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During the Wnter of 2002 a study was conducted of the
M chi gan superintendency with particular attention given to
the i ssue of successor origin. The purpose of the study was
to |l earn nore about the current nakeup of M chigan
superintendents as well as to conpare the simlarities and
di fferences of those who were hired fromw thin their
current district versus those who were hired from outside
their current district. OF the 524 superintendents
anonynously surveyed on-1line, 363 responded for a total
response rate of 69% Belowis a summary of sel ected
findi ngs.
Gender, Age, and Demographics

Sevent een percent of those responding to the survey were
femal es, which is conparable, albeit slightly higher, to the
national average. |In The 2000 Study of the American School
Superi nt endency, 14% of all superintendents were fenale
(dass, p. 16). Interestingly, the study of the M chigan
superi nt endency reveal ed no difference between the nunber of
femal e i nsiders and outsiders. Exactly 20 of the 40 femal e
respondents indicated that they were insiders and 20
i ndi cated that they were outsiders.

The vast majority of superintendents are in their

fifties (64% and are male (83% . Fifty-six percent



represent rural districts while only 5% represent urban
districts. Mdst others identify their district as suburban
or rural/suburban. Seventy-three percent of the
superintendents responded that they were content with the
size of their district, while nost of the others indicated
that they would Iike to be in a larger district.
Successor Origin

One-third of the superintendents surveyed were insiders
at the tinme they were hired for their present
superintendency and two-thirds were outsiders. Less than 10%
of all superintendents have spent their entire career in
just one district, indicating that even the majority of
i nsiders have al so worked in other districts throughout
their career. Interestingly, 16% of outsiders were once
i nsi der superintendents before leaving their district for
anot her superintendency.
Tur nover

Anot her observation drawn fromthe data is that
approximately one-third (32% of all superintendents
surveyed are in their first three years of being a
superintendent, which indicates a fairly significant anmount
of superintendencies were turned over in the last three
years. This is a trend that |leaders in the state expect to
continue due to a growi ng nunber of superintendents who are
eligible to retire.
Superi nt endent/ Board Rel ati ons

The vast majority of M chigan superintendents reported



that they have a positive relationship with their board of
education. Surprisingly, only 3% i ndicated a negative
relationship with their board. O those reporting a negative
relationship, all were outsiders. The vast majority of

M chi gan superintendents al so characterized favorably the
quality and frequency of conmunication with their board of
education. Again, only 3%reported negatively regarding
conmuni cation with their board. Generally, the
superintendents view their own performance as either
successful or very successful. Less than 4% were concerned
about their success as a superintendent.

The majority of current superintendents (66% have only
hel d one superintendency. O those who have held nore than
one superintendency during their career, 25%reported either
conflict with the board of education or changes on the board
of education as reasons for |eaving their previous
superi ntendency. Regardl ess of successor origin or other
factors, nost superintendents intend to remain in the
prof ession as a superintendent until retirenent.

Advant ages and Di sadvantages of One’s Origin

Finally, perhaps the nost enlightening feedback fromthe
superintendents was their collective response to the |ast
itemon the questionnaire, which asked themto indicate the
advant ages and di sadvant ages of being an insider or outsider
superintendent. Wiile the answers varied, it was interesting
to see the comon threads that energed fromthe 225

superi ntendents who responded to the question. Table 1



denonstrates the general thenmes that were repeatedly
referred to as either advantages or disadvantages of being

an out si der.

Table 1

Advant ages and Di sadvant ages of Bei ng an Qutsi der

Qut si der Advant ages:
(a) No personal baggage
(b) New ideas for the district
(c) No alliances/Can be objective
(d) Fresh start/ Renewed notivation
(e) Ability to bring about change
Qut si der Di sadvant ages:
(a) It takes a while to get to know staff and
comuni ty
(b) Do not know past history and culture of district
(c) Takes time to develop rel ationships and trust
(d) The Board has high expectations of change
(e) Unions do not like outsiders

(f) Moving/Relocating famly

Many of the outsider superintendents responded that
they felt that the opportunity for a fresh start with no
baggage was a distinct advantage of being an outsider. For
example, one superintendent stated that as an outsider,

“history does not get in the way of problem solving.”



Another indicated that “as an outsider I can focus on the
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present instead of the past.” The two most common responses
regarding outsider advantage were with regard to bringing
new ideas to the district and being able to operate with
objectivity because no favors were owed to others in the
district. For example, one superintendent stated that there

ANY

were “no ‘good old boy’ issues to overcome.” Another
indicated that not having ties to friends made it easier to
make the tough decisions.

Several disadvantages of being an outsider were also
listed with the two most common responses being the time it
takes to get caught up to speed and the time it takes to
build trust. Some spoke about a loss of “institutional
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history,” and others referred to the “inherent distrust of
yet another outsider.” A few superintendents saw the high
expectations of change as a disadvantage. For example, one
superintendent stated that Boards call upon outsiders to

get “their dirty work done.”

Tabl e 2 denonstrates the general themes that were
repeatedly referred to as either advantages or di sadvant ages

of being an insider.

Table 2

Advant ages and Di sadvant ages of Being an I nsider




| nsi der Advant ages:
(a) Know staff and community (people and val ues)
(b) Credibility with staff already established
(c) Smooth transitions because of prior know edge
(d) Trust is already established because the staff and

community al ready know t he superi nt endent

(e) Already know where the |andm nes are
(f) Do not have to nove

I nsi der Di sadvant ages:
(a) People already know your soft spots
(b) Sone poor relationships already established
(c) Baggage cones al ong
(d) No honeynoon/ Harder to change things

(e) Lack of new ideas/ Too confortable wth status quo

The know edge of the district and conmunity, as well as
the ability to hit the ground running were the nobst conmon
advant ages of being an insider that were |listed by the
respondents. For exanple, one superintendent stated, “l knew
what areas needed to be addressed.” Another indicated that
“insiders know the unwitten rules and can navigate the
culture with ease.” O hers referred to a “snmooth transition”
or an “easy transition.” One superintendent commrented that
being an insider allowed a “consistency toward district
goal s” and an “ability to relate imediately to staff and
the issues.” Many saw the prior know edge of the comunity
as a distinct advantage. For exanple, one superintendent

stated, “You know the people, many parents are forner



students.”

There were al so several disadvantages of being an
insider that were |isted. Several superintendents referred
to the lack of new ideas, the baggage that conmes al ong, and
the difficulty of bringing about change. For exanple, one
superintendent referred to the “baggage” he carried fromhis
former position in the district. Another made reference to
the fact that there was “no honeynoon,” which made it
difficult to initiate change. O hers discussed the
possibility of limted vision because of being in one place
so long. Finally, one superintendent stated, “as an insider,
you can get too confortable.”

Similarities & Differences

Most superintendents, irrespective of origin, reported
simlarly on itens related to things such as
superi nt endent/school board rel ations (overwhel m ngly
positive), comunication (positive), job satisfaction
(positive), years served (average tenure was 5 %2 years
regardl ess of origin), and board eval uations of their
performance. However, this study did reveal that definite
di fferences exist between the insiders and outsiders
surveyed. Mst notably, those differences include their
perceptions of why they were hired to be a superintendent
(insiders for stability and outsiders for change), the
actual ratio of insiders to outsiders (1/3 insiders and 2/3
outsiders), the frequency and infrequency of various

succession patterns (insider-to-insider is the | east comon



pattern whil e outsider-to-outsider is the nbst conmon),
their attitude toward nobility (outsiders being much nore
willing to think of their present assignment as tenporary),
and their level of contentnment with the size of their
district (outsiders denonstrated nore dissatisfaction with
the size of their current district than did insiders).

Reflections

It could be argued that the demands and politi cal
pressures of the superintendency have mtigated many
di fferences that once exi sted between insiders and
outsiders, especially regarding the nunber of years each
serves. It was interesting to note that many of the
“insiders” in this study also served in other districts at
some point in their career. Less than 10% of the respondents
i ndi cated that they had spent their entire educati onal
career in one district. Wirkers in general do not appear to
stay in one organi zation or one conmmunity for their entire
career as they once did. Qur society has becone nmuch nore
nmobil e, and the |oyalty between enpl oyer and enpl oyee
appears to have eroded fromwhat it once was. This would
obvi ously have inplications for what we once characterized
as the “placebound” superintendent.

Addi tionally, public school superintendents are under
the m croscope of public scrutiny Iike never before. In the
Age of Information where one can watch school board neetings
on the local cable station, email the superintendent from

home, and visit a school’s website to nonitor progress,



superintendents are nuch nore accountabl e and susceptible to
criticismthan ever before. Couple the increased
accountability with the increased responsibility from
vari ous state and federal nmandates that continue to pile up
and it is easy to see what a conpl ex and al nost inpossible
job a public school superintendent now has. Consequently,
many superintendents find thenselves in the position of
needing to nove on for a fresh start after several years of
fighting various battles within the district and comunity.
Regardl ess of the challenges, a relatively healthy
pi cture of the M chigan superintendency energed. It was
obvious fromthe responses to the survey that this cohort of
M chi gan superintendents has an adm rabl e dedication to
public education. I was also inpressed that so many of the
superintendents, as busy as they are, took the tinme to
conplete this survey, granting nme the opportunity to build a
profile of the M chigan superintendency. To all those who

partici pated, many thanks! Lead on.



