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Abstract 

Research not only identifies a proportionately small percentage of women superintendents across 

the country, but also “Old Boys Networks” comprised mostly of White male superintendents and 

search consultants that can be exclusionary toward women candidates.  This study not only 

examined the influence of existing social capital on women superintendent candidates before and 

during candidacy, but also sought to understand their unique experiences accessing and utilizing 

social capital in light of potentially closed superintendents’ networks. The study was designed as 

a representative single-case study with two embedded units of analysis.  Ten women 

superintendents from Western New York were selected and then divided into a “more 

experienced” or “less experienced” group based on time elapsed since obtaining their first 

superintendencies. Utilizing semi-structured interviews and document analysis of resumes and 

letters of reference, the following conclusions emerged: 

-Social capital has grown increasingly important over time, it most often came in the form of 

information, and it most often came from internal colleagues. 

-Participants did not believe they experienced the negative effects of the “Old Boys Network,” 

they followed varying paths to the position, and they delayed their career plans to raise children. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

Background/Context 

Who one knows matters most. This popular viewpoint transcends generations. Literature 

from more than a hundred years ago makes reference to it with, “Many devious forces apparently 

also control the conditions of advancement and preference, and a phrase that is often heard is to 

the effect that it’s not what you know that counts so much, as who you know” (Jacobsen, 1914, 

p. 233). In extending the adage, it is believed the people a person knows provide information, 

resources, and connections to other people that intellect alone cannot. 

This advantage in knowing people extends to women aspiring to the superintendency. 

Social capital theory helps provide texture to this advantage. For the purpose of this case study, 

Small’s (2009) contemporary definition of social capital theory was appropriate: 

Social capital theory argues that people do better when they are connected to others 

because of the goods inherent in social relationships. These goods – the social capital – 

include the obligations that people who are connected may feel toward each other, the 

sense of solidarity they may call upon, the information they are willing to share, and the 

services they are willing to perform. (p. 6) 

Small (2009) studied a child-care center’s network of parents and employees, which remained 

open to new members and did its best to offer assistance.  Being connected to other parents in the 

child-care center proved advantageous. Together, their network had access to many collective 

resources and possessed a significant amount of social capital. 

Networks represent a critical component of social capital.  A network is defined as “a 

group of actors who are connected to one another through a set of different relations or ties” 

(Daly, 2015, p. 4). All network actors represent one component of an individual’s social capital. 
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However, all of the connections, information, and goods possessed by all the actors in the 

network comprise the individual’s overall social capital. For example, using Small’s (2009) 

definition, a neighbor’s willingness to share expertise and tools to help an individual build a deck 

comprises part of the individual’s social capital. The neighbor is an actor in the individual’s 

network, but the expertise shared about deck construction and the tools the neighbor is 

contributing to the deck project comprise the individual’s social capital. The more resources an 

individual’s network has, the better an individual does in handling life’s matters and the greater 

an individual’s social capital (Small, 2009). Collective resources increase when networks 

include people who have access to other people, goods, and services.  Inherent within network 

connections are the members’ responsibilities to help others in the network, especially if they 

have been helped already. Reciprocity becomes expected and an individual’s social capital 

increases due to assistance from existing members (Small, 2009). 

Research demonstrates that women superintendent candidates can benefit from social 

capital in the way Small (2009) described. First, existing network members aid candidates in the 

acquisition of additional network connections (Kamler, 2006).  These additional connections 

allow for greater access to open positions and those with decision-making power.  Second, 

network members, such as sitting and former superintendents, positively impact candidates in 

their understanding and preparation for the position (Dalton, 2007; Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 

2000; Goens, 2009; Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Ibarra, 1993; Kamler, 2006; Knight, 2011; 

Kowalski, McCord, Petersen, Young, & Ellerson, 2011; Mullen, 2005; Murphy, 1992; 

Augustine-Shaw, 2013).  For example, as the position is multi-faceted and very demanding, 

candidates look to their network members for guidance and resources. Be it the political acumen 

necessary, expectations for performance, or daily and multi-faceted administrative functions, 
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contemporary candidates, be they men or women, have much to learn about the position (Glass, 

2001; Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Kamler, 2009; Wallace, 2003).  Therefore, in addition to 

existing network members leading to the acquisition of additional connections and social capital 

for a candidate, they can also aid in the acquisition of human capital resources like education, 

training, skill development, and varied work experiences. 

As with social capital theory, human capital theory holds a longstanding place in the 

research (Mincer, 1974; Schultz, 1961). It helps explain the value of and investment in people as 

resources, as well as the relationships between training, skills/knowledge, and productivity in the 

labor market (Dobbs, Sun, & Roberts, 2008). In this sense, individuals increase their human 

capital when they invest in improving themselves. With this investment, the quality of their 

labor improves. This helps the overall production of good or services in a society.  Examples of 

human capital investments for those interested in the superintendency include professional 

degrees, well-rounded prior work experiences, and acquiring advanced leadership skills.  Human 

capital theory also assumes individuals sacrifice in the present, be it through going to school or 

staying in a particular job, to reap the benefits in the future (Psacharopoulos, 2006). Where 

social capital places value, or wealth, on the number of other people and their collective 

resources an individual has to rely on, human capital places value on the amount of 

resources/skills an individual possesses. 

To underscore why superintendent candidates look to increase their social and/or human 

capital to improve their candidacy, a brief look at the shift in role conceptualizations for the 

position throughout history is necessary. As comprehensive studies suggest, the primary role of 

superintendents has shifted five times since 1865 and, when listed chronologically, they are: 

Teacher-Scholar, Business Manager, Statesman, Applied Social Scientist, and Communicator 
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(Brunner, Grogan, & Bjork, 2002; Callahan, 1966; Cuban, 1976; Drucker, 1999; Kowalski, 

2001, 2005, 2006; Kowalski, et al., 2011). What follows is a brief explanation of each role. 

From 1865-1910, superintendents were primarily conceptualized as Teacher-Scholars.  In 

this role, superintendents were expected to serve as lead educators who supervised curriculum 

and instruction (Gilland, 1935; Spring, 1990). After 1910, and for almost three decades, the role 

conceptualization for superintendents shifted to that of Business Manager. Influences of the 

Industrial Revolution and scientific management theory emerged, encouraging many to expect 

superintendents to improve technical efficiencies within districts and to serve as sound fiduciary 

stewards (Norton, Webb, Dlugosh, & Sybouts, 1996; Schneider, 1994; Tyack, 1972). The third 

role conceptualization of superintendents as Statesmen began during the Great Depression and 

remained until the mid-1950s.  The expectations shifted to stress superintendents’ abilities to 

decentralize control and empower individuals and communities for assistance with, and support 

of, the organization (Howlett, 1993; Melby, 1955). Once the 1950s took hold, superintendents 

were seen as Social Scientists who understood, and could help address through a multi-

disciplinary approach, large societal issues at play within school districts (Sergiovanni, 

Burlingame, Coombs, & Thurston, 1999; Cooper & Boyd, 1987). Finally, during the 1980s, a 

shift in expectations for superintendents ushered in the fifth role conceptualization of 

Communicator. Where impersonal and top-down communication from superintendents was 

widely acceptable up to this point, the dawn of the Information Age, which has lasted through 

today, prompted a greater focus on collegiality, collaboration, and positive relationships with all 

stakeholders (Bjork, 2001; Burgoon & Hale, 1984; Luthans, 1981; Kowalski, Petersen, & 

Fusarelli, 2007; Murphy, 1994). 
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While discernable shifts in role conceptualizations are evident in the historical sketch 

above, and that the role of Communicator is most recent, it is important to note that none of the 

preexisting roles became irrelevant. Instead, the research suggests contemporary superintendents 

must understand and embody each of the five roles (Kowalski et al., 2011). Depending on the 

need or situation at hand, effective use of multiple roles is critical. Therefore, the position in 

contemporary times is more complex than in previous eras and candidates can learn how to 

fulfill these roles, in part, through their social capital. 

In addition to considering the aforementioned challenge for superintendents of 

embodying some semblance of five distinct role conceptualizations, the struggles inherent in 

legislative mandates further complicate the position.  Throughout the many eras of school 

reform, including the passage of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, school districts 

have wrestled with disparate and declining funding levels despite increased expectations of 

performance, thereby complicating superintendents’ responsibilities (Kowalski et al., 2011). 

Most recently, with the creation of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in December of 

2015, which is a reauthorization of the 50-year old Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) and a departure from NCLB, newer mandates and challenges continue to occur 

Further intensifying the complexity of the role in contemporary times is the reality that 

superintendents are faced with competing demands from a variety of stakeholder groups.  Parents 

want what they perceive as what is best for their children, while boards of education want 

mandates to be implemented with fidelity. Non-parent residents expect fiscal prudence at every 

turn. Superintendents, therefore, must rely on their professional knowledge to make school 

improvement recommendations and be responsive to the will of the people (Gutmann, 1987; 

(Retrieved from http://www.ed.gov/essa on 1/31/16). 
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Kowalski, 2009; Wirt & Kirst, 2009). As Wallace (2003) put the conundrum, superintendents 

face “less unilateral authority but with higher expectations” (p. 36).  Given the research 

referenced above regarding the need for superintendents to embody multiple role 

conceptualizations, navigate through and implement federal and state mandates, and address 

sometimes competing stakeholder demands, superintendent candidates benefit from growing 

their social and/or human capital to improve their understanding of and candidacy for the 

position. 

The practice of candidates utilizing sitting and former superintendents to increase human 

and/or social capital is supported throughout the research (Glass et al., 2000; Kamler, 2006; 

Kowalski et al., 2011). Sitting and former superintendents have experiences to draw from, and 

they also are part of networks that include other sitting or former superintendents. These 

potential network members are not unlike the network members superintendent candidates use 

prior to advancing to the point of candidacy. According to the tenets of social capital theory, 

candidates should look to sitting or former superintendents for assistance with social and/or 

human capital improvements to enhance their candidacy (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1987, 1988; 

Lin, 1982, 1999, 2001). 

Complicating the ability of candidates to utilize social capital from sitting or former 

superintendents is a general condition of social capital theory certain researchers have found 

limiting the ability of individuals to gain access to certain social capital networks. Without 

access, individuals cannot utilize the networks’ collective social capital resources to expand their 

networks or increase their human capital as described above. Bourdieu (1986), most notably, 

maintained social networks are closed to outsiders, and they exist to protect the status of certain 

social elites. Coleman (1987, 1988) also argued that networks are closed, but he stressed this 
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being a practice utilized to protect group norms. Either way, if they are correct, entry into new 

networks can present significant challenges. Accepting this facet of Bourdieu’s (1986) and 

Coleman’s (1987, 1988) interpretations of the theory implies certain superintendent candidates 

may encounter difficulties when trying to join superintendent networks to increase their social 

and/or human capital. 

In taking closure within general applications of social capital theory further and 

investigating it specifically within the realm of superintendent candidacy, educational 

researchers found discriminatory closure exists toward women and African American 

superintendent candidates. Beginning with Shakeshaft (1989), and continuing through Kamler 

(2006), the existence of a primarily closed “Old Boy” networks (OBN) of white male 

superintendents and superintendent search consultants were identified across the country.  In 

fact, research shows superintendents themselves conceded to the closed nature of these networks. 

Glass et al. (2000), in surveying 2,262 superintendents across the nation, found 52.5% felt the 

OBN existed. 

With the existence of discriminatory closure or blockage identified, it follows that the 

representation of women in the superintendency in contemporary times remains significantly 

behind that of men. One step further, the representation of African Americans within the 

superintendency is even less. Grogan and Brunner (2005) found only 15% of superintendents 

nationally identified themselves as African American. This lags behind the 24.1% of women in 

superintendencies nationally (Kowalski et al., 2011). While it would have been valuable to also 

include African American candidates within the population of this case study to further examine 

the reaches of this problem, given how this case study was bounded regionally, it was unrealistic.  

This was due to the cited disparity in representation nationally being evident within the bounded 
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region of this case study.  At the time the case study was conducted, there was only one sitting 

African American superintendent within the bounded region. Therefore, with the lack of 

potential participants in mind, African American superintendents were not included in the 

population of this case study.  Instead, the statistics regarding African American candidates were 

offered briefly here to underscore the problem of the OBN and blocked access for various sub-

groups of superintendent candidates. 

With focus of the case study then fully concerned with the experiences of women 

superintendents, it was important to understand that the problem of excluding women from the 

superintendency was not new. Dating back to the early nineteenth century, when state, county, 

city, and district superintendents were first being created and women were a dominant presence 

within the teaching ranks, the signs of gender bias were apparent.  As one historical account of 

the superintendency noted: 

Superintendents received substantially higher salaries than teachers; they assumed more 

masculine-identified supervisory duties…Administrative work offered a gender-

appropriate way for men to stay in education. For communities concerned about 

employing young, single women, the oversight provided by male superintendents offered 

some reassurance that women teachers would not overstep their traditional boundaries. 

(Blount, 1998, p. 47) 

Such was a generalized feeling toward promoting men to the superintendency, as well as 

excluding women from it, until the early twentieth century. With the success of the women’s 

suffrage movement, however, the tide began to change.  In addition to securing the right to vote, 

women also began assuming school leadership positions. According to Blount (1998), “During 

these years, hundreds of women waged successful campaigns for superintendencies, and by 1930 
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women accounted for nearly 28 percent of county superintendents and 11 percent of all 

superintendents nationwide” (p. 61). 

History suggests the ability of women to obtain superintendencies slowed soon after the 

boost the suffrage movement provided. This was again due in large part to gender bias, and to 

those in power taking decisive action to thwart women’s entry into the field (Blount, 1998). 

Most superintendencies were obtained by election throughout the nineteenth century, with far 

fewer being obtained by appointment.  During and after the suffrage movement, 

superintendencies began to be filled predominantly by appointment. Blount (1998) explained 

how this halted women’s advancement in the field with, “Women rarely received appointments 

to superintendencies because they tended to be excluded from the male political networks 

responsible for placing most superintendent candidates” (p. 85). This practice helped lead to the 

eventual low point in 1971, during which women held only 1.3% of superintendencies across the 

nation (Bjork, 2000). 

Despite the decline in representation during the twentieth century, research found that 

women began assuming more superintendencies in the twenty-first century (Bjork, 2000; 

Kowalski et al., 2010). For example, in New York State, a study conducted by the New York 

State Council of School Superintendents (NYSCOSS) found women held only 8% of 

superintendencies in 1992 compared to 22.1% in 2004 (NYSCOSS, 2004).  However, in the 

three most recent studies completed by NYSCOSS in 2009, 2012, and 2015, the percentage of 

women superintendents in New York State remained flat at 30% (NYSCOSS, 2009, 2012, 2015). 

The combination of an initial steep rise in market share at the beginning of the twenty-first 

century and the more recent stagnation are reminiscent of earlier times and cause for further 

study. Research indicates it will still take 30 more years for women superintendents to achieve 
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parity with the percentage of male superintendents (Derrington & Sharratt, 2009). This 

continued lack of parity and need to improve it, along with the value inherent within the stories 

of successful women superintendents, drove the motivation for this study. 

Statement of the Problem 

In thinking about social capital theory and superintendent candidacy for women, the need 

for further study became apparent. The research is clear that social capital matters for 

superintendents as they engage in their complex work.  Having a network of support is 

demonstrated to improve the quality of what superintendents can do. Accessing and utilizing 

these networks brings advantages including the acquisition of social and human capital.  At the 

same time, it is also known that there are fewer women superintendents and that, as outsiders, it 

difficult for women to access the OBN. This is a significant problem, yet there is little in the 

research that explains how women who have become superintendents experience the 

development and usage of social capital as they seek to obtain jobs in the field.  What can we 

learn from talking to these women?  Given the struggles women superintendent candidates face, 

it is important to understand the unique experiences of women superintendents who have found 

success. Their experiences can be beneficial to many. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this case study was not only to examine the influence of existing social 

capital on women superintendent candidates before and during candidacy, but also to understand 

women superintendents’ unique experiences accessing and utilizing social capital in light of 

potentially closed superintendents’ networks. 
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Research Question 

How did women superintendents access and utilize social capital before and during their 

time as superintendent candidates to obtain their positions? 

Significance 

Qualitatively studying how women superintendents accessed and utilized social capital 

before and during candidacy provided thick and rich descriptions useful for a field that is both 

challenging and somewhat cognizant of discriminatory practices. Skrla, Reyes, and Scheurich 

(2000) assert the need to address the discrimination and disparity with, “…conversation among 

and about women superintendents needs to increase in numbers, to widen in scope, and to 

escalate in volume so neither the women themselves nor the education profession in general 

continue to remain silent” (p. 71). With this claim in mind, this study was significant for two 

reasons. First, it increased the conversation about and study of discriminatory practices 

experienced by women superintendents. Second, since this case study focused on women who 

have obtained superintendencies of late, their experiences provided significance relative to social 

capital and the stated problem of the OBN to other women hoping to do the same (Bjork, 2000; 

Kowalski et al., 2010). 

To provide the significance mentioned above, this case study first explored the 

experiences of women superintendents prior to becoming superintendent candidates. 

Consideration was paid to whether and how their existing social capital led to the acquisition of 

additional social and/or human capital resources before they became superintendent candidates. 

As the research reviewed in the next chapter indicates, women are relatively well represented 

within the teaching, principal, and central office position ranks.  Therefore, considering 

experiences prior to candidacy was done to establish a baseline of access and utilization of 
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existing social capital before the noted blockage for women potentially occurred (Grogan & 

Shakeshaft, 2011; Shakeshaft, 1999). The case study then examined women’s experiences with 

accessing and utilizing existing social capital resources during the phase of candidacy. 

Experiences resulting in increases of social and/or human capital from existing social capital 

were of particular import and what, if anything, women superintendents did to obtain their 

positions if they encountered the potential barrier of blocked access to superintendent networks. 

Finally, participants were asked to reflect on their access and utilization of social capital in their 

lives and to offer advice for future candidates. 

Theoretical Framework 

As this case study investigated how women superintendents accessed and utilized social 

capital before and during candidacy, social capital theory then appropriately served as the 

theoretical framework. This theory has been widely developed, tested, and refined (Bourdieu, 

1986; Burt, 2007; Coleman, 1987; Coleman, 1988; Lin, 1999; Small, 2009).  With Small’s 

(2009) already mentioned contemporary definition being used, which states that individuals do 

better when they are connected to other people and can utilize other people’s resources, this case 

study commenced with the theory’s tenets at the forefront. The design of the study, which was 

qualitative and based on gathering personal experiences, was dedicated to better understanding 

how superintendents accessed and utilized their existing social capital before and during 

candidacy to obtain their positions. Not only did the theory inform the study in its design and 

method, but also its core principles were at play in much of the data collected.  Finally, social 

capital theory served as a filter through which to interpret findings, identify implications, and 

make recommendations. 
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Organization of the Study 

This study followed standard dissertation research organization.  As such, Chapter 2 

offers a robust literature review. Existing research related to social capital theory, inclusive of 

mentoring and networking for superintendents, is provided. There is also a review of the 

research addressing measures superintendents may take to improve their human capital before or 

during candidacy. These measures include prior jobs held and degrees sought. It is important to 

note that the reviewed research on social capital, mentoring, networking, and improvements is 

applicable to men and women and was presented as such. It was important to review this 

research to fully understand the theory and its benefits before considering the ways in which the 

stated problems have impacted women superintendent candidates’ ability to experience those 

benefits. Once that section of the review was complete, research concerning the struggles and 

successes of women superintendent candidates was reviewed. Chapter 3 provides significant 

detail of the study’s methods and procedures.  With this study being a case study, this chapter 

spends considerable time detailing interview question design and subsequent coding methods. 

Chapter 4 share’s the study’s findings, while Chapter 5 follows custom and concludes by 

summarizing the findings, offering discussion and implications, providing conclusions, and 

making recommendations for future research. 

Chapter 2 - Literature Review 

Women superintendents’ experiences with accessing and utilizing social capital before 

and during candidacy were the driving force behind this dissertation.  The forthcoming review 

first provides an overview of the evolution and development of social capital theory. It then 

moves to discuss the theory as the theoretical framework, along with previous educational 

research that has used the theory in the same fashion. From there, specific research citing 
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mentors and networks as catalysts for future superintendents to increase social capital is 

reviewed. As I was also interested in how women superintendents’ existing social capital may 

have also led participants to increase human capital before or during candidacy, the review also 

provides research concerning common human capital investments made by future 

superintendents. Specifically, research considering prior job and degree seeking experiences will 

be reviewed. As was mentioned at the end of previous chapter, it was important to review this 

research to fully understand the theory and its benefits before considering the ways in which the 

stated problems have impacted women superintendent candidates’ ability to experience those 

benefits. Finally, existing research on the struggles and successes of women superintendent 

candidates will be reviewed. 

The Evolution and Development of Social Capital Theory 

Social capital theory holds a definite and longstanding place within research (Bourdieu, 

1986; Burt, 2007; Coleman, 1987; Coleman, 1988; Lin, 1999; Small, 2009). Early in its usage, 

Hanifan (1916), in writing an article regarding local support for rural schools, presented a 

scenario that closely captures most modern day definitions of the theory.  He wrote: 

If he may come into contact with his neighbor, and they with other neighbors, there will 

be an accumulation of social capital, which may immediately satisfy his social needs and 

which may bear a social potentiality sufficient to the substantial improvement of living 

conditions in the whole community (Hanifan, 1916, p. 131). 

In this description of a neighborly scenario, a benefit to both the individual and the community 

that helps the individual were apparent. This is a theme that carries throughout iterations of the 

theory, as well as for superintendent candidacy. 
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Study of the theory significantly increased in the 1980s. Bourdieu (1986) defined social 

capital as the “aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to the possession of 

a durable network…or in other words to membership in a group” (p. 21). The group’s collective 

capital can be utilized or credited by those connected to the network.  Furthermore, Bourdieu 

(1986) wrote about the strength of one’s social capital through the concept of volume with: 

The volume of the social capital possessed by a given agent thus depends on the size of 

the network of connections he can effectively mobilize and on the volume of the capital 

possessed in his own right by each of those to whom he is connected. 

(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 21) 

The theory can then be interpreted to mean, the greater the size of one’s network, the greater 

one’s social capital. Individuals with large networks have many resources to call upon. Much of 

Bourdieu’s (1986) work addressed social class hierarchy, and so part of his discussion claimed 

the upper classes strove to keep their networks closed, or densely organized, to maintain multi-

generational nobility status. Given a network’s collective strength, connectedness, and pool of 

resources, it did not necessarily look to expand its size with outsiders. 

Coleman (1987, 1988) incorporated Bourdieu’s (1986) definition into his own work and 

agreed closure must exist in most social networks. However, Coleman (1988) focused less on 

the preservation of class structure in explaining the necessity of closed networks. In his 

estimation, closure helped maintain networks’ trust, norms, and authority to ensure that 

individuals utilized resources of the group when needed. Furthermore, Coleman (1987, 1988) 

extended the theory by stressing the feeling and expectation of obligation felt by network 

members. If most members felt a deep sense of obligation to help a member in need, Coleman 
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(1988) reasoned the likelihood of individuals utilizing resources became very strong. This sense 

of obligation was bolstered by a sense of trust that members will assist others even if they have 

already, or have yet, received benefit from the group’s resources. Reciprocity was crucial. 

Lin (1982, 1999, 2001) also wrote extensively on social capital theory, and his work 

stands apart from that of Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988) in two ways particularly germane 

to the understanding of this theory’s application toward superintendent candidacy. First, Lin 

(1999) identified four critical elements of the resources inherent in a network’s social capital that 

set it apart from economic and human capital. Those four elements were that networks: share 

important information with each other, exert influence on outsiders for members’ gain, certify 

members’ social credentials, and reinforce members’ identities (Lin, 1999, p. 3). By further 

categorizing elements of social capital, Lin (1999) offered a way to more accurately measure 

amounts of social capital accrued or lost during membership transactions. 

The second manner in which Lin (1999) separated himself from Bourdieu (1986) and 

Coleman (1988) was in his stance on closure. Lin (1999) believed closure and density for a 

network to be unnecessary and unrealistic. In fact, he believed it was exactly a lack of closure 

that grew the social capital of a network. Networks connected with each other to expand their 

current information bases in a process known as bridging. Networks retained their identities and 

structures but also maintained symbolic bridges between each other in case a resource need arose 

(Lin, 1999). This increased their spheres of influence and bolstered their overall level of 

resources. If networks remain closed, the amount of their social capital remained fixed. Lin 

(1999) acknowledged that the preservation or maintenance of resources may be exactly what the 

nobility-type networks of Bourdieu’s (1986) work were looking for, but he stressed the approach 

was not optimal. 
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Research regarding social capital theory continued into the 21st century. Burt (2007) 

contended an increasing interdependency of workers in the modernized workplace environment 

underscored the importance of social capital. With less technology available to connect workers 

to each other, previous decades’ workers and managers could more easily, whether they wanted 

to or not, work in isolation. As technological advances have all but erased barriers to 

communication between workers, and as employers continued to streamline and downsize 

management and oversight, Burt (2007) contended individuals needed their networks more than 

ever. 

Social Capital Theory as Theoretical Framework 

Social capital theory informed this case study as a framework in many ways. Given 

Small’s (2009) definition of the theory, with the idea that individuals do better when they are 

connected to other people and their resources, this case study examined whether the participants 

benefited from accessing and utilizing their existing social capital before candidacy. Then, when 

the case study looked at the candidacy phase for the involved superintendents, the tenets of the 

theory were again applied to the access and utilization of their existing social capital. Finally, 

the case study asked participants to reflect on both phases of their lives with social capital in 

mind and to offer advice for future women candidates. On the whole, the tenets of social capital 

theory were upheld throughout the case study. 

As social capital theory served as the theoretical framework of this study, it was also 

important to review how the theory has been used as a framework in previous studies. The 

earliest usages of the theory arose in community studies, where the functioning and growth or 

decline of neighborhoods was examined (Jacobs, 1965).  Within this research, neighborhoods 

with high degrees of the social capital resources of trust, cooperation, and collective action 
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between residents found success and thrived (Jacobs, 1965; Loury, 1977; Putnam, 1993). In the 

neighborhoods studied, the theory held. Beyond sociologists’ use of the theory in community 

research, Dika and Singh (2002) reported its use in research within the disciplines of 

anthropology, business, economics, education development/planning, and political science. 

They claimed its popularity within a variety of fields was because the theory could be used both 

to support the idea of social decline in America and to offer possible solutions to problems 

within each of those fields (Dika & Singh, 2002). For example, within the economics discipline 

and from an earnings standpoint, it has been argued that parents who have good paying jobs and 

access to other adults with good paying jobs better help their children enter the labor market in 

desirable positions than parents who do not have the same level of social capital. 

Given this case study’s focus was on superintendent candidacy, this review moved 

beyond reviewing research from varied disciplines that have utilized social capital theory as a 

framework to focus largely on educational research that has done so. The beginning of the 

theory’s heavy use as a framework within educational research is often credited to the “Coleman 

Report” (Coleman, Campbell, Hobson, McPartland, Mood, Weinfeld, & York, 1966). Within this 

report, data showed that the greater the amount of social capital possessed by parents, the lower 

the incidence of children dropping out of school. Lareau & Horvat (1999) utilized social capital 

theory to help explain how experiences in schools are different by class, gender, and 

race/ethnicity. Namely, poor racial and ethnic minority families with low social capital often 

lacked the connections that lead to greater child involvement in extracurricular-type activities run 

by schools and outside organizations (Lareau & Horvat, 1999). Similarly, Stanton-Salazar 

(1997) found that schools had mechanisms in their design that inhibited the accumulation of 

social capital for racial and ethnic minority children. Given ability-based class assignments, 
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students who were in need of remediation and who also disproportionately tended to be racial 

and ethnic minority children were often grouped together.  As such, it was difficult to make new 

contacts or grow a network including children who came from families with large amounts of 

social capital. 

Conversely, when access to education became available for families or in places where it 

has not previously been, educational research found schools enhanced social capital for students 

and families. For example, Bankston and Zhou (1995) studied Vietnamese students in New 

Orleans and their literacy skills and cultural identity. They found that increased literacy among 

Vietnamese students increased their social capital throughout the Vietnamese enclave. Others 

with literacy skills became more willing to network with others possessing those same skills. In 

this sense, a primarily closed network allowed for limited bridging as long as certain 

prerequisites are amassed. 

Much of the educational research incorporating social capital theory as a framework 

involved studying student achievement. This goes beyond Coleman et al.’s (1966) look at 

dropout rate and includes research on grade point average, achievement test scores, and measures 

of reading behavior (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997; Carbonaro, 1998; Hao & Bonstead-Bruns, 

1998; Lopez, 1996; Sun, 1998). Social capital theory was affirmed throughout the research cited 

above, in that parents’ social capital served as reliable predictors of student achievement. 

Beyond achievement during compulsory years, studies also focused on educational and 

professional aspirations of young people. Again, social capital theory held in that parents 

possessing greater social capital had children that aspired to college degrees and professional 

occupations at higher rates than the children of parents of with less social capital.  
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Beyond looking at parents’ social capital and the impact it had on students’ academic 

achievement, other studies in educational research have looked at the impact of teachers’ social 

capital on their students (Leana, 2000; Leana & Pil, 2006; Leana & Pil, 2009). One study found 

a positive correlation between teachers’ social capital in their school and student achievement 

(Leana & Pil, 2006). The higher the degree of collegiality and collaboration a teacher had with 

other teachers, the better that teacher’s students achieved in both math and reading.  The same 

study found a positive correlation between the amounts of social capital principals had with 

education professionals outside of their schools and student achievement within their schools 

(Leana, 2006). A few years later, Leana and Pil (2009) expanded their quantitative analysis of 

social capital possessed by teachers to find that teachers’ vertical social capital was also 

positively correlated with gains in student achievement. Vertical social capital referred to the 

connections teachers had with individuals who supervise them. In this case, the term applied to 

the connection and collaboration involved teachers had with their principals (Leana & Pil, 2009). 

Mentoring and Networking as forms of Social Capital  

Mentoring as social capital.  Definitions of mentoring suggest a wide array of social 

capital benefits for superintendent candidates and, therefore, made the topic worthy of review in 

this case study. Of the many definitions throughout the literature, this study utilized Bozeman & 

Feeney’s (2007) stating: 

Mentoring is a process for the informal transmission of knowledge, social capital, and the 

psychosocial support perceived by the recipient as relevant to work, career, or 

professional development; mentoring entails informal communication, usually face-to-

face and during a sustained period of time, between a person who is perceived to have 
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greater relevant knowledge, wisdom, or experience (the mentor) and a person who is 

perceived to have less (the protégé). (p. 731) 

Two examples of research underscoring the need for aspiring superintendents to receive the type 

of mentoring defined above were the two most recent decennial studies of the superintendency. 

In the 2000 study, 77.9% responding superintendents reported they mentored those aspiring to 

the superintendency and that they received the same benefit early in their careers (Glass et al., 

2000). In the 2010 study, the percentage of superintendents citing their participation in and 

value of mentoring rose to 83% (Kowalski et al., 2011). In terms of a relative value of these 

mentoring relationships, Kowalski et al. (2011) found respondents cited existing superintendents 

as the most influential figures in helping them attain their first superintendency. Furthermore, 

the reported value mentoring provided to aspiring superintendents outpaced the cited value 

received from previous jobs and educational institutions. 

More explicitly, Kamler (2006) found mentoring for superintendent candidates exceeded 

human capital benefits to include social capital enhancements as well. She suggested mentoring 

pairs developed into their own forms of networking with the type of open bridging Lin (1999) 

outlined thereby increasing the mentees social capital. Kamler (2006) wrote: 

In addition to providing personal feedback and strategic career advice, of particular 

significance are those mentoring functions (e.g., sponsorship, exposure, and visibility) 

that assist protégés in connecting or networking outside the organization by fostering peer 

and cross-functional relationships, as well as hierarchical interactions. (p. 298) 

Beyond describing social capital benefits attainable through an open system of networks, her 

mention of hierarchical interactions acknowledged that mentors helped mentees gain access to 

people/superintendents that mentees could not access on their own. 
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Research also found human capital benefits similar to those mentioned in Bozeman & 

Feeney’s (2007) definition, such as the acquisition of knowledge and skills (Mullen, 1994; 

Stewart & Krueger, 1996). Glass et al. (2000) found 77.9% of respondents believed knowledge 

gets transferred in mentoring relationships. In this sense, mentors were presented with 

opportunities to teach their mentees utilizing customizable one-on-one approaches, scaffolding, 

and timely feedback (Daresh 2004; Kram 1983, 1985). One challenge cited, however, was for 

the mentors to aid only in their mentee’s professional growth and not to intentionally or 

unintentionally develop professional clones (Daresh, 2004). Furthermore, the existing literature 

suggested working with several mentors, instead of just one, increased candidates’ chances for 

career advancement (Glass et al., 2000; Ibarra, 1993). By increasing the number of mentors 

assisting an individual, the chances also decreased of that individual simply copying the behavior 

of one mentor. 

Networking for superintendent candidates.  As was mentioned in Chapter 1, a network 

is defined as “a group of actors who are connected to one another through a set of different 

relations or ties” (Daly, 2015, p. 4). Networking takes place when an actor looks to increase the 

number of actors in his or her group and when actors meet together to share ideas, skills, and/or 

resources. If this can be accomplished, the actor’s social capital grows. Networking is different 

from mentoring, which deliberately involves the transmission of job-specific knowledge, 

support, or human capital from someone who possesses it to someone who does not. Instead, 

with networking, the actors typically share information and resources between each other with 

less of a need for one particular individual to learn something or grow professionally. 

Recent research on the value of networking for superintendent candidates was less 

abundant than for mentoring, which added to the importance of this case study. However, within 
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the existing research, loosely structured networking was cited as being beneficial in the overall 

preparedness of superintendent candidates (Augustine-Shaw, 2013; Knight, 2011). In other 

studies, more defined networks were incorporated into licensure programs. For example, Dalton 

(2007) cited the advantages of internship groupings consisting of one candidate, superintendent, 

and professor at Southeast Missouri State University. The study found considerable advantage 

for participating candidates to network by utilizing the two professionals guiding them through 

their internship experiences (Dalton, 2007). 

In a comprehensive licensure process designed to increase both the capacity and networks 

of new superintendents, the state of Kansas created the Kansas Educational Leadership Institute 

(KELI) in 2011 (Augustine-Shaw, 2013, p. 28). KELI’s sponsoring entities were the Kansas 

State Education Department, Kanas State School Board Associations, civic leadership 

organizations, and a research university located in Kansas. This list of partners demonstrated the 

potential resources available to participants. One example of the program’s efficacy was evident 

in a first year statistic citing twenty-five of twenty-six first year superintendents advancing to 

permanent certification thanks, in part, to nine mentors providing over seven-hundred hours of 

mentoring (Augustine-Shaw, 2013). In citing the benefits of this type of networking, Augustine-

Shaw (2013) wrote, “KELI stepped into the forefront by providing a system of support 

encompassing mentoring/induction, resource provision and utilization, organizational and 

professional networking and reflective learning” (p. 28). 

While the research on networking for superintendent candidates is light, there is existing 

research citing the benefits of networking for sitting superintendents (Goens, 2009; Phillips & 

Phillips, 2007; Portis & Garcia, 2007; Ripley, Mitchell, & Richman, 2013). Personal benefits of 

networking for superintendents were many. The above-cited researchers found networks 
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provided access to other superintendents making similar high stakes decisions, which allowed for 

advice giving and consultation. Networking also allowed superintendents to access people in 

myriad other professions, like lawyers, accountants, and construction companies, who also 

provided consultation to superintendents. Furthermore, superintendents found themselves 

needing to look for new superintendencies at some point in their careers, and networking allowed 

them to learn about job openings and use members of their networks to gain interviewing 

opportunities. Not only did the research indicate superintendents benefited from networks 

personally by allowing them to increase their social and human capital, but it also maintained 

participation was part of their professional responsibilities (Goens, 2009). Beyond the obligation 

the superintendent owed to his or her original network for reciprocity, scholars maintained 

effective networking benefited superintendents by keeping them prepared and successful on the 

job. These findings affirmed the potential for candidates to find superintendents willing to 

participate in networking. 

Additionally, the need for superintendents to maintain strong social capital contacts was 

bolstered by Phillips & Phillips’ (2007) work that asserted that any conception of the 

superintendency must be relationship centered, whereby superintendents involved stakeholders, 

fostered teamwork, and built strong relationships. When a superintendent built strong 

relationships with various stakeholders, he or she strengthened the bond or size of his or her 

network. Similarly, Portis & Garcia (2007) asserted that good superintendents developed their 

own constituencies among business and civic groups to enlist the support of a wider community. 

Developing constituencies was achieved through networking. To this end, Glass et al. (2000) 

found 69% of superintendents frequently or very often sought the involvement of community 

constituencies in decision-making. By expanding networks to include community stakeholders, 
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the variety of available potential resources and support grew in ways networking only with other 

superintendents in a shared network could not provide. 

Research found that superintendents who networked in this fashion typically amassed 

social capital through benevolence, openness, reliability, honesty, and competence (Ripley et al., 

2013). Utilizing these traits engendered a degree of trust in superintendents and made others 

more willing to network with them. In terms of benevolence, superintendents attempted at times 

to invite individuals to meetings and presentations who may not have directly needed to be there. 

This was seen as an attempt to network with people through attracting them to participate 

(Ripley et al., 2013). Openness referred to being an active listener during networking events and 

making oneself available to attend events, while reliability expanded that notion to include 

punctuality and dependability (Ripley et al., 2013). Finally, maintaining honesty and 

demonstrating competence was found to be critical when interacting with people they hoped to 

include as part of their social capital (Ripley et al., 2013). 

Human Capital Investments by Future Superintendents 

Prior degree seeking experiences. Given the current licensing/certification arrangements for 

public school districts across the nation, and unless a state has already deregulated its 

requirements, all levels of school and district administrators are typically required to possess a 

master’s degree in the field of educational administration (Glass et al., 2000).  After obtaining 

the required master’s degree, school administrators have the option to pursue a doctorate. The 

additional degree increases in human capital. The research on superintendents indicated only a 

portion of superintendents have made this investment. While the percentage of superintendents 

earning doctorates increased steadily from 29.2% in 1971 to 45.35% in 2000, the percentage 

remained at 45.3% in 2010 (Glass et al., 2000; Kowalski et al., 2011). Furthermore, in 2011, 
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research also showed the percentage of superintendents with doctorates in districts with more 

than 3,000 students was significantly higher at 70% (Kowalski et al., 2011).  As for women 

superintendents specifically, in 2007, the percentage holding a doctorate was at 58% and higher 

than the percentage for men and women in 2000 (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  Lastly, 36.2% of 

women superintendents in New York State had reported having doctorates in 2015 (NYSCOSS, 

2015). 

Prior professional experiences.  Research indicated superintendent candidates tend to hold a 

variety of positions within school districts prior to candidacy for the superintendency.  First, 

superintendents typically spent time as classroom teachers, which provided relevant experience 

and perspective in districts’ primary objective of classroom instruction (Glass et al., 2000; 

Kowalski et al., 2011). More specifically, at the time of the most recent decennial 

superintendent study, the average length of time superintendents spent as classroom teachers 

ranged from six to ten years (Kowalski, et al, 2011). This has increased since Glass et al.’s 

(2000) decennial study, during which data revealed superintendents’ time in the class averaged 

between five and seven years. Women superintendents exceeded the combined national average 

of time spent in the classroom by men and women superintendents (Glass et al., 2000). 

Furthermore, Kowalski et al.’s (2011) decennial study found 65.4% of superintendents did their 

teaching at the secondary level. 

After their time in the classroom, research suggested superintendents held a variety of 

school and district-level administrative positions in advancing their careers, skills, and, 

ultimately, human capital. (Andero, 2000; Bredeson & Kose, 2007). Trends indicated 

superintendents assumed both a principalship and a district-level position prior to their candidacy 

(Hoyle, 2007; Rogers & Safer, 1990). According to Kowalski et al. (2011), the most prevalent 
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administrative positions held by candidates prior to their first superintendency were: high school 

principal (47.6%), district-level director/coordinator (44.9%), elementary principal (40%), 

middle school principal (38.3%), and assistant/associate/deputy superintendent (37.9%). Again, 

secondary level influence was noticeable in superintendents’ prior administrative positions. 

However, in studying women superintendent trends, Grogan and Brunner (2005) found 48% of 

women superintendents amassed their building level experience as elementary school principals. 

Similar to the gap in research concerning particular teaching positions referenced earlier, there 

are gaps in the research regarding prior administrative posts held by superintendents. Namely, 

the influence of mentors and networks on decisions of individuals to seek various administrative 

positions is sparse. 

Struggles of Women Superintendent Candidates 

Despite the many benefits of utilizing social capital for superintendent candidates 

described throughout the research in the previous sections of this chapter, the OBN mentioned in 

Chapter 1 has no doubt presented obstacles for women superintendent candidates over time. 

These closed networks, as Bourdieu (1986) would suggest, made it difficult for isolated or 

disconnected candidates, especially women, to gain entry (Glass et al., 2000). It is within these 

closed networks candidates learned about job openings earlier than others and obtain strategies 

from those who exert influence within the field Glass et al., 2000). 

The research conducted on the disparity between male and women superintendents 

reinforced the notion that, historically speaking, women superintendent candidates have faced 

obstacles including closed superintendent networks in their pursuit of the position. Blount 

(1998) noted decisive attempts by men to coalesce and network, in part, because of women’s 

entry into the field with: 
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As they individually faced contentious school boards, insufficient funding, community 

criticism, the slow influx of women into the previously all-male administrative realm, and 

indifference or even contempt from the mainly female cadre of teachers, the large group 

of superintendents pulled together to buffer one another against these perceived assaults. 

(p. 53) 

The implications of the OBN are seen within this excerpt, and the research showed deliberate 

actions were taken to form these types of exclusionary networks. For example, the National 

Association of School Superintendents was formed in 1865 to promote and protect the power and 

prestige of superintendency and those males currently in positions (Blount, 1998). Also, 

Stanford University established an educational leadership program beginning in 1898 that was 

exclusive and exclusionary toward women (Blount, 1998). This program admitted students 

based on recommendations by district officials and/or university professors, which, for women, 

were difficult to obtain. Programs like this hurt women’s pursuit of the superintendency, as they 

were often denied proper recommendations and admission preventing them from receiving 

proper credentials and access to desirable positions (Blount, 1998). Concerted efforts like these 

kept women’s placement rates low and prompted the United States Census Bureau, at one point, 

to characterize the superintendency as the most male-dominated executive position of any 

profession in the United States (Bjork, 2000). 

Looking at historical percentages of representation helps to explain the Census Bureau’s 

characterization. In the early 1900s, the percentage of women superintendents fluctuated from 

9% in 1910, to 11% in 1930, down to 9% in 1950, and then hit its low in the 1970s (Blount, 

1998). In 1971, for example, women superintendents accounted for only 1.3% of the field 

(Bjork, 2000). That percentage only climbed to 6.6% in 1992 and 13.2% in 1999 (Glass, 1992; 
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Glass et al., 2000). As mentioned in Chapter 1, the percentage of women superintendents 

nationally eventually rose to 25% in 2011. 

Research conducted on the percentage of women teachers and principals suggested that 

the male dominance within the superintendency was not apparent in other positions in education. 

In 1999, women comprised 65% of teachers and 43% of principals (Shakeshaft, 1999).  

Furthermore, by 2011, research indicated that women held 75.9% of teaching positions and 

50.3% of principal positions (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). These studies suggested that 

blockage and the OBN play a role in the relative paucity at the superintendent level. 

Previous work found little about women candidates’ training and ability holding them 

from the position (Tallerico, 1999). Instead, cultural norms and gender biases on behalf of males 

in power often influenced the lack of advancement (Bjork, 2000; Brunner, 2000). Similarly, the 

biases and cultural norms lead to women’s self-questioning and lack of self-confidence (Skrla, 

2000). Furthermore, family constraints, sitting superintendents and consultants’ perceived lack 

of ability in women candidates, and limited mobility were cited within the research as dominant 

obstacles (Derrington & Sharratt, 2009; Gosmire, Morrison, & Van Osdell, 2010). In the self-

imposed barrier sense, research found women candidates tended to question their own abilities to 

hold the office and handle the finance and management operations associated with the position 

(Dobie & Hummel, 2001; Munoz, Pankake, Ramalho, Mills, & Simmonsson, 2014). 

Hiring practices, which are carried out by members of various networks, further impacted 

the ability of women candidates to obtain positions. For example, Montz and Wanat (2008) 

found 87% of survey respondents agreed with prior research suggesting OBN promoted the 

selection of men over women superintendent candidates. This was demonstrated primarily 

through gender bias influencing sitting superintendents, search consultants, and board members 
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in their appointments and advocacy of women candidates (Munoz et al., 2014; Tallerico, 2000). 

Socially constructed norms for women’s behavior remained incompatible with the male-

dominated construct of the superintendency, which caused unease on behalf of hiring committees 

and prompted women to delay entry into the superintendency (Glass et al., 2000; Gupton & 

Slick, 1996; Skrla, 2000; Young & McLeod, 2001). Women leaders were seen as emphasizing 

social relationships and they were perceived to be: emotional, sensitive, affectionate, gentle, 

kind, supporting (Ashmore, DelBoca, & Wohlers, 1986; Brody, 1997; Carli & Eagly, 1999). 

Men leaders were said to stress goal attainment and are generally perceived to be: independent, 

assertive, competitive, daring, and courageous (Ashmore, DelBoca, & Wohlers, 1986; Brody, 

1997; Carli & Eagly, 1999). The subtleties of sexism and common gender-based associations 

complicated the issue and lessened women’s confidence further.  Dobie & Hummel (2001) 

wrote: 

Since men superintendents are typically referenced without the male gender label, there 

can be the subtle implication that the standard for the term superintendent is a person who 

is male. Conversely, women superintendents are typically labeled with the female gender 

label, suggesting the reverse implication that women are somehow different from the 

standard. (p. 23) 

Not only did this sort of social norm lessen women’s confidence, but it also worked against the 

confidence of hiring committees. When committees were considering women for positions, 

there was a tendency to feel as though the committee was taking a risk and/or straying from the 

norm. 

In many cases, prior to an official hiring process itself, gender biases and OBN were 

found to have blocked women candidates. The biases held by those in exclusive networks 
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contributed to exclude women from: access to information, educational opportunities, 

networking, and mentoring (Bleekley, 1999; Gupton & Slick, 1996). With these exclusions 

taking place, it was difficult for women to reach points in hiring processes when those in power 

had the opportunity to reject them. Women often could not get properly certified, mentored, or 

informed about openings, which meant the interview process was essentially over before it 

started. Those women who succeeded in obtaining superintendencies understood the importance 

of access, networking, and mentoring, but also acknowledged they could not obtain it. Glass 

(1992) found 76.9% of women superintendents believed networking helped superintendents 

acquire positions, yet 65% of women superintendents also identified a lack of professional 

networks and mentoring as barriers to the superintendency. In contrast, successful male leaders 

frequently mentored younger white men within the parameters of the already discussed cultural 

norms (Gupton & Slick, 1996). 

Successes of Women Superintendent Candidates 

Despite the struggles faced by women in obtaining access to networks and/or 

superintendencies, the research did show some levels of success to that end. By 1900, and in the 

name of collective support, it is estimated that over 4 million women belonged to their own 

associations or women’s clubs, which represented over one-tenth of the 37 million women living 

in the United States at that time (Blount, 1998). More specifically, in 1915, the National Council 

of Administrative Women in Education was formed as the first women administrator’s 

association (Blount, 1998). As with similar men’s networks and associations, these groups 

pooled social capital resources and expanded a collective reach into the field. In more recent 

times, and in response to the difficulties encountered when trying to obtain access to closed 

networks, research indicated that alternative networks comprised of only women arose within the 
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field. Candidates affiliated with these alternative networks reported an increase in preparation 

and access (Bell & Chase, 1996; Blount, 1998; Grogan & Brunner, 2005). 

Related to the notion of creating the antithesis of OBN, and more open than a similarly 

closed network of only women, there has also emerged a more unified and open approach to the 

idea of candidate networking throughout the literature. It is one attempting to strip hierarchy, 

gender, and race from the dialogue. Alternative mentoring frameworks have built communities 

of diverse learners who strive for synergy, increased capacity, reciprocal learning, and 

cooperation to achieve what members could not achieve alone (Kamler, 2006; Lick, 1999; 

Mullen, 2005). The idea was to build a sense of equality and professional friendship among 

mentors and mentees within a given network, regardless of ethnicity or gender. 

Kamler (2006) studied one such example called the Aspiring Superintendents’ Study 

Group (ASSG), which was located in Long Island, New York. This network was comprised of a 

rotating group of fifty-six participating superintendents and sixty aspirants, whose attendance 

varied throughout the course of eleven organized sessions (Kamler, 2006). The gender, race, and 

age of all participants were varied allowing for a sense of diversity and openness. Organizers 

understood well the power and advantage of networking for participants. Not only was the first 

hour of each four-hour session devoted specifically to unstructured networking between 

participants, but also the remaining time was devoted to mentors and mentees working in small 

groups to work through contemporary issues and refine aspirants’ resumes (Kamler, 2006). 

Loosely structured networks of women, and more organized attempts at alternative 

mentoring frameworks like KELI, have assisted in increasing the percentage of women 

superintendents in the field (Kamler, 2006). Social capital theory suggests that these programs 

were important because they brought people together and individuals do better when they are 
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connected to others (Small, 2009). As has already been discussed, the theory states doing better 

can lead to increases in human and social capital for involved individuals. Examples include, but 

are not limited to increases in: job skills, leadership traits, and connections to people with 

decision-making power in hiring processes. Again, the relative success of women superintendent 

candidates was the primary focus of this case study. 

Research also cited success for women candidates utilizing individual members of their 

network as mentors. In a case study involving six women superintendents, Montz and Wanat 

(2008) found each participant was encouraged to go into the superintendency by male principals 

and central office administrators who saw their leadership potential. One participant commented 

that her mentors, “ ...challenged me. They encouraged me…they weren’t afraid of constructive 

criticism when I needed it. They really believed that I was a good leader” (Montz & Wanat, 

2008, p. 37). In a different case study including fifteen women superintendents, Garn and Brown 

(2008) found participants felt formal and informal mentoring relationships played an important 

role in their ascensions to the superintendency. Preparation for the interview process was cited 

as a particular benefit, along with the ability of candidates to observe diverse leadership styles 

(Garn & Brown, 2008). More comprehensively, in a study of fifty-one women respondents, 

Gardiner, Enomoto, and Grogan (2000) found mentors provided assistance and guidance as any 

combination of the following: boss, advisor, teacher, guide, parent, spiritual guru, gatekeeper, 

public role model, friend, or peer. Finally, in taking the variety of advantages of mentoring into 

consideration, Glass et al.’s (2000) research found that “Mentors and coaches were of central 

importance in building the capacity of aspiring superintendents and meeting the specific needs of 

women and minorities entering the profession” (p. 57). 
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This literature review established that social capital theory has evolved and been refined 

by theorists in different ways. The review also established social capital theory as the theoretical 

framework for this study, and it presented previous research that has done the same. It then cited 

how mentors and networks were utilized to increase superintendent candidates’ social capital.  

Furthermore, the review provided research concerning the common human capital investments of 

prior jobs and degree seeking experiences made by future superintendents. Finally, existing 

research on the struggles and successes of women superintendent candidates was offered. 

Chapter 3 – Methods and Procedures 

The purpose of this case study was not only to examine the influence of existing social 

capital on women superintendent candidates before and during candidacy, but also to understand 

women superintendents’ unique experiences accessing and utilizing social capital in light of 

potentially closed superintendents’ networks. The research question explored was: 

How did women superintendents access and utilize social capital before and during their 

time as superintendent candidates to obtain their positions? 

In this chapter, I explain the methods and procedures of the case study.  It begins with research 

design, followed by discussion of the site and population. I then describe the methods used for 

the study, including how data was collected and analyzed. Finally, I explain the trustworthiness, 

dependability and delimitations of the study. 

Research Design 

To most appropriately answer the research question, a qualitative approach was taken 

toward the study of women superintendents and their experiences with accessing and utilizing 

social capital to obtain their first superintendency. More specifically, Yin’s (2009) 
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“representative single-case study design with two embedded units of analysis” was utilized. 

According to Yin (2009), one rationale for presenting a representative single case is when the 

objective is to capture the circumstances of a commonplace situation and to present experiences 

that are representative of the average person.  Applying that rationale to case this study, the 

women selected as participants were representative of the average women superintendents in the 

region and their experiences were presented for the benefit of all. Furthermore, choosing to sub-

divide the group into two embedded units of analysis was also appropriate and intentional.  Yin 

(2009) suggested this approach when there is a subunit of interest within a case study. Given the 

reported struggles of women aspiring to the superintendency has been well-documented since the 

early nineteenth century, and given the research suggested the situation has improved, there was 

interest in studying not only a representative group of women superintendents as a whole, but 

also as two subunits divided by time elapsed since obtaining their first superintendencies. This 

allowed the researcher to investigate whether women superintendents’ experiences noticeably 

changed over time (Blount, 1998; Yin, 2009). As such, a “more experienced group” was created 

as the first embedded unit of analysis and participants in this group obtained their first 

superintendency six years ago or more. Similarly, a “less experienced group” was created as the 

second embedded unit of analysis and these participants obtained their first superintendency five 

years ago or less. For simplicity’s sake, the embedded units of analysis were often referred to as 

the more or less experienced group throughout the case study. 

This representative single-case study utilized primarily interview as its data collection 

method, but it also triangulated the data by sources through analyzing participants’ resumes and 

letters of reference. The use of interviews was an appropriate way to investigate the research 

question, which sought to understand the past experiences of participants, because the 
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participants were capable of relaying their experiences and they were not children (Seidman, 

2013). In so doing, the researcher unearthed the participants’ personal stories. Reaching back 

into participants’ previous experiences to find depth and texture would have been difficult to 

capture with quantitative methods or close-ended survey questions. Furthermore, since the 

research question dealt with past experiences, observation-based methods did not apply.        

Seidman (2013) supported the appropriateness of the interview as a method when the 

interviewer is interested in recounting narratives as explained above. He wrote: 

The purpose of in-depth interviewing is not to test hypotheses, and not to ‘evaluate’ as 

the term is normally used. At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in 

understanding the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make of that 

experience. (Seidman, 2013, p. 9) 

When the problem of access to OBN and blockage was considered, the interest in obtaining 

detailed and rich experiential data gleaned from interviews became even more compelling. 

Finally, with the opportunity to provide assistance to future generations of women 

superintendent candidates at hand, the appropriateness of studying thorough accounts of those 

who have been successful made the chosen design of this representative single-case study 

valuable. 

Population and Site 

The population for this representative single-case study included a sample of ten women 

superintendents. These ten participants represented 59% of the seventeen women serving as 

superintendents across sixty-six school districts in Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, Erie, and Niagara 

Counties of New York State at the time the research was conducted. These particular four 
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counties were chosen because they comprise a region of the state known as Western New York, 

where the University at Buffalo is located and where I reside.  This number of participants was 

chosen not only to provide enough varying perspectives and potential patterns within 

experiences, but also to be representative of the entire lot of women superintendents across the 

designated region. 

According to Seidman (2013), there are two criteria for determining whether a sample is 

large enough. These criteria are sufficiency and saturation. Sufficiency asks the researcher to 

consider whether there is a sufficient number of participants sampled to reflect the range of 

participants and sites comprising the population so others outside the sample might have the 

opportunity to connect to the experiences of those included (Seidman, 2013).  When considering 

saturation, the researcher attempts to reach a sample size that brings the study to right to the 

point where the interviewer begins to hear the same information reported and new information 

becomes sparse (Seidman, 2013). 

Sufficiency and saturation were each addressed and met within this study. First, by 

enrolling more than half of the total number of women superintendents in the region at the time 

of the study, and ensuring that women superintendents from each of the four counties were 

proportionately represented, Seidman’s (2013) sufficiency was addressed in the sense that a solid 

cross-section of possible participants was provided. As Erie County had double the amount of 

school districts and, therefore, the largest number of women superintendents within its borders 

compared to other three counties, five participants were enrolled from that county. The other 

five participants were selected proportionately from each of the three remaining counties.  

Furthermore, sufficiency was enhanced by ensuring a balance in the experience levels of the 

participants according to the two embedded units of analysis design already discussed. This 



   
 

Running head: SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN SUPERINTENDENTS’ CANDIDACY 38 

helped satisfy Seidman’s (2013) suggestion to sufficiently represent the range of potential 

participants’ experiences and give those outside the sample a chance to identify with the shared 

experiences. As for saturation, care was taken in not making the sample so large that 

experiences became redundant. Here again, the intentionality of ensuring that women were 

represented from each of the four counties and with varying experience levels was appropriate.   

In addition to the conditions of sufficiency and saturation being met with a sample size of 

ten women superintendents, it is also important to note that the selection of participants was not 

random. Instead, a “purposeful” sample was sought. This type of sample maximized my ability 

to investigate the problem and research question (Merriam, 2009). Specifically, it was 

purposeful in that ten women superintendents were selected only from Chautauqua, Cattaraugus, 

Erie, and Niagara counties. Furthermore, and relative to the already discussed creation of the 

“more experienced” and “less experienced” embedded units of analysis, women were purposely 

selected according to additional time-based criteria.  To ensure proper balance in the two 

embedded units of analysis, five women were selected who obtained their first superintendency 

six years or more and five women were selected who obtained their first superintendency five 

years ago or less. This purposeful sample was also classified as “typical,” which meant it 

included participants who were representative of the people connected to the stated problem and 

research questions (Merriam, 2009). Given that there were only seventeen potential participants 

currently serving as women superintendents across the four counties at the time of the study, 

enrolling ten (59%) certainly allowed for the population to be representative, sufficient, short of 

complete saturation, and typical of the entire population of sitting women superintendents across 

the region. 
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This dissertation study was conducted through the University at Buffalo, which is a 

research institution located in Erie County of New York State. As the dissertation study was a 

case study conducted locally, I had the ability to travel to various interview sites at the 

convenience of participants. To avoid public locations with potential background noise and 

interruptions, participants chose either their homes or offices as sites for the interviews. In both 

cases, participants possessed express authority to grant site access. In addition to the obvious 

latitude participants had in allowing me into their homes, as superintendents in charge of their 

school districts, the participants were also the decision-making authorities for site access to their 

offices. That said, to maintain ethical researching standards, participants signed a consent to 

participate in the interview and to grant access to their preferred site. Consent to participate is 

discussed more in a later section. A copy of the consent form was included in Appendix A. 

Locating the Researcher 

Not only was this representative single-case study with two embedded units of analysis 

the optimal way to answer the research question, but it also most closely resonated with how I 

see myself as a researcher from a paradigmatic standpoint. I research with “Interpretivist” 

leanings (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Subscribers to this paradigm tend to examine topics through 

the qualitative approach, as they tend to believe in multiple realities, free will, understanding the 

world as it is, and in focusing on the reference of participants instead of observers (Burrell & 

Morgan, 1979). This is most often illustrated with the use of case studies, interviews, and 

participant observations (Angel, Killacky, & Johnson, 2013; Kamler, 2009). Qualitative 

techniques allow the researchers to better get at the questions of why and how things happen, 

which, in turn, keeps the focus on the subjective beliefs of the participants. 
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As a sitting school principal who aspires to the superintendency, access to and utilization 

of social capital before and during candidacy is of particular interest. Furthermore, to think that 

certain candidates are denied access to superintendent networks, and possibly the position itself, 

because of their gender is troubling. Given my frustration about this problem, it would be 

gratifying to positively impact the field. Examining this topic afforded me the opportunity to 

help women superintendent candidates, and it also informed and improved my own future 

candidacy within the profession. Lastly, spending time with the existing literature, and then 

working responsibly to create my own, provided ample opportunities to reflect and grow as both 

researcher and practitioner. 

Sources of Data 

The interviews conducted in this case study were semi-structured and open-ended. 

Specifically, the influence of Seidman’s (2013) Three-Interview Series method was evident in 

the interview design. The first interview in Seidman’s (2013) series was the “Focused Life 

History.” With this first interview, “…the interviewer’s task was to put the participant’s 

experience in context by asking him or her to tell as much as possible about him or herself in 

light of the topic up to the present time” (Seidman, 2013, p. 21). The second interview was 

titled, “The Details of Experience.” Here, the interviewer attempted to “…concentrate on the 

concrete details of the participants’ lived experience in the topic area of the study” (Seidman, 

2013, p. 21). Finally, the third interview investigated “Reflection of the Meaning.” As such, 

questions in this interview afforded respondents the opportunity to look back on their 

experiences, internalize them, and explore what they mean in their life. 

While the three interview sections and general organization of Seidman’s (2013) 

approach were evident throughout this study’s interview design, the duration and number of 
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interviews were not. This modification was deliberate and appropriate due to the consideration 

of participating superintendents as “elite” participants (Stephens, 2007).  As interviewees, 

“elites” have been defined in the research as elite in a relational sense, either in terms of their 

social position compared to the researcher or compared to the average person in society 

(Stephens, 2007). They have also been defined as those who occupy senior management and 

Board level positions within organizations (Harvey, 2011). Both definitions were incorporated 

into the use of the term for this case study. In relation to me as both a school principal and 

researcher, the superintendents of the case were of a higher social status in the field of education 

and also considered senior management within their districts. 

Identifying superintendents as elite participants was critical to the rationale behind the 

curtailing of Seidman’s (2013) prescribed time constraints to fit the needs of this case study. 

Where Seidman (2013) suggested three separate interviews for each participant, this case study 

required only one 90-minute interview per participant. Given the status and job demands of 

superintendents, it was not appropriate or realistic to attempt to interview them on three separate 

occasions. Asking for too much of a time commitment could have resulted in elite participants 

refusing to participate (Harvey, 2011). 

Within this case study’s single interview structure, however, the interview questions were 

created to align with the three distinct categories Seidman (2013) proposed. These categories 

lent themselves to a logical association with the research question. Superintendents’ use of 

existing social capital prior to the point of candidacy fit within the “Focused Life History” 

section. Then, the questions relating to superintendents’ access to and utilization of existing 

social capital during candidacy and when the stated problem is know to occur pertained to the 

“Details of the Experience.” Finally, in terms of Seidman’s (2013) third topic of “Reflection on 
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the Meaning,” participants were asked to look back on their experiences and contemplate what 

they meant in their lives. 

Fortunately, Seidman (2013) acknowledged that his method did not need to be perfectly 

replicated to ensure its worth within a study. He wrote: 

As long as a structure is maintained that allows participants to reconstruct and reflect 

upon their experience within the context of their lives, alterations to the three-interview 

structure and the duration and spacing of interviews can certainly be explored. (Seidman, 

2013, p. 25) 

Furthermore, when considering the liberties some researchers may need to take with his 

technique, Seidman (2013) concluded, “It is almost always better to conduct an interview under 

less than ideal conditions than to not conduct one at all” (p.25). A copy of the interview protocol 

used in this study is found in Appendix B. 

In addition to data collected via interview, data was also collected through two additional 

data sources to meet the best practice standard of triangulation. Specifically, the researcher 

employed the triangulation by sources approach (Denzin, 1978; Paton, 1999). While interviews 

served as the primary and most substantive source of data in this case study, resumes from 

participants were collected as the second data source and relevant analysis was interspersed 

throughout the findings. Given that many of the experiences participants were asked to recount 

experiences that took place years ago, resumes were also to cross-reference the dates and 

durations of degree and job experiences. They were also utilized to study patterns regarding the 

gender and titles of those asked to be references. 
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Letters of reference written on the participants’ behalves when they were candidates for 

their first superintendencies were collected as the third data source for triangulation and relevant 

analysis was also interspersed throughout the findings.  These letters were utilized in two ways.  

First, they provided another cross reference of dates and durations of degree and job experiences. 

Second, they were reviewed to further explore how participants utilized their social capital 

during candidacy. It should be noted, however, that four of the ten participants could not submit 

letters of reference, and that the lack of submissions did not disqualify them from participation in 

the case study. 

Procedures 

In order to conduct this study, I first obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) clearance 

from the University at Buffalo. Once permission to continue forward was granted, I contacted 

potential participants to amass the representative, purposeful, and typical sample mentioned 

already. As a result of being a principal within the region that bounded this case study, I already 

knew several women superintendents to contact about participation and he worked through his 

contacts to achieve the stated balance relative to time elapsed since participants obtained their 

first superintendency. After exhausting the already established contacts, unknown potential 

participants were then contacted. 

Initial contact was made by phone. During these opening conversations, I first made it 

clear that I was looking for participants in my dissertation study. I then provided potential 

candidates with a thumbnail sketch of my research question, overall interest, and the extent of 

the commitment I needed from them. I also mentioned the anticipated duration of the interview 

and that I would be collecting a resume and letters of recommendation from participants. 

Finally, as the research question inquired about sensitive topics like the use of personal 
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connections and potential gender inequities, and as the potential participants were elite 

interviewees with careers to maintain, I assured potential participants that measures would be 

taken to ensure confidentiality. 

Confidentiality is no less important to qualitative research than it is to quantitative 

research (Seidman, 2013). Therefore, it was critical for me to assure my participants I would 

maintain attention to detail in this regard. In doing so, I adhered to core principles of 

confidentiality by making certain to strike participants’ names from transcripts at the outset and 

ensuring that all personal information remained properly secured (Seidman, 2013). In terms of 

securing related documents, Seidman (2013) explained, “Original records such as contact 

information sheets, informed consent forms, and audiotapes, must be kept in a secure place to 

guard against the names of participants being accidentally revealed” (p. 73). For this study, all 

documents, transcripts, forms created electronically were stored only on an external hard drive 

that I owned. That hard drive, along with a digital voice recorder and any paper records/forms 

were looked in a safe in my home. The records/forms associated with study will be securely 

maintained in this fashion for 5 years. Once that time period has elapsed, records/forms will be 

destroyed. In addition to omitting participants’ names from the study, and to further ensure 

confidentiality, discussion of potentially identifiable information regarding participants’ current 

or recent school districts was struck from any published portion of this dissertation. Also, since 

the study focused on experiences before or during the candidacy, potentially identifying 

participants’ current or recent districts was not imperative. 

Finally, once potential participants agreed to participate, I provided each a letter/form to 

complete to obtain their informed voluntary consent. The letter/form contained information 

regarding: voluntary consent, no penalty for refusal, identity protection, research topic, intended 
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use, site access, and the ability to withdraw at any point without penalty. An unsigned copy of 

that letter/form is found in Appendix A.  As part of that conversation, if potential participants 

expressed interest, we then scheduled interview times and locations. After receiving verbal 

interest by phone, I then sent potential participants the voluntary consent letter/form via email 

soon after the conversation and we made arrangements for me to receive their resume and letters 

of recommendation by email or in person before we conducted the interview.  

Data collection. Aside from obtaining copies of participants’ resumes and letters of 

reference ahead of time, data was collected via interview. To ensure I captured all comments 

made by a participant, I digitally recorded each participant with a handheld device and then 

transcribed each interview on my personal computer. Seidman (2013) supported the use of 

digital recordings and transcription with: 

I believe that to work most reliably with the words of participants, the researcher has to 

transform those spoken words into a written text to study. The primary method of 

creating text from interviews is to record the interviews and to transcribe them…To 

substitute the researcher’s paraphrasing or summaries of what the participants say for 

their actual words is to substitute the researcher’s consciousness for that of the 

participant. (p. 117) 

However, in addition to the digital recorder, I also maintained a notebook to identify 

particularly interesting moments, expressions, or specific points of each interview.  These notes 

were used to aid in the complete and thorough data analysis of transcripts outlined in the next 

section. 
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Data analysis. After an interview was recorded, I transcribed it into its own Microsoft 

Word document. Once a transcript was complete, thorough data analysis commenced. Simply 

stated, Seidman (2013) explained, “There is no substitute for total immersion in the data” (p. 

130). I began the process with a general read-through of each transcript, along with a cursory 

review of my notes, the resumes, and the letters of reference for each participant. Once the 

general review of data for one participant was complete, the first structured read of that 

participant’s transcript commenced. 

During the first structured read of each interview transcript, I highlighted, or bracketed as 

with winnowing, interesting passages that seemed relevant to my research question (Marshall, 

1981). I utilized Microsoft Word’s “Copy” function to copy said passages from each transcript 

relating to my research question into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. This process was followed 

for each participant’s transcript. 

From there, I then analyzed passages again and more closely. During this process, 

themes emerged both within individual transcripts and between them (Seidman, 2013). The 

process was not to rushed or forced. In fact, in providing advice to his own team of researchers 

when reading transcripts, Seidman (2013) said: 

Mark what is of interest to you as you read. Do not ponder about the passage. If it 

catches your attention, mark it. Trust yourself as a reader. If you are going to err, err on 

the side of inclusion. (p. 121) 

As I analyzed the data to look for themes that emerge, I simultaneously coded the data.  

Coding has been defined as the process of designating shorthand representations of various 

components of the data (Merriam, 2009). It is commonly used in qualitative studies and is 
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carried out by designating numbers, single words, or letters to represent the data. When large 

amounts of qualitative data are being analyzed, as is the case with multiple interview transcripts, 

it is important to organize and group data from different sources to facilitate the ability to answer 

one’s research questions. Researchers often create initial codes and then new codes tend to 

emerge during analysis as well. Such was the case in this study. The initial codes that were 

utilized are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Initial Codes for Data Analysis 

Time Period Initial Topics of Interest Initial Codes 

Pre-candidacy: social capital influencing job experiences (PJ) 
Pre-candidacy: social capital influencing degree experiences (PD) 

Pre-candidacy: social capital influencing leadership skills (PL) 
Pre-candidacy: social capital increasing size of network (PN) 

Candidacy: social capital influencing job experiences (CJ) 
Candidacy: social capital influencing degree experiences (CD) 

Candidacy: social capital influencing leadership skills (CL) 
Candidacy: accessing superintendent networks (A) 

Candidacy: utilizing superintendent networks (U) 
Candidacy: evidence of blockage and “old boys” network (B) 

Candidacy: evidence of circumventing blockage (C) 
Post-Candidacy: reflections about influence of networks (N) 

Post-Candidacy: advice for candidates (ADV) 

Within the original spreadsheet, tabs were created with additional spreadsheets to 

represent each of three sections of the interview protocol corresponding with Seidman’s (2013) 

3-part series. Then, within each tabbed spreadsheet, columns were established to separate and 
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compare the data of the more and less experienced embedded units of analysis. Finally, each 

initial code was placed in its own row within each tabbed spreadsheet. Any new themes or codes 

that emerged were also placed in individual rows within each tabbed spreadsheet.  Passages of 

interest from the transcripts were then moved to spreadsheet cells of best fit and this process was 

continued, as initial codes proved valuable and as new themes and codes emerged.   

It should be pointed out that leadership skills not reviewed in Chapter 2 were added to the 

list of initial codes to consider. This was done to prepare for the possibility that mentors and 

networks worked directly with superintendents before or during candidacy to increase their 

human capital in the form of leadership attributes instead of referring them to a degree program 

or job opportunity. As there are a variety of established leadership standards for educational 

leaders, the analysis of data involving social capital resources influencing leadership traits (PL 

and CL) without using a specific set of standards could have muddled the data. To avoid this 

and provide structure, one established set of standards was used to provided sub-sections under 

the PL and CL initial codes. While the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium 

standards were one of the most recognized sets of standards in educational leadership and would 

likely be the first suggestion of many, they were not the most appropriate for this study (ISLLC, 

2008). This was because they were designed as standards for all levels of school administrators 

to follow. Given this study’s focus on the superintendency, a set of standards uniquely germane 

to the position was desirable. The American Association of School Administrators’ (AASA) 

(1993) Professional Standards for Superintendents, though dated, were designed for the 

superintendency and were preferable for this case study. AASA’s (1993) eight standards, or 

competencies, are as follows: 
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1. Leadership and District Culture 

2. Policy and Governance 

3. Communications and Community Relations 

4. Organizational Management 

5. Curriculum Planning and Development 

6. Instructional Management 

7. Human Resources Management 

8. Values and Ethics of Leadership 

Again, these standards served as potential sub-codes within the initial codes regarding leadership 

traits obtained or refined by existing social capital contacts. 

After thoroughly coding and grouping passages by theme, it became my turn to create 

meaning in a dialectical process (Seidman, 2013). In other words, after the interviewee has 

spoken: 

…now the interviewer is responding to their words, concentrating his or her intuition and 

intellect on the process. What emerges is a synthesis of what the participant has said and 

how the researcher has responded. (Seidman, 2013, p. 129) 

In this process I switched from researcher as data collector and interpreter, to researcher 

as meaning maker. The process of making connections and synthesizing the data occurred and 

allowed me to eventually provide findings in Chapter 4 and offer relevant analysis, conclusions, 

and recommendations in Chapter 5 to address the original problem. Beyond the initial codes 

already discussed, the unanticipated new codes and themes that emerged in the second layer of 

analysis proved noteworthy. One theme that emerged related to participants’ career intentions, 
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while another highlighted their career paths. A third related to how participants viewed their 

own professional journeys, and the fourth concerned a theme about family. 

Trustworthiness  

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) trustworthiness in qualitative research was 

defined as research that had credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  The 

following paraphrases how each term was explained: credibility involved establishing the truth 

of findings, transferability assumed that findings were applicable in other contexts, dependability 

involved demonstrating that findings were consistent and could be repeated, and confirmability 

ensured researcher neutrality in reporting findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  This study asked 

superintendents to recall experiences from the past. In large part, it depended on participants’ 

memories. To enhance trustworthiness and meet the abovementioned criteria, several steps were 

be taken that are discussed below. 

First, to enhance credibility of the data and begin triangulate it, I asked each participant to 

provide a copy of his or her resume. Using their resumes to conduct document analyses allow 

me to get acquainted with their educational backgrounds and administrative positions held prior 

to and during their candidacies. These documents also afforded me the opportunity to cross-

reference and fact check experiences attributed to certain periods in their lives that may have 

been difficult for them to remember. Second, to further facilitate the recall process for 

participants who recounted experiences decades old, and knowing I only had one opportunity to 

interview each participant, I provided participants with a copy of the interview questions 

beforehand. This allowed them to think about previous experiences and take any necessary notes 

prior to the interview to provide more thorough accounts of their experiences.  Also, from a 

building rapport and trust standpoint, this gesture allowed me to reassure my elite participants of 
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my intentions and to build rapport. Given the sensitive nature of my questions, I wanted my 

participants to understand in advance that the focus of the questions had nothing to do with 

critiquing their decisions as superintendents or those of the school districts they were affiliated 

with. 

Dependability was enhanced through including letters of reference as a second 

component of document analysis. Used in combination with the resume and interview for each 

participant, the letters of reference served as the third piece of data in the triangulation of data by 

sources approach. They helped check participant responses for the necessary consistency with 

what was described about them from other people’s vantage points. Denzin (1978) and Patton 

(1999) identified four types of triangulation as: methods triangulation, triangulation of sources, 

analyst triangulation, and theory/perspective triangulation.  My approach fell within the 

triangulation of sources designation. Triangulation helped validate and verify information 

collected. In this case, it also helped facilitate a deeper understanding of the data relative to 

looking for patterns in how superintendents accessed and utilized their social capital before and 

during candidacy. 

Transferability was established by appropriately satisfying the already discussed criterion 

of sufficiency and saturation within this case study’s population (Seidman, 2013). With these 

criterion met, the size of the population was adequate and the findings were representative of 

sitting women superintendents in Chautauqua, Cattaraugus, Erie and Niagara Counties who were 

not participants. Lastly, to establish confirmability, which ensured findings were shaped from 

the experiences of participants and not researcher bias or motivation, all interviews were digitally 

recorded, transcribed fully, coded, and triangulated with two other data sources as has already 
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been mentioned. Furthermore, it was my responsibility as a researcher to preserve the integrity 

of participant intent in their responses as I interpreted and made meaning of the data.    

Delimitations 

In terms of setting appropriate boundaries for this study, I began by containing the pool 

of potential participants to women superintendents in Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, Erie, or Niagara 

counties of New York State. The University at Buffalo is located within Erie County and the 

other 3 counties are part of the Western New York region. By limiting the study in this fashion, 

I gave myself a greater chance to find trends and patterns for a specific and localized population 

of women superintendents. Further, in deciding to study the population as two embedded units 

of analysis based on time elapsed since their first superintendency, I was able to understand if the 

nature of the problem or the solutions had changed locally over time. Furthermore, bounding the 

study in this way enabled the findings and recommendations to benefit future candidates located 

within the same region. The implication of limiting the population to the aforementioned 

boundaries was that generalizability on a larger scale was limited.  That is, what was learned and 

recommend did not necessarily apply to other parts of the country. 

Furthermore, as a school principal in Erie County who aspires to hold a superintendency 

in either Erie or Niagara counties, and that I taught and live in Niagara county, it is personally 

practical and advantageous for me to bound this case study by said geographical constraints.  The 

more I understand the presence and/or workings of any superintendent networks in these two 

counties, the better I am able to utilize my social capital resources when the time comes for me 

to enter the candidacy phase. Lastly, given Erie and Niagara counties are where I have spent my 

15-year career as an educator in various capacities, I feel compelled to provide findings for my 

administrative colleagues present and future. 
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Limitations 

The design of this study presented certain limitations. First, given that this study is 

qualitative, I did not seek to determine measurable cause or effect of the stated problem or to 

generalize my findings as is the case in quantitative studies. Second, as I did not conduct an 

experiment, I cannot attempt to replicate my findings. Third, with the localized nature of the 

population sample, findings were limited in their applicability to those who operated or will 

operate in the same region.  Relative to the sample, an element of sampling bias was present.  

That is, I purposefully sampled only women who were successful in their pursuits of the 

superintendency. In an attempt to understand how women who were successful accessed and 

utilized social capital to potentially overcome the effects of the Old Boys Network and blockage, 

I did not speak to any women were ultimately unsuccessful. The study was then limited in its 

ability to capture the potential magnitude or severity of blockage and the OBN on women 

superintendent candidates in Western New York, because those who may have been severely 

impacted did not have an opportunity to share their experiences. 

Fourth, my study dealt with past experiences largely dependent on the recollections of my 

participants. This prevented me from augmenting experiential claims with firsthand field 

observations. Relative to participants’ recollections, a fifth potential limitation arose. It related 

to the time between when I interviewed participants and when they experienced the pre-

candidacy and candidacy phases of their lives. With some participants, if the time elapsed 

spanned multiple years, or even a decade, it was possible their recollections were influenced by 

nostalgia. In other words, some participants may have recalled experiences from long ago more 

positively than they actually were at the time due to a yearning for the days of old. Taking into 

consideration that the study’s impetus stemmed from the problem of blockage and OBN, 
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negative experiences with that problem may have been relayed more positively by the 

participants, who may have been feeling nostalgic about that earlier time in their lives, thereby 

lessening shared experiences that were negative. If this took place, I would have again been 

impeded in my ability to accurately capture the full extent of the problem in my participants’ 

lives. 

Finally, a limitation was apparent in the potential impact my ethnicity, gender, and 

chosen profession had on my participants.  As a researcher who is Caucasian, male, and a school 

principal, I potentially represented exactly the type of individual considered part of the stated 

problem to my participants.  That is, I fit the characteristics of someone who could be a member 

of the OBN. If that is how I was perceived, it is possible the participants were guarded in their 

responses. A women researcher, or even a male researcher who was not a school administrator, 

may have elicited more genuine responses. 

Chapter 4 – Findings 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this representative case study was not only to examine the influence of 

existing social capital on women superintendent candidates before and during candidacy, but 

also to understand women superintendents’ unique experiences accessing and utilizing social 

capital in light of potentially closed superintendents’ networks. 

Research Question 

How did women superintendents access and utilize social capital before and during their 

time as superintendent candidates to obtain their positions? 

Summary of Methods and Procedures 
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This qualitative study was structured to be a representative single-case study with two 

embedded units of analysis (2009). It was bounded so that participants were exclusively women 

superintendents who worked in Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, Erie, or Niagara counties. Ten 

participants were enrolled from these counties to uncover themes and patterns relative to the 

research question. Furthermore, to investigate whether stated problem has changed with time, 

five participants were enrolled who obtained their first superintendency six years ago or more 

and five participants were enrolled who obtained their first superintendency five years ago or 

less. Again, for ease of identification throughout the study, the embedded unit of analysis hired 

six years or more are referred to as the “more experienced group” and the embedded unit 

analysis hired 5 years ago or less are referred to as the “less experienced group.” 

The primary method of data collection was semi-structured interview, where a modified 

version of Seidman’s (2013) 3-part interview series was followed.  Given the aforementioned 

description of said participants as “elite” according to Harvey (2011) and Stephens (2007) 

discussed in Chapter 3, participants sat for one 90-minute interview instead of three separate 

interviews as Seidman’s (2013) outlined. The structure of the protocol was such that the 

researcher heard and learned about participants’ experiences accessing and utilizing social 

capital before and during the time period when research suggests the identified problem occurs.  

Given that some of the topics discussed during the interview transpired years ago, participants 

were provided a copy of the interview questions in advance. To bolster the data obtained 

through the interviews and follow best practice, triangulation of the data by sources was 

employed by supplementing the interview transcripts with participants’ resumes and letters of 

reference (Denzin, 1978; Patton, 1999). 
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Organization of Chapter 4 

Chapter 4 is organized such that the findings are presented to optimize clarity and 

understanding for the reader. After briefly introducing the reader to each participant and 

elements of her background, the bulk of Chapter 4 is organized and presented in three primary 

sections as in the interview protocol.  These three sections resemble the design of Seidman’s 

(2013) 3-part interview series and relay the findings relative to the initial codes listed by the 

researcher in Chapter 3. After that, unexpected findings that emerged through the analysis are 

presented. 

The first section of Chapter 4 aligns with Seidman’s (2013) “Focused Life History” 

interview, and it covers the findings related to the pre-candidacy phase of the participants’ lives.  

Findings are then presented in the following sub-sections: degree experiences, job experiences, 

leadership experiences, and network size experiences of the participants. Within those sub-

sections, findings are further organized according to different groups of people in the 

participants’ lives who may or may not have provided social capital to be accessed and/or 

utilized. These groups include: family and friends, internal administrators or colleagues, and 

external administrators, professors, or consultants. The same organization is followed for the 

second section of Chapter 4, which relates to Seidman’s (2013) “Details of Experience” 

interview. Findings in this section relate to the candidacy phase of the participants’ lives. 

The third section of Chapter 4 aligns with the intent beyond Seidman’s (2013) 

“Reflection on the Meaning” interview, which asked participants to look back on the time period 

of their lives that the researcher was studying. In this section, findings are presented relative to 

the participants looking back on the candidacy phase of their lives.  It also includes findings 

about participants’ feelings regarding the current state of the studied problem and their feelings 
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regarding the existence of an OBN. From there, it presents participants’ assessments of the 

accessibility of their superintendent networks.  This section then concludes with findings relative 

to the participants’ advice for future candidates. 

The fourth section of Chapter 4 relays unexpected themes that emerged throughout the 

data analysis. As the researcher was analyzing the data relative to the initial codes, new patterns 

and themes emerged that were unanticipated. One theme that emerged relates to participants’ 

success as internal candidates, while another involves their career intentions. A third highlights 

those who took non-traditional paths to the superintendency, and the final theme relates to 

raising children. 

Background of Participants 

In introducing readers to the participants of this case study, it could be argued that 

participants’ backgrounds should have been explained in great detail.  However, in this case 

study, doing so was not appropriate. This was due to the aforementioned fact that there were 

only seventeen sitting women superintendents within the four counties of interest at the time of 

the study, and thoroughly explaining the backgrounds of ten participants would make them easily 

identifiable. Given the sensitive topics discussed within the study, and as the participants were 

elite and public figures within the field of education in Western New York, revealing their 

identities may have put their positions at risk or put them at odds with others in the field. The 

researcher considered potentially exposing participants to this risk to be unethical. 

With that understanding, introductions to each participant were provided only at a surface 

level. First, the participants were identified as being part of either the more or less experienced 

groups outlined earlier. Second, the types of educational degrees the participants obtained were 

identified. Finally, the positions held prior to becoming a superintendent were listed. Tables 2 
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and 3 were included after the participant descriptions to provide a quick reference of sorts for the 

reader. In order to understand the range of experience levels within each subunit of analysis, 

Table 3a. presents participants’ years of experience as superintendents at the time of our 

interview. To avoid compromising confidentiality, the ordering experience levels stray from the 

alphabetical listing of participants in Tables 2 and 3. 

The More Experienced Group 

Bridget. Bridget’s career began as an elementary school teacher. Prior to teaching, she 

obtained Bachelor’s and Master’s Degrees in education, and later earned a Certificate of 

Advanced Study in school administration.  While she was teaching, she was offered an acting 

principal’s position at one school. She then transitioned into an interim principal’s position at a 

second school. From there, she held three different directorships at the district level office 

before obtaining her first superintendency. 

Debra. Debra began her teaching career as a special education teacher.  Special 

education was also the concentration she pursued in obtaining her Bachelor’s and Master’s 

Degrees. Debra’s administrative career began within the realm of special education as a 

supervisor of regional self-contained programs.  The next position she accepted was as assistant 

principal. From there, she became a principal. After that, and without any central office 

experience, Debra obtained her first superintendency. 

Flo.  Like Debra, Flo began her career in education as a special education teacher.  She 

obtained Bachelor’s and Master’s Degrees in that field. Flo also earned certifications and a 

Doctorate in school administration.  After teaching, she became a principal. A few years after 

being a principal, she accepted a position as a central office position as a director of curriculum, 

instruction, and personnel. From there, she obtained her first superintendency. 
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Samantha. Teaching at the elementary school level was where Samantha chose to begin 

her career in education. She obtained a Bachelor’s Degree to do so, and later obtained a 

Master’s Degree in education and a certificate of advanced study in school administration.  Her 

first position in administration came as an assistant principal. She then held two successive 

principalships before becoming an assistant superintendent. That position immediately preceded 

her first superintendency. 

Tanya. Unlike the other superintendents in the more experienced group, Tanya began 

her career in education as a teacher’s aide. She then obtained a Bachelor’s Degree to pursue 

teaching in special education. She also obtained a certificate of advanced study in school 

administration, along with a Master’s Degree in Reading.  Her first position in school 

administration, like Debra, came as a supervisor or regional self-contained programs.  After that, 

she took a position as a regional professional development specialist. That position led to a 

principalship, which was the last position she held prior to becoming a superintendent. 

The Less Experienced Group 

Anna. Similar to Tanya in the more experienced group, Anna started in education as a 

teaching assistant in special education.  In contrast to most of the other participants, she first 

obtained a Bachelor’s Degree in an unrelated field. After deciding that she enjoyed education as 

a teaching assistant, she pursued a Master’s Degree in special education and then obtained a 

teaching position in that discipline.  During her time teaching, she earned a certificate of 

advanced study She then took a different assistant principalship, which preceded a principalship. 

Her first superintendency followed thereafter. 

Faye. Faye began her working life in a different direction from the other participants.  

She obtained her Bachelor’s Degree and a Master’s Degree in business management, and had 
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several jobs within that field before turning toward education. She eventually began a career as a 

teacher, and then acquired a second Master’s Degree in school administration. This led to her 

becoming a principal. Soon after that, she was offered her first superintendency. 

Oakley. Speech and language therapy was the discipline that ushered Oakley into the 

field of education. That is what comprised her concentration for her Bachelor’s and Master’s 

Degrees. While serving as a speech and language therapist, she began to pursue school 

administration and a certificate of advanced study. Her first position came at the district level in 

a special education office. After that, she became an assistant principal that transitioned into a 

principalship. Oakley then took a directorship at the central office level prior to becoming a 

superintendent. 

Moira.  Moira’s career interest began in the realm of psychology. She obtained a 

Bachelor’s Degree in that field, and shortly thereafter moved toward education and school 

counseling in a private school where New York State certification was not mandated. To cement 

that path, she obtained a Master’s Degree in school counseling and then obtained a public school 

position as a counselor. A pursuit of school administration soon followed with Moira earning a 

certificate of advanced study and then a principalship. Beyond the principalship, three district 

office positions followed. It was after the third position, which was an assistant superintendency, 

that Moira was offered her first superintendency. 

Sophie. Sophie was initially a business teacher at the outset of her career, which is the 

concentration she pursued for her Bachelor’s and Master’s Degrees. She then became a program 

coordinator for an adult education program. This move led to an additional Master’s Degree and 

several administrative posts at a regional center for education.  She then transitioned to a 

director’s position with a public school. This immediately preceded her first superintendency. 
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Table 2 
Participant Backgrounds – More Experienced Group (6 Years or More) 

Name Positions Before Supt. 
(Chronological from top) 

Bridget Elementary Teacher 
Acting Principal 
Interim Principal 
District Directorship (3) 

Debra Special Ed. Teacher 
Special Ed. Supervisor 
Assistant Principal 
Principal 

Flo Special Ed. Teacher 
Principal 
Dir. of Curriculum 

Samantha Elementary Teacher 
Assistant Principal 
Principal (2) 
Assistant Superintendent 

Tanya Teacher’s Aide 
Special Ed. Teacher 
Special Ed. Supervisor 
Prof. Dev. Specialist 
Principal 

Degrees Earned 
(Chronological from top) 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Certificate of Advanced Study 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Doctoral Degree 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Certificate of Advanced Study 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Certificate of Advanced Study 

Note: Positions listed in bold were internal positions obtained by participants. 
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Table 3 
Participant Backgrounds – Less Experienced Group (5 Years or Less) 

Name Positions Before Supt. 
(Chronological from top) 

Anna Teaching Assistant 
Special Ed. Teacher 
Assistant Principal 
Principal 

Faye Business Sector Jobs 
Business Teacher 
Principal 

Oakley Speech Therapist 
Special Ed. Admin. 
Assistant Principal 
Principal 
Dir. Of Curriculum 

Moira School Counselor (2) 
Principal 
District Directorship (2) 
Assistant Superintendent 

Sophie Business Teacher 
Adult Ed. Coordinator 
Regional Director 
District Directorship 

Degrees Earned 
(Chronological from top) 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Certificate of Advanced Study 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree (2) 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Certificate of Advanced Study 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Certificate of Advanced Study 

Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 

Note. Positions listed in bold were internal positions obtained by participants. 
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Table 3a. 
Years Elapsed Since Obtaining First Superintendency 

Year First Supt. Obtained Years Elapsed 

More Experienced Group 

2011 6 
2009 8 
2006 11 
2005 12 
2001 16 

Less Experienced Group 

2017 <1 
2016 1 
2013 4 
2013 4 
2013 4 

Note: Interviews were conducted in the Spring and Summer of 2017.  Also, the ordering of Table 
3a. purposely strays from the alphabetical ordering of participants in Tables 2 and 3. 

Pre-Candidacy 

The pre-candidacy section of this case study’s findings referred to the participants’ 

experiences prior to their first superintendency. As mentioned previously, it also aligned with 

the intention of Seidman’s (2013) first interview in his three part series. That is, the “Focused 

Life History” section examined participants’ life experiences prior to the point in time that the 

researcher is studying to provide adequate context and comparison. In this case study, the point 

in time when both the identified problem and research interest took place was during 

participants’ candidacy for their first superintendency.  Therefore, it was appropriate to first 

examine their professional experiences with social capital prior to candidacy. This section 

included participants’ experiences with accessing and utilizing social capital in: degree 
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experiences, job experiences, leadership experiences, and network experiences during the pre-

candidacy phase of their lives. 

Pre-Candidacy – Social Capital Accessed and Utilized in Degree Experiences     

The trend relative to degree experiences in the pre-candidacy phase with both the more 

and less experienced superintendent groups was that spouses, parents, extended family members, 

and close friends did not provide related social capital. Only two of the ten participants 

mentioned anything about their families providing social capital toward degree experiences, and 

the impact described was minimal. However, when it came to internal administrators and 

colleagues, as well as external administrators and search consultants, the social capital these 

individuals provided to both participant groups was more apparent.  In particular, the less 

experienced group relayed the importance of these groups to a greater extent than their 

counterparts. Three of the group members offered examples tied to internal colleagues, 

compared to two group members doing so from the more experienced group.  Then, in 

describing the utilization of social capital from external contacts, three of the less experienced 

group members again offered examples. However, no one from the more experienced group 

shared externally related examples.  It should also be noted that in triangulating the data by 

analyzing participants’ resumes, all degree experiences were validated in terms of location and 

time period. Given the potential for the degree experiences of participants to have occurred long 

ago, it was important to reference resumes for confirmation. The various accounts linked to 

degree experiences during pre candidacy are shared below. 

Social Capital from internal administrators or colleagues. The pattern that emerged 

across both superintendent groups regarding degree experiences had to do with social capital 

coming in the form of information and support. In one instance, with Tanya of the more 
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experienced group, she and a group of her colleagues decided to begin a doctoral program 

together. She was encouraged by her colleagues to stay in the program and she utilized 

information they provided to assist in completing coursework. With the four other 

superintendents mentioning degree experiences, they all shared having utilizing social capital 

from their supervisors. They each suggested that these administrators saw leadership potential in 

them and provided opportunities to get involved in the field. 

Samantha, of the more experienced group, mentioned her principal being impactful when 

she was an elementary school teacher. Not only did he facilitate her transfer to the middle school 

when he transferred there, but he also called her into his office at one point and said, “You’ve got 

to go back and get your administrative degree.  I’ll help you.” She followed his encouragement, 

he kept to his word about assisting her throughout the degree program, and her career in 

administration began to take shape. Similarly, Moira, Anna, and Oakley of the less experienced 

group cited administrators who encouraged them to go back to school for administration while 

they were teaching. They each shared that they had not seriously thought about moving toward 

school leadership until they were each encouraged by these individuals who shared information 

about degree programs and paths forward. In Oakley’s case, however, the information came in 

the form of a job preservation tip. She mentioned that while she was in a Teacher On Special 

Assignment (TOSA) position her Director of Special Education warned her of the uncertainty of 

that position with the pending arrival of a new superintendent. Not being able to predict a new 

superintendent’s preference for TOSA positions, the administrator advised her to begin her 

administrative degree.  With the degree, she would be able to remain in her current position if the 

TOSA status were eliminated. She heeded the administrator’s insider information and advice, 

got the degree, and kept the positions. All three of the participants mentioned above utilized the 
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social capital provided by internal administrators that led to degree experiences that spawned 

new careers. 

Social Capital from external administrators, professors, or consultants.  As 

mentioned previously, superintendents from the more experienced group offered no examples of 

external administrators, professors, or consultants providing social capital related to degree 

experiences. However, Anna, Sophie, and Faye of the less experienced group did. The pattern 

that emerged was that all three utilized social capital provided by professors within their degree 

programs. In fact, Faye and Sophie gained accreditation from the same university at different 

times and mentioned the same professor. He was both a superintendent and an adjunct at the 

time. Anna attended a different university and also spoke of a helpful professor. 

With each of the three less experienced superintendents, the social capital came in the 

form of information and service. Their professors had the authority to expedite or waive portions 

of degree programs due to their positions at the universities and their understanding of 

regulations and requirements. Anna explained that the professor she worked with helped 

expedite her internship so she could accept a job offer.  Sophie spoke of the professor she had in 

common with Faye when recounting the decision she had to make about which university to 

attend for administrative degree. She mentioned that she already knew the professor at one of 

the universities from his concurrent role as a superintendent, and that he had shared information 

with her about the benefits of the program where he was affiliated. He also informed her that the 

school was amenable to tailoring programs to the needs of its students, and that the professors 

were utilizing distance-learning opportunities to minimize the amount of time students needed to 

be on campus. This was valuable information for Sophie and she decided to enroll in that 

program based on the information she was provided. 
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Faye mentioned the same professor as Sophie, and she suggested he had a major 

influence on her degree experiences. First, when she was teaching and starting to consider 

pursuing an administrative degree, she asked for a meeting with him. Taking a proactive 

approach, and knowing he was affiliated with the degree program in school administration, she 

was hoping to gain social capital in the form of honest advice and useful information to 

appropriately make her decision. During the meeting, this individual shared his perspective on 

school administration with her and encouraged her to pursue the degree. After that meeting, 

Faye decided to enroll in the college where this individual worked. Then, when she had nearly 

finished the program, the same professor called her into his office.  Faye was uncertain of why 

she was being called to his office, but it wound up being about another opportunity to utilize 

social capital. The program she was about to finish was only providing her building level 

administrative certification.  Knowing this, he asked Faye if she had ever considered getting 

district level certification as well. She replied that she had not. He said, “Why not?  I feel like it 

would be a foolish move for you not to pursue it.”  Faye recalled that her response was twofold.  

She first told him that she thought she was too old, and then she mentioned that she could not 

afford four more classes. At that, another opportunity to utilize social capital arose. The 

professor responded with, “I’m going to talk to some of the people here, and we might be able to 

waive two of those courses due to the classes you took for your business degree a few years 

ago.” As it turned out, the college was able to waive the two courses and Faye obtained the 

district-level certification.  In looking back she remarked, “I would’ve never done it without his 

help.” 
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Pre-Candidacy – Social Capital Accessed and Utilized in Job Experiences 

Here again, findings were derived based on the triangulation of sources. While 

interviews were the primary data source, the resumes and letters of reference were used to 

reinforce certain claims made by participants. All of the participants’ resumes verified the dates 

and durations of job experiences shared during interviews. This is not surprising because 

candidates were provided the interview questions beforehand, and thus had time to recall or 

lookup the dates and durations of degree and job experiences. Furthermore, the letters of 

reference collected also aligned with what the participants recounted and what the resumes had 

listed. Finally, the resumes and letters of reference highlighted the types of responsibilities 

participants had during successive job experiences. 

Social capital from family and friends.  The more experienced group of 

superintendents recounted the influence of family and friends.  Three participants cited husbands 

or parents influencing their job experiences. With Tanya and Flo, the social capital utilized came 

in the form of information provided through advice giving and encouragement relative to 

potential new positions. Debra noted that her best friend, who also later became a 

superintendent, offered much information. Her friend was a few years ahead in terms of career 

ascendance, and therefore served as a valuable resource for interviews and job preparation.  

For the less experienced group of superintendents, social capital from family and friends 

influenced job experiences more often than the experienced group during pre-candidacy.  All 

five participants recounted experiences during which social capital from these network members 

was utilized. This social capital most often came in the form of information or services 

provided. Oakley commented that her husband often offered career advice, and that he arrived at 

that advice from having some semblance of insider information. That is, Oakley and her 
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husband attended the school district she began teaching in, they took up residence in that same 

community, and he knew a lot of people there. Faye, in discussing her father’s experiences as an 

immigrant and business owner, explained that her father provided career advice. In particular, he 

steered her toward teaching because it was “the perfect job for a woman.” She also mentioned 

that she utilized social capital from her parents in the form of a service, because they lived with 

her after she had a family and often provided child-care.  Finally, when discussing her time 

teaching within the district she attended as a child, Anna believed she obtained the position in 

part because her father had introduced her to the superintendent years earlier.  She said, “Even as 

a sub, I knew the superintendent. The town was so small, and he used to catch pigs with my 

stepdad! Then, when I got the job as a teacher, he was still there.” 

Family members and close friends also provided social capital to the less experienced 

group relative to pre-candidacy job experiences. For example, Moira commented on her cousin’s 

impact with, “My cousin worked at St. Mary’s with me, but then she got a job at Minton Public 

School District. She told me I should come over to Minton and that they could really use me. I 

applied and got the job. I also had a close friend who worked there.” Similarly, in commenting 

on being hired to teach at Sampson Public School District and on quickly learning about the 

goings on in the district, Sophie mentioned that her uncle was on the board of education when 

she applied. 

Social capital from internal administrators or colleagues.  The more and less 

experienced groups of superintendents cited utilization of social capital provided by 

administrators and colleagues in the districts they worked in relative to job experiences prior to 

superintendent candidacy. The theme that emerged with the more experienced group was that 

social capital came in the form of encouragement to pursue job openings. Along with that 
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encouragement often came insider information. Four of the superintendents in the more 

experienced group shared accounts that developed this theme. Three of the less experienced 

group members also mentioned utilizing social capital this way. It is important to note that 

internal administrators providing the social capital had directly worked with or managed the 

participants. The participants’ experiences are shared below. 

Looking first at the more experienced group, Samantha’s utilization of social capital from 

internal colleagues and administrators started as early as the interview process for a teaching 

position with the district that would eventually support her pursuit of a degree in administration.  

When it came time to plan for her teaching demonstration lesson, which usually served as the 

final round of an interview process, an insider let her know that the majority of students she 

would be teaching for the demonstration lesson were boys.  This enabled her to plan and deliver 

a uniquely boy-centric demonstration lesson, which led to her being offered the position.  Then, 

while teaching in this district, her principal encouraged her pursuit of administration and related 

positions. After she heeded his advice and began her pursuit of the degree, he also arranged for a 

unique internship experience. Samantha recounted: 

Halfway through my administrative degree, he had given me lots of opportunities, and he 

then said, this is bittersweet, but I have a full-time paid internship for you working at the 

Pine School. You’re going to work with my friend, you’re going to work your behind 

off, and we’ll see how things go. You’ll see if you want to go back to teaching or if 

you’re gonna want to stay in administration. 

This arrangement not only demonstrated an element of her principal serving as a bridge between 

network connections, but he provided social capital through opportunities and encouragement 

before the internship and through it that impacted her job experiences.  Samantha also went on to 
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say the paid internship turned into a full-time position after the first year, and that the position 

lasted another two years. It should be noted that the friend her principal referred her to for the 

internship was a woman. Upon reflection, Samantha commented that the principal who 

encouraged and helped her, “always encouraged women in education.” She also mentioned that 

he had referred other women interns to this same person.  The two had worked together in a 

previous district and seemed to be utilizing each other’s social capital with each successive 

intern. 

While Samantha was in a temporary administrative position at the Pine School, her 

former principal, former superintendent, and current principal, all continued to provide social 

capital in the form of encouragement and access to valuable information. Specifically, they 

arranged for an opportunity that significantly increased her skill set and swayed her to 

permanently leave the classroom.  As she remembered it, they all encouraged her to move 

toward administration. As such, they arranged for her to attend a leadership academy at a 

prestigious university. To do so, she needed to resign from her teaching position that she had 

taken a leave from to pursue the internship. She opted to attend the academy, stay at the Pine 

School as an administrator, and resign from her teaching position. 

Flo and Bridget also utilized social capital provided by internal administrators and 

colleagues, but not for such an extended timeframe. Flo recounted two experiences that led to 

two new jobs in her career. First, a fellow doctoral candidate shared information about an open 

teaching position in the district she had attended as a child.  She followed that lead and obtained 

the position. Then, years later, her superintendent in a different district provided encouragement 

that prompted her to apply for an administrative position she initially had no interest in. She was 

administratively certified and teaching within the district when the superintendent asked her to 
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consider applying for the recently opened principalship. She applied and got the job. Bridget 

commented on the social capital provided via encouragement to pursue new jobs within the 

district she was teaching in with: 

I had more people pushing me than I was pushing myself. I loved teaching. I played 

school growing up. My first building principal started to push me toward thinking about 

other things. Then I had an assistant superintendent ask me about moving forward when 

I was a principal. He said I should think about more than that, so I always had people 

pushing me. I didn’t set out to be a principal or superintendent. 

Tanya’s experience with utilizing her social capital from known colleagues or 

administrators came much earlier in her professional career than it did for the others. The first 

time occurred soon after she had finished high school. A former high school teacher of hers 

provided information to her about a teacher’s aide position that had opened at a rehab center 

working with special education students. This woman told Tanya, “You can do this and need to 

this.” Tanya applied and got that position. Then, the supervisor of that rehab center encouraged 

her to go back to school for teaching. Tanya listened to the advice and encouragement provided 

by the supervisor and went back to school. Fittingly, four years later in her senior year of 

college, and before she had the opportunity to complete her student teaching, the supervisor 

offered her a teaching position at the same rehab center. 

While they did not elaborate as much as their colleagues in the more experienced group, 

Faye, Moira, and Anna of the less experienced group shared experiences of utilizing internal 

colleagues and administrators relative to pre-candidacy job experiences.  Faye cited her 

superintendent as someone who was instrumental in her obtaining her first principalship, which 

she obtained as an internal candidate. Moira gave credit to her Director of Pupil Personnel 
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Services for providing social capital in the form of information and encouragement about 

administration while she was a teacher. Finally, Anna shared an experience of utilizing social 

capital from the very beginning of her career in education.  She remembered how pivotal her 

cooperating teacher was during her student teaching, in that she was able to obtain her first 

teaching position prior to student teaching ending. 

Social capital from external administrators, professors, or consultants.  The more 

experienced group did not significantly access and utilize social capital from external 

administrators or consultants during their pre-candidacy job experiences.  However, for the two 

superintendents who did mention doing so, there was a common thread.  Both Tanya and 

Samantha separately indicated they accessed and utilized social capital provided by area district 

superintendents. District superintendents differ from superintendents in that they advise all of 

the superintendents of individual school districts comprising a regional Board of Cooperative 

Educational Services (BOCES). These particular district superintendents provided counsel to 

Tanya and Samantha regarding different administrative positions and whether or not the 

participants should apply. In both cases, the superintendents followed the advice they were 

given. 

The less experienced group shared more examples of utilizing social capital from external 

administrators and consultants to influence pre-candidacy job experiences than the more 

experienced group. Three of the five utilized social capital from these external connections that 

led to job opportunities. As with the more experienced group, the social capital provided by 

external connections came in the form of information relative to open positions.  Furthermore, 

the utilization of district superintendents was again apparent. Specific accounts from Faye, 

Anna, and Sophie are shared below. 
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Faye noted how a member of her network offered social capital in the form of pivotal 

information about a job opportunity. When Faye received a call from this individual, she had 

recently lost her husband and was looking for full-time employment as a teacher.  The contact, 

who was an administrator at a local school district, was aware of her recent loss and that she was 

looking for a job. He offered assistance. This individual suggested she apply to a position in his 

district. Unfortunately, the committee did not choose her as the successful candidate. However, 

after she did not get the position, the same contact called her again shortly thereafter to share a 

new lead within a neighboring district. He said, “A woman who lives down the street, who is a 

big name in the Lake District, is having a baby and now wants to transfer to a part-time position.  

She’s giving up her full-time position.  You should apply. I’ve already spoken to that principal 

and they are interested in speaking with you.” Faye applied to that teaching position and became 

the successful candidate.  Beyond that account, and as with some of those in the more 

experienced group, Faye also recounted utilizing social capital in the form of great advice from a 

district superintendent while preparing for her first administrative position. 

Sophie not only mentioned knowing the same district superintendent as Faye, but she 

shared an example of utilizing significant social capital from him. She referenced having 

recently lost a teaching position when this district superintendent offered assistance. He was 

starting a program at his BOCES that he thought she would be good at. He encouraged her to 

apply, and she did. After getting that position, she wound up staying at the organization for 

many years and through several different teaching and administrative positions.  

Anna mentioned a variety of external contacts who provided social capital for her 

throughout her career in education and before becoming interested in the superintendency. First, 

she mentioned a school attorney who voluntarily helped her structure her resume.  Then, she 
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referenced being very proactive about asking people she knew for letters of reference. She met a 

lot of administrators through the professional development opportunities she helped deliver 

throughout the region as a teacher.  Third, once she began applying for administrative positions, 

she also recalled taking the advice of area administrators regarding which jobs to apply for and 

which jobs to avoid. 

Pre-Candidacy – Social Capital Accessed and Utilized in Leadership Experiences 

In addition to asking superintendents about how they accessed and utilized social capital 

throughout degree and job experiences, I also inquired about whether social capital was accessed 

and utilized to development leadership competencies before and during candidacy.  To do this, 

the participants were presented with the list of superintendent competencies discussed in Chapter 

3 and then asked if anyone in their social capital networks helped develop any of the listed 

leadership competencies. It should be noted that, by extension, the development of leadership 

competencies within an individual translated to human capital increases for the individual.  That 

is, through the help of their social capital, participants were able to utilize information from 

others to refine their personal leadership capabilities. The trend in this category was similar to 

that of degree experiences. Friends and family members did not influence either group of 

superintendents’ abilities to develop leadership competencies during the pre-candidacy years.  

Similarly, the more experienced group also felt that external administrators, professors, and 

search consultants did not provide social capital in this regard. The less experienced group, 

however, did include two superintendents who recounted utilizing the social capital of external 

influences to develop said leadership competencies. Finally, it was the internal administrators 

and colleagues who provided the most substantial social capital for both groups of 
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superintendents to utilize.  Three of the five more experienced superintendents shared relevant 

examples, and four of five less experienced superintendents did as well. 

Beginning with external influences shaping the development of leadership competencies, 

Oakley and Anna of the less experienced group shared experiences.  Oakley mentioned, “I went 

to J. for curriculum planning, in-depth evaluations.  I would go to her, I was thirsty, and she 

knew her stuff and she’d be brutally honest. Most stayed away, but I went to her.”  Anna, on the 

other hand, said she learned about vision statements, leading with values, ethics, integrity, and 

courage from four different external administrators with whom she interacted. 

In looking at social capital from internal administrators or colleagues, three from the 

more experienced group shared relevant experiences. In these instances, skills were shared or 

demonstrated and information was passed along. Samantha indicated that she learned a lot about 

hiring practices through working alongside her director of human resources while she was a 

principal. Tanya gave much credit to her director of special education while she was a teacher 

and supervisor. She remarked: 

He was great and an incredible role model and leader. He knew how to get things done.  

He built trust with all stakeholders and could make tough decisions. When you messed 

up, you could go in his office, confess, and then he’d walk you through it. 

Flo used the social capital provided by her superintendent while she was a principal, but not 

always in the way the readers might expect. While she credited her superintendent with inviting 

her to partner with him on a district-wide mission/vision project, and while she was inspired by 

his ability to design organizations, she also said some of his other leadership approaches taught 

her what not to do. Flo described this duality with, “I learned a lot from him, but there are 

examples and non-examples to learning.  He was brilliant in terms of designing organizations, 
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but lacking in terms of building relationships that are positive with people, so I learned about 

maintaining culture from the wrong end.” 

In the less experienced superintendent group, Faye, Moira, Anna, and Sophie each 

mentioned internal administrators who provided social capital helpful for learning leadership 

competencies. Interestingly, three of them referenced their principals doing so while they were 

teachers. Anna said of her principal, “He was a phenomenal principal who allowed me to see 

that values were the most important.”  As Sophie was discussing one the principals she worked 

for, she commented, “He was probably far and wide the best administrator I ever worked for as a 

teacher. He was a guy that was black and white with expectations. He would work with you if 

you did your job, but, if you didn’t, you were dead in the water to him.” Faye also mentioned 

that her principal demonstrated to her elements of good leadership. She said: 

He was a great example of how to make sure everybody knows you. He would talk to 

everyone. He was the first one at event and the last one to leave. He would help clean up 

the garbage. All of this gave him a different sense of credibility with people. 

Pre-Candidacy – Existing Social Capital Increasing the Size of Network 

The participants of both groups mentioned little about existing social capital connections 

leading to increased network size. However, the two superintendents in the more experienced 

group who did share experiences relayed similar and somewhat unusual influences.  Tanya and 

Debra mentioned that external administrators who they already knew strongly encouraged them 

to do something that drastically increased the size of their networks, and, by extension, their 

overall social capital. Each was encouraged by area superintendents to enroll in a 

superintendent’s development program. This type of program not only teaches prospective 

candidates about the superintendency, but it also connects enrollees with the program instructors 
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and other enrollees also involved in school administration.  What makes Tanya and Debra’s 

experiences somewhat unusual is they were both encouraged to enroll very early in their 

administrative careers. Other superintendents interviewed recounted their experiences with this 

program at later stages in their careers and after they were already considering the 

superintendency. In Debra’s case, she had only been an assistant principal for a short time when 

a superintendent she knew suggested she enroll in the program. Similarly, Tanya had only been 

a principal for a few weeks when a different superintendent encouraged her to enroll. 

Candidacy 

The second section of the interview protocol asked participants to recall experiences from 

the time in their lives when they pursued the superintendency.  Specifically, the second element 

of the research question asked how their social capital was accessed and utilized during their 

candidacy for the superintendency. The research question’s examination of two time periods for 

participants was purposeful.  As research demonstrated that blockage of access and other OBN 

issues impeded women’s pursuits of the superintendency, it was advantageous to first explore 

how women accessed and utilized social capital in their career and degree experiences prior to 

the time period that was researched and deemed problematic (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; 

Shakeshaft, 1999). After establishing a benchmark of experiences prior to candidacy, I was then 

able to examine whether participants’ experiences during the problematic times mirrored the 

national trends or strayed. It is again important to note that shared experiences with job 

experiences and social capital contacts were compared with resumes and letters of reference to 

triangulate the data by sources and maintain accuracy.  In so doing, no discrepancies between the 

sources were noticed. What follows are the findings from the candidacy phase of the women 

superintendents involved in the case study. 
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Candidacy – Social Capital Accessed and Utilized in Degree Experiences 

This section of Chapter 4 was not divided into the same three sub-section categories 

(Family/Friends, Internal, External) as the pre-candidacy section.  The reasoning behind this 

related to the credentials participants earned during the pre-candidacy phase of their lives.  That 

is, once participants made the decision to become candidates for the superintendency, some 

already possessed the degree credentials necessary to serve as superintendents. This was because 

the credential needed for the superintendency, which in New York State is the “School District 

Leader” certification, was necessary for any district leadership position and often paired with the 

“School Building Leader” certification by colleges and universities. Therefore, an individual 

who decided to pursue an entry-level administration position within a particular school building 

obtained district-level superintendent credentials long before becoming a candidate was a reality.  

Despite this being commonplace, some educational leaders only obtained building-level 

certification at the outset of their careers in administration, so it remained relevant to investigate 

whether any participants had this type of experience. The findings of this case study confirmed 

that all of the involved participants obtained the necessary degree and certification credentials for 

the superintendency before becoming candidates. 

However, it remained relevant to include degree experience questions within the 

candidacy section due to the optional pursuit of the doctorate by some aspiring superintendents.  

Chapter Two highlighted research indicating that nationally 45.3% of superintendents possessed 

doctorates (Kowalski et al., 2011).  It also shared that 36.2% of women superintendents in New 

York State possessed a doctorate in 2015 (NYSCOSS, 2015).  As such, considering whether 

intrinsic factors or network actors compelled participants to obtain the additional degree once 

they decided to become candidates was important.  If any had chosen to do so, it would then 
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have been necessary to determine to what extent participants utilized social capital to assist in 

doing so. Through inserting said interview questions, the findings indicated that no participants 

were compelled to obtain doctorates once they became candidates.  Furthermore, participants 

reported that none of their network actors recommended they do so. The only tangential 

connection to additional degree experiences occurring during the candidacy phase was the 

already mentioned findings related to attending optional superintendent development programs. 

Candidacy – Social Capital Accessed and Utilized with Job Experiences 

Social capital from family and friends. Once participants advanced in their careers to 

the point of superintendent candidacy, they did not share many experiences of accessing or 

utilizing social capital provided by their family or friends. In the more experienced group, the 

exception would be Debra. She mentioned a friend who provided her a tremendous amount of 

social capital to utilize in the candidacy phase.  This friend happened to be a woman who was 

already a sitting superintendent. When it came time to apply for positions and canvass the 

districts being applied to, Debra noted about her friend, “She knew more about the district than I 

did. She helped me formulate my thoughts.”  With the less experienced group, only Moira and 

Sophie made mention of utilizing social capital derived from family or friends. They each 

commented that they relied heavily on their husbands for counsel about whether or not to apply, 

and then accept, the superintendencies they had pursued. 

Social capital from internal administrators and colleagues. Where the more 

experienced group had little to say about their family or friends providing social capital to be 

utilized toward pursuing the superintendency, three mentioned the importance of administrators 

and colleagues with whom they worked. Samantha noted that when she was considering the 

superintendency, she was doing so out of necessity. Soon after she became an assistant 
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superintendent, a new superintendent was appointed. The environment was one she did not want 

to remain in, so she began to look elsewhere. Once she informed her colleagues in that district 

she was looking at superintendencies, quite a few provided social capital for her to utilize.  The 

recently retired superintendent, recently retired assistant superintendent, and the current human 

resources director she had recently worked for all helped provide interview preparation, letters of 

reference, and encouragement.  She also utilized information from administrators she had 

worked with in a previous district. 

Flo and Bridget not only utilized social capital from internal administrators and 

colleagues, but they also did so as internal candidates for superintendent positions that opened 

within their districts. Flo recalled that when she was a principal her interim superintendent often 

visited her office to talk about the district and education at large. Then, when his time as interim 

superintendent was coming to end, he provided acute social capital in the form of insider 

information. He divulged that several board members wanted her to apply for the 

superintendency. She decided to act on that information and apply for the position as an internal 

candidate.  While she did not get the position in the end, the process helped her immensely in 

pursuing another superintendency soon thereafter. Similarly, Bridget benefited from her internal 

connections as an internal candidate. She effectively utilized the social capital provided by those 

she worked with and for through a long-term grooming process for the superintendency within 

her district. These individuals taught her a lot. She recalled: 

When the plan for the district was grow from within, there was a clear succession plan in 

place. I think there was a plan in place before I knew it! I first had the inkling about 

being groomed as a superintendent when I was a principal and I got a call about 

becoming the assistant superintendent. The person was retiring and the position was 



   
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Running head: SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN SUPERINTENDENTS’ CANDIDACY 82 

never opened up for posting. I accepted the position. The superintendency was never 

posted either. Those five years as assistant superintendent were the grooming years. I 

was pretty much a part of everything as assistant superintendent – executive sessions, 

capital projects, etc. Wherever the superintendent was, I was there too. 

As a result of this grooming, Bridget felt the social capital she utilized from these individuals 

over a long period of time significantly helped prepare her for the position. 

All of the less experienced superintendents mentioned accessing and utilizing social 

capital from internal administrators and colleagues during the candidacy phase, including Sophie 

and Moira’s experiences that, like Flo and Bridget of the more experienced group, led to internal 

opportunities for the superintendency. Sophie recalled that she was able to access and utilize 

insider information to obtain her first superintendency. In her case, the board of education in the 

district where she had previously taught and still resided reached out to her.  With the opening, 

and their current understanding of Sophie’s skill set, it offered social capital in the form of a 

service. As boards of education are empowered to appoint a superintendent at will, and as was 

the case for Bridget of the more experienced group, it hired Sophie without a posting or formal 

interview. Moira fared similarly.  She was an assistant superintendent when the superintendency 

in her district opened. Like Bridget, Moira had already held a variety of administrative roles 

within the district prior to the assistant superintendency. She too had amassed a sizeable network 

of teachers, administrators, and board members within the district from which to utilize social 

capital.  When the position opened, she recalled having many conversations with people 

regarding the position and her suitability. She hesitated initially because she was happy in her 

current role, uncertain of how the new role would feel, and did not want to not be unsuccessful in 

her pursuit. Moira felt continuing on in the district where she did not emerge the successful 
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candidate would be awkward. After utilizing the available social capital, however, she decided 

to express interest. She remembered, “My network including administration and teachers here, 

their influence was strong. They all wanted me to do it and they said we need you to that job. It 

was expected.” The board eventually exercised its ability to appoint her as superintendent and, 

as other boards did with Bridget and Sophie, it did so without posting for other candidates.  

Faye, Oakley, and Anna of the less experienced group shared experiences of utilizing 

social capital from internal administrators and colleagues to help with pursuing 

superintendencies in other districts. Faye, who as principal worked for a superintendent she 

identified as being part of an OBN, said her superintendent was very helpful in preparing her 

during candidacy. She said despite being a woman and not part of his superintendent’s network, 

“He truly liked me and took me under his wing. He was sure to include me in most things that 

took place in the district.” Oakley also noted that her superintendent helped her during her 

candidacy while she was an assistant superintendent.  Her superintendent, who was a woman, 

intentionally brought her to varied meetings throughout the district so she could better 

understand the role and demands of the superintendency. 

In contrast to utilizing social capital from internal superiors, Anna recounted experiences 

when she heavily relied on a colleague she taught with. The person she referenced had been a 

co-teaching colleague years prior.  They maintained their relationship through the years, and the 

colleague provided social capital in the form insight, encouragement, and interview 

preparedness. In terms of preparing for interviews, Anna recounted, “For all of my interviews, 

my dearest co-teaching colleague, who was female, would go through all the questions while I 

was driving. It was just like when we co-taught, we played out every answer.”  She also 

mentioned her superintendent actively helping her when she was a principal. Not only did he 
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offer social capital in the form of encouragement and advice that motivated her to apply, but he 

also offered a service. That is, as her superintendent, he offered to pay for her to attend the 

superintendents development program. Anna capitalized on that offer and attended the program. 

The importance of internal contacts to both groups during candidacy was underscored 

through an analysis of the letters of reference. In this analysis, the researcher noted the gender 

and job title of each writer and whether the individual worked internally within the same district 

as the participant. Table 4 displays the results and illustrates three preference patterns of the 

participants. First, save for one letter, all letters were written by people the participants had 

worked directly with or for instead of outside consultants or administrators from other districts.  

Second, they submitted more letters written by men than women. Third, all letter writers were 

administrators of varying titles. 

Social capital from external administrators, professors, search consultants.  External 

contacts played a significant role in the candidacy phase of the more experienced group.  Four of 

the superintendents shared experiences of utilizing their social capital relative to job experiences 

during candidacy. Two trends emerged in this category. First, all four candidates received 

phone calls from external administrators or consultants suggesting they should apply for 

superintendencies that had opened in the area. These calls served as another example of how 

participants were able to utilize social capital in the form of information that others are willing to 

share. In each situation, those making the phone calls were in positions providing them inside 

knowledge and credibility. The second trend that emerged signaled that district 
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Table 4 
Background of References 

Participant Title of Reference 

Samantha Superintendent 
HR Director 
Board President 

Flo Consultant 
Principal 
Principal 

Oakley Superintendent 
Director 
Board President 

Anna Assistant Supt. 
Principal 
Superintendent 

Moira Superintendent 
Director 
Principal 

Faye Board Member 
Business Admin. 

Gender of Reference Internal or External Connection 

More Experienced Group 

Woman Internal 
Man Internal 
Man Internal 

Man External 
Woman Internal 
Man Internal 

Less Experienced Group 

Man Internal 
Woman Internal 
Man Internal 

Woman Internal 
Man Internal 
Man Internal 

Man Internal 
Woman Internal 
Man Internal 

Man Internal 
Woman Internal 

superintendents were actively involved in recruiting and mentoring the participants in the more 

experienced group during their candidacy for superintendent positions. 

When looking closer at the shared accounts, each of the four superintendents of the more 

experienced group indicated that they did not apply for their first superintendencies until after 

external contacts influenced them. Here again, the social capital utilized was information to help 

shape their decision-making processes. Debra shared, “When my first district came open, 

somebody reached out and said consider it. They knew me. I said I wasn’t interested. 
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Typically, the search consultant also calls – he also encouraged me.” It was after those two 

conversations that Debra decided to apply, and she was eventually appointed to the position. Flo 

also referenced receiving phone calls encouraging her to apply for superintendencies.  The first 

position she applied for did not materialize, but the second did. With the second position, the 

outgoing superintendent reached out and asked her to consider applying while also providing 

social capital in the form of insider information about the position particulars. 

Tanya and Bridget shared similar experiences with district superintendents during their 

candidacy phase. In Tanya’s experience, she noted that one district superintendent called her and 

encouraged her to apply to an open superintendency. During their conversation, he asked her to 

describe her perfect district. After hearing that description, he then pointed out how the district 

with the opening met many of the characteristics she had described.  At the same time, a second 

district superintendent was also mentoring her and helping her prepare for the interview process. 

She explained that the second district superintendent, “counseled me, coached me, and talked me 

through the interview process. I was hired as the superintendent.” When Samantha was an 

assistant superintendent and going through a challenging time with her new superintendent, she 

also mentioned utilizing the social capital provided by two district superintendents.  Samantha 

recounted how the district superintendent overseeing the district where she was assistant 

superintendent helped her with, “He knew the mess I was in. I had previously worked directly 

for him and done well. He set me up to meet with a neighboring district superintendent.”  This 

also serves as an example of her existing social capital providing access to new social capital 

actors. In that meeting they discussed the particulars of the position that she eventually assumed. 

She underscored the importance of her experiences with the two district superintendents by 

commenting: 
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Yes, Tim and Bill opened doors for me. I have been fortunate. I have seen people that 

have applied for five, eight, or eleven superintendencies and not gotten any.  I’m very 

fortunate. You’ve got to get into that interview, and you have to have a network in place 

to vouch for you. 

The tendency of social capital actors to vouch for one another out of obligation and solidarity 

was common among the participants’ experiences in utilizing their social capital and also 

consistent with central tenets of social capital theory (Coleman, 1988; Small, 2009). 

When the less experienced group commented on utilizing social capital from external 

administrators, professors, or search consultants regarding job experiences as candidates for the 

superintendency, they too referenced the counsel and information said individuals provided.  

However, the three participants who spoke about this sort of utilization did not mention being 

sought out to apply as the more experienced did. They also said less about obtaining significant 

help from district superintendents. Instead, they spoke about reaching out to their social capital 

connections linked to develop programs to consider and prepare for superintendencies. 

Moira mentioned having consulted with two administrators who helped run the 

superintendent’s development program she attended. Her first opportunity to become a 

superintendent arose in the district she was working in, and she did not want to apply and run the 

risk of not getting it and then needing to remain in the same district. She thought that might be 

too awkward. In deliberating over her decision, she utilized social capital in the form of 

information stemming from their expertise. They advised her to speak candidly with her board of 

education about her apprehension, and to then gauge their response. The board’s response was 

one of understanding and support regardless of outcome, so she decided to apply. She was 

appointed soon thereafter. 
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Faye began her pursuit of the superintendency by accessing individuals she did not yet 

know, who quickly provided social capital in the form of information. She took the initiative to 

inquire about a superintendent’s development program and her suitability for it by contacting the 

two professors who ran the program. In her initial contact, she explained her background and 

credentials. The two professors promptly replied and explained the merits of the program and 

her suitability for it.  They remarked, “You are the kind of candidate we want to have. One that 

is reflective about the type of candidate they might be.” From that point on, the two professors 

mentored her and shared valuable information about the superintendency.  After the development 

program, when it was time to apply to her first superintendency, she decided on another outreach 

attempt. This time she contacted a district superintendent she already knew to inquire about his 

opinion on the merits of her candidacy.  She was aware of the relatively brief experience she had 

being an administrator, and was unsure of it being sufficient to prepare her for the 

superintendency. After sharing her thoughts and credentials with the district superintendent, he 

endorsed her candidacy and helped her prepare for the interview process. 

Like Moira, Anna credited the administrators affiliated with the superintendents 

development program with providing social capital during her candidacy for the 

superintendency. As part of the program, candidates were required to interview multiple area 

superintendents. It was through these interviews that she was able to tap into the social capital 

that these sitting superintendents possessed. They provided valuable information about their jobs 

and about the interview process. Moira also mentioned previously knowing the attorney that 

worked for the school board that hired her. She felt that she was able to utilize the social capital 

he provided out of obligation and solidarity to her, in that he vouched for her character and 

credentials. 
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Candidacy – Social Capital Accessed and Utilized in Leadership Experiences    

The experiences shared from participants in both groups about accessing and utilizing 

social capital to improve leadership attributes during candidacy bore resemblance to what they 

shared about this in pre-candidacy.  That is, both subgroups shared that their family and friends 

did not provide social capital to aid in their abilities to acquire said leadership attributes. In 

contrast, and similar to what was shared about their pre-candidacy experiences, some participants 

did recount ways they accessed and utilized social capital from internal administrators and 

colleagues and external administrators, professors, or consultants to increase their leadership 

attributes. Those findings are shared below. 

Social capital from internal colleagues or administrators. Samantha, Bridget, and Flo 

of the more experienced group suggested that individuals with whom they worked alongside 

during their candidacy phase provided social capital in the form of information that was utilized 

to increase their leadership abilities. In some cases, acquiring these abilities increased the human 

capital of participants. Such was the case for Samantha. Not only did she learn a lot about 

human resources from the human resources director she worked with prior to candidacy, but she 

also continued learning from him when she was a candidate for superintendencies. She also 

recalled her superintendent sharing information about contracts and board policies.  Similarly, 

Bridget mentioned her human resources director and superintendent providing a lot of social 

capital through teaching and demonstrating many of the traits inherent in the superintendent 

competencies.  Given that Bridget’s experience was one of an internal candidate being groomed 

for the position, she recalled utilizing more social capital from her predecessor than the other 

participants. Flo also described multiple opportunities to learn about leadership attributes from 

the superintendent she worked with as the director of curriculum, instruction, and personnel.  She 
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worked with him for seven years, and throughout that time he shared a lot of information about 

organizational management and the connection between policy and governance.  He also taught 

her about systems theory, supervision of principals, and in behaving like the consummate 

professional. In each instance, participants came away from their interactions with their social 

capital contacts having acquired greater leadership attributes. 

Two participants in the less experienced group mentioned utilizing social capital from 

internal sources to enhance their leadership attributes in the candidacy phase.  Here again, the 

social capital came in the form of information to build leadership attributes, which ultimately 

enhanced participants’ human capital.  Oakley, whose superintendent filled that role prior to 

candidacy, discussed the same superintendent providing sound guidance once she was readying 

for the superintendency. She commented, “As soon as I told her, she said you need to sit in on 

all of our capital project meetings and really pay attention to the budget. That’s what people care 

about!” Faye mentioned her director of curriculum and business manager, both of whom were 

women, sharing significant information about their respective departments and the competencies 

that would eventually help her in the superintendency. 

Social capital from external administrators, professors, or consultants.  External 

sources did not play as much of a role as internal sources did in the development of leadership 

competencies for both participant sub-groups during candidacy.  Of the more experienced group, 

only Debra mentioned utilizing social capital from external sources.  She mentioned those in her 

superintendent development program serving in this capacity. This was due to not only the 

instructors within the program, but also the various sitting superintendents she was required by 

the program to interview.  Of the less experienced group, Anna and Faye also shared experiences 

germane to external sources providing social capital in the form of information. Faye recalled 



   
 

 

  

  

 

 

 

  

Running head: SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN SUPERINTENDENTS’ CANDIDACY 91 

learning a lot about leadership competencies from two retired superintendents who were serving 

as search consultants. They were not, however, the consultants hired to lead the search for the 

district where she became superintendent. Like Debra of the more experienced group, Anna 

explained that the individuals involved in the superintendent development program provided 

social capital through the sharing of information about various superintendent leadership 

competencies. She also credited one of the same superintendent-turned-search consultants that 

Faye mentioned for providing valuable information in this regard. 

Candidacy – Existing Social Capital Leading to Access and Utilization of New 

Superintendent Networks 

Another point of interest embedded within the research question was whether or not 

candidates utilized their existing social capital connections to increase their access to and 

utilization of superintendents networks they were not yet affiliated with. Not surprisingly, both 

groups of superintendents again reported that their family and friends did not increase their 

access to and utilization of new superintendent networks.  They also lacked experiences 

involving internal administrators or colleagues being utilized to increase access and utilization to 

new superintendent networks. In contrast, however, seven of ten participants did share 

experiences of external administrators, professors, or consultants providing social capital that 

was utilized to increase access to and utilization of new superintendent networks. Those 

experiences are chronicled below. 

Social capital from external administrators, professors, or consultants leading to 

access and utilization of new superintendent networks.  All of the superintendents in the more 

experienced group recalled situations during which they utilized their existing social capital to 

gain more access to networks of superintendents. Flo remembered getting calls from one search 
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consultant that she knew inquiring about whether or not she was interested in upcoming postings. 

After having a conversation with this search consultant about the types of positions she was most 

interested, she subsequently received calls from a different search consultant who had heard of 

her from his colleague. Tanya described how one district superintendent she knew introduced 

her to another district superintendent.  That second district superintendent provided valuable 

information to her about the interview process for the superintendency. Debra described how 

she arranged to meet with the district superintendent or consultant running each superintendency 

she pursued.  After the initial meetings, she remained in contact with said individuals and she 

mentioned that they pointed her in the direction of new contacts. Bridget credited her 

superintendent with providing the social capital that enabled her to access new superintendents.  

Based on her superintendent’s advice, she participated in a superintendent’s development 

program where she met sitting superintendents. That also led her to attend monthly NYSCOSS 

meetings, which are meetings open to all superintendents in the state.  

Of everyone in the more experienced group, Samantha elaborated the most about her 

utilization of social capital provided by external administrators, professors, or search consultants. 

As Samantha’s time as assistant superintendent was tainted by a difficult relationship with a new 

superintendent, she recalled significantly utilizing her existing social capital to overcome that 

challenge. Specifically, she mentioned utilizing social capital provided by her district 

superintendent who knew and understood her difficult situation.  This individual provided access 

to a second district superintendent. After meeting with the second district superintendent, she 

commented that doors began to open. She met new superintendents in a different part of the 

region and eventually obtained her first superintendency in that area. Separately, she also spoke 

very highly of the superintendent’s development program she attended. As with the others, she 
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utilized her social capital and followed the advice of an external administrator and enrolled in the 

program. She commented on the increased access to superintendents it provided with: 

The program itself was very valuable. It is a huge network with big arms. There were 

superintendents involved from across the state.  Two great leaders ran the program, and it 

made becoming a superintendent a reality. I enjoyed it. I was hired three months before 

the end of the program, but I still went to every single class because I wasn’t going to 

miss one ounce of wisdom. 

Samantha mentioned remaining in consultation with superintendents from across the state that 

she met during her time in the program, which demonstrated that the increased access led to 

increased social capital. 

Two of the less experienced superintendents also indicated that they utilized existing 

social capital from external administrators, consultants, or professors to gain access and utilize 

new superintendent networks. Faye had a similar experience to others in that she heeded the 

advice of existing social capital actors and enrolled in the superintendent development program.  

In so doing, her network of superintendents grew. Anna indicated that after connecting with a 

local district superintendent, she utilized the social capital provided by his reach and began 

consulting with four other superintendents. To the advantage of harnessing existing social 

capital actors to access new connections Anna succinctly stated, “All you need is a name to get a 

name.” 

Candidacy – Blockage From Superintendents Networks and Superintendent Positions 

With research demonstrating that women candidates proportionately obtained the 

superintendency less than men, and that it also demonstrated the same women tend to obtain 

other positions in education commensurate to men, or even at higher rates, it was important to 
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inquire with participants about whether they felt they were blocked from obtaining 

superintendent positions or from accessing superintendent networks during their candidacy for 

the superintendency (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Kowalski et al., 2011; Shakeshaft, 1999).  

Being blocked from open positions would signal a similar trend to that within the research, and 

being blocked from accessing superintendent networks would suggest candidates lost an 

opportunity to harness social capital to increase their chances of obtaining the superintendency.  

Furthermore, the noted blockage related to the identified problem within the field that drove this 

case study. That is, despite being proportionately well represented in all types of teaching and 

leadership positions, women’s proportionate representation in the superintendency was weak 

(Kowalski et al., 2011). 

Given this, it was necessary for the case study to assess whether the blockage took place 

in the lived experiences of the participants.  In asking the participants about this blockage, a 

pattern emerged within their responses that suggests blockage to positions or superintendent 

networks did not mirror the tendencies within research. Only two of the ten participants noted 

any semblance blockage during their candidacy for the superintendency, and the blockage 

experienced was only an initial and temporary issue that soon dissipated relative to an open 

position. While only two of the participants reported any semblance of blockage, three of them 

mentioned knowing women who had experienced blockage during superintendent candidacy. 

The differences between participant experiences and those of their acquaintances will be 

explored below. 

The two participants who noted temporary or incomplete blockage during the candidacy 

phase were part of the less experienced superintendent group. Moira recounted the initial 

blockage she faced when it became known in her district that an opening in the superintendency 
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was forthcoming. As her story indicated, she had already spent considerable time in that district 

and many of her colleagues felt she was the perfect choice for successor. However, some 

members of the board of education had reservations that speak exactly to the aforementioned 

national problem. She recounted: 

The superintendent was ready to retire and the board knew I was interested, but they 

weren’t sold on me. There’s a reason. They weren’t sure I could be tough enough. They 

thought I was too nice. 

Because of its uncertainty, the board initially blocked her and decided it was going to look 

outside of the district by conducting a search. However, after the initial blockage, Moira’s 

experience does not completely reflect the national trend. A few months after the position 

opened, the Board appointed her as superintendent. 

Oakley expressed a similar situation. Hers also involved the board of education where 

she was eventually appointed, and it almost presented a more damaging and nationally reflective 

outcome. She explained: 

I went to the first interview and there were five men and two women. At some point, I 

felt dismissed by one of the men, and I was like, “he’s dismissing me.” I felt it. There 

was a male who interviewed before me and I felt I was dismissed, it was if he said, 

“you’re a female and I’m done with you.” He changed the way he was sitting. 

What Oakley felt and her intuition regarding being initially blocked from the position was 

accurate. After she was appointed to the superintendency by this board of education, that 

particular board member admitted, “Originally, you weren’t my first choice.” The fitting part of 

her story is that he followed that statement by saying, “You are now.” With her suspicions 

during the interview confirmed, she felt compelled to express the following aloud during the 



   
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Running head: SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN SUPERINTENDENTS’ CANDIDACY 96 

interview for this study with, “Anyway, when you feel dismissed as a female, you feel it because 

of your gender. How many times will a male dismiss a male?  Think about that.” Oakley’s 

feelings about being dismissed support the idea that women candidates experienced blockage.  

For the eight candidates who reported never feeling blocked from a position or a 

superintendent network during their candidacy for the superintendency, a certain mindset was 

represented in their responses.  Most were quick to answer the related question in the protocol 

with an emphatic no, and three participants in the more experienced group elaborated on their 

responses. Essentially, they each carried a mindset of refusing to entertain any notion of letting 

someone block them from a position or opportunity. Debra commented, “I don’t think I’ve been 

blocked from anything, because I don’t play that game…I’ve never been blocked, but I’ve never 

allowed it.”  Similarly, Tanya illustrated her mindset regarding naysayers by asserting: 

Someone said you’ll never get the job because the previous superintendent was a woman 

and they’ll never hire another! But I didn’t let that stop me. In the interview, I felt like I 

knew the people my whole life.  It was a great combination of people and our 

philosophies matched. I got the job. 

When Bridget elaborated on not having experienced blockage, she took the opportunity to 

express an opinion about women who discuss the idea of being blocked from something by a 

man. In response to the question regarding experiencing blockage, she commented, “No. Never. 

Quite honestly, I believe females that feel that way are only letting their insecurities show.” 

Interestingly, and as mentioned at the beginning of the section, the responses surrounding 

blockage toward an open position or superintendent network during candidacy took on a 

different pattern when three participants discussed colleagues instead of themselves. While all 

candidates remained free of any damaging blockage during their pursuit of the superintendency, 
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three participants noted that they knew women who had been blocked during the candidacy 

phase. In the more experienced group, Samantha and Debra expressed knowing women who had 

been blocked from superintendencies presumably for gendered reasons.  Debra also referenced 

certain search consultants who have a reputation for not being favorable to women. As such, she 

cited the reputations of these consultants deterring and scaring some women from working with 

them. Unfortunately, due to their reputations, Debra suggested women pass on open positions if 

these particular consultants on running the search process. Of the less experienced group, Moira 

commented on being close with two women administrators who have struggled to obtain 

superintendencies locally. She said, “My director has had three doors close and my friend has 

gone after the same position twice and not gotten it twice. It has been tough watching them.” 

The reasoning behind not getting these positions was linked to them being women.     

Post-Candidacy 

Seidman’s (2013) approach called for the third section of the interview protocol to ask 

participants to look back on and reflect about the period of time that is being studied and to 

attempt to make meaning of it all. Since participants were being asked to look back on their time 

prior to and during their candidacy for the superintendency, this third component of Seidman’s 

(2013) approach was referred to as the post-candidacy section of this case study.  Within this 

part of the interview protocol, participants were first asked about what the access to and 

utilization of superintendent networks meant to their lives. In other words, was it important 

relative to their pursuit of the superintendency?  Questions then asked participants to reflect on 

whether they notice women who are attempting to follow in their footsteps experiencing the 

same struggles indicated by the research. To better understand their feelings about the current 

status of the issues women face, the protocol also asked if participants have helped women 
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aspiring to the superintendency, whether their superintendent networks are open and accessible 

to all, and whether women are well represented in their networks. Finally, the protocol asked 

participants to share any advice they had for women pursuing the superintendency. The findings 

unearthed from these questions are detailed below. 

Post-Candidacy - Reflections on Old Boys Network and Blockage 

More telling than the three participants who referenced knowing individuals who had 

experienced blockage from a position or a superintendent network was the certainty with which 

the participants discussed the existence of an OBN in Western New York. Once participants 

finished discussing any experiences with blockage from a position or superintendent network, 

the researcher then asked a follow-up question about whether participants believed an OBN 

existed in Western New York. As the OBN was believed to be a factor in explaining why 

women are denied access to superintendent networks and why women obtained a smaller 

percentage of superintendencies, it was important to hear the perspectives of the participants in 

this regard. 

All five participants of the more experienced group believed that the OBN exists.  Much 

like the experiences with being blocked from accessing a superintendent network or an open 

superintendency, candidates acknowledged the presence of such a network. However, they all 

also noted that the network never harmed them.  Samantha supported its existence by pointing 

out that she was the first woman superintendent in her district’s very long history. She then 

recalled how a woman who had formerly taught in the district stopped her in the pharmacy when 

she was hired and rejoiced with, “I never thought I’d see the day woman a woman was hired in 

our district!” Bridget supported its existence and noted how obvious its existence is when she 

attends superintendent conferences. Debra also acknowledged its existence and commented, 
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“Sometimes I think the OBN is alive and well. They pick and choose whom they are going to 

help, which is always interesting to me.” Further illustrating her point, she later shared a 

sobering viewpoint that a male superintendent once told her. She said: 

I reached out to one superintendent from downstate, who I have a ton of respect for. He 

says to me, “Debra, I’m going to be brutally honest with you. For every ten jobs you 

interview for, nine are going to the white male. Just live it.” 

In this case, Debra’s views were validated by someone whom she considered to be part of the 

OBN. 

Flo also felt that the OBN exists, but she indicated that she believed she was able to 

gained entry or acceptance into that network. She also commented that other women noticed her 

entry. After indicating that she believed the network exists, Flo somewhat sarcastically 

illustrated her ability to navigate through it with, “But I play with the boys. I mean that in a non-

gender way. I just go. And if I have a beef with you, I’ll do it to your face.”  Underscoring her 

point, she said at first she did not realize she had gained entry into any sort of exclusive network. 

However, after several women colleagues asked her, “How did you get to be with them?” she 

realized that perhaps she had beaten some odds. 

Tanya stood alone in a particular comment worthy of noting within the findings even 

though it does not fit a particular pattern or theme. This is partly because it offers a counterpoint 

that will surface in the Discussion section of Chapter 5.  It is also important to note the comment 

because it supports Flo’s access to and utilization of the OBN. When asked whether she 

believed an OBN exists in Western New York, Tanya simply noted, “It’s an old boys and old 

girls network.  It is who you know. I don’t feel it’s only White males.” This comment 

demonstrated a possible widening of the scope of exclusivity within superintendent networks, as 
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well as supporting the idea that Flo may have become one of the people who others felt has 

exclusive privilege. 

Four participants from the less experienced group also expressed a belief in the existence 

of an OBN within the superintendent networks in Western New York.  Sophie and Anna believe 

that the network exists, and that a small group of men have significant influence over who gets 

hired. Moira and Oakley used indirect observations, and even personal biases, to illustrate how 

an OBN permeated the local superintendent landscape. Moira observed that she was the only 

woman present when she went to her local superintendent meetings facilitated by her district 

superintendent. She felt that she was always comfortable at those meetings, but sensed that 

initially the men may not have been as comfortable with her presence. Similarly, Oakley noticed 

a predominantly male presence of superintendents at meetings as she rose through the ranks of 

school administration. However, it was her own personal biases that supported the concept of an 

OBN. She offered: 

However, I feel like people think that position should be a male position, someone in a 

suit coat, to be honest, someone politically charismatic, who is just like, I’m here. I’ll 

save the day. It’s kind of like what I’ve always felt. It’s even how I assessed them. It’s 

what I was looking for. 

Oakley indicated that she feels differently now, and she believes her District Superintendent is 

trying to increase female representation within the field by simply hiring the best candidate for 

each open position. 

Post-Candidacy – Reflecting On Access and Utilization of Superintendent Networks 

When looking back on what the access to and utilization of superintendent networks 

meant to their lives, the women superintendents involved in this case study generally viewed it as 
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critical. This finding supported existing research citing the importance of the social capital 

provided by these sorts of networks. Unfortunately, their responses also supported the notion 

that women in Western New York who lack the access to and utilization of such research may 

continue having difficulty obtaining a superintendency in ways similar to those that national 

trends illustrate. To better understand the level of importance each candidate ascribed to this 

element of their candidacy, it was important to share the findings from this section of the portion 

of the protocol. Eight of the ten participants stressed the importance of access and utilization to 

superintendent networks in their lives. 

In the more experienced group, Bridget, Debra, and Tanya made particular mention of the 

advantages access and utilization to superintendent networks afforded them. In citing her 

experience within her own district as she rose through the ranks, Bridget mentioned fielding 

inquiries about job opportunities from her superintendent and various board members.  Related 

to what those inquiries from a superintendent and board members within her network meant to 

her life, she commented that, “I never said no. Yes, it’s good when people come to find you.” 

Debra recalled growing close to four women superintendents in the area, and explained that they 

were always willing to help each other with various demands of the job. In this sense, they 

provided her significant job related social capital. Tanya also stressed the importance of 

accessing and utilizing social capital, but she added a note of caution related to own her 

experience. She said: 

Access to the network means everything, but you have to scan your network and choose 

your network carefully in the sense of surrounding yourself and getting to know people 

that have similar philosophies and points of view that help you to grow the culture that 

you hope to grow in your school district. 
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As an example, it was noted in a previous section of this chapter that Tanya utilized social capital 

from two district superintendents and colleagues whom she took her doctoral classes with. 

All five of the less experienced participants cited the importance of accessing and 

utilizing superintendent networks. Oakley referred to it as “life altering” and said that it 

“changed her life.” Sophie called the access and utilization vital and explained why with, “I am 

capable of making my own decisions, but I really like to get professional input. I know in my 

gut what is right to do, but sometimes I don’t know how to get there.”  Similarly, Faye 

mentioned still utilizing those she first met in the superintendent’s development program and 

substantiated the value that their social capital offered with, “Somebody has always done 

something that you’re trying to do.  You’re foolish if you don’t reach out to those people and 

have those conversations.” Relative to reaching out, Moira was able to obtain a superintendency 

in the district where she rose through the ranks internally and worked for three superintendents.  

She recalled each of them having a great impact on her, and that the impact continues to the 

present. This is partly because she has board members who have worked with all three 

aforementioned superintendents and these board members expect a certain quality standard from 

her. 

Finally, Anna believed that accessing and utilizing superintendent networks were very 

meaningful to her life. She also went on to signal its significance for all women superintendents 

with: 

Networks are important. As a woman, if you’re on the wrong side you’re done.  You 

don’t see Emily or Nancy going on, and I’m even thinking of others. Whereas a man in 

the same position would go on after another one. 
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She suggested that the social capital a superintendent’s network provides was not only essential 

to women looking to obtain a first superintendency, but also to those women who needed to 

search for additional superintendencies. While the advantages of accessing and utilizing 

superintendent networks for additional superintendencies were beyond the scope of this study, it 

was important to the findings in that it provided supplemental support to the magnitude of the 

study’s stated problem when women cannot access and utilize social capital during candidacy. 

Post Candidacy – Advice for Women Candidates 

The final question of the interview protocol asked participants what advice they have for 

women candidates in terms of accessing, utilizing, or circumventing superintendent networks. 

This question was intentionally inserted after the question during which participants reflected 

back on what the experiences with superintendent networks meant in their lives, so as to provide 

an appropriate springboard to discussing those who will attempt to do what they did.  Given the 

aforementioned challenges women face in obtaining superintendencies, and given advantages 

social capital from superintendent networks presents for women candidates throughout the 

research and in the lived experiences of the participants, their advice pointed towards 

maximizing the access to and utilization of superintendent networks. 

Three of the more experienced superintendents’ responses were similar in their 

suggestions for women to take full advantage of the social capital provided by superintendent 

networks. Debra said, “It’s incredibly important. Can’t go it alone. If anybody tells you they 

did, they’re lying to you.” Substantiating Debra’s claim of importance, Samantha shared a 

reason why harnessing the social capital provided by superintendent networks was critical with: 
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I also believe very strongly that district superintendents and search consultants 

orchestrate those people who they bring to an interview. Their name is on it and they are 

powerful in their outreach and how they put people in those seats. 

Given this belief, she then offered advice by saying, “If you start to think about being a 

superintendent, start to network and gain work experiences.” 

Tanya went a step further and underscored her advice by suggesting that the social capital 

she utilized from her superintendent network was a major reason for her ability to obtain or be 

offered positions in the field. She commented: 

In terms of network, I would not be in my current district without it. Also, since I’ve 

announced my retirement, I’ve been offered several jobs because of it.  It’s blowing my 

mind, but it’s all around the network and extending yourself. I became involved with 

NYSCOSS and State Ed. It’s huge…Never circumvent. For me, one of the things that 

helped me, I was always willing to assist, help, and extend myself, because I always 

wanted to learn. 

Tanya not only attributed job opportunities to her network in this response, but she also 

demonstrated the central tenets of social capital theory as well. As has already been discussed, 

social capital actors use their expertise and they share information or skills with the people in 

their network. By suggesting she was able to utilize those she knew to help obtain positions and 

then sharing that she was always willing to extend and help others she knew beyond her district, 

Tanya at once demonstrated the reciprocity and sense of obligation network members provided 

toward each other. 

All five participants in the less experienced participant group shared advice that 

encouraged woman candidates to access and utilize superintendent networks to gain valuable 
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social capital. Three primary themes emerged in their responses. The first dealt with the 

importance of looking to access and expand networks. The second involved advising candidates 

to harness the social capital others provide. The third theme involved having an awareness of the 

position from the male perspective. 

Anna demonstrated the idea of harnessing social capital of others with, “Figure out who 

in your network can help you do something.”  However, she also advised candidates with two 

words of caution. First, she said, “The network can help or kill.  If you’re not on the right side, 

you can’t get past it.” To help ensure survival in this regard, she suggested, “Don’t burn any 

bridges along the way. Sometimes the person whose leadership you don’t agree with actually 

helps you.” 

Moira and Sophie provided advice highlighting the importance of accessing and 

expanding one’s presence within superintendent networks. Moira said, “Developing a network 

ahead of time is crucial. Attend a development program and be a part of different groups. Get 

yourself known.” Sophie echoed a similar sentiment with, “Start attending meetings you are 

invited to. That’s how you’ll start meeting people and getting opinions and be able to bounce 

ideas off people.” Her mention of opinions and bouncing ideas off of others aligned with what 

Anna offered candidates about figuring out who can help, which encapsulated the point of 

acquiring and utilizing social capital.  

While Oakley also agreed that accessing and utilizing superintendent networks is 

important for future candidates, she also voiced an opinion reminiscent of the research regarding 

the uphill climb many women have faced in reaching the superintendency.  As part of her advice 

to women candidates she stated, “And it’s sad to say, but you have to work harder than your 

male counterparts.” While none of the other participants expressed the identical sentiment, Faye 
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and Sophie identified the value women networking specifically with men superintendents.  Faye 

explained, “Women candidates have to align themselves not just with women superintendents, 

but anyone who can offer advice. If a larger place is the destination, it might be men who can 

give advice.” Sophie’s remarks resembled the sentiment in Faye’s statement, but with an added 

and obvious rationale. In mentioning the value of networking with men superintendents, she 

pointed out that women already have the women’s perspective and that it could be advantageous 

to understand how men approach the position. 

Post-Candidacy – Accessibility of Participants’ Current Superintendent Networks 

Somewhat in contrast to the already discussed prevailing belief by most participants that 

the OBN exists in Western New York was another prevailing belief that the superintendent 

networks to which they belonged were open and accessible to all. All participants felt this way. 

Tanya, of the more experienced group, commented, “We are accessible, anybody (in her 

superintendents’ group) would help candidates.” Samantha, who was involved with a local 

superintendent’s development program, used one of the program’s integral assignments to 

illustrate the accessibility. She mentioned that program enrollees must interview six local 

superintendents to complete the program and that no one, to her knowledge, has ever been 

denied interviews by a superintendent. The scope of that interview assignment naturally 

expanded and enrollees networked, and, as such, increased their social capital.  Similarly, the 

less experienced group offered insights suggesting current accessibility for current candidates. 

Oakley said, “I feel like it’s open and that people want to help.” Finally, in a brief and 

demonstrative comment, Anna remarked, “Absolutely (the network is accessible).  We’re in 

2017.” 
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Despite the general feeling of accessibility within their networks, each participant also 

acknowledged that their current networks were not particularly well represented by women 

superintendents.  With this acknowledgement, all participants also indicated that they have 

helped, or stood ready to help, women candidates looking to advance into school administration. 

This theme reflected the reciprocity portion of social capital theory. That is, the participants, all 

of whom were provided social capital by other superintendents and administrators in the form of 

information and advice earlier in their careers, were all willing to do the same for women 

candidates looking to follow in their footsteps.  It is important to note that three participants 

expressly qualified their willingness to assist candidates as not being limited solely to women. In 

explaining the accessibility of their superintendent networks to women, they in their own ways 

explained that they are most interested in promoting anyone who was capable and good for the 

field. 

Unexpected Themes That Emerged 

As the researcher analyzed the data relative to the initial codes, new patterns and themes 

emerged that were unanticipated. One theme that emerged relates to participants’ career 

intentions, while another highlights their career paths. A third relates to how participants view 

their own professional journeys. Finally, a theme about family emerged. 

Participants who pursued internal superintendencies did well.  One unexpected theme that 

emerged concerned those participants who were successful as internal candidates for 

superintendencies. Sophie, Moira, and Bridget each developed good reputations internally and 

they did not have to sell that reputation to an outside interview committee unfamiliar with them.  

In this sense, there is automatically less of a blockage issue to face. Underscoring the success of 

the participants successful in internal bids for superintendencies, were those participants who 
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were also successful in internal promotions to other administrative positions. Eight of ten 

participants fell into this category, and, in triangulating the data by sources, resumes served to 

validate the internal hiring theme expressed during interviews. Table 1 presented in the 

beginning of this chapter identifies the internal positions obtained during pre-candidacy by 

participants in boldface print. 

Each participant vying for an internal position was already part of their district’s fabric 

and network, and was able to preemptively speak with key decision-makers and gauge their 

chances and interest in the position. Furthermore, each shared stories of board members overtly 

expressing interest in their candidacy. Lastly, all three were working in suburban districts with 

more than two thousand students enrolled.  This is an important distinction, as districts located in 

remote rural areas can struggle to find viable candidates and, therefore, may need to rely on 

internal candidates and less of a competitive hiring process.  While Moira shared a story of 

certain members of her board questioning her ability to be tough enough, the board eventually 

appointed her. While only three of ten participants obtained an internal superintendency, it is 

important to note that they were the only three who had the opportunity. This suggested that 

some school districts in Western New York were willing to hire internal women candidates to 

various administrative roles, including the superintendentcy. It also reinforced that there was 

future value to accruing social capital with internal networks throughout the stages of an 

administrative career. As such, and despite national trends citing blockage and the OBN, women 

candidates in this region should not be prematurely deterred from pursuing internal openings. 

Some participants had no plans to be an administrator or superintendent. Another 

unexpected theme that emerged was a lack of intent on behalf of participants to become an 

educational administrator at any level, including the superintendency.  All participants in both 
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groups expressed that they did not enter the field of education with the intent of becoming school 

administrators. Furthermore, in the more experienced group, Flo, Bridget, and Tanya also 

expressed a lack of interest in becoming superintendents. Each of them was encouraged to 

pursue an opening by one of their social capital contacts. In thinking about her first attempt at 

the superintendency, Flo commented, “I applied solely because the interim and board wanted me 

to apply.” Prior to having the opportunity to apply, Tanya recounted only enrolling in a 

superintendent’s development program at someone else’s suggestion. 

Similarly, Oakley, Sophie, and Faye of the less experienced group also indicated that they 

were not initially interested in becoming superintendents. They too cited social capital contacts 

for encouraging them to pursue an opening. Oakley remembered another administrator 

encouraging her to “move up” to the superintendency.  Faye credited professors with 

encouraging her to consider the superintendency. Interestingly, Sophie was asked to serve as an 

interim superintendent because the board she was working for in a different capacity believed 

she was capable. She had no intentions of pursuing the superintendency, but that interim 

position then led to a permanent appointment. 

Some participants took non-traditional paths to the superintendency.  A third unexpected 

finding that emerged during the data analysis related to pre-candidacy job experiences. Two 

candidates of the less experienced group reached the superintendency without “ascending 

through the ranks” of building and district level leadership. While not a mandate, it was 

common for superintendents to have first worked in positions that provide leadership experience 

at both the school and district levels. Anna and Faye became superintendents without holding 

any district-level administrative positions.  In addition, Faye had a long career in the business 

sector before becoming a teacher.  Even though she was in education for a short time prior to 
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becoming a superintendent, she believed her career in business helped prepare her for some of 

the challenges of the superintendency. 

Raising children remained a deterrent to entering administration or the superintendency.  

In analyzing the data further, it became clear that participants’ decisions to pursue positions in 

administration, including the superintendency, were also influenced by their roles as mothers and 

wives.  All participants of the more experienced group made reference to familial responsibilities 

at some point. Bridget mentioned delaying her pursuit of administration initially because she 

wanted to take time off to raise a family. Samantha referenced making the move to 

administration, in part, because she was divorced and needed to better support her child 

financially. Flo and Debra mentioned deliberately delaying their pursuit of superintendent 

positions until their children were in college. Oppositely, Tanya cited her lack of children as a 

factor in deciding to accept her first superintendency. As the position was located a good 

distance from her home, she and her husband agreed that she would rent an apartment in her 

district and travel home on the weekends.  Tanya suggested she likely would have passed on that 

position if she had children. 

All participants in the less experienced group also referenced the impact of familial 

responsibilities on their pursuit of administrative positions including the superintendency.  

Sophie, Anna, Moira, and Oakley all expressed having waited to pursue the superintendency 

until their kids were grown. Oakley commented on her decision to delay pursuing the position in 

way that encapsulated the preferences of all four participants: 

It’s tough for females. It’s okay for dads, you know, to make job moves or move 

families. It’s not as easy for women, at least the way I was brought up and my values. I 

never would have moved my kids to pursue a job. I would have waited. I made the 
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move when I felt like my kids were grown and I didn’t have to cart them around or be 

home for them. 

On the other hand, Faye’s children impacted her decision to pursue administration more quickly 

than she may have done otherwise. While not her sole motivation for pursuing administration 

and the superintendency, her need to provide financial support to her children influenced her to 

move to the principalship and superintendency when she did. 

Chapter 5 – Summary, Discussion, Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was not only to examine the influence of existing social capital 

on women superintendent candidates before and during candidacy, but also to understand women 

superintendents’ unique experiences accessing and utilizing social capital in light of potentially 

closed superintendents’ networks. Specifically, the research question asked, “How did women 

superintendents access and utilize social capital before and during their time as superintendent 

candidates to obtain their positions?”  

To review from Chapter 3, in order to appropriately answer this question, the study was 

designed as a representative single-case study with two embedded units of analysis (Yin, 2009).  

More specifically, ten women superintendents from Western New York were selected to 

represent a typical group of women superintendents, bounded by region, who potentially 

confronted a well-documented and widespread problem for women interested in becoming 

superintendents. Again, these ten women represented 59% of a possible seventeen women 

superintendents serving across seventy-five public school districts in Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, 

Erie, and Niagara counties. Beyond creating a representative and typical sample of ten women 

superintendents, and as is an option within Yin’s (2009) single-case design, the group of ten 

participants were divided into two embedded units of analysis based on years elapsed since 
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obtaining their first superintendency. The “more experienced group” obtained their first 

superintendency six years ago or more, while the “less experienced group” obtained their first 

superintendency five years ago or less. The grouping of participants in two embedded units of 

analysis was done to investigate whether experiences regarding the problem of blockage to the 

superintendency and the access to and utilization of social capital were different depending on 

how long ago the participants experienced candidacy. Interviews served as the primary source of 

data, but analysis of resumes and letters of reference were also utilized throughout Chapter 4 to 

triangulate the data by sources. 

This chapter is organized in the traditional publication format for dissertations. That is, it 

begins with a summary of the findings. The findings that were unexpected and that make the 

study most noteworthy are presented first, followed by those that showed trends consistent with 

the existing literature. The chapter then moves to a section that discusses the findings in relation 

to relevant literature from the review, including what was expected, not expected, and any 

implications. From there, the chapter moves to itemized conclusions based on the findings. 

Finally, a section of recommendations for future research is included. 

Summary of Findings 

The findings of this study covered a large portion of each participant’s professional lives.  

The interview protocol asked questions regarding how participants accessed and utilized social 

capital during the time in their lives before they became superintendent candidates and during 

their candidacy.  It also asked participants to reflect back on those times in their lives to make 

meaning of their access to and utilization of social capital. Furthermore, during the pre-

candidacy and candidacy phases, protocol questions focused on how social capital was accessed 

and utilized to acquire three professional forms of human capital. Those forms of human capital 
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were: degree experiences, job experiences, and leadership attributes. Additionally, and relative 

to access and utilization of social capital, the protocol sought to differentiate between three types 

of social capital contacts being accessed and utilized by the participants. The three types of 

contacts were: friends and family, internal administrators and colleagues, and external 

administrators, professors, and search consultants.  Finally, the protocol explored the experiences 

of participants relevant to blockage, the OBN, and the accessibility of past and present 

superintendent networks in the region. 

The itemized list below summarizes the findings.  Some of the findings presented in this 

summary represented a main theme or idea found across several related findings that were 

presented in their entirety in Chapter 4. As the preceding chapter presented an exhaustive and 

detailed account of the findings not only as they transpired according to three successive time 

periods in the participants’ lives, it was appropriate that this chapter presented and discussed 

findings that summarized themes and patterns found across the three time periods. The 

summarized list of findings begins with those that were unexpected and most illustrative of the 

study’s import and then moves to those that confirmed trends within the existing literature. 

Included in the list are findings not only connected to initial codes established by the researcher, 

but also those that emerged through analysis of the data. A comparison of the embedded units of 

analysis follows the list. 

Unexpected Findings 

1. Experiences with blockage and the OBN were minimal and similar regardless of time 

elapsed since candidacy. 

2. The less experienced group utilized social capital contacts more than the more 

experienced group. 
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3. The less experienced group proactively accessed their external social capital contacts 

during candidacy more than the more experienced group. 

4. The less experienced group utilized more types of information as social capital than did 

the more experienced group. 

5. Participants who pursued internal superintendencies did well. 

6. Some participants had no plans to be administrators or superintendents. 

7. Some participants took non-traditional paths to the superintendency. 

8. Raising children was a significant factor in entering administration or the 

superintendency. 

Confirmatory Findings 

9. Social capital most often came in the form of information. 

10. Social capital from friends and family was not accessed and utilized by the participants 

before or during their candidacy with degree and leadership experiences. 

11. Social capital from friends and family was accessed and utilized by the participants 

before and during their candidacy with job experiences. 

12. Social capital from internal colleagues and administrators was accessed and utilized by 

participants of both groups before and during their candidacy. 

13. Social capital from external administrators, professors, and search consultants was 

accessed and utilized by participants of both groups before and during their candidacy. 

14. Despite not being adversely affected by blockage or the OBN, the participants believe 

both exist. 

15. Participants believe their current superintendent networks are open and accessible, but 

also acknowledge their lack of gender and ethnic balance. 
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16. Participants view accessing and utilizing social capital as essential.  

Comparing the Embedded Units of Analysis 

Prior to beginning the discussion of findings, it is important to recall the intentionality 

behind grouping the participants as two embedded units of analysis and presenting the findings 

in Chapter 4 through a constant comparative format. Structuring this case study as a 

“representative single case study” with two “embedded units of analysis” according to Yin’s 

(2009) design was appropriate. According to Yin (2009), one rationale for presenting a single 

case is when the objective is to capture the circumstances of a commonplace situation and to 

present experiences that are representative of the average person. Applying that rationale to this 

study, the ten women selected as participants were representative of the average women 

superintendents in this region and their experiences were presented for the benefit of all.  The ten 

women superintendents represented 59% of the seventeen women superintendents in the area at 

the time of the study. Furthermore, choosing to sub-divide the group into two embedded units of 

analysis was also appropriate and intentional.  Given the reported struggles of women aspiring to 

the superintendency have been well-documented since the early nineteenth century, and given 

the research suggests the situation has improved, it was appropriate to delineate two embedded 

sub-units of analysis to see if women superintendents’ experiences locally have changed over 

time (Blount, 1998; Yin, 2009). 

In comparing and contrasting the two embedded units of analysis throughout the study as 

Yin (2009) suggests, important findings arose.  Many of the findings confirmed national trends 

within the existing literature to be at play within the Western New York context. Other findings 

found experiences between each embedded unit to be different or in contrast to national trends, 

thereby adding to the study’s import.  Those that were unexpected or that show different 
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experiences between the two embedded units of analysis will be discussed first. The 

confirmatory or expected findings will be discussed thereafter. 

Discussion/Implications – Unexpected Findings 

Experiences with blockage and the OBN were minimal and have not changed regardless of 

time elapsed since candidacy. Prior to conducting the study, the researcher errantly assumed 

the more experienced group would have shared more struggles with blockage and the old boys 

network than the less experienced group. This assumption was made due to the research that 

cited not only the historical struggles for women aspiring to the superintendency, but also the 

increase in proportional representation of women among the superintendent ranks both nationally 

and in New York State (Bjork, 2000; Kowalski et al., 2010; NYSCOSS, 2004, 2015).  

Additionally, the rise of alternative mentoring frameworks that were open and inclusive of 

women added weight to the assumption that the less experienced group may have noted less 

struggle (Kamler, 2006; Montez & Wanat (2008). Such was not the case. The participants’ 

experiences with OBN and blockage did not markedly change over time and, furthermore, their 

experiences with the issues were not substantial. These findings in this regard were unexpected 

and noteworthy. Neither group experienced significant issues with blockage or the OBN during 

their pre-candidacy or candidacy years.  

Again, the longstanding and wide-reaching scope of the issues of blockage and the OBN 

within the research makes it plausible to assume the participants would have experienced some 

semblance of related issues prior to experiencing their success. Relative to social capital theory 

in the broad sense, seminal works from Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1987, 1988) suggested 

that anyone looking to gain acceptance into a new network faced difficulty because most 

networks were closed to protect group status and/or norms.  Furthermore, when looking at 
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research specifically about women superintendents, it suggested they faced discriminatory 

closure from OBN of white male superintendents and search consultants (Kamler, 2006; 

Shakeshaft, 1989). 

Underscoring the contrast between this sort of research and the findings in this study was 

the fact that the blockage issue noted in existing research is not a short-lived contemporary 

phenomenon. Blount (1998) cited gender inequity and bias in the superintendency dating back 

to the early nineteenth century, despite, as has already been mentioned, women having a 

dominant presence in teaching and other administrative ranks. Even with an indication of 

blockage and bias dissipating during the woman’s suffrage movement, research also indicated 

that the trend returned soon thereafter and remained ever-present into the twenty-first century 

(Bjork, 2000; Blount, 1998; Derrington & Sharratt, 2009). Furthermore, the biases against 

women historically held by key stakeholders in school districts have blocked women candidates 

from things such as: access to information, educational opportunities, networking, and mentoring 

(Bleekley, 1999; Gupton & Slick, 1996). 

After acknowledging and demonstrating that this case study found something different 

than the majority of research on women aspiring to the superintendency, the next logical step 

was to speculate and or demonstrate why. Three explanations emerged worthy of consideration.  

First, all of the women cited pre-candidacy job experiences in which they were successful and 

benefitted from many contacts and solid reputations. As one sign of their success, it is worth 

restating that eight of the ten participants obtained at least one internal promotion during their 

pre-candidacy years, and Table 1 illustrates that the eight participants receiving internal 

promotions were evenly split between the two embedded units of analysis. The even split of 
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those receiving internal promotions further supported the notion that experiences with blockage 

and OBN did not change markedly over time between the two participant groups.  

As a result of participants experiencing success throughout their pre-candidacy positions, 

social capital was readily available from a variety of stakeholders. In some instances, it was 

internal administrators or colleagues sharing information about other postings or introducing 

them to influential people affiliated with related search processes. In other situations, 

participants had amassed social capital with external sources who had the right access and 

influence in search processes. Either way, the previous performance of participants seemed to 

earn them the right to be accepted and vouched for by the right people with the right connections.  

Interestingly, and despite positive pre-candidacy job experiences making social capital available 

for all participants, the less experienced group utilized their internal and external sources for 

social capital more frequently than their counterparts in the more experienced group. While the 

differences in utilization of internal and external sources are discussed in forthcoming sections of 

this chapter, it was worth noting here as part of the discussion regarding the lack of noticeable 

change in experiences of blockage and OBN over time. It is possible that it has grown 

increasingly necessary for women candidates to utilize internal and external social capital to 

mitigate the effects of the blockage and OBN and maintain the minimal experienced effects 

within the region. 

The second potential explanation that emerged concerned the mindset of the participants 

that was relayed in Chapter 4. It seemed part of the reason several of the participants avoided 

being blocked in their pursuit of the superintendency was that they did not allow it to happen. 

Debra mentioned “not playing that game,” while Bridget insinuated that a mental toughness is 

necessary. She felt some women bring blockage on themselves by letting their insecurities show 
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and appearing weak. Flo explained not being impacted by blockage or the old boys network 

because she learned to “play well with boys.” In all three instances, the mindsets of these 

participants suggested the ability to avoid blockage and the reach of the OBN was helped by 

assertiveness, mental fortitude, and the ability to work with anyone. While not conclusive, and 

while other women who possessed the same mindset may have been unsuccessful, it was 

certainly important to note this theme as something that potentially impacted the partcipants’ 

success. 

The third potential explanation for the lack in variation of experiences and negative 

effects regarding blockage and OBN across the gamut of participants concerned an observation 

made by one participant regarding who belongs to the OBN. In commenting on the existence of 

the OBN in Western New York, Sophie suggested that it might, instead, be more fittingly an old 

boys and girls network. In this sense, she was suggesting that there were women among those in 

Western New York who were connected to the right influential networks with access to insider 

information, open superintendent positions, and those in decision-making capacities.  With this 

concept in mind, it was possible that the ten participants did not experience much variation in or 

negative effects of the blockage and the OBN because they were already knowingly or 

unknowingly a part of exclusive and influential networks.  Using this logic, at some point in their 

careers their social capital grew as a result of knowing those with right connections and, as a 

result, the participants in the study utilized that social capital to obtain their superintendencies.  

The implication of this possible explanation is that another study might find this study’s 

participants named as longstanding influential, exclusive, and connected players within the 

region’s superintendent landscape.  
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Regardless of explanation, the implication of this finding about blockage and the OBN 

was important. Since the women in both groups did not experience blockage and the OBN to the 

magnitude described within the research, and since the two groups spanned a considerable 

number of years elapsed since obtaining their first superintendency, the lack of disparity between 

the two embedded units of analysis can be viewed positively. That is, if the more and less 

experienced groups did not report markedly different experiences with the problem across time, 

and if those experiences included very little blockage and the ill effects of the OBN toward their 

pursuit of the superintendency, then future women superintendent candidates in Western New 

York can feel optimistic that it is possibile to pursue and obtain a superintendency in the region 

without experiencing significant effects of blockage and the OBN. 

The less experienced group utilized social capital contacts more than the more experienced 

group. Despite there being similarities in how social capital was accessed and utilized between 

the two embedded units of study, and despite their being similarities in not encountering 

blockage or OBN issues, an important difference arose between the two groups thereby 

validating the study’s design and increasing its import.  One important difference was that the 

women in the less experienced group accessed and utilized their internal and external social 

capital more than those in the more experienced group.  This theme was true in both the pre-

candidacy and candidacy phases and is clearly illustrated in Table 5 below. 



   
 

 
    

 
    

 
   
   

 
     
    

    
 

   
     

     
 

     
     

     
 

    
    

 

Running head: SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN SUPERINTENDENTS’ CANDIDACY 121 

Table 5 
Participant Utilization of Social Capital from Internal and External Contacts 

More Experienced Group Less Experienced Group 

Pre-Candidacy Degree Experiences 

2 of 5 utilized SC from internals 3 of 5 utilized SC from internals 
0 of 5 utilized SC from externals 3 of 5 utilized SC from externals 

Pre-Candidacy Job Experiences 

4 of 5 utilized SC from internals 3 of 5 utilized SC from internals 
2 of 5 utilized SC from externals 3 of 5 utilized SC from externals 

Pre-Candidacy Development of Leadership Attributes 

3 of 5 utilized SC from internals 4 of 5 utilized SC from internals 
0 of 5 utilized SC from externals 2 of 5 utilized SC from externals 

Candidacy Job Experiences 

3 of 5 utilized SC from internals 5 of 5 utilized SC from internals 
4 of 5 utilized SC from externals 3 of 5 utilized SC from externals 

Candidacy Development of Leadership Attributes 

3 of 5 utilized SC from internals 2 of 5 utilized SC from internals 
1 of 5 utilized SC from externals 2 of 5 utilized SC from externals 

In the broadest sense, Table 5 demonstrates that participants who were candidates more 

recently increasingly chose or needed to access and utilize their social capital to aid in their 

success with degree, job, and leadership experiences before and during candidacy.  With this 

finding established, a nuance in the potential catalyst of this increase in utilization emerged. 

That is, did changing times force women of the less experienced group to access and utilize their 

social capital contacts in order to be competitive and obtain a superintendency or has it simply 

become easier to accomplish said utilization?  Given the findings indicated that participants in 

both groups did not believe or share experiences that blockage and the OBN negatively impacted 

their careers, the catalyst being an increase in a need to do so over time became less compelling. 
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With blockage and the OBN seemingly not the cause of the increase, the potential 

catalyst moved toward it being easier to access and utilize social capital of late.  A rationale for 

this potential cause brought forward Lin’s (1982, 1999, 2001) already discussed concept of 

bridging between social capital networks and strayed from the closed network stance of 

Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1987, 1988). Contemporary networks in Western New York, 

including those with superintendents in them, may have become more open and willing to bridge 

with other networks thereby supporting Lin’s (1982, 1999, 2001) work.  Due to this concept, less 

experienced participants utilizing social capital from internal sources may have actually been 

utilizing social capital that their internal sources acquired from outside sources through bridging. 

Similarly, due to the potential of open bridging growing more accepted throughout the region, 

the less experienced participants may have found it easier to access and utilize external sources 

on their own. The concept that it has become easier to access and utilize existing networks was 

supported in the literature citing the rise alternative mentoring frameworks that placed a 

premium on varied representation of genders and ethnicities and that separately all participants 

viewed their current superintendent networks as open (Kamler, 2006; Lick, 1999; Mullen, 2005). 

Regardless of actual catalyst, the fact that the less experienced group utilized more social 

capital from internal and external sources than the more experienced group points to an 

implication for future women candidates. That is, women interested in the superintendency in 

this region should attempt to access and utilize social capital from internal and external sources 

to increase their opportunties for success because women in this case study demonstrated an 

increase in doing so over time.  Table 5 illustrates that the less experienced group shared more 

experiences of utilization than their counterparts in seven of ten opportunities across the various 

categories of the interview protocol. In analyzing Table 5 another way, if all participants from 
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each group had utilized social capital from internal and external sources for each category in the 

table, the maximum number of participant experiences shared within the table would have been 

fifty. As evidenced, the less experienced group shared thirty of fifty possible experiences of 

utilization compared to the more experienced group only sharing twenty-two of fifty. Knowing 

this, and again regardless of catalyst, future candidates should keep in mind that the participants 

in this study who more recently experienced candidacy more frequently referenced utilizing 

social capital from internal and external contacts. 

In addition to Table 5 illustrating that the less experienced group utilized social capital 

from internal and external sources more overall, it reinforced two nuanced findings.  First, it 

demonstrated that internal sources were the most often utilized type of social capital contacts 

throughout the study across both groups.  This finding was compelling enough to serve as one of 

the major conclusions of the study discussed in a forthcoming section of this chapter. Second, 

Table 5 also depicts a more nuanced finding that the less experienced group utilized social 

capital contacts from external sources more readily than the more experienced group.  With 

twenty-five possible opportunities for each group to share experiences of utilizing external 

contacts in the interview protocol, Table 5 shows that the less experienced group shared thirteen 

experiences compared to only seven from the more experienced group.  The preceding 

discussion regarding potential catalysts for the overall increase in utilization social capital from  

internal and external sources by the less experienced groups also holds here.  Rather than restate 

that discussion, the focus moves to a nuanced difference in how external sources were utilized 

between groups. 

The less experienced group proactively accessed their external social capital contacts 

during candidacy more than the more experienced group. A second important and surprising 
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difference that emerged between the two embedded units of study also concerned the access and 

utilization of social capital. This difference pertained specifically to the utilization of social 

capital provided by external administrators, professors, and consultants in the candidacy phase. 

During the candidacy phase, members of the less experienced group proactively engaged their 

social capital contacts about open positions. These actions contributed to their success in 

obtaining superintendencies. In contrast, four members of the more experienced group did not 

proactively engage their social capital contacts.  Instead, they were contacted by external social 

capital contacts regarding open positions. 

While participants in both groups were ultimately successful, the implication of this 

difference in approaches further signaled an increasing utilization of social capital with time.  It 

suggested that there was not only growing benefit and/or need for women candidates in Western 

New York to access and utilize social capital contacts, but also to be direct and proactive in 

accessing them. Anna, Moira, and Faye were the three less experienced participants whose 

experiences demonstrated this forthright approach. While Anna and Moira overtly made explicit 

contact regarding their candidacies to external sources they knew through superintendent 

development programs, Faye’s experiences were the most demonstrative.  First, instead of 

simply applying to a development program and awaiting a response Faye chose to make direct 

contact with the program directors to inquire about her suitability before applying.  This tactic so 

impressed the directors that they not only encouraged her to apply, but immediately began to 

mentor her in preparing for superintendencies. Then, after finishing that program, and when 

considering applying for her first superintendency, she again sought counsel.  In this instance, 

she reached out to a district superintendent for an honest evaluation of her suitability for the 

superintendency. This district superintendent was happy to provide feedback and also continued 
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to mentor her just as the development program directors did. With all three participants, the 

overt attempts access external sources led to the ability to utilize social capital 

Relative to the motivation behind explicitly engaging external sources of social capital, 

three potential explanations emerged.  First, it could be that the competition for 

superintendencies could have intensified to a point thereby warranting proactive contact rather 

than a wait and see approach to stay ahead.  Second, it may be, as has already been suggested, 

simply regarded as best practice by recent women candidates relative to engaging the tenets of 

open networks, reciprocity, and obligation in social capital theory (Small, 2009).  Third, as has 

already been mentioned, it could be that those with a certain determined mindset made extra and 

forthright attempts to obtain the position that others would not. Regardless of catalyst driving 

the more recent approach, the outcome was clear and beneficial to their candidacy. 

The less experienced group utilized more types of information as social capital than did the 

more experienced group. A third difference between the two embedded units of analysis 

manifested in the types of information utilized as social capital. This was surprising, especially 

since social capital in the form of information dominated the experiences of both groups over 

social capital in the form of a service. It was assumed that the types of information would also 

be similar. Despite both groups utilizing information such as insider knowledge about positions, 

advice, and encouragement, the less experienced group also utilized additional types of 

information that the more experienced group did not. For example, in the pre-candidacy phase, 

three members of the less experience group received very specific information as social capital 

from external professors that enabled them to enroll in or complete their programs. In contrast, 

no experiences were shared from the more experienced group in this regard. Furthermore, 

during candidacy, the less experienced group again demonstrated utilization of more diverse 
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forms of information as social capital. That is, the less experienced group utilized internal 

sources for explicit information about networking opportunities and interview preparation where 

the more experienced group did not. 

The implication of this third difference between the two embedded units of study also 

underscored a growing desire and/or need amongst women superintendent candidates in Western 

New York to utilize social capital to its fullest in pursuit of the superintendency.  The less 

experienced group not only utilized social capital more and proactively called upon their contacts 

for assistance, but they were also specific about what they needed from their social capital 

contacts. Be it information about courses and degree programs during pre-candidacy or targeted 

attempts to network and get interviewing practice during candidacy, the less experienced group 

had greater intentionality in their outreach. The results were positive.  Future women candidates 

in Western New York should consider following suit. 

Participants who pursued internal superintendencies did well.  Another unexpected theme 

that emerged concerns the three participants who were successful as internal candidates for 

superintendencies. While only three of ten participants obtained an internal superintendency, it 

was important to note Sophie, Moira, and Bridget were the only three who had the opportunity.  

Given the noted blockage and OBN problems throughout history and across the nation, research 

suggested that these women would have instead experienced struggles in obtaining those 

superintendencies. Be it the deliberate organization of men superintendents and decision-makers 

against women throughout history, or the cultural norms, gender biases, and hiring norms found 

within boards of education, the research suggested even women who are internal candidates can 

expect to struggle obtaining superintendencies (Blount, 1998; Munoz et al., 2014; Tallerico, 

2000). Instead, each was successful.  This solidified the importance of maintaining strong social 
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capital contacts during pre-candidacy, and it demonstrated that some Western New York districts 

were willing to hire women for various administrative positions.  With this, and despite research 

on blockage an OBN suggesting otherwise, future women candidates should not be prematurely 

deterred from pursuing internal openings.  In fact, it may be in their best interest to steadfastly 

pursue them. 

Some participants had no plans to be an administrator or superintendent. The theme of not 

planning to become an administrator or superintendent was unexpected, important, and with 

implication. Given the complexities and leadership-based demands of the position, it was 

conceivable that people who eventually advanced to the superintendency had interest in 

management or leadership upon entry into the field of education. Therefore, the unexpected 

assertions of the participants with no initial interest in administration or those of the participants 

who did not aspire to the superintendency once administrators did lead to important implications. 

First, and relative to the dearth of women superintendents, this trend suggested that women do 

not face an initial barrier to entry if they begin to consider school administration after they have 

begun their careers in education or if they begin to consider the superintendency after they have 

served as lower ranking administrators. Second, and relative to the superintendent leadership 

attributes listed in Chapter 3 and the historical superintendent role conceptualizations outlined in 

Chapter 2, the possibility of learning or acquiring these attributes or roles can occur along the 

way (AASA, 1993; Brunner, Grogan, & Bjork, 2002; Callahan, 1966; Cuban, 1976; Drucker, 

1999; Kowalski, 2001, 2005, 2006; Kowalski, et al., 2011). Third, and perhaps most 

importantly, this theme supported other findings within the study relative to other people, who 

were most often social capital contacts, recognizing the leadership potential in the participants 

and encouraging them to get started. This idea supported the reciprocity notion in social capital 
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theory, in that it was possible existing administrators and superintendents of both genders looked 

for women with potential and encouraged them to pursue positions of leadership.  It also 

reinforced the value of professional mentors helping to lead mentees in positive directions. 

Some participants took non-traditional paths to the superintendency. The notion that some 

participants shared experiences of non-traditional paths to the superintendency was unexpected, 

especially considering the already cited barriers they faced. Two participants from the less 

experienced group, however, arrived at the superintendency by non-traditional means.  That is, 

they did not hold building and district level positions prior to becoming superintendents.  The 

literature suggested that most assume a principalship and a district-level position prior to 

candidacy (Hoyle, 2007; Rogers & Safer, 1990).  Anna and Faye obtained the positions without 

any central office experience and Faye had a long career in the business sector prior to becoming 

a teacher. Despite only representing 20% of the study’s participants, this finding carried an 

important implication. It suggested that women, like men, can obtain superintendencies without 

following the typical or expected path of prerequisite positions. With the disparity in 

representation for women in the superintendency, the potential pool of women applicants widens 

if it is possible to be a viable candidate without elements of the traditional precursors to 

candidacy. With an expanded pool of women candidates, there is a greater chance that women 

can obtain superintendencies and push toward parity with men in proportional representation. 

Raising children was a significant factor in entering administration or the superintendency.   

While the notion of participants expressing that their children, or lack thereof, impacted their 

decisions to pursue administration or the superintendency was not surprising, it was surprising 

that all ten participants made specific mention of the impact. The research suggested that family 

constraints and limited mobility were obstacles to women advancing to the superintendency 
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(Derrington & Sharratt, 2009; Gosmire, Morrison, and Van Osdell, 2010). However, it was 

assumed that contemporary times would have shaped the experiences of the participants in a way 

that set aside traditional familial roles and responsibilities for women and that would have found 

the participants as the primary sources of income for their families and more willing to involve 

others in the care of their children, especially from those in the less experienced group. Such 

was not the case. Specifically, eight participants expressed intentionally delaying their pursuit of 

administration or the superintendency due to the age of their children and mothering 

responsibilities. This had implications relative to the notion of the overall pool of women 

candidates. Where it was surmised that the already discussed experiences of women candidates 

taking non-traditional paths might have increased the overall pool of women candidates, the 

indication that most participants were still opting to delay candidacy until their children were 

older could have contributed to keeping the pool of viable women candidates constant. 

Discussion/Implications – Confirmatory Findings 

Social capital most often came in the form of information. As outlined in earlier chapters, 

Small’s (2009) definition of social capital theory suggested that social capital most often came in 

the form of information willing to be shared and services willing to be performed. Interestingly, 

this study found that participants in both subunits of analysis primarily utilized social capital 

only in the form of shared information. This was true during both the pre-candidacy and 

candidacy years, as well as across degree, job, and leadership experiences.  Given this study’s 

focus on how women utilized social capital to obtain superintendencies, it would follow that 

most responses involved social capital being utilized to increase human capital interests like 

degrees, jobs, and leadership attributes. Therefore, most of what the participants needed was 

intangible assistance in the form of information. Table 6 presents a list of the shared information 



   
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

      
    

 
           

 

  

Running head: SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN SUPERINTENDENTS’ CANDIDACY 130 

from the findings that was utilized by the participants throughout their experiences in pre-

candidacy and candidacy to enhance the three primary types of human capital interess of 

degrees, jobs, and leadership attributes.  

Table 6 
Examples of Information Utilized During Pre-Candidacy and Candidacy 

Degree Experiences Job Experiences Leadership Attributes 

Specific Program Info. Information about openings Budgeting help 
Info. on schools to attend Encouragement to apply Capital Project design 
Encouragement to attend Interview preparation Human Resources 
Help with assignments Bridging to new contacts Communication 

Reference calls Upholding Values 
How to network best 

Note. Boldface items only utilized by the less experienced group. 

These forms of shared information aligned with what the research noted as valuable for 

superintendent candidates relative to the social capital gained through networking and mentoring.  

Relative to both groups’ utilization of information as social capital, the notable and surprising 

difference was identified in the previous section. That is, during degree experiences and 

candidacy, the less experienced group was more particular in the types of information they 

sought. Those specific difference are noted within the Table 6 in boldface print. 

As has already been cited, there was value found throughout the literature in utilizing 

social capital in the form of information for those aspiring to the superintendency. Kamler’s 

(2006) work found that existing social capital contacts, like the internal colleagues and 

administrators cited throughout this study, led to the acquisition of additional network 

connections. Also, research demonstrated that those in one’s network with relevant experience 

and understanding, who may be serving as mentors and/or advice givers as well, positively 

impacted superintendent candidates in their understanding and preparation for the position 
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(Dalton, 2007; Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2000; Goens, 2009; Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Ibarra, 

1993; Kamler, 2006; Knight, 2011; Kowalski, McCord, Petersen, Young, & Ellerson, 2011; 

Mullen, 2005; Murphy, 1992; Augustine-Shaw, 2013).  Third, research demonstrated that 

superintendents themselves place a high value on the sort of mentoring relationships where 

knowledge or information is transferred from the mentor to the mentee. To this point, Glass et 

al.’s (2000) superintendent study reviewed in Chapter 2, found 77.9% of responding 

superintendents reported they mentored those aspiring to the superintendency and that they 

received the same benefit early in their careers (Glass et al., 2000, p. 50). Then, in a similar 

2010 study also reviewed in Chapter 2, the percentage of superintendents citing their 

participation in and value of mentoring rose to 83% (Kowalski et al., 2011, p. 91). Taken 

together, it remained logical that the majority of shared experiences relative to utilizing social 

capital involved the utilization of information rather than services.  

Even with the logical connection between superintendent candidates needing primarily 

information-based social capital being supported through this study’s findings and within in the 

literature, it was reasonable to wonder why service-based social capital was not utilized as well. 

With the exception of one individual utilizing an attorney for resume advice, another utilizing 

her parents for child-care, and those who asked people to provide a service by crafting letters of 

reference, the social capital utilized did not resemble any type of service. The answer may rest 

with the relative needs of the participants at that time in their lives. Had those needs been 

slightly different, the findings may have demonstrated a greater reliance on services provided by 

social capital contacts. For example, a superintendent candidate who needed to relocate in order 

to accept a superintendency may have needed to utilize social capital from a realtor. Or, had a 

participant not already had viable social capital connections linked to open positions, she may 
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have had begin to paying a search consultant to provide that service.  Finally, had more 

participants entered the candidacy phase with young children, they may have had to utilize 

service-based social capital in order to obtain appropriate child-care. 

The implication of this finding is that future women superintendent candidates should 

continue to utilize social capital contacts. In utilizing said contacts, women candidates should be 

mindful of assistance coming in intangible forms. Namely, it seems these contacts will likely 

provide information valuable to progressing through candidacy. It is, therefore, appropriate to 

seek help and listen actively.  In the words of one of the participants, “never burn a bridge.” 

Social capital from friends and family was not accessed and utilized by the participants 

before or during their candidacy with degree and leadership experiences. In exploring how 

the women of this case accessed and utilized social capital, the data also demonstrated certain 

instances when social capital was neither accessed nor utilized. Two such examples involved the 

pattern of not utilizing information, skills, or services provided by family or friends toward 

degree and leadership experiences. While family and friends typically served as social capital 

contacts, neither the more experienced nor less experienced embedded units of analysis provided 

any concrete examples from this group of contacts.  This finding was expected. Unless friends 

and family were enrolled in similar degree programs or in leadership roles similar to school 

administration, they would likely not have much to offer.  This speculation was substantiated, in 

part, by referring back to Bozeman & Feeney’s (2007) research on mentoring in which they 

suggested that in transmitting knowledge and/or social capital, the mentor or network actor “is 

perceived to have greater relevant knowledge, wisdom, or experience” than the mentee (p.731).  

While not all social capital utilization comes from a mentee, when thinking about the 

participants’ experiences with leadership and degree experiences, it was reasonable to assume 
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they utilized social capital from individuals who were at least tangentially associated with 

leadership or the degree program of interest.  The implication here is that women candidates 

should seek out and maintain contact with individuals who possess relevant knowledge, wisdom, 

and experience in the field so that opportunities to utilize social capital have a greater likelihood 

of arising. 

Social capital from friends and family was accessed and utilized by participants before and 

during their candidacy with job experiences.  With the previous section in mind, and utilizing 

Bozeman & Feeney’s (2007) logic once more, it was expected that social capital from family and 

friends influenced both the more and less experienced subunits’ job experiences. The difference 

with job experiences was that most adults have interviewed for and obtained some a job at some 

point in their lives and, therefore, possessed relevant knowledge, wisdom, or experience about 

the process. Across both embedded units of analysis, there were several mentions of family and 

friends providing social capital in the form of information about interviewing for or navigating 

through job opportunities. Additionally, Debra of the more experienced group utilized 

significant job-specific social capital from her friend who was already a superintendent. 

Similarly, Anna and Oakley of the less experienced group were able to utilize job-specific social 

capital from family and friends because they both accepted jobs in their childhood communities. 

Given the noted blockage women find when pursuing the superintendency and the cited 

existence of the OBN, this finding supported the speculation that women of the case may have 

circumvented some of the noted issues, in part, because their family and friends may have served 

as contacts within the communities in which they pursued superintendencies. 

Within the context of Small’s (2009) conception of social capital theory, this speculation 

made sense. First, the more people one had within their social capital network, as in the case of 
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working in one’s hometown, it followed that one had a greater chance of avoiding blockage or 

the OBN because one may already be accepted and valued.  Second, again within the context of 

Small’s (2009) take on social capital theory, there developed an expected sense of reciprocity 

between members of the same social capital network.  Therefore, even if members within Oakley 

or Anna’s districts might have been inclined to block or exclude women due to gender, the 

feeling of reciprocity may have overcome their initial proclivities. In addition to utilizing social 

capital in the form of information and/or skills and resources from local connections, Faye of the 

less experienced group referenced utilizing social capital from her parents in the form of a 

service. She was the only participant to utilize social capital in this form.  That is, her parents 

provided child-care during her pre-candidacy years. 

There are implications of the findings surrounding family and friends providing social 

capital toward job experiences of women candidates that should not be overlooked.  While 

certain family and friends may not be educators themselves, they may still possess relevant 

social capital to share that is helpful to obtaining a superintendency. For example, they may 

posses expert information about interviewing for jobs.  Or, through community ties, family and 

friends may have the ability to bridge women candidates to others in decision-making positions.  

Finally, as was evidenced, family and friends can provide a valuable service of child-care to 

candidates. 

Social capital from internal colleagues and administrators was accessed and utilized by 

participants before and during their candidacy. In almost every situation inquired about 

through the interview protocol, social capital from internal administrators and/or teachers who 

the participants worked with was accessed and utilized in some capacity. This finding confirmed 

that people tend to build relationships with those they work alongside and can grow to rely on 
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these network members’ social capital (Daly, 2015).  Also, if one considers a single school or 

district’s faculty and staff as a closed network that, due in part to the benefits of tenure, may 

work alongside each other for many years, then it is conceivable that it represents somewhat of a 

closed network.  With that in mind, it followed that Coleman’s (1987, 1988) thoughts on 

preserving the strength of a closed network and the feelings of obligation between members 

supported the notion that the women in this case had significant social capital to draw upon from 

those with whom they worked. Furthermore, unlike family and friends without experience in 

education, social capital network members working together had career relevant information, 

skills, or services to offer the participants (Bozeman & Feeney, 2007). 

Again, due to cited benefits reciprocally provided to those within closed networks and the 

collective social capital one can possess from others within said networks, it was not surprising 

to hear how readily the participants of both subunits utilized the social capital form their internal 

administrators and teaching colleagues. However, the already discussed and important 

difference between the two embedded units of analysis was that the less experienced group 

utilized internal administrators and teaching colleagues more often.  Regardless, during the pre-

candidacy years, many experiences were shared about utilizing information from these 

colleagues when determining which degree programs to attend for administrative degrees. In 

other instances, participants attended degree programs with colleagues or internal administrators 

and they utilized their social capital to work through courses successfully. When it came to job 

experiences, participants shared that the people they worked with: helped them prepare for 

interviews, made reference calls or wrote letters on their behalves, connected them to other 

people who had valuable information about desired positions, shared information about districts 

or specific positions that participants found intriguing, motivated them to seek internal or 
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external promotions, and directly provided opportunities for participants to intern or be promoted 

within the organization. Furthermore, and especially when participants were teachers or 

administrators prior to the superintendency, they referenced many internal principals, district 

office administrators, and superintendents who either directly or indirectly taught them a lot 

about leadership. The same list of social capital benefits arose from participants when they 

recounted their use of internal administrators and colleagues during the candidacy phase, which 

was to be expected for all of the same reasoning provided above. These individuals possessed 

relevant and timely information to share with participants. 

After triangulating the data by sources through analyzing letters of reference, the strength 

of the internal administrators or colleagues for participants was underscored. First, it was logical 

to assume that most references were affiliated with the participants within the school district 

where the participants worked and that they would be sitting or retired administrators. This was 

because those who are asked to write letters of reference have usually worked alongside or in 

supervision of the person requesting the letter.  Furthermore, the literature about social capital 

theory suggested that the participants would typically ask people who were already a part of their 

existing social capital network to perform this service (Small, 2009). Similarly, according to 

tenets of the theory, the people being asked likely agreed out of obligation or group solidarity 

(Coleman 1987, 1988; Small, 2009). 

The implications of the findings regarding internal administrators and colleagues are 

important. First, of the three categories of social capital contacts, this group stands to provide 

the most benefit for future women candidates.  Internal contacts are often connected to others 

around the region. They also tend to possess relevant knowledge about positions. Of the three 

types of contacts studied, internal administrators and colleagues can develop the best 
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understanding of future women candidates as professionals due to supervising and/or working 

alongside them. 

Social capital from external administrators, professors, and search consultants was 

accessed and utilized by participants before and during their candidacy. Despite the less 

experienced group having shared more experiences of utilized social capital from external 

sources as already discussed, the ways in which the participants in each group utilized external 

social capital remained similar. This utilization also mirrored their utilization of internal sources. 

That is, the social capital utilized by the more and less experienced groups from external sources 

came in the form of: relevant information about openings, interview preparation, letters of 

reference or calls made on participants’ behalves, help with degree programs, and the expansion 

of social capital contacts. Given the already cited value in information being the most valuable 

form of social capital utilized by the participants, the similarity in the types of social capital 

utilized with external sources further confirmed that value. 

The value in utilizing social capital from external contacts was supported throughout the 

literature and was, therefore, to be expected from the participants. In contrast to Bourdieu (1986) 

and Coleman’s (1987, 1988) promulgation of an iteration of social capital theory relying on 

networks wishing to remain closed, Lin (1982, 1999, 2001) wrote extensively about the idea that 

social networks engage in bridging and benefit from connecting with each other. Applying this 

concept to the participants’ experiences with external administrators, consultants, and professors 

affirmed their efforts to access and utilize external social capital from individuals who they may 

not have worked with on a daily basis. This was especially true for the seven participants who 

obtained their first superintendencies in districts other than where they were working prior to 

obtaining the position. As search consultants or district superintendents tend to oversee most 
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hiring processes for superintendents, it was not surprising that participants’ experiences 

demonstrated an interest in accessing and utilizing social capital from these types of individuals 

or those who knew them. 

Furthermore, it was interesting to note some of the intentional bridging that took place. 

Most of the participants recounted experiences where internal social capital connections bridged 

them to external search consultants or district superintendents they did not yet know, but who 

eventually offered social capital for utilization. In this case, Lin’s (1982, 1999, 2001) research 

aligned with Anna’s insightful comment of, “All you need is a name to get a name.”  Generally 

speaking, the idea behind this comment was not new. Utilizing social capital contacts to gain 

access to new networks was considered advantageous. What was new or telling, however, was 

that this study found that women participants reported being able to do so openly and often in the 

Western New York area despite the potential issues of blockage and the OBN cited within the 

literature. The experiences of the participants contradicted the cited struggles nationally and 

should provide some degree of optimism for future women candidates in Western New York. 

Despite not being adversely affected by blockage or the OBN, participants believe they 

exist.  While a previous section shared findings that suggest the existence of an OBN and 

blockage of women superintendent candidates may not be as significant of an issue in Western 

New York as the national trends indicated, the findings in this section do support the national 

trends. All of the participants indicated they believe an OBN exists in this region.  They came to 

this belief mainly from learning about other women’s experiences, although perspectives were 

also influenced by what participants notice in professional settings other than when they 

interviewed for positions.  This juxtaposition in findings surrounding this issue was significant in 

that the participants comprised a representative case study of typical women superintendents 
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within the Western New York region. As stated earlier, they represented 59% of seventeen 

women superintendents in the region at the time, which makes it plausible that current 

perspectives about the presence of blockage and the OBN are accurate.  The overall number of 

women superintendents locally was small enough that the combination of personal experiences 

with those of their social capital contacts captured most of the experiences in the area. The 

problem with the likelihood that the contrasting experiences between self and others were valid 

was that advice for future women superintendents was inconclusive.  On the one hand, based on 

the participants’ experiences, future candidates can feel confident that blockage and the OBN 

may be inconsequential. However, on the other hand, and based on what the participants shared 

about other women’s experiences locally, there is still reason for future women candidates to be 

concerned. 

Finding that the participants believed in the presence of blockage and the OBN confirmed 

the existing research and was expected. In terms of perception data, a survey of 2,262 men and 

women superintendents reported that 52.5% of respondents felt the OBN exists (Glass et al., 

2000). Furthermore, in terms of market share data potentially demonstrating that women are 

blocked and excluded by OBN, a study based on New York State data found that women only 

accounted for 30% of superintendents statewide (NYSCOSS, 2015).  Further supporting the 

imbalance in market share research, additional research found 87% survey respondents found 

that OBN promoted the selection of men over women and another study found that search 

committees held gender biases against women (Montez & Wanat, 2008; Munoz et al., 2014; 

Tallerico, 2000). 

In looking at the participants’ belief in the existence of an OBN and blockage of women 

to the superintendency versus their own experiences of relatively going unscathed, it was 
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appropriate to speculate about why their two perspectives were somewhat in opposition with one 

another. First, it could be that the women in this case study were more talented, connected, or 

mentally tough than their mentioned acquaintances in this region and therefore achieved the 

noted success. With this line of thought, it may also be the case that the women of this case 

better utilized their social capital to improve their chances or only pursued superintendencies 

where they had worked or were known. The other potential cause for the difference in their 

personal experiences from those of their acquaintances, was that the participants believed 

something existed locally because they were aware of the trends elsewhere that suggested the 

OBN and blockage should exist locally. Even though they did not experience the problems 

themselves, they may have felt strongly that it must be happening to their colleagues. Otherwise, 

they would have inferred that women’s market share of representation in the superintendency 

would be more equitable. 

Participants believe their current superintendent networks are open, but also acknowledge 

their lack of gender and ethnic balance.  

After successfully obtaining their first superintendencies and assessing the networks of 

which they were a part, the participants did believe their networks were open.  They all indicated 

that they felt their superintendent colleagues were accepting of aspiring superintendents and that 

they were responsive to inquiries and requests for help.  This finding was not surprising, as the 

participants recognized that they themselves gained acceptance into what many felt was 

exclusive company, so they were optimistic that those following them can do the same.  

However, they may have also responded to this interview question optimistically, since, given 

the topic, it was conceivable they would have hoped to not have been a part of something that 

contributed to the problem of blockage and exclusivity.  Conversely, it also could be the case 
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that, as one of the participants suggested, the local superintendent networks were truly “old boys 

and old girls” networks. In this context, the participants may have viewed their networks as 

open because they were granted access, but, in reality, the networks may have been closed to all 

others. Regardless, the implication of this finding was clear. It will continue to take time for 

women to achieve parity with men in terms of representation within Western New York 

superintendencies. 

While the participants felt their networks were open and accessible to all, each responded 

to the question about representation by suggesting their networks were not well represented by 

women and African Americans.  This finding was not surprising mainly because of all the 

research already discussed citing the disparity in representation with these two subgroups. Be it 

the work highlighting historic deficits in representation, or the research that underscored the 

continued disparity in contemporary times, it was clear that the women in the case recognized 

locally what the data demonstrated nationally (Bjork, 2000; Blount, 1998; Derrington & Sharratt, 

2009; Kowalski et al., 2010). It was also interesting to note that the participants stressed the 

current lack of African American representation in the superintendency was even more 

concerning than that of the current representation of women. Given the work cited earlier in the 

study that found African Americans accounting for less of a percentage of market share than 

women both nationally and in New York State, this finding was not surprising (Grogan & 

Brunner, 2005; Jackson & Shakeshaft, 2003). While the researcher intentionally omitted specific 

study of African American superintendents in this study due to the already discussed absence of 

any fitting that ethnicity within the geographical constraints that bounded the study, it was 

important to get the participants’ take on the matter in the reflection section of the protocol in 

order to determine if the issue was recognized by those in the field. The lack of African 
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American representation locally and the interplay of social capital theory are worthy of future of 

study. 

Participants view accessing and utilizing social capital as essential. When offering advice to 

current and future women superintendent candidates, both subunits of analysis placed great value 

on utilizing the social capital provided by their contacts. First, there was a feeling of 

impossibility in someone attempting to go it alone. Participants cited search processes being too 

competitive and the job being too multi-faceted for someone to approach it without harnessing 

the resources of their social capital contacts. Second, they discussed value in future candidates 

trying to gain key insights from those who already had experience. Not only did they suggest 

networking with successful women superintendents, but they also advised branching out to 

include men superintendents. It was suggested that men have a perspective that women do not 

have and that gaining a different perspective can widen women candidates’ breadth of 

understanding and increase the chances of success. 

Given the experiences participants shared about utilizing various forms of social capital, 

and given the already cited existing research finding said utilization beneficial for women 

superintendent candidates, the trend that emerged relative to advice giving was not surprising. 

As far as the research was concerned, the concept of growing wealthy in social capital was 

beneficial. Lin’s (1999) identified social capital benefits from networks aligned with the 

participants’ advice to utilize social capital in light of the competitive nature of job openings. He 

believed social capital networks: share information, exert influence, certify social credentials, 

and reinforce members’ identities (Lin, 1999). Each of these benefits those looking to obtain a 

superintendency. With the participants’ thoughts on the value of social capital, the major 
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implication was clear. Women candidates are wise to access and utilize social capital in their 

pursuit of the superintendency. 

Conclusions 

The conclusions of this study are presented as declarative statements. They are, first and 

foremost, germane to the women of this case. However, given this is a representative single case 

study, the researcher hopes they ring true for other women currently serving as superintendents 

in Western New York. Each conclusion encapsulates multiple related findings and is followed 

by a brief discussion highlighting importance and implications. It is the researcher’s hope that 

these conclusions serve to benefit future generations of women candidates. May they take the 

following into consideration as they head down the path toward the superintendency: 

1. Accessing and utilizing social capital has grown increasingly important for women 

superintendent candidates in Western New York.  In understanding that the less experienced 

group accessed and utilized their social capital more frequently than the more experienced group, 

it was reasonable to conclude that it is more important for current and future women candidates 

to continue doing so to increase their chances of success. This study not only demonstrated that 

the less experienced group utilized more social capital contacts than the more experienced group, 

but also that they were more proactive in accessing their social capital contacts. With this, it can 

be concluded that the participants who entered candidacy more recently either needed to or chose 

to intentionally access social capital more often to be successful. Regardless of impetus, future 

candidates would be wise to follow suit and reach out to those they know whenever they decide 

that a career in school administration or the superintendency is something they are interested in.  

To this end, and pertaining to the access and utilization of superintendent networks as 

social capital contacts, this study also found that participants in both embedded units of analysis 



   
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Running head: SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN SUPERINTENDENTS’ CANDIDACY 144 

believed their current superintendent networks were open and easily accessible.  Despite research 

covering accessibility nationally, and that of social capital theory itself suggesting that 

superintendent networks are closed or plagued by an OBN mentality, this study demonstrated 

that local superintendent networks contradicted that trend. This presented an optimistic outlook 

for those looking to access social capital as superintendent candidates. 

2. Information is the most valuable form of social capital for women superintendent 

candidates in Western New York.  Overall, and across both embedded units of analysis, this 

study found that information was the most valuable form of social capital for participants to 

utilize to in their pre-candidacy and candidacy years.  Comparatively, there were no mentions of 

goods being provided and only two mentions of services rendered. The information participants 

utilized most often led to the acquisition of human capital in the form of degree, job, or 

leadership experiences. In addition to confirming that information as social capital was very 

important to superintendent candidates, this study unexpectedly found members of the less 

experienced group utilized more types of information than their more experienced colleagues.  

This adds to the study’s import. Whereas both groups utilized information in the form of advice 

about open positions and encouragement, the less experienced group also utilized information in 

the form of: specific degree program assistance, guidance about networking, and interviewing 

techniques. 

Just as the previous conclusion suggested future women superintendent candidates should 

place the access and utilization of social capital contacts at a premium, so too should they regard 

social capital in the form of information from said contacts. It was clearly important to the 

success of the participants of this study. Furthermore, as indicated by the accounts of the less 

experienced group, future candidates should also look to utilize many different types of 
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information from their social capital contacts. They should not only be proactive in accessing 

social capital contacts, but also that they should consider being specific with the information or 

assistance they need. 

3. Internal administrators and colleagues are the most critical social capital contacts for 

women candidates in Western New York.  In a confirmatory sense, this study showed that 

participants in both groups felt that people they worked alongside, or who managed them, were 

the most valuable social capital contacts to their success.  This finding made sense, in that their 

interest in advancing through pre-candidacy careers and to the superintendency was most 

impacted by those who both knew them professionally and who knew the field.  While external 

contacts and family members were able to offer participants social capital to be utilized in their 

pursuits, the study continually demonstrated that the internal candidates had the most to offer. 

First, in working alongside the participants, the internal sources had understandings of the 

types of degree programs or jobs the participants might be interested and could engage their own 

social capital to be of assistance. Second, when participants commented on the acquisition of 

leadership attributes they most often attributed that acquisition to internal sources they work 

alongside. It was much easier to observe and learn the ways of leadership from an internal 

colleague or administrator than from someone externally.  Third, another finding in the study 

found that the participants who were offered internal positions very often got them. In the pre-

candidacy phase, eight of ten participants were offered an internal promotion. Then, in the 

candidacy phase, each of the three participants who were internal candidates for 

superintendencies were successful. This finding supported the conclusion that internal sources 

were the most important forms of social capital contacts, as they were either decision-makers in 

the interview process or were able to vouch for participants with those who were responsible for 
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hiring. Fourth, in analyzing letters of reference to triangulate the data by sources, and relative to 

vouching for participants, this study also found internal colleagues and administrators the most 

common choice to serve as references for external positions. 

Taking all of this into consideration, future women superintendent candidates are wise to 

harness the collective capabilities and information possessed by their internal colleagues and 

administrators. The social capital they possess will be valuable in terms of future internal 

openings. It will also provide opportunities for candidates to observe and learn by working 

alongside their internal sources. Finally, internal contacts also have the potential to serve as 

well-informed references to outsiders.  As has been stated several times throughout the study, it 

seems best for women candidates to “never burn a bridge.” 

4. Participants in this case study did not believe they experienced blockage to the 

superintendency or the negative effects of the OBN as the research suggests. Another very 

important and unexpected conclusion derived from findings within this study was that 

participants did not experience the blockage and OBN barriers as those referenced within the 

research at large. None of the participants in either group reported being blocked from a position 

or hampered by an OBN.  Given the enormity of these two issues within the research, it was 

assumed that participants, especially those from the more experienced group, would have shared 

losing an opportunity to this cause at some point in their careers. That participants did not share 

these struggles is a cause for optimism in the endeavors of future women candidates.  If 

interested in administrative careers and the superintendency, they should feel empowered to 

forge on. 

This conclusion was also supported by the analysis conducted on the letters of reference 

and subsequent findings. That is, the notion that blockage and the OBN did not dominate the 
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superintendent landscape in Western New York was supported by the fact that many women 

participants asked men in high-ranking positions write their letters of reference.  If the 

exclusivity of male leaders was at play, it would have been unlikely that men would have written 

letters on women’s behalves. However, the conclusion that blockage and the OBN was not an 

overwhelming issue in Western New York was also supported by the fact that many of the letters 

of reference were also written by high-ranking women administrators.  Therefore, with women 

already sitting in esteemed positions and available to write letters, it demonstrated that women 

have been successful in their administrative pursuits. 

Three findings from the study suggested caution for future candidates when considering 

this conclusion and the general lack of noticeable effects of issues considered significant outside 

of Western New York. First, while no participants experienced damaging blockage or OBN 

effects, this study found they all believed it exists. Regardless of time elapsed since candidacy, 

participants’ responses suggested future candidates should not be overconfident in thinking these 

issues cannot present problems in their candidacies.  Second, in referring again to the letters of 

reference, the analysis showed there were more men than women asked to serve as references. 

Given the literature cited the proportionately large representation of men in the superintendency, 

search consultant, and board of education ranks, and given the literature also cited noted biases 

still held by some with decision-making authority in superintendent search processes, it followed 

that women would look to include letters of reference written by men with their candidacy 

materials (Bjork, 2000; Montez & Wanat, 2008; Munoz et al., 2014; Tallerico, 2000). Operating 

in this fashion may have helped women mitigate any unease or anxiety felt by men involved in a 

superintendent’s search process who held biases against women candidates or who considered 

themselves part of an old boys network. Third, this study also found that, despite not 
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experiencing blockage and despite ascending to the superintendency, all ten participants believed 

their current superintendent networks remain underrepresented by women and African-American 

superintendents. This confluence of these three findings provides reason enough for future 

candidates to assume the cited barriers may bring issues capable of disrupting their candidacies, 

even if the participants did not experience the ill effects themselves. 

Interestingly, an different implication arose involving the relatively minimal negative 

experiences with blockage and the OBN reported by the participants. If the collective 

experiences of participants were an accurate reflection of the climate in the Western New York 

superintendent realm, and if the OBN is not particularly active, then it may indeed stand that this 

region did not reflect national trends. Should this be true, it followed that something else must 

have caused the underrepresentation of women in the superintendency.  What exactly was it? 

Even though this study chronicled the experiences of ten women successful in their pursuit of the 

superintendency in Western New York, it was important to remember that women held only 

seventeen of sixty-six superintendent positions at the time of the study.  An explanation surely 

exists, and future candidates and/or researchers are wise to seek a better understanding. 

5. Planning to be an administrator is not essential to women superintendents in Western 

New York, but planning to raise children can be. Three important and unexpected findings 

merged to form this conclusion. First, there were participants in each embedded unit of analysis 

who specifically asserted they never had intentions of becoming school or district administrators. 

Furthermore, some also indicated they never planned on becoming superintendents. Given the 

complexities of these positions and the leadership acumen necessary, it was assumed participants 

would have instead had concentrated interest in these positions prior to seeking them. Second, a 

finding regarding non-traditional paths to the superintendency further supported the lack of 
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specific plans to become administrators or superintendents.  Specifically, Anna and Faye lacked 

district level experience when they were offered superintendencies. Also, Faye lacked spent 

most of her adult life working in the business sector and moved to education much later than 

most.  What all of the candidates who lacked plans or followed non-traditional paths had in 

common is that they indicated their social capital contacts had played significant roles in 

encouraging them to enter the field and/or pursue particular positions. With this understanding, 

it is important for future women candidates to be open to advice and encouragement from social 

capital contacts. It seemed other people noticed leadership potential in some participants before 

they noticed it in themselves. 

Where the participants may not have had plans to become administrators or 

superintendents, they did express deliberate plans involving children. The third finding that 

formed this conclusion illustrated that children impacted participants’ decisions to enter the field 

of administration and to become superintendents. Specifically, children played a role in the 

timing of entry. One participant did not have children and, therefore, did not hesitate when she 

was offered her first superintendency. Two other participants had children and expressed being 

the primary money earners and that they moved into administration and the superintendency 

expeditiously with that in mind. The seven other participants had children, and expressed 

deliberately delaying their pursuit of administration and/or the superintendency until their 

children were older. It was assumed some portion of participants who had become 

superintendents more recently might have expressed sharing child rearing responsibilities with 

others in order to pursue career advancement.  Without such a mention, except for those who 

were primary money earners, child rearing remained the priority for even the most recent of 

superintendent candidates. This conclusion is important for future candidates to consider, as the 



   
 

        

 

 

 

  

 

   

 

   

Running head: SOCIAL CAPITAL AND WOMEN SUPERINTENDENTS’ CANDIDACY 150 

participants of this study clearly planned accordingly. As for the future proportionate 

representation of women in the superintendency, this finding suggests the pool of candidates may 

remain artificially low. That is, there may be viable women candidates who, unlike men, may 

choose to forgo entry until their children are older. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

As a result of this case study, four recommendations for future research emerged as 

logical next steps. First, it would be appropriate to investigate whether a combined “Old Boys 

and Old Girls” network exists in Western New York instead of only an OBN. If a study were to 

find a combined version it does exist, this may help explain why women have been successful in 

pursing the superintendency in Western New York.  It also may provide an explanation for why 

the women superintendents in this case felt their superintendents’ networks were open and 

accessible. In addition to being granted entry they may have become a part of its exclusivity. 

The second topic for future research that would extend the findings of this study 

concerned women as internal candidates.  Interestingly, all three participants who pursued 

internal superintendencies were offered them. Also, eight of the ten participants received at least 

one internal administrative promotion during the pre-candidacy phase of their careers.  Finally, 

both the more and less experienced groups cited internal administrators and colleagues as an 

extremely valuable source of social capital to be accessed and utilized.  Taken together, could it 

be that women candidates’ best chance of obtaining superintendencies is through internal 

openings? 

The mindset of successful women superintendents was the third recommendation for 

future research that emerged from this study.  When discussing the ideas of blockage and the 

OBN, participants suggested that mindset plays a role in their success and offered several 
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thoughts.  One mindset discussed involved a refusal by women to allow blockage and the OBN 

to adversely impact their careers. Another mindset resembled assimilation, and it described a 

woman candidate as one needing to be able to “play well with boys.” The third mindset 

concerned women who were adversely impacted by blockage and the OBN. It seemed 

responsibility was partially laid at the feet of those women, and that the idea of women “letting 

their insecurities show” was a factor in their lack of success. As a result of these distinct 

mindsets being identified as potential causes for success or lack thereof, a study investigating 

them further is warranted. 

Finally, the fourth recommendation for further research concerned African American 

superintendent candidates. As was mentioned at the outset of this study, the representation of 

African American superintendents in this country and in Western New York is even less than 

that of women. Given the seriousness of the problem cited throughout the research, and that the 

participants in the study also raised it as a local concern, it is appropriate to investigate the issue.  

Future study should include not only why there is a lack of African American superintendents 

locally, but also what can be done to improve their representation and how social capital might 

play a role.  
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Appendix A 

University at Buffalo Institutional Review Board (UBIRB) 
Office of Research Compliance | Clinical and Translational Research Center Room 5018 

875 Ellicott St. | Buffalo, NY 14203 
UB Federalwide Assurance ID#: FWA00008824 

Adult Consent to Participate in a Research Study 

Title of research study: Social Capital and Women Superintendents’ Candidacy 

Version Date: December 12, 2016 

Investigator: John Griesmer 

Why am I being invited to take part in a research study? 
You are being invited to take part in a research study because you are a woman who is a current 
superintendent in Western New York or the surrounding counties.  

What should I know about a research study? 
• Someone will explain this research study to you. 
• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 
• Your decision will not be held against you. 
• You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Who can I talk to? 

This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). You 

• You have questions about your rights as a participant in this research 
• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done? 
Research Question 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, please contact 
Mr. John Griesmer at 716-531-6482 or at johngrie@buffalo.edu. You may also contact the 
research participant advocate at 716-888-4845 or researchadvocate@buffalo.edu. 

may talk to them at (716) 888-4888 or email ub-irb@buffalo.edu if:  
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This study is being conducted to investigate the following: 

How did women superintendents access and utilize their social capital before and during their 
time as superintendent candidates to obtain their positions? 

Rationale 
In thinking about social capital theory and superintendent candidacy for women, the need for 
further study becomes apparent. Research cites advantages to superintendent candidates in 
accessing and utilizing superintendent networks. These advantages include gaining additional 
social and/or human capital to aid in obtaining positions. Research also cites the existence of 
closed “old boy” superintendent networks that are exclusionary toward women and minority 
candidates.  This is a significant problem. However, research also suggests women candidates 
are increasingly obtaining superintendencies. What can we learn from talking to these women? 
Their experiences can be beneficial to many. 

The purpose of this study is not only to examine the influence of existing social capital on 
women superintendent candidates before and during candidacy, but also to understand women 
superintendents’ unique experiences accessing and utilizing social capital in light of potentially 
closed superintendents’ networks. 

How long will the research last? 
We expect the research study will begin in January 2017 and last until June 2017. 

How many people will be studied? 
We expect 10 people to be enrolled in this research study. 

What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
You and Mr. John Griesmer (Principal Investigator) will schedule a time for him to conduct one 
90-minute interview the between March 2017-June 2017.  
As many of the interview questions will ask you to recall experiences that may have taken place 
years ago, a copy of the interview questions will be emailed to you in advance to allow for any 
necessary reflection. 

At the time of the interview, or before, you will submit to the Principal Investigator a copy of 
your current resume and up to 3 letters of reference written on your behalf when you were a 
candidate for a superintendent position. The resume, letters of reference, and interview transcript 
will be used in conjunction to triangulate the data as part of a case study.  If letters of reference 
are presented within the written dissertation itself, John Griesmer will redact the names of those 
who wrote the letters of reference. 

If you choose to submit the abovementioned documents ahead of time, you will be asked to 
submit them via email. 

The 90-minute interview will take place at a time convenient for you, and should take place in 
your home or office. 

The 90-minute interview will be digitally recorded and then professionally transcribed thereafter. 
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The only researcher you will interact with is Mr. John Griesmer (Principal Investigator). 

After Mr. John Griesmer (Principal Investigator) conducts all participant interviews (between 
January 2017 - March 2017), he will analyze the data and write the two remaining chapters of his 
dissertation. All data analysis and dissertation writing will take place in his home, which is 
located at: 

7203 Creekbend Drive 
Pendleton, NY 14120 

After the study concludes, all data will be stored securely for 5 years with the Principal 
Investigator’s dissertation chairperson, Dr. Corrie Stone-Johnson, at: 

University at Buffalo 
471 Baldy Hall 

What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, you will be responsible to: 

• Provide Mr. John Griesmer (Principal Investigator) with a copy of a current resume. 

• Provide Mr. John Griesmer (Principal Investigator) with a copy of up to 3 letters of 
reference written on your behalf for your candidacy as a superintendent. 

• Participate in one 90-minute interview with Mr. John Griesmer (Principal Investigator) 

What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. You may choose not to enroll in this study. 

What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
You can leave the research at any time it will not be held against you. 
If you decide to leave the research, contact the investigator so that the investigator can remove 
all data related to you from the research. This includes destroying the interview transcript, copy 
of the provided resume, and copy of the provided letter(s) of reference. Furthermore, any quotes 
or paraphrases related to your interview that were included in the study prior to your decision to 
withdraw will be removed from the study. 

Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There is minimal risk to you in participating in this study. 

This minimal risk involves a breach of confidentiality. While every effort will be taken to 
conceal your identity within the data collected and the written dissertation itself, there exists a 
possibility that a professional transcriber could identify you and share with others the 
experiences you shared during your interview. 

Given that the interview will take place in your home or office, however, there are no privacy 
risks to you during the study. 
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Will being in this study help me in any way? 
There are no benefits to you from your taking part in this research. 

What happens to the information collected for the research? 
Efforts will be made to limit the use and disclosure of your personal information, including 
research study and medical or education records, to people who have a need to review this 
information. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy 
your information include the IRB and other representatives of this organization. 

Can I be removed from the research without my OK? 
No, you can only be removed from the research with your consent. 

What else do I need to know? 
If you agree to take part in this research study, you will receive a $15 gift card for your time and 
effort. 

Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. By signing this form you 
are not waiving any of your legal rights, including the right to seek compensation for injury 
related to negligence or misconduct of those involved in the research. 

Signature of subject Date 

Printed name of subject 

Signature of person obtaining consent Date 

Printed name of person obtaining consent 
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Appendix B 
Interview Protocol – Social Capital and Women Superintendents’ Candidacy 

Sponsoring Institution - University at Buffalo 
Principal Investigator - Mr. John Griesmer 

Directions For Participants: 
Please review these questions prior to our scheduled interview. Feel free to bring notes with you 
to our interview. Also, as was mentioned in the consent letter/study guide, there is no penalty for 
refusing to answer any of these questions. Thank you, in advance, for your participation. 

Interview Questions 

Part 1 – Focused Life History (before you applied for your first superintendency) 

1. Please describe your career path, beginning with your first job in education through the 
position you held immediately before becoming a superintendent. 

2. Did your professional/personal network include any superintendents or search consultants 
during your years in those positions referenced above and before you first thought of 
becoming a superintendent?  If so, please elaborate. 

3. Describe the impact any member(s) of your network had on your: 
(a) decision to pursue each successive job 
(b) ability to obtain each job 

4. Once you decided to pursue a career in educational administration, what was your degree 
and certification experience from that point on? 

5. Describe the impact any member(s) of your network had on your 
(a) decision to pursue an additional degree/certification 
(b) ability to obtain an additional degree/certification 

6. In looking standards/competencies for superintendents listed below, please describe the 
impact any member(s) of your network had on your development of any of those 
competencies before you thought of pursuing your first superintendency. 

Leadership and District Culture 
Policy and Governance 
Communications and Community Relations 
Organizational Management 
Curriculum Planning 
Development/Instructional Management 
Human Resources Management 
Values and Ethics of Leadership 
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Part 2 – The Details of Experience (once you applied for your first superintendency) 
7. Describe the impact any member(s) of your network had in your decision to apply for 

your first superintendent position. 

8. Once you became a candidate for superintendent positions, how did any member(s) of 
your existing network influence you in your pursuit of: 

a. additional jobs to improve your candidacy? 
b. additional degree/certification experiences to improve your candidacy? 

c. the development of the superintendent competencies listed in Question 5? 

9. Once you decided to apply for your first superintendent position, describe your 
experience with accessing superintendents or search consultants who weren’t already part 
of your network. 

10. If as a candidate you gained access to superintendents or search consultants who were not 
already part of your network, how did you utilize them to improve your candidacy? 

11. If as a candidate you were unable to access additional superintendents or search 
consultants, why do you think that was the case? 

12.  If as a candidate you were unable to access superintendent networks, how did you 
overcome that lack of access to obtain your first superintendency? 

Part 3 – Reflection on the Meaning (after becoming a superintendent) 

13. Now that you have served as a superintendent, what did your access to and utilization of, 
or lack of access to, superintendent networks as a candidate mean to your life? 

14. Now that you have served as a superintendent, how have you helped women candidates 
aspiring to the superintendency? 

15. Now that you are a superintendent who is a part of a superintendent network, how are 
women and ethnic minority superintendents represented within that network? 

16. In what ways can women and ethnic minority candidates access your current 
superintendent network? 
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17. If you experienced difficulty accessing superintendent networks as a candidate, how has 
the experience shaped who you are today? 

18. Knowing what you know now, what advice would you give to women superintendent 
candidates in terms of accessing, utilizing, or circumventing superintendent networks? 

19. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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