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ABSTRACT 

Throughout U.S. history, numerous policies have shaped our government and the lives of 

individuals, both nationally and internationally.  For three decades, there has been much 

debate over academic achievement in U.S. public primary and secondary schools as well 

as in colleges and universities.  Demand for funding has been placed on the federal 

government as “cash-strapped” states continue to reduce financial apportionments to 

school districts, community colleges, and other institutions of higher learning.  However, 

with more funding came more accountability.  The 2001 No Child Left Behind Act 

reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to include accountability 

measures, identification of schools that fail to narrow the racial achievement gap, and 

testing in each state of all students in grades 3-8.  

Reform efforts have been underway in American public schools for over 50 years 

(Lunenburg, 2011). Now with No Child Left Behind at the forefront of school 

accountability, superintendents are being pushed to hold teachers accountable for student 

academic achievement.  Although superintendents are important to a school’s 

performance, there is limited research on how their leadership affects student academic 

achievement.  Considering the magnitude of school reform, the research that is available 

suggests that superintendents, indirectly and directly, affect instructional quality and 

student outcomes.  In cases of high-performing districts, Lunenburg’s research noted that 

superintendents have been found to have a comprehensive understanding of 

organizational purpose, a greater willingness to keep decisions tightly controlled, and the 

ability to shift human and financial resources into alignment with a school district’s 

mission, vision, and goals (Lunenburg, 2011).  Research also has shown that components 

of superintendent leadership requires the use of non-instructional strategies such as 
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networks of policies, procedures, programs, tasks, and traditions to affect student 

academic achievement.  As this research will focus on superintendent leadership and its 

impact on student academic achievement, we will explore what determines good 

superintendent leadership, in terms of knowledge and understanding. Although this area 

of research has been expanding, it still merits further research.  

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the lived 

experiences of superintendents as a means to document resource allocation methods, 

leadership challenges, and leadership styles that have a positive impact on student 

academic achievement.  This study searched to understand effective superintendent 

leadership as it relates to exceptional school practices. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 Chapter 1 provides an overview of the role that the United States federal 

government has played in public education, federal funding for public education, and 

reform efforts.  The chapter begins with the background of the problem, followed by the 

statement of the problem, the purpose of the study, the research questions, and the 

significance of the study.  It also includes the definition of terms, assumptions of the 

study, and the delimitations and limitations.  The chapter concludes with a summary. 

Background of the Problem 

The federal government became involved in public education as early as 1777, 

when there was a growing concern about the United States Military and its members.  

During this time, there was growing concern that the members of the U.S. Army lacked 

competency in math and military procedure. To respond to the federal government’s 

belief that the country’s security required a company of highly trained and skilled 

military professionals, national leaders joined forces to establish the first U.S. Military 

Academy at West Point in 1802 (Simon, 1963).   

Throughout U.S. history, educational policies have been created to influence the 

lives of individuals, from the 1785 Congressional Ordinance that set aside land for the 

endowment of schools to the 1954 Brown vs. Board of Education ruling that overturned 

the 1896 Plessy vs. Ferguson separate but equal ruling.  The historic 1983 report, A 

Nation At Risk, revived a great debate over the future of public schools in the U.S.  The 

report noted that the nation’s public school systems were producing functionally illiterate 

17-year-olds at a rate of 13% as well as causing an overall drop in SAT scores and a need 
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for more student college remediation courses (U.S. Department of Education [USDE], 

2008).  

Twenty-five years after A Nation at Risk was released, the USDE (2008) 

published A Nation Accountable: 25 Years After A Nation at Risk.  According to this 

report, “Of 20 children born in 1983, six did not graduate from high school on time in 

2001; of the 14 who did, 10 started college that fall, but only five earned a bachelor’s 

degree by spring 2007” (USDE, 2008, p. 1).  As of 2011, the quality of public education 

in U.S. public primary and secondary schools, colleges, and universities is still seen as a 

matter of urgency (USDE, 2008).  Greater demand for funding has been placed on the 

federal government as states continue to reduce financial apportionments to school 

districts, community colleges, and other institutions of higher learning (USDE, 2008). 

Since the publication of A Nation Accountable: 25 Years After A Nation At Risk, 

the education community and state and federal governments have been working hard to 

develop content standards and assessments that will demonstrate the knowledge base of 

U.S. school children as set forth in federal aid contingences of the 1980s and 1990s 

(USDE, 2008). 

President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the largest elementary and secondary 

funding mechanism into law, the Elementary and Secondary Act (ESEA), also known as 

Title I, in 1965, providing funding to support programs for economically disadvantaged 

youth.  Over the years, the funding has had several reauthorizations and overhauls, most 

notably in 1994 and 2001.  The 1994 reauthorization required states to establish content-

standards and tests for academic performance, evaluations, and accountability.   
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Reauthorized by Congress again, in 2001, ESEA was modified and became 

known as the No Child Left Behind Education Act (NCLB).  ESEA has moved their focus 

from supplemental support for poor and disadvantaged students to educational reform for 

all publically educated students (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2003).  Not 

only does NCLB redefine the federal government’s role in K-12 education, but it also 

seeks to close the achievement gap.  Involving 45 different programs totaling over $19 

billion in 2003-2004, the law requires that schools involve parents in improving student 

academic achievement by sending them information regarding their child’s level of 

achievement, along with an annual school performance report.  This law includes a 

means for identifying local educational agencies that are unsuccessful in reducing the 

achievement gap.  The law also requires every state to assess all students in grades 3-8 on 

a yearly basis.  

Schools in all 50 states must improve student academic achievement in four areas:  

Helping students meet challenging academic standards in reading, math, science 

and testing students in those areas; making Adequate Yearly Progress by annually 

demonstrating that all students are meeting state goals for reading and math; 

collecting and reporting student achievement data; and ensuring that all teachers 

are highly qualified. (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2003, p. 1) 

ESEA continues to evolve from a financial resource to a nationalized program 

with specific educational performance objectives.  Since 2008, ESEA has been up for 

reauthorization under the Obama Administration.  Sweeping changes are planned for the 

law that will modify some of the requirements of NCLB, with the hope of creating a 

program that supports local educational agencies across the country who will be more 
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focused and who will identify specific accountability measures (Brookings Institute, 

2011).  According to Arne Duncan, U.S. Secretary of Education, with the reauthorization 

of NCLB, part of the plan is to preserve the important contribution of data breakdown in 

identifying low-performing students.  More specifically, Duncan wants the program to 

have clear goals and high standards, yet be flexible (Rotella, 2010).  Additionally, the 

plan to reauthorize NCLB is to look at a broader range of milestones to include such 

items as graduation rates (Rotella, 2010).  

With the implementation of NCLB, school district leaders are now being pushed 

by federal requirements to have a greater focus on low-performing students and strategies 

to improve academic access (USDE, 2008).  The core focus of a district is often 

articulated in the mission statement, which establishes the direction for the superintendent 

in fulfilling the mission of his schools.  However, the A Nation Accountable Commission 

expressed a concern that America is not producing leaders who are equipped to lead 

American school systems (USDE, 2008). The Commission also articulated that resources 

must be invested to develop the next generation of superintendents and principals 

(USDE, 2008).  However, at the time of the publication of the report, the American 

economy began to experience a slowdown. 

In 2007, the U.S. began to experience one of the worst economic recessions since 

the Great Depression (Willis, 2009).  Since that time, states have struggled with declines 

in revenue, slow or no economic growth, and a collapsed housing market.  As a 

consequence, school districts, community colleges, and other institutions of higher 

learning have experienced reductions in revenue from state and local sources. In an effort 

to respond to the recession, the federal government, through the American Recovery and 
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Reinvestment Act of 2008 (ARRA), infused $840 billion into the United States economy 

(“Track the Money,” 2011), and over $6 billion of this funding was allocated to public 

schools in California to offset reductions in revenue due to economic shortfalls 

(Legislative Analyst Office [LAO], 2010a).  California public schools also have had 

spending restrictions relaxed on over 40 categorical programs.  The intent of 

consolidating over $4.5 billion (LAO, 2010b) in state funding was to reduce layers of 

reporting requirements and give more flexibility to districts as to how to use funding to 

meet district needs (School Services of California, 2008).  Now that both categorical 

flexibility and ARRA funding expire in September 2011 and June 2014, (LAO, 2010b) 

respectively, California’s educational system will need to identify strategies to cope with 

increased demands on accountability and student academic achievement with fewer 

resources. 

Statement of the Problem 

Since 2002-2003, English Language Arts and Math Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) consistently have increased across California; however, even after spending over 

$51.6 billion on K-12 education in 2008-2009, the state did not meet its AYP growth 

targets (LAO, 2008).  The 2010-2011 AYP report showed that, of the 3,890 California 

schools in program improvement, 86 exited during the year (California Department of 

Education (CDE), 2011a), and 37% are in year 5 of program improvement (CDE, 2011a).  

Overall, California schools are improving and moving toward reaching the NCLB 

proficiency requirements.  The pressure from NCLB continues to increase on Local 

Educational Agencies (LEAs) to provide academic accountability and improve student 

academic achievement, even though LEA fund balances and available reserves continue 
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to decline.  In a time of fiscal constraint, however, fiscal accountability and effective 

allocation of resources is important.   

A report regarding academic achievement (Togneri & Anderson, 2003) states that 

some schools are doing better at improving student academic achievement than others 

who were in the same low academic performing classification.  At the same time, some 

publications show that resource allocation is linked to student academic achievement 

(Odden & Archibald, 2001; Odden & Picus, 2008).  In one report of an examination of 

104 Colorado school districts, a study found that student academic achievement is 

affected not only by hiring qualified front line staff, but also by effectively allocating 

resources (Bidwell & Kasarda, as cited in Mitchell, 2011).  Professional development, 

administrator mentoring, and standards-based curricula are other ideas discussed (Cuban, 

1984) to facilitate raising student academic achievement.   

As the instructional leader, it is the superintendent’s responsibility, in conjunction 

with the school board, to ensure the academic achievement of students within a school 

district.  Even though Cuban (1984) states that a small amount of attention is being 

placed on superintendent leadership’s connection to student academic achievement, 

several other studies maintain that this connection has been scarcely researched (Mitchell, 

2011).  Although these researchers reviewed the superintendent’s leadership impact on 

student academic achievement from different angles, ranging from organizational and 

structural distinctions to tenure and achievement and district overall performance, they all 

noted that this is an area that can be researched further.  For instance, according to 

Bridges: 
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The superintendent stands at the apex of the organizational pyramid in education 

and manages a multi-million dollar enterprise charged with the moral and 

technical socialization of youth, aged 6-18.  Despite the importance of this 

administrative role to education and society, less than a handful of studies 

analyzed in this review investigate the impact of the chief executive officer.  

(Bridges, as cited in Mitchell, 2011, p. 35) 

As the superintendent is the district instructional leader, and we have little 

research to show how someone in this position can have an impact on student academic 

achievement, it is clear that more comprehensive and detailed information is needed to 

understand how the quality and characteristics of the superintendent directly and 

indirectly effect student academic achievement. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to document resource allocation 

methods, leadership challenges, and leadership styles that have a positive impact on low-

performing schools through the lived experiences of superintendents.  This study 

attempted to find documented cases of effective superintendent leadership and 

exceptional school practices.  The goal of this investigation was to gain additional 

knowledge about the non-instructional implications for student academic achievement in 

American public schools.  

Research Questions 

1. What, if any, are the demonstrated leadership practices among superintendents 

that positively affect student academic achievement in schools designated by the 

No Child Left Behind Act as Program Improvement? 
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a. What themes emerge regarding the decision making process of academic 

strategies implemented at the district level delivered from the superintendent 

to administrators? 

b. What are the common experiences surrounding how each resource, financial 

and human capital, is aligned to district priorities, goals, and objectives? 

c. What themes emerge regarding the role superintendent leadership plays in 

student academic achievement? 

Significance of the Study 

The characteristics that determine good leadership are expanding in terms of 

knowledge and understanding.  However, the quality that is provided or not provided by 

school superintendents needs to be researched further (Education Writers Association 

[EWA], 2003). 

As No Child Left Behind has emerged at the forefront of school accountability, 

superintendents are being driven to hold teachers accountable for student academic 

achievement.  Regarding the demands associated with high-stakes accountability, there is 

limited research on practice and organizational design in high-performance school 

districts (Lunenburg, 2011).      

By analyzing how financial resources are being utilized, this study may assist 

educational leaders in determining whether their resources are aligned with what the 

district believes are the priorities, as laid out in the mission statement, and what steps are 

necessary to change the organizational culture regarding funding allocation in low-

performing schools. 
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The perceptions and leadership style of the superintendent are pivotal to the 

allocation of resources.  Because the superintendent represents the instructional 

leadership of a school district, his/her leadership style has a direct impact on the manner 

in which resources are allocated, as the superintendent may choose to delegate this 

responsibility to others, such as an assistant or associate superintendent, take a leadership 

team approach, or personally decide how to allocate resources.  Each strategy can yield a 

different result because a successful implementation is based on the ability of the 

individual with the authority to make decisions.  Further, the effectiveness of the resource 

alignment process and the ultimate academic achievement of the student also are only as 

good as the knowledge and ability of the decision maker. 

Definition of Terms 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA).  The ARRA is 

legislative action that allocated funds to states with the intent to save jobs, upgrade 

infrastructure, and stabilize the economy. 

Academic Performance Index (API).  According to the CDE, “The API is a single 

number, ranging from a low of 200 to a high of 1000, which reflects a school’s, an 

LEA’s, or a subgroup’s performance level, based on the results of statewide testing.  Its 

purpose is to measure the academic performance and growth of schools” (CDE, 2011a, p. 

4). 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).  AYP is related to specific goals set forth by the 

federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act.  The goal for each state is to have all 

students proficient in English and math by 2014 (CDE, 2011b). 
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Board Superintendent Relationship.  For the purpose of this study, board 

superintendent relationship will refer to the manner in which the superintendent and the 

school board interact and deal with district-related issues. 

Human Capital.  Human Capital is defined as “the collective sum of attributes, 

life experience, knowledge, inventiveness, energy, and enthusiasm that its people choose 

to invest in their work (Weatherly, 2003). 

Indicators of Fiscal Distress.  The Financial Crisis Management and Assistance 

Team, which is an extension of the California Legislature, developed key identifiers that 

signal that a school may be at the point of a fiscal crisis that could lead to insolvency.  At 

the point of insolvency, the State of California may intervene and take control of the 

entire district. 

Local Educational Agencies (LEAs).  For the purpose of this study, LEAs will 

refer to California public school districts, including charter schools. 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB).  The NCLB is a federal reform act 

designed to refine the role of the federal government in K-12 education.  It is an overhaul 

of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965.  The goal of NCLB is to close 

the achievement gap between minority and disadvantaged students (Wisconsin 

Department of Public Instruction, 2003). 

Program Improvement. This determination is made using two years work of data 

for a local educational agency that receives Title I funds. If a local educational agency 

fails to meet performance indicators for two consecutive years, the local educational 

agency (LEA) is deemed to be a program improvement LEA (CDE, 2011).   
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Resource Allocation.  To realize district goals, the superintendent and school 

board must allocate human capital, money, materials and supplies, and time to different 

areas of the district operations.  For the purpose of this study, resource allocation is 

performed at the district and school sites (Marzano & Waters, 2009).  

Student Academic Achievement.  For the purpose of this study, student academic 

achievement will refer to a student’s demonstration to meet or exceed the AYP as 

identified in the NCLB, which is to have all students proficient in English and math by 

2014 (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2003). 

Assumptions of the Study 

For the purpose of this phenomenological study, it was assumed that the 

superintendent is the primary decision maker for the district and, therefore, has the 

authority to make key decisions that affect the district as a whole.  Some school districts 

have curriculum and instruction departments that are headed by an assistant 

superintendent who has the ability to make academic decisions independently.  

Information can be obtained from the superintendent as an information item after 

decisions are made.  For the purpose of this study, the assumption was made that the 

superintendent is aware of decisions prior to their implementation.  It was also assumed 

that surveys and interviews are valid forms of data collection and that participants are 

honest in their responses to questions posed in surveys and interviews.  Dishonesty in the 

survey would skew the results of the findings on the part of the superintendents who 

participate in this research. 
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Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 

This study was delimited to the individuals who have agreed to voluntarily 

participate.  The data collected was affected by the information that the districts shared.  

Therefore, all pertinent information may not be presented. 

This study was delimited to the geographic location of California.  Because this 

study pertained to decisions based on California standards, information gathered here 

might not be compatible with practices in school districts outside the state. 

This study was delimited to the five district superintendents who were 

interviewed.  Within those districts, five superintendents will participate.  The districts 

were not chosen randomly; therefore, the data collected cannot be considered a 

generalization to be applied in other school districts or states. 

The study was limited to the perceptions of the participants at one point in time. 

The study was limited to opinions expressed in the interviews, and it was not assumed 

that the opinions expressed are of equal value. 

The validity of this study was limited to the trustworthiness of the instruments 

used to collect data and the level of honesty of the participant.  The interview information 

was based on the personal reflections and memories of the participants. 

Summary 

The intent of this phenomenological study was to examine the relationship 

between the superintendent of a school district and student academic achievement.  It is 

important to note that this study focused only on California superintendents and school 

districts. With the superintendent at the helm of the state’s public school districts, and 

limited research on this position’s impact on student academic achievement, further 



13 
 

research is necessary to understand the relationship between the superintendent and 

student academic achievement. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 Chapter 2 reviews the literature regarding the role of the superintendent and 

factors that may impact his or her leadership ability.  The chapter begins with an 

introduction, followed by the theoretical framework.  It includes discussions on the 

impact of leadership on school systems, the role of the superintendent, and the challenges 

that superintendents face.  The chapter continues with the superintendents’ impact on the 

organizational culture and presents case studies regarding dysfunctional school systems 

as well as successful reform examples.  The chapter concludes with a summary. 

Introduction 

In an era of increased concern over student performance, accountability is a 

priority for school leaders who are being driven to increase teacher accountability that 

effects student academic achievement.  There is a widely accepted belief that educational 

leaders have an ability, either directly or indirectly, to influence instructional quality and 

student academic achievement.  Literature reviews provide cases of effective leadership 

and exceptional school practices that are allowing schools and/or districts to thrive 

nationally (Leithwood, 2005; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003; Taskforce on Developing 

Research in Education Leadership, 2003; Togneri & Anderson, 2003; Waters & 

Marzano, 2006; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003). According to the Association of 

California School Administrators (ACSA, 2011), strong leadership is a vital component 

to academic achievement in highly effective schools.  Similarly, “School leadership is a 

key factor in recruitment and retention of quality teachers; teaching quality, in turn, 

profoundly influences improvements in student learning and achievement” (Center for 
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the Future of Teaching and Learning, 2009, p. 1).  Effective leadership also provides 

efficient and quality services and goods; a sense of vision and direction that is aligned 

with the environment; and a tool for invigorating organizational culture while 

stimulating creativity within the organization (Van Wart, 2002).  

Theoretical Framework 

Leadership theories have changed since the pre-1900s.  In the early 1900s, it was 

believed that leaders were born, not made, as indicated by the Great Man Theory (Van 

Wart, 2002).  From the 1940s through the 1970s, theories progressed to reflect the 

importance of natural or individual traits and then to behaviors of individuals (Van Wart, 

2002).  From the late 1970s to the present day, three theories of leadership have 

emerged: transformational, servant, and multifaceted (Van Wart, 2002).  

Transformational leadership focuses on leaders who create change in structures, 

processes, and cultures; servant theory asserts that leaders have ethical duties to 

followers; and multifaceted theory focuses on integrating major theories such as 

transformational and transactional (Van Wart, 2002).  According to Burns (1978), 

transactional leaders perform tasks and use a reward/punishment system to deal with 

performance.  This is in contrast to transformational leaders, who use motivation for 

efficient and effective performance (Burns, 1978).   

Transformational leaders must be able to provide: “(1) charisma or idealized 

influence, (2) inspirational motivation, (3) intellectual stimulation, and (4) individualized 

consideration or individualized attention” (Stewart, 2006, p. 5).  This type of leader also 

emboldens high achievement collective standards with a sense of resolve and a common 

mission and vision (Pedraja-Rejas, Rodriguez-Ponce, Delado-Almonte, & Rodriguez-
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Ponce, 2006).  Similar to transformational leaders, transactional leaders motivate staff to 

accomplish assigned tasks through the use of specified benefits (Bass, 1985).  This 

leadership style depends on negotiations between both leaders and staff.  Transactional 

leadership plays a significant role in shaping organizations by allowing the leader to 

transform others by increasing task importance and value; focusing on organizational 

goals instead of self interest, and initiating higher-order needs (Burns, 1978).  According 

to Bass (1985), transformational leaders have the ability to communicate a sense of 

purpose and focus on long-term visions.  For the purposes of this research, 

transformational leadership will be used to gauge superintendent leadership. 

Some studies show that the decision-making process and the effectiveness of an 

organization can be influenced by diversity, leadership style, and top management team 

size (Carpenter & Fredrickson, 2001; Pelled & Xin, 1999; Shamir, House, & Arthur, 

1993; Simonds, Pelled, & Smith, 1999).  Beginning in the 1980s, leadership research 

centered around leader characteristics and their impact on the organization (Bass, 1985; 

Kanguno, 1990; Tichy & Devanna, 1990).  Understanding the differences in leadership 

styles is important because the different leadership styles influence staff, and leadership 

behaviors can yield reward mechanisms that influence individual behavior within the 

organization (Shamir et al., 1993). 

 Ogbonna and Harris (2000) found that organizational leadership influences 

performance style, which, in turn, influences an organizational culture.  Because Burns 

(1978) introduced the terms transformational and transactional leadership, it is important 

to note that his research does not show opposition to either, rather a belief that the best 

leaders have transformational and transactional characteristics.  According to Burns, “For 
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leaders to have the greatest impact on the ‘led,’ they must motivate followers to action by 

appealing to shared values and by satisfying the higher order of needs of the led, such as 

their aspirations and expectations” (as cited in Homrig, 2001, p. 1).  Although the two 

styles are complementary, transformational leadership is ineffective in total absence of a 

transactional leadership relationship between leaders and staff (Liu, 2007). 

There are theoretical and practical implications for how transformational 

leadership influences creativity (Jung, 2001).  Jung’s research demonstrates that different 

leadership styles influence both group and individual performance, including creative 

thinking and behavior.  The implications of this study may give guidance to managers 

who wish to increase staff creative behavior.  According to Amable (as cited in Jung, 

2001), “Creativity can be enhanced through different ways, such as changing 

organizational cultures where employees are encouraged to freely discuss and exchange 

ideas” (p. 193).  The assumption is that, if managers are trained to employ behaviors such 

as transformational leadership, staff may be assisted in becoming more motivated to put 

forth additional effort to attempt new and creative problem-solving approaches (Jung, 

2001).  

Page and Miller (2002) summarized modern leadership composition and its 

applicability to the Marine Corps (the Corps).  Recently evolved leadership models are 

related to strategic vision and transformation, also known as “leader and follower schools 

of thought” (Greenberg, as cited in Page & Miller, 2002, p. 1).  Page and Miller focused 

on the concept that, when leaders help subordinates progress towards goals, subordinates 

respond positively.  Page and Miller concluded that being achievement oriented, along 



18 
 

with setting goals, building relationships, and sharing decision making, is key to being a 

good leader.  

As a leader matures and adds to his or her life experiences, his or her ability to 

lead is enhanced and improves over time (Page & Miller, 2002).  As a leader’s 

development increases and moves to higher development levels, the ability to handle 

more complex issues also increases (Page & Miller, 2002).  In the Corps, this approach 

transforms subordinates into leaders and lifts the organization to greater achievement 

(Page & Miller, 2002).  Further, the ability to lead and follow is in every Marine (Page & 

Miller, 2002).  Although Page and Miller’s study focuses on the Corps, transformational 

leadership strategy can correlate to educational leadership.  

The idea of transformational leadership involves the mutual connection that links 

leaders and subordinates (Page & Miller, 2002).  Ibarra, Santamaria, Lindsey, and Daly 

(2010) found that transformational leadership is connected to increased organizational 

outcomes and creates “conditions for individuals to confront existing values and norms, 

compared to transactional leadership that manages the current belief and values system 

while applying fixes to problems bound by existing paradigms” (p. 32).  

Page and Miller’s (2002) findings are also in alignment with Fullan’s (2005).  

Fullan stated that, when leaders pursue in-depth change, building a coalition of leaders is 

essential, and leaders improve their conceptualization through feedback, reflection, and 

refinement (Fullan, 2005).  Page and Miller’s findings are also similar to Leithwood and 

Riehl’s (2005) study regarding leadership in schools, specifically, that superintendent, 

principal, and teacher leadership team-based structures can prevail over hierarchical 
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structures, allowing for more attention to the types of leadership that can be distributed 

across many school roles and functions.   

Collins (2001) stated that leaders should first assemble the right people in the 

right positions, and together the leader and the team can decide the organization’s 

direction.  Collins stresses that vision creation occurs only after the team is organized.  

Collins took the idea to another level as he urged leaders to remove individuals who do 

not benefit the organization and replace them with the right people in the right positions.  

An effective leader has the ability to create the necessary team momentum to move an 

organization into the right direction (Collins, 2001).  Fullan (2005) noted that school site 

level distributive leadership requires multiple leadership with teams of individuals who 

establish and follow coherent and clear strategies.  

Goleman (1998) identified emotional intelligence (EI) components as self-

awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills, and researched EI 

effective performance connections, primarily in leaders in terms of how EI manifests on 

the job.  Goleman sought to determine whether an individual has high EI and, if so, how 

to recognize it.  Goleman found that EI was twice as important as other leadership 

characteristics for jobs at all levels.  His research also demonstrated that EI could be 

developed when people take the right approach to training programs.  Goleman (1998) 

pointed out that finding the right approach to EI is important because leadership requires 

effective relationship management and that, although technical ability is necessary for a 

leader, EI completes the equation regarding effective leadership and performance. 
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Impact of Leadership on School Systems 
 

During the last 20 years of K-12 educational change, experts have acknowledged 

the school system’s significance (district and state) of moving educational reform 

agendas forward.  Systemic change or whole-system reform may not have been in the 

forefront of reform agendas due to the attention focused on teacher quality as well as on 

soaring standards; but it was always on the minds of education researchers and policy 

setters (EWA, 2003).  Fullan stressed that schools are effective when “connection, 

coherence, and collective-capacity building characterize the entire system–classroom, 

district, and state” (2005, p. 12).  This effectiveness is expressed in Fullan’s seven big 

ideas for whole-system reform: 

All children (95%), except the severely disabled students, can learn to a high level 

of critical reasoning and problem solving; select a few core priorities; resolute 

leadership/stay on message or target with focus even during hard times; collective 

capacity-collaboration that is disciplined; strategies with precision; intelligent 

accountability where policies and procedures increase individual and collective 

capacity; and all means all–whole-system reform cannot be pieced together. 

(Fullan, 2005, p. 4)  

Over the past decade, when whole-system reform has been taken seriously, 

significant student academic achievement has resulted (Fullan, 2005).  Fullan reviewed 

three cases of large-scale reform and noted that, in all cases, district/school leadership 

was identified as being vital to successful reform (Snipes, Doolittle, & Herlihy, as cited 

in Fullan, 2005; Togneri & Anderson, 2003).  
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Educational Leadership 
 

The evidence regarding the administrator’s instructional leadership shows that the 

administrator’s ability to influence instruction is relatively small when he or she is 

consistently engaged in direct instructional leadership activities (E 

lmore, 2000).  Research supports those strong leaders who can lead effective 

schools through collaboration and teamwork, effective learning and teaching cultures, 

and empowerment of teachers, while including them as part of the decision-making 

process (ACSA, 2011). 

Effective leaders serve as change agents, inspire unified action, and move all 

stakeholders in the direction of high student achievement (University of Oregon, 2009).  

Additionally, there is a movement away from individual leadership to a distributive 

leadership model that spans a variety of pertinent leadership team structures at the local, 

regional, and state levels (Council of Chief State School Officers [CCSSO], 2009).  

Leadership is not the work of one individual, but rather the collective capacity of multiple 

individuals who work toward the same goal of student academic achievement (Waters & 

Marzano, 2006).  Effective leaders have the ability to create shared efficacy for student 

success through the alignment of common goals.  This, in turn, links all levels of the 

school system together.  Leithwood and Riehl (2003) researched school leadership and 

found that leadership, second to curriculum quality and teacher instruction, has a 

significant impact on student learning.  

    Educational leadership at work. The findings are clear that the teacher makes a 

difference in student academic achievement (Bridges, 1982).  However, literature in 

terms of other educational positions is not as settled, as the validity of the relationship 
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between educational leadership and student academic achievement has come into 

question (Bridges, 1982).  Bridges further stated that, of the 322 documents he reviewed, 

the majority focused on aspects of administration rather than on student learning.  

 Another student achievement study found that principals indirectly affect student 

achievement through their actions regarding the school climate (Halligner, Bickman, & 

Davis, 1996).  An additional study, from 1986 to 1996, searched for a direct link to 

student academic achievement but found no evidence of a connection between 

educational leadership and student academic achievement (Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 

2003).  

The Taskforce on Developing Research in Education Leadership (Taskforce, 

2003) presented findings on the American public school system and leadership at work 

within the system.  In a synthesis of the leadership report, Leithwood and Riehl (2005) 

stated that, through galvanizing efforts around purposeful goals and creating an 

atmosphere that helps students succeed and support teachers, school leaders can influence 

learning.  

Additionally, the Wallace Foundation (2011) found that leadership is often 

overlooked in failing schools.  For the first time, strong evidence supports that 

educational leadership can influence student academic achievement (Wallace Foundation, 

2011).  The Wallace Foundation also noted that there are virtually no known cases in 

which distressed schools improve exclusive of the involvement of a strong leader, and 

that the most deprived schools benefit the most from the impact of good leadership.  

Described as a function as opposed to a role, leadership is expected of an 

individual who fills a formal authoritarian position, encompassing core functions that 
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may be performed by numerous people within a school environment (Leithwood & Riehl, 

2005).  As one who can hold various school positions, a school leader not only provides 

direction but also exercises influence with the intent to reach school goals (Leithwood & 

Riehl, 2005).  

The Taskforce (2003) found that school leaders can motivate other people to 

achieve targeted meaningful goals and concluded that, as a person’s actions generally are 

based upon his or her understanding of a situation, educational leaders assist in the 

creation of a common meaning and understanding that can support a school's vision.  

Effective educational leaders (a) influence human resource development; (b) set goal- 

and value-centered examples for staff and others to follow; and (c) consider internal and 

external processes and relationships when aspects of the school organization require 

attention (Taskforce, 2003). 

Principal and Teacher Leadership 

The formal leadership of school principals and teachers is the focus of much 

research.  Lunenburg (2011) noted that school leaders must take part in commencing 

change and in managing change resistance.  An enormous amount of attention is focused 

on classroom reform.  The rationale is that committed, highly skilled teachers can 

increase student academic achievement, even in a chaotic environment; however, 

teachers work under the direction of a principal who provides a combination of support 

and autonomy (EWA, 2003).  The Taskforce found that “Principals exert leadership 

through constellations of actions that coalesce around different ‘models’ of leadership, 

including transformational, instructional, moral, or participative leadership” (as cited in 

Leithwood & Riehl, 2005, p. 5).  
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A growing body of research (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003) looks at teacher’s 

leadership practices as either formal or informal in positions such as department chair, 

coordinator, or master teacher.  As team-based approaches emerge and prevail over 

hierarchical school structures, particularly in site-based management, more attention is 

being focused on leadership types that can be dispersed across multiple school roles and 

functions (Leithwood & Riehl, 2005).  To provide sustainable leadership, critical masses 

of leaders are needed at all system levels (Fullan, 2005).  However, transformation 

efforts that depend solely on the work of individual teachers and principals are simply 

not enough to bring about necessary reform (EWA, 2003). 

Role of the Superintendent 

 Historically, the superintendent role began in the early days of the New England 

states, when a 1642 Massachusetts Ordinance required all towns to choose a group of 

men to manage schools, employ teachers, set wages, levy local taxes, and establish the 

length of the school year (Sharp & Walter, 1997).  As other states began to follow suit, 

the practice eventually led to the establishment of elected school boards and the selection 

of headmaster to exclusively manage the schools.  As time progressed, the title shifted to 

principal, and ultimately, to superintendent (Sharp & Walter, 1997).  This shift occurred 

primarily because elected school boards recognized that they were unable to handle the 

daily school operations.  

Over time, the school superintendent’s role evolved from simple office 

responsibilities into an instructor/intellectual, supervisor, leader, and chief executive role 

(Hoyle, Bjork, Collier, & Glass, 2005; Kowalski, as cited in Edwards, 2007).  

Superintendents, in addition to being extremely familiar with instructional methodology, 
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student learning, and management, must have an understanding of leadership abilities and 

practices related to improving performance and effectiveness (Firestone & Riehl, 2005).  

Hoyle et al. stated that, “The role of the superintendent has changed from the less visible 

manager to a highly visible chief executive who needs vision, skills, and knowledge to 

lead in a new and complex world” (as cited in Edwards, 2007, p. 4).   

In an era of accountability, the rising superintendent’s instructional leadership 

role is one of a collaborator that can benefit all children (Bjork, 1993).  However, little 

attention has been paid to the role of the superintendent.  Cuban (1984) suggested that 

little or no attention has been paid to the school district’s chief executive officer, yet the 

position is critical to maintaining and promoting district effectiveness. 

Impact of Superintendent Leadership on School Systems 

As the leadership role of a superintendent changes to fulfill district needs and 

meet the increasing demands for greater accountability in student academic achievement, 

educational leaders should know the research related to school leadership (Waters et al., 

2003).  However, there is little research that investigates how the superintendent’s 

leadership role influences performance outcomes for students and/or the district 

(Leithwood, 2005).   

Duke (2010) stated that, because the superintendent is so removed from the 

classroom, it becomes difficult to connect his or her leadership with student academic 

achievement, especially if the superintendent bases his or her effectiveness in terms of 

goal achievement.  Although there is some research that connects superintendent work 

and student academic achievement, the perspectives vary from study to study (Mitchell, 

2011).  For example, some studies focus on organizational and structural differences 
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compared to student academic achievement (Mitchell, 2011).  Tenure and student 

academic achievement are the focus of other studies, and still others use factors in high 

achievement districts as a gauge for success (Mitchell, 2011).  However, there is 

research on what superintendents can accomplish in terms of district student academic 

outcomes (Mitchell, 2011). 

Changes in rules, roles, and relationships, as well as changes in commitments, 

meanings, beliefs, values, and traditions, are required as a part of systemic change 

(Schlechty, 2005).  Superintendents use systems of practice indirectly to design, 

influence, shape, enable, and maintain organizational and instructional outcomes 

(Halverson, 2003).  To provide individual opportunities and shape instruction that will 

affect academic achievement outcomes, superintendents use a network of policies, 

procedures, programs, tasks, and traditions.  That network can include: 

• District goals/standards aligned with curriculum (Leithwood, 2005); 

• Identified campus/district needs aligned with personnel, time, and money 

resources (Bjork, 1993; Waters & Marzano, 2006); 

• Policies that allow all relevant stakeholders to be engaged in collaborative goal 

setting (Waters & Marzano, 2006); and 

• Principal supervision and staff recruitment (Bjork, 1993).  

The factors that determine good district leadership are increasing in terms of 

knowledge and understanding. The leadership quality that is provided or not provided by 

school superintendents and boards can be researched further (EWA, 2003). 

Murphy and Hallinger (1986) noted, from their interview of 12 superintendents 

from 12 California school districts, that leadership functions included (a) establishment of 
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APPENDIX C 

 
REQUEST FOR PARTICIPATION 

 
 
 
Participant Name 
Participant Address 
 
 
Dear Participant: 
 
I am Candi Clayton-Clark, a doctoral candidate at Pepperdine University. Currently, I am 
conducting a qualitative study focusing on leadership practices utilized by California 
school superintendents and I would like to ask you to participate. 
 
The study will help determine what superintendent leadership strategies, if any, impact 
student academic achievement in low performing school districts.  Each participant will 
be asked about his/her own leadership experiences. 
 
In order to participate in the study, you will be required to set aside time for  a 45-minute 
interview.  During this interview, you will be asked to elaborate on your experiences 
surrounding how resources are aligned to district priorities, goal and objectives and your 
perception of how the role of superintendent has impacted student academic achievement. 
You will also receive a copy of the interview transcript and will be given an opportunity 
to change any statements that you feel are inaccurate or unclear. 
 
If you agree to participate, we will establish an interview time within the next 45 days.  
You will also receive a copy of the interview questions in advance.  Please call me at 
209-981-1718 or email me at candiclark00@gmail.com to confirm your participation. 
 
Thank you in advance, 
 
 
 
Candi Clayton-Clark, MBA 
Doctoral Candidate, Pepperdine University 
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APPENDIX D 
 

PEPPERDINE UNIVERSITY  
 

INFORMED CONSENT FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPATION 
 
 

Title:  Academic Performance Strategies Implemented by Successful 
California Superintendents in Low-Performing School Districts 

 
Researcher:  Candi Clayton-Clark, MBA  
  Pepperdine University Doctoral Candidate 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand the 

lived experiences of superintendents as a means to document 
resource allocation methods, leadership challenges, and leadership 
styles that have a positive impact on student academic 
achievement.  This study seeks to understand effective 
superintendent leadership as it relates to exceptional school 
practices. 

 
Information:  Participants will receive a research participation request letter.  

After a participant agrees to participate, an interview time will be 
scheduled within 6 months.  Interview questions will be provided 
prior to the interview and the interview itself will be recorded and 
transcribed. Interview information will be analyzed and coded into 
categories.  Pseudonyms will be used to protect the identity of the 
superintendent and school district. This information will be used to 
determine the study’s findings and will be shared as a public 
document through a dissertation, presentation and other public 
media modes.  This study will fulfill partial requirements for the 
degree of Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 
Administration and Policy through Pepperdine University. 

Risks:  There are no known participant risks. 
 
Benefits: The researcher will offer each participant a copy of the study’s 

results.  It is the researcher’s expectation that this study will 
expand the body of literature about superintendent leadership and 
its impact on student academic achievement.  Although 
participants will not be financially compensated for participating, 
the researcher will send each participant a small token of 
appreciation. 
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INFORMED CONSENT FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPATION 

 
Confidentiality:  All documents, digital and hard copy, will be kept in either a 

double lock file cabinet or fire proof safe in the researcher’s home.   
All data will be destroyed after 5 years.  All data collected is 
considered confidential. Interview responses will be kept private 
and your right to privacy will not be violated. 

 
 
Participation:   Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Participants have 

the right to withdraw at any time. Participants have the right to 
decline to answer any question presented in the interview. The 
researcher has the right to end a participants study participation at 
anytime. 

 
Informed Consent: Participant signature below indicates that the information above 

has been read and that the participant agrees to participate in the 
study. 

 
 
Participant____________________________________________   Date____________ 
 
 
Researcher____________________________________________  Date_____________ 
 
 
 
Contacting the researcher:  For questions regarding this study, contact: 
 

Candi Clark, MBA 
P.O. Box 1822 

Gilroy, CA  95020 
209-981-1718 

candiclark00@gmail.com 
 

 
Contacting Pepperdine University: To speak to a university representative, contact: 
 

Robert Barner, Ph.D 
323-810-1717 

robertbarner@pepperdine.edu 
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APPENDIX E 
 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

Academic Performance Strategies Implemented by Successful California Superintendents 
in Low-Performing School Districts 

 
 
Participant____________________________________________ Date______________ 
 

Please state your name, gender, age and your position. 
How many years have you been in the district in your current position? 

1. Please describe the overall district goals regarding student academic achievement.   
2. Leadership characteristics are the primary focus of this study; therefore, how 

would you describe your personal belief about your leadership and its impact on 
student academic achievement?  

3. How did you come to the conclusion that your leadership characteristics were a fit 
for this district?  

4. In the role of superintendent, what are some of the most difficult issues you have 
encountered within this district? 

5. How do you ensure instructional focus, both in practice and in performance, to 
everyone in the organization?  

6. Please describe how you hold administrators accountable for student’s academic 
performance.  

7. Can you describe how administrative staff is evaluated?  
8. What are some of the ways that you communicate with staff and other district 

stakeholders?  
9. When hiring a new administrator, what are some of the characteristics that you 

look for?  
10. How often do you visit classrooms and sites, and what do you look for when you 

conduct visits?  
11. How do you determine when to loosen or tighten administrative control? 
12. What strategies do you use to assist staff in understanding the perception of what 

the district aspires to be and what the district office is currently accomplishing?  
13. How are resources, financial and human capital, used to target achievement gaps?  
14. What steps have been taken to enable the alignment of budgets with learning 

goals?  
15. Can you describe how professional development opportunities, for both 

administrators and teachers, are organized, executed, and gauged for success 
within the district? 
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APPENDIX F 
 

PARTICIPANT REVIEW LETTER 
 

 
Participant Name 
Participant Address 
 
Dear Participant: 
 
Your participation in my doctoral study was greatly appreciated.  Your insights and 
perceptions added value to the study and are critical as I progress towards the 
findings. 
 
As I promised, enclosed is a copy of the interview transcription. Please review the 
document and make any corrections or comments. Feel free to include any questions 
that you might have. If there are any statements that require correction, let me know.  
Keep in mind that the transcripts will not be published and they will only be shared 
with my dissertation committee. 
 
If corrections are required, submit the transcript to me no later than, XXXXXX.  If I 
do not hear from you by this date, I will assume that the transcript accurately reflects 
your comments and I will proceed to the next stage of the research process. 
 
Thank you for participating in this study. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Candi Clayton-Clark, MBA 
 
209-971-1718 
candiclark00@hotmail.com 
 
 

 
 


