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The 2004 Spring Survey for MASA and MASB Members on the Board and Superintendent Relationship

Introduction

In April and May of 2004 the superintendents and board presidents in Michigan’s public school districts participated in a statewide survey supported by both MASA and MASB. The overwhelming response (99.5%) to the survey is a deep indicator the importance educational leaders place on board and superintendent relations in the success of their schools.  

The primary researcher, Dr. Sara Duvall, wishes to thank the participants and provide them with access to the first round of results derived from the statistical data collected by the survey.  The following briefing summarizes the results.  Links are provided to the chapters of the complete analysis based on the survey, which became Dr. Duvall’s dissertation.

Briefing

As schools in the United States resegregate and federal antipoverty programs lapse, the achievement gap widens once again.  What can educational leaders do on their own to reverse this trend in the face of increased state and federal mandates, decreasing school funding, and community resistance to change? The purpose of last year’s statewide survey of superintendents and board presidents was to determine the relative effects of factors that influence the board and superintendent relationship (evaluation, conflict, political climate, superintendent influence, teaching & learning style, board training, and overall Strength of Relationship) and to use these data to suggest strategies to support changes that make a difference. 

A unique survey questionnaire was developed, tested, and deployed online statewide to all superintendents and board presidents in public school districts in the State of Michigan.  Total population was N = 526 school districts, N = 1052 potential respondents. A self-selected sample (n = 1047, 99.5%) responded to the survey. Clearly these issues are of great importance to educational leaders in Michigan.  Complete data (those that answered every question in every factor) provided an evenly distributed and representative sample of the entire state by region and district size from which the researcher could generalize with confidence. A Strength of Relationship (SOR) Scale was developed by rating responses to questions in each factor from -3 to 3, based on current literature.   The Strength of Relationship factors were statistically tested against district level indicators (size of district, socioeconomic status, per pupil expenditure, student achievement, political type, evaluation type).  Conflict, disagreement, and student achievement were also statistically tested against these district-level indicators.

Findings

The significant findings of the study were

(a) When Pluralistic Political Type board interaction (as opposed to dominated, factional or inert) paired with Data-driven Superintendent Evaluation Type (as opposed to global or judgment), Strength of Relationship increased approximately two-fold in most cases, levels of conflict were lower and, more important, levels of student achievement were higher;  

(b) boards that work in a pluralistic manner are 87–93% less likely to report conflict than were other political types (dominated, factional, inert).  Conflict centered first on role definition and fulfillment, and second on financial issues; 

(c) the lower were the levels of disagreement between the board and the superintendent, the higher was the student achievement. This remained the case regardless of district size, per-pupil expenditure, or socioeconomic status; 

(d) student achievement was shown to be as much as 3-4 times higher in the Pluralistic and Data-driven combination of political type and evaluation method. 


There were other interesting results. 

(e) The least reported conflict between the board and the superintendent was student achievement. 

(f) Board training had no significant effect on the board and superintendent relationship.  The only significant effect of board training was higher student achievement!  (What better reason for all board members, both veterans and newly elected, to participate in MASB or other board training? )

(g) The stronger the influence of the professional superintendent, the higher the student achievement.

Actions Implied by the Data  


These results suggest that superintendents and board members might initiate some intentional choices about their relationships.  The two factors that correlated time and again with higher student achievement were Political Climate and Superintendent Evaluation types.  One can infer that these two areas of the relationship may be the first factors to address.

Political Climate

 Start by identifying the political climate type of your district.  You might use the model from the classic McCarty and Ramsey study of 1971.  Figure 1 summarizes the types identified by their study with general characteristics of each type.

Figure 1 

McCarty and Ramsey Political Climate Model Summary *
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Keep in mind that the most effective board interaction for high student achievement is Pluralistic.  Considering that the majority of districts do not function pluralistically, how might you move toward a pluralistic process?

Superintendent Evaluation

Begin by taking a close look at your superintendent evaluation process.  The ongoing process suggested by the results of this study looks very different from what most districts are now calling superintendent evaluation. The types of evaluation that dominate public school leadership today are “Global” and “Judgment.”  Global evaluation is motivated by the board’s gut feeling, descriptive narrative reports often written by outside consultants, informal oral exchanges about performance, and stakeholder evaluation. Judgment is driven by specific criteria and consists of printed rating forms, report cards, Management by Objective, performance contracting, and duties-based evaluation. Figure 2 shows the complex and sometimes overwhelming evaluation process imposed upon board members using Global and Judgment type evaluation. 

Figure 2

General and specific tasks in evaluating superintendent performance*


In this model, board members are expected to complete all of the tasks individually or collectively for each round of evaluation.

The data from this study suggested that districts use a more practical model that focuses on a continuous and collaborative process between the board and the superintendent. The evaluation type that was so powerful when combined with Pluralistic Political Climate was “Data-Driven” evaluation.  Superintendent evaluation driven by data includes a process of goal setting for the district and often uses a superintendent portfolio, student outcome measures, and district accreditation as the basis for evaluation of the superintendent. Board members, the superintendent, and the administration of the district all participate in the process of setting and achieving goals for the district and gathering data of success for each evaluation cycle. Figure 3 depicts a new model as suggested by the data from the Spring 2004 survey.

Figure 3

Model of a continuing cycle of goal setting, communication, data gathering, and assessment: Data-driven superintendent evaluation combined with pluralistic board interaction.




Conclusion


In essence, this study tells educational leaders throughout Michigan that how they work together and what they do DOES have a significant impact on student achievement.  It matters!


In the coming year, the primary researcher intends to explore other issues surrounding the board and superintendent relationship using the survey data.  If questions or inquiries come to your mind, please email Dr. Sara Duvall at saraduvall@sbcglobal.net; she welcomes your feedback and will make every effort to analyze the data related to your inquiries.  Look for further reports of new data as it emerges on this web site.


Further, Dr. Duvall will be working with MASB and MASA to develop workshops to facilitate the process of making intentional board climate and superintendent evaluation changes in your district. 


If you have interest in the details of the study, links are provided below leading to the full-length document and appendixes in PDF format. You are invited to download and print whatever data you may find useful.
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