnover. S u p erin ten d en t Lawrence re la ted  

how  he perceived su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover affected the  C asterbridge 

school d istric t,

I know  traditionally  th a t th is  h a s  been  a  p re tty  good school 
w hether th e  su p e rin ten d en t h a s  m ade it a  good school or 
not, I th in k  th is  com m unity  w ould back  these  people. They
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are  hard-w orking  farm ers an d  w hether you have a  good su ­
p erin ten d en t or not, the  k ids a re  going to w ork h a rd . Maybe, 
it d oesn 't m ean  th a t  m u ch  in  a  sm all school.

S u p erin ten d en t Max from  M arygreen did n o t th in k  su p erin ten d en t 

tu rnover h ad  any  effects in  sm all schools if the  following conditions were 

p resen t,

If you  have a  good teach ing  staff th en  they will survive. They 
will hold the  school together th ro u g h  all the  su p erin ten d en t 
changes. If you  have a  good teach ing  staff an d  a  good board.
And a  good clerk too. T hat's  extrem ely im portan t. A good 
clerk a n d  a  good m ain tenance  supervisor a re  probably  the 
two m ost im p o rtan t people in  the  district.

Two rem ain ing  p a tte rn s  were found  w ith in  su p e rin te n d en t infor­

m a n t’s descrip tions of effects of tu rnover on  specific schoo ls’ stability. 

One w as th a t  th e  school w as affected by th e  “changes th e  new  superin­

ten d e n t m ade”. S u p erin ten d en t Je rry  who served in  M arygreen and  

S herton  described  effects of su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover on  sta ff and  pro­

gram s,

I th in k  you  have to w ork ex tra  h a rd  to get the  faculty  to tru s t 
you. To t ru s t  w h a t you  are  doing. B ecause they  have been 
u se d  to seeing so m any  folks [superin tendents] com e riding 
in to  tow n an d  rid ing  out. It tak es  you a  couple y ears  to get 
th a t  re la tionsh ip  bu ilt up . W hen there 's  no longevity from 
th e  cha ir th a t I sit in  [superintendency], facu lties have told 
m e it changes from  year to year—my priorities m ight be 
technology an d  th e  [next] guy th a t  com es in  m ight th in k  th a t 
a  com pu ter ough t to be a  typew riter.

The final p a tte rn  found  in  su p e rin te n d en ts’ descrip tions w as staff 

filling th e  “pow er v acu u m ” left em pty by su p e rin ten d en t turnover. Su­
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p e rin ten d en t Helen from C aster bridge perceived su p e rin te n d en t tu rn ­

over, “T akes the  leadersh ip  aw ay from the  board an d  th e  su p erin ten d en t

an d  gives it to the  teach e rs .” Howard, su p e rin ten d en t from  M aiygreen,

described  effects of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on school d istric ts,

I th in k  it's  degrading to a  school in  a  sense th a t  th e re 's  no t a  
lot of consistency. People ten d  ra th e r  th a n  look to th e  su ­
p e rin ten d en t a s  a  source of au thority , it ten d s  to reside in 
o ther sources, u su a lly  the  clerk. They a re  th e  ones who 
have been  there  the- longest. They are  the  ones who u n d e r­
s ta n d  the  budget an d  processes m ore. They have probably 
o u t las ted  a  lot of board  m em bers. . . . A nother th ing  is you 
do n 't see a  lot of new  program s th a t  a re  carried  over because 
everybody th a t  com es on [superin tendents] h a s  a  little bit 
different idea. It tak es  you  [as superin tenden t] a  year to get 
your feet grounded  an d  find o u t w h a t's  going on  in  th e  sys­
tem . If you 're  only there  two years, it only gives you  ab o u t a  
year to do som ething. A year isn 't  long enough. . . .[In] sm all 
d istric ts  th a t  have a  lot of tu rnover you  see a  basic  education  
b u t th e re 's  n o t a  lo t beyond th a t.

Nom othetic Analyses

P art th ree  of th is  ch ap te r consists  of analysis of m ajor p a tte rn s  

found acro ss  the  five sites, or school d istric ts  stud ied . P a rt four is a n  

analysis of m ajor p a tte rn s  found acro ss th ree  groups of inform ants: (a) 

school board  chairpersons; (b) school d istric t clerks; (c) su perin tenden ts .
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Nom othetic A nalysis A cross Five Sites, 
or School D istricts

C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

In fo rm an ts were questioned  a b o u t th e  career goals, career orienta­

tions a n d  expectations of ten u re  in  a ttem p ting  to explain  effects on su ­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the  five school d istric ts  s tud ied . Inform ants 

were a sk ed  w hether or n o t the  su p e rin te n d en t stayed  a s  long as expected 

in  these  five school d istric ts. “No” w as th e  m ost com m on p a tte rn  found 

in  answ ering  w hether th e  su p e rin ten d en t h a d  stayed  a s  long a s  expected 

in  the  five school d istric ts. One d istric t w as split, while one d istric t said 

the  su p e rin ten d en ts  h a d  stayed  a s  long a s  expected.

The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found  am ong the  five d is tric ts  w hen 

typical career p a th s  of su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere described, w as superin ten ­

d en ts  s ta r t  th e ir careers in  sm all schools, a n d  “good” su p e rin ten d en ts  

move u p  to larger schools w here h igher sa laries are  offered.

S u p erin ten d en t Selection P rocesses

In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give descrip tions of su p e rin ten d en t se­

lection processes, expectations of the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t a n d  the  ideal 

su p e rin ten d en cy .

A cross all five school d istric ts, su p e rin te n d en t selection processes 

were com m only described  a s  being controlled  by school boards. School
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boards called references them selves, chose cand idates , a n d  conducted  

interview s w ithou t in p u t from  o thers. Com m on to two school d istric ts 

w as a  reliance on c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en ts  in  the  selection process. Two 

school d istric ts  u se d  a  d inner w ith  each  cand idate  a s  p a r t  of selection 

processes.

The m o st com m on p a tte rn  found  acro ss school d is tric ts  in  de­

scribing th e  ideal su p e rin ten d en t w as th e  im portance of general public 

rela tion  skills. T hese skills were described  m ost com m only a s  being able 

to com m unicate  a n d  inform  o thers, being visible in  th e  com m unity  an d  

school, being a  “people p erson”, a n d  “personab le”.

A nother com m on charac teristic  u se d  to describe th e  ideal super­

in ten d en t w as the  im portance of th is  su p e rin ten d en t being  involved in 

the  com m unity. Two d istric ts  believed a  ru ra l background  w ould be im­

p o rtan t for a n  ideal su p e rin ten d en t to possess. The ideal leng th  of tim e 

for su p e rin te n d en ts  to stay  in  a  school d istric t w as five to six years.

Role Perceptions an d  E xpectations

In fo rm ants w ere questioned  a b o u t how  expecta tions of roles, an d  

job com petency skill a re a s  affected su p e rin ten d en t tu rn o v er in  the five 

school d is tric ts  stud ied .

The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found  acro ss all five school d istric ts 

ab o u t why su p e rin te n d en ts  accep ted  th e  job  or were h ired , w as rela ted  to
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the  “problem s” w ith th e  pool of app lican ts for the  job. E ith er the  position 

could n o t be filled or the  quality  of available app lican ts  w as perceived to 

be “poor”, m ean ing  “inexperienced ap p lican ts”, or “few” applican ts. This 

“problem ” w ith  the  pool of app lican ts w as often blam ed on  th e  t im in g of 

the  selection p rocess since they  took place late  in  the  school year, after 

m any su p e rin ten d en ts  h a d  already  found  jobs.

E xpectations of su p e rin ten d en ts  u p o n  being h ired  w ere described 

m ost com m only a s  e ither “general” or dependen t on th e  w eaknesses of 

the  previous su p erin ten d en t. “G eneral” expectations w ere described 

m ost frequently  a s  “ru n n in g  th e  school sm oothly”. C om pensating  for 

w eaknesses of previous su p e rin ten d en ts  w as described  m o st frequently 

a s  having to do w ith  teachers. These w ere described  a s  im proving or 

com pleting teach er evaluations, un itin g  the  staff, a n d  bu ild ing  staff tru s t. 

Secondly, com pensating  for previous su p e rin ten d en t w eaknesses  w as de­

scribed m ost frequently  a s  im proving s tu d e n t discipline a n d  getting along 

w ith people. Two of the  five school d istric ts  explained bu d g e t streng ths 

w as the  m ajor expectation  of new  su perin tenden ts .

A cross all five school d istric ts, in fo rm an ts explained  m o st often 

th a t  school, boards were in  co n sen su s  a b o u t w hat th e  skill a re a s  of su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  w ere u p o n  being hired.
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R easons for S u p erin ten d en t Turnover

In fo rm ants were asked  to give descrip tions of th e ir percep tions 

ab o u t why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left school d istric ts, a n d  why there  

w as a  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover over th e  la s t  2 1 years in  then- 

school d istric ts.

In  describ ing  why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left school d istric ts, the  

m ost com m on reaso n  given w as su p e rin ten d en ts  were n o t w an ted  in 

d istric ts  because  of problem s w ith  su p e rin ten d en ts  them selves. These 

were described  m ost often a s  “personal problem s” or su p e rin ten d en ts  

who h a d  tak e n  jobs only to “build  th e ir re tirem en t” a n d  w ere n o t per­

form ing u p  to expected levels. Two o th er com m on descrip tions of prob­

lem s w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  referred  to those  who h a d  poor discipline w ith 

s tu d en ts , a n d  those who were no t visible or involved in  com m unities.

In fo rm ants were ask ed  to describe why there  h a d  been  a  high ra te  

of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  th e ir d is tric ts  over the  la s t  21 years.

A cross all d istric ts, the  m ost com m on descrip tion  for th is  h igh  ra te  of 

tu rnover w as b lam ed on su p e rin ten d en ts  leaving for ca ree r moves.

These were described  a s  moving to b e tte r  paying superin tendenc ies in 

larger schools. Sm all schools were com m only described  a s  “stepping 

stones” in  su p e rin te n d en ts ’ career m oves.
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The u ndesirab le  location of school d istric ts  w as a  com m on p a tte rn  

found in  th ree  of the  five school d istric ts. Two d istric ts  described  com­

m unity  p re s su re s  or school board  problem s a s  rea so n s  for h igh  ra te s  of 

su p e rin te n d en t turnover.

Jo b  Satisfac tion . In fo rm ants w ere ask ed  to give descrip tions of 

how  satisfied  o thers were w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  how  satisfied su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  were w ith  the ir job  perform ances. D escrip tions of super­

in ten d en t evaluation  p rocesses a n d  co n trac t leng ths w ere also given.

A cross all d istric ts, in fo rm ants sa id  m ost frequently  th a t  e ither 

com m unities w ere split, m eaning  som e were satisfied a n d  som e were n o t 

satisfied, or overall were n o t satisfied  w ith  su p e rin ten d en ts  who served in  

th e ir d istric ts. Two of th e  five d istric ts  described  school staff a s  not sa t­

isfied w ith  su p erin ten d en ts .

T hree of the  five d istric ts  perceived su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere satisfied 

w ith th e ir job  perform ances, while two d istric ts  perceived som e superin­

ten d en ts  w ere satisfied  a n d  som e were n o t satisfied.

The m o st com m on p a tte rn  found  in  descrip tions of su p e rin ten d en t 

evaluation  p rocesses w as evaluations consisted  of ra tin g  scales filled ou t 

by school board  m em bers. O ne-year co n trac ts  for su p e rin ten d en ts  were 

issu ed  m ost often. Two of the  five school d istric ts  included  teacher 

evaluations of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  processes.
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D escription of R elations. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to give descrip­

tions of school boards. School board  m em ber tu rnover w as described a s  

h igh in  th ree  of the  five school d istric ts, low in the  rem ain ing  two dis­

tric ts. The ch a in  of com m and, a  p rocedure  u se d  by com m unity  m em bers 

who h a d  com plain ts ag a in st schools, w as described  m ost often as no t 

being followed. School board  decisions w ere described  a s  being m ade a t  

board  m eetings, d iscussed , an d  su ppo rted  by board  m em bers. Inform a­

tion w as described  m ost frequently  a s  being sh a red  am ong board  m em ­

bers over th e  telephone, an d  dependen t u p o n  w h at su p e rin ten d en ts  

sh a red  w ith school board  m em bers. Two of the  five school d istric ts de­

scribed th e ir school boards a s  “w orking well together”.

AU groups were asked  to give descrip tions of b o a rd /su p e rin te n d e n t 

re la tionsh ip s an d  su p e rin te n d e n t/d is tr ic t clerk re la tionsh ip s. Three of 

the  five d is tric ts  said  overaU, re la tionsh ip s were “good” betw een aU th ree  

groups. One d istric t w as split, no ting  bo th  good re la tio n sh ip s an d  re la ­

tionsh ip  problem s. Two d istric ts  described  re la tionsh ip  problem s be­

tw een d istric t clerks an d  su p erin ten d en ts .

PoUtical C lim ate. In form ants were asked  to describe  the  poUtical 

clim ate of th e ir school d istric ts an d  how  th is  affected su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover in  th e  five school d istric ts  s tud ied . Two com m on p a tte rn s
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em erged acro ss  all school d istric ts. One w as the  descrip tions of com m u­

nity  su p p o rt for th e  school. This w as explained m ost often a s  the  com­

m unity  passin g  m ill levies for th e  school a n d  involvem ent in  h igh  school 

a th letic  events. The o ther p a tte rn  w as th e  descrip tions of com m unity di­

visions cau sed  over events a t  schools.

Two d istric ts  described  th e ir com m unities a s  being very concerned 

ab o u t taxes a n d  how  m oney w as sp en t a t  schools. Two d istric ts  de­

scribed how  su p e rin ten d en ts  were com m only perceived a s  “o u tsiders” in  

the ir school d istric ts.

Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. In fo rm ants w ere a sk ed  to de­

scribe th e ir percep tions of effects previous su p e rin te n d en ts  h a d  on new  

ones h ired  a n d  how  th ese  could have affected su p e rin te n d en t turnover in  

the  five school d istric ts  stud ied . The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found across 

all five school d istric ts  w as the  descrip tions of new  su p e rin ten d en ts  who 

h ad  to “c lean  u p  m esses” of previous su p erin ten d en ts . M ost often these  

“m esses” w ere re la ted  to w eaknesses of previous superin tenden ts.

Effects on the  School D istric t. In fo rm ants were a sk ed  to describe 

how frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover affected school stab ility  in the  five 

school d is tric ts  stud ied . M ost often, in fo rm an ts described  how  superin ­

ten d e n t tu rnover cau sed  “changes” w hich  were difficult. “C hanges” were
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described  m o st com m only a s  changes to p rocedures a n d  program s. M ost 

often these  changes were characterized  a s  difficult on  school staff.

Two add itional com m on p a tte rn s  em erged. One w as effects on 

“con tinu ity”. This w as described  m o st frequently  a s  affecting continuity  

of p rogram s an d  leadersh ip . The second  p a tte rn  w as “ad ju stin g ” to new  

su p erin ten d en ts . This w as described  m ost often a s  ad ju s tin g  to different 

leadersh ip  sty les an d  priorities of new  su p erin ten d en ts . Again, these  

ad ju s tm en ts  were described  a s  being m ost difficult on  school staff.

Nom othetic Analysis A cross Three G roups:
School B oard C hairpersons. D istrict C lerks, an d  S u p erin ten d en ts

C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

G roups of in fo rm an ts were questioned  ab o u t caree r goals, career 

o rien tations an d  expectations of ten u re  in  a ttem pting  to explain  effects 

on su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the  th ree  groups of in fo rm an ts studied. 

G roups w ere split in  the ir descrip tions of w hether or n o t su p e rin ten d en ts  

stayed a s  long a s  expected to in  specific school d istric ts. B oard chairper­

sons a n d  d is tric t c lerks described  over tim e su p e rin te n d en t turnover be­

cam e a n  expected p a tte rn  in  the ir school d istric ts.

The “typical” career p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana  a s  given 

by in fo rm ants, w as described  a s  s ta rtin g  in  sm all schools a n d  working to 

larger schools. An increase  in  sa lary  a n d  additional adm in istrative  as-
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sistance  in  larger schools were rea so n s  for th is  move. Sm all schools 

were often described  a s  “stepping  s to n es” in  su p e rin te n d e n ts ’ career 

p a th s . School board  cha irpersons a n d  d istric t c lerks explained “good” 

su p e rin ten d en ts  w ould leave th e ir d istric ts  an d  be expected  to move u p  

to “b e tte r jo b s”.

S u p erin ten d en t Selection P rocesses

G roups of in fo rm an ts were a sk ed  to give descrip tions of superin ­

ten d e n t selection p rocesses, expecta tions of the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t an d  

th e  ideal superin tendency .

G roups s ta ted  th a t  school b o a rd s called references of superin ten ­

d en t app lican ts  an d  were m ainly involved in  selection processes. School 

staff w as involved a t  tim es an d  p re se n t a t  su p e rin ten d en t interviews. 

B oard ch a irp erso n s an d  d istric t c lerks described  u s in g  a  d inner w ith 

can d id a tes  a s  p a r t  of su p e rin ten d en t selection p rocesses. Typically th ree  

to five caindidates were interview ed a t  specific d istric ts.

School board  cha irpersons a n d  d istric t clerks w ere satisfied w ith 

su p e rin ten d en t selection p rocesses u se d  in  the ir d istric ts. S uperin ten­

d en t in fo rm an ts were n o t asked  specifically ab o u t th e ir satisfaction  w ith  

the  selection p rocesses u sed , b u t  were ra th e r  asked  to describe the proc­

ess.
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School board  cha irpersons a n d  d istric t clerks s ta te d  th a t general 

public re la tion  skills would be im p o rtan t for the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t to 

possess. These general public re la tion  skills were described  a s  being de­

cisive, being involved in  the  com m unity, an d  possessing  budget skills. 

The ideal leng th  of tim e for su p e rin ten d en ts  to stay  in  specific d istric ts 

w as six years  acro ss all th ree  groups. D istrict clerks referred  to a  spe­

cific su p e rin ten d en t a s  being ideal. S u p erin ten d en ts  referred  to a  spe­

cific d istric t a s  being ideal. In fo rm ants offered no descrip tions of th is 

“ideal”.

Role Perceptions an d  E xpectations

G roups of in fo rm an ts were questioned  ab o u t how  expectations of 

ro les a n d  job  com petency skill a re a s  affected su p e rin te n d en t turnover in  

the  five school d istric ts  stud ied . The m ajor p a tte rn  found  across all 

groups w as assoc ia ted  w ith  the  pool of su p e rin ten d en t app lican ts.

B oard ch a irp erso n s an d  d istric t c lerks described  problem s w ith the  

pool of app lican ts. Positions could n o t he filled, the  b e s t candidate  of 

those available w as chosen , few su p e rin ten d en ts  applied  for jobs, or in­

form ants felt a  poor quality  of app lican ts  applied for superin tendencies in  

the ir d istric ts. S u p erin ten d en ts  s ta te d  th a t  they  took the  first job offered 

to them  a n d  did  n o t care  w here they  got a  job  w hen giving descrip tions of 

why they  accep ted  jo b s a t  the  specific school d istric ts  studied .
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A cross all th ree  groups, expectations upon  h iring  w ere described 

a s  general or no expectations a t  all. G eneral expecta tions were described 

m ost often a s  “ru n n in g  the  school sm oothly”.

D istrict clerks an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  sta ted  th a t  expecta tions were 

re la ted  to previous su p e rin ten d en t w eaknesses. E xpecta tions were to 

com pensate  for th ese  w eaknesses an d  w ere com m only re la ted  to the 

school staff, u su a lly  indicating  build ing t ru s t  w ith in  th e  staff.

A cross all th ree  groups, in fo rm an ts agreed th a t  school boards were 

in  c o n sen su s  a b o u t the  skill a re a s  of su p e rin ten d en ts  w hen  they  were 

hired.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t Turnover

G roups of in fo rm an ts were ask ed  to give descrip tions of their per­

ceptions a b o u t why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left school d istric ts, and  

why there  h a d  been  a  h igh ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rn o v er over the las t 

2 1 years in  specific school d istric ts  stud ied .

M ajor p a tte rn s  found across the  th ree  groups for rea so n s  why spe­

cific su p e rin ten d en ts  left specific school d istric ts were b ecau se  of “career 

m oves” of su p e rin ten d en ts , or because  of “family re a so n s”. “Family rea­

sons” referred  to su p e rin ten d en ts  who left because  of rea so n s  re la ted  to 

the ir spo u ses or fam ilies. “C areer m oves” referred  to su p e rin ten d en ts
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who left specific school d istric ts  to take  jo b s in  larger school d istric ts th a t 

paid  h igher salaries.

School board  cha irpersons a n d  d istric t clerks identified specific 

su p e rin ten d en ts  who resigned, while th ese  p articu la r su p e rin ten d en ts  

s ta ted  th a t  they  “could have stayed  longer” if they  chose to in  specific 

school d istric ts.

School board  cha irpersons a n d  d istric t clerks exp lained  specific 

su p e rin ten d en ts  left because  of problem s w ith  su p e rin ten d en ts  them ­

selves. This w as identified m ost com m only a s  su p e rin ten d en ts  who were 

a t  the  end  of th e ir careers a n d  were “build ing  re tirem en t”. Inform ants 

perceived th a t  these  su p e rin ten d en ts  did  n o t do th e ir jobs.

G roups of in fo rm ants w ere questioned  ab o u t w hy th e re  had  been  a  

h igh ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  specific school d istric ts. Super­

in ten d en t “career m oves”, problem s w ith  the  job itself, a n d  undesirab le  

locations of school d istric ts  were the  m o st com m on resp o n ses  found 

across the  th ree  groups of in form ants. Typically, “p rob lem s w ith the  job” 

of being a  su p e rin ten d en t in  a  sm all school w as defined a s  having a  large 

n u m b er of responsib ilities assoc ia ted  w ith  being the  only adm in istra to r 

of a  school d istric t. Often tim es the  p h ra se  “w earing m any  h a ts ” w as 

u se d  to describe th is  large n u m b er of su p e rin ten d en t responsibilities.
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School board  chairpersons an d  d istric t clerks sa id  th a t  problem s 

w ith th e  pool of su p e rin ten d en t ap p lican ts  could explain  the  high ra te  of 

su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover in  the ir school d istric ts. T hese problem s were 

com m only described  a s  few app lican ts a n d  a  poor quality  of applicants. 

In fo rm ants sa id  th e  tim ing of selection processes, u su a lly  late  in  the 

school year, affected bo th  th e  n u m b er a n d  quality of applican ts.

D istric t c lerks an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  described h o u sin g  problem s a s  

a  rea so n  for h igh  ra te s  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  specific districts. 

This referred  to the  poor quality  of h ousing  provided by school d istric ts 

an d  m ade available to su perin tenden ts .

G roups of in fo rm an ts provided descrip tions of specific schools 

stud ied . M ost com m on acro ss all g roups w as th a t  specific schools were 

described  a s  “good”. They were “good” places, or “good” schools w ith 

“good” facilities an d  friendly people. T hese schools h a d  “good” teachers 

an d  non-certified  staff.

School board  cha irpersons a n d  d is tric t clerks described  academ ics 

a n d  the  low s tu d e n t to teacher ra tio  a s  s tren g th s  of th e ir schools. They 

also com m only described  th e  preference to h ire first-year teachers be­

cause  of th e  en th u s ia sm  they  b ro u g h t to the  job an d  th e  lower salary  th e  

school d is tric ts  h a d  to pay  them . T eacher tu rnover w as described  as
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high in  th e ir school d istric ts because  of the  preference of h iring  first-year 

teachers.

Jo b  Satisfaction. G roups of in fo rm an ts were a sk ed  to give de­

scrip tions of how  satisfied  o th ers  were w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  how 

satisfied  su p e rin ten d en ts  were w ith th e ir job  perform ances. D escriptions 

of su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  p rocesses a n d  con trac t leng th s were also 

given.

A cross all th ree  groups, percep tions were split a s  to o th e rs’ levels 

of sa tisfac tion  w ith  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  specific school d is tric ts  studied. 

School board  cha irpersons an d  d istric t c lerks perceived school staff a s 

being satisfied  w ith  som e of the  S uperin tenden ts an d  u n sa tis fied  w ith 

o ther su p e rin ten d en ts . D istrict c lerks a n d  su p e rin te n d en ts  perceived the  

com m unity  w as satisfied  m ost of the  tim e w ith  su p e rin ten d en ts  in  spe­

cific school d istric ts  studied .

All th ree  g roups of in fo rm ants perceived the  m ajority  of superin­

ten d en ts  w ere satisfied  w ith the ir job perform ances in  th e  specific school 

d istric ts  stud ied .

S u p erin ten d en t evaluations were com m only described  a s  being 

done two tim es a  year or n o t done a t  all. Typically th ese  evaluations 

consisted  of a  ra tin g  scale filled ou t by school board  m em bers. School 

board  ch a irp erso n s an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  reported  staff evaluated  super­
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in ten d en ts  in  two of the  school d istric ts  studied . O ne-year con tracts 

were typically issu ed  to su p erin ten d en ts .

D escription of R elations. G roups of in fo rm ants w ere asked  to give 

descrip tions of school boards, an d  descrip tions of b o a rd /  su p e rin ten d en t 

re la tionsh ip s an d  su p e rin te n d e n t/d is tr ic t clerk re la tionsh ips.

A cross all th ree  g roups school board  m em ber tu rn o v er w as de­

scribed a s  split, som e reported  h igh  m em ber tu rnover while o thers re­

ported  low m em ber turnover. C hain  of com m and, m ean ing  procedures 

com m unity  m em bers u sed  if they  h a d  com plain ts a g a in st schools, w as 

no t followed in  the  specific school d istric t studied . D ecisions were com­

m only described  a s  being m ade a t  board  m eetings, a n d  once these  deci­

sions were m ade they  were typically suppo rted  by all school board m em ­

bers. Inform ation sh a red  am ong school board  m em bers w as m ost often 

described  a s  being sh a red  by u se  of the  telephone. Inform ation  w as also 

described  a s  dep en d en t on  inform ation sh a red  from  th e  superin tenden t, 

or by school board  m em bers face to face w ith  each  other.

Overall the  th ree  g roups were sp lit in  their percep tions of how well 

school b oards w orked together. They reported  school b o a rd s worked well 

together a t  tim es an d  a t  o ther tim es h a d  problem s am ong them selves. 

S u p erin ten d en ts  believed “good” b oards were ones who le t superin ten­

den ts  “ru n  th e  school” an d  did no t m icrom anage, while school boards
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described  the  su ccess  of the  school board  depended  on  th e  type of su ­

p e rin ten d en t they  had .

G roups of in fo rm ants were split in  the ir descrip tions of rela tions 

betw een school board  cha irpersons an d  su p erin ten d en ts , a n d  betw een 

d istric t c lerks a n d  su p erin ten d en ts . They e ither described  rela tionsh ip  

problem s or good re la tions betw een school board  ch a irp erso n s an d  

su p erin ten d en ts , an d  betw een school d istric t clerks a n d  superin ten ­

den ts.

Political C lim ate. G roups of in fo rm an ts were a sk ed  to describe the  

political clim ate of specific school d istric ts  stud ied  a n d  how  th is  affected 

su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the  five school d istric ts s tud ied . Across all 

th ree  g roups the  m ost com m on descrip tion  w as the  im portance  of h igh 

school a th le tics  to the  com m unities s tud ied  an d  how  often th is  had  

cau sed  divisions in  com m unities.

School board  cha irpersons an d  d istric t clerks described  schools as 

cen ters of th e ir com m unities. D istrict c lerks an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  de­

scribed com m unities a s  being concerned  ab o u t taxes a n d  how  tax m oney 

w as sp en t a t  th e  specific school d istric ts  studied.

Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. G roups of in fo rm an ts were asked  

to describe th e ir percep tions of effects previous su p e rin ten d en ts  h ad  on 

new  ones h ired  a n d  how  th ese  could have affected su p e rin ten d en t tu rn ­
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over in  th e  five school d istric ts stud ied . The m ost com m on p a tte rn  found 

across all th ree  g roups w as the  negative effect on new  su p erin ten d en ts  

having to “clean  u p  m esses” left by previous su p erin ten d en ts . Related to 

th is  w as the  descrip tion  of new  su p e rin ten d en ts  having  to com pensate  

for w eaknesses of previous su p erin ten d en ts . The le a s t com m on p a tte rn  

found acro ss all g roups w as there  were no effects of p revious superin ten ­

d en ts  on  new  su p e rin ten d en ts  h ired.
■

School board  cha irpersons a n d  superin tenden ts, described  being 

com pared to the  previous su p e rin te n d en t a s  a  negative effect of one su­

p e rin ten d en t on the  n ex t one hired.

Effects on the  School D istric t. G roups of in fo rm an ts were asked  to 

describe how  frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover affected school stability 

in  the  five school d istric ts  stud ied . T hree re la ted  m ajor p a tte rn s  

em erged. One w as negative effects of frequen t su p e rin te n d en t turnover 

on school staff, including  th e  ad ju s tm en ts  staff m u s t m ake to new  su ­

p e rin ten d en ts , an d  effects on staff m orale, tru s t, a n d  a ttitu d e . Secondly, 

changes m ade by new  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere difficult. R elated to this, 

con tinu ity  of leadersh ip  a n d  of school program s w as described  as af­

fected by frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover. New su p e rin ten d en ts  were 

com m only described  a s  com ing into schools w ith th e ir own ideas on how
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th ings ough t to ru n  an d  th en  m aking  changes to p rocedu res an d  pro­

gram s th a t  h a d  been  se t u p  by previous su p erin ten d en ts .

School board  chairpersons an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  described  a  nega­

tive effect of frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover a s  a  lack  of leadersh ip  left 

in  the  school, often referring to th is  a s  a  “power v acu u m ”. They said 

school staff often stepped  into th is  “pow er vacuum ”.
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CHAPTER FOUR

DISCUSSION,. IMPLICATIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

In troduction

The first p a r t  of C hap ter 4 consists  of a  sum m ary  of the  study. 

Aims of the  study , th e  theoretical c o n s tru c t u sed , m ajor questions the  

study  a ttem p ted  to answ er, an d  basic  design an d  p ro ced u res  are sum ­

m arized. The second p a rt is a  d iscussion  of the  ru ra l com m unity  in  con­

nection  to the  stu d y ’s findings. Following th is  is a  d iscu ssio n  of the  ru ra l 

school a n d  findings from  the  study, assoc ia ted  w ith  m ajor concepts from 

the  review of lite ra tu re . A d iscussion  a b o u t su p e rin ten d en ts  in  ru ra l 

com m unities an d  links to findings a n d  previous re sea rch  is th en  pre­

sented . Im plications a re  provided for asp iring  su p e rin ten d en ts , g raduate  

schools of educa tional ad m in is tra tio n  ̂ a n d  ru ra l school boards. Recom­

m endations for fu rth er re sea rch  conclude the  chap ter.
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Sum m ary  of th e  S tudy

The a im s of th is  s tu d y  were to investigate conditions an d  reveal 

p a tte rn s  th a t  su rro u n d ed  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  selected  sm all, ru ­

ra l K-12 school d istric ts  in  M ontana. Five sm all ru ra l school d istric ts 

w ith excessive su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover were selected for study. E ach 

show ed a  h isto rical p a tte rn  of volatility for su p e rin ten d en ts .

The lite ra tu re  review described  several different theo ries abou t why 

su p e rin ten d en ts  leave th e ir positions. T hese theories have been  the 

foundation  for re sea rch  in  m ost of the  s tu d ies  described  in  th e  lite ra tu re  

review. The guiding theoretical c o n s tru c t u sed  to investigate  superin ten ­

d en t tu rnover in  th is  s tu d y  w as a  m odified version of one advocated by 

M iskel an d  Cosgrove (1985). The m odification w as m a d e  by narrow ing 

the  scope from  the  school ad m in is tra to r to the  su p e rin ten d en t. Aspects 

rela ting  to th e  school board  were included. The fram ew ork u se d  to guide 

re sea rch  w as focused on prearrival a n d  arrival conditions, a s  well a s  on 

the  effects of tu rnover on the  school d istric t. These tu rnover effects in­

cluded changes in  the  prearrival a n d  arrival conditions th a t  could be a t­

trib u ted  to su p e rin ten d en t turnover.

The stu d y  sough t to discover, u s in g  a  qualitative re sea rch  m ethod­

ology ap p ro ach  of m ultip le case stud ies , if prearrival or arrival factors 

an d  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover effects h a d  any  influence on  th e  leader’s
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decision to leave the  job  or not. P rearrival factors investigated  were (a) 

rea so n s  for turnover, (b) selection process, (c) rep u ta tio n  of the  new  

leader, an d  (d) o rien tation  of the  new  leader. Arrival fac to rs investigated 

were (a) dem ography of the  organization, (b) organizational s tru c tu re , (c) 

school cu ltu re , (d) educational program s, .(e) successor actions, (f) com- 

m m hty  factors, an d  (g) board  factors. T urnover effects w ere investigated 

u sin g  questions th a t  cen tered  on topics of (a) instability , (b) am oun t of 

change or m an d a tes  given, (c) influences on  leadersh ip  styles, (d) com­

m unity  effects, an d  (e) board  effects.

T his s tu d y ’s goal w as to a d d re ss  questions a b o u t rea so n s  for su ­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l  school d istric ts in  M ontana. This 

phenom enon  w as believed to be complex. The theore tical co n stru c t cho­

sen  w as u se d  to accom m odate the  com plexity of the  situation .

It w as specu la ted  th a t m any  asp ec ts  in te rac t w ith  the  perceptions 

of the  rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l  school d istric ts. 

Major generalizations concerning su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover a n d  resu lting  

effects could be tak en  from  the  lite ra tu re  review, w hich fit in to  Miskel 

an d  Cosgrove’s (1985) theoretical co n stru c t. While th e  following research  

questions rep resen ted  m ajor conclusions in  the  lite ra tu re  review, the 

qualitative design of th e  s tudy  also provided room  for th e  evolving of u n ­

an tic ipa ted  re sea rch  questions.

289
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R esearch  questions revolved a ro u n d  four topics:

I- C areer P a th s of S u p e rin ten d en ts : (a) How do th e  career goals, 

career o rien tations, an d  expectation  of ten u re  affect su p e rin ten d en t 

turnover?

2. S u p erin ten d en t Selection P rocesses: (a) How do the  selection 

processes, in fo rm an ts’ expectations of the  ideal su p e rin te n d en t and  the  

ideal superin tendency  affect su p e rin ten d en t turnover?

3. Role Perceptions an d  E xpecta tions: (a) How do in fo rm an ts’ ex­

pectations of roles, an d  job  com petency skill a reas  affect su p e rin ten d en t 

turnover?

4. R easons for T urnover: (a) How do job satisfiers a n d  levels of 

sa tisfaction  affect su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover?  (b) How do b o a rd / superin ­

ten d e n t re la tionsh ip s affect su p e rin ten d en t turnover?  (c) How does the 

political clim ate of th e  com m unity  affect su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover?

(d) How do th e  effects of the  previous su p e rin ten d en t affect superin ten­

d en t tu rnover?  (e) How is th e  school d is tric t’s stability  affected by su ­

p erin ten d en t turnover?

M ultiple case  study  m ethodology w as u sed  to investigate superin ­

ten d e n t tu rnover in  five sm all, ru ra l school d istric ts in  M ontana. Three 

different popu lation  groups from each  case, or school d istric t, were in ter­

viewed: (a) school board  chairpersons, (b) d istric t clerks, a n d  (c) super­
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in tenden ts. Two key in fo rm an ts w ith h isto ries an d  knowledge of super­

in ten d en t tu rnover an d  the  issu e s  beh ind  tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l schools 

in  M ontana w ere u se d  in  helping to increase  the  re sea rch e r’s profes­

sional knowledge an d  judgm ent: These key in fo rm ants a ss is ted  in selec­

tion of th e  cases th a t  were stud ied , evaluated  interview  questions and  

form at, an d  provided feedback on the  s tu d y ’s findings. The key infor­

m an ts  were th e  executive director of th e  M ontana School B oards Asso­

ciation a n d  the  executive d irector of the  School A dm inistra tors of Mon­

tan a . Field te s ts  of th e  interview  prio r to d a ta  collection were done w ith 

individuals in  ro les sim ilar to those  who partic ipa ted  in  the  study. B ased 

on re su lts  of th e  field te s ts  a n d  in p u t from  the  key in fo rm ants, changes 

were m ade to th e  interview  protocols. Appendix B co n ta in s  sam ples of 

interview  protocols. Additionally, h igh  school s tu d e n ts  a t  the  five sites 

volunteered  to give w ritten  descrip tions of the ir schools a n d  com m uni­

ties. These w ritings w ere u se d  in  the  descrip tion  of each  com m unity 

found in  C hap ter 3.

C riteria  u se d  in  selection were: (a) The d istric t m u s t have had  a  

d istric t popu lation  of less th a n  1,000 in  th e  m ost recen t c en su s  of 1990; 

(b) The d istric t m u s t have h ad  a n  econom ic base  th a t  w as prim arily ag­

ricu ltu ra l; (c) C ases w ere chosen  for th e ir p a tte rn s  of excessive superin­

ten d en t tu rnover calcu lated  from  1977 to 1997. Excessive turnover w as
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defined a s  having bo th  a  lower ten u re  ra te  th a n  the  s ta te  average of 5 .1 

years an d  a  lower ten u re  ra te  for th e  C lass III popu lation  of 4 years 

(Carson, 1998); (d) After d istric ts m et th e  previously m en tioned  criteria, 

the  key in fo rm ants recom m ended five school d istric ts  su itab le  for case 

study. Care w as tak en  to select d istric ts  th a t  were n o t in  proxim ity to 

each  other, b u t occupied different q u a d ra n ts  of the  sta te .

In  each  d istric t, school board  chairpersons, d is tric t clerks, and  

su p e rin ten d en ts  were interviewed. Individuals who held  those  positions 

a t  the  c u rre n t tim e were interview ed along w ith ind iv iduals who previ­

ously held  th e  positions. A m axim um  of two p a s t su p e rin ten d en ts , dis­

tric t c lerks a n d  school board  cha irpersons were interview ed from each 

district. In  all 38 interview s were held  with: (a) 14 board  chairpersons, 

(b) 7 d istric t clerks, an d  (c) 17 su p erin ten d en ts .

D ata  w as ob tained  u sin g  a  personal, face to face interview  w ith in­

form ants a t  com m unity  sites or c u rre n t p laces of residence. Interviews 

las ted  typically from one an d  a  h a lf to two h o u rs  each. In  two instances, 

telephone interview s were held  since in fo rm ants resided  o u t of state. In 

those  cases, a n  add itional in fo rm ant w as selected for a  face-to-face in ter­

view. In  bo th  cases, in fo rm ants w ere su p erin ten d en ts . Two inform ants, 

a  previous su p e rin ten d en t an d  previous d istric t clerk, declined to par­

ticipate fully in  the  research . One inform ant, a  school board  chairper­

292



293

son, did n o t show  u p  for the  schedu led  interview. T hese th ree  individu­

a ls  were n o t included  in  the  s tudy  an d  were replaced  by o th er infor­

m an ts.

One interview  w as schedu led  w ith  each  in fo rm ant du ring  the 

m on ths of April th rough  Ju n e , 1998. In fo rm ants were initially contacted 

by le tter (Appendix B). This le tte r w as followed u p  by two telephone con­

versations. Upon receiving signed perm ission  from th e  partic ipan t, the 

interview  w as tape  recorded. AU in fo rm an ts gave perm ission  to tape rec­

ord. Field no tes  were tak en  during  th e  interview. P e rtin en t p a rts  of the 

interview s were tran scrib ed  by th e  re sea rch e r soon after d a ta  collection. 

Prior to coUecting an d  analyzing the  d a ta , codes were se t u p  a s  a  sta rting  

Ust u sin g  the  concep tual fram ew ork a n d  resea rch  questions. During 

analysis th is  Ust of codes w as expanded.

C onten t analysis w as u se d  to analyze the  interview s. Codes were 

u sed  in  analysis to d issec t interview  tran scrip tio n s a n d  field no tes into 

m eaningful p a rts  whUe stiU keeping th e  rela tions betw een the  p a rts  in­

tac t. Codes were labels u se d  to assign  m eaning to inform ation, w hich 

enabled  the  resea rch e r to retrieve an d  organize data . Inform ation w as 

c lu ste red  th a t  re la ted  to a  p a rticu la r re sea rch  question , hypothesis, or 

them e. A com puter program  w as u se d  to m anage inform ation  an d  to a s ­

s is t in  coding, retrieving, an d  c lustering  data .
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Perceptions of school board  chairpersons, d istric t clerks, an d  p a s t 

and  c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en ts  from  each  case  were analyzed using  idio­

syncratic  analysis. This type of analysis consists of analyzing p a tte rn s  

w ithin  each  case  an d  w ithin  each  group of in form ants. Secondly, c ross­

case analysis w as u se d  betw een a n d  acro ss  percep tions of those cases 

an d  g roups u sin g  nom othetic  analysis. Nom othetic analysis involved 

looking for p a tte rn s  com m on to th e  cases a n d  groups stud ied .

The re su lts  of th is  study  a re  n o t to be generalized to o ther schools 

in  the  s ta te  of M ontana, no r are  they  m ean t to be globally generalized. 

The findings of th is  study  a re  site specific. F indings of qualitative s tu d ­

ies have “in ter- subjective” m ean ings to th e  reader. In te r subjectivity 

m eans u n d e rs tan d in g  the  existence of sim ilar s ta te s  in  o th ers  and  en­

gaging w ith  them  in  w ays th a t  a re  inform ed by th a t  u n d e rs tan d in g  

(Wagner, 1970). In  th is  m anner, findings of a  qualitative study  can  be 

term ed a s  read er or u se r  generalizable.

The R ural C om m unity

Sociologists have stud ied  ru ra l com m unities extensively. Theories 

found in  ru ra l sociological re sea rch  were n o t included in  th e  litera ture  

review of th is  study, because  they were u n an tic ip a ted  a s  associated  to 

the  study. T heories from  ru ra l sociological resea rch  were n o t p resen t in
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shou ld  be no ted  th a t  relatively little re sea rch  h a s  been  done on the su­

p e rin ten d en t in  sm all, ru ra l schools. The qualitative design  of the study  

allowed for fu rth e r investigation of theories u n an tic ip a ted  a t  the  o u tse t of 

research . As th e  stu d y  p rogressed  it becam e clear th a t  m ore w as 

needed  to explain the  com plex in te rac tions of ru ra l com m unities an d  the  

phenom enon  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  these  com m unities. The two 

could n o t be analyzed separately . In  th is  section m ajor findings from ru ­

ra l sociological re sea rch  on  the  u n iq u e  cu ltu re  found in  th e  ru ra l com­

m unity  a n d  how  it tran sm its  th a t  cu ltu re  th rough  its  school is explored 

an d  re la ted  to m ajor findings from  th is  study.

T ransm ission  of C u ltu re  an d  Solidarity

According to Flora, Flora, Spears, & Sw anson (1992) solidarity is 

the  ex ten t to w hich a  com m unity  offers u s  a  place in  w hich  to belong. 

“[Communities] offer u s  a  place in  w hich  to belong, a n  a re n a  in  w hich we 

feel we can  m ake a  difference, a n d  a  sen se  of security .” (Flora et al., p. 

63). Solidarity em erges w hen  com m unities have a  clearly  defined se t of 

values, beliefs, or goals. The a u th o rs  a s se r t  ru ra l com m unities m ain tain  

the ir solidarity  th ro u g h  th e ir cu ltu re . One m ethod  of doing th is  is by the  

ex ten t th e  com m unity  sh a res  a  com m on identity. T his com m on identity  

is reflected by sym bols.
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Tonnies (1887) m ade com parisons betw een two types of com m uni­

ties: u rb a n  a n d  ru ra l (Loomis, 1963). R ural is described  a s  Gemein- 

schaf: com m unities w here h u m a n  re la tionsh ips a re  personal, c itizens’ 

w orth  is b ased  m ore on who they  a re  th a n  w hat they  do, th e  cu ltu re  is 

relatively hom ogenous, an d  people have a  strong  a tta c h m e n t to each 

o ther a n d  to th e  countryside. U rban  com m unities a re  described  a s  Ge- 

sellschaf: com m unities w here m ost people do no t know  each  o ther well, 

w orth  is b ased  on w hat.people do a n d  n o t who they  are , th e  cu ltu re  is 

heterogeneous, an d  people have relatively little a tta c h m en t to each  o ther 

or to th e  country .

“In  com m unities dom inated  by a  single econom ic base , people no t 

only know  one an o th e r socially b u t  typically know  each  o th e r’s daily 

ro u tin e” (Flora e t al., 1992, p. 65), T his w orks to s tren g th en  solidarity 

betw een m em bers of ru ra l com m unities. In  th is  study, all five sites re­

searched  sh a red  a  com m on econom ic base  of agricu ltu re . The m ajority 

of people who lived in  these  com m unities were e ither farm ers or ranch­

ers. All b u t  one of th e  school board  chairperson  in fo rm an ts were either 

farm ers or ran ch ers . The exception w as self employed, b u t  dependen t 

upon  ag ricu ltu re  for h is  business.

Everyone know s everyone a n d  everyone’s b u s in ess  in  sm all com­

m unities. In fo rm ants in  th is  s tu d y  often u se d  th is  to describe life in
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th e ir com m unities. This is defined a s  a n  in tim ate  social context. In

tran sm ittin g  the  com m unity’s cu ltu re  F lora e t al. (1992) w rites,

“[The] in tim ate  social context m akes it m ore likely th a t val­
u e s  su c h  a  honesty  an d  neighborliness will be em braced. 
Behavior reflecting th a t  your w ord is a s  good a s  a  w ritten  
co n trac t responds to the  ideal of honesty . In  a  p rac tica l way, 
however, honesty  becom es even m ore com pelling w hen  both 
your actions an d  your w ords c an  be know n by o thers. . .
Being know n a lters  the  way in  w hich people behave tow ard 
one ano ther, (p. 65)

A nother a sp ec t of th is  in tim ate  social context in  sm all com m unities 

is the  overlap of g roups of friends an d  in stitu tions . M ost m em bers see 

the ir sm all com m unities a s  a  whole, ra th e r  th a n  sep ara te  p a rts . “In ru ­

ra l com m unities, the  school an d  com m unity  are  p a rt of th e  sam e social 

fabric” (p. 65). In fo rm ants com m only described  the  school a s  the  cen ter 

of the ir com m unities. G lenda, board  chairperson  from  S herton  described 

her com m unity,

It's  a  very sm all, sm all town, And I don 't m ean  population  
wise. Sm all tow ns are know n for everyone know ing every­
one 's b u sin ess . I th in k  th a t 's  a  rea l difficult th ing  for new 
people [who] come into a  sm all com m unity. T heir privacy is 
very different th a n  it can  be in  a  larger com m unity. Your 
circle of friends is sm aller. There a re  . . .  a  lot of people who 
have been  here  for generations. . . .It's a  w onderful tow n in a  
lot of ways. They really do b a n d  together in  tim es of need, 
help  each  o ther out. B u t the  school is the  cen ter of th e  town 
a n d  everyone k ind  of tak es w h a t h ap p en s  there  p re tty  per­
sonally.
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Sacred Sym bols

Sym bols reflect a  ru ra l com m unity’s m ost strongly held  values. 

They do no t em erge u n le ss  the  solidarity  of the  com m unity  is strong. 

Clearly, the  school in  the  five sites s tu d ied  w as a  sacred  sym bol to each  

com m unity. High school a th letics, baske tba ll m ost im portantly , w as a n ­

o ther sacred  sym bol to the  com m unities studied .

Q uite often problem s betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  school boards 

an d  com m unities were b lam ed on th e  su p e rin ten d en t who w as not in ter­

ested  in  h igh  school a th letics. Often th is  su p e rin ten d en t did no t a tten d  

basketba ll gam es. T heir lack  of a tten d an ce  an d  involvem ent a t  these  

events w as in te rp re ted  by th e  com m unity  a s  a  th re a t a g a in s t the  com­

m unity ’s sacred  symbol. Anyone who violates sac red  sym bols offers 

com m unities opportun ities to s tren g th en  the ir solidarity  a t  h is or he r ex­

pense.

People in  sm all com m unities bu ild  a  sense of so lidarity  th rough  

in te rac tions w ith  each  other, In  sm all com m unities th ese  in teractions 

occur frequently  a n d  in  m any  different settings. R ura l sociologists refer 

to density  of acq u a in tan ce  sh ip  a s  th e  ex ten t to w hich com m unity  m em ­

bers in te rac t w ith  each  o ther on a  regu lar, inform al, a n d  relatively per­

sonal basis. They u se  th e  term  role hom ogeneity to refer to the  extent to 

w hich people in te rac t w ith  one an o th e r acro ss a  wide variety  of settings.
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Sm all com m unities a re  m ore likely to induce  involvem ent from  their 

m em bers, because  there  are  m any  ta sk s  to perform  by few people. This 

he igh tened  partic ipa tion  an d  involvem ent, m ay increase  m em bers’ sense 

of accom plishm ent a n d  satisfaction  w ith  the ir lives in  ru ra l  com m unities 

(Childs 8b Melton, 1983). B ecause of th e  m any  ta sk s  to be done, the 

a u th o rs  explain  th a t  ru ra l com m unities a re  less likely to let new  resi­

d en ts  rem ain  in  anonym ity. Not surprisingly , in  th is  s tu d y  inform ants 

sa id  ideal su p e rin ten d en ts  would be involved in  m any  activ ities outside 

of the  school setting. Otto, board  chairperson  from C asterbridge gave 

exam ples of types of involvem ent,

We have a  Lion's club here, a n d  th ree  or four churches; 
there  are  various com m unity  get-togethers, com m unity  pic­
n ics in  th e  sum m ertim e. We have card  clubs a n d  certainly 
all of the  school functions: baske tba ll gam es, school dances, 
all of th e  th ings th a t  involve th e  com m unity  a n d  th e  school.
We have h a d  su p erin ten d en ts  h e re  th a t  ju s t  d o n 't show  up  
to those  k in d s of th ings. And we have som e w ho will travel 
150 m iles to w atch  [Casterbridge] play a  b ask e tb a ll game. 
People notice th a t. T hat is th e  type of com m unity  involve­
m en t th a t  Pm talk ing  about.

As O tto illu stra ted , in form ants exp ressed  the  im portance  of com­

m unity  involvem ent of su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  how th is  w as connected  to 

the  su ccess  of th e  sup erin ten d en t. It w as im portan t to in form ants th a t 

the  su p e rin ten d en t be “visible” in  the  com m unity, a tten d in g  com m unity 

events, visiting local bu sin esses , an d  being  seen  a ro u n d  the  com m unity.

299
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D arlene, board  chairperson  from  M elchester described  a n  ideal superin­

tendent,

F o r  a  s m a l l  a r e a  l i k e  t h i s  [ w e  w a n t  a  s u p e r i n t e n d e n t ]  w h o ' s  
n o t  a f r a i d  t o  b e  o u t s i d e  a  l i t t l e  b i t  a n d  g o  w h e r e  t h e  c o m m u ­
n i t y  m e m b e r s  w o r k .  I n  a  c o m m u n i t y  l i k e  t h i s ,  w e l l . i n  a n y  o f  
t h e m ,  I  t h i n k  t h e  s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  h a s  t o  a t t e n d  t h e  e x t r a c u r ­
r i c u l a r  ^ L C t i v i t i e s  a n d  b e  v i s i b l e .  .  .  . I n  a  s m a l l  d i s t r i c t  t h e y  
h a v e  t o  b e  w i l l i n g  t o  g e t  o u t  a n d  b e  w i t h  t h e  c o m m u n i t y .

C laudia, clerk from  S herton  explained  how im p o rtan t it is for a  su ­

p erin ten d en t to be visible in  the  com m unity, “Being visible in  the  com­

m unity  is a  very strong  thing. You n eed  to buy th ings locally, eat ou t 

once in  awhile. Buy y our tires here. Go to th e  a n n u a l firem en pancake 

event. M ake su re  you  a tten d  th e  even ts a t  the  school.”

B oard cha irperson  Clive from  M elchester explained th e  ideal su ­

p e rin ten d en t w ould be one who,

. . .likes to partic ipate , a n d  likes the  com m unity. He's a  
m em ber of the  com m unity. He is probably going to jo in  the 
fire d ep artm en t or som ething like th a t. If you  d o n 't w an t to 
go to th e  sporting  events, because  th a t 's  ou r com m unity  af­
fair, m ost of these  sm all com m unities pull together on  those 
k in d s of th ings. B u t if you 're  a n  ou tsider an d  s ta n d  away 
from  th a t, p re tty  soon you 're  isolated.

B oundary  M aintenance

Flora e t al. (1992) describe w hen  th e  solidarity of a  com m unity is 

strong, com m unity  m em bers differentiate betw een those  people who are 

in  the  group a n d  those  who are  ou tside  it, an d  explain ru ra l com m unities
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do th is  in  several ways. Sanctions a re  im posed on those  who violate sa ­

cred sym bols in  a  ru ra l  com m unity. In  doing so, the  ru ra l  com m unity 

m ain ta in s its  b o u n d ary . These activities can  be in te rp re ted  by newcom­

ers a s  m aking  them  feel like ou tsiders. Sm all, ru ra l com m unities m ay be 

described  a s  caring  an d  in tim ate  to som e, b u t new com ers m ay find them  

ju d g m en ta l a n d  stifling. Additionally, th e  close ties betw een  the  school 

an d  com m unity  can  p u t p ressu re  on  teachers, ad m in istra to rs , and  s tu ­

den ts. O ften tim es com m unity  cliques, gossip, an d  sm all tow n talk  al­

ienate  th ese  indiv iduals (Sher, 1977).

The te rm  “o u tsid ers” su rfaced  frequently  in  in fo rm an ts’ descrip­

tions of su p e rin ten d en ts . This te rm  w as u se d  by all th ree  groups of in­

form ants: school board  chairpersons, d istric t clerks, a n d  superin ten ­

den ts. Being a n  ou tsider w as often described  a s  n o t being involved in  

the  com m unity, an d  perceived a s  d istanc ing  oneself from  these  events. 

Athletic even ts a t  th e  h igh  school w ere m o st typically described. Otto, 

board  cha irperson  from  C asterbridge explained,

In  a  sm all com m unity  the  su p e rin ten d en t m u s t be willing to 
be p a r t  of the  com m unity. I th in k  th a t 's  very, very im por­
tan t. If you  get a  su p e rin ten d en t who is k ind  of aloof and  
they  don 't w an t to be p a rt of th e  com m unity, th e n  th a t  draw s 
a  line betw een the  people's fa ith  or confidence in  th a t  indi­
v idual an d  him . . . .In th is  com m unity  all it tak es  n o t to be 
a n  ou tsider is the  w illingness to partic ipate , to be involved.
I'm  n o t saying you  have to be involved in  everything. . . .Ju s t  
th e  little th ings, like ball gam es. . . .As you know, it's  the  key 
function  du ring  the  w inter tim e. T here 's no th ing  else to do.
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B oard cha irperson  Victor from  M arygreen said,

In  sm all com m unities m ost everybody feels rea l close to the 
school. This is ou r cen ter of activities in  th e  com m unity.
T hat's  w hy spo rts are  so big. T hat's  ou r social event. So if 
they  get a n  outside su p e rin ten d en t who com es from 
[som ewhere else in] M ontana a n d  he  h a s  a  new  idea  and  
they  h ap p en  n o t to like it, they  m ake it difficult for him be­
cau se  he  is  a n  ou tsider an d  th is  is ou r school type thing.
The com m unity  can  be tough  on  a  su p erin ten d en t. B ut 
som e of th ese  b rough t it [on] them selves too.

In fo rm ants som etim es u sed  th e  m etapho r “fishbowl” to describe

life in  th e ir com m unities for ou tsiders. This referred  to being seen by

others, w hich can  feel like a  lack  of privacy. O thers knew  w h a t they were

doing: th e ir pe rsonal b u sin ess , an d  ro u tin es. Gabe, su p e rin ten d en t

from M elchester, explained w hat the  school board  told him , “W hen they

say, W e hope you  stay, b u t we don 't th in k  th is  is righ t or th a t 's  righ t.’

T hat's  w h a t you 're  going to have w hen  everybody in  tow n know s w hat

everybody else is doing an d  th ink ing .”

One su p e rin ten d en t viewed th e  “fishbowl” a s  a  positive. Helen,

from C asterbridge explained,

I h a d  a  s itu a tio n  w here the  light in  my house  w as on  a t  5:30 
in  th e  m orning, an d  I h a d  people calling m e u p  a n d  saying,
“W hat were you  doing u p  a t  5 o'clock in  th e  m orning? 
W hat's happen ing  a t  your h o u se  a t  5 o'clock in  th e  m orn­
ing?” So I told them  th a t  I leave a t  6 o’clock. A lot of 
[superin tendents] have said  th a t ’s a  fishbowl, a n d  they 
w ouldn 't p u t  u p  w ith it. And I say  I don 't m ind  th a t, th a t 
d oesn 't bo ther me. I u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  goes w ith  sm all 
schools. They care enough a b o u t m e an d  w h a t I do. . . so
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you can  tu rn  th a t  a ro u n d  to be a lm ost a  help ing  aspect. I've 
alw ays felt ideally th a t  I w an t to be p a rt of the  com m unity. I 
w an t the  com m unity  support. I w an t the  com m unity  to feel 
th a t they  can  come to me, ta lk  to me.

B oard cha irpersons typically described  the  “fishbow l” m etaphor a s  

a  negative. Trevor, board  chairperson  from  M arygreen explained, “[There 

are] too m any  people w atching. It's  su c h  a  sm all a re a  th a t  no m atter 

w h a t [the superin tenden t] does everybody know s w h a t's  going on.” 

Stew art, board  ch a irp erso n  also from  M arygreen added , “If som ething 

goes on everybody know s it. If you  m ake a  wrong decision  it gets com­

pounded  a n d  everybody know s it.” D arlene, board  ch a irp erso n  from 

M elchester, provided th is  description,

I th in k  th e  m ain  level of d issa tisfac tion  w ith  th e  su p e rin ten ­
d en ts  on  th e ir p a r t  is m aybe feeling like they  c a n 't  go any 
place, particu larly  in  the  sm all com m unity, w ith o u t som e­
body confronting them  a b o u t som ething th a t 's  going on a t 
th e  school. T hat's  a  problem . T hat's  one of th e  com m ents 
th a t  one of th e  [superintendent] cand idates m ade th is  year.
They never felt th a t  they were off the  job. And to a  point 
th a t 's  true . You have to expect th a t. As a  board  m em ber I 
try  to avoid confronting the  su p erin ten d en t a b o u t som ething 
w hen  they 're  o u t of the ir office, j u s t  a s  a  courtesy , if it's  no t a  
crisis. B u t som etim es w hen they 're  out, th a t 's  th e  only time 
th a t  o ther people see them . So th a t 's  w hen they 're  going to 
bring  th ings up . T hat shou ld  be som eth ing  th a t 
[superin tendents] should  expect. . People tell you  things 
w hen  they  see you, no t necessarily  w hen it's  convenient to 
you.

F lora e t al. (1992) said  how m ain tenance  of so lidarity  m akes it 

easier for com m unities to u n ite  ag a in st outside th re a ts  th a n  to acknowl­
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edge in te rn a l problem s. Intim nte social netw orks cau se  m ore com m unity 

controls over individuals. It is m u ch  easie r to see p rob lem s a s  being ex­

ternally  caused , ra th e r  th a n  in ternally  caused . R ural com m unities m ay 

often u n ite  ag a in st susp ic ious new com ers.

In  th is  research , su p e rin ten d en ts  were often referred  to a s  suspi­

cious new com ers. They were n o t tru s te d  because  they  w ere a n  “ou tsider” 

who often tried  to in itia te  changes. C hanges becam e ta rg e ted  a s  conflicts 

w hen focused on sacred  sym bols of th e  com m unity. F requen tly  super­

in ten d en ts  were d istanced  from the  re s t  of the  com m unity  by their h igh  

salaries. C lerk Olivia from  M arygreen explained, “I feel in  th e  com m unity 

ou r size w hen  we a re  paying som eone 40 or 45 th o u sa n d  dollars th a t 's  a  

lot to u s . I th in k  they  have to feel th a t  responsibility , ra th e r  th a n  dele­

gate so m any  th ings, know ing they  a re  th e  person  earn ing  th e  m ost 

m oney.”

Not only were su p e rin ten d en ts  d istanced , b u t also school employ­

ees. In fo rm ants referred  to a  difference in  w orth  betw een being employed 

by a  public in s titu tio n  a n d  being self em ployed a s  e ither a  farm er or 

rancher. B oard chairperson  Otto from  C asterbridge explained,

[We expect to have a  su p e rin ten d en t who] m akes [teachers] 
do a  day 's w ork for a  day 's pay. I say th a t because  we are a  
conservative com m unity  an d  th a t 's  the  way we live ou r life.
T hat's  the  way we expect o u r m oney to be spen t. There are 
som e tim es you have to step  on people a  little b it or give



305

them  a  kick in  the  behind, a n d  say, “Hey, th is  is n o t quite 
w h a t we expect. You're going to have to do a  little b it better.”

C laudia, clerk from  Sherton , described  public sc ru tin y  of school 

em ployees,

I notice it because  .I w ork in  th e  school. I w ork for taxpayers’ 
m oney. You a re  alw ays scru tin ized  an d  u n d e r th e  m agnify­
ing glass. And it seem s like if som ebody is having  linancial 
h a rd  tim es they  don’t  w an t anybody else—They a re  good 
people though . If som ething tragic h ap p en s  we all come to ­
gether. B u t th e n  it's  am azing how  m ean  they  c an  be over 
som e things.

The school w as often referred  to a s  “u p  th e re” or “th a t  place” w hen 

em ployees’ descrip tions were given a b o u t com m unities stud ied . Again, 

C laudia explained,

The percep tion  I see, [the com m unity] really [does] feel th a t 
th e  people u p  here  th a t w ork u p  here, we have it so easy.
We m ake so m u ch  money, b u t  yet we don 't do enough. The 
percep tion  is th e  teachers get th ree  m on ths off in  th e  su m ­
m er. We got a  new  vehicle. It w as seven years old. B u t I'm 
su re  th e  joke is, “I w ish I w orked u p  there  a t  th a t  school so I 
could  afford som ething  like th a t .”

Legacy a n d  C ulture

Legacy is w ha t p a re n ts  have achieved for them selves an d  w hat 

they see possible for th e ir ch ild ren  to achieve (Flora e t al., 1992). In ru ­

ra l com m unities w here people’s incom es a re  tied to the  lan d  they own, 

the  connection  betw een legacy an d  place is  strong. People in  ru ra l com­

m unities seek  the ir fulfillm ent th ro u g h  th e ir personal b u s in esse s  an d  by
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social in te rac tions th rough  involvem ent in  the  local com m unities. In 

sm all, ru ra l  com m unities the  school is  th e  p rim ary  social in stitu tio n  th a t 

tran sm its  legacy from  one generation  to ano ther. The c h a rac te r of the  

school is  im pacted  by th e  types of legacies p a re n ts  have for th e ir chil­

dren.

A strong  w ork ethic  an d  em p h asis  on  basic  educa tion  were two 

charac te ris tics  of legacies found in  th is  research . In fo rm an ts u sed  these  

two descrip to rs in  portraying  th e ir com m unities an d  schools. Exempli­

fying th is , board  chairperson  Jerom e described  the  cu rricu lu m  a t the 

G laston school,

The philosophy th a t  I h a d  w as give the  k ids a  good basic 
educa tion  an d  don 't go off on tan g en ts . . .I do n 't believe th a t 
ag ricu ltu ra l sciences su ch  a s  welding an d  th in g s like th a t 
a re  needed. I don 't th in k  it's  a  responsibility  of th e  school 
d istric t to p repare  a  s tu d e n t for life after h igh  school. It's  the 
objective of th e  school d istric t to give him  the opportun ity  to 
decide after h e 's  o u t of h igh  school w hich d irection  he w ants 
to go. He or she. If they w an t to go to college so m u ch  the 
better. B u t there  a re  a  lot of vo-tech schools th a t. . . give 
those  s tu d e n ts—it's  n o t th e  responsib ilities of a  h igh  school.
The h igh  school h a s  to give th a t  basic  education  so they  can  
do it them selves.

The R ural School

It is  im p o rtan t to look first a t  th e  h isto rical beginning of farm ing in  

America, a n d  how  im p o rtan t the  school w as to the  fa rm er’s goal of prog­

ress. From  its  advent, farm ing in  ru ra l com m unities in  A m erica h as
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been  a n  u n d e rtak in g  in tended  for financial profit. Unlike th e ir E uropean  

ancesto rs, th e  u ltim ate  aim  w as n o t subsis tence , b u t p rogress. T here­

fore, it becam e in  p a r t  a  cu ltu re  th a t  looked outw ard  “to th e  s ta te  for 

land  a n d  local im provem ents, to th e  law  for the  p ro tec tion  of property  

an d  th e  advancem en t of developm ent schem es, to specu la to rs , banks, 

law yers, a n d  school teach e rs  a s  a  lite ra te  elite who could  advance it in. 

w ealth” (Blum, 1982, p. 195).

The ru ra l school w as an d  still is a n  extension  of its  com m unity. 

R ural schools th ro u g h o u t tim e have provided com m unities w ith high lev­

els of accountability . R ura l teach e rs  a n d  ad m in istra to rs  a re  in  daily 

con tact w ith  ind iv iduals from  the com m unity. Traditionally, people in 

ru ra l com m unities have w an ted  th e ir ch ild ren  to be ta u g h t m oral tra in ­

ing a s  well a s  academ ic p u rsu its . This is  so since ru ra l com m unities 

tend  to be hom ogenous an d  share  a  com m on se t of va lues a n d  expecta­

tions for th e ir children. Traditionally, the  ru ra l school teach e r w as ex­

pected  to sh a re  th e  sam e background  a n d  com m on se t of values. The 

sam e expectation  ex ists for su p e rin ten d en ts  in  ru ra l com m unities today.

R ura l schools often a re  p roud  of th e  academ ic program  offered to 

the ir s tu d e n ts , a n d  cite th e  low s tu d e n t to teacher ratio  a s  one of the
i

s tren g th s  of th e ir schools, w hich he lp s to improve th e ir academ ic pro­

gram s. T his s tren g th  w as frequently  no ted  by in fo rm an ts in  th is  study.
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Not only does sm all c lass size help  to enhance  in struction , it positively 

affects in trag roup  solidarity an d  m orale (Sher, 1997). In  sm all schools 

s tu d e n ts  a re  recognized a s  individuals. Furtherm ore , tea ch e rs  know 

each  s tu d e n t a s  a n  individual. S tu d e n ts  in te rac t frequently  an d  infor­

mally, ju s t  a s  ad u lts  do in  the  ru ra l com m unity. B oard chairperson  

Raym ond explained the  cu rricu lum  a n d  s tren g th s a t  C asterbridge 

school,

Basically I feel [the cu rricu lum  is] p retty  sound . We try. to do 
the  b e s t we can  to offer th e  w idest cu rricu lum  a s  possible.
We do have, w ith  th e  n u m b er of teach e rs  an d  th e  n u m b er of 
s tu d en ts , the  personal a tten tion . In  general, I th in k  pretty  
m u ch  everybody h a s  w an ted  to m ain ta in  a  good staff, a  staff 
th a t  is willing to help  the  kids. So you roll th em  bo th  to­
gether you  can  get a  p retty  good education , even if you  don 't 
get th e  variety  th a t  you  can  in  th e  larger places.

And Lucy, board  chairperson  from  G laston, explained,

[A lack  of course  offerings] is a  little b it of a  d raw back, b u t 
m ost s tu d e n ts  go on to college. I th in k  w here we lack  in  the 
variety  we gain  in  the  s tren g th  of th e  basics. . .You don 't slip 
th ro u g h  the  cracks. It's  p re tty  h a rd  to have som eone go 
th ro u g h  th a t 's  n o t doing th e  w ork th a t  is  expected of ,them.
A lot m ore one-on-one.

Sm aller g roups of s tu d e n ts  in  ru ra l schools offer a  variety  of op­

po rtun ities for participation , a s  often described  by in fo rm an ts in  th is 

study. They explain s tu d e n ts  could partic ipa te  w herever they  chose to, 

som ething w hich  they  w ould be u n ab le  to do in  larger schools. These in­

creased  opportun ities for partic ipa tion  ra ise  self-esteem  levels in  stu ­
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den ts, a n d  a re  a n  im p o rtan t educative tool (Sher, 1977). A greater sense 

of partic ipa tion  also tra n s la te s  into a  g rea ter sense of responsib ility  for 

the  school, a n d  a  he igh tened  personal sense  of com petence an d  belong­

ing (Childs & M elton, 1983). In fo rm ants did explain th a t  th e  low enroll­

m en t of th e ir schools lim its the  choices of activities, however. Trevor, 

board  cha irperson  from  M arygreen, explained, “The bigger schools have a  

lot m ore ex tracu rricu lar activities, b u t  we a re  lim ited h ere  to d ram a an d  

speech. T here 's no t a  lot of indiv idual activities. In  a  sm all school you 're 

lim ited to a  team . T h at a in 't good in  a  way, b u t w h a t outw eighs th a t is 

your s tu d e n t to teach e r ra tio .”

Even though  ru ra l com m unities ten d  to be hom ogenous, their 

schools a re  he terogeneous in  the  fact th a t  social c lasses a re  mixed. Low 

popu lation  requ ires everyone to go to school together, a n d  allows them  to 

get to know  each  o ther on a n  equal b a s is  from  a n  early age. This ce­

m en ts th e  trad itiona l belief th a t  the  en tire  com m unity is  involved in  the  

school, a n d  in creases the ir sense of solidarity. Sher (1977) s ta te s  th is  

“con tribu tes to the  stability  of th e  ru ra l  com m unity a n d  its  rem arkable 

in te rn a l com m unications netw ork” (p. 98).

Problem s Faced by R ural Schools

Historically, educational policy m akers  have a ttem p ted  to rescue  

the  poor-perform ing a n d  inefficient ru ra l  school by forcing consolidation.

309
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The u rb a n  school w as the  m odel of progress; increased  financial effi­

ciency a n d  academ ic achievem ent. However, consolidation w orked to 

elim inate sm all schools’ un ique  ru ra l ch arac te r an d  heritage  (Sher,

1977).

In fo rm ants in  th is  study  described  regulatory  a n d  funding  prob­

lem s th a t  m ade it increasingly  m ore difficult each  year to m a in ta in  a  

quality  educa tional p rogram  a t th e ir schools. Some in fo rm an ts believed 

these  in creased  controls an d  decreases in  funding  w ere because  of pres­

su re s  from  th e  s ta te  w hich w as trying to do away w ith w h a t they  a s­

sum ed  w as th e  inefficient sm all, ru ra l school. In fo rm ants comm only 

s ta ted  th a t  if they  lost th e ir schools they  w ould loose th e ir  com m unities 

a s  well. M any accred ita tion  s ta n d a rd s  im posed by the  office of public in ­

struc tion  in  M ontana are  difficult for sm all schools to m eet. Flora et al. 

(1992) a rgue  th a t  a lthough  the  educa tional system  h a s  becom e more 

standard ized , som e believe it h a s  becom e less responsive to local needs 

a n d  resou rces.

Typically ru ra l ag ricu ltu ra l a re a s  have a  low-tax ideology. This is 

because  ru ra l  people who m ake th e ir livings by ranch ing  or farm ing are 

land -rich  b u t  cash-poor. Their a sse ts  a re  tied to lan d  a n d  a re  no t readily 

available. In fo rm ants in  th is  study  com m only referred  to th e  com m u­

n ity ’s su p p o rt of the  school a s  being h igh  an d  explained m ill levies were
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consisten tly  p a ssed  in  the ir school d istric ts. This, too, exem plifies com­

m u n ities’ strong  desire  to hold on to th e ir schools. However, inform ants 

often spoke of how, a s  school board  m em bers, they  tried  to keep taxes 

down a n d  how  im p o rtan t it w as to be responsib le  in  u sin g  taxpayers’ 

money. They were concerned  w ith how  m oney w as sp e n t in  the ir schools 

an d  k ep t a  close eye on  the  budget. T hese in fo rm ants described  their 

com m unities a s  conservative, an d  typically referred  to th e  low-tax ideol­

ogy. A su p e rin te n d en t’s skill in  budget a re a s  w as often one of the a reas 

of concern  before hiring. Lucy, board  chairperson  from  G laston, illus­

tra ted  th is,

We alw ays come in  u n d e r budget, th a t 's  a  big expectation  [of 
the  su p erin ten d en t]. You have to alw ays w atch  o u r budget 
because  we d o n 't feel like we have a  lot of room  in  our 
budget for d isaste rs . We don 't w a tch  our do llars, we w atch 
o u r d im es a ro u n d  here.

B oard chairperson , Trevor, from  M arygreen described  h is percep­

tions of the  role of a  school board  m em ber an d  h is experiences,

We a re  supposed  to be ju s t  guiding the  su p e rin ten d en t in  
w hich  d irection  we w an t the  school ru n  in. Keep a n  eye on 
th e  budget, see th a t  it's  se t right. See th a t  it's  r u n  righ t and  
th e  school is ru n  right. T hat's  th e  role of the  school board 
m em ber b u t  in  the  sm aller school d istric t you  com e ou t of 
th a t  a  little b it because  you've got m ore people calling you.
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Conflicts in  R ural Schools

The in tim ate  social con texts of sm all ru ra l com m unities and  

boundary  m ain tenance  com bine a n d  can  cause  difficulties in  resolu tion  

of conflicts. Schools are  bu reaucracies. B ureaucrac ies a n d  the ir inher­

en t s tru c tu re s  often conflict w ith th e  inform al s tru c tu re  found  in  ru ra l 

com m unities. R ura l com m unities a re  accustom ed  to com m unicating  

w ith each  o th er th rough  inform al, face-to-face m eetings. S tru c tu re s  se t 

u p  in  bu reaucracies, w hich are  im p o rtan t to people in  them , are  often 

tim es n o t seen  a s  im p o rtan t or effective to people who five in  ru ra l com­

m unities.

One of those  s tru c tu re s  for hand ling  com plain ts from  com m unity 

m em bers in  schools is called a  “ch a in  of com m and” policy. Typically 

com m unity  m em bers w ith  com plain ts are  to go first to th e  school em ­

ployee directly involved in  th e  com plaint. If no t resolved a t  th is  level, 

com m unity  m em bers a re  to go to th e  sup erin ten d en t, a n d  if still no t re­

solved, to th e  school board. In  th is  study , across all com m unities and  

groups of people sh id ied , in fo rm an ts ind icated  th a t  th e  ch a in  of com­

m and  policy w as n o t followed. C om m unity  m em bers w en t directly to the  

school board  w ith problem s.

C hain  of com m and w as n o t followed for various reaso n s . One is

re la ted  to th e  in tim ate  social con tex t found in  ru ra l com m unities. Be­
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cause  indiv iduals from ru ra l com m unities in te rac t w ith  each  o ther in  

various inform al se ttings an d  contexts, they  feel com fortable expressing 

th e ir com plain ts directly w ith each  o ther. S u p erin ten d en ts  often were 

seen  a s  ou ts iders  an d  n o t accessible to com m unity  m em ber’s concerns. 

In  th is  s tu d y  su p e rin ten d en ts  were com m only described  a s  n o t taking 

p a r t  in  social events, n o t seen  in  the  com m unity, or n o t involved. Fre­

quently, in fo rm an ts s ta te d  th a t ru ra l  com m unity  m em bers h a d  relation­

ship  problem s w ith su p erin ten d en ts , a n d  viewed them  a s  th rea ts . This 

boundary  m ain tenance  a n d  the  in tim ate  social con tex ts of sm all ru ra l 

com m unities conflict w ith  the  b u reau cra tic  p rocedure  for handling  com­

m unity  com plain ts ag a in st schools.

S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm ants described  how  im p o rtan t it  w as for a  

“good” school board  to let them  “ru n  th e  school” an d  n o t to interfere w ith 

m icro-m anaging. M icro-m anaging w as u se d  to describe w hen  school 

board  m em bers were too involved in  th e  daily opera tions of th e  school. 

S u p e rin ten d en ts  felt th a t  they were h ired  to “ru n  the  school” an d  ex­

pected  school boards to t ru s t  them  to do th e ir jobs well. School board 

ch a irp erso n s also described  the ir role a s  n o t m icro-m anaging the school 

d istrict. They sa id  it w as the  su p e rin te n d en t’s job to ru n  th e  school on  a  

day-to-day basis. However, school b o ard  chairpersons said  m any tim es 

su p e rin ten d en ts  failed to fulfill the ir responsib ilities. Therefore, school

313
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board  cha irpersons felt forced to m icro-m anage th e ir schools an d  com­

p en sa te  for th e  su p e rin ten d en t’s lack  of leadership .

D istrict clerks were caugh t in  d ilem m as w hen confronting prob­

lem s in  the  schools stud ied . B ecause they  were ra ised  in  th e  com m uni­

ties stud ied , grew u p  w ith people on the  school board, felt comfortable 

w ith them , a n d  were som etim es re la ted  to them , d istric t c lerks felt a  

certa in  sense  of responsibility  to inform  school board  ch a irp erso n s of 

school problem s. D istrict clerks in  M ontana  are also c au g h t in  an  addi­

tional d ilem m a of w orking for the  school board  b u t w ith  th e  superin ten ­

d en t on  a  day-to-day basis. In fo rm ants described  going to superin ten ­

d en ts  w ith  problem s, b u t th e n  going to school board  ch a irp erso n s w hen 

they  perceived th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  w ere no t doing any th ing  to solve 

problem s.

R easons for S u p erin ten d en t Turnover—
The School B oard C hairperson  an d  D istrict Clerk Perspective

School board  chairpersons an d  d istric t clerks described  different 

reaso n s for why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left and  why th ere  h ad  been a  

h igh ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  th e ir d istric ts over the  las t 2 1 

years. School board  chairpersons explained  the  m ost com m on reason  

specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left the ir school d istric ts w as for career moves, 

moving u p  to a  larger school w ith h igher sa lary  an d  less job  responsibili-
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ties due  to add itional adm inistrative  a ssis tan ce . However, w hen  asked  to 

explain w hy there  h ad  been  a  h igh  ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  

the ir school d istric ts  over the  la s t 2 1 years, they  m ost com m only said 

th a t conflicts over tim e betw een the  su p e rin ten d en t a n d  th e  board or 

com m unity, or problem s w ith su p e rin ten d en t them selves were the cause .

D istrict c lerks s ta ted  th a t specific su p e rin ten d en ts  left because of 

problem s they  had , su c h  a s  being d ishonest, ju s t  w an ting  to build  re­

tirem en t an d  n o t doing th e  job, being h a rd  to get along w ith, no t being 

visible, or resigning  w hen  o thers s ta r te d  ask ing  questio n s of th e  super­

in tenden t. However, w hen  asked  to describe rea so n s  for th e  high ra te  of 

su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the ir d istric ts  over the  la s t  2 1 years, they 

m ost com m only s ta ted  th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  generally left for career 

moves.

Satisfaction  W ith S u p e rin ten d en ts . Conflicts over tim e and  prob­

lem s w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  them selves were re la ted  topics. A superin­

ten d e n t’s p roblem s were exposed over tim e, w hich in  tu rn  caused  con­

flicts. B oard ch a irp erso n s and  d istric t c lerks com m only explained th a t 

the  first year the  su p e rin ten d en t w as employed, th ings generally w ent 

sm oothly. The com m unity, staff, an d  school board w ere satisfied. How­

ever, th ese  sa tisfac tion  levels began  to drop the  second year, an d  often 

led to su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  e ither the  second or th ird  year.
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W aller’s (1965) th es is  of com m unity  satisfaction  w ith  su p erin ten ­

den ts  fits w ith  these  findings. He explains the  typical life h isto ry  of the 

ru ra l su p e rin ten d en t an d  the  vulnerability  of the position. It is a  story 

th a t rep ea ts  itself tim e an d  tim e again. The new  su p e rin te n d en t en ters 

the  com m unity  w ith su p p o rt from nearly  everyone, except in  the  case of 

h is /h e r  p redecessor who h a s  left beh ind  a  cadre of w ell-organized indi­

v iduals who a re  in  su p p o rt of the  previous su p erin ten d en t. This support 

con tinues u n til  a n  inc iden t or conflict occurs th a t p its  h im  or her against 

a n  individual or group in  th e  com m unity. Perhaps th e  su p erin ten d en t 

en ac ts  a  new  policy, enforces a  d isciplinary  action th a t  is  u n p o p u la r w ith 

p a ren ts , su p p o rts  a n  u n p o p u la r teacher, or refuses to su p p o rt a  certain  

group’s program , any  of w hich could cau se  a  conflict to occur. In the 

role of su p e rin ten d en t, the  m aking of m ore enem ies th a n  friends is u n ­

avoidable. At the  end  of th e  first year, th e  m ajority of th e  com m unity are  

still in  su p p o rt of th e  su p erin ten d en t. E nem ies do exist, b u t  are  no t yet 

able to p o ssess  the  am o u n t of power to u su rp  the  su p e rin te n d en t’s posi­

tion. These enem ies con tinue  to h a ra s s  th e  su p e rin ten d en t th roughou t 

the  second year on th e  job. The group becom es increasingly  m ore or­

ganized. In  th e  following year the  group m anages to get one of their 

m em bers elected to th e  school board. W aller explains th a t  if the  super­

in ten d en t m anages to hang  on to th e  position  a t the  en d  of th e  second
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year, th e n  the  th ird  year will find m ore struggles to m ain ta in  the  position 

a n d  so on, u n til the  fifth year. If the  su p e rin ten d en t m an ag es to m ain­

ta in  h is /h e r  position u n til th is  tim e, chances are  th a t  th e  su p erin ten d en t 

will be seen  a s  a  local an d  a s  p a r t  of th e  group. Overall, W aller sees the  

school in  the  sm all com m unity  doom ed to frequen t changes of superin ­

ten d en ts .

In  describ ing the ir level of sa tisfac tion  w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  in  th is  

research , in fo rm an ts m ost com m only explained th a t e ith er com m unities 

were split, m eaning  som e were satisfied  a n d  som e were n o t satisfied, or 

overall w ere n o t satisfied  w ith su p e rin ten d en ts  who served in  their dis­

tric ts. Two of th e  five d istric ts  described  school staff a s  n o t satisfied w ith 

su p erin ten d en ts . In form ants perceived the  m ajority of su p e rin ten d en ts  

were satisfied  w ith  the ir job  perform ances in  the  specific school d istric ts 

studied.

Critical In c id en ts . G rady an d  B ry an t’s (1990) re se a rc h  of “critical 

inc iden ts” a s  the  cause  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w as explored in  th is  

study. C ritical inc iden ts were defined a s  experiences th a t  caused  tension  

betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  school boards, w hich u ltim ately  led to su ­

p e rin ten d en t turnover, specifically in  sm all, ru ra l schools. In  th is  study, 

in fo rm an ts were ask ed  w hether or n o t they  could po in t to specific inci­

d en ts  th a t  cau sed  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  the ir d istric ts. None of the
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school board  cha irpersons or d istric t clerks could provide specific 

“critical inc iden ts”, b u t referred  to conflicts th a t  bu ilt u p  over time or 

problem s w ith  su p e rin ten d en ts  them selves. Two of th e  seven teen  su­

p e rin ten d en t in fo rm ants could po in t to a  specific inc iden t w hich u lti­

m ately  w as th e  cau se  of th e ir decisions to leave specific d istric ts studied . .

R elations. A nother a re a  investigated  w as the  “political variable” 

(Berger, 1983), or m easu re  of re la tionsh ips betw een th e  su p erin ten d en t 

an d  the  school board , staff, an d  com m unity. School board  chairpersons 

an d  d istric t c lerks described  bo th  levels of com m unity  a n d  staff satisfac­

tion w ith  su p e rin ten d en ts  over the  la s t 2 1 years were split. Some of the  

tim e they  were satisfied  an d  som e of th e  tim e they  w ere n o t satisfied w ith 

su p erin ten d en ts . School board  ch a irp erso n s com m only described  the  

year of th e  su p e rin te n d en t’s stay  in  th e ir d istric t im pacted  these  levels of 

sa tisfaction , th is  being the  first or second year. In fo rm an ts were also 

asked  to describe th e  type of rela tions th a t  existed betw een  superin ten­

d en ts  a n d  school boards, an d  betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  clerks. The 

m ajority of the  tim e school board  ch a irp erso n s an d  d is tric t clerks no ted  

re la tionsh ip  problem s m ore often th a n  noting  good re la tionsh ips. B oth 

groups explained there  were often problem s betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  

an d  clerks. Berger cau tioned  th a t  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover m ay be 

caused  by totally  u n re la ted  causes, specifically originating w ith  superin-

---------------- -------------- ~~ 1 1 11 11 ,
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ten d e n ts  them selves ra th e r  th a n  w ith the  com m unity  or school board. 

Recent re sea rch  does po in t to school b o a rd /  su p e rin te n d en t re la tionsh ips 

an d  com m unity  p ressu re  g roups being re la ted  to su p e rin te n d en t tu rn ­

over (Leitch, 1997).

In  th is  research , while re la tionsh ip  problem s do seem  to be re la ted  

to su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  som e cases, after fu rth er analysis these  

problem s w ith  re la tionsh ip  appeared  to be m ore of a  re su lt  of o ther 

problem s. S u p e rin ten d en ts  said  m o st frequently  th a t  they  decided to 

leave th e  specific school d istric ts  s tud ied  because  of rea so n s  rela ted  to 

the ir own fam ilies, ye t perceived com m unity  or school b o ard  problem s, or 

problem s w ith  the  job  itself, were to blam e for all th e  o th er superin ten ­

d en ts  who left these  specific school d istric ts.

S u p erin ten d en t Selection in  R ural Schools

P rocesses. Knowledge of the  way ru ra l com m unities in te rac t w ith 

each  o ther provides a n  exp lanation  of su p e rin ten d en t selection  p rocesses 

com m only u se d  in  ru ra l schools. This re sea rch  found th e  school board 

w as prim arily  in  control of hiring su p erin ten d en ts , an d  d id  so th rough  

inform al interview s w ith  su p e rin ten d en t cand idates a n d  calling all refer­

ences them selves. School board  ch a irp erso n s explained th a t  they  could 

sense w ith in  a  sh o rt am o u n t of tim e if th e  cand idate  w as the  right person  

or n o t for th e  job. W hether the  su p e rin te n d en t cand idate  fit into the
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com m unity  w as frequently  described  a s  a  p rim ary  concern. One d istric t 

relied on the  M ontana Schools B oards A ssociation a s  p rofessional search  

co n su ltan ts  to select su p e rin ten d en ts . The rem ain ing  d is tric ts  stud ied  

often expressed  pride in  the  fact th a t  they  did su p e rin te n d en t searches 

them selves, w ithou t having to pay  a  lo t of m oney to th e  M ontana School 

B oards A ssociation (MSBA). They expressed  the  opinion th a t  they often 

chose th e  sam e cand ida tes th a t MSBA w ould have chosen  for them , an d  

believed th a t  m aking reference checks them selves w as im portan t. Infor­

m an ts  also re la ted  th a t  c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en ts  often played a  vital role 

in  selecting th e ir successo rs. Typically, c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en ts  

screened  app lican ts for the  school board . School b oards s ta te d  th a t they  

depended  on  the  c u rre n t su p e rin ten d en t to u se  personal knowledge to 

judge app lican ts, prim arily  b ased  on ap p lican ts’ rep u ta tio n s . Superin­

ten d e n t in fo rm an ts explained th a t  they  were often rec ru ited  by cu rren t 

su p e rin ten d en ts  in  the  school d istric ts  stud ied , or rec ru ited  a  specific 

su p e rin ten d en t to apply for th e ir job  w hen  they were leaving.

R ural com m unities are  know n for th e ir m ore tru s tin g  a ttitu d e  an d  

behaviors (Childs & M elton, 1983). Inform al, face-to-face con tacts w ith 

o thers is  m ost com fortable to ind iv iduals in  ru ra l com m unities. There­

fore, it is  n o t su rp rising  th a t  ru ra l school d istric ts w an t to m ain ta in  con­

trol of su p e rin te n d en t selection processes, nor are  th e  k in d s  of inform al
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p rocesses they  u se  to select su p e rin ten d en ts  surprising . This study  con­

firm s findings d iscussed  in  previous re sea rch  on su p e rin te n d en t selec­

tion p rocesses u se d  in  ru ra l school d is tric ts  (Houck, 1986; Hetlinger, 

1986; B lankensh ip , 1995). F indings from  p a s t re sea rch  found  sm all 

school d istric ts  u se d  inform al su p e rin ten d en t sea rch  p rocesses. They 

did n o t ten d  to u se  professional sea rch  co n su ltan ts , a n d  th u s  generally 

u sed  a  less objective approach . Sm all school d istric ts u se d  inform ation 

w hich w as inform al, in te rnal, an d  incom plete.

C riteria  U sed in  Selection. School board  ch a irp erso n s an d  d istric t 

clerks described  the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t to serve in  th e ir schools. These 

in fo rm ants m ost com m only ind icated  th a t  the  ru ra l background  of the  

su p e rin ten d en t w ould be im portan t, along w ith being involved in  the 

com m unity, a n d  possession  of general public  rela tion  skills. M ost com­

m only in fo rm an ts em phasized  the  im portance of the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t 

fitting in to  th e ir com m unities. The profile of the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t 

com bined ru ra l background  experiences, ability to be involved and  seen  

in  th e  variety  of com m unity  events, a n d  accessible to com m unity  m em ­

bers a t  su c h  events, along w ith  com m unicating  effectively w ith com m u­

nity  m em bers.

W hen ask ed  to explain why specific su p e rin ten d en ts  were h ired  in  

their school d istric ts, in form ants m ost com m only explained th a t  deciding
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factors were th a t the  cand idates interview ed well or h a d  good references. 

School board  ch a irp erso n s m ost com m only described  problem s w ith the  

pool of app lican ts  available. Few app lican ts  applied for vacancies or the  

quality  of app lican ts  w as poor. They s ta te d  th a t they  h ired  the  best can ­

didate  they  could from  th is  pool, an d  frequently  h ad  difficulties filling 

su p e rin ten d en t vacancies.

T hese findings do n o t agree totally w ith  previous re sea rch  (Fenili, 

1985; Colvard, 1986; H orkm an, 1986; Gerla, 1988; M attocks, 1987), 

w hich described  a  range of criteria  im p o rtan t to board  m em bers w hen 

selecting su p e rin ten d en ts . W hat did m a tch  were inform al c riteria  im­

p o rtan t to th e  selection of su p e rin ten d en ts , ability to re la te  well w ith the  

public, a n d  the  im portance of com m unication  an d  people-centered  skills.

S u p erin ten d en t C areer P a th s . C riteria  u se d  by ru ra l  school 

boards to se lect su p e rin ten d en ts  were often found to conflict w ith su ­

p e rin ten d e n ts’ career.asp ira tions. While in fo rm ants described  w anting a  

su p e rin ten d en t who w ould fit in to  the  com m unity  a n d  involve them selves 

in  com m unity  events, they  explained th e ir percep tions of su p e rin ten d en t 

asp ira tio n s a s  s ta rtin g  in  sm all schools to get experience, an d  then  

moving u p  to larger school d istric ts for h igher salary  a n d  less job respon­

sibilities. They ind icated  th a t the ir ru ra l  school d istric ts  were u sed  as 

“stepping  s to n es” in  th e  career a sp ira tio n s of m any su p erin ten d en ts .
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The ideal leng th  of tim e a  su p e rin ten d en t shou ld  stay  in  th e ir  school 

d istric ts, according to school board  chairpersons, w as seven years. Dis­

tric t c lerks a n d  su p e rin ten d en ts  believed five years w as a n  ideal length  of 

stay. School board  cha irpersons an d  d istric t clerks w ere sp lit on 

w hether su p e rin ten d en ts  h a d  stayed  a s  long a s  they  expected  them  to in  

the ir schools.

Previous re sea rch  described  in  the  lite ra tu re  review  m irrored these  

findings (Carlson, 1969; B urlingam e, 1977; Sevan, 1988; E aton , 1990). 

This re sea rch  explained su p e rin ten d en ts  in  sm all d is tric ts  were m ost of­

ten  “career-bound”, asp iring  to m ake career moves strategically  and  often 

in  hopes of ending  u p  in  p restig ious positions. These stra teg ic  career 

moves w ere often described  a s  “stepp ing  s to n es”. The leng th  of stay, or 

tenu re , of each  superin tendency  w as re la ted  to su p e rin te n d en ts ’ expec­

ta tions of tenu re .

j

Role Perceptions an d  E xpecta tions. Previous re se a rc h  in  differ­

ences of ro les an d  expectations betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  school 

boards h a s  been  linked to su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover (Kinn, 1980; Little­

ton, 1983; M aschal, 1985; Sweet, 1987; Seybert, 1993). U nderstand ing  

one’s role a s  su p e rin ten d en t w ould lead  to less conflict betw een school 

boards, a n d  th u s  to less su p e rin ten d en t turnover. Previous research  

found school size w as re la ted  to board  expectations an d  levels of in­
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volvem ent g ran ted  by school boards to su p erin ten d en ts . Larger school 

d istric ts w ere m ore concerned about, im proving the  financial s ta tu s  of the  

d istric t a n d  g ran ted  m ore involvem ent to the  su p erin ten d en t. Generally, 

previous re sea rch  recom m ended su p e rin ten d en ts  shou ld  have their roles 

clearly defined by school boards a n d  agreed  u p o n  annually .

F indings from th is  stu d y  can  n o t be u se d  to conclude th a t  consen­

su s  of ro les a n d  expectations could  decrease  the  likelihood of superin ­

ten d en t turnover. However, ro les an d  expectations were n o t found to be 

clearly defined in  any  of the  ru ra l school d istric ts  s tud ied . School board  

chairpersons, d istric t clerks, an d  su p e rin ten d en ts  described  expectations 

of new  su p e rin ten d en ts  were general, ra th e r  th a n  specific. These general 

expectations were m ost com m only described  a s  “ru n n in g  th e  school 

sm oothly”.

R ural cu ltu res  often th in k  of m em bers in  the ir com m unities as 

“ju s t  p la in  folks” (Flora, et. al, 1992). W hen school b o a rd s h ire  superin ­

ten d en ts  they  m ay w an t to reinforce th e ir ideal of su p e rin ten d en ts  

m atching , or fitting in  w ith  ru ra l com m unities. In  order to identify w ith 

th e  com m unity, school board  m em bers m ay tend  to tre a t th e  new  su ­

p erin ten d en t a s  socially equal, an d  no t rely on a  form al se t of expecta­

tions. School board  chairpersons in  th is  study  spoke of th e  tru stin g  an d  

h o n est n a tu re  of people in  the ir ru ra l  com m unity, an d  w ere hopeful
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these  qualities w ould be reflected in  prospective su p erin ten d en ts . Hon­

esty becom es even m ore im portan t a s  one’s actions a n d  w ords are  know n 

by o thers. F requently , school board  cha irpersons an d  d is tric t clerks de­

scribed su p e rin te n d en t tu rnover a s  being cau sed  by a  b reach  of prom ises 

m ade by su p e rin ten d en ts  or d ish o n est actions of superin tenden ts.

Im portantly , school board  m em bers a n d  d istric t c lerks described 

how they  a n d  the  com m unity  cam e to expect su p e rin ten d en t turnover 

after they  began  to see a  p a tte rn  of it in  th e ir com m unities. School board  

m em bers a n d  d istric t c lerks additionally  described  a  “we are  no t good 

enough” expectation. They perceived “good” su p e rin ten d en ts  would move 

u p  to a  “b e tte r” position  th a n  th e ir school d istric ts, a n d  did  n o t w ant 

them  to stay. These expectations im pacted  su p e rin te n d en t selection 

processes a n d  criteria, the  m an n e r in  w hich conflicts w ere resolved, an d  

levels of tru s t . These levels of t ru s t  im pacted  the  developm ent of rela­

tionsh ips betw een su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  school boards, school staff, an d  

com m unities. It can  be in te rp re ted  th a t  u ltim ately  su p e rin ten d en t tu rn ­

over w as affected by th ese  expectations.

The School B oard in  R ural Schools

W ilkinson (1991) p roposes th e re  are  fields of social in te rac tions in  

ru ra l com m unities a n d  offers a n  in te rac tiona l app roach  to studying ru ra l 

com m unities a n d  th e ir social in terac tions. He focuses on  th e  com m unity
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field an d  defines it a s  “p rocesses of in te rre la ted  actions th ro u g h  w hich 

res id en ts  exp ress th e ir com m on in te res t in  the  local society” (p. 2). There 

are  several fields of in te rac tion  w ith in  th is  com m unity  field th a t  p u rsu e  

or exp ress p a rticu la r in te res ts . However, th e  com m unity  field cu ts  

across organized groups a n d  o ther in te rac tiona l fields in  a  ru ra l popula­

tion. W ilkinson s ta ted  th a t  the  com m unity  field com bines th e  locality­

relevan t a sp ec ts  of th e  special in te re s t fields an d  in teg ra te s  o ther fields 

into a  generalized whole (p. 36). L inkages are  created  a n d  m ain tained  

am ong fields th a t a re  driven by lim ited in te res ts . The com m unity  field 

im pacts special in te re s ts  fields a n d  em phasizes the  com m u n ity 's  in ter­

e s ts  in  th e  diverse rea lm s of ru ra l social in terac tions. The school board 

is a  special in te res t field in  ru ra l com m unities.

Indiv iduals in  ru ra l com m unities sh a re  a  p a rticu la r legacy for the ir 

ch ild ren  a n d  view th e  school a s  the  p rim ary  way th is  legacy is tran sm it­

ted  to th e ir children. Their sense  of place is strong  a n d  so is their sense 

of responsib ility  to place. They live in  a n  in tim ate  social con tex t w ith 

each  o ther, a n d  th e ir g roups of friends a n d  in stitu tio n s  overlap. The 

school an d  th e  com m unity  are  frequently  woven tightly together, m aking 

it difficult to d istingu ish  th e  two. In  ru ra l com m unities people share  a  

sense of responsib ility  in  fulfilling civic du ties. Roles a re  often tim es 

shared . A p e rso n ’s w orth  is based  m ore on who they a re  ra th e r  th a n
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w hat they  do. As previously d iscussed , people in  ru ra l a re a s  tend  to 

com m unicate  in  a n  inform al fashion. Likewise school bo ard s tend  to op­

era te  informally. R ural school boards typically involve them selves in  de­

cisions a b o u t th e  daily operation  of th e ir schools. They frequently  in­

volve them selves in  teach e r interviewing, cu rricu lum  decisions, and  deci­

sions a b o u t how  s tu d e n ts  are  grouped.

In  th is  study, in fo rm an ts provided descrip tions of school boards. 

They m o st com m only ind icated  inform al w ays of operating. M ost com­

m only b oards were described  a s  m aking  decisions by d iscussing  issues 

a t  board  m eetings a n d  th e n  supporting  those  decisions once they were 

m ade. Inform ation w as typically sh a red  inform ally over th e  telephone, or 

by face-to-face m eetings w ith  each  o ther a t  com m unity  events, or w hen 

they cam e in  con tac t w ith  each  other. Inform ation w as dependen t u p o n  

w hat su p e rin ten d en ts  sh a red  w ith school boards, m ainly  th rough  pack­

e ts  se n t o u t before board  m eetings. Inform ation w as also  sh a red  w ith 

each  o ther by u se  of th e  telephone or by face-to-face m eetings. School 

board  m em bers expressed  reliance on  th e  su p e rin ten d en t for the  quality 

of the ir boards. They explained a  good su p e rin ten d en t w ould m ake the ir 

jobs a s  board  m em bers easier.

In fo rm ants were split in  the ir descrip tions of th e  ra te  of school 

board  m em ber turnover. It w as school board  m em bers, no t superin ten ­
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den ts , th a t  m ost com m only d iscussed  how  board  m em ber tu rnover could 

cause  problem s in  ru n n in g  a  school. S u p erin ten d en ts  som etim es de­

scribed school boards a s  being “good a t  first”, b u t th is  change w as no t 

necessarily  a ttr ib u te d  to board  m em ber turnover. This finding did no t fit 

w ith  those  found in  previous re sea rch  (Pruis, 1986; Fritz, 1988; Loasch- 

ing, 1988), w hich found  school board  m em ber tu rnover w as a n  influen­

tial in te rn a l factor in  affecting su p e rin ten d en t turnover. Previous s tud ies  

of in cu m b en t school board  m em ber defeat an d  its  re la tionsh ip  to super­

in ten d en t tu rnover tended  n o t to find re la tionsh ips betw een  the  two vari­

ab les (Sullivan, 1990; K itchens, 1994; B racket, 1995).

C arlson  (1972) explained w hen  a  school board  is d issatisfied  w ith  a  

previous su p e rin ten d en t a n d  a  new  one is h ired, the  b o a rd  will often give 

the  new  su p e rin te n d en t a  m an d a te  to fulfill. He fu rth e r described  th is 

new  su p e rin ten d en t a s  “career-bound”, asp iring  to m ake career moves 

strategically  an d  frequently  in  hopes of ending  u p  in  p restig ious posi­

tions. T his study  found expectations of new  su p e rin ten d en ts  were often 

re la ted  to w eaknesses of previous su p erin ten d en ts . In fo rm an ts said new  

su p e rin ten d en ts  often h a d  to com pensate  for these  w eaknesses.

Effects of S u p erin ten d en t Turnover on R ura l Schools

C arlson’s theory  (1972) ab o u t career-bound  su p e rin ten d en ts  also 

includes im pacts on  school staff. The new  su p e rin ten d en t com es into a n
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organization w ith  a  c lean  slate, u sua lly  w ith th e  staff having  no knowl­

edge of th e  su p e rin te n d en t’s p ast. However, those staff having  a  high 

stake  in  th e  organization m ay re se n t th e  new  career-bound  superin ten ­

dent. T hese staff m ay be anx ious a b o u t an tic ipa ted  changes in  their 

jobs, w hich  m ay cause  them  to re tre n ch  a s  a n  in itial m an ifesta tion  of re­

sen tm en t. C arlson  does add  th a t  a t  tim es a  new  p e rso n  from  the outside 

m ay revitalize a n  organization, sp u rring  organizational im provem ent.

This goal of im provem ent is u sua lly  tied  to a  m anda te  given to the  new  

su p e rin ten d en t from  th e  school board , w hich w as tied  to d issatisfaction  

w ith th e  previous superin tenden t.

Previous re sea rch  h a s  show n de trim en ta l effects of frequen t su­

p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on ru ra l schools w here the  responsib ilities of su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  are  b roadened  (Schm uck & Schm uck, 1989; G rady & Bry­

a n t, 1990; Miller Sg Hull; 1991). S u p erin ten d en t tu rnover affects school 

clim ate, growth, con tinu ity  of p rogram s, a n d  the  ex ten t of com m unity 

sa tisfac tion  w ith  th e ir schools. School clim ate is directly affected by im­

p ac ts  on  long-tim e staff an d  the ir t ru s t  levels tow ard su p erin ten d en ts . 

They frequently  develop pessim istic  a ttitu d e s  tow ard change. This lack 

of t ru s t  h in d ers  renew al an d  im provem ent efforts in  sm all schools.

T his s tu d y ’s findings suppo rt previous research . In  th is  study the  

m ost com m only described  effect of frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on

329



330

specific schools s tud ied  w as re la ted  to the  staff. In fo rm an ts described 

negative effects of frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on school staff, in­

cluding th e  a d ju s tm en ts  staff m u s t m ake to new  su p erin ten d en ts , and  

effects on  sta ff m orale, tru s t, an d  a ttitu d e . Secondly, changes m ade by 

new  su p e rin ten d en ts  were h a rd  on  th e  staff. New su p e rin ten d en ts  were 

com m only described  a s  com ing in to  schools w ith th e ir own ideas on how  

th ings ough t to ru n  a n d  m aking changes to p rocedures a n d  program s 

th a t h a d  been  se t u p  by previous su p erin ten d en ts .

The S u p erin ten d en t in  th e  R ural School

The role of su p e rin ten d en t in  a  sm all ru ra l school is  unspecialized, 

due to the  variety  of responsib ilities of th e  job. The job  req u ires  a  su­

p erin ten d en t who is a  com peten t generalist, ra th e r  th a h  a  specialist. 

T ransm ission  of ru ra l  com m unities’ s ta n d a rd s  an d  values rem ains an  

im portan t a sp ec t of th e ir job  responsib ilities an d  expectations, though  

th is  expectation  is often left u n s ta te d . Typically, ru ra l schools em phasize 

basic skills an d  behavior tra in ing  (Sher, 1977).

C areer P a th s  of S u p erin ten d en ts

From  a  pilot s tu d y  done on su p e rin ten d en t m obility p a tte rn s  from 

1977 to 1997 in  M ontana (Carson, 1998), su p e rin ten d en ts  in  the sm all­

e s t school d istric ts  tended  to stay  in  those  sm all d istric ts  a n d  no t move
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to larger d istric ts. However, th is  did n o t m ean  su p e rin te n d en ts  stayed in  

specific sm all d istric ts. The tu rnover ra te  for sm all d is tric ts  w as found to 

be the  h ig h est am ong th ree  classifications of districts'. The superin ten ­

d en t tu rnover ra te  for sm all school d istric ts  (Class III) w as 27%, for m e­

dium -sized d istric ts  (Class II) it w as 17%, an d  for the  la rg est d istric ts 

(Class I) th e  tu rnover ra te  w as 14% (Appendix A).

E rd ie’s w ork (1987) w as augm en ted  in  order to com pile these  s ta ­

tistics. He com piled a  ten  year d a tab ase  of su p e rin te n d en t mobility in  

M ontana from  1977 to 1988. Erdie concluded w ith in  th is  tim e period 

32% of su p e rin ten d en ts  from  the  sm allest-sized  (Class III) school dis^ 

tric ts  m oved into superin tendenc ies in  m edium -sized (C lass II) school 

d istric ts. A lthough the  n u m b er of sm all, m edium , a n d  large d istric ts h a d  

changed slightly in  M ontana a s  reflected in  the  1990 c e n su s  repo rt since 

the  tim e of E rd ie’s work, C arson found less m ovem ent of su p e rin ten d en ts  

from C lass III schools to C lass II schools. In  fact, a  slightly h igher n u m ­

ber of su p e rin ten d en ts  from  C lass II school d istric ts m oved in to  super­

in tendencies in  C lass III school d istric ts  in  M ontana (Table 4).
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Table 4. S u p erin ten d en t Mobility in  M ontana
M oved into a  jo b  
from. . .

1977/78  -  1986/87 1987/88  -  1997/988 1977  -  1997

Class I District 
to Class I

2% 1% 1%

Class II District 
to Class I

0% 0% 0%

Class HI Dis­
trict to Class I

0% 0.40% 0.20%

Class I District 
to Class II

1% 1% 1%

Class II District 
to Class II

2% 3% 3%

Class III Dis­
trict to Class II

1% 2% 1%

Class I District 
to Class HI

0.39% 1% 0.20%

Class II District • 
to Class III

6% 7% 6%

Class III Dis­
trict to Class III

' 4% 6% 5%

T hom as (1985) found su p e rin te n d en ts  tended  to move to d istric ts 

of the  sam e size or those  w ith  slightly larger en ro llm en ts. Superin ten­

d en ts  from  T hom as’ stu d y  th a t  changed  jo b s were typically older th a n  45 

years, he ld  a n  advanced  degree beyond a  m aste rs , a n d  h a d  less th a n  10 

years of experience.

In  th is  study, su p e rin te n d en ts’ average age w as 51, a n d  they h ad  

sp en t a n  average of 10 years  a s  su p erin ten d en t. Only 2 of th e  17 infor­

m an ts  he ld  a  degree beyond a  m aste rs . Five in fo rm ants followed the 

typically a ssu m e d  career p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts  from  a  sm all school 

superin tendency  to a  m iddle-sized school a n d  th en  on to a  larger school 

superin tendency . Ten of the  in fo rm an ts did  no t follow th e  typical career 

p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts . These in fo rm an ts followed one of two paths:

(a) five w en t from  a  sm all school superin tendency  to a  m ed ium  or large
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school superin tendency  an d  th en  back  to a  sm all school su p e rin ten ­

dency; (b) a n d  five su p e rin ten d en ts  h a d  stayed in  sm all schools.

The m ajority  of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  th is  study  could  be classified a s  

“career-bound”. Additionally, they  could be described  a s  hoppers 

(Carlson, 1972). Hoppers e a rn  th e  title from  frequen t m oves from one 

school d is tric t to ano ther. They typically move betw een d istric ts  of the  

sam e size a n d  sim ilar in  ch arac te r to th e  one before. W hile em ployed in  

one d istric t hoppers a re  alw ays on  the  sea rch  for the  n ex t superin ten ­

dency.

In fo rm ants s ta te d  th a t  they  often took a  superin tendency  for the  

experience it w ould provide, know ing they  w ould no t s tay  long in  the  po­

sition, a n d  u sin g  it a s  a  “stepping  stone”. They com m only sa id  th a t they  

took the  first job  offered to them  an d  did n o t care ab o u t th e  jo b ’s loca­

tion. S u p erin ten d en t Howard, from  M arygreen, gave th is  description,

A lo t of u s  w ork ou r way u p  th rough , from sm aller schools to 
bigger schools. There a re n 't  th a t  m any  openings in  th e  big­
ger schools. So m ost of u s  have to come u p  th ro u g h  the 
sm all schools. To a n  ex ten t th a t 's  w hy [Marygreen] a n d  a  lot 
of th e  o ther sm all schools have a  lot of tu rnover, because 
people like m yself u sed  th a t  a s  a  tra in ing  ground. It m ay not 
be fair to th a t  system .

S u p e rin ten d en t in form ants m ost com m only explained  th a t salary  

w as the  m otivating factor to becom e a  su p erin ten d en t. In form ants said  

th a t  they  believed they  could be a  b e tte r su p e rin ten d en t th a n  the  one
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they  w orked u n d er. Also, they  s ta ted  th a t  the  superin tendency  provided 

a  challenge for them . W hen asked  if they  stayed a s  long a s  expected to 

in  specific d istric ts  stud ied  h a lf responded  they  had , while h a lf  re­

sponded they  h a d  n o t stayed a s  long a s  they  expected, add ing  they 

“could have” or “w ould have” stayed  longer. Their descrip tions of the  

typical career p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana w as to s ta r t  in  a  sm all 

school d istric t a n d  move on to a  larger one, w hich he ld  a  sa lary  increase 

an d  add itional adm inistrative  a ssis tan ce . Ted, su p e rin te n d en t from 

G laston, described  th e  assu m ed  typical career p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  

M ontana, “I th in k  typically [superin tendents] a re  p robably  looking to get 

s ta rted  in  a  sm all school. T hat gets th em  som e experience a n d  into a  

larger school.”

A lthough all g roups of in fo rm an ts believed th is  w as th e  typical ca­

reer p a th  of su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana, s ta tis tics  do n o t fully support 

th is  a ssu m p tio n . The m ajority of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover h a s  taken  

place in  th e  sm allest-sized  school d istric ts, however, th e  m ajority of su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  did n o t ten d  to move u p  to larger schools, b u t  ra th e r 

stayed in  th e  sam e-sized schools. Salary  increases, w hich  would no t 

necessarily  be re la ted  to the  size of th e  school d istric t, could  be a  moti­

vating factor for su p e rin ten d en t turnover.
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Role Perceptions an d  E xpectations

Seybert (1993) recom m ended fu rth e r resea rch  is needed  to find o u t. 

why su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana th in k  they  are doing a  good job  in  cer­

ta in  com petency a re a s  im p o rtan t to them , while they  a re  n o t focusing on 

com petencies th e ir boards of educa tion  th in k  m ost w orthy  of superin ten ­

d en t a tten tion .

This stu d y  found certa in  d iscrepancies an d  com m onalities betw een 

expectations of school board  ch a irp erso n s an d  su p e rin ten d en ts . School 

board  cha irpersons said  th a t  a n  ideal su p e rin ten d en t w ould be involved 

an d  visible in  the  com m unity  an d  a t  school events. They also stressed  

the  im portance of general public rela tion  skills of th is  ideal superin ten ­

dent. W hen ask ed  w h a t expectations w ere of specific su p e rin ten d en ts , 

school board  ch a irp erso n s m ost often said  there  were “general expecta­

tions”, w hich  were com m only described  a s  “ru n n in g  th e  school 

sm oothly”. A less com m on p a tte rn  w as th e  expectation  of com m unity in ­

volvem ent. S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm ants m o st com m only s ta te d  th a t there  

were no expecta tions of th em  u p o n  being hired. They also  described ex­

pectations a s  being to com pensate  for w eaknesses of p revious superin­

ten d en ts , or th a t  expectations were “general”. These general expecta­

tions w ere described  a s  “ru n n in g  the  school sm oothly”, ju s t  a s  board 

cha irpersons described  them . S u p erin ten d en t Luke explained  w hat he
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perceived the  school b o ard ’s expectations were w hen he w as h ired  in  

Sherton ,

They d idn 't w an t any  d rastic  changes. They felt th a t  their 
school d istric t w as m oving in  th e  direction they  w an ted  it to 
move. So, in  the  interview  I could read  th a t  it w as a  job of 
m ain ta in ing  an d  im proving a s  you  go along. It w as n o t a  po­
sition  th a t  I w as com ing in to  [where], “We w an t som e drastic  
changes m ade .”

E xpectations of new  su p e rin ten d en ts  were m ost com m only infor­

m al, unw ritten , an d  unspoken . S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only sta ted  th a t 

they perceived school boards h ired  them  because  they  w ere looking for a  

body to fill a  vacancy, therefore, school boards h ad  no expectations. 

However, su p e rin ten d en ts  also com m only described tak ing  the  first job  

offered to them  an d  did n o t care a b o u t the  location of th e  job. Their aim  

for tak ing  th is  job  w as for the  experience it w ould provide them .

S u p erin ten d en t Turnover—
The S u p erin ten d en t Perspective

The m ajority  of su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts’ rea so n s  for superin ­

ten d e n t tu rnover in  M ontana were different th a n  th e ir descrip tions of 

rea so n s  w hy they  left specific d istric ts, a n d  why specific d istric ts  h ad  ex­

perienced a  h igh  ra te  of turnover. One rea so n  th a t w as com m on to each  

question  w as th e  descrip tion  of su p e rin ten d en ts  leaving for “career 

m oves”.
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T heir general rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  sm all ru ra l 

schools w ere described  a s  e ither “com m unity  p roblem s”, “board  prob­

lem s”, or problem s w ith  th e  job itself. They also described  “m oney” 

problem s, m eaning  th e  school’s budge t w as no t adequa te , or a  

“philosophy c lash ” w ith  th e  school board  or com m unity, increased  

“regu la tion  problem s”, or “career m oves” a s  general rea so n s  for superin ­

ten d e n t tu rnover in  sm all schools.

Their m ost com m on descrip tion  of why they  decided to leave spe­

cific school d istric ts  w as because  of “fam ily rea so n s”. T hese were de­

scribed a s  rea so n s  w ith in  th e  su p e rin te n d en t’s own fa m i ly . The second 

m ost com m on reaso n  for leaving a  specific superin tendency  w as because  

of “career m oves”.

Lastly, su p e rin te n d en ts’ percep tions of why there  h a d  been a  h igh 

ra te  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  specific d istric ts m o st com m only were 

described  a s  “career m oves”, specifically explaining th a t  th e  d istric t w as 

a  “stepping  stone” on the  career p a th  of th e  superin tenden t.

A dditional in sigh ts ab o u t rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t turnover are  

provided in  following sections an d  a re  linked to th e  s tu d y ’s findings.

Political C lim ate. The m ajority of previous re sea rch  in  superin ten ­

d en t tu rnover h a s  been  grounded in  the  theory  th a t  com m unity  politics 

h ad  a  d irect effect on su p e rin ten d en t turnover. Iannaccone an d  Lutz’s

337



338

(1978) theory  of com m unity  d issa tisfac tion  is a  concep tua l fram ew ork 

often u se d  in  re sea rch  of su p e rin ten d en t turnover. Sim ply p u t, w hen 

com m unity  values a re  in  line w ith board  m em bership , school policy, an d  

su p erin ten d en t, the  political conditions w ithin  a  d istric t a re  stable.

W hen d issatisfied  w ith the ir school, the  societal group m anages to garner 

political c lou t n ecessa ry  to create  a n  upheava l of the  poUtical s tru c tu re  of 

the  school board . This upheaval from w ith in  the  com m unity  creates a  

coun terbalance  to governm ent by a  few. This group th e n  h a s  elected to 

the  school board  one or m ore of its  m em bers, who in  tu rn  chooses a  su ­

p e rin ten d en t w hose values are  cong ruen t w ith those  of th e  com m unity. 

The cycle rep ea ts  itself w hen, an d  if, in  tim e the  com m unity  again  be­

com es d issatisfied  w ith  th e  school, or w hen  the  com m unity  perceives a n  

in tolerable gap betw een th e ir va lues a n d  those  of the  school. C hm ara 

(1989) found  su p p o rt for Iannaccone a n d  Lutz’s theory  of com m unity 

d issa tisfac tion  w hen  analyzing th e  com plex se t of in te rac tio n s superin ­

ten d en ts  described  occurred  in  th e ir school d istric ts. R ada  a n d  Carl­

so n ’s m odified theory  of d issa tisfac tion  (1985) is b ased  on  identifying the  

com m unity’s source, or focus of a tten tio n  of d issa tisfac tion  in  their 

schools, a s  a  m ean s to describe sou rces of su p e rin ten d en t turnover. 

These focuses of com m unity  d issa tisfac tion  were e ither on  th e  school 

board  or su p e rin ten d en t.



339

T hese theories were found to be inadequate  in  fully describ ing 

conditions su rro u n d in g  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  ru ra l school d istric ts 

stud ied  in  th is  research . The political effect of ru ra l com m unities upon  

su p e rin ten d en ts  needs to be considered  w ith in  the  c u ltu ra l context of ru ­

ra l com m unities them selves. A sensitive portrayal of th e  various cu ltu ra l 

con tex ts th a t  influence an d  are  influenced by su p e rin te n d en ts  w as advo­

cated  by Sergioivanni e t al. (1987).

The rea lm s of th e  ru ra l com m unity  an d  school sh a re  a  symbiotic 

re la tionsh ip , a s  dem onstra ted  in  th is  s tu d y ’s findings. M ost commonly 

in form ants described  th e ir com m unities in  te rm s of its  su p p o rt for the 

school. T his w as explained m ost often a s  the  com m unity  passing  mill 

levies for th e  school an d  involvem ent in  h igh  school a th le tic  events. The 

o ther p a tte rn  com m only found w as descrip tions of com m unity  divisions 

caused  over events a t  schools, nam ely high  school a th le tic  events.

S u p e rin ten d en t in fo rm ants m ost com m only cited  th ese  com m unity 

divisions in  describ ing  the  political c lim ates of specific d istric ts. S uper­

in ten d en t Je rry  explained h is  percep tion  of cau ses of com m unity  divi­

sions in  M ary green,

The com m unity  is sp lit righ t in  two. Right now  th is  section 
h a s  th e  board. They are  ju s t  fam ilies. One side p its  against 
th e  o ther side. I'll b e t you in  four years the  o th er side will 
have th e  power. I have h ea rd  su ch  th ings as, "Tell those 
b lankety -b lanks u p  n o rth  th a t  we ru n  the school now."
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S u p erin ten d en ts  also said  specific com m unities w ere concerned 

ab o u t taxes, in te r-re la ted , an d  conservative. O ther p a tte rn s  found were 

su p e rin ten d en ts  described  them selves a s  “o u ts id ers”, com m unity  m em ­

bers w ould no t ru n  for the  school board , or the  school d is tric t had  a  “bad  

rep u ta tio n ” according to inform ation p assed  along by o th er su p e rin ten ­

den ts. S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only described  school b o a rd s of specific 

d istric ts  a s  having “problem s”. These w ere described  a s  board  chairper­

sons who “ra n  the  d istric t”, board  m em bers w ith  “ag en d as”, “h idden 

politics” a t  board  m eetings, or board  m em bers w ith a n  “ax  to grind”.

S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts referred  to som e of th ese  problem s 

w hen  describ ing  th e ir percep tions of general rea so n s  for su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover in  M ontana. However, these  rea so n s  were n o t found  a s  m ajor 

p a tte rn s  in  su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts’ descrip tions of rea so n s  for leav­

ing specific d istric ts, or in  th e ir descrip tions of why so m any  superin ten- * 

d en ts  left specific school d istric ts  over th e  la s t 2 1 years.

G aps in  u n d e rs tan d in g  betw een th e  un iq u e  c u ltu ra l contexts of ru ­

ra l com m unities a n d  its  rela tionsh ip  to the ir schools w as evident in  m ost 

of these  su p e rin te n d en ts’ perceptions. These gaps in  u n d e rs tan d in g  

were in  th e  solidarity th a t  exists in  ru ra l com m unities, sacred  symbols, 

density  of acqua in tancesh ip , expecta tions for increased  com m unity  in­

volvem ent, boundary  m ain tenance , a n d  legacies im parted  to children  of
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the com m unity. These gaps in  u n d e rs tan d in g  con tribu te  to the  m yth of 

the  ru ra l com m unity  a s  a  politically volatile environm ent for ru ra l su ­

p erin ten d en ts .

Jo b  Satisfac tion . In fo rm ants in  th is  study  were a sk ed  to describe 

their percep tions of how  satisfied  o th ers  w ere w ith th e ir job  perform ance, 

how satisfied  su p e rin ten d en ts  were w ith  th e ir own job  perform ance, an d  

su p e rin ten d en t evaluation  p rocesses an d  leng ths of co n trac ts  issued . It 

w as theorized in  previous re sea rch  th a t  a n  u n d e rs tan d in g  of variables 

im pacting a  su p e rin te n d en t’s job  sa tisfac tion  could lead  to u n d e rs tan d ­

ing rea so n s  for turnover. L indstrom  (1989) did find th a t  su p e rin ten d en ts  

who changed  jo b s frequently  h a d  a  different se t of job  sa tisfiers th an  

those who rem ained  in  th e ir positions. Regarding co n trac t length, it w as 

found th a t  sm aller d istric ts  p referred  sh o rte r con trac ts  w ith  superin ten ­

d en ts  (Yock e t al., 1990).

S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm ants in  th is  re sea rch  sa id  o th e rs  were sa tis­

fied or m oderately  satisfied  w ith  th e ir perform ances in  specific d istricts. 

“O thers” included  the  school board, staff, an d  com m unity. Superin ten­

d en ts  com m only listed  rea so n s  w hy th ese  groups were satisfied  w ith the  

job  they  did in  specific d istric ts. S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts m ost fre­

quently  sa id  they  were satisfied  w ith  th e  job  they  did a t  specific school 

d istric ts  a n d  again  listed  th e ir accom plishm ents a t  those  d istric ts.
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S u p erin ten d en ts  com m only said they  “loved the  job” a s  su p e rin ten d en t 

in  specific d istric ts. O ne-year con trac ts  for su p e rin te n d en ts  were issued  

m ost com m only, because  of school b o a rd s’ re luc tance  to issu e  longer 

con tracts. School board  cha irpersons explained co n trac ts  longer th a n  

one year lim ited th e ir flexibility.

R elations. E xp lanations for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  previous 

re sea rch  h a s  been  assoc ia ted  w ith the  theo iy  th a t  a  su p e rin te n d en t’s re­

la tionsh ip  w ith  the  school board  affected su p e rin te n d en t turnover.

Overall, su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm an ts described  school boards from 

specific d is tric ts  a s  “m icro-m anagers”. M icro-m anaging w as explained a s  

school b o a rd s th a t  did no t let the  su p e rin ten d en t “ru n  th e  school” b u t 

involved them selves in  th e  day-to-day opera tions of th e  school district. 

S u p erin ten d en t Bill from  M elchester said,

I've been  fo rtunate  in  the  school d istric ts  th a t  I've been  in, 
th a t  I've even h a d  tru s tee s  tell me, "We're too b u sy  runn ing  
o u r ran ch . We h ired  you to ru n  th e  school. So ru n  it and  
we'll b ack  you  up." And they  have done th a t. B u t you  also 
get in to  s itu a tio n s in  sm all com m unities w here som e tru s ­
tees w an t to m icro-m anage. It ju s t  doesn 't work, p re tty  soon 
you  get cross w ays w ith your tru s tee s .

W hen su p e rin ten d en t in fo rm ants described  the  type of relation­

sh ip s they  h a d  w ith  school boards, d istric t clerks, staff, a n d  com m unity, 

m ost often they  described  these  re la tionsh ip s a s  positive. S uperin ten­

den ts  spoke of how  im p o rtan t it w as to have a  “good” clerk, an d  how th is
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w as tied to th e ir success. Often th is  descrip tion  involved a  clerk who 

w ould keep  confidentiality betw een th e  su p e rin ten d en t a n d  clerk. The 

d istric t clerk w as often described  a s  th e  only person  in  th e  com m unity 

an d  school w ith  w hom  the  su p e rin ten d en t could d iscu ss  is su e s  openly.

D ensity  of acq u a in tan cesh ip  an d  increased  levels of involvem ent, 

w hich a re  typical of ru ra l  com m unities, im pacted  the  quality  of relation­

sh ips su p e rin ten d en ts  in  ru ra l com m unities h a d  w ith th e  school board, 

d istric t clerk, an d  com m unity. S u p e rin ten d en ts’ quality  of rela tionsh ips 

w as also affected by w he ther or no t th e  ru ra l com m unity  perceived the  

su p e rin ten d en t a s  a  th rea t. If th is  w as so, th e  ru ra l com m unity  worked 

to m ain ta in  a  boundary , an d  frequently  re la ted  to th e  su p e rin ten d en t a s  

a n  “o u tsider”. A lthough noting  problem s w ith  school boards, superin ­

ten d en t in fo rm an ts m ost often described  th e ir re la tionsh ip s w ith people 

on school boards, in  th e  school, an d  in  th e  ru ra l com m unity  in  a  positive 

m anner. This challenges a ssu m p tio n s  often voiced by su p erin ten d en ts  

in  M ontana who p red ic t negative experiences for th e ir colleagues who 

take superin tendenc ies in  ru ra l com m unities.

Previous S u p erin ten d en t Effects. An a re a  of inqu iry  found in the  

theoretical co n s tru c t for th is  re sea rch  w as prearrival a n d  arrival factors 

p resen t for th e  new  sup erin ten d en t. Effects on the  new  su p erin ten d en t 

of actions of the  previous su p e rin ten d en t were investigated. C u rren t re-
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search, h a s  found conditions u n d e r  w hich the  previous su p e rin ten d en t 

left proved to be the  key c ircum stance  in  successfu l tran s itio n  from the 

previous to new  su p e rin ten d en t (Kasper, 1997).

In fo rm an ts’ descrip tions in  th is  s tu d y  varied, depending  on the 

type of tran s itio n  th a t  occurred  from  the previous su p e rin te n d en t to the  

new  su p e rin ten d en t. M ost often in fo rm an ts described negative effects of 

previous su p erin ten d en ts . These included  “cleaning u p  m esse s” left by 

previous su p erin ten d en ts , being “com pared” to previous superin ten ­

den ts , a n d  com pensating  for the  w eaknesses of previous superin ten ­

den ts. S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts m ore often th a n  n o t explained it w as 

“good to follow a  w eak” su p erin ten d en t. S u p erin ten d en t Lawrence from 

C asterbridge explained, “I m ean , to m ake it easier on  you, you  have got 

to follow a  place w here you  probably  will do m ore th a n  a  previous 

[superin tenden t].”

Effects of S u p erin ten d en t T urnover on the  R ural School.

G rady (1992) explained a  negative effect on s tu d e n ts  in  ru ra l 

schools cau sed  by frequen t su p e rin ten d en t turnover. She sa id  ultim ately  

it is the  ch ild ren  who suffer due to a  lack  of educational leadersh ip  in  

the ir schools, w hich in  tu rn  leads to a  decay of com m unity  spirit. In 

previous d iscu ssio n s on th is  topic, th e  negative effects on  the  school staff 

were described , w hich were found bo th  in  the  lite ra tu re  a n d  in  th is  re-
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search . In fo rm ants sa id  th a t the  changes m ade by th e  “career-bound” 

su p e rin ten d en t affected the  staff.

S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts also m ost com m only described  these  

negative effects of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on  the  staff. T hese d eso rp ­

tions included  how  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover affected sta ff “m orale” an d  

“t ru s t”. They also ind icated  th a t  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover w as “difficult” 

for staff, a n d  staff developed “negative a ttitu d e s” because  of superin ten ­

den t tu rnover. S u p erin ten d en t in fo rm an ts sa id  su p e rin te n d en t turnover 

affected “con tinu ity”. This included  con tinu ity  of leadersh ip  an d  pro- . 

gram s. A few in fo rm an ts s ta ted  there  w ere “no effects” on  th e  school’s 

stability  cau sed  from  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover. In fo rm ants explained 

th is  w as so because  there  were o ther m em bers of the  school staff who 

filled the  leadersh ip  role an d  becam e th e  stability  of th e  school district.

Im plications

In  th is  section, findings of the  s tu d y  are  connected  to im plications 

for asp iring  su p erin ten d en ts , p rep ara tio n  program s for school adm inis­

tra to rs , an d  sm all ru ra l school boards in  M ontana. A lthough the  find­

ings of th is  s tudy  are  site specific, findings of qualitative s tu d ies  have 

“in ter-sub jec tive” m ean ings to the  reader. In te rsu b jectivity m eans u n ­

ders tand ing  th e  existence of sim ilar s ta te s  in  o thers a n d  engaging w ith
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them  in  w ays th a t  a re  inform ed by th a t  u n d ers tan d in g , m aking  findings 

read er or u se r  generalizable (Wagner, 1970).

Im plications for Aspiring S u p erin ten d en ts

L eadership  in  R ural Schools. In  th is  study, su p e rin ten d en t infor­

m an ts  described  the  p rim ary  m otivating factor for th em  to move into the  

superin tendency  w as because  of th e  sa lary  increase  th e  position offered. 

In form ants s ta te d  th a t  the  salary  of a  su p e rin ten d en t w as considerably 

h igher th a n  th a t  of a  principal or teacher. S u p erin ten d en t inform ants 

m ost com m only described  rea so n s  w hy they  took specific superin tendeh- 

cies a s  n o t being concerned  ab o u t w here th e  job  w as, b u t  tak ing  the  job 

for the  experience, w hich w ould en h an ce  th e ir chances of being h ired  in  

a  bigger school d istric t, w hich offered a  h igher sa lary  a n d  less  responsi­

bilities a s  a  re su lt of add itional adm in istra tive  a ssis tan ce . In fo rm ants’ 

descrip tions of career a sp ira tions co rrespond  w ith C arlson ’s (1972) de­

scrip tions of th e  “career-bound  h opper” su p erin ten d en t, who u se s  su ­

p e rin ten d en t positions to achieve stra teg ic  career asp ira tions.

U nfortunately , su p e rin ten d en ts  today find them selves caugh t in  a n  

entirely  different role w ith  different p u rp o ses  th a n  were initially in tended  

w hen  the  role of su p e rin ten d en t first began. C allahan  (1962) explained 

the  in itial role of the  su p e rin ten d en t w as close to th a t  of a  schoolm aster, 

supervisor of teach e rs  an d  s tu d en ts , w ith  the  schoo l board  m aking all
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the  m ajor decisions. The su p e rin te n d en t’s role evolved in to  one th a t re­

quired  a  p e rso n  having a  certa in  am o u n t of specialization in  professional 

skill an d  knowledge. According to C allahan, th is  evolution w as a  resu lt 

of the  em ergen t “scientific m anagem en t” p u sh  in  the  early  p a r t  of the  2 1st 

century . A ttribu tes of scientific m anagem en t were highly centralized, 

b u reau cra tic  a n d  h ierarch ica l school organizations, w hich  w ere formed 

to transfo rm  schools along the  lines of th e  in d u stria l m odel. Scientific 

m anagem en t prom ised  highly efficient organizations w ith  increased  

“production” levels. S u p erin ten d en ts  took over m any  of th e  decisions 

school b oards h a d  m ade. The su p e rin ten d en t changed  to being seen as 

the  educa tional expert who operated  independently  of th e  political tu r­

moil a ro u n d  him . Many, if no t m ost, of ou r schools in  th e  U nited S ta tes 

still function  u n d e r  th e  guiding philosophy of scientific m anagem ent. 

U nfortunately , th is  m odel of a  su p e rin ten d en t p u t in  th e  con tex t of a  ru ­

ra l com m unity  does n o t alw ays re su lt in  a  positive com bination.

T his stu d y  m ay po in t to a n  exploration of different career orienta­

tions for su p e rin ten d en ts  asp iring  to w ork in  ru ra l schools, a n d  m ay 

poin t to a  redefinition of the  role of su p e rin ten d en t in  those  ru ra l schools 

an d  com m unities. F indings from th is  stu d y  m ay hold im plications for 

asp iring  su p e rin te n d en ts  w hen exam ining th e ir own career goals, levels
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of com m itm ent, an d  po ten tia l effects of those  goals a n d  com m itm ents on 

the  ru ra l schools an d  s tu d e n ts  in  w hich they  asp ire  to work.

In  th is  study, in fo rm an ts’ percep tions of the  “typical” career p a th  of 

su p e rin ten d en ts  in  M ontana were n o t suppo rted  by s ta tis tic s  of super­

in ten d en t m obility p a tte rn s  in  M ontana (Carson, 1998). E ach  group of 

in fo rm ants described  su p e rin ten d en ts  beginning th e ir c a ree rs  in  sm all 

schools in  o rder to gain experience th a t  w ould enable th em  to obtain  jobs 

in  larger schools w ith  h igher sa laries a n d  less adm in istrative  responsi­

bilities. In fo rm ants perceived th is  a s  a  rea so n  for h igh  su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover in  sm all schools. S ta tis tics describe a  different career path . 

S u p erin ten d en ts  of sm all schools have tended  to take  jo b s  in  o ther sm all 

schools, ra th e r  th a n  m oving to larger schools. Aspiring su p erin ten d en ts  

shou ld  be inform ed of th is  a ssu m p tio n  a n d  its  effect on percep tions of 

reaso n s for su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  sm all schools.

The findings of th is  study  reveal th a t  reaso n s for su p e rin ten d en t 

tu rnover in  th e  five sm all ru ra l schools stud ied  were in tertw ined  and  

complex. No one reaso n  could acco u n t for frequen t su p e rin ten d en t 

turnover. R easons for tu rnover orig inated  in  bo th  th e  su p erin ten d en ts  

them selves a n d  the  com m unities. Knowledge ab o u t th ese  events could 

lead  asp iring  su p e rin ten d en ts  to a  b e tte r u n d e rs tan d in g  of the ir potential
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experiences in  ru ra l com m unities an d  schools, an d  the  role they  play in 

the  phenom enon.

In  th is  study, in fo rm an ts’ profiles of the  ideal su p e rin ten d en t com­

bined ru ra l  background  experiences, ability  to be involved a n d  seen  in  a  

variety  of com m unity  events, being accessib le  to com m unity  m em bers a t 

su ch  events, a n d  com m unicating  effectively w ith com m unity  m em bers. 

B oth th e  s tu d y ’s findings an d  th e  lite ra tu re  suppo rt a  descrip tion  of the  

asp iring  ru ra l su p e rin ten d en t a s  a  com peten t generalist, ra th e r  th an  a  

specialist. Im plications for successfu l leadersh ip  in  ru ra l schools would 

be for m ore u tilization  of a  partic ipa to ry  app roach  ra th e r  th a n  a n  au to ­

cratic  app roach . A successfu l leader w ould respec t th e  prim acy of the  

ru ra l com m unity’s local context, u n d e rs ta n d  the  a ssu m p tio n s  of its 

m em bers, a n d  how  th ese  a ssu m p tio n s  affect the  quality  of re la tionsh ips 

betw een th e  su p e rin ten d en t an d  the  school board, d is tric t clerk, and  

com m unity. This leader w ould also need  to be one who unders tood  the  

school’s role in  tran sm iss io n  of the  cu ltu re  un ique  to th e  ru ra l com m u­

nity, w h a t th e  legacies a re  th a t com m unity  m em bers hope to p ass  on to 

the ir ch ildren , an d  the  in tertw ining  of those  goals w ith  th e  pu rposes an d  

expectations of the  ru ra l school.

Effects of S u p erin ten d en t Turnover. School d is tric ts  stud ied  in

th is  re sea rch  often revealed th a t  frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover
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caused  negative effects on the  school staff an d  con tinu ity  of program s. 

Previous re sea rch  on th is  topic also d iscu ssed  these  findings. These 

findings have im plications for asp iring  su p erin ten d en ts .

A spiring su p e rin ten d en ts  shou ld  u n d e rs ta n d  they  m ay  go into a  

ru ra l school w hich h a s  experienced frequen t su p e rin te n d en t turnover 

an d  find staff who m ay have developed res is tan ce  to, or d is tru s t  of, the 

new  su p erin ten d en t. O ther staff m em bers or even th e  school board m ay 

have a ssu m e d  the  day-to-day leadersh ip  role, w hich h a d  been  left vacan t 

by frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover, or by a n  ineffective previous su­

perin tenden t. Long-time staff, w hich have seen  a  n u m b er of superin ten­

d en ts  come a n d  leave, m ay con tinue  to carry  ou t th e ir own priorities, 

since they  have w itnessed  changes th a t  have come a n d  gone w ith each 

su p erin ten d en t. Aspiring su p e rin ten d en ts  m ay be a sk ed  to assum e re- 

sponsibility  for im plem enting program  goals th a t a re  n o t necessarily  im­

p o rtan t to them , b u t th a t  a re  im portan t to th e  school board , com m unity 

an d  staff, a n d  p e rh ap s  were goals of p rim ary  concern  to th e  previous 

adm in istra to r. Aspiring su p e rin ten d en ts  m ay also take  positions in  ru ra l 

com m unities th a t  have come to expect su p e rin ten d en ts  to leave w ithin a  

sh o rt period of tim e. They m ay find ru ra l com m unities w ho expect 

“good” su p e rin ten d en ts  will asp ire  to move “u p  the  career ladder”. These 

ru ra l com m unities m ay operate  u n d e r  th e  a ssu m p tio n  th a t  the ir com­
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m unity  is n o t “good enough” for a  “good” su p e rin ten d en t to w an t to stay, 

th u s  fueling the  cyclical p a tte rn  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  their 

schools.

Im plications for P repara to ry  Program s for School AHm inistrators

The R ural C om m unity  an d  School. There m ay be a  need  for su ­

p e rin ten d en ts  p repared  to u n d e rs ta n d  th e  ru ra l con tex t an d  its  effects on 

the  role of su p e rin ten d en t. Possibly, program s shou ld  be designed th a t 

explicitly p repare  school ad m in istra to rs  for the  variety  of ro les an d  re­

sponsibilities they  will en coun ter in  ru ra l com m unities. P ast an d  c u rren t 

resea rch  calls for educa ting  com peten t generalists, ra th e r  th an , special­

is ts  to be su p e rin ten d en ts  in  ru ra l schools. P erhaps th e  b e s t individuals 

to serve in  th e  role of su p e rin ten d en t shou ld  be rec ru ited  by p reparatory  

program s. Specifically, these  indiv iduals m ight be m ore successfu l in  the  

role of ru ra l  su p e rin te n d en t if they  were recru ited  from  th e  ru ra l com­

m unity , or a  sim ilar setting , to w hich they  aspire  to re tu rn  in  a  leader­

sh ip  position.

C areer O rien ta tions of R ural S u p erin ten d en ts . In fo rm ants in  th is  

study  a n d  o th er educa tion  professionals allude to th e  fact th a t  school 

ad m in istra to rs  an d  teach e rs  generally u se  positions in  sm all schools to 

m ake a  living u n til m ore a ttractive  positions becom e available. Sher
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(1977) calls th is  a  self-fulfilling negative prophecy, an d  e q u a tes  it to the 

sam e effect teach e rs  can  have in  th e  classroom  on th e ir s tu d en ts . In  th is  

study, in fo rm an ts com m only referred  to u sing  positions in  sm all ru ra l 

schools a s  “stepping  s to n es”, sp u rred  on by “career m oves”.

P repara to ry  program s th a t  inform  asp iring  su p e rin te n d en ts  of the  

effects of frequen t su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover on ru ra l schools, could cause  

asp iring  su p e rin ten d en ts  to u n d e rs ta n d  the  re la tionsh ip  betw een their 

career o rien ta tions a n d  effects on ru ra l schools. This re sea rch  m ay poin t 

to a  redefin ition  of ro les an d  responsib ilities of the  ru ra l superin tenden t, 

in itia ted  by p repara to ry  program s in  jo in t effort w ith ru ra l  school boards. 

S uch  a  redefinition of the  ru ra l su p e rin te n d en t’s role could  cause  a n  ex­

am ination  of assu m ed  career o rien tations of ru ra l su p e rin ten d en ts . This 

could w ork to dispel the  assu m p tio n  th a t  the  su p e rin te n d en t in  a  ru ra l 

school is a  “career-bound  hopper” s tu c k  in  a  b u reau cra tic  m ind  set, 

sp u rred  on by “career-m oves”. The ru ra l su p e rin te n d en t’s repu ta tion  

could be changed  to one who w as “p lace-bound” by a  com m itm ent to ex­

cellence of leadersh ip  in  ru ra l schools a n d  com m unities.

Im plications for the  R ural School B oard

E xpectations of S u p erin ten d en ts
in  R ural C om m unities. R ural school boards shou ld  u n d e rs tan d

their un iq u e  cu ltu ra l contexts, its  re la tionsh ip  to the  school, an d  effects
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on su p erin ten d en ts . An u n d e rs tan d in g  of the  conflict betw een then- 

un ique  cu ltu ra l context an d  th e  historically  b u reau cra tic  role of a  su ­

p e rin ten d en t could re su lt in  a  b e tte r u n d e rs tan d in g  for ru ra l  school 

boards of the  cyclical n a tu re  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  th e ir school 

d istric ts. This conflict ap p ea rs  to have resu lted  in  a  different se t of ex­

pecta tions of the  role of su p e rin ten d en t by ru ra l school bo ard s and  by 

ru ra l su p e rin ten d en ts . It h a s  also ap p ea red  to have re su lte d  in  a  differ­

ence of in te rp re ta tio n s  of actions tak en  by school bo ard s a n d  superin ­

ten d en ts  in  ru ra l com m unities.

In  order to w ork for a  reso lu tion  of th is  conflict, w hich  is caused  by 

a  gap in  u n d e rs tan d in g  of roles an d  responsib ilities betw een  superin ten ­

d en ts  a n d  school board  m em bers, p e rh a p s  special considera tion  should  

be given to the  su p e rin ten d en t selection processes u se d  in  ru ra l school 

d istric ts. W hen selecting su p e rin ten d en ts  an d  a t  a n n u a l evaluations, 

roles an d  expectations of su p e rin ten d en ts  should  be clearly  defined. 

These ro les an d  expectations m u s t be specific, w ith school board  m em ­

bers describ ing  accu ra te  expectations of su p e rin ten d en ts . These include 

expectations in  the  ru ra l school an d  in  th e  ru ra l com m unity , an d  should  

explicitly describe the  often u n sp o k en  assu m p tio n s  of expectations found

in  the ir ru ra l  contexts.
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One of th e  u n sp o k en  expectations of su p e rin ten d en ts  uncovered in 

th is  re sea rch  w as th a t  school board  cha irpersons a n d  d is tric t clerks ex­

pected  “good” su p e rin ten d en ts  no t to stay  in  the ir ru ra l  school d istricts. 

The “good” su p e rin te n d en t would have the  am bition  to move u p  to a  

school d istric t “b e tte r” th a n  theirs. The assu m p tio n  “we a re  n o t good 

enough” could be one of the  factors th a t  con tribu tes to th e  cyclical na­

tu re  of su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  ru ra l school d istric ts. T his im plies 

th a t ru ra l  school boards shou ld  exam ine th ese  a ssu m p tio n s  w hen  se­

lecting, se tting  expectations, an d  solving conflicts w ith  superin tenden ts.

Exploring A lternatives. This re sea rch  po in ts to a  redefinition of 

the  role of ru ra l  su p e rin ten d en t, moving aw ay from th e  b u re a u c ra t in  the  

role of educa tional expert, to a  leader bonded  to ru ra l schools th rough  a 

gem einschaft re la tionsh ip , being m ore of a  com peten t genera list th a n  

educational expert. This leader w ould resp ec t the  prim acy of the  ru ra l 

com m unity’s local context, u n d e rs ta n d  th e  a ssu m p tio n s  of its  m em bers, 

an d  how  th ese  a ssu m p tio n s  affect th e  quality  of re la tio n sh ip s betw een 

the  su p e rin ten d en t a n d  the  school board, d istric t clerk, a n d  com m unity.

R ural school boards could w ork jo in tly  w ith p rep a ra to ry  program s 

for school ad m in istra to rs  to redefine the  role of ru ra l su p e rin ten d en t by 

exploring possible a lternatives to the  su p e rin ten d en t position. They 

could engage in  dialogue w ith the  s ta te  d ep artm en t of educa tion  in  order
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to w ork tow ard m odification of credentialling, accred ita tion  s tan d ard s, 

an d  regu la tions,Jw hich w ould b e tte r serve th e  ru ra l school district.

There a re  several possibilities to explore. S u p e rin ten d en ts  are be­

ing sh a red  cu rren tly  am ong several sm all, ru ra l  school d is tric ts  in  Mon­

tan a . One possibility  is for ru ra l  school d istric ts  to em ploy one of these 

“c ircu it-rider” su p e rin ten d en ts  a n d  also em ploy a  build ing p rincipal or , 

adm in istra to r, w hich w ould be available to h and le  the  every-day needs of 

the  school, a n d  be visible a n d  involved in  the  com m unity. A nother pos­

sibility is to red is trib u te  certa in  su p e rin te n d en t paper w ork responsibili­

ties.to  the  C ounty S uperin tenden t, while em ploying a  build ing  adm inis­

tra to r. Probably the  m ost prom ising a lternative  w ould be th e  choosing of 

th is  build ing adm in istra to r. P erhaps school boards shou ld  th in k  of 

“ra ising  th e ir own” build ing adm in istra to r. This pe rson  h eed  n o t be lo­

cally ra ised , b u t  one sensitive to the  ru ra l context an d  com m itted  to pro­

viding quality  educa tion  to the  ru ra l com m unity.

R ecom m endations for F u rth e r  R esearch

I . A stu d y  sim ilar to th is , w hich focuses on C lass III school dis­

tric ts, is recom m ended  u sin g  m edium  sized schools in  M ontana. These 

w ould be C lass II schools w ith  a  d istric t popu lation  of 1,000 or m ore b u t 

less th a n  6 ,500. In  the  1990 cen su s  there  w ere 101 of th ese  school dis-
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tric ts, com pared  to 71 C lass III d istric ts, w hich h ad  popu la tions of u n d er

1 , 0 0 0 .

2. A stu d y  sim ilar to th is  is recom m ended  for C lass III school dis­

tric ts  in  M ontana  who have n o t h ad  frequen t su p e rin ten d en t turnover. 

F indings from  su c h  a  stu d y  could be com pared  to th is  s tu d y ’s findings.

3. A dditional s tudy  is recom m ended on  salary  d iscrepancies 

acro ss different sized school d istric ts  in  M ontana, an d  in  th e  a re a  of sal­

a ry  a s  a  m otivating factor in  su p e rin ten d en t tu rnover in  M ontana.

4. F u rth e r  re sea rch  is recom m ended  on  the  ru ra l com m unity’s 

im pacts on  th e  role of th e  school ad m in is tra to r in  order to im prove edu­

cational opportun ities for ch ild ren  in  sm all, ru ra l  com m unities.

5. S u p e rin ten d en t selection p rocesses in  sm all, ru ra l  schools 

shou ld  be resea rch ed  fu rther. The scope of th is  study  did n o t allow for 

a n  in -dep th  exploration of assu m p tio n s , issu es , an d  effects of superin ­

ten d e n t selection p rocesses a n d  com m unity  expectations on  superin ten ­

d en t success. Related to th is, expectations of new  su p e rin ten d en ts  upon  

being h ired , from  perspectives of school board  m em bers a n d  superin ten ­

d en ts  shou ld  be investigated. This inc ludes w ritten , u n w ritten , spoken, 

or u n sp o k e n  expectations an d  the  a ssu m p tio n s  beh ind  them .

6 . A lternatives to employing su p e rin ten d en ts  in  sm all, ru ra l 

schools shou ld  be explored an d  researched , due  to the  dw indling num ber



of school ad m in is tra to rs  to fill these  positions. C urren tly  in  M ontana, 

several ru ra l  school d istric ts  share  su p erin ten d en ts . This alternative  to 

employing a  full-tim e su p e rin ten d en t shou ld  be researched , along with 

o ther a lterna tives w hich redefine the  c u rre n t a ssu m p tio n s  of ro les and  

responsib ilities of ru ra l su p erin ten d en ts .
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SUPERINTENDENT TURNOVER IN MONTANA SCHOOL
DISTRICTS

TOTALS ■ Total years (77-97)
Pop. Class District Name %of

turnover
Pattern of Tenure in

Database
Av. tenure 

(years)
9852 1 Anaconda 10% 8.9.4. 21 7.00
8040 I Beaverhead HS 5% 9.12. 21 10.50
6542 1 Belgrade 5% 2.19. 21 10.50

85875 1 Billings 24% 1.5.4.3.5.3. 21 3.50
32764 I Bozeman 10% 5.8.8. 21 7.00
6745 I Browning 38% 2.1.4.3.4.3.1.1.2. 21 2.33

32846 I Butte 29% 1.6.3.3.1.3.4. 21 3.00
10364 1 Columbia Falls 19% 4.1.4.9.3. 21 4.20
8864 1 Dawson County HS 10% 4.9.8. 21 7.00
6947 I Dillon Elem. 5% 15.6. 21 10.50
7962 1 Glendive (Elem.) 14% 1.4.8.8. 21 5.25

69255 1 Great Falls 14% 7.5.8.1. 21 5.25
7993 1 Hamilton 10% 14.4.3. 21 7.00
7776 I Hardin 5% 6.15. 21 10.50
13689 1 Havre 14% 1.8.10.2. 21 5.25
45668 1 Helena 33% 3.7.2.2.5.1.1. 21 2.63
18913 1 Kalispell 10% 7.13.1. 21 7.00
8578 1 Laurel 14% 2.9.7.3. 21 5.25
8407 1 Lewistown 10% 8.4.9. 21 7.00
9978 1 Libby 14% 3.43.2.9. 21 5.25
9370 1 Livingston 14% 6.5.31. 21 5.25
9869 1 Miles City 5% 10.11. 21 10.50
73920 1 Missoula Co. HS 10% 5.11.5. 21 7.00
54522 1 Missoula Elem. 10% 2.15.4. 21 7.00
7088 1 Poison 10% 9.9.3. 21 7.00
6978 1 Powell Co HS 14% 21.3.9. 21 5.25
7306 1 Sidney 14% 3.81.3. 21 5.25
9607 1 Whitefish 14% 5.3.5.8. 21 5.25
28 TOTALS FOR CLASS I 6.37

78/79 - 97/98 ‘ %
Turnover

Pop. Class District Name %of
turnover

Pattern of Tenure in
Database

Av. tenure 
(years)

1192 2 Alberton 29% 1.5.1.3.8.3. 21 3.00
1650 2 Arlee 24% 2.4.4.4.3.4. 21 3.50
2396 2 Baker 5% 3.18. 21 10.50
1835 2 Belt 33% 1.5.4.2.3.3.3. 21 3.50
1372 2 Big Sandy 14% 9.3.5.4. 21 5.25
2280 2 Big Timber 19% 3.16.1.1. 21 4.20
4054 2 Bigfork 19% 6.2.62.5. 21 4.20
2709 2 Bonner 19% 12.3.2.3.1. 21 4.20
1819 2 Boulder 10% 10.7.4. 21 7.00
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Pop. Class District Name %of Pattern of Tenure in Av. tenure
turnover Database (years)

1144 2 Bridger 24% 7 .1 .6 .2 .2 .3 . 21 3.50
1157 2 Broadus 29% 2 .8 .2 .4 .2 .2 .1 . 21 3.00
3257 2 Broadwater Co. HS 

(Townsend)
10% 14.4 .3 . 21 7.00

1761 2 Canyon Creek Elem. 14% 2.5. 7 3.50
1631 2 Cascade 14% 6 .10 .3 .2 . 21 5.25
1293 2 Centerville 19% 4 .7 .2 .6 .2 . 21 4.20
1656 2 Charlo 19% 4 .2 .4 .1 0 .1 . 21 4.20
1646 2 Chester 14% 8 .6 .6 .1 . 21 5.25
2088 2 Chinook 10% 10.8 .3 . 21 7.00
2530 2 Choteau 10% 2.13 .6 . 21 7.00
1279 2 Circle 19% 3 .1 .7 .7 .3 . 21 4.20
1950 2 Clancy 14% 9 .2 .2 .8 . 21 5.25
2531 2 Columbus 19% . 7 .5 A .3 .2 . 21 4.20
3714 2 Conrad 14% 2 .7 .1 0 .2 . 21 5.25
4052 2 Corvallis 19% 3.42.3 .9 . 21 4.20
1127 2 Culbertson 10% 1.5 .15. 21 7.00
4923 2 Cut Bank 19% 1 .2 .10 .4 .4 . 21 4.20
3164 2 Darby 14% 1.8.5.7. 21 5.25
5810 2 Deer Lodge Elem. 5% 6.15. 21 10.50
5608 2 East Helena Elem. 19% 4 .8 .3 .4 .2 . 21 4.20
1177 2 Elder Grove Elem. 0% *5 5 5.00
2262 2 Ennis(Mad.Val. Cons. 

Pub.)
10% 13.4 .4 . 21 7.00

3287 2 Eureka Elem. 14% 1.1 .15 .4 . 21 5.25
4992 2 Evergreen Elem. 14% 3 .6 .1 1 .1 . 21 5.25
1184 2 Fairfield 14% 11.8 .2 . 21 5.25
1429 2 Fairview 5% 3.18 . 21 10.50
2648 2 Florence-Carlton 14% 5 .6 .8 .1 .1 . 21 5.25
2990 2 Forsyth 14% 7 .8 .5 .1 . 21 5.25
2051 2 Fort Benton 14% 5 .8 .6 .2 . 21 5.25
2994 2 Fort Shaw-Simms 10% 3.7. 10 5.00
3021 2 Frenchtown 14% 12.6 .3 . 21 5.25
1831 2 Gardiner 14% 4 .3 .14 . 21 5.25
5126 2 Glasgow 0% 21 21 21.00
2421 2 Harlem 33% 3 .4 .1 .3 .2 A .2 .2 . 21 2.63
1460 2 Harlowton 19% 1.8 .5 .3 .4 . 21 4.20
1072 2 Hays Lodgepole 48% 1 .2 .1 .3 .4 .2 .2 .1 .1.2.2. 21 1.91
5319 2 Hellgate Elem. 14% 1 .3 .9 .8 . 21 5.25
1068 2 Hot Springs 24% 3 .2 .2 A A .6 . 21 3.50
2982 2 Huntley Project (Wordoh) 9% 8.3. 11 5.50
1047 2 Independent Elem. 0% *5 5 5.00
1262 2 Joliet 24% 3 .2 .2 .1 .7 .6 . 21 3.50
2123 2 Lame Deer 19% 10 .1 .3 .4 .3 . 21 4.20
4184 2 Lincoln Co. HS 20% 6.2 .2 . 10 3.33
1051 2 Lincoln Public 19% 5 .3 .6 .2 .5 . 21 4.20
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Pop. Class District Name % of
turnover

Pattern of Tenure in
Database

Av. tenure 
(years)

5906 2 Lockwood 10% 8.10 .3 . 21 7.00
1778 2 Lodge Grass 24% 3 .7 .2 .2 .4 .3 . 21 3.50
3211 2 Lolo Elem. 25% 3 .4 .1 .2 .5 .5 . 20 3.33
1508 2 Lone Rock Elem. 33% 1 .1 .3 .5 .2 .4 .2 .3 . 21 2.63
3586 2 Malta 10% 7.11.3 . 21 7.00
1777 2 Manhattan 14% 5 .7 .6 .3 . 21 5.25
1692 2 Monforton Elem. *1.1. 2
1423 2 Montana City 14% 2 .1 .2 .16 . 21 5.25
1112 2 Noxon 19% 2 .8 .7 .3 .1 . 21 4.20
1412 2 Park City 10% 5.8 .8 . 21 7.00
1539 2 Philipsburg 25% 8 .3 .4 .4 .1 . 20 3.33
2135 2 Plains 29% ■ 2 .4 .1  A .2 .3 .5 . 21 3.00
2906 2 Plentywood 19% 3 .7 .6 .2 .3 . 21 4.20
3876 2 Poplar 14% 7.3 .8 .3 . 21 5.25
2814 2 Red Lodge 10% 4.9 .8 . 21 7.00
1727 2 Rocky Boy 14% 1.5 .7 .8 . 21 5.25
6277 2 Ronan 19% 5 .3 .8 .4 .1 . 21 4.20
3583 2 Roundup 5% 10.11. 21 10.50
1643 2 Scobey 24% 1 .4 .4 .2 .2 .8 . 21 3.50
1375 2 Seeley Lake Elem. 10% 2 .7 .12 . 21 7.00
3060 2 Shelby 14% 1.15 .4 .1 . 21 5.25
2425 2 Shepherd 5% 9.12. 21 10.50
1481 2 Shields Valley Elem. 25% 2.2 .4 . 8 2.67
2767 2 Somers 24% 1 .1 .4 .3 .4 .8 . 21 3.50
2558 2 St. Ignatius 33% 1 .4 .2 .4 .1 .2 .3 .4 . 21 2.63
1082 2 Stanford 5% ■ 20.1 . 21 10.50
4044 2 Stevensville 10% 3 .17 .1 . 21 7.00
2053 2 Sun River 38% 4 .1 .1 .2 .1 .2 .3 .5 .2 . 21 2.33
1294 2 Sunburst 5% 17.4. 21 10.50
1804 2 Superior 14% 4 .8 .7 .2 . 21 5.25
3127 2 Sweet Grass Co HS 5% 7.14. 21 10.50
2806 2 Target Range 14% 10.6 .4 .1 . 21 5.25
1071 2 Terry 29% 6 .2 .2 .4 .3 .3 .1 . 21 3.00
2714 2 Thompson Falls 10% 2 .14 .5 . 21 7.00
1682 2 Three Forks 5% 17.4. 21 10.50
2576 2 Troy 19% 2 .2 .8 .6 .3 . 21 4.20
1500 2 Twin Bridges 14% 7.3 .3 .8 . 21 5.25
1138 2 Valier 5% 12.9. 21 10.50
2127 2 Victor 29% 4 .1 .3 .1 .4 .7 .1 . 21 3.00
1284 2 West Valley Elem. 0% 11 11 11.00
1849 2 West Yellowstone 27% 3.5.2.1. 11 2.75
1645 2 White Sulpher Springs 19% 7.6 .2 .4 .2 . 21 4.20
2336 2 Whitehall 10% 9.11 .1 . 21 7.00
1191 2 Wibeaux 14% 7.5 .7 .2 . 21 5.25
4258 2 Wolf Point 24% 1 .3 .10 .3 .2 .2 . 21 3.50
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101 TOTALS FOR CLASS Il 5.5
78/79 - 97/98 %

Turnover
17%

Pop. Class District Name %of
turnover

Pattern of Tenure in
Database

Average 
tenure (years)

704 3 Augusta 33% 2.1.2.3.8.3.1.1. 21 2.63
312 3 Bainville 14% 1.11.7.2. 21 5.25
403 3 Belfry 29% 1.2.2.2.2.48. 21 3.00
824 3 Blue Sky 12% 5.9.3. 17 5.67
361 3 Box Elder 38% 4.5.1.2.4.1.2.1.1. 21 2.33
469 3 Brady 29% 2.7.2.1.2.5.2. 21 3.00
566 3 Broadview 33% 2.5.3.3.4.2.1.1. 21 2.63
664 3 Brockton 29% 2.2.2.3.3.7.2. 21 3.00
878 3 Carter Co. HS (EkaIaka) 29% 2.8.2.32.3. f. 21 3.00
759 3 Cayuse Prairie Elm. 0% 11 11 11.00
823 3 Clinton (Elem.) 10% 17.3.1. 21 7.00
699 3 Clyde Park 23% 3.1.3.6. 13 3.25
369 3 Custer 19% 2.2.5.48. 21 4.20
698 3 Denton 24% 1.5.3.4.1.7. 21 3.50
502 3 Dodson 38% 1.1.1.1.5.3.6.2.1. 21 2.33
770 3 Drummond 14% 2.7.11.1. 21 5.25
744 3 Dutton 19% 6.6.4.1.4. 21 4.20
401 3 Flaxville 24% 1.6.2.4.1.7. 21 3.50
360 3 Fort Peck 0% 10 10 10.00
747 3 Frazer 38% 2.2.3.2.3.2.3.22. 21 2.33
435 3 Froid 29% 3.2.2.6.5.2.1. 21 3.00
698 3 Fromberg 24% 2.3.5.4.4.3. 21 3.50
448 3 Frontier 10% 12.4.5. 21 7.00
531 3 Gallatin Gateway Elem. 0% 6 6 6.00
894 3 Garfield Co. HS &Elem. 33% 2.1.1.2.4.4.2.5. 21 2.63
739 3 Geraldine 14% 5.4.84. 21 5.25
601 3 Grass Range 33% 3.4.3.4.1.3.1.2. 21 2.63
605 3 Harrison 24% 5.2.5.53.1. 21 3.50
646 3 Heart Butte 52% 1.1.1.2.4.1.1.3.1.4.1.1. 21 1.75
496 3 Highwood 14% 9.3.27. 21 5.25
527 3 Hindsale 29% 7.4.1.4.1.2.2. 21 3.00
735 3 Hobson 14% 10.2.5.4. 21 5.25
874 3 Hysham 24% 4.3.2.1.2.9. 21 3.50
585 3 Joplin-Inverness 24% 2.3.3.5.2.6. 21 3.50
311 3 Judith Gap 14% 2.2.6.11. 21 5.25
640 3 Kremlin-Gildford 5% 17.4. 21 10.50
524 3 Lambert 38% 3.2.2.3.4.22.1.2. 21 2.33
328 3 Lavina 19% 1.2.11.5.2. 21 4.20
522 3 Lima 38% 1.1.3.3.2.4.3.1.3. 21 2.33
610 3 Marion Elementary *1.1. 2
966 3 Medicine Lake 5% 6.15. 21 10.50
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Pop. Class District Name %of
turnover

Pattern of Tenure in
Database

Av. tenure 
(years)

294 3 Melstone 24% 3.5.5.3.23. 21 3.50
38 3 Moore 14% 12.1.4.4. 21 5.25

694 3 Nashua 24% 1.3.9.1.1.6. 21 3.50
522 3 Opeim 24% 4.4.6.3.3.1. 21 3.50
354 3 Outlook 24% 5.1.4.5.2.4. 21 3.50
222 3 Peerless 24% 1.1.3.4.3.9. 21 3.50
438 3 Plevna 19% 1.8.3.35. 21 4.20
470 3 Power 14% 12.3.2.4. 21 5.25
778 3 Pryor 24% 2.4.2.2.3.8. 21 3.50
224 3 Rapelje 33% 2.1.1.5.2.4.5.1. 21 2.63
423 3 Reedpoint 48% 1.1.3.1.2.2.1.1.5.2.2. 21 1.91
541 3 Richey 38% 3.1.4.2.3.4.1.1.2. 21 2.33
536 3 Roberts 24% 1.5.12.1.1.1. 21 3.50
580 3 Rosebud 33% 1.2.3.3.3.4.3.2. 21 2.63
364 3 Roy 71% 1.2.1.1.3.1.2.2.1.1.1.1.

1.2.1.
21 1.31

584 3 Ryegate 14% 4.1.10.6. 21 5.25
644 3 Saco 14% 7.3.83. 21 5.25
633 3 Savage 14% 1.1.1.18 21 5.25
938 3 St. Regis 29% 3.1.3.1.5.7.1. 21 3.00
392 3 Turner 38% 4.2.2.2.2.33.2. f. 21 2.33
939 3 Vaughn 24% 7.2.2.4.3.3. 21 3.50
493 3 Westby 14% 1.7.10.3. 21 5.25
273 3 Whitewater 24% 1.2.9.1.1.7. 21 3.50
265 3 Willow Creek 24% 10.3.2.1.3.2. 21 3.50
782 3 Wilsall 23% 3.3.1.6. 13 3.25
586 3 Winifred 19% 6.1.83.3. 21 4.20
519 3 Winnett 38% 1.1.2.1.4.4.2.42. 21 2.33
264 3 Wyola 65% 1.1.1.1.1.1.4.1.1.3.1.1. 17 1.42

71 TOTALS FOR CLASS III 27% 4.0
STATEWIDE

TOTALS
78/79 - 97/98 T U R N O V E R r~ 4 | 78/79 - 97/98 TENURE | 5.TYEARS I

* Schools with five 
or less years are 

deleted from 
database
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MONTANA SUPERINTENDENTS MOBILITY PATTERNS AND TURNOVER

1978/79-1997/98
T o t a l s T o t a l s T o t a l s

5 6 0 Class 1 1 8 9 6 Class 2 1 3 3 2 Class 3
8 1 T u r n o v e r 1 4 % 3 2 2 T u r n o v e r 1 7 % 3 5 6 T u r n o v e r 2 7 %

4 7 9 S t a y e r s 8 6 % 1 5 7 2 S t a y e r s 8 3 % 9 7 7 S t a y e r s 7 3 %
7 2 E x i t e r s 1 3 % 1 9 2 E x i t e r s 1 0 % 1 5 8 E x i t e r s 1 2 %

0 ■■
8 F r o m  C l a s s  1  D i s t r i c t s 1 % 1 6 F r o m  C l a s s  1  D i s t r i c t s 1 % 3 F r o m  C l a s s  1  D i s t r i c t s 0 . 2 3 %
0 F r o m  C l a s s  2  D i s t r i c t s 0 % 4 8 F r o m  C l a s s  2  D i s t r i c t s 3 % 8 5 F r o m  C l a s s  2  D i s t r i c t s 6 %
I F r o m  C l a s s  3  D i s t r i c t s 0 . 1 8 % 2 2 F r o m  C l a s s  3  D i s t r i c t s 1 % 7 0 F r o m  C l a s s  3  D i s t r i c t s 5 %
2 o n  H i a t u s 0 . 3 6 % 4 5 o n  H i a t u s 2 % 3 9 o n  H i a t u s 3 %

4 3 N e w 8 % 1 5 8 N e w 8 % 2 0 2 N e w 1 5 %
B a ck  from  h ia tu s  from B a ck  from  h ia tus  from B a ck  from  h ia tu s  from

1 C l a s s  1  t o  1  D i s t r i c t 0 . 1 8 % 0 C l a s s  1  t o  2  D i s t r i c t 0 % 1 C l a s s  1  t o  3  D i s t r i c t 0 . 0 8 %
6 C l a s s  2  t o  1  D i s t r i c t 1 % 1 9 C l a s s  2  t o  2  D i s t r i c t 1 % 1 7 C l a s s  2  t o  3  D i s t r i c t 1 %
1 C l a s s  3  t o  1  D i s t r i c t 0 . 1 8 % 1 3 C l a s s  3  t o  2  D i s t r i c t 1 % 2 2 C l a s s  3  t o  3  D i s t r i c t 2 %

1978/79-1997/98
T o t a l s Turnovers

3 7 8 8 7 5 9

20%
Terms used:

o  Exiters refers to su p e rin ten d en ts  w hose nam es did n o t a p p ea r again 
in  th e  d a tab ase .

o  Stayers  refers to su p e rin ten d en ts  who took ano ther superin tendency  
th e  following year.

o N ew  refers to the  first tim e a  su p e rin te n d en t’s nam e a p p ea rs  in  the 
d a tab ase .

o  H iatus refe rs to su p e rin ten d en ts  w hose n am es did n o t a p p ea r the 
following year, b u t  did show  u p  in  la te r years in  the  d a tab ase .
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APPENDIX B

SAMPLE FORMS
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CONSENT FORM

SUPERINTENDENT TURNOVER IN MONTANA- 
CASE STUDIES OF SMALL, RURAL SCHOOLS

compiex interactions of various factors which surround superintendent turnover in small school
(U S  L T lC tS  •

2  • 5°!"  wJ xs c h o s e n ?  You were chosen because of your association with a small, rural K-12 school 
district m Montana which has displayed a pattern of superintendent turnover from 1977 to 1997. Five 
small, rural school districts will be chosen for study. Approximately 40 individuals will be. chosen for an

3 .  W hat w ill be involved in  p a r tic ip a tin g ?  You will be asked questions surrounding reasons for 
superintendent turnover, effects of turnover on the school district, and questions regarding the selection 
of superintendents during a tape recorded interview. This interview will last approximately one to one 
and a half hours and will take place at the district school.

4. VVho wM  know w h a t I s a y ?  Only the researcher, Annette Carson, will have access to the information 
which will be tape recorded. Aliases will be used in place of your name and school location throughout 
the study in order to assure confidentiality. Pertinent parts of these tapes will be transcribed and used  
m the research report. After the research report is completed, the tapes will be destroyed by the

5 .  W hat r isk s  a n d  b en efits  a re  a sso c ia te d  w ith  m y p a r tic ip a tio n ?  No risks are foreseen to you other 
than a possible breach of confidentiality. To guard against this risk, aliases will be used for your name 
and location, and only the researcher will transcribe pertinent parts of the taped interview. Interview 
tapes will be stored in a locked file in the researcher’s home until they are destroyed at the completion of 
the research project. No other person will have access to these tapes. Regarding the possible benefits 
to participating in the study, sometimes people find participating in an interview to be beneficial because 
it gives them a chance to talk about things that matter to them.

6 .  W hat are m y r ig h ts  a s  a  respon den t?  You may ask any questions about the research and they will 
be answered fully. You may withdraw from the study at any time. Your participation is voluntary.

.7 . IVhat w ill be pu b lish ed ?  Findings will be reported in a research report in the form of a dissertation for 
Montana State Universiiy in Bozeman. The findings will also be shared with the School Administrators 
Association of Montana and the Montana School Boards Association. Findings may also be submitted 
for publication.

8 .  I f I  w a n t m ore in form ation , who ca n  I  co n ta c t a bou t th e  s tu d y?  This study has been approved by 
Montana State University, Department of Education, Program of School Administration. It has also been 
approved by the Human Subjects Committee of Montana State University, Bozeman. The chairperson of 
the researcher’s doctoral committee is Dr. Keith Chambers. He can be reached at (406)994-5794 for 
questions regarding the study.

Annette Carson, researcher

Respondent Date
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INTRODUCTORY LETTER 
FIRST CONTACT WITH INFORMANT

March 25, 1998

Return address of informant

Dear «First_Name»:

T Superintendent turnover in small rural school districts is a problem in Montana, 
in  these small rural school districts the rate of superintendent turnover is higher than 
other sized school districts in Montana. I am a doctoral student at M ontana State 
University in Bozeman and this is the topic of my research. Would you be willing to 
share your experiences in small, rural schools with me? I chose you for this study 
because of your involvement in the «District_Name» school district as .Position, Along 
with the school district you have experiences in, I will also be studying four other small, 
rural school districts in Montana. About eight people from each district will be 
interviewed: school board chairpersons, current and past superintendents and district 
clerks. Through this study, I hope to find out what sorts of things impact 
superintendent turnover in small, rural schools in Montana. Your experiences are vital 
to the worth of my study.

I will be traveling to your community to conduct the interviews within the next 
couple of m onths. This interview will last approximately one hour. I promise you 
confidentiality. Neither your name nor the community's name will be used  in the 
research report. I would like to tape record the interview so I don't m iss any important 
parts. No one but m yself will listen to the tapes. I will destroy the tapes after the 
P ^ t  Pa^ts of them  have been transcribed. Information gained from the interviews 
will be used in my dissertation. This study has been approved by the MSU Department 
of Education. Major findings from the study will be shared with the M ontana School 
Boards Association and the School Administrators of Montana.

I would like to call you to schedule an interview time. Thank you for taking the 
time to read this letter and consider how valuable your participation is in m y study If 
you have any questions and would like to talk to me before I contact you, you can reach 
me at 406-587-6065 anytime.

If you have access to the Internet I have set up a web site that gives you more 
information about the study and myself. You can find it at:
http://hom e.sw itchboard.com /acarson. You can also email me from that site or at: 
acarson@ mcn.net. I look forward to speaking with you soon.

Very truly,

Annette Carson

http://home.switchboard.com/acarson
mailto:acarson@mcn.net


381
Interview Protocol 

School Board Chairperson
Question F ollow  Up NotesB I. Let’s begin with you 

giving me a description of 
your community.

Economic conditions 
Political environm ent 
L evel o f  su pport for school

B2. What prompted you to 
run for the school board?
B3. How would you  
describe the role of a  school 
board member?
B4. Would you please 
describe your school 
district?

S ta ff
Curriculum
Com m unity involvem ent
Strengths
Problem s

B5. Describe the type of 
school board you worked 
on.

H ow  decisions are m ade  
Typical m ake up o f  
m em bers
W ays info w a s  sh a red  
Adm in, chain o f  com m and  
H as th is been  the traditional 
ty p e  o f  school board in you r  
school district or not?

B6. Let’s assum e you could 
speak for the community, 
school board and school 
district staff. If your school 
district could find the 
“ideal” superintendent, 
what would this person be 
like?

Background  
Work experience  
Training
C om petency area s  
C areer aspirations  
Length o f  s ta y  
H as this been  the traditional 
description  o f  the idea l 
superin ten den t or not?

B7. Would you describe for 
me the processes used  in 
selecting a superintendent 
when you were on the 
board?

Could you  ta lk  abou t its  
su ccessfu ln ess?
H ow  w ou ld you  change  
things next tim e?

B8. Describe superinten­
dent evaluation processes 
you typically use in your 
district.
B9. What was the typical 
length of contract issued to 
superintendents?

W hy w a s  this?



382

BIO. Describe effects of the 
previous superintendent on 
the next superintendent 
hired.
BI I. How has the school 
district been affected by 
frequent superintendent 
turnover?

What could be done to 
improve this situation?

B12. In your opinion, 
would you describe what 
affected superintendent 
turnover while you were on 
the board?
B 13. Why do you think so 
many superintendents have 
come and gone in this 
school district?3 —
B 12. Would you explain 
why the board hired

?

What were the board’s  
expectations o f  the 
superintendent?

B 13. Did the board have 
an agenda of expectations 
for this superintendent 
(written or unwritten) when 
hired?

Please describe.

B 14. Describe the level of 
consensus between the 
superintendent and the 
board regarding roles and 
job competency skill areas 
upon hiring.
B 15. Did this
superintendent stay as long 
as you expected? Why or 
why not?
B 16. Would you please 
describe the relationship 
between the superintendent 
and the board during the 
superintendent’s stay?

What kinds o f  things 
affected  this relationship?

B 17. Describe the levels of 
satisfaction with the 
superintendent from the 
points of view of the
• community
• staff
• board
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B18. In your opinion, how  
satisfied do you think the 
superintendent was while 
at h is /h er  job in your 
school district?
B 19. Would you describe 
your perceptions of what 
lead up to this 
superintendent leaving the 
district?
Do you have any other 
additional com m ents or 
insights I haven’t given you  
a chance to talk about in 
the interview that you 
would like to share?

-
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Interview  Protocol 

School D istrict Clerk

_________ Q uestion_________ F ollow  Up N otesC l. Let’s begin with you  
giving me a description of 
your community.

Economic conditions 
Political environment 
Level o f  support for school

C2. Describe what your job 
is like as school district 
clerk.
CS. Would you please 
describe your school 
district?

S ta ff
Curriculum
Strengths
Problems.

C4. Describe the type of 
school board you worked 
for.

How it m ade decisions. 
Typical m ake up o f  
m em bers
W ays info, w a s  shared  
Admin, chain o f  com m and  
H as this been the traditional 
type  o f  school board in your  
school district or not?

CS. Let’s assum e you could 
speak for the community, 
school board and school 
district staff. If your school 
district could find the 
“ideal” superintendent, 
what would this person be 
like?

Background  
Work experience 
Training
Com petency areas  
Career aspirations 
Length o f  s ta y  
H as this been the traditional 
description o f  the ideal 
superintendent or not?

CS. Would you describe for 
me the processes used  in 
selecting a superintendent 
when you were the district 
clerk?

Could you  talk about its 
successfu lness?
W hat suggestions do you  
have fo r  next time?

C l. Describe superinten­
dent evaluation processes 
typically used in your 
district.
CS. What was the typical 
length of contract issued  to 
superintendents?

W hy w a s  this?

C9. In your opinion, would 
you describe what has  
affected superintendent 
turnover while you were a 
clerk?
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CIO. Why do you think so 
many superintendents have 
come and gone in this 
school district?

C l I. Would you explain 
why the board hired

?
C12. When this 
superintendent was hired, 
did the board give h im /her  
an agenda of expectations 
(written or unwritten)?

Please describe.

C13. Describe the level of 
consensus between the 
superintendent and the 
board regarding roles and 
job competency skill areas 
upon hiring.
C14. Did this
superintendent stay as long 
as you expected? Why or 
why not?
CIS. Would you please 
describe the relationship 
between the superintendent 
and the board during the 
superintendent’s stay?

What kinds o f  things 
affected  this relationship?

C16. Describe the levels of 
satisfaction with the 
superintendent from the 
points of view of the
• community
• staff
• board
C17. In your opinion, how  
satisfied do you think the 
superintendent was while 
at h is/h er  job in your 
school district?
CIS. Would you describe 
your perceptions of what 
lead up to this 
superintendent leaving the 
district?
Do you have any other 
additional com m ents or 
insights I haven’t given you 
a chance to talk about in 
the interview that you 
would like to share?
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Interview  Protocol 
Superintendents

Q uestion F ollow  Up N otesS I . Would you please 
describe the career path 
you’ve taken that has led 
you to the superintendency, 
including superinten­
dencies you’ve held?
S2. Why did you choose 
this path?
S3. How would others 
describe the type of 
superintendent you are?
S4. Describe how you 
communicate with a school 
board.
S5. Would you describe for 
me a picture of the “ideal” 
superintendency in a small 
school district?

Type o f  community 
Type o f  board 
Relationship with board 
Type o f  school 
Length o f  stay

Sb. From your experiences, 
what have been the effects 
of frequent superintendent 
turnover on the schools in 
which you’ve worked?
S7. From your experiences, 
when you were newly hired, 
how did the previous 
superintendent whom you 
replaced, affect your job?

P M  (School district site | specific questions! --------------------------------------------
So. Describe the selection 
processes used when you 
were hired in

Please describe.

S9. Describe superinten­
dent evaluation processes 
used by the school board.
S 10. What was the length 
of contract issued to you 
each year?
SI I. Describe the level of 
consensus between you 
and the board regarding 
roles and job competency 
skill areas upon being 
hired.
S 12. Did you stay as long 
as you expected? Why or 
why not?
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S 13. Describe the type of 
board you worked for in

Decision m aking processes  
M ake up o f  m em bers  
W ays info, w a s  shared  
Admin. Chain o f  com m and

S 14. Describe the 
relationship between you 
and the board during your 
superintendency at

S15. Would you please give 
me a description of the 
political climate of the 
school district throughout 
your superintendency at 

?

What w a s  the m ost 
important thing to this 
community?

S 16. Describe the levels of 
satisfaction with your job 
performance from the point 
of views of the 
o community 
o staff 
o school board
S 17. Describe your own 
level of satisfaction with the 
job throughout your 
superintendency.
S 18. What influenced you 
to decide to leave the 
superintendency at 

?
S19. In your opinion, why 
have so many 
superintendents come and 
gone in this school district?
S20. How has frequent 
superintendent turnover 
affected this school 
district?

W hat could be done to 
improve this situation?

Do you have any other 
additional comm ents or 
insights I haven’t given you  
a chance to talk about in 
the interview that you  
would like to share?
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APPENDIX C

SCHOOL DISTRICTS’ 
ORGANIZATIONAL HISTORIES
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Casterbridge O rganizational H istory 1 9 7 7 -1 9 9 7
Year Superintendent Board Chair Clerk

7 7 /7 8 S u p erin ten d en t B oard C hair Clerk
7 8 /7 9 New B oard C hair
7 9 /8 0 New B oard C hair
8 0 /8 1
8 1 /8 2 New

S u p erin ten d en t
iVeu; Board Chair
(sam e .a s 1 9 8 9 -9 0  Chair)

8 2 /8 3 New B oard C hair N ew  Clerk
8 3 /8 4 New

S u p erin ten d en t
NeW B oard C hair

8 4 /8 5 New B oard C hair
8 5 /8 6 New

S u p erin ten d en t
New  Board Chair
(sam e a s  1 9 8 9 -9 0  Chair)

8 6 /8 7
8 7 /8 8 New

S u p erin ten d en t
8 8 /8 9 New B oard  C hair
8 9 /9 0 N ew  Superintendent New  Board Chair
9 0 /9 1
9 1 /9 2
9 2 /9 3 *New Superintendent
9 3 /9 4 New  Board Chair
9 4 /9 5
9 5 /9 6 N ew  Superintendent New Board Chair
9 6 /9 7 N ew  Clerk
9 7 /9 8 N ew  Superintendent
Italics denotes informant.
* Denotes informant contacted for interview but did not participate in the study.



390

G laston O rganizational H istory 1 9 7 7 -1 9 9 7
Year Superintendent Board Chair Clerk

7 7 /7 8 S u p erin ten d en t B oard C hair Clerk
7 8 /7 9 New B oard Chair
7 9 /8 0 New B oard C hair
8 0 /8 1 New

S u p erin ten d en t
New B oard C hair

8 1 /8 2 New  Board Chair
(same as 91-92 Chair)

8 2 /8 3 ,
8 3 /8 4 New

S u p erin ten d en t
8 4 /8 5
8 5 /8 6
8 6 /8 7
8 7 /8 8 New

S u p erin ten d en t
New  Board Chair ■

8 8 /8 9
8 9 /9 0
9 0 /9 1
9 1 /9 2 New

S u p erin ten d en t
New  Board Chair

9 2 /9 3 -ATeiv Superintendent N ew  Clerk
9 3 /9 4
9 4 /9 5
9 5 /9 6 New  Superintendent
9 6 /9 7
9 7 /9 8 New  Superintendent
Italics denotes informant.



391

M arygreen O rganizational H istory 1 9 7 7 -1 9 9 7
Year Superintendent Board Chair Clerk

7 7 /7 8 S u p erin ten d en t B oard C hair Clerk
7 8 /7 9
7 9 /8 0
8 0 /8 1 New S u p erin ten d en t New B oard C hair
8 1 /8 2
8 2 /8 3 New S u p erin ten d en t
8 3 /8 4 New B oard C hair
8 4 /8 5 New S u p erin ten d en t N ew  Clerk
8 5 /8 6
8 6 /8 7
8 7 /8 8 New  Superintendent New B oard C hair
8 8 /8 9 New B oard C hair
8 9 /9 0 New B oard C hair
9 0 /9 1 -ZVeiv Board Chair
9 1 /9 2 N ew  Superintendent
9 2 /9 3 N ew Board Chair
9 3 /9 4 New  Superintendent
9 4 /9 5 New Board Chair
9 5 /9 6 New S u p erin ten d en t
96/97 N ew  Superintendent
9 7 /9 8 New Board Chair
Italics denotes informant.



392

M elchester O rganizational H istory 1 9 7 7 -1 9 9 7
Year Superintendent Board Chair Clerk

7 7 /7 8 S u p erin ten d en t B oard C hair Clerk
7 8 /7 9 New

S u p erin ten d en t
New B oard C hair

7 9 /8 0 New
S u p erin ten d en t

New B oard C hair

8 0 /8 1
8 1 /8 2
8 2 /8 3 New

S u p erin ten d en t
8 3 /8 4
8 4 /8 5 New B oard C hair
8 5 /8 6 New  Superintendent New Clerk
8 6 /8 7 N eif Board Chair
87/88 N ew  Superintendent New  Board Chair N eif CZer/c
8 8 /8 9
8 9 /9 0
9 0 /9 1
9 1 /9 2 New  Superintendent
9 2 /9 3
93/94
9 4 /9 5 New

S u p erin ten d en t
9 5 /9 6 New  Superintendent
9 6 /9 7
9 7 /9 8

. Italics denotes informant.



393

Sherton  O rganizational H istory 1 9 7 7 -1 9 9 7
Year Superintendent Board Chair Clerk

7 7 /7 8 S u p erin ten d en t Board Chair
(sam e a s  8 8 -8 9  B o a rd  Chair)

Clerk

7 8 /7 9
7 9 /8 0 New B oard C hair
8 0 /8 1 New

S u p erin ten d en t
Board Chair

(sam e a s  8 8 -8 9  Chair)

8 1 /8 2 New B oard C hair
8 2 /8 3 New Clerk
8 3 /8 4 New Clerk
8 4 /8 5
8 5 /8 6 New

S u p erin ten d en t
New B oard C hair New Clerk

8 6 /8 7 *New Clerk
8 7 /8 8 New B oard C hair
8 8 /8 9 New  Board Chair
8 9 /9 0 New  Board Chair

(sam e a s  1 9 9 5 -9 6  Chair)

9 0 /9 1 N ew  Superintendent N ew  Clerk
91/92
9 2 /9 3
9 3 /9 4 N ew  Superintendent *New B oard C hair
9 4 /9 5 New Board Chair
9 5 /9 6 N ew  Superintendent New Board Chair
96/97
9 7 /9 8
Italics denotes informant.
* Denotes informant contacted for interview but did not participate in the study.
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