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ABSTRACT 

This mixed-method study analyzed and identified the impact heightened turbulence has 

on the profession of the superintendency and superintendent job satisfaction. More 

specifically, this study examined an assessment of the sources of turbulence and factors 

that superintendents claim impact their job satisfaction, while experiencing heightened 

degrees of turbulence. Today’s superintendent has significant expectations placed upon 

him or her and numerous constituencies to serve. Further, the position has evolved into 

one that requires detailed skill and mastery of varying degrees encompassing an 

assortment of subject material. Research has indicated the profession continues to 

experience high levels of stress and continued added job responsibilities with shrinking 

financial resources. However, most superintendents claim a high level of job satisfaction 

while navigating in the obvious turbulent environments they live in every day. It is this 

combination of job satisfaction and turbulence that this study discussed to further 

enhance the superintendent’s ability to remain successful and satisfied while performing 

as the public-school superintendent. To provide more information on the heightened 

turbulence superintendents experience, this mixed-method study analyzed the 500 

Pennsylvania public school superintendents to help both current and future 

superintendents more deeply comprehend the impact such turbulence has on their 

profession. 

 Keywords: superintendent, turbulence, turbulence theory, Pennsylvania, mixed-

method, job satisfaction  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 The position of public-school superintendent has undergone substantial changes 

since it first originated as a profession in the mid-1800s. It has evolved from a position of 

the teacher-scholar, where most superintendents were supervising classroom instruction 

and creating uniform curricula, into a complex and dynamic position that requires the 

person occupying the job to demonstrate a multitude of talents and skills. The 

superintendent is affected by a range of issues and demands, which according to 

Kowalski, McCord, Petersen, Young, and Ellerson (2010), take on varying levels of 

importance from state to state and district to district. Modern superintendents negotiate 

through a sea of issues including legal challenges, finance, personnel management, state 

and federal mandates, social media, crisis management, curriculum theory shifts, 

community pressures, employee union groups, parent groups, school boards, and a host 

of other concerns that together create a demanding and stressful profession. There is more 

emphasis on curriculum and instruction, planning, involving others in decision making, 

improving student achievement, managing fiscal resources, and building cultural 

leadership (Harris, Lowery, Hopson, & Marshall 2004). Hoyle (1989) writes that 

superintendents must possess human, technical, and conceptual abilities to lead 

effectively in the 21st century.  

In order to appreciate the superintendent position, it is important to understand the 

history of the superintendency. Björk, Kowalski, and Browne-Ferrigno write in “The 

School District Superintendent in the United States of America” (2014), “the position of 

school district superintendent in the United States was created during the late 1830s. By 

1850, 13 large city school systems already had employed an administrator in this capacity 
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with the first district superintendents being appointed in Buffalo, New York and 

Louisville, and Kentucky” (p. 8).  

Duties of these early superintendents were largely instructional and focused on 

supervising teachers. Since this first conceptualization, there have been four other 

conceptualizations, which have added responsibilities and expectations to a 

superintendent’s workload. After evolving beyond the teacher-scholar, superintendents 

became business managers, later adapting to include the role of a statesman, followed by 

absorbing the responsibilities of a social scientist, and most recently taking on the role of 

communicator. As society adapted, so did the responsibilities of the superintendent. 

Superintendents today must demonstrate political skills, a talent for building coalitions, 

and expert communication abilities to be successful. These new roles and demands 

became evident and the role conceptualizations of viewing the superintendent as a 

democratic leader, a statesman, a social scientist, and finally as a communicator have all 

been added to their toolboxes. Hoyle (1989) further elaborates that “superintendents of 

today will be the trailblazers who will lead their state and country by establishing one 

foot in the present for stability and one foot in the future for opportunity” (p. 379). 

The changing role of the superintendent over the last century has placed 

significant pressures on the expectations of the modern superintendent, while the stress 

and demands of the profession remain a considerable element of the job. Despite this 

apparent high level of stress, superintendents continue to report a high level of 

satisfaction in their profession, and most claim they would follow a similar career path if 

allowed the opportunity to choose their profession over. According to Kowalski et al. 

(2010) in their most recent literature, superintendents are satisfied in their work and 
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position, and additional literature reviewed revealed superintendent satisfaction to be as 

high as 88%. There were a number of factors that superintendents repeatedly cited as 

motivating them to remain in the profession, such as the ability to impact others as well 

as the desire to make a difference. In addition, superintendents noted factors such as 

being able to have a positive influence on children, belonging to a community, and 

leading their school districts forward as impacting their decisions to remain in the 

profession. Even the daily challenges of the job heightened superintendents’ desires to 

persist within their positions (Harris et al., 2004). Superintendent job satisfaction and 

factors that motivate them to remain in the profession under such noted stress are 

essential components one must understand in order to provide adequate answers on the 

identifying elements that contribute to superintendents’ perceived professional happiness. 

Maslow, Herzberg, and McClelland provide theoretical examples as to what drives 

people to specific levels of job satisfaction and the motivating factors that reveal job 

satisfaction within their theoretical research. Each theory promotes intrinsic and extrinsic 

drivers that motivate one to a level of satisfaction in his or her personal and professional 

lives.  

Understanding job motivation and how it impacts job satisfaction is key to 

understanding those reasons superintendents continue to remain committed to their work. 

Maslow states “that people are motivated by unmet needs which are in a hierarchical 

order that prevent us from being motivated by a need unless all lower needs are met” 

(Pardee, 1990, p. 1). Superintendents, as the literature revealed, enjoy personal challenges 

and the ability to fulfill the needs of those they serve through their efforts. Maslow would 

describe these individuals as reaching the self-actualizing level where a person becomes 
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all that they can become. Herzberg considers satisfaction and dissatisfaction to belong to 

separate continuums; consequently, they cannot be opposites. Pardee (1990) explains 

Herzberg’s premise that “motivational factors can cause satisfaction or no satisfaction 

while the hygiene factors cause dissatisfaction when absent and no dissatisfaction when 

present, both having magnitudes of strength” (p. 1).  A superintendent under Herzberg’s 

premise would find great satisfaction through the challenges of the position, which would 

be an intrinsic motivator; therefore, such intrinsic motivational factors, would provide 

superintendents the most satisfaction (Pardee, 1990). On the other hand, hygiene factors 

are extrinsic and, according to Herzberg (1968), only impact job dissatisfaction or having 

no job dissatisfaction. Although they are important, they are usually short-lived victories 

that are unable to be sustained, and only impact job attitudes and performance 

momentarily. McClelland identifies three types of motivational need in his three-need 

theory. McClelland discusses how the experiences of a person’s life impacts and shapes 

his or her needs over time. Based on McClelland’s theory, one prominent driving 

motivator will surface, and the need for achievement, affiliation, or power will become 

the force behind one’s motivations in achieving satisfaction. All these factors taken 

together create a very complex, dynamic, turbulent profession. 

Gross has introduced turbulence to the educational organization through his many 

studies. Writing in his books Staying Centered: Curriculum Leadership in a Turbulent 

Era and Promises Kept: Sustaining School and District Leadership in Turbulent Times, 

and his many research studies involving curriculum and assessment, Gross has written 

extensively on this topic. Creating a turbulence gauge and using the multiple ethical 

paradigms, Gross has promoted a theoretical approach that when utilized appropriately 
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can offer an “analysis of the problem through the perspective of the combined ethical 

lenses” (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p. 10). Subsequently, he provides a deeper 

understanding of the dilemmas, problems, or issues that can influence the experiences of 

a superintendent and the degree of turbulence involved. By seeking to understand the 

level of turbulence, one can then use this knowledge to help them with an appropriate 

course of action in solving the problem or issue at hand. 

The importance of identifying the amount of turbulence that a superintendent 

must navigate could prove beneficial in understanding the level of job satisfaction he or 

she receives from his or her profession. Further, uncovering the various levels of 

turbulence superintendents experience and the issues that create that turbulence can 

enhance our understanding of a superintendent’s level of job satisfaction.  

Statement of the Problem 

 

Public school district superintendents have seen their profession undergo 

significant changes since its early inception in the mid-1800s. Increased responsibility, 

pressure, and accountability are evident and thriving in the superintendent profession 

today. According to Farkas, Johnson, and Duffett (2003), “the superintendency is a 

stressful, high stakes job…It’s a job that requires a talent for high performance under 

extreme pressure” (p. 41).  

 Further, the profession is becoming more demanding and superintendents must 

find and develop ways to navigate daunting obstacles including the shortage of funds, 

contract negotiations, labor union concerns, special education requirements, increased 

state and federal intrusion, and unfunded mandates. The list of issues and concerns 

competing for the superintendent’s time and talent is endless. In reviewing literature and 
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research on the superintendent profession, the researcher discovered an abundant amount 

of information, both qualitative and quantitative, on the superintendent profession. 

However, there were no studies available that this researcher is aware of that investigated 

the effect turbulence has had on the superintendent profession. Specifically, how does the 

varying level of turbulence impact the job satisfaction of a superintendent? The purpose 

of this study is to identify the levels of turbulence experienced by superintendents and the 

impact turbulence has on superintendent job satisfaction. The study will also contribute to 

the knowledge base regarding turbulence and its impact on superintendent job 

satisfaction and a better understanding on how to benefit from the impact turbulence has 

on superintendents within their profession. 

Purpose of Study 

District superintendents have greater job responsibilities and expectations within 

their profession today. The superintendent of 2017 has increased pressures and stress 

factors that have continued to increase as the profession continually evolved over the last 

century. Pascopella (2008) discusses these facts, referencing the early studies of the 

school superintendent as far back as 1886 and the first official report completed in 1923 

on the status of the superintendency. Early responsibilities have grown from supervising 

teachers and curriculum to an era of high stakes testing and detailed accountability. The 

increased pressures superintendents face are, according to Wells (2013), increasing in the 

modern era and include everything from student achievement to limited financial 

resources, as well as changing demographics to increased state and federal government 

involvement. These facts and the complexity of the superintendent position have created 

a turbulent environment in which superintendents are expected to perform. This study 
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illuminated the impact of the turbulence on the superintendent profession and those 

characteristics that influence job satisfaction within the superintendency. The purpose of 

this study was to identify the levels of turbulence experienced by superintendents and the 

impact turbulence has on superintendent job satisfaction.  

Research Questions 

1. To what extent, if any, are the selected Pennsylvania superintendents experiencing job 

satisfaction? 

2. What are the major factors that superintendents identify as contributing to experiencing 

heightened turbulence within their work and at what levels? 

3. Is there a relationship between turbulence and job satisfaction among select 

Pennsylvania superintendents? 

4. Is there a relationship between demographic characteristics and turbulence or job 

satisfaction among select Pennsylvania superintendents 

The qualitative methodology of interviewing select superintendents for informal 

interviews was utilized in this study to complement the quantitative data collected 

through survey. Superintendents were asked a simple question in the survey: if they 

would be willing to participate in a follow up interview for this study. Together this 

sequential explanatory strategy and mixed-method approach provided an in-depth 

analysis of the data collected to answer the research questions put forward in this study.  

Definitions 

▪ Pennsylvania Public School District: a public-school system that falls under the 

guidance and regulation of the Pennsylvania Department of Education and bound 
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by law by the Pennsylvania Public School Code of 1949 and funded by local, 

state, and federal tax monies.  

▪ Superintendent: the chief administrative officer of the school district and the 

person responsible for the supervision of the public-school system who has been 

appointed by the elected school board and is commissioned by the state of 

Pennsylvania to serve a term between three and five years. Pennsylvania has 500 

superintendents charged with the duty to supervise all aspects of each local 

public-school entity.  

▪ School Board: the public-school system in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 

has nine elected school board members that serve four-year terms and are charged 

with the responsibility of establishing, equipping and maintaining elementary 

schools and such other schools it deems proper to establish. 

▪ Pennsylvania Department of Education: the executive department of the state that 

provides technical, legal, policy, program, and administrative services for the 

State Board of Education, state libraries, the state higher education system, and 

the 500 school districts within the state of Pennsylvania. 

▪ Educational Levels: identifies the degree level each superintendent has reached in 

his/her profession. The levels include Bachelor, Master, or Doctorate levels. 

▪ Average Years of Experience: refers to the average amount of time a 

superintendent has spent in his/her professional position as superintendent. 

▪ Turbulence: the level of disturbance that an organization experiences that include 

the contextual forces, such as positionality, stability, and the possibility of 

cascading events (Shapiro & Gross 2013, p. 53). 
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Delimitations/Limitations of the Study 

It was not the intention of the study to generalize findings for superintendents 

across the country, but instead the research remained specific to the state of 

Pennsylvania, limiting the scope of the study. The study also conducted its random 

sample on public school superintendents and included in the study sample those 

superintendents who represent private institutions or charter schools. The superintendents 

selected for this study represent public school systems of all sizes and demographics, and 

no specific intent to separate organizations based on exact demographic criteria were 

considered for this study. The uniqueness of each public-school system, varying sizes of 

each public-school district, and the differences between urban and rural environments 

may present differences on superintendent satisfaction and levels of turbulence that this 

study did not attempt to research. Other limitations identified are the superintendents 

interviewed and reliability that the answers they provided were true and no information 

was withheld. Finally, the study attempted to create new information based upon the data 

that was gathered through the survey and participant interviews from current 

Pennsylvania superintendents. 

Significance of Study 

It is hoped that this proposed mixed study on the levels of turbulence 

superintendents experience contributed to the knowledge of its impact on superintendent 

job satisfaction. The study provides information to new and veteran superintendents 

regarding the increased levels of turbulence superintendents must endure and how this 

turbulence impacts their current levels of job satisfaction. This study investigates the 

relationship between turbulence and its impact on superintendent job satisfaction. 
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Previous studies on superintendent job satisfaction have examined various relationships 

and factors that impact job satisfaction; however, no studies have been completed, to this 

researcher’s knowledge, on the impact turbulence has on a superintendent’s job 

satisfaction. The results of this study will be beneficial to superintendents in reflecting on 

and understanding the factors that provide them job satisfaction, while also providing 

insight on those factors that lessen or increase turbulence within their work. “Turbulence 

Theory recognizes complexity but is constructed to provide useful tools to help those 

employing it to flow with rapidly evolving change, thereby taking advantage of its 

benefits and minimizing its potential for harm” (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p. 51). By 

reviewing the findings based on surveys and interviews with current superintendents, as a 

result of this study superintendents may be better equipped to reflect upon and understand 

the environment, expectations, and pressures that are demanded from them in their 

profession. Further, there is a lack of research on turbulence and how it impacts 

superintendent job satisfaction and this study’s results will provide value to both current 

and future superintendents with its results.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

History of the Superintendency 

Good (2008) describes the role of “the superintendent as dynamic and shaped and 

reshaped by social, cultural, political, and economic forces. It has evolved since its 

advent in the early 19th century from clerks for powerful boards to professional 

educational leaders like Horace Mann in the late 19th century, to corporate CEOs in the 

era of scientific management of schools in the first half of the 20th century” (p. 42). The 

position of the school superintendent has covered a history of more than 175 years. The 

first superintendents can be traced back to the mid-1800s. According to Callahan (1996), 

the city of Buffalo appointed the first superintendent of schools in 1837. This hiring came 

on the heels of the development of the public-school system movement that was 

occurring in the United States. Over the years, beginning most vigorously in the mid-

1800s, each state began to address matters concerning elementary and secondary 

education in statutes and constitutional provisions (Tyack & Benavot, 1987).  

Schooling prior to the 19th century was largely a local and voluntary affair that 

had no organized structure providing educational opportunities for all children. There 

were few laws in place, and school administration and teaching were not professionalized 

institutions. Horace Mann began the rise of the common school in the 1830s, and the 

platform of this common school movement promoted many early initiatives that are still 

practiced today. Some of those early platform ideas included regular school attendance, a 

longer school year, graded schools, the creation of state education agencies, teacher 

training in normal schools, improved occupational status for teachers, and the creation of 

county superintendents. The responsibilities of the superintendent and the roles they 
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assume have been evolving for more than 175 years (Kowalski & Björk, 2005). Kowalski 

et al. (2010) explain that: 

to fully appreciate the complexity of this pivotal position and its evolution 

over more than a century, one must understand how roles and 

responsibilities have waxed and waned over time, and how current social, 

educational, and professional issues affect their relevance in current 

practice. (p. 17)  

 

The literature reviewed explained the history of the superintendent best in the “American 

School Superintendent: 2010 Decennial Study.” The study looked at the superintendent 

position from a historical and contemporary perspective and details the superintendency 

into four conceptualizations. These conceptualizations were the result of historian 

Raymond Callahan’s research. Callahan (1996) concluded that four separate role 

conceptualizations of the school district superintendent had emerged prior to 1970. 

Kowalski et al. (2010), added a fifth role conceptualization nearly two decades after 

Callahan’s original four conceptualizations. Kowalski et al. (2010) base the new addition 

on society’s move into the Information Age, and they contend that all organizations have 

been impacted by this new age. The new conceptualization adds the role of effective 

communicator to the superintendent’s professional responsibilities. These roles defined 

the time period and responsibilities that the superintendent was tasked with as the 

position evolved. As each conceptual phase arose throughout the history of the 

superintendent position, so too did the demands and complexity of the position. 

The first conceptualization of the superintendent is the superintendent as teacher-

scholar. This timeframe occurred from 1865-1910. During this time, the goal was to have 

a superintendent in place that would work closely with teachers and oversee the 

classroom as a master teacher. Curriculum was also an area of focus for many early 
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superintendents. These first superintendents did not delve into the business management 

or financials of modern day school systems and were mostly working in agricultural 

environments. However, Townley (1992) explains that, with the advent of the 

industrialism, responsibilities were revolutionizing around the developing urban societies, 

and moving away from the rural societies of the past. Few if any of the early 

superintendents possessed degrees in educational administration and most were serving at 

the will of the local boards. Kowalski et al. (2010) explain: 

The superintendent’s responsibilities of this era as the person who was 

recognized for the duty to train teachers and inspire them with high ideals; 

to revise the course of study when new light shows that improvement is 

possible; to see that pupils and teachers are supplied with needed 

appliances for the best possible work; and to devise methods of promoting 

pupils. (p. 19)  

 

These early superintendents committed themselves to a democratic mission achieving the 

equity in opportunity for all children that Horace Mann envisioned, and providing the 

universal schooling that Thomas Jefferson espoused to ensure an educated citizenry for 

the democracy (Brunner, Grogan, & Björk, 2002, p. 215). 

 The second conceptualization of the superintendent is the superintendent as 

business manager. This era occurred from 1910 -1940, and was heavily influenced by the 

Industrial Revolution. Kowalski et al. (2010) say, “many school boards in large city 

districts believed that innovations applied in burgeoning industries to produce technical 

efficiency could be equally effective if they were applied in public schools” (p. 19). This 

business model philosophy is still discussed today by many who believe that educational 

administration should apply numerous practices and principles from the business world 

into their educational leadership profession. As the superintendent position continued to 

evolve during this era, more emphasis was placed on the superintendent becoming further 
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skilled as a manager. Good (2008) discusses this role further as superintendents 

“embraced the role of manager and worked to consolidate power” (p. 43).  Hierarchical 

organizations characterized by top-down control became the norm in public schools. This 

bureaucratic structure entrusted superintendents with authority over operational areas and 

helped to define a corporate model of governance that limited the school board’s role to 

broad policy concerns. Therefore, the superintendent focused on the business operations 

and the efficiency of the organization. As immigration to the United States heightened 

during this time, so too did business leaders’ desires to influence public schools to 

become more efficient and effective as the country transitioned from an agrarian society 

to an urban, industrial nation. Business leaders wanted the public schools to be run more 

like businesses. In addition, professional schooling arose during this period as prominent 

universities such as Columbia University, Harvard University, Stanford University and 

the University of Chicago began to offer superintendents and aspiring superintendents 

training in the profession. The view of the superintendent had advanced beyond the 

teacher-scholar role and added the business management perspective during this era. 

The third conceptualization of the superintendent unfolded around 1930 and 

evolved until the mid-1950s and early 1960s. This period is referred to as the 

superintendent as statesman. The Great Depression caused much of the population to 

become disenchanted with business leadership; Kowalski (2011) state that the “failure of 

the stock market had eroded much of the industrial management’s glitter, and after 1930, 

citizens became more hesitant to accept the premise that superintendents should have 

more power at the sacrifice of local citizen control” (p. 147). Continuing along this line 

of thought, many critics began to move away from viewing education as a business where 
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scientific principles should be applied, and called for a more democratic administration. 

As Kowalski (2011) explains, the “statesman role was anchored in the concept of 

democratic administration, a concept that saw public education as the community’s 

greatest asset and urged administrators to release the creative capacities of individuals 

and mobilize the educational resources of communities” (p. 147) In this role as 

statesman, the expectation was for the superintendent to gather support from the 

community and numerous political stakeholder factions for education. Good (2008) 

describes this era best, explaining that “after World War II the sorting and selecting 

mission of factory schools became increasingly untenable. Boards of education became 

more diverse and far less accepting of the superintendents’ authority. The increasing 

ethnic, racial, and linguistic diversity among parents and students also increased the 

difficulty of any ready consensus emerging among competing factions about what 

educational goals to adopt or what educational practices to follow” (p. 43) Also, the 

dilemma between equity and excellence caused conflict in public debate. Superintendents 

had to exercise political skills, find allies, and build coalitions to be successful. Greater 

involvement of the local school boards, a decentralization of decision making, more focus 

on human relations, and greater attention on diversity issues became topics of concern for 

the superintendent as the role of statesman became an added responsibility. 

The fourth role conceptualization overlapped with the third conceptualization and 

spanned the time period from the mid-1950s through the 1970s; it became known as the 

superintendent as social scientist. Kowalski et al., (2010) described the underlying intent 

of the fourth role as “developing superintendents who possessed a greater sensitivity to 
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large social problems through an interdisciplinary approach involving most of the social 

sciences” (p. 21). 

 Kowalski and Björk (2005) write, “school superintendents are expected to 

contend with many contextual issues such as changing demographics, poverty, racism, 

drugs, and violence” (p. 85). Kowalski and Bjork (2005) further state, “practitioners 

should be prepared to integrate knowledge from the behavioral sciences to understand 

and deal with these issues” (p. 85). Society and several conditions gave rise to this role 

conceptualization of the superintendent as applied social scientist. Callahan (1996) notes 

that the first condition was a “growing dissatisfaction with democratic leadership after 

World War II” and second, was the “rapid development of the social sciences in the late 

1940s and 1950s; much of the knowledge generated by this expansion was applicable to 

public organizations and administration” (p. 148). Callahan identifies the third condition 

influencing this role conceptualization as support from the Kellogg Foundation, which 

provided more than $7 million in grants to eight major universities that allowed school 

administration professors to conduct social science research. He affirms that the last 

influencing condition was the resurgence of criticisms of public education in the 1950s 

and 1960s. Callahan (1966) continues to explain “this public dissatisfaction spawned 

reform efforts and heightened interest in the social sciences” (p.148). The impact of 

Brown vs. Board of Education, which was the historic United States Supreme Court 

decision that found the concept of separate but equal to be unconstitutional in public 

schools, significantly factored into the leadership role of the superintendent from the 

social scientist role conceptualization. 
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In the modern era stretching roughly from the late 1970s to the present, a new 

fifth role conceptualization has emerged: the role of communicator. Kowalski (2005) 

identifies this conceptualization writing this new role “unfolded as America transitioned 

from a manufacturing society to an information-based society” (p. 11). The leadership of 

the superintendent today encompasses a strong attribute of shared leadership. 

Superintendents today must interact constantly with numerous professional organizations, 

state and federal legislative bodies, extensive stakeholder groups, and local constituent 

groups that are vocal in their demands and expectations. Björk, Kowalski, and Browne-

Ferrigno (2014) write that “in the presence of modern technologies, superintendents are 

compelled to communicate more often and more intensely than ever before, and the 

consequences of the quality of their communication are higher than at any previous time” 

(p. 13). The role of communicator is a skill that is essential for a superintendent to 

possess today. Superintendents need to be effective, clear, and competent in 

communicating with their various constituent groups. As superintendents are charged 

with improving and reforming schools across America today, they need to have excellent 

skill in initiating and facilitating discussion with employees, parents, board members, 

media, and other stakeholders.     

Kowalski, McCord, Petersen, Young, and Ellerson (2010) synthesize the 

superintendent of today, best stating: 

Since the late 1880s, five distinct role conceptualizations have developed 

and been described in the literature. As noted earlier, their importance has 

fluctuated depending on prevailing social conditions, but none have 

become irrelevant to modern practice. Thus, the contemporary 

superintendent is expected to wear five different hats, and she or he is 

expected to know when to transition among the roles. (p. 23)  
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Thus, the history of the superintendent has evolved from a simplistic leader of teachers to 

a dynamic, demanding, multi-faceted and complex professional position that continues to 

evolve today.  

Superintendent Demographics 

The “American School Superintendent: 2010 Decennial Study” was completed 

for the American Association of School Administrators and conducted by Kowalski et al. 

(2010). The American Association of School Administrators has a long history of 

researching the position of the superintendent, beginning in 1923. Since 1923, the 

American Association of School Administrators has conducted a study roughly every ten 

years on the school superintendent position and numerous issues the superintendent faces 

in his/her job. 

 Kowalski et al. (2010), report that examples of focused issues from previous 

studies relative to certain time periods have included the role public schools would play 

in vitalizing the economy, data addressing similarities and differences between urban and 

rural superintendents, superintendent preparation, people in the position, school districts 

employing them and the roles and responsibilities of the superintendent. The most current 

study had 1,838 respondents representing all fifty states within the United States. The 

literature reviewed focused on the national demographic information and similar 

demographic data representing the state of Pennsylvania. In order to understand the state 

of the superintendency it is important to comprehend the description of the people who 

are in the position. 

 Kowalski et al. (2010) also explain that researchers and practitioners have 

expressed considerable interest in the demographic profiles of superintendents. They 
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further state that the demographic information on the people who are superintendents 

allows for an enhanced understanding of a population’s evolutionary nature and its 

stability in relation to dynamic social, economic, and political conditions. Tyack, Lowe, 

and Hansot (1984), describe the superintendent of the past 100 years as being “mostly a 

married white protestant male but the recent literature would signify noticeable changes 

especially with regard to gender” (p. 67). Kowalski et al. (2010) note in their decennial 

study that as of 2010, 75.9% of superintendents were male and 24.1% were female. When 

compared to the demographics from 1982, when there were approximately 1.2% of 

female superintendents, the current number demonstrates a significant increase in female 

participation in the superintendent profession. The “Pennsylvania Department of 

Education 2016-17 Professional Staff Summary” profile reports similar gender numbers 

for the state of Pennsylvania. Currently 73% of all superintendents in Pennsylvania are 

male while 27% are female. In reviewing the literature on the age of superintendents, the 

average age of the Pennsylvania superintendent is 53 while the national average is 55. 

Kowalski et al. identified some interesting trends in their decennial report, citing notable 

differences between 2000 and 2010. Specifically, in 2000 only 9.8% of superintendents 

were less than 46 years old: in 2010, 14.6% were in this category, representing a 50% 

increase in superintendents below the age of 46. Kowalski et al. (2010), found only 8% in 

2000 were older than age 60; in 2010, 18.1% were in this age category, representing a 

staggering 126% increase in superintendents above the age of 60.  

 The “Pennsylvania Department of Education 2016-17 Professional Staff 

Summary” report listed the average salary of a superintendent in Pennsylvania as 

$140,160. The “2016 AASA Superintendent Salary & Benefits Study,” in its most recent 
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report, found the median salary varied from $90,000 in smaller school districts to 

$230,000 for superintendents employed in larger school districts with the median salary 

at $130,683 (p. 2). 

In terms of educational levels, nationally 45% of all superintendents have their 

doctorate degrees, while 55% have at least a master’s degree. In Pennsylvania those 

averages are reversed with 55% of all Superintendents possessing their doctorate degrees 

and 45% achieving the level of a master’s degree. The demographic make-up of 

individuals in the superintendent’s seat, according to Kowalski et al. (2010), discovered 

that 54% of superintendents participating in their study had between two and eight years 

of experience in the position, while 15% had between nine and twelve years of 

experience, and 24% had more than thirteen years of experience as a superintendent. The 

average years of experience for the 500 superintendents in Pennsylvania is slightly more 

than 8 years. The demand for superintendents is not expected to decrease in the future. In 

examining the literature and its data, 79 of the current superintendents in Pennsylvania 

have served in the education profession between 30-35 years, while another 59 have over 

35 years of service to their profession. This number is significant because most educators 

have the ability to retire with a substantial pension in Pennsylvania after thirty years of 

service. Nationally, Kowalski et al. (2010) found that of all the respondents in their 

decennial study, only about half (51%) said that they planned to still be a superintendent 

in 2015, a finding suggesting the probability of substantial turnover in the next few years.    

Job Satisfaction Among Superintendents 

The literature reviewed revealed several definitions for job satisfaction. However, 

Padalino in his dissertation Superintendent Job Satisfaction in New York State, cites, 
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The most-used research definition of job satisfaction is by Locke (1976), who 

defined it as “. . . a pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from the appraisal of 

one’s job or job experience” (p. 353).  

Wertz (2002) conducted a study where he interviewed eighteen superintendents 

and examined those aspects of the job that his colleagues found satisfying. He argues that 

“Literature about school superintendents often explores the negative side, but rarely 

documents the qualities of those leaders who have found their careers satisfying” (Wertz, 

2002, p. 41). His study concluded that superintendents discovered satisfaction in their 

jobs in the areas of working with students, making a difference over time, having a 

positive influence on children, feeling fulfillment within their communities, building 

coalitions, developing people, experiencing the challenging work of the job, and 

influencing change. 

In another study involving the states of Texas, Indiana, and Illinois, Sharp, 

Malone, and Walter (2002) investigated what the superintendents of these three states 

enjoyed about their jobs. They found similar, if not identical results as the Wertz study 

reported. Sharp et al. (2002) polled 25 superintendents and desired to find out from their 

participants what they liked about being superintendent. The survey included seventeen 

statements and the top seven responses included: 

1. I have substantial input in the direction of the school district. 

2. I have the opportunity to impact kids. 

3. I have an opportunity to build a team of educators. 

4.  I can make a difference in teaching and learning. 

5.  I always have daily challenges in this job. 
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6. I am able to utilize the skills that I have. 

Interestingly, in both studies Wertz (2002) and Sharp et al. (2002) found happy 

professionals who enjoyed their jobs. When Wertz (2002) asked the question, if they had 

to do it all over again would they still choose to become a superintendent, seventeen of 

the eighteen answered affirmatively. Sharp et al. (2002) found similar results when over 

93% of those superintendents surveyed said they would choose the superintendence again 

for their career if given the chance to start over.  

 Pascopella (2008) claims that “today’s superintendents are generally older and 

more stressed out than in years past, but they are extremely satisfied in their jobs” (p. 32). 

The 2006 study of the American Superintendency conducted by Thomas Glass and Louis 

A. Franceschini, which was completed as part of the American Association of School 

Administrators’ study on the school superintendency, offers further insights on 

superintendent job satisfaction and items that provide superintendents a sense of 

happiness on the job. 

Glass and Franceschini (2006) surveyed 1,338 superintendents, and among the 

highlights of the survey found that nearly 90% of superintendents say they feel very 

satisfied or satisfied in their positions. Among the top three factors for entering the 

superintendency were the desire to have a greater impact on student achievement, a 

strong desire to be in a leadership position, and an interest in the work of the 

superintendent. Glass & Franceschini (2006) found only 1.8% of superintendents to be 

very unsatisfied in their profession.  

Superintendents again stressed a high level of satisfaction in their profession as 

evidenced by Kowalski et al. (2010) in their “American School Superintendent 2010 
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Decennial Study.”  They reported superintendents were satisfied with their job, schools, 

programs, and employees in their current assignment. Further, superintendents indicated 

that they would follow the same career path if they had to do all over again. Kowalski et 

al. (2010) also noted that regardless of race or gender, superintendents expressed a high 

level of job satisfaction; 97% of all respondents indicated that they were very satisfied or 

moderately satisfied with their position. Similarly, superintendents reported a high 

probability they would choose the same career path all over again if given the chance: 

88.6% of males and 87.7% of females answered definitely yes or probably yes. Likewise, 

86.3% of the minority group and 88.6% of the nonminority group answered yes or 

probably yes. In “The Study of the American Superintendent 2015 Mid-Decade Update” 

superintendents again cited high job satisfaction. According to this report over 80% of 

superintendents report they would enter the profession again and while not as high over 

70% of female superintendents also report they would choose the career of becoming a 

superintendent.  

In another other study sent out from the Institute for Educational Leadership at the 

University of Northern Iowa to all 341 Iowa superintendents in 2009, superintendents 

again reported high responses of satisfaction in their profession. The survey included 

questions on overall job satisfaction, stress, and retirement plans. With a 59% response 

rate to the survey, the Institute for Educational Leadership learned that 92% of those who 

responded stated feeling still moderately or very satisfied with their job. Additionally, 

78% said they would probably or definitely become superintendents if they had to do it 

over. The Institute for Educational Leadership study also reported that the most satisfying 

aspects of the superintendent’s work were working with people; being part of the 
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community; seeing successes, achievements and overall good results of both students and 

teachers; and developing relationships and interrelationships with teachers, students, 

parents and school board members. 

Motivating Factors for Superintendents 

The superintendent position requires a person with a multitude of skills and 

talents, each equally demanding and complex. Unzicker, in his dissertation A Study of 

The Job Satisfaction of Nebraska Superintendents, cites Cooper and Fusarelli (2002), 

describing the superintendent’s job complexity stating, 

How can any one professional handle all the competing expectations: the 

need to be an ace administrator, competent manager, and somehow an 

instructional leader; to carry the torch for children and their teachers, 

while playing politics before the school board and community; to reassure 

staff inside the system while being spokesperson for public education 

outside in the community and state; and to respond to the demand for 

change while championing traditional education values? (Cooper & 

Fusarelli, 2002, p. 5)  

 

Ghezzi (2008) explains that the superintendency is a never-ending job and has 

expectations that some may consider exorbitant, especially to those who have committed 

their lives to the education leadership field.  Ghezzi (2008) states “taxpayers may decry 

the six-figure salaries, but CEOs in the private sector earn far more without having to 

contend with cacophonous and sometimes even riotous community members who wage 

harangues over superintendents’ pay levels and perks” (p. 11) Despite this, 

superintendents still find motivation and reward from their profession. Ghezzi (2008) 

notes superintendents expressing the ability to get out and achieve, to belong to a 

community, to support kids, and to change schools for the better as motivating influences 

superintendents enjoy within their profession. According to Solomon (2012), who 

reported on the “Public School Superintendent Salary and Career Report,” 
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superintendents still list personal commitment to public education, the capability to see 

the fruits of their labor, and the capacity to make a difference as key factors of motivation 

within their jobs. 

Patterson (2000) discusses that the superintendency is not just an occupation, but 

a way of life full of important professional and personal accomplishments with an 

opportunity to overcome challenges and perform demanding yet valuable work. Harris, 

Lowery, Hopson, and Marshall (2004) examined practicing superintendents’ perceptions 

of the importance of motivators and inhibitors that contribute to their decision to stay in 

the superintendency. Surveying 1,036 superintendents in the state of Texas, Harris et al. 

(2004) found ten factors superintendents reported as significant reasons for remaining in 

the superintendency. The factors are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 

 

Motivating Factors for Superintendents Remaining in the Superintendency 

Motivating Factors for Superintendents 

Remaining in the Superintendency 

Desire to make a difference 

Desire to positively impact people 

Professional challenge 

Personal challenge 

Ability to initiate change 

Increased salary and fringe benefits 

Support and encouragement from others 

Teacher of teachers 

Increased prestige and status 

Relocate to a desired location 

Note. Adapted from Satisfied Superintendents: A Case Study by Z. Kassebaum, 2011. 
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Another study conducted as a follow up to Glass and Franceschini’s 2006 mid-

decade report was completed by the American Association of School Administrators 

Center, which is the professional development arm of the AASA. The center released the 

“2007 State of the Superintendency Survey: Aspiring to the Superintendency.” In this 

survey, Sutton, Jobe, McCord, Jordan, and Jordan (2008) reported that those incentives 

that are currently motivating superintendents to pursue and remain in their positions are 

the same incentives that are motivating those who aspire to become superintendents. 

Among the incentives found in the survey for becoming a superintendent were making a 

difference, leading learning, addressing challenges building a team, managing the 

organization, working with students, working with staff, promoting accountability, and 

garnering prestige. Compensation was also identified as an incentive. 

In 1993, Wesson and Grady published the results of their research examining 

female superintendents from urban and rural school districts. Specifically, Wesson and 

Grady (1993) wanted to know if there were differences among the female 

superintendents’ leadership characteristics and their perceived sources of job satisfaction. 

Wesson and Grady (1993) also sought to discover the benefits accrued on the job, and 

their (females’) sense of self-fulfillment in the work place. Thirty-one superintendents 

were identified as working in urban population centers. The urban superintendents were 

distinguished by superintendents working in population centers of fifty thousand or more 

people. These urban superintendents were selected for phone interviews, while another 

thirty-one were chosen from rural population centers to participate in identical phone 

interviews. The study asked ten open-ended questions of both groups, and the results 
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demonstrated that the female superintendents, in both urban and rural settings, were 

motivated by similar factors in their profession.  

Wesson and Grady (1993) found both groups of superintendents’ job motivators 

centered on bringing about change, (“making a difference,” “being involved in change,” 

and “providing direction”). Both groups of superintendents saw the job benefits in terms 

of reaching out to others and creating a nourishing environment (“opportunity to work 

with a variety of people,” “achieving a career goal,” and “a chance for growth”). Both 

groups of superintendents saw their strengths in terms of connectedness and vision 

(“working with people,” “being able to communicate,” and “having a vision”). In one 

other study, Funk, Pankake, and Schroth (2002) sought to identify professional and 

personal characteristics and leadership styles in order to create archetypes of six 

exceptional female superintendents in Texas. The researchers were trying to identify 

similarities among the six women and sought insights on their backgrounds, beliefs, and 

relationships that would provide specific characteristic traits and outlines of an “overall 

profile for a successful female superintendent” (p. 1). The six women chosen for this 

research were either current superintendents or retired female superintendents. Each 

superintendent had been highly successful and either nominated or chosen as the Texas 

Association of School Boards’ Outstanding Superintendent of the Year award. The 

research revealed many leadership qualities and themes that defined the six female 

superintendents who participated in the study. One factor revealed motivation as a key 

contributor to their success as superintendents. Funk et al. (2002) cite in their research 

that the women were motivated by remaining committed to “doing the right thing” for the 

children and noted that “it was one of the more powerful traits that a superintendent can 
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have” (p. 9). Funk et al. (2002) also found motivation in making circumstances better for 

students, keeping to one’s principles, being responsible, doing what is right regardless of 

the circumstances, and refusing to compromise when student welfare is involved. These 

six female superintendents also drew motivation from their own initiatives, industry, and 

perseverance. 

Superintendent Stress 

The role of the superintendent has changed dramatically over the years and the 

contemporary superintendent is tasked with being knowledgeable in board relations, 

politics, personnel issues, crisis management, state and federal mandates, finance, and 

numerous public/community demands. Hawk and Martin (2011) report:  

The number of challenges faced by superintendents has soared in recent 

years and research has indicated the demands and pressures are caused by 

lack of funding for state legislated mandates such as NCLB, competing 

community and school groups, politics and bureaucracy, and the public’s 

perceived dissatisfaction with school performance, to name a few. (p. 364) 

 

Brunner, Grogan, and Björk (2002) discuss the evolution of the superintendency 

concluding that over the course of more than one-hundred years, the position continues to 

evolve; they explain that contemporary practice is affected by a range of issues, which 

continue to take on varying levels of importance from each state and district in the United 

States. Kowalski et al. (2010) explain that “the contemporary superintendent is expected 

to wear many different hats, and she or he is expected to know when to transition among 

the roles” (p. 23). These concerns are dynamic, and they influence what federal, state, 

and local policymakers expect from superintendents. What are the expectations for a 

current superintendent? In a recent Pennsylvania School Board Association 

Superintendent search, the job description was seeking a successful candidate who would 
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be a strong leader with the ability to delegate responsibility with focus and effectiveness 

while maintaining an environment of personal accountability. The candidate must 

demonstrate a sincere interest in the education and personal development of all young 

people and be skilled in providing equal educational opportunities for a diversified 

student body. They must have experience in school finance, budgeting and cost-

effectiveness strategies with the capacity to maximize human and financial resources. 

The job description continued, searching for a candidate who is knowledgeable and 

skilled in administrating school code, policies, and administrative procedures with 

consistency, while simultaneously maintaining a high standard of ethics with courage of 

one’s convictions. It also asserted that the candidate must be able to effectively 

communicate with and engage all district stakeholders to promote close cooperation 

between parents, teachers, and other school district staff.  

Leading as a superintendent in today’s society is possibly one of the most 

demanding careers. A superintendent has long hours, formidable challenges, and 

dynamics that are constantly changing. If one were to factor in the new issues facing 

public education such as reduced funding, more accountability, and the wearing away of 

local control, it becomes clear how substantial the stress of the job can be. These realities 

have enormous impact on the leadership capacity of all superintendents. As Wells (2013) 

states, “whether the job description is for principals or superintendents, there seems to be 

one overarching conclusion: the work has become increasingly stressful” (p. 33). 

Administrators are responding to new requirements for teacher and administrative 

evaluation, the Common Core Standards, and media coverage of published test scores 

and student achievement. These challenges are the expectations superintendents must 
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manage as they continue to wrestle with issues as diverse as budgetary constraints, 

changing demographics, and demands for strengthened teacher instruction.  

Glass, Björk, and Brunner (2000) reported in their study of the American School 

Superintendency that 53.7% of all men and women identified themselves as under 

considerable or very great stress. The level of stress appears to remain in place today as 

Glass and Franceschini (2007) reported in their Mid-Decade Study that, when asked 

about the stress that superintendents experience, slightly more than 44% of those 

responding indicated they were under considerable stress while that number rose to 59% 

when those under very great stress were included. In analyzing the information from the 

Glass and Franceschini (2007) study, the level of stress that superintendents have 

reported since 1980 has always remained strong and prevalent. Of those responding in 

1980, over 43% reported they were under considerable or very great stress; in 1992 the 

percentage increased to 50% of superintendents reporting considerable or very great 

stress levels in their position. Wells (2013) concurs with the previously documented 

literature concerning superintendent stress in her recent conceptual paper reviewing 

research findings about the stress principals and superintendents experience. Wells 

(2013) writes, “superintendent occupational stress, high job turnover, and vacancies in 

superintendency positions are widely reported in the literature” (p. 33). Conflict is 

endemic in the role of the administrators, who must balance the expectations of myriad 

and competing forces. The job of superintendents “has become exceedingly complex,” 

Wells (2013) analyzes in her report, “the superintendent faces new role identities and 

mounting and unrelenting pressures” (p. 33) that continue to add to an already stressful 

profession.  
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Farkas, Johnson, and Duffett (2004) wrote in their report Rolling Up Their Sleeves 

for The Wallace Foundation that:  

Superintendents endure high anxiety that comes with meeting the bottom 

line; they plow their way through a mountain of paperwork, balky 

bureaucracies, quarrelsome parents, pressure from special interests, the 

threat of lawsuits and inaccurate or sensational press coverage in leading 

their school district organizations. (p. 15)  

 

Farkas et al. discovered nearly universal agreement among superintendents, finding 98% 

saying that being a superintendent “is a high stress, high visibility job and those in the 

position have to be able to withstand a lot of heat” (2004, p. 15). The job comes with a 

host of expectations, yet limited resources. The demands on the school system have 

become such that while teaching good citizenship and appropriate socialization skills, the 

expectation is to ensure both physical and psychological health. All these goals are 

expected to be achieved while the resources, time, and funding continue to dwindle. 

Farkas et al. (2004) sum these thoughts up for many superintendents who believe they 

have become the target for all of those who feel as though specific needs are not being 

met. Superintendents are being tasked with surviving in a world of increased and almost 

unrealistic professional demands in orchestrating all that is required to run their school 

districts successfully. Whether it is “complaining parents, cumbersome special education 

laws, threats of litigation, high stakes testing, or unending bureaucracy, the job of the 

superintendent is sure to resemble a juggler with too few arms and too many balls in the 

air” (2004, p .15)    

Job Motivation/Satisfaction Theories 

 According to Pardee (1990) “motivation is such an important element in 

improving work productivity, every educational administrator needs to have a firm 
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understanding of how it relates to job satisfaction and reward systems” (p. 2). Pardee 

(1990) further states that “understanding job satisfaction and work motivation can be key 

elements to improving educational productivity” (p. 2). Derlin and Schneider (1994) state 

that the “two most widely recognized theories on job satisfaction are attributed to 

Abraham Maslow and Frederick Herzberg” (p. 64). Maslow spent most of his career 

promoting his hierarchy of needs theory. Under Maslow’s theory, a person needs to be 

satisfied at the basic level or have their lower order needs met before moving onto a 

higher order, or as Maslow termed, the highest level of self-actualization. Maslow’s 

theory is often referred to as a pyramid with the lower order needs located at the bottom 

of the pyramid and the higher order needs located at the top of the pyramid. Maslow 

identifies five levels of order along his pyramid. The levels moving from the lowest level 

to the highest are physiological, safety, love/belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. 

Maslow promotes his theory within a hierarchical order that people are motivated 

by a set of needs and that certain basic needs must be realized before one can become 

motivated to pursue higher order needs along the hierarchical chart. In Maslow’s 

hierarchical model lower order needs are sought to be satisfied first before one can move 

up the pyramid to fulfill higher order needs. Maslow believed that when a need is unmet, 

it demands the attention of the person before higher order needs can be pursued. Derlin 

and Schneider (1994) write in the case “where lower level needs are unmet, individual 

behavior is motivated by desire to satisfy the need that is most important at a specific 

point or period in time,”(p. 65) thus preoccupying a person from climbing onto higher 

order levels. Maslow’s theory while appearing rigid allowed for flexibility. This 

flexibility of Maslow’s theory is again cited by Derlin and Schneider (1994) when they 
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observe that Maslow noted in his work that it is rare when all lower level needs are 

completely satisfied, and it is “possible for a person to proceed up the hierarchy without 

absolute fulfillment of basic needs” (p. 65). Derlin and Schneider (1994) further state, 

“Maslow himself believed that for most individuals lower order needs are regularly 

satisfied and higher order needs are seldom met” (p. 65). Examples of an individual’s 

lower order needs include breathing, food, water, sex, sleep, homeostasis, and exertion. 

Moving to the highest level of needs where self-actualization would occur, Maslow 

describes this level as the point where a person is continuing to self-develop and achieve 

all that he or she is capable of becoming. Pardee (1990) identifies two key highlights that 

can be learned from Maslow’s hierarchy pyramid. First, Pardee (1990) states that “a 

satisfied need is not a motivator of behavior” (p. 9); secondly, he cites Hammer and 

Organ (1978) and explains, “to the extent that lower order needs become satisfied, the 

next higher-order level of needs becomes the most proponent detriment of behavior” (p. 

139).  

Maslow is not the only American psychologist renowned for his theory on job 

satisfaction; Frederick Herzberg is credited with creating what has become known as the 

motivation-hygiene-theory, also referred to as the two-factor theory. Herzberg (1968) 

writes that his theory was based upon the study of events in the lives of engineers and 

accountants. Maidani (1991) adds that Herzberg’s research was “designed to discover the 

importance of attitudes toward work and experiences, both good and bad, reported by 

workers” (p. 441). Herzberg further explains, “at least sixteen other investigations, using 

a wide variety of populations (including some in the Communist countries), have since 

been completed, making the original research one of the most replicated studies in the 
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field of job attitudes” (1968, p. 93). The studies produced the evidence for Herzberg to 

create his now famous two-factor theory. The research from these numerous studies 

produced data which, according to Herzberg (1968) “supports that the factors involved in 

producing job satisfaction (and motivation) are separate and distinct from the factors that 

lead to job dissatisfaction” (p. 56). Herzberg (1968) claimed that “both job satisfaction 

and job dissatisfaction needed to be understood on their own, separate from one another, 

and that each was not an opposite of the other” (p. 75). As Herzberg (1968) explains, “the 

opposite of job satisfaction is not job dissatisfaction but, rather no job satisfaction: and 

similarly, the opposite of job dissatisfaction is not job satisfaction, but no job 

dissatisfaction” (p. 56). According to Herzberg (1968), there are a variety of ways to 

motivate an employee. In the simplest terms, he proposes a theory that there are both 

environmental or hygiene factors as well as psychological or motivator factors that must 

be present for an employee to reach the highest level of his or her own capability. 

Herzberg (1968) built his theory focused on a two-dimensional paradigm of 

factors influencing people’s attitude about work. On one side of the paradigm are the 

hygiene factors, which are also extrinsic to the job, and they include company policy, 

supervision, work conditions, salary, relationship with peers, status, security, relationship 

with subordinates, and personal life. These hygiene factors are often associated with what 

Herzberg termed the avoidance of pain from the environment. Under this premise, 

Herzberg believed that “the stimuli inducing pain avoiding behavior are found in the job 

environment which include all the hygiene factors noted in the literature commonly 

referred to as the dissatisfiers” (1968, p. 76). On the other side of the paradigm are the 

motivator factors that are intrinsic, which include the work itself, recognition, 
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responsibility, advancement, growth, and achievement. The other set of needs identifies 

those factors that are the motivators and these factors are, according to Herzberg, “the 

stimuli for the growth needs are tasks that induce growth, in the industrial setting, they 

are the job content” (1968, p. 78). In examining the outcomes from twelve different 

investigations, Herzberg found the primary causes of satisfaction in the work place were 

related to motivators, while the primary causes of unhappiness on the job were hygiene 

factors. Herzberg (1968) conducted twelve separate studies that included “lower level 

supervisors, professional women, agricultural administrators, men about to retire from 

management positions, hospital maintenance personnel, manufacturing supervisors, 

nurses, food handlers, military officers, engineers, scientists, housekeepers, teachers, 

technicians, female assemblers, accountants, a Finnish foreman, and Hungarian 

engineers” (p. 57-58). Herzberg discovered that of “all the factors contributing to job 

satisfaction, eighty-one percent were motivators, and of all the factors contributing to the 

employees’ dissatisfaction over their work, sixty-nine percent involved hygiene 

elements” (p. 58). 

Gawel (1999) explains, “Herzberg’s theory identified those motivators that 

enriched a person’s job and these motivators (satisfiers) were associated with long-term 

positive effects in job performance while the hygiene factors (dissatisfiers) consistently 

produced only short-term changes in job attitudes and performance” (p. 2). Gawel 

summarizes Herzberg’s theory: 

Satisfiers describe a person’s relationship with what she or he does, many 

related to the tasks being performed. Dissatisfiers, on the other hand, have 

to do with a person’s relationship to the context or environment in which 

he or she performs the job. The satisfiers relate to what a person does 

while the dissatisfiers relate to the situation in which the person does what 

he or she does. (1999, p. 2)   
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Although Maslow’s and Herzberg’s theories are the most prominent in the area of 

job satisfaction, David McClelland’s motivational need theory, commonly referred to as 

the three-need theory, acquired-needs theory, or learned needs theory, is another often-

studied theory of achievement and motivation. Harrell and Stahl (1984) cite McClelland’s 

theory as “having a large body of empirical support with a substantial body of research 

that McClelland and his associates conducted over a span of twenty years” (p. 241). 

McClelland believed that a human being’s individual needs are acquired over time and 

are shaped by each person’s own life experiences. McClelland’s experimental work 

focused on recognizing different sets of motivators that were present in varying levels 

among the people he studied. McClelland believed the needs he identified were either 

socially acquired or learned. The degree to which any of the motivators were found 

depended on each individual and his or her background. McClelland conducted an 

experiment named the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT), which was created in 1938 at 

the Harvard Psychological Clinic by Henry Murray, and was featured in his book titled 

Explorations in Personality (Ratzburg, 2011). The Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) 

consisted of showing individuals a series of pictures and asking them to give brief 

descriptions of what was happening in the pictures. Murray initiated the study of 

personalities and sought information on individuals’ needs and motives; his Thematic 

Apperception Test (TAT) was the vehicle he implemented to gather his research.  

Ratzburg (2011) further explains that McClelland “the responses were analyzed in 

terms of the presence or absence of certain themes” (p. 37). Based upon his research, 

McClelland determined that people are mainly driven by three motives, which are 

achievement, affiliation, and power. McClelland believed every person has these three 
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motivating drivers, and based upon one’s own experiences, one of the three would 

become the dominating motivating driver. Harrell and Stahl (1984) describe persons with 

large achievement needs as being “attracted to work environments where they are 

personally responsible for accomplishing difficult, but feasible, goals and subsequently 

receive feedback information about their performance” (p. 242). Those identified in the 

need for achievement category also have a strong need for a sense of accomplishment and 

prefer assignments that allow them to demonstrate their skills and ability to problem 

solve. Harrell and Stahl report that if the need for affiliation is the dominant theme then 

one would observe people who are attracted to work environments “which involve 

developing and maintaining warm, friendly relationships with other individuals” (1984, 

p. 242). These types of people are motivated by the need to be liked and desire to be 

popular. They are mostly team players.  

The need for power is the final motivating driver McClelland identified in his 

theory. Harrell and Stahl (1984) depict the need for power as people who are “attracted to 

work environments in which they influence the activities or thoughts of a number of other 

individuals, usually in order to accomplish organizational or group objectives” (p. 242). 

Those who identify with the need for power desire to make an impact and have a fierce 

desire to have their ideas prevail. They also have a hunger for prestige and increased 

personal status. 

The literature reviewed showed that each theory has a dependence on intrinsic and 

extrinsic factors that motivate individuals. Each theory demands having some basic needs 

realized before proceeding onto any higher-level need. Pardee (1990) writes: 

The thrust of all motivational theories is that leaders/managers should 

carefully review what they are incorporating into reward systems. If the 
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rewards are predominately extrinsic factors, then all that can be hoped for 

are employees who are dissatisfied with their work. (p. 17) 

 

Pardee (1990) further expresses that “satisfying extrinsic needs is easy; however, the 

satisfaction is brief, and these types of needs are not additive in nature” (p. 17). The long-

term goal is to have a longer lasting period of satisfaction and, as Haimann (1973) writes, 

“it is perhaps best achieved when a two-way effort is aimed at the extrinsic areas and then 

at the development of motivation” (p. 244).  

Turbulence Theory 

Turbulence theory was created by Dr. Steven Jay Gross and stemmed from earlier 

collegial work with his colleagues at Temple University. These colleagues included a 

strong partnership with Dr. Joan Shapiro, who has written extensively on ethics and how 

they apply to ethical leadership, as well as decision making in education and 

organizations. Dr. Shapiro and Dr. Jacqueline A. Stefkovich discuss these topics further 

in their 2011 book entitled Ethical Leadership and Decision Making in Education: 

Applying Theoretical Perspectives to Complex Dilemmas. 

Shapiro and Stefkovich (2011) examine four kinds of ethics that have a direct 

impact on education and educational leadership. Dr. Robert J. Starratt is credited with 

bringing together the three paradigms of justice, critique, and care, while Shapiro and 

Stefkovich developed these ethics still further and added a fourth level or paradigm, the 

ethic of profession (Shapiro & Gross, 2013). 

Starratt (1994), and Shapiro and Stefkovich (2011), describes each ethic in the 

paradigm as follows: 

Ethic of justice. This ethic focuses on rights and laws and is part of a liberal 

democratic tradition. According to Delgado, it “is characterized by 
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incrementalism, faith in the legal system, and hope for progress” (Shapiro & 

Stefkovich, 2011, p. 11). This ethic raises questions such as: Is there a law or right 

that would be appropriate for resolving a particular ethical dilemma?; Why is this 

law or right the correct one for this particular case?; and, How would the law or 

right be implemented? 

Ethic of care. For the most part, this ethic has been discussed in modern times in 

greater detail by female scholars, who challenge the dominant, and what they 

consider to often be patriarchal, ethic of justice in our society by turning to the 

ethic of care for moral decision making. Discussions from this ethic’s perspective 

can lead to concepts of trust, loyalty, and empowerment. This ethic asks that 

individuals consider the consequences of their actions and decisions. It asks them 

to consider questions, such as: “Who will benefit from what I decide? Who will 

be hurt by my actions? What are the long-term effects of a decision I make today? 

If I am helped by someone now, what should I do in the future about giving back 

to this individual or to society in general?” (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p. 6). 

Ethic of critique. “This ethic asks educators to deal with the hard questions 

regarding class, race, gender, and other areas of difference, including: Who makes 

the laws, rules, or policies? Who benefits from these laws, rules, or policies? Who 

has the power? Who are the silenced?” (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p. 6). 

Ethic of profession. In resolving or solving an ethical dilemma, this ethic raises 

questions, including: What is in the best interests of the student? What 

professional organizations’ code of ethics should be considered? What does the 
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community think about this issue? What is the appropriate way for a professional 

to act in this particular situation (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p.7)? 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Multiple ethical paradigms. Adapted from Ethical Educational Leadership in 

Turbulent Times: (Re) Solving Moral Dilemmas by Shapiro and Gross, 2013, p. 7. 

 

Applying these ethical paradigms to solve dilemmas has been the major focus of 

this research. The paradigms are intended to be used by modern day educational leaders 

in sorting through the myriad of complex dilemmas they encounter each day. By 

employing these paradigms, Shapiro and Stefkovich (2011) suggest educators will 

become more familiar with their own perspectives and the perspectives they depend most 

on as they work through their ethical issues. Shapiro and Stefkovich discuss the need for 

a multilayered approach to solving the ethical dilemmas one faces in his or her 

profession. Even if a person tends to lean more on one ethic, it is healthy to consider and 

include the variety of models. Further, Shapiro and Stefkovich (2011) state, “the 

complexity of society and the positions we find ourselves in today require our educators 

to be prudent and as educators to think in a broad sense and reach past our own ‘self’ to 

comprehend others” (p. 7). In order to grasp turbulence theory and its relationship among 

these paradigms, it is necessary to understand the context of these multiple ethical 

paradigms.  
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According to Gross (2014), adding turbulence theory to these four ethics forms a 

theoretical framework that offers guidance to educational leaders as they seek to unravel 

and solve the complex dilemmas they encounter within their profession. Gross developed 

his turbulence theory while observing many schools and the problems they experienced 

with varying initiatives. Combining a life-long love for aviation and his own academic 

experiences, Gross continued to unfold his theory on turbulence and how it affected 

people, organizations, and their decision-making abilities. The marriage of Shapiro’s 

ethical paradigms and Gross’s turbulence theory became a natural union. Gross states that 

the ethical dilemmas many leaders face are aided greatly by the addition of the concept of 

turbulence theory. Gross writes that turbulence theory gives people the ability to analyze 

the issues they are trying to manage, as well as to contextualize their problems and 

develop answers or possible solutions to calm the waters. According to Gross there are 

four levels of turbulence one can experience. These levels make up the turbulence gauge, 

represented in the table 2. 

Table 2  

 

Turbulence Gauge 

Degree of turbulence   General definition    

Light Associated with ongoing issues, little or no                         

disruption in normal work environment, subtle signs 

of stress. 

 

Moderate Widespread awareness of the issue, specific origins. 

 

Severe Fear for the entire enterprise, possibility of large-

scale community demonstration, a feeling of crisis. 

 

Extreme Structural damage to the institution’s normal 

operation is occurring. 
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Another way to view turbulence is to think of an aircraft and the different levels of 

turbulence one could experience while flying. Gross (2014) describes the same degrees of 

turbulence as seen in Table 2, but use flight as the example to explain the varying levels 

of turbulence. 

• Light; little or no movement of the craft. 

• Moderate: very noticeable waves. 

• Severe: strong gusts that threaten control of the craft.  

• Extreme: forces so great that control is lost and structural damage to the craft 

occurs. 

When applying Gross’s turbulence theory, it allows one the capacity to evaluate the 

severity of the issues at the moment and time of occurrence. When an understanding of 

the level of turbulences is gained, it can provide for a better ability of organizing 

solutions to the issues under turbulence. The multiple ethical paradigms and turbulence 

theory become a system one can use to navigate through the dilemmas they experience. 

An analysis of the issue would occur first along with an assessment of the level of the 

initial turbulence. The next sequence would be a thoughtful process of working through 

the four ethical paradigms and deciding which ethic(s) (ethic of justice, ethic of care, 

ethic of critique, and ethic of profession) would best lead toward a solution. Finally, 

through this careful analysis and use of the ethical paradigm, a reassessment of the 

situation should show a lessened degree of turbulence. As Shapiro and Gross write, 

“determining the current level of turbulence and possible changes in turbulence helps 

scholars and practitioners make relevant predictions that can guide decision making” 
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(2013, p. 56). They explain that the cycle should offer flexibility and allow for thoughtful 

critique and explanations.  

To gain a deeper understanding of turbulence theory one must develop an 

understanding of the key variables that impact the levels of turbulence. These variables 

are positionality, stability, and the potential for cascading occurrences. In completing 

research for expanding his understanding of turbulence, Gross conducted various studies 

analyzing the position of people and objects in organizations to understand how one’s 

position impacted his or her perceived level of turbulence within the organization. An 

excellent example of his work was the study of leaves flowing over various banks and 

streams to see how the water’s flow impacted the object. Gross (2014) explains that the 

leaves moving along the streams and rivers were impacted by their position in the 

flowing water. Leaves traveled through different levels of turbulence depending on their 

location in the stream and the elements they encountered as they drifted down the stream. 

A leaf on the edge of the stream may have roughly traveled through the edge of its border 

being hampered as its course was altered by rocks, twigs, or other debris, experiencing 

severe turbulence in its travel because of its position. On the other hand, a leaf traveling 

down the center of the same stream may have glided effortlessly without any disturbance 

hindering its progress, thus having little or mild turbulence. 

Shapiro and Gross (2013) assert of the latter’s study, “position mattered in bodies 

of water and he soon found similar parallels in organizational turbulence” (p. 44). The 

significance and level of turbulence one experienced was impacted by his or her position 

in the organization. Using a school system as an example one can understand the impact 

of positionality on the level of turbulence. For instance, an elementary school announces 
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it will be increasing class sizes in the first and second grades from 20 students to 27 

students. This change will mean different levels of turbulence to different individuals. 

The students, teachers, parents, and principal, will each experience varying levels of 

turbulence based on their perspective positions within the organization. 

Shapiro and Gross (2013) also noted that “it is important to grasp the situation of 

individuals in the organization in a multidimensional fashion” (p. 45). This point stresses 

the ability to understand not only the individual’s turbulence, but also the degree of 

turbulence that a group of students may experience based upon the different groups that 

exist within the organization. Using the same class size example, females may experience 

different turbulence levels than their male counterparts if the class size was to increase 

from 20 to 27 students. English as Second Language students may experience a 

completely different level of turbulence under these same circumstances. Special 

education students may have another level of turbulence. These factors can play a role 

based upon the positionality of each group or individual.  

The second variable to consider with turbulence theory is cascading. Under this 

premise, as Gross (2014) explains, water picks up speed as it cascades. The turbulence of 

the water heightens as it gathers speed and moves forward or downstream. Keeping in 

mind the four levels of turbulence it is important to comprehend how one event can 

trigger others and cascade turbulence from a mild level to a severe level if attention is not 

paid to the potential for cascading. Looking again at the class size example, increasing 

from 20 students to 27 students could ignite a series of possible events. This change could 

alarm parent groups, and a petition to prevent this change could be presented to the 

school board at a public meeting where the media is present. Parents may become upset 
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and withdraw students and send them to a competing charter school. The teacher’s union 

could rally support within the community to pressure the school district to stop this 

practice. This combination of forces could cascade the initial turbulence from light to 

severe if an understanding of these dynamic forces is ignored. As Shapiro and Gross 

(2013) expound, “using turbulence theory in careful and thoughtful ways will provide 

educational leaders the ability to prioritize their response” (p. 47). 

The last variable to understand in Gross’s turbulence theory is the degree of 

stability. As Shapiro and Gross point out, “stability is defined by the relationship between 

the object and the dynamic forces confronting it” (2013, p. 48). The more stable the 

organization, the better it will withstand the effects of the varying degrees of turbulence it 

encounters. Again, examining the class size example, the stability of the school (or school 

district) could increase or decrease the turbulence level. If the school has a strong 

academic reputation, with a history of supportive parents, and a solid faculty with 

excellent communication supported by equally effective administrators, the likelihood for 

stability even while experiencing turbulence as class sizes grow is strong. However, if 

these factors do not exist, or if they fall on the opposite spectrum, then stability may be 

hard to maintain, and the level of turbulence could escalate to catastrophic levels.  

Gross (2014) determined that stability has three key elements. Stability is 

impacted by the forces they must interact with, and stability is not an absolute condition, 

but rather dynamic. Second, to keep stability requires flexibility and change. The last 

element of stability is understanding that all structures or organizations have a threshold 

they will give way too. These forces impact the level of turbulence people in the 

workforce face, and they all impact the rising or falling of the turbulence. Understanding 
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the positive implications of using turbulence theory in one’s organization will offer 

another way to assess and make predictions that can help educational leaders make 

thoughtful, informed, and useful decisions that can, as Shapiro and Gross write, “help 

leaders work with the conditions of the modern era” (p. 57). 

Summary 

Many factors influence the job satisfaction in any profession, and the life of a 

public-school superintendent is no different. In fact, the pressure and stress a 

superintendent of any school district experiences today is a reality of the job. Much has 

been written on the history of the superintendency and specifically how the profession 

has continued to evolve over the last century. The superintendent of today faces an 

enormous amount of scrutiny, in addition to both internal and external pressures that 

include, but are not limited to, public stakeholder groups; financial constraints; local, 

state, and federal mandates; and many contextual issues such as changing demographics, 

poverty, legal reforms, and an expected knowledge base that would make any CEO of a 

major corporation cringe. Despite these pressures, superintendents still insist that they are 

happy in their profession. While some demographics have shifted over the years, the 

profession of the superintendent has consistently reported those in the profession as being 

satisfied in their career choice. Impacting students in positive ways, building a team, 

experiencing new and interesting challenges, and using a wide range of skill sets are 

those responses as to why superintendents claim a satisfaction in their work. 

Superintendents continue to be motivated to remain in the career they have chosen and 

continue to describe those reasons for such drive as the ability to make a difference, 

experiencing personal and professional challenges, initiating change, and having an 
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occupation that is not simply a job, but a way of life. Lowery, Hopson, and Harris (2004) 

discuss these motivators and convey in their research that those motivators continue to 

remain significant causes of why superintendents pursue and stay in their profession.  

However, superintendents still recognize the element of stress and its impact on 

the profession, and how such stress has increased as the role of the superintendent has 

changed over the years. Being knowledgeable in finances; public relations; interpersonal 

skills; local, state, and federal law; and time constraint demands placed upon 

superintendents greatly contribute to the documented increase in superintendent stress 

levels. The profession has become more illuminated in the public arena and the 

expectations are high. This heightened level of turbulence creates an interesting, and little 

researched, topic among the profession of the superintendent. This study will shed some 

insight and knowledge as to how superintendents can benefit from an awareness of such 

increased turbulence in their work environments. This study will aim to provide new 

information on identifying those levels of turbulence experienced by superintendents and 

how such turbulence impacts their job satisfaction. Hopefully, recognizing and 

understanding the turbulent environment under which superintendents perform will allow 

for an increased understanding of those factors that cause turbulence. This more thorough 

understanding will inform both current and future practitioners of the impact such 

heightened turbulence has on a superintendent’s job satisfaction. Of all the research 

conducted on job satisfaction, little has been reported on the heightened turbulence 

superintendents continue to endure. This mixed-method study may provide significant 

information for future educational leaders with rich data and insights to successfully 

navigate the turbulent waters of the superintendent profession. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Assumptions and Rationale for the Design 

This mixed-method research study focused on identifying levels of turbulence 

superintendent’s experience in their profession, as well as the impact turbulence has on 

superintendent job satisfaction. Specifically, this study solicited participation and 

responses from current superintendents in the state of Pennsylvania using both survey 

(quantitative) and interview (qualitative) to collect data. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 

(2004) defined mixed-methods research as “the class of research where the researcher 

mixes or combines quantitative and qualitative research techniques, methods, approaches, 

concepts or language into a single study” (p. 17). The mixed-method approach “involves 

philosophical assumptions, the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches, and the 

mixing of both approaches in a study” (Creswell, 2009, p. 4). 

 Review of current literature revealed research on turbulence theory, but no 

current literature was found by this researcher that explored the impact turbulence had on 

the superintendent profession and specifically its impact on a superintendent’s job 

satisfaction. Additionally, no prior studies were found by this researcher using a mixed-

method approach involving turbulence theory and superintendent job satisfaction. The 

mixed-method approach is “more than simply collecting and analyzing both kinds of 

data; it also involves the use of both approaches in tandem so that the overall strength of 

the study is greater than either qualitative or quantitative research” (Creswell, 2009, p. 4). 

Therefore, using a pragmatic worldview of the superintendent professional, a mixed-

method approach was selected. The use of the mixed-method research “opens the door to 

multiple methods, different worldviews, and different assumptions, as well as different 
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forms of data collection and analysis” (Creswell, 2009, p. 11). The mixed-method 

research also allows for the use of a variety of methods, techniques, and procedures to 

select from, which most appropriately meet the needs of the research. “Finally, there is 

more insight to be gained from the combination of both qualitative and quantitative 

research than either form by itself. Their combined use provides an expanded 

understanding of research problems” (Creswell, 2009, p. 203). 

The intent of this sequential explanatory strategy mixed-method study was to 

identify the levels of turbulence experienced by superintendents and the impact 

turbulence has on superintendent job satisfaction. In this mixed-method study, survey 

was used to measure the relationship between turbulence levels and job satisfaction. 

Using the survey results, questions were developed to further explain the quantitative 

results by collecting qualitative data to further address the study’s research questions. 

Questions were also formulated for the qualitative portion of the study to address and 

further examine in detail the outcomes that arose from the quantitative data. The survey 

included a question asking those participants interested to answer “yes” if they agree to 

participate in the qualitative (interview) portion of the research study. From those 

affirmative responses candidates were chosen for the purpose of interviewing. The target 

goal for this research was to interview eight superintendents from a cross-section of 

geographic regions in Pennsylvania. This target goal was accomplished. The researcher 

planned for interviews that were to be forty-five minutes to no more than one hour in 

length. This goal was also accomplished. The questions asked were derived from the 

survey responses, and they include some open-ended questions that allowed for each 

interviewee to expand on those topics chosen from the themes that arose from the survey. 
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Turbulence and its impact on superintendent job satisfaction was explored using semi-

structured interviews with selected superintendent participants at their home school 

district central offices.  

This study used sequential explanatory strategy. There were two data collection 

phases with the quantitative data (survey) serving as the primary method that guided the 

research project, supported by the secondary qualitative method (interviews) used in this 

research. The sequential explanatory design was “used to explain and interpret 

quantitative results by collecting and analyzing follow-up qualitative data [,which is] 

especially useful when unexpected results arise from a quantitative study… the 

qualitative data collection that follows can be used to examine these surprising results in 

more detail” (Creswell, 2009, p. 211). Implementing the sequential explanatory strategy 

was chosen for two specific reasons. First, using this strategy model provided the 

researcher with the ability to control the size of the data collection samples, specifically 

the qualitative data source. Secondly, both “forms of data are not equal in size and rigor 

enables the study to be reduced in scope and manageable for the time and resources 

available” (Creswell, 2009, p. 216). 

This study focuses on the concepts of the environment, pressures, motivations, 

and expectations that superintendents experience in their profession. It also examines the 

issues that cause superintendents turbulence, turbulence’s impact on superintendent job 

satisfaction, and the levels of turbulence superintendents encounter in their profession. 

Furthermore, this study was designed to allow for semi-structured questions that provided 

the opportunity for the researcher to gather pragmatic data freely by conducting 
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interviews with selected individual participants and also gathering quantitative data 

through a large group survey.       

In examining the research that has been done on turbulence theory, few, if any, 

studies have focused on its impact on superintendent job satisfaction and how knowledge 

of this topic can improve the overall capacity of how superintendents perform and 

perceive their successes and failures. “Turbulence Theory recognizes complexity but is 

constructed to provide useful tools to help those employing it to flow with rapidly 

evolving change, thereby taking advantage of its benefits and minimizing its potential for 

harm” (Shapiro & Gross 2013, p. 51).   

The objective of the study is to garner a deeper understanding of how school 

district leaders in Pennsylvania gain satisfaction in their profession while traversing 

through varying levels of turbulence. From a qualitative perspective, using interview as a 

research method proved to be substantially beneficial as the researcher listened and 

analyzed the study-participants’ responses to the questions. This study takes advantage of 

the in-depth interview to gather its qualitative data. The interviews were conducted with a 

select number (8) of superintendents and each was asked the same set of semi-structured 

questions. The interviews were recorded by the researcher, who recorded responses as 

they were stated with pen and paper. It was decided to follow this line of interviewing to 

create the best atmosphere possible for the interviewee. Recording (audio) the interviews 

was considered, but after thought and research on conducting interviews, a more 

traditional (pen and paper model) was selected. “Although we have the capability to 

record a respondent in audio and/or video, most interview methodologists don’t think it’s 

a good idea. Respondents are often uncomfortable when they know their remarks will be 
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recorded word for word” (Trochim & Donnelly, 2008, p. 117). Further, Trochim and 

Donnelly (2008) discuss the need to keep the environment as natural and unobtrusive as 

possible during the interview. Therefore, a traditional model of interview was chosen for 

this research.  

This study sought to receive feedback from current superintendents, hear their 

viewpoints on their job satisfaction and the levels of turbulence they experience, and gain 

a deeper understanding of the turbulence phenomenon through one-on-one, in-depth 

interviewing, thus providing the rich, descriptive detail that this method of qualitative 

research allows. Survey was used for its ability to gather large amounts of data quickly 

and for the ease of administration in assessing opinions, perceptions, and attitudes. The 

Abridged Job Index was chosen for the quantitative research and is described in detail 

under the survey and instrument procedures section of this chapter. The survey also 

includes dichotomous-response-format questions to identity select characteristics of the 

respondents; i.e. gender, job experience, education level, salary, and age of participant. 

Role of the Researcher 

The motivation for this research study was developed from my interest in 

leadership and the pressures that leaders, specifically school superintendents, face daily. I 

have always been fascinated by those who ascend to leadership positions and have 

admired the varying styles each employs in his or her position. My own educational 

career began as a high school teacher where I was influenced by several mentors to 

pursue my advanced degree in administration. Upon completing my Master’s Degree in 

School Leadership, I actively sought to become a public-school administrator. 
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Fortunately, over the last twenty years I have gained tremendous experience 

working in the public-school system as an assistant principal in a high school and 

intermediate school, as well as a principal in an elementary school prior to becoming 

superintendent. My career path developed in the state of Pennsylvania and centered on 

four public school districts. It is this career experience in these decision-making positions 

where I have gained direct knowledge on the many leadership perspectives one must 

comprehend to be successful as a school administrator. The knowledge I received further 

piqued my interest in understanding what aspects of the profession provided satisfaction 

for school leaders, specifically school superintendents. Currently, as a practicing school 

superintendent, I have the good fortune of interacting and forming relationships with 

numerous peers in my profession. Every superintendent I meet has similarities and 

striking differences in how they lead. This area of “how” they lead has always piqued my 

curiosity, and I continue to be fascinated by the nuances and styles of leadership I 

observe in my colleagues. As the profession has become more intense, I have sought 

various ways to try and understand the many pressures and demands of the job. A 

superintendent today endures stress, long hours, financial constraints, competing special 

interests, and opinions from all stakeholders on how best to deliver the finest education to 

his or her community’s children. Despite these difficulties, research portrays most 

superintendents as happy in their position, undeterred by the whirlwind schedule and 

increased responsibilities. This researcher began to think of why superintendents 

expressed or appeared to be so satisfied in their profession, and thoughts of researching 

this topic began to come to the forefront of my plans as I pursued a dissertation topic for 

my culminating project. The benefit of participating in Dr. Joan Shapiro’s ethics course 
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and several courses instructed by Dr. Steven Jay Gross exposed me to the subject 

material on ethics and a particularly interesting theory developed by Dr. Gross referred to 

as turbulence theory. As I began to gain an appreciation for examining dilemmas in an 

ethical context and later learned to apply turbulence theory to my own dilemmas, I was 

hooked on its value. This researcher’s interest in leadership, its many facets of ethics, and 

turbulence theory began to shape a dissertation topic I believed would be worthy and 

interesting to complete. With twenty-three years of experience in teaching, athletic 

coaching, and public-school administration, and experience at every level along the K-12 

continuum, it was apparent to me that leadership would become the focus of my research. 

Further, having the good fortune to ascend to the position of superintendent has provided 

me with a unique and firsthand perspective of this key leadership position. The 

superintendent’s chair is similar to a rollercoaster amusement park ride in that there are 

many ebb and flow moments to the position. These ebb and flow moments made 

understanding turbulence theory, and the benefit of employing it appropriately within my 

profession, a key motivating factor in deciding to include it in my research project. My 

own personal interests, insights, and beliefs, along with an ever-growing awareness of my 

own leadership ethics, motivated me to pursue my research on the superintendent 

profession, the factors that contribute to its job satisfaction, and the turbulence that the 

position experiences. 

The mixed-method design was a natural fit for me and allowed me to examine my 

topic from several angles. It also provided me with varying forms of data to interpret, 

which allowed me to gain a keener insight into turbulence theory and my own profession. 
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My role as the researcher for this study encompasses gathering the data from the survey 

results, conducting the semi-structured interviews, and accurately without bias, reporting 

the data results. “Interviews are among the most challenging and rewarding forms of 

measurement” (Trochim & Donnelly, 2008, p.112), while surveys allow still another data 

tool that can be used in many ways. This researcher’s role was to locate and enlist 

cooperation of the respondents, explain the value of the research to each participant, and 

clarify any confusion the respondents may have experienced. This researcher refrained 

from any personal bias and explained the research study to all participants prior to 

conducting the interview. Responses were recorded with a pen and paper approach. 

Audio recording was avoided to remove restraint and encourage participants to freely 

speak when answering the questions. I maintained a neutral position when interviewing 

participants and also allowed participants to read interview transcripts upon completion. 

This practice was implemented to further validate my data findings. The survey method 

implemented the use of the internet for distribution. A complete list of superintendents in 

Pennsylvania was acquired from the Pennsylvania Department of Education list and 

every current Pennsylvania superintendent was e-mailed the survey. I used Google Docs 

as the source of distribution. A follow-up e-mail was sent to all Pennsylvania 

superintendents ten to fourteen days after the initial introductory e-mail to encourage 

participation and increase response rate.  

Survey Instrument and Procedures 

“More than fifty years ago, a team of researchers at Cornell University’s 

industrial psychology program began studying people’s work satisfaction, which 

ultimately culminated in the development of the Job Descriptive Index (JDI)” (Lake, 
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Gopalkrishnan, Sliter, & Withrow, 2006, para. 1). The Job Descriptive Index, introduced 

in 1969, has become the gold standard of job satisfaction scales (Lake et al., 2006). Since 

its introduction, the Job Descriptive Index has been revised on three occasions: 1985, 

1997, and 2009. The Job Descriptive Index is a self-administered measure of job 

satisfaction. The researcher was granted permission to use the form by Dr. Mike Zicker,  

Chair of the Bowling Green State University, Department of Psychology. The Job 

Descriptive Index assesses five subscales of job satisfaction. Each subscale is composed 

of six items (30 items total). The subscales are: opportunities for promotion, supervision, 

work on present job, pay, and people on your present job. The Job Descriptive Index also 

includes an additional scale, Job in General (JIG), which evaluates overall job satisfaction 

consisting of eight items.  

The Abridged Job Descriptive Index and the Abridged Job in General are the 

short form described here and was the survey used in this study. “The abridged versions 

maintain adequate reliability, while reducing the administration time” (“Job Descriptive 

Index,” 2017, para.7). The Job Descriptive Index and Job in General survey were 

administered online using Google Forms and should have taken no longer than 15 

minutes to complete. The Abridged Job Descriptive Index yields 30 responses and the 

Abridged Job in General yields 8 responses. Superintendents were asked a simple 

question in the survey: if they would be willing to participate in a follow up interview for 

this study. The positive response volunteers were contacted to conduct the interviews for 

the qualitative method of this research. 
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Construct Validity 

 In the manual for both the Job Descriptive Index and Job in General 

questionnaire, Brodke et al. (2009) included documentation of the development, validity, 

and reliability of the scales, as well as the proper administration, scoring, and 

interpretation of the scales. Internal consistency has been consistently shown to > .70 for 

all subscales. An extensive meta-analysis of the measurement properties of the Job 

Descriptive Index found that content, criterion-related, and convergent validity are well 

established (e.g., correlates as expected with turnover, and other job satisfaction 

measures). 

Population 

The purpose of this research is to investigate superintendent job satisfaction and 

identify turbulence levels that superintendents experience and how both turbulence and 

its varying levels impacted a superintendent and his/her job satisfaction. Naturally, the 

participants selected for this study were all current superintendents, and the research 

focused its study only on current superintendents working in the state of Pennsylvania. 

The research, being a mixed-method approach and using a sequential explanatory 

strategy, will require two forms of data for this research. The time period for the survey 

was February 9, 2015 through March 9, 2015. The survey was distributed by an e-mail 

notification to all Pennsylvania superintendents requesting their participation in this 

study. The semi-structured interviews took place following the analysis of the 

quantitative data, and the time period to conduct all interviews did not exceed a period of 

one month. Superintendents representing various geographic regions of the state of 
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Pennsylvania were requested to participate in the research study. Those regions were 

identified by geographic indicators included within the survey.  

The survey goal was to assess perceptions, attitudes, and opinions that 

superintendents have on their own job satisfaction and how turbulence impacts that 

satisfaction. As a result of participating in the survey instrument, insight was also gained 

on the levels of turbulence superintendents experience within their profession. The goal 

of the interviews was to gain as much insight and participant perspective from the 

answers this researcher was able to obtain. Glatthorn (1998) concurs with this reasoning, 

writing “interviews are conducted with individuals to ascertain their perceptions” (p.38). 

Ethical Issues 

This research study provided little to no risk to those who chose to participate. 

The likelihood of any injury or harm to participants was very low. The main risk to any 

participant is their opinions and beliefs on their profession being reviewed by this 

researcher from the qualitative data collected. The researcher conducted all the interviews 

and shared the data for research purposes only, and no identities were revealed in the data 

results. Some participants could have felt uncomfortable during the one-to-one interviews 

discussing their opinions, beliefs, and perceptions with the researcher. However, 

assurance was given to all participants that their identities would not be revealed beyond 

a possible geographic reference as to the school district’s general location in the data 

analysis section of this research. Results will only be discussed with appropriate 

professors and colleagues for research comprehension only. All identities will remain 

anonymous. The appropriate consent forms were given to all interview participants and 

Temple University’s Institutional Review Board protocol was strictly followed.  
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 Each participant was required to complete and sign the necessary Institutional 

Review Board consent form. Maintaining confidentiality was stressed to all participants 

and preserved. Data from all interviews was coded and known only to this researcher. 

The model for coding the interviews was established and followed accordingly as 

Superintendent 1, Superintendent 2, and continued consecutively until the last interview 

was completed. The numeric values will be known only to this researcher and will not be 

shared. 

Data Collection 

Data for this mixed-method study was collected from a survey and one-on-one 

semi-structured interviews. Both methods were completed under two data collection 

phases. Creswell (2009) affirms that the mixed-method approach is advantageous for a 

number of reasons. The researcher possesses the ability to gather data from two sources, 

over two separate collection periods. It is also attractive because the mixed-method 

provides both quantitative and qualitative data that provides the researcher two different 

perspectives. Having the two methods of collection added strength to the study and 

provided abundant information to analyze. The qualitative data was collected through 

semi-structured interviews that allowed for rich detailed discussion between the 

researcher and subject. Each participant in the study was interviewed at their place of 

employment, and all participants were asked the same set of questions. The interview 

questions had Institutional Review Board approval and consent. All participants 

completed the appropriate informed consent paperwork to partake in the one-on-one 

interviews. Confidentiality was assured, and the interview protocol strictly followed as 

described in Chapter 3. The interview was designed to gain knowledge on the subject’s 
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perspectives on superintendent job satisfaction, turbulence levels, superintendent’s 

experience, and the impact turbulence has on his or her profession.  

Follow-up questions were only asked for clarity or when answers were confusing 

to the researcher. The researcher administered the survey through the internet and  

Google Docs and invited all current Pennsylvania superintendents to participate. All data 

will remain confidential.  

Data Analysis 

As the data was collected for this sequential-explanatory-strategy mixed-method 

study, information was coded to arrange the themes and common ideas that manifested. 

Organization of procedures were separated into “quantitative data collection and 

quantitative data analysis followed by qualitative data collection and qualitative data 

analysis” (Creswell, 2009, p. 220). The quantitative survey was examined to identify 

statistical relationships between current Pennsylvania superintendents and their level of 

job satisfaction based upon the Abridged Job Descriptive Index and selected turbulence 

items that are included in the overall survey. Secondary factors analyzed for possible 

themes or specific statements were those included demographic items (e.g., age, gender, 

educational attainment, district size, and district type). Exploration of outliers, factors, 

and themes that arose from the quantitative data in the first phase were explored through 

the follow-up qualitative phase as inquiry questions were developed for the interviews. 

Then, in the conclusions or interpretation phase of the study, the researcher sought to 

discuss how the qualitative findings helped to elaborate on or extend the quantitative 

results (Creswell, 2009, p. 220). 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

 

The purpose of this study was to identify the levels of turbulence experienced by 

superintendents and the impact turbulence has on superintendent job satisfaction. There 

were four essential questions that the research was designed to answer: 

1. To what extent, if any, are Pennsylvania superintendents experiencing job 

satisfaction? 

2. What are the major factors that superintendents identify as contributing to 

experiencing heightened turbulence within their work and at what levels? 

3. Is there a relationship between turbulence and job satisfaction among 

Pennsylvania superintendents? 

4. Is there a relationship between demographic characteristics and turbulence or job 

satisfaction among Pennsylvania superintendents? 

Descriptive Statistics on the Sample 

Pennsylvania has five-hundred superintendents, and every superintendent was 

sent an email requesting his or her participation in this study. One hundred sixty-seven 

chose to participate, which indicated a response rate of thirty-three percent (33%). The 

demographic characteristics of the respondents are presented in Table 3.  

Table 3  

 

Demographic Characteristics of the Respondents 

Variable Frequency Percent of sample 

Gender 

    Male 

    Female 

    Missing 

 

125 

40 

2 

 

74.9 

24.2 

1.2 

Age 

    30 – 35 

    36 – 40 

 

3 

8 

 

1.8 

4.8 
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Variable Frequency Percent of sample 

    41 – 45 

 

    46 – 50 

    51 – 55 

    56 – 60 

    61 – 65 

    Over 65 

    Missing 

24 

41 

29 

41 

12 

8 

1 

14.4 

24.6 

17.4 

24.6 

7.2 

4.8 

.6 

Education level 

    Master’s 

    Doctorate 

    Missing 

 

67 

99 

1 

 

40.1 

59.3 

.6 

Time in district (in years) 

    0 – 5 

    6 – 10 

    11 – 15 

    16 – 20 

    21 – 25 

    26 – 30 

    Over 30 

    Missing 

 

68 

24 

22 

20 

6 

11 

10 

6 

 

40.7 

14.4 

13.2 

12.0 

3.6 

6.6 

6.0 

3.6 

Years as a superintendent 

    0 – 5 

    6 – 10 

    11 – 15 

    16 – 20 

    Missing 

 

85 

53 

20 

8 

1 

 

50.9 

31.7 

12.0 

4.8 

.6 

 

 

As shown in Table 1, males comprised the majority of the sample (74.9%), as 

well as those aged between 46 to 60 years of age (66.6%). In addition, many of the 

respondents held a doctoral degree (59.3%). Finally, most of those surveyed have been in 

their districts fewer than 10 years, and most have been serving as a superintendent for 

five years or less. Examining the Pennsylvania 2016-17 Professional Staff Summary 

Report which gathers data on Pennsylvania superintendents on characteristics that include 

salary, years of experience, gender, and level of education indicate similar results as those 

data collected for this study. Overall current Pennsylvania superintendents average 24 

Table 3, Continued 
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total years of experience in education, 10 years’ experience in their current school 

districts, and 8 years’ experience as superintendent. Currently, 73% are male and 27% are 

female. The average age of Pennsylvania superintendents is 53. 

Table 4 presents the demographic characteristics of the districts and schools 

represented in the sample.  

Table 4 

 

Demographic Characteristics of the Districts and Schools in the Sample 

Variable Frequency Percent of sample 

District type 

    Rural 

    Suburban 

    Urban 

    Missing 

 

89 

58 

19 

1 

 

53.3 

34.7 

11.4 

.6 

Size of district 

    1 – 999 

    1000 – 1999 

    2000 – 4999 

    5000 – 9999 

    10000 – 21000 

    Missing 

 

37 

46 

57 

21 

4 

2 

 

22.2 

27.5 

34.1 

12.6 

2.4 

1.2 

School district region 

    Region 1 

    Region 2 

    Region 3 

    Region 4 

    Region 5 

    Region 6 

    Region 7 

    Region 8 

    Missing 

 

6 

8 

13 

12 

8 

4 

14 

10 

92 

 

3.6 

4.8 

7.8 

7.2 

4.8 

2.4 

8.4 

6.0 

55.1 

 

More than half (53.3%) of the schools in which the participants are based are in 

rural areas with 34.7% in suburban areas. Few of the schools (11.4%) are in the urban 

areas. A majority of the districts serve between 1,000 and 4,999 pupils. The results 

demonstrate that most of the districts (34.1%) had pupils between 2,000 and 4,999 while 
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a number (27.5%) of the districts had between 1,000 and 1,999 pupils. However, few 

(2.4%) of the districts had pupils between 10,000 and 21,000 pupils. The findings also 

show that the majority of the school district’s (8.4%) were in region 7 which is 

representative of the northeastern geographic region of the state including Luzerne, 

Lackawanna, Susquehanna, Wayne, and Wyoming Counties. Other data showed (7.8%)  

of the school districts were in region 3 the southcentral geographic region represented by 

Huntingdon, Mifflin, Juniata, Perry, Cumberland, York, Adams, and Franklin counties. 

Another (7.2%) were located in region 4 located in the southwestern geographic region 

home to Beaver, Allegheny, Westmoreland, Somerset, Bedford, Fulton, Fayette, 

Washington, and Greene counties. However, few (2.4%) of the school districts were in 

region 6 representative of the Mid and South central geographic regions encompassing 

Blair, Cambria, Indiana, Centre, Clinton, Clearfield, Cameron, Elk, Potter, Jefferson and 

Armstrong counties. A low response rate of 55% was realized on the question asking 

superintendents to identify the school district region they were working. This low 

response rate was indicative of a poorly constructed question. Some superintendents 

understood the question was asking them to identify the geographic region of the state 

they worked in while other respondents did not understand the intent of the question. The 

Pennsylvania School Board Association organizes the state of Pennsylvania into eight 

geographic regions and inside of each region are the counties that comprise the region. 

The question should have included an example or a more detailed descriptive of the 

information requested which would have produced a hire response rate. 
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Research Question One 

The first research question focused on evaluating the extent, if any, to which the 

Pennsylvania superintendents who responded to the survey were experiencing job 

satisfaction. Job satisfaction among the superintendents was measured using the 

Abridged Job Descriptive Index, which is designed to measure employees' satisfaction 

with their jobs.  

The JDI is a “facet” measure of job satisfaction, meaning that 

participants are asked to think about specific facets of their job and rate 

their satisfaction with those specific facets. The JDI is comprised of five 

facets, including satisfaction with: coworkers, the work itself, pay, 

opportunities for promotion, and supervision. (“Job Descriptive Index,” 

2017, para. 5) 

 

All questions on the JDI required the respondent to answer with a “yes” or “no” 

response, with a third option being “cannot decide.” For the quantitative analyses, these 

responses were coded as “0” for a response indicating low job satisfaction, “1” for 

“cannot decide,” and “2” for high job satisfaction. Take, for example, the first two 

questions from the promotion sub-scale: 

Question 1: In relation to good opportunities for promotion, 59 respondents 

answered “yes” to the question, 80 answered “no,” and 17 answered “cannot decide.” The 

mean for this question is found the following way: (80 × 0) + (17 × 1) + (59 × 2)/ 156 = 

.87. 

Question 2: In relation to opportunities for promotion being somewhat limited, 64 

respondents answered “yes,” 75 answered “no,” and 10 answered “cannot decide.” The 

mean for this question is (64 × 0) + (10 × 1) + (75 × 2)/ 149 = 1.07. 

As such, an average greater than one would indicate a positive level of job satisfaction. 

The interpretation of the data for the two questions presented above is that the 
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respondents do not feel that the opportunities for promotion are favorable. Also, those 

surveyed were generally undecided regarding their opportunities being limited, although 

they do slightly disagree. The formula was then repeated for each Abridged Job 

Descriptive Index facet listed. 

Promotion. Table 5 contains the items that assessed the superintendents’ levels of 

job satisfaction in respect to the opportunities for promotion. 

Table 5 

 

Promotion Abridged Job Descriptive Index 

Promotion Mean Frequency Percentage 

  Yes No 
Cannot 

decide 
Yes No 

Cannot 

decide 

Good 

opportunities for 

promotion 

0.87 59 80 17 37.8 51.3 10.9 

Opportunities 

somewhat limited 
1.07 64 75 10 43.0 50.3 6.7 

Dead-end job 1.59 18 105 25 12.2 70.9 16.9 

Good chance for 

promotion 
0.83 54 79 15 36.5 53.4 10.1 

Regular 

promotions 
0.51 27 98 21 18.5 67.1 14.4 

Total .97       

 

As shown in Table 5, three of the four positively stated questions have means 

below “1,” with the fourth mean being slightly above “1.” As such, the data indicate that 

the superintendents are generally not satisfied with the opportunities for promotion. This 

is also indicated by the overall mean of .97. The major qualification for this statement is 

the item “dead-end job”; most of the superintendents indicate that the statement does not 
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adequately describe their jobs. Therefore, superintendents indicate that they are not 

satisfied with the opportunities for promotion, but that they also do not consider the job 

dead-end. 

Supervision. Table 6 presents the items that describe the superintendents’ 

satisfaction with supervision.  

Table 6 

 

Supervision Abridged Job Descriptive Index 

Supervision Mean Frequency Percentage 

  Yes No 
Cannot 

decide 
Yes No 

Cannot 

decide 

Praises good 

work 
1.47 113 38 10 70.2 23.6 6.2 

Tactful 1.23 92 55 12 57.9 34.6 7.5 

Influential 1.37 98 40 19 62.4 25.5 12.1 

Up to date 1.06 75 65 17 47.8 41.4 10.8 

Annoying 1.45 37 108 13 23.4 68.4 8.2 

Knows job well 0.97 65 70 22 41.4 44.6 14.0 

Total 1.26       

 

The results for supervision are more positive than for promotion. As shown in 

Table 6, four of the five positively stated questions have means above “1,” and the 

overall mean is 1.26. Moreover, the issue of whether supervision is “annoying” is 

generally denied by the respondents. The only slightly negative finding is that the mean 

for “knows job well” is below “1,” where more than half of the respondents indicate 

either “no” or “cannot decide”.  
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Work on Present Job. Data regarding attitudes toward work on the present job 

are presented in Table 7. 

Table 7 

 

Attitudes Toward Work on Present Job 

Work on present job Mean          Frequency        Percentage 

  Yes No 
Cannot 

decide 
Yes No 

Cannot 

decide 

Fascinating 1.26 91 50 17 57.6 31.6 10.8 

Satisfying 1.84 146 9 8 89.6 5.5 4.9 

Good 1.84 143 10 5 90.5 6.3 3.2 

Exciting 1.62 122 24 13 76.7 15.1 8.2 

Rewarding 1.88 147 7 6 91.9 4.4 3.8 

Uninteresting 1.90 5 146 6 3.2 93.0 3.8 

Total 1.72       

 

The data in Table 7 are clearly positive in relation to work on the present job. All the 

means are well above “1,” with three of them approaching the maximum value of “2.” In 

addition, only five respondents indicate that the job is uninteresting. 

Pay. Superintendents were requested to respond to their satisfaction with pay. 

These data are present in Table 8. 

Table 8 

 

Pay Abridged Job Descriptive Index 

Pay Mean Frequency Percentage 

  Yes No 
Cannot 

decide 
Yes No 

Cannot 

decide 

Barely live 

on income 
1.92 4 144 4 2.6 94.7 2.6 
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Pay Mean Frequency Percentage 

  Yes No 
Cannot 

decide 
Yes No 

Cannot 

decide 

 1.88 7 139 4 4.7 83.2 2.4 

Well paid 1.22 91 57 8 58.3 36.5 5.1 

Underpaid 1.23 57 92 4 37.3 60.1 2.6 

Comfortable 1.73 131 18 5 85.1 11.7 3.2 

Enough to 

live on 
1.45 106 38 7 70.2 25.2 4.6 

Total 1.57       

 

The respondents’ satisfaction with pay is generally positive. Most perceive that their pay 

permits a comfortable life, and most agree that they have enough to live on. They are less 

positive when they are asked if they are well paid. 

People on Present Job. The superintendents were requested to respond about the 

people on their present jobs and how these people affect their job satisfaction. These data 

are presented in Table 9. 

Table 9 

 

People on Present Abridged Job Descriptive Index 

People on 

present job 
Mean Frequency Percentage 

  Yes No 
Cannot 

decide 
Yes No 

Cannot 

decide 

Boring 1.97 2 155 1 1.3 98.1 0.6 

Slow 1.76 17 137 4 10.8 86.7 2.5 

Responsive 1.75 139 17 7 85.3 10.4 4.3 

Smart 1.85 146 9 6 90.7 5.6 3.7 

Table 8, Continued 
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Lazy 1.82 11 141 6 7.0 89.2 3.8 

Frustrating 1.35 44 99 14 28.0 63.1 8.9 

Total 1.75       

 

As shown in Table 9, the respondents are clearly satisfied with the people on the 

present job. All the means are above “1,” with several of them approaching the maximum 

value of “2.” 

Job in General. The JDI asks the respondents to rate the job in general. These 

data are presented in Table 10.  

Table 10 

 

Job in General Abridged Job Descriptive Index 

Job in general Mean Frequency Percentage 

  Yes No 
Cannot 

Decide 
Yes No 

Cannot 

Decide 

Good 1.85 147 11 2 91.9 6.9 1.3 

Undesirable 1.86 9 145 4 5.7 91.8 2.5 

Better than 

most 
1.58 122 31 5 77.2 19.6 3.2 

Disagreeable 1.70 20 132 7 12.6 83.0 4.4 

Makes me 

content 
1.41 108 43 7 68.4 27.2 4.4 

Excellent 1.30 96 48 16 60.0 30.0 10.0 

Enjoyable 1.73 136 17 9 84.0 10.5 5.6 

Poor 1.94 4 151 1 2.6 96.8 0.6 

Total 1.67       

Table 9, Continued 
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As shown in Table 10, the respondents are typically satisfied with the job in 

general. The results demonstrated that most of the respondents were satisfied with their 

jobs. With one exception, the overall means for the various areas were well above “1.” 

The only exception was in the area of promotion, where the mean was below “1” as were 

most of the individual questions.  

Research Question Two 

The second research question focused on the major factors that superintendents 

identify as contributing to heightened turbulence with their work. The research question 

also elaborated in detail the levels that the superintendents experienced with turbulence in 

their work. The various areas were rated on a 5-point Likert scale in which higher means 

indicate a greater degree of turbulence. These data are presented in Table 11.  

Table 11 

 

The Factors and Levels of Work Turbulence 

Area None 

(1) 

Light 

(2) 

Moderate 

(3) 

Severe 

(4) 

Extreme 

(5) 
Mean 

As a result of the high visibility 

that the job has 
5 43 89 7 19 2.88 

During disagreements with 

board directors on the daily 

operations of the district 

17 70 56 13 6 2.51 

During central administration 

meetings 

 

42 93 27 0 1 1.93 

Speaking to the press/media 

 
21 76 52 11 3 2.38 

Working with my board of 

directors 

 

18 63 64 12 5 2.52 

Discussing legal issues with the 

public or board of directors 
19 67 65 8 3 2.44 

Staying employed in my 

current position 
52 68 30 9 4 2.05 
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Area None 

(1) 

Light 

(2) 

Moderate 

(3) 

Severe 

(4) 

Extreme 

(5) 
Mean 

Making independent decisions 

on financial matters 
14 65 62 19 3 2.58 

Disciplining another 

administrator or teacher 
13 49 63 32 6 2.81 

Finding time for my family 8 44 58 15 36 3.04 

Attending school or community 

events 

 

21 59 64 14 4 2.51 

Speaking in public 44 74 37 7 0 2.04 

Managing/creating/overseeing 

the district budget 
8 51 61 14 29 2.94 

Implementing state mandates 3 28 69 11 52 3.25 

Negotiating collective 

bargaining agreements 
2 35 61 22 42 3.29 

 

Using the mean of “3” as the threshold point for an area of at least moderate turbulence, 

the data in Table 11 indicate that there are three areas that reach this level: negotiating 

collective bargaining agreements (3.29); implementing state mandates (3.25); and finding 

time for my family (3.04). All other means are below “3,” with the lowest mean being for 

“during central administration meetings” (1.93). Overall, the respondents indicate that the 

turbulence level is generally moderate or less.  

Research Question Three 

The third research question was developed to evaluate whether turbulence is 

related to job satisfaction. A correlation analysis was performed to test the relationship 

between turbulence and job satisfaction. As an additional analysis, a total job satisfaction 

score was computed by summing all the scales of the JDI. In addition, a total turbulence 

score was computed by summing all the types of turbulence. These correlations are 

presented in Table 12. 

Table 11, Continued 
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Table 12 

 

Correlations with Total Turbulence 

Job satisfaction 
Pearson correlations with 

total turbulence 
Significance 

Promotion -.130 .131 

Supervision -.146 .077 

Work on present job -.099 .230 

Pay -.289 .001 

People on the job -.192 .020 

Job in general -.211 .011 

Total satisfaction -.280 .002 

 

As shown in Table 12, total turbulence correlates significantly and negatively with total 

job satisfaction (-.280), indicating that superintendents who are under higher levels of 

turbulence report lower levels of job satisfaction. The correlations with the separate areas 

indicate that this is primarily true for pay, people on the job, and the job in general. 

Research Question Four 

The fourth research question focused on examining if there was a significant 

relationship between participants’ demographic characteristics and work turbulence or 

job satisfaction. Correlations with the variables for which this analysis is appropriate are 

presented in Table 13. 

Table 13 

 

Correlations with Demographic Variables 

 Gender Age 
Size of 

district 

Time in 

district 

Years as a 

superintendent 

Promotion 

 
.053 .055 .019 -.012 -.025 

Supervision 

 
-.043 -.018 .067 -.088 -.032 

Work on 

present job 
.059 -.022 .014 -.041 .155 

Pay -.099 -.068 .213* .052 .168* 
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 Gender Age 
Size of 

district 

Time in 

district 

Years as a 

superintendent 

People on 

job 

 

-.086 .087 .152 .072 .141 

Job in 

general 

 

-.068 .017 .023 -.160 .131 

Total 

satisfaction 
.006 .061 .126 -.014 .115 

Total 

turbulence 
.066 -.204* -.117 -.020 -.095 

 

As shown in Table 13, there are few significant correlations with job satisfaction or 

turbulence. The three correlations that are significant are: 

• Older superintendents report a lower level of turbulence 

• Superintendents from larger districts are more satisfied with their pay 

• Superintendents with more years on the job are more satisfied with their pay 

While these three correlations are statistically significant, none of them would be 

considered large as this is currently defined in the statistical literature. Overall, therefore, 

there are very few meaningful relationships between these demographic variables and job 

satisfaction or turbulence.  

To investigate whether district location influences either satisfaction or 

turbulence, one-way ANOVAs were computed. There were two significant results, which 

were “satisfaction with pay” and “people on the job.” These results are presented in 

Tables 14 and 15. 

 

Table 13, Continued 



75 
 

Table 14 

 

Means and Standard Deviations for Satisfaction with Pay 

 Mean Standard deviation 

Rural (n = 80) 1.49 .45 

Suburban (n = 49) 1.72 .31 

Urban (n = 17) 1.49 .39 

 

F = 5.629, p = .004, partial eta squared = .006.  

As shown in Table 14, superintendents in rural districts and urban districts are less 

satisfied with their pay as compared to superintendents in suburban districts. While the 

result is significant, the effect size is very small.  

 

Table 15 

 

Means and Standard Deviations for Satisfaction with People on the Job 

 Mean Standard deviation 

Rural (n = 86) 1.77 .40 

Suburban (n = 52) 1.82 .32 

Urban (n = 19) 1.44 .57 

 

F = 6.615, p = .002, partial eta squared = .002. 

For people on the job, the superintendents in urban districts are less satisfied than 

superintendents in either rural or suburban districts. As before, the effect size is small.  

 To investigate whether education had an effect, similar one-way ANOVAs were 

computed. There were two significant results: for pay and for total turbulence.  

Table 16 

 

Means and Standard Deviations for Pay 

 Mean Standard deviation 

Master’s (n = 61) 1.47 .42 

Doctoral (n – 85) 1.64 .39 

 

F = 5.519, p = .020, partial eta squared = .003. 
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Table 17 

 

Means and Standard Deviations for Total Turbulence 

 Mean Standard deviation 

Master’s (n = 64) 41.53 9.32 

Doctoral (n= 91) 37.59 8.79 

 

F = 7. 876, p = .006, partial eta squared = .013. 

 

As shown in Tables 16 and 17, superintendents with master’s degrees have lower levels 

of satisfaction with their pay and report higher levels of turbulence. As before, the effects 

are small. 

Interview Data 

After the quantitative data were reviewed, an interview protocol was developed as 

a follow-up to extend and clarify the quantitative results. The data produced from the 

interviews were analyzed and coded, and themes were identified to comprehend the 

findings. The study was conducted using semi-structured interviews according to the 

methodology noted in Chapter 3 under Assumptions and Rationale for the design, and 

each interview was then transcribed. Data were collected from September 1, 2017 to 

September 30, 2017. The purpose of the interviews was to gather data from the 

participants in response to the research questions presented to them. The interviews 

ranged from 25 to 40 minutes in length. Upon completion of the interviews, transcription 

of the responses was reviewed, and later the use of the Van Kaam (1998) method of 

analysis of phenomenological data was applied. There were four primary questions used 

in the interviews: 

1. Consider your job as superintendent and then describe for me the level (if any) of 

job satisfaction you experience in your position. 
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2. Discuss the factors that impact your level of job satisfaction. 

3. Now think about the many roles and responsibilities you have as superintendent 

and discuss how your level of job satisfaction changes as you navigate each role 

and responsibility. 

4. Now think about those roles and responsibilities and describe which produce 

heightened turbulence for you. 

Participant Overview  

As the reader prepares to review the information, it would be beneficial to 

comprehend the background information on those superintendents that agreed to 

participate in the study. The personal, demographic, and educational information of the 

participants will provide perspective and contextual data, allowing the reader to have 

some sense of each superintendent’s views and environments. The beginning of the 

chapter includes a professional biographical sketch of each of the eight superintendents 

interviewed. Trochim and Donnelly state that “qualitative research excels at generating 

detailed information to tell stories” (2008, p. 143). 

Therefore, in attempting to describe the experiences of each superintendent, 

phenomenology was used because of its dedication to the descriptions of experiences 

rather than examinations or investigations. “Phenomenological research uses the analysis 

of significant statements, the generation of meaning units, and the development of an 

essence of description” (Creswell, 2009, p. 184). As a result, the descriptions offered are 

as close to their intended meanings as possible. The background information presented is 

shared to provide a limited perspective of each participant. The descriptive data included 

the factors previously identified on the quantitative survey. The target goal was an N 
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factor of eight, which was identified in the rationale for the design and was achieved. A 

cross-section of geographic regions was sought and attained as the eight superintendents 

represented the northeast, southeast, central, southwest, and northwest geographic regions 

throughout the state of Pennsylvania. The background data on each participant below 

coincide with the descriptive data outlined in the quantitative survey that was completed. 

Participants’ quotes will be cited, allowing for the appropriate perspective to be shared by 

the reader. Additionally, strict procedures were followed to maintain the direct, unaltered 

quotes of each participant that support the resulting themes that emerged from the 

research. 

Superintendent 1 is a female with 31 years of experience in education, with the 

last 15 as superintendent in her current district. Her school district is settled in a suburban 

community and has a student population of 3,900. She holds a doctorate and is 59 years 

old.  

Superintendent 2 is a female with 22 years of experience in education, with the 

last six years of experience in her current position. Her school district is settled in a rural 

community and has a student population of 450 students. She is 48 years old and holds a 

master’s degree. 

Superintendent 3 is a male with 22 years of experience in education, the last four 

of which he has served as superintendent in his current district. His school district is in a 

rural community with 2,100 students. He is 54 years old and holds a doctorate.  

Superintendent 4 is a male with 26 years of experience in education, the last 14 of 

which he has been the superintendent of his current district. His school district is in a 

suburban community with 3,400 students. He is 49 years old and holds a doctorate. 
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Superintendent 5 is a male with 26 years of experience in education, the last two 

of which he has been superintendent of his current district. His school district is in a 

suburban community with 5,400 students. He is 55 years old and holds a doctorate. 

Superintendent 6 is a female with 28 years of experience in education, the last 

five of which she has spent serving as the superintendent in her current district. Her 

school district is in an urban community with 1,400 students. She is 56 years old and 

holds a master’s degree. 

 Superintendent 7 is a male with 27 years of experience in education while serving 

as a superintendent in his current district for the past three. His school district is an urban 

community with 5,900 students. He is 61 years old and holds a doctorate. 

Superintendent 8 is a male with 24 years of experience in education while serving 

as a superintendent in his current district for the past two. His school district is a 

suburban community with 9,900 students. He is 52 years old and holds a doctorate. 

Table 18 

 

Superintendent Descriptive Data 

Participant Gender Age Years as 

superintendent 

Years 

in 

district 

District 

size 

District 

type 

Educational 

level 

Superintendent 

1    

Female 59 15 31 3,900 Suburban Doctorate 

Superintendent 

2 

Female 48 6 6 450 Rural Master’s 

Superintendent 

3 

Male 54 4 2 2,100 Rural Doctorate 

Superintendent 

4 

Male 49 18 14 3,400 Suburban Doctorate 

Superintendent 

5 

Male 55 6 4 5,400 Suburban Doctorate 

Superintendent 

6 

Female 56 5 28 1,400 Urban Master’s 
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Participant Gender Age Years as 

superintendent 

Years 

in 

district 

District 

size 

District 

type 

Educational 

level 

Superintendent 

7 

Male  61 8 3 5,900 Urban Doctorate 

Superintendent 

8 

Male 52 7 2 9,900 Suburban Doctorate 

 

 

Data Collection  

Interviews were conducted with the eight participants over the course of one 

month. Each participant was interviewed individually and had indicated a willingness to 

participate in the interview process by acknowledging an affirmative reply on the earlier 

quantitative survey. Creswell (2009) encourages this method, stating, “the analysis of the 

data and its results can be used to identify participants for qualitative data collection in a 

follow-up phase’’ (p. 208). The quantitative survey results were analyzed and studied to 

consider possible themes and trends; this information was studied to develop the four 

open-ended questions for the qualitative portion of this sequential explanatory research 

study. The intent was to have the qualitative data build upon the findings of the initial 

quantitative results. Creswell (2009) explains that a sequential explanatory design “is 

typically used to explain and interpret quantitative results by collecting and analyzing 

follow-up qualitative data” (p. 211).  

Data Analysis 

Preliminary coding of the qualitative data was initially completed by hand coding 

the qualitative transcripts and organizing them categorically. Using a simple coding table 

that represented the eight participants’ responses, major ideas, patterns, and themes were 

chronicled and categorized into identifiable themes. This open coding created data that 

Table 18, Continued 
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were filtered into groupings and patterns. Through a recurring reviewing and reflection 

process, I was able to gather the data in a sequenced fashion and organize the initial 

evidence into finalized categories and themes. Further data analysis was completed for 

validity, referencing the modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis. Interviews 

were analyzed using this method and referring to its series of steps: 

1. Listing all expressions relevant to the experience (horizontalization). 

2. Using reduction and elimination to determine the invariant constituents. 

3. Clustering and thematizing the invariant constituents, seeking those 

invariant experiences that are related into a thematic label. 

4. Concluding validation by examining the themes against the data and 

removing those that did not reflect relevance. 

5. Completing individual text descriptions. 

6. Completing individual structural descriptions by seeking participant 

experiences and thoughts on the phenomenon. 

7. Using textural-structural description for the meanings and essences of the 

seeking to incorporate those invariant constituents and themes. 

8. Creating a composite description for representing the group information. 

Findings 

Interview Question 1. Consider your job as superintendent and then describe for 

me the level of job satisfaction you experience in your position. 

Finding 1. Superintendents expressed high satisfaction in their current positions. 

Each superintendent interviewee strongly stated that he or she is satisfied in the position 

and spoke of the many factors that produced satisfaction in the job. Each superintendent 
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gave reasons for his or her satisfaction and those examples included helping students, 

implementing programs, interacting with people, helping people, and seeing progress 

made toward goals.  

The first finding that was discovered through the interviews was the enthusiastic 

manner in which every superintendent responded when asked the first question, which 

asked him or her to describe how satisfied he or she was in the position of superintendent. 

It was abundantly clear that they enjoyed their profession and were satisfied in their 

positions. The common themes that arose were aiding children, helping in the 

community, working with and interacting with people, being part of progress, and 

implementing successful programs. They openly shared their satisfaction and eagerly 

spoke with me about it. All eight superintendents described their satisfaction in their jobs 

as being high and spoke of truly loving what they do every day. 

Superintendent 2. “This is the best job I have ever had! I feel like I can really 

impact children and that I can be student focused and lead the adults in my district to be 

student focused, and we can really make a difference for the children that we have. I love 

watching this process unfold and I cannot think of a better place to be.” 

Superintendent 4. “I have very high job satisfaction. I enjoy going to work every 

day. I think, especially over time, I can observe measurable progress as far as the place - 

the organization where I work, so I would say that I find myself highly satisfied in the job 

I work.” 

Superintendent 5. “I am really, really satisfied at the moment. I love the work, I 

love working with teachers, administrators, and I even enjoy working with my board. I 

can say I am profoundly satisfied in my current position as superintendent.” 
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Superintendent 7. “My job satisfaction on a scale of one to ten is a ten! My job 

satisfaction comes from changing the world for kids.”   

The superintendents all indicated satisfaction in their jobs. This theme is 

supported by the available research, which according to Kowalski, McCord, Petersen, 

Young, and Ellerson (2010) in their American School Superintendent 2010 Decennial 

Study, reported overall high satisfaction by superintendents in their positions. Over 90% 

of those that responded to their study claimed that they were satisfied or moderately 

satisfied with their positions as school superintendents. Finnan, McCord, Stream, 

Mattocks, Peterson, and Ellerson (2015) further investigated that earlier study by 

conducting the Study of the American Superintendent: 2015 Mid-Decade Update. Their 

study had 851 respondents and, while the level of satisfaction appeared to have fallen to 

82%, they still favorably claimed to be satisfied in their positions as superintendents.  

However, in the same report, superintendents were asked if they were satisfied 

with their career choices. Overwhelmingly, 73.8% report being very satisfied and 22.8% 

satisfied in their career choices as superintendents. Further evidence in the same study 

revealed 74.7% of males reported being very satisfied in their career choices while 

another 22.1% claimed to be somewhat satisfied in their career choices. Women also 

reported similar results with 71.7% stating they are very satisfied in their career choices 

and 24.8% indicating they are somewhat satisfied. 

Superintendent 8. “I feel so fortunate to wake up every day and not dread going to 

work. I have a profession that allows me to contribute to helping children, and there is no 

higher calling. I receive tremendous satisfaction in my profession and understand how 

blessed I am to work in an environment that is always helping and giving back.” 
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The second theme and common threads identified included those items that each 

superintendent discussed that helped them feel satisfied in their jobs. These involved 

being active in the community, helping students achieve success, building personal 

relationships, and helping students and the district realize progress. 

Superintendent 1. “So, to be honest with you, that is the greatest satisfaction to me 

about why we are superintendents, and to be able to oversee and bring programs and 

services together to meet the needs of all students and make sure they are successful. I 

think also along with that would be community satisfaction feeling that their sense of 

sending their students to a quality school district. So, the community relationships that I 

have with our community at events, grocery stores, wherever I run into them and the 

feeling of appreciation that I get from the community brings a lot of satisfaction to me 

that I am doing a good job and moving the district forward.” 

Superintendent 3. “It is very satisfying for me to see us accomplish things. Maybe 

it is a curriculum revision or building project and to see the fruit of those things and to 

see our kids benefit from them, and to be able to do what I can do to be able to reach out 

and help the community in a positive way and those things make things very satisfying 

for me in my job.” 

Ellerson et al. (2015) note in their current study that maintaining good community 

relationships is a wise decision by superintendents. The emphasis a school board places 

on the superintendent’s role as a community leader is viewed by 68.4% of school board 

members as being very important and 27.3% of board members report it as being 

somewhat important. The literature reviewed for this study also supports the themes 

identified as providing satisfaction to superintendents. Each superintendent expanded on 
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aspects of his or her job that gave each person satisfaction and as Harris et al. (2004) 

discovered, helping people, reshaping children’s lives, desiring to make a difference, 

initiating change, and aspiring to positively impact people are still key items that the 

superintendents I interviewed reported as providing them satisfaction in their job today. 

Interview Question 2. Discuss the factors that impact your level of job 

satisfaction. 

Finding 2. Superintendents identified three major themes impacting their level of 

job satisfaction. Those themes were board relations, personnel relations, and goal 

accomplishments. From these themes, superintendents related what factors influenced the 

satisfaction they experienced in their jobs. No superintendent ranked any one component 

higher than another, but rather discussed various items and factors that they explained as 

having implications for their overall job satisfaction. All eight superintendents spoke in a 

positive fashion about the topics that created a sense of value for them and affected their 

job satisfaction. 

Superintendents believe firmly that they realize satisfaction from their position 

and see themselves in an occupation that allows for many positive opportunities within 

their profession. This is despite the fact that the job is constant and demanding, as Ghezzi 

(2008) noted in the literature previously cited. The superintendency is a 24-hour job with 

expectations that often appear unreasonable, especially for those who have dedicated 

their lives to the career. Regardless, superintendents still find motivation and reward in 

their professional lives.  

Sutton et al. (2008) reported that the most significant reason people already in or 

seeking to join a career in superintendency chose their specific paths was because of the 
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opportunity for improving the instruction of and learning for students. Other incentives 

included making a difference, working with students, working with staff, building a team, 

leading learning, and addressing challenges. These incentives produced satisfaction 

among the superintendent ranks. Each item demonstrates a connection to the three themes 

identified with this question and the subsequent superintendent responses. 

Superintendents conversed about building their team or teams. Those interviewed 

discussed the satisfaction they received from building their board and administrative 

teams, the joy they encountered working with colleagues, the sense of success they 

discovered accomplishing goals that helped students, and the success of bringing in 

programs that made a difference for kids. 

Superintendent 2. “I have built my administrative team. We have been able to hire 

every administrator that works with me, and I think that makes a big difference. I think 

we all have similar values and you know we have been able to impact the teaching and 

learning, which is a big factor contributing to my satisfaction as superintendent. The 

board has supported our choices and allowed us to hire our leadership team.” 

Superintendent 3. “I would say the number one factor is being able to impact the 

lives of our students, staff, and community. The end result is not immediate. Sometimes 

it’s several years into the future, but it is a feeling that you had a positive impact on as 

many people as possible with what they want to do with their goals.” 

Superintendent 4. “I am satisfied in my position because I very much enjoy the 

colleagues with whom I work with in my district. We have an exceptional administrative 

team. I have job satisfaction because I do feel empowered by the board who, with rare 

exception, does not micro-manage and really does empower me to do my job.” 



87 
 

Superintendent 5. “The factors that have me liking the current situation are the 

good communication I have with my board of directors [sic]. They have reasonable but 

high expectations for the administrative team and for the district. They encourage us to 

set goals and work with us to accomplish them. Recently we were able to update and 

align all of our policies with the state code and current legal language, which was a huge 

sense of pride in completing this initiative. The whole administrative team felt pride in 

accomplishing this goal and it certainly brought us closer as a team.” 

Four of eight superintendents discussed how important having a supportive board 

was and the high value they placed in their discussions on its importance as a factor of 

job satisfaction.  

Nelson (2010) presented the following evidence in an empirical research 

presentation to the Minnesota Association of School Administrators titled “An 

Exploration of School Board-Superintendent Relationships in Minnesota” that revealed 

superintendents viewing their board relationships as positive also report higher job 

satisfaction; conversely, lower board relationships are linked to lower job satisfaction. 

For example, of the very satisfied superintendents, 92% report very good and 8% report 

good board relationships compared to the satisfied superintendents that report 42% very 

good and 56% good board relationships. Poor relationships are reported by 2% of the 

satisfied superintendents. 

Superintendents continually discussed those personal relationships and how 

important they were in influencing their job satisfaction. Being able to have frank, 

authentic discussions with their boards and commenting how they enjoyed working with 

colleagues and others were significant factors contributing to their job satisfaction. 
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Superintendent 1. “People believing that you are doing the right job, that they 

trust you, and feel that you are a quality leader to be leading the district brings to you that 

satisfaction, and I think other things that really impact it is success and building programs 

and processes and implementing change to move the district forward. Accomplishing 

these goals with your board’s support and district colleagues is highly rewarding.” 

Superintendent 4. “I get to observe professional staff who do a great job working 

with our students and delivering the mission, and I get to live in the community where I 

have a very active role building those personal relationships that factor into my success 

and happiness. I have a very active role in supporting the overall mission of delivering 

education to their kids.” 

Superintendent 8. “For me, the main factors that contribute to my satisfaction in 

my job is [sic] all centered around people, those relationships that I live in every day. As 

a superintendent you engage with many different groups of people every day, from 

students to adults to community members to board members. Each group has a different 

need and each relationship is unique, which keeps the job fresh. It’s incredibly satisfying 

knowing you can help so many people and when you accomplish a goal or make progress 

on something it is well…just satisfaction, a happy feeling like you made a difference for 

the better helping someone.” 

These three superintendents felt their efforts and time spent building relationships 

with people in the district and community were key factors that contributed to their job 

satisfaction. The sense I took away from these three responses was that each 

superintendent placed overwhelming emphasis on people and forming bonds, which 

demonstrated their commitment to the district and the community. Superintendents today 
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must focus on relationships and understand the meaning and importance relationship 

building can have on their success and impact on job satisfaction. 

Hansell, in her dissertation Exemplary K-12 Superintendents and the Behaviors 

They Use to Create Personal and Organizational Meaning, cites McKee, Boyatzis, and 

Johnston (2008) describing, “the paradox of leading others in building meaning—they 

call—resonance and effectiveness—must begin with ourselves” (p. 37). The latter authors 

further contended that it is inspiration and relationships that are essential in “supporting 

the commitment to a hopeful, inspiring future—with people in your life and work” 

(McKee et al., 2008, p. 177). By focusing on relationships, “their partnership is an 

essential element touchstone” (McKee et al., 2008, p. 81). All the superintendents 

interviewed identified the importance of relationships and relationship building as key 

factors impacting the level of job satisfaction they experience in their positions. 

Interview Question 3. Now think about the many roles and responsibilities you 

have as superintendent and discuss how your level of job satisfaction changes as you 

navigate each role and responsibility. 

Finding 3. Superintendents acknowledged the demands and pressures they face 

daily as the leaders of their school districts. Themes that were expressed responding to 

this research question provided a mix of positive and negative implications to the 

satisfaction these superintendents discussed experiencing in their profession. The themes 

that surrounded leadership skills, including professional development, instructional 

leadership, strategic planning, and balancing the needs of stakeholder groups, garnered 

replies of higher job satisfaction. On the other hand, the themes that contributed to 

responses of lower job satisfaction included lack of time, lack of family time, budget 
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demands, lack of adequate funding, legal ramifications, the perpetuity of the profession, 

and the politics of the profession. Superintendents spoke in detail about the demands of 

the profession and the many hats they must wear in the roles and responsibilities they 

experience in their jobs. Responses to this question developed themes that provided 

answers where superintendents expressed being satisfied in some roles and 

responsibilities and having less job satisfaction in other roles and responsibilities. The 

superintendents clearly recognized that there are many demands on their time. 

Additionally, there are numerous skill sets and aspects of the job they are expected to be 

proficient in that, evidenced by their responses, contribute to how they view their own 

levels of job satisfaction depending on the roles and responsibilities they are involved in. 

The role of the superintendent has changed dramatically over the years and the 

contemporary superintendent is tasked with being knowledgeable in board relations, 

politics, personnel issues, crisis management, state and federal laws, finance, and many 

other public/community demands. Kowalski (2005) explains superintendents must decide 

when it is appropriate to lead, to manage, to facilitate, and to compromise. Even more 

challenging, they must make their decisions dealing with politics and educating children, 

while simultaneously handling public disillusionment, incivility, and increased demands 

for community involvement (Kowalski, 2005). 

Superintendent 3. “I think in my role as leader of the district, I think that gives me 

some satisfaction. In the role as superintendent, as I stated before, just being able to focus 

on the kids is a positive. But there is a lot of negative just being the leader and dealing 

with personnel issues and dealing with board issues, which we have very few. I guess my 

role is a manager of people, which is a lot of what I do, and what we do can be 



91 
 

frustrating. But you are dealing with a handful most of the time and they take up a lot of 

your time.” 

Superintendent 5. “So, the roles change it can be exciting, and that’s why I like 

being a superintendent; there are many different roles. You are part teacher, part learner, 

part leader, part follower, and I like how you have to put on different hats depending on 

the conversation. But, it does require patience and time, a lot of time.” 

Superintendent 7. “I have been very lucky to have had jobs for twenty years prior 

to becoming an educational leader in food service, transportation, finance, in the army. 

So, I have had the responsibility before being responsible for different functions and 

systems. So, my satisfaction is a little different than the average superintendent because 

of being able to have done that before and coming into this world was something I was 

familiar with as I transitioned to the superintendent profession. That does not mean it is 

easy because we have demands on us all the time and are responsible for many functions, 

but it is doable; you just have to understand delegating and time management. Time can 

be the enemy: there is never enough.”   

These superintendents commented on the importance of time and the amount of 

time required of them to carry out their roles and responsibilities. The literature reinforces 

these comments as Wells (2013) articulates that the job of superintendent “has become 

more complex and the demands have multiplied; the superintendent faces new role 

identities and mounting pressures” (p. 33)  

Superintendents also commented quite frequently about the politics of the position 

and how it impacted their job satisfaction. The common theme emerged that it was not a 

favorite role for most to participate in, but it was a routine responsibility of the job.  
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Superintendent 3. “Another issue that can be less satisfying is the politics. 

Sometimes you know what someone might be planning, thinking, so I think the best thing 

to do is you are up front with everybody with your thoughts, you are up front with 

everybody with where you would like to see the district going and move in that direction. 

A lot of times people play those politics behind the scenes and they act upon perceptions 

and perceptions although in their mind are reality those perceptions are not measuring 

true nor partially true and these political games can be less satisfying to have to fight 

those things.” 

Superintendent 5. “One of the biggest challenges is the politics of the position. 

Especially if parents or the board is being unreasonable with unreasonable expectations, 

and this can be time consuming and frustrating, grueling to kind of deal with and I have 

not found that particularly satisfying.” 

Superintendent 6. “My focus much of the time has been on the politics of the 

position and just playing the political game and making sure that you are meeting 

uhm…You know politics plays into this from the school board level, from the legislative 

level, from the teacher’s union level, from all those different levels. You know you are 

playing a game and you feel like you are just trying to placate and to get the things done 

that you need done, but addressing all those political influences as well. So that is 

something that impacts my satisfaction negatively. More so dealing with personnel issues 

and trying to navigate that arena to do what we need to do for kids and that is frustrating 

sometimes.” 

Superintendent 8. “The politics of the job can be draining. Nine board members 

are also nine individuals and they can be difficult at times, especially if they are working 
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a political angle. As superintendent you are trying to lead the district and intent on doing 

so for the betterment of kids, but board members, while generally want to help kids, also 

act in self-serving ways at times and attempt to get involved in issues they should not and 

drain life out of your soul. Our position requires us to be firm, strong, and direct but to 

think in doing so does not cause peril would be foolish. The job is political and 

understanding that from the beginning provides any superintendent with perspective of 

the reality of a major role we must deal with that is not always satisfying.” 

Again, the literature supports the difficult environment superintendents must work 

in. Finnan, McCord, Stream, Mattocks, Peterson, and Ellerson (2015) report that politics 

retained the top spot as an inhibiting factor to effectiveness with 9 out of 10 

superintendents citing its influence, regardless of gender, in their Study of the American 

Superintendent: 2015 Mid-Decade Update. In the same study, when superintendents were 

asked to identify issues that have generated political action among groups in their 

districts during the past three years, over eighty different issues were identified. This fact 

strongly reinforces the highly political environment superintendents must navigate in 

their profession.  

Additionally, budget demands, inadequate funding, and the legal issues forced 

upon superintendents played a crucial role in their job satisfaction. Hawk and Martin 

(2011), as cited earlier in the literature review, noted that lack of funding, state legislated 

mandates, and politics and bureaucracy contributed to the pressures of being a 

superintendent. Finnan et al., (2015) cite that high-ranking problems facing the 

superintendent are job stress, time commitment, and lack of adequate funding. 

Superintendents candidly discussed these themes in their responses. 
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Superintendent 1. “Funding, watching our legislatures hurt education especially 

through lost funding.”  

Superintendent 2. “The budget stuff I see as a necessary evil. I would not say I 

feel real satisfied when I go home and have spent the day balancing the budget, but there 

is a measure of accomplishment. The budget is a constant strain and you are always 

concerned with providing those things children need and also in the back of your mind 

thinking about your responsibility to the taxpayers because ultimately it is their money 

that allows us to educate children.” 

Superintendent 3. “Well if I had to break it down into a variety of areas in the job, 

one thing is finance and budgeting. Although I consider myself a numbers guy, with the 

lack of funding that can be more frustrating and if it impacts decisions on whether you 

expand or discontinue a program those are difficult decisions for me. Because I know that 

taking away programs due to a funding or budget concern and if it impacts students 

negatively and that can be less than satisfying.” 

Superintendent 4. “I have the least amount of satisfaction; I have dissatisfaction in 

dealing with the bureaucratic compliance and legal issues associated with the job. While I 

am not dissatisfied with working on budget plans I am concerned with where the money 

is coming from local, state, federal, and where we can apply it so it helps the largest 

amount of kids.”   

Superintendent 6. “The only stresses that I see out there is when things that affect 

my job satisfaction, the major stress on me are [sic] financial, making sure I have the 

resources to do what I need to do in making a student centered versus adult centered 

environment.” 
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Superintendent 7. “And the capricious decision making in Harrisburg and also the 

decision making that is connected to finances. Especially in the revenues not in the 

expenditures, but in the revenues. Budget concerns capitalize my thinking 24/7.” 

While many different concerns were discussed by superintendents, those items 

that centered on time, funding, relationships, politics, and people relationships had the 

most impactful meaning throughout their responses. It was evident that superintendents 

perform many roles and work hard to maintain a balance. However, it was also evident 

the struggle of that balance impacts their job satisfaction as they move from one task to 

another.   

Interview Question 4. Now think about those roles and responsibilities and 

describe which produce heightened (if any) turbulence for you. 

Findings 4. Superintendents cited three main themes as causing them heightened 

turbulence in their work. The themes included excessive time demands, board issues, and 

legal issues. Time demands causing turbulence centered on the long hours associated 

with the profession, lack of family time, stress on their marriages, and time spent 

managing their boards. Four superintendents commented on the time they spent with 

individual board members and others’ responses focused on board relationships. Also, 

legal issues were a definitive cause of turbulence for at least three superintendents. 

Finally, two superintendents discussed integrity and unrealistic parental expectations as 

causing heightened turbulence. 

Turbulence Theory was created by Dr. Steven Jay Gross and stemmed from 

earlier collegial work with his colleagues at Temple University. These colleagues 

included a strong partnership with Dr. Joan Shapiro, who has written extensively on 
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ethics and how they apply to ethical leadership and decision making in education and 

organizations. Under turbulence theory, individuals have an enhanced ability to calibrate 

the severity of the issue at hand. It further aids them in their attempts to contextualize 

given problems as they construct strategies to move to less-troubled waters (Gross & 

Shapiro, 2008). Superintendents navigate between many different roles and 

responsibilities and each can have a degree of turbulence. Time, especially its demands 

on many aspects of the superintendent position, was considered a critical topic by the 

superintendents, and four spoke of it as creating a sense of heightened turbulence in their 

work. 

Superintendent 1. “Honestly, time from your family and it becomes extremely 

overwhelming when you look at the big picture. There is no walking away and having 

time away from the job. It is 24/7 and it creates turbulence between those competing 

interests family, work; time for both can really cause heightened turbulence.” 

Superintendent 4. “I experience heightened turbulence with respect to 24/7 

demands, long weeks, long days, the amount of time it takes to do the job is tough. The 

hours associated with the job create turbulence because there is the whole work balance 

that I find difficult to maintain and again create turbulence and dissatisfaction.” 

Superintendent 5. “For me the heightened turbulence was and is certainly around 

family time. I would chalk up the end of my marriage to job related stress and the 

turbulence it caused for me personally. The competing demands and not prioritizing cost 

me my marriage. So, I do feel like that was a casualty of my career trajectory. That was 

extremely turbulent for a while.” 
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Superintendent 8. “The demands of time on the job and the expectation that you 

are always available makes for a turbulent environment at times. Sacrifices are made that 

cause heightened turbulence. I would say it’s an inner battle amongst yourself. You 

oftentimes realize you are not fulfilling appropriate time with loved ones and the inner 

turbulence you feel is real. The balance is hard, and the turbulence is real.” 

Finnan et al. (2015) state that a leading obstacle superintendents face in their 

present positions is excessive time requirements. Also listed under the many reasons why 

superintendents resign is family; although ambiguous, it is still identified as playing a 

significant role in their decisions to step down.  

In Westmoreland County, Belle Vernon Superintendent John Wilkinson, who has 

been on the job for four years, said being superintendent is essentially a 24-hour-a-day 

position. According to a 2014 study from the Pennsylvania Association of School 

Administrators, school superintendents are leaving the field in “unprecedented numbers,” 

cracking under the fiscal and political pressures, and buckling under additional 

responsibilities placed on them as school districts cut administrative staff. On average, 

superintendents in Pennsylvania spend about three years in the post, the study said. 

In addition to the obstacles of the around-the-clock schedule of a superintendent, 

board issues and spending time with board members were considered contributing factors 

to heightened turbulence for them in their profession. It was the second most commented 

on theme. 

Superintendent 2. “My big push button is the board meetings. Because you can 

plan, plan, plan, but you never know what to expect. You know that kind of thing is 

frustrating, and that creates turbulence in my day. It is just annoying, but it is the price 
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you pay for being where I am. I like to move at a quick pace, but the board reacts slower 

and can slow the process down at times.” 

Superintendent 3. “Board politics and relationships - getting to that happy 

medium where they all feel valued and that I am spending enough time with each one. 

There is always some sort of heightened turbulence when the board is involved or decides 

to make themselves involved.” 

Superintendent 5. “The biggest challenge for me is board relationships. The 

amount of time it takes to manage the board for me that is moderately turbulent and 

extremely time consuming; it takes a lot of time. To me that is the biggest and most 

challenging part of the job. It just takes a lot of time and navigation.” 

Superintendent 8. “Board members are funny animals. They all need something 

different. Some require a lot of time, others not much. The heightened turbulence comes 

about trying to attack and manage the single issues they [the board] may have, and those 

issues can change from week to week. As a superintendent you have to dedicate immense 

time to developing your board and get them to focus on the mission. It can be difficult 

and turbulent at times, but that is the job.” 

Also, handling the legal issues was commented on by at least three 

superintendents, and each revealed discomfort with this aspect of the job. These 

superintendents discussed a real sense of heightened turbulence when they were forced to 

handle or discuss legal matters in their profession. 

Superintendent 1. “The legal issues are turbulent. I have been sued on three 

separate occasions in my role as superintendent, and it causes turbulence and angst. It is 

hard to be called on the carpet again and because you are in here doing the best job you 
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can. You gave your whole life to be honest with you, sometimes in front of your own 

family to do a good job. Then to be sued on something that you were acting in the best 

interests of kids, or it was accidental, or beyond your control is extremely turbulent.” 

Superintendent 4. “All legal aspects of legal conflict, special education, federal 

education lawsuits, all that stuff that goes on creates turbulence. This is the most difficult 

and most turbulent environment for me to deal with as superintendent. I have a high 

distaste for the legal aspects of the job.” 

Lastly, two superintendents reported turbulence existing if their integrity was 

questioned; parent expectations were also mentioned as a secondary source of heightened 

turbulence. 

Superintendent 1. “I would say this might be an interesting response, but to me it is 

the most important thing from my vantage point as superintendent. When my integrity 

gets questioned that causes me a lot of turbulence. I have to make a lot of hard decisions, 

and I am willing to make them, but I never want to be questioned about my intent or my 

honesty. I have felt the turbulence on the few occasions my integrity was questioned.” 

Superintendent 6. “In the era we live with all the social media it is difficult, and I 

realize unnecessary, to defend yourself from every angle, but when my honesty is 

questioned or social media buzzes on a topic related to me or the district it produces 

turbulence for me. I know I should ignore it, but it is bothersome and turbulent.” 

Summary 

The superintendents interviewed expressed with great detail their thoughts on the 

satisfaction they receive from their profession. They clearly emphasized during 

discussions that they enjoyed being superintendent and provided examples in their 
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responses of where they received satisfaction in their profession. They shared their belief 

that while the job of superintendent was difficult and turbulent they expressed they were 

satisfied and making a significant contribution to helping others especially kids in 

performing their work. 

Superintendents shared their thoughts and openly expressed the satisfaction they 

received from helping kids, contributing to their communities, working with colleagues, 

implementing programs, and being a part of an organization that was allowing for success 

to occur helping others and gaining strong satisfaction observing programmatic success. 

Superintendents did relate that even though they were highly satisfied in their profession, 

challenges existed. These challenges were multiple and some complicated. In most cases 

superintendents were able to define those problems and concerns they encountered in 

their environments. Most issues or difficulties for the superintendents encompassed those 

items that involved relationships.  

Personnel relationships, board relationships, and relationships complicated with 

political overtures seemed to cause the most concern and turbulence for superintendents. 

They believe these factors at varying times and levels of turbulence created possibly 

moments when a separate factor would impact their level of satisfaction. Their many and 

various roles and responsibilities provided insight that some of the job’s roles and 

responsibilities were described as less satisfying than others. All superintendents 

recognized the fact that they had many hats to wear and talked openly of the difficulty 

carrying out every role and responsibility can have but understood this was part of the 

professional territory they must navigate through daily. It was clear some roles were more 

satisfying than others and some roles and responsibilities were more turbulent than 
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others. Politics, legal items, and certain board relationships created more turbulence than 

other items. However, each superintendent talked of the time demands and the turbulence 

it caused for them on many avenues of their professional and personal lives.  
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study was conducted to identify the levels of turbulence experienced by 

superintendents and discern the impact (if any) turbulence has on superintendent job 

satisfaction. The study looked at superintendents from the state of Pennsylvania and 

sought to discover if they were experiencing job satisfaction in their professional 

positions. Job satisfaction is defined as how content an employee is with his or her job 

(Thompson and Phua, 2012). Secondarily, the research investigated the factors and 

impact that turbulence was having on superintendents’ job satisfaction, as well as 

examined if a relationship existed between turbulence and superintendent job satisfaction. 

Using Dr. Steven Jay Gross’ turbulence table, factors were rated for their level of 

turbulence in an effort to gather data on the selected items surveyed, identifying their 

turbulence range in a Likert scale model; of no turbulence, light, moderate, severe, or 

extreme turbulence. Superintendents’ roles and responsibilities have become increasingly 

complex and turbulent with expanded workloads that include finance expertise, facilities 

and operations, technology, human resources, curriculum and instruction, public 

relations, and board relationships.  

A review of the literature suggests that superintendents claim high job 

satisfaction; in addition, research consistently suggested that over 90% of all 

superintendents reported satisfaction in their professional position. However, the research 

also reveals a very stressful demanding professional existence. According to Wells 

(2013), 98% of United States superintendents indicate that their jobs are highly stressful. 

Studies have been completed on superintendent job satisfaction, and while these studies 

suggest satisfaction within the profession, very little literature or empirical evidence 
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exists discussing the impact turbulence has on the position, or what understanding those 

turbulent factors can mean for the superintendent profession.  

The researcher used the four research questions and a survey that produced the 

quantitative data, which then drove the qualitative interviews. The latter were used to 

generate an understanding of the pressures superintendents face daily, with the intention 

of helping both current and future superintendents better understand the profession they 

have entered or are entering. This was the significant focus of the study. Literature 

discusses many aspects of the superintendent work life, but a deeper understanding of the 

relationship of those turbulent factors that impact superintendent job satisfaction may 

help others in the profession better understand the dynamic environment they work in 

each day. According to The Council of Great City Schools (2014): 

The multitude of items, issues, and decisions that cross a superintendent’s desk 

each day would justify the need for continuous research understanding 

superintendent job satisfaction and the turbulence factors they may experience. In 

this era of accountability and standards, superintendents are charged with making 

visible and rapid improvements in the academic achievement of the nation’s 

children. They must break down barriers to reform and build capacity for quality 

teaching and learning in their schools. They must unite parents, educators, school 

boards, and business and community leaders behind a clear and coherent vision of 

instructional purpose. Amidst the highly politicized environments of school 

districts both large and small, superintendents must serve to collaborate, 

visionaries, good communicators, and agents of change. (p.1) 

 

In an era where superintendents are reporting satisfaction it is still a profession with high 

turnover as the national data indicate the average tenure of a superintendent to be in the 

range of three to four years in any one district (Council of Great City Schools, 2014). 

This chapter gives a summation of the research discoveries, conclusions, and 

future recommendations. A short summary will explain the study, discussion and 
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findings. The closing of the chapter will discuss implications for action and 

recommendations for possible future research. 

Summary of the Study 

The objective of the study was to investigate the levels of turbulence experienced 

by superintendents and the impact turbulence has on superintendent job satisfaction. 

There were four research questions that consistently guided the study. A survey was sent 

to all 500 Pennsylvania superintendents. The survey included the Abridged Job 

Descriptive Index, including the Abridged Job in General Scale from Bowling Green 

State University. The survey included demographic characteristics including gender, age, 

education level, time in the district, years as superintendent, and the geographic region of 

the state each respondent worked. Job satisfaction variables including opportunities for 

promotion, supervision, work on the present job, pay, people on the present job, and the 

job in general were included in the survey. 

 Additionally, there were fifteen items that superintendents rated on turbulence in 

their work. The items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale indicating levels of turbulence 

superintendents experienced. A response rate of 33.4% was achieved. The tests included 

descriptive statistics, frequency distributions, standard deviations, one-way ANOVAs, 

and Pearson’s correlation. The quantitative results were analyzed and from these data sets 

four questions were developed to inform the qualitative research gathered for this study. 

Those four questions were: 

1. Consider your job as superintendent and then describe for me the level of job 

satisfaction you experience in your position. 

2. Discuss the factors that impact your level of job satisfaction. 
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3. Now think about the many roles and responsibilities you have as 

superintendent and discuss how your level of job satisfaction changes as you 

navigate each role and responsibility. 

4. Now think about those roles and responsibilities and describe which produce 

heightened (if any) turbulence for you. 

 The research questions were then reviewed and evaluated based upon the 

quantitative and qualitative test results. 

Discussions and Findings 

Each research question will be presented and a discussion on the findings and 

conclusions will follow. 

Research Question 1. To what extent if any are select Pennsylvania 

superintendents experiencing job satisfaction? 

 The study found through analyzing the Abridged Job Descriptive Index (AJDI) 

survey and each individual facet in the survey that Pennsylvania superintendents were 

satisfied in their jobs. There are six facets in total, which include opportunities for 

promotion, supervision, work on the present job, pay, people on present job, and the job 

in general. Subsequent data were discovered by conducting semi-structured interviews 

that reported Pennsylvania superintendents experiencing satisfaction in their profession. 

Each facet is separated, and the table presented in Chapter 4 for reference with each 

individual quantitative facet details the results. From those results, the qualitative 

divergent questions were developed and asked of each superintendent participating in the 

semi-structured interviews with qualitative results noted in Chapter Four. 
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The study found that Pennsylvania superintendents participating in this research 

had a high level of job satisfaction in their professional positions. When analyzing both 

the quantitative and qualitative data, superintendents revealed high job satisfaction. When 

examining the survey data from the Abridged Job Descriptive Index, the study found that 

in five of the six facets superintendents reported satisfaction in their jobs. Only under 

opportunities for promotion was there indication that superintendents were not satisfied. 

In all other areas superintendents expressed moderate to high levels of satisfaction. In two 

of the five facets, the means were approaching the maximum value of “2”; work on the 

present job earned a mean score of 1.72, and people on the present job earned a mean 

score of 1.75. 

 Additionally, mean scores expressed moderate satisfaction to high satisfaction in 

the areas of pay and supervision. In the two areas where the means were near the 

maximum value, a correlation of the qualitative data supported these findings. When 

interviewed, superintendents explained in detail high levels of satisfaction in their 

superintendent positions. 

 Superintendents revealed reasons for this satisfaction and much of it centered on 

the people they work with and the work they perform in their profession. Mean scores of 

items related to work on the present job found 91.9% of respondents expressing the work 

rewarding for a mean score of 1.88, and others stating at a rate of 89.6% that the work 

was satisfying at a mean score of 1.84. Further analysis of the data revealed a mean score 

of 1.90 and 93%, indicating that superintendents believed that the job was not 

uninteresting. Similar data were explained in the qualitative interviews where 

superintendents discussed job satisfaction resulting from interacting with people; working 
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on the job, including implementing programs that make progress toward goals; and 

helping people. 

 The qualitative data further supported the quantitative data where common 

themes stated superintendents were abundantly satisfied in their work, especially aiding 

children, helping others in the community, and working and interacting with people in 

their schools’ communities.  

The findings on superintendent pay coincide with numerous studies indicating 

that superintendents believe they are well paid. In the most recent of those studies, the 

2016 AASA Superintendent Salary & Benefits study stated under the Executive 

Summary section that “the median salary for superintendents was $130,683.” According 

to the Pennsylvania 2016-17 Professional Staff Summary Report, the average salary for 

Pennsylvania superintendents is $140,160, which is slightly higher than the national data. 

The study found superintendents’ satisfaction with pay is generally positive. Since a 

positive correlation can be between 1 and 2, the respondents showing a mean of 1.57 

would affirm a positive correlation between these two variables; therefore, the findings 

revealed a moderate to high level of satisfaction with pay. Superintendents stated they are 

well paid, provided a comfortable life, and have enough to live on; each item produced 

mean scores of 1.22, 1.73, and 1.45.  

The findings revealed that superintendents indicated that they are not satisfied 

with the opportunities for promotion, but that they also do not consider the job dead-end. 

This facet may be evidence of the phrasing of the question because when asked if 

superintendents believed they could describe their current position as one where they had 

a good opportunity for promotion, the quantitative data produced a mean score of 0.87. 
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Although this suggests that superintendents are not satisfied with the opportunities for 

promotion, it is also true that once they become superintendent they are at the top of their 

professional ladder. Little evidence was found in the qualitative data on this facet as 

superintendents did not talk of opportunities for promotion in any of their interview 

responses. Interestingly, in the Study of the American Superintendent 2015 Mid-Decade 

Update, superintendents were asked to respond to problems facing them in their present 

positions, and only 8.65% of respondents cited a lack of opportunity for professional 

growth as a problem (Finnan et al., 2015). The wording of opportunities for promotion 

and opportunities for professional growth may have slightly different interpretations; 

however, it could also suggest a possible correlation that would prove worthy to 

investigate in future studies.  

Supporting evidence from both the qualitative and quantitative data support 

superintendents being satisfied in their positions. These results correlate with findings in 

the literature and were repeatedly expressed by superintendents claiming high job 

satisfaction in their profession. 

 Similar to the researcher’s own findings, studies disclose high numbers of 

superintendents reporting satisfaction in their jobs. Sharp, Malone, & Walter (2004) in 

their study “What are the positive characteristics that attract leaders to the 

superintendency?” report that among the superintendents they surveyed in Illinois, 

Indiana, and Texas, 86.6% of superintendents reported their job satisfaction as “very 

high” or “high,” while only 1.6% rated their satisfaction as low or very low. More than 

93% said they would choose the superintendency again for their career if given the 

chance to start over. Another study conducted by Conrad and Rosser (2007) indicates that 
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superintendents find high job satisfaction in the work they perform with other people, the 

variety of tasks they are responsible for, the input they contribute in their job, and the 

freedom they experience in their profession. Finally, Finnan et al. (2015) reported in their 

Study of the American Superintendent 2015 Mid-Decade Update that of the 845 usable 

responses received in their survey, 74.7% of male superintendents reported being very 

satisfied in their career choices and 71.7% of woman reported being satisfied in their 

career choices. When examining this recent study and the elements surveyed, 

superintendents report consistent high levels of satisfaction working in their current 

districts and in their interpersonal relationships. 

 The qualitative data enhanced the quantitative results of this study as 

superintendents continually expressed satisfaction in their professional jobs. The findings 

of this study suggest that superintendents are satisfied in their jobs.    

Research Question 2. What are the major factors that superintendents identify as 

contributing to experiencing heightened turbulence within their work and at what levels? 

The research data collected answered the second question as it sought to uncover 

the major factors superintendents identify as contributing turbulence to their work, and at 

what levels they are experiencing turbulence. Superintendents were asked to score 

various areas using a 5-point Likert scale in which a higher mean score indicated a 

greater degree of turbulence. Using a mean of “3” as the threshold point for an area of at 

least moderate turbulence, the data showed three areas that exceeded the threshold point. 

According to the research, the factors that contribute to superintendents experiencing 

heightened turbulence are negotiating collective bargaining agreements (3.29 mean 

score), implementing state mandates (3.25 mean score), and finding time for family (3.04 
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mean score). The data only produce mean scores above the threshold point for three of 

the fifteen areas surveyed.  

The data would illustrate a trend that suggests while turbulence is apparent and 

higher in some aspects of the superintendent profession, it is not significant in all areas of 

the job. These data can be more accurately translated to state that turbulence does exist at 

various levels, but mainly in most incidences at the moderate or lower levels. This is a 

curious and interesting finding because the literature and the qualitative data present that 

superintendents live in stressful and turbulent environments. The qualitative data enhance 

the quantitative data as shown in numerous responses in the interviews. Superintendents 

responded in detail regarding the difficulty they have in finding time for family, and cited 

it as a major concern as they navigated their job responsibilities and the many roles they 

are required to fill in an around-the-clock position. Fiscal pressures and budget 

responsibilities were also noted as a high incidence of concern for superintendents in the 

qualitative data. Superintendents expressed openly of this challenge and the difficulty 

they have with the various budget demands of the profession. The quantitative data 

showed a mean score of 2.94 when asking respondents to express their level of 

turbulence when performing job responsibilities surrounding aspects of 

managing/creating/overseeing the district budget. This mean is just below the threshold 

score of “3,” but does suggest some light turbulence approaching moderate turbulence 

when superintendents work on this factor of their job. The qualitative data suggested this 

factor to be more problematic and of causing more heightened turbulence in their work 

environment than the quantitative data suggest. This was one area (fiscal pressures) that 

The 2015 Mid-Decade Update clearly supports, reporting, “problems facing 
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superintendents in their present position are high job stress, time commitment, and lack 

of adequate funding. Further, looming in the background is an emerging dissatisfaction 

with the imposition of federal regulations and requirements” (Finnan et al., 2015). 

 Hawk and Martin (2011) further state superintendents identified “complying with 

state and federal mandates without getting necessary resources, as well as preparing and 

allocating budget resources, as the two most commonly identified occupational stressors” 

(p. 369) 

Bird and Wang (2013) claim that “school superintendents in the real world 

confront resource limitations and persistently increasing expectations” (p. 16). The 

evidence this study cites involving those three areas, which suggest superintendents 

experience heightened turbulence, appears to remain a constant. As explained by Sutton 

et al. in their 2008 State of the Superintendency study, superintendents identify the most 

significant disincentives of the job as lack of funding for the school system, family 

sacrifices, and school board relationships. The factors that superintendents identify as 

contributing to experiencing heightened turbulence within their work have not drastically 

changed as budget woes, mandates, and contractual agreements continue to be at the 

forefront of items that create increased levels of turbulence for superintendents. 

Research Question 3. Is there a relationship between turbulence and job 

satisfaction among Pennsylvania superintendents? 

Findings concluded a moderate relationship exists between turbulence and job 

satisfaction among Pennsylvania superintendents. The quantitative research correlates 

significantly and negatively with total job satisfaction. The research documented the 

presence of a relationship indicating that superintendents experiencing higher levels of 
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turbulence reported lower levels of job satisfaction. Significance was presented in areas 

of pay, people on the job, and the job in general. The qualitative research would support 

this finding as certain themes indicated higher turbulence contributed to superintendents’ 

levels of job satisfaction. The qualitative data identified superintendents being satisfied in 

some areas and less satisfied in other roles and responsibilities. Qualitative data that 

produced common themes indicating higher job satisfaction included a focus on 

leadership skills, positive personal relationships, strategic planning, and the work one 

does with people in the community. These areas also produced little turbulence for those 

superintendents interviewed.  

Conversely, this same group voiced lower job satisfaction and spoke of 

experiencing higher levels of turbulence when performing job tasks centered on budget 

demands, lack of family time, legal ramifications, and the politics of the job. 

 Additionally, respondents reported heightened turbulence when they experienced 

difficult personal relationships, either board related or community related, indicating less 

job satisfaction. These data were supported by the quantitative data because “people on 

the job” was a significant factor demonstrating that the more turbulent the relationships 

were, the less satisfied superintendents expressed being in their jobs. A correlation 

appears to be present that indicates if people on the present job are viewed as creating 

more turbulence, then the result will be lower levels of job satisfaction for 

superintendents. 

 Superintendents did not speak specifically on pay in any of their qualitative 

responses; this factor, according to the quantitative data, is significant as it illustrates that 

the higher the pay, the higher job satisfaction experienced by superintendents and the 
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lower the turbulence. The review of the literature discussed salary in terms of district size 

and type more than implying satisfaction or no satisfaction with pay. The quantitative 

data also indicated that superintendents believe they are making enough to live on, 

remain in a comfortable life, and do not feel underpaid. However, they were less positive, 

reporting a mean score of 1.22, when responding to the inquiry if they felt they were well 

paid. Additional factors not included in this study may determine further untold 

indications of the impact pay has on the relationship correlation between turbulence and 

superintendent job satisfaction. 

Research Question 4. Is there a relationship between demographic characteristics 

and turbulence or job satisfaction among Pennsylvania superintendents?  

 The study found few significant correlations between demographic 

characteristics and job satisfaction or turbulence. Of the variables analyzed, only three 

were significant. Those reported were that older superintendents report a lower level of 

turbulence, superintendents from larger districts are more satisfied with their salary, and 

superintendents with more years on the job are more satisfied with their salary. No 

significant correlation can be made to the qualitative data in any of these areas. The 

average years of experience among the superintendents that participated in the semi-

structured interviews was 25.7 years’ experience according to the qualitative results, but 

no other correlations can be made supporting the quantitative results. 

Likewise, no discussion of pay, superintendent age, or district size resulted from 

the interviews indicated any significant data that would enhance the quantitative data. 

The quantitative results demonstrate no meaningful relationships between these 

demographic variables and job satisfaction or turbulence. A further examination using 



114 
 

one-way ANOVAs was considered, and two significant results were satisfaction with pay 

and people on the job. Superintendents in rural districts and those working in urban 

districts are less satisfied with pay in comparison to those working in suburban districts; 

on the other hand, those superintendents working in urban districts are less satisfied with 

people on the job than those working in rural and suburban districts. Lastly, the research 

expressed superintendents who held Master’s degrees have lower levels of job 

satisfaction with their pay and demonstrate higher levels of turbulence than those that 

held doctoral degrees. These findings have a small effect size, and the qualitative data 

reveals no evidence to support or deny the quantitative results.  

The literature reviewed sheds some limited insight on salary and district size. The 

2016 American Association of School Administrators research states that the median 

salary distributed by district enrollment ranged from just $90,000 for the smallest districts 

to nearly $230,000 for superintendents serving in the largest enrollment school districts. 

Overall, the median salary was $130,683 (Finnan & McCord, 2016). 

Implications 

This study contributes to the literature on superintendent job satisfaction and 

turbulence factors that impact their job satisfaction. It also provides insight on the 

dynamic facets that are the driving force of the superintendent profession. By examining 

the various roles and responsibilities of the superintendency, and seeking to better 

understand the factors that create turbulence within those roles and responsibilities, this 

study will help current and future superintendents better understand the profession they 

are in or are pursuing. Additionally, current and aspiring superintendents will discover a 

better understanding of the factors that create turbulence, and better grasp how it may 
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impact their level of job satisfaction. This study has some potential implications that will 

allow current and future superintendents the ability to recognize the various demands that 

are placed upon them as they carry out their job. The findings from this study will allow 

superintendents to gain a deeper understanding of those factors impacting the turbulence 

they experience and potentially the job satisfaction they ultimately experience. Moreover, 

this research may help superintendents address how an understanding of turbulence may 

affect how they navigate through the myriad of issues that they must handle within their 

profession. Additionally, this study may provide school board members some insight on 

superintendent thinking concerning those issues that consume their time. The findings 

from this study may suggest both the superintendent and school directors would benefit 

from collaborative professional development. The professional development could be 

offered to new and veteran superintendents, and new and veteran school directors 

providing a concentration on governing and attention to a healthy board-superintendent 

partnership. School board members and superintendents lead school districts of all types 

and sizes. Appropriate professional development could offer a unique perspective to all 

new and veteran board members as they strive to become a high impact board member 

that builds an effective relationship with their superintendent.   

Lastly, this study will help current and future superintendents better comprehend 

their own strengths and weaknesses as they sift through those many roles and 

responsibilities. Knowledge of those potential weak areas can help foster growth and 

produce a more effective superintendent. This is consistent with the research of Reeves 

(2008), who states an “educational leader faces an array of information that is at least as 

complex as that faced by the pilot, in conditions that can seem stormier [turbulent] on a 
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good day.” This study’s implications are beneficial to current and future superintendents 

as they look to become more effective and efficient leaders of their school systems. 

Recommendations  

 

This mixed-methods study found that Pennsylvania superintendents report they 

are satisfied in their positions, and revealed that some topics appear to create heightened 

turbulence for superintendents in their work environment. Further, the findings support 

the existence of a moderate relationship existing between turbulence and job satisfaction 

among Pennsylvania superintendents. While this research has emphasized superintendent 

job satisfaction, factors causing turbulence, and its relationship to superintendent job 

satisfaction, further research on this topic is recommended. The recommendations for 

future research include the following:  

1. Investigating if there are opportunities for promotion among superintendents, 

and if they exist, how do superintendents view those opportunities in their profession. 

Investigating moves from one superintendent position to another, or moving from a rural 

superintendent position to an urban or suburban superintendent position, would offer 

more knowledge as to how superintendents view these professional moves.  

2. Future studies should be conducted that increase the sample size of the 

qualitative example and extend the diversity of the sample size to allow for a more 

diverse and comprehensive understanding of superintendents across the state of 

Pennsylvania and possibly other states.  

3. Turbulence theory includes three main variables that impact its levels, and 

future research should be conducted to enhance superintendent understanding of how to 

better assess the turbulence they are experiencing. These variables are positionality, 
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stability, and the potential for cascading occurrences. As Shapiro and Gross (2013) 

explain, “using turbulence theory in careful and thoughtful ways will provide educational 

leaders the ability to prioritize their response” (p. 47).  

4. Conduct research that investigates the impacts of turbulence on the 

superintendent position, and specifically research if superintendents receive any job 

satisfaction because of the turbulence. Do some factors that cause turbulence provide job 

satisfaction for superintendents?  

5. Conduct further research investigating the demographic elements, analyze their 

impact on superintendent job satisfaction, and determine if any elements cause or create 

more turbulence for superintendents in their profession.  

6. Future studies may want to consider a different survey instrument. While the 

Abridged Job Description Index is an effective job satisfaction survey it is possible that it 

is limited in creating responses that are easily interpreted especially under the supervision 

and opportunities for promotion facets.  

Conclusions  

As stated by DiPaola and Stronge, today’s superintendent can readily be 

compared to an orchestra conductor as he or she “‘conducts’ all aspects of the district’s 

educational, financial, and administrative performance, facilitates the performance of all 

personnel, and responds to and persuades an audience with varying ideas about the 

performance and leadership of the district” (2003, p. 3). They continue by explaining 

that, “he or she guides a shared vision of exemplary performance, manages disparate 

components and constituents to ensure progress toward that goal, and serves as a model 
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for inspired leadership. The superintendent… personifies the aspirations and 

responsibilities of the entire organization” (DiPaola & Stronge, 2003, p. 3). 

Superintendents have enormous responsibility to lead others and set the 

educational vision for the school districts they are charged with leading. In carrying out 

their responsibilities and meeting the needs of numerous stakeholders, entire 

communities look to the superintendent for leadership. Given the increasing demands, 

short lifespans in the position, and increasing federal, state, and local mandates, it is even 

more important that superintendents have continued research that informs them of the 

variables that can cause turbulence as they strive for success.  

Better understanding of these factors will hopefully provide higher job 

satisfaction for superintendents and a keener insight on how to manage different levels of 

turbulence as superintendents navigate from one issue to the next. As Portis and Garcia 

(2007) emphasize: 

superintendents must be apt at employing the efficient use of resources, 

personnel, and data to break down resistance and drive systemic change. 

They must also empower board and personnel to set goals, measure 

results, develop accountability, and support evaluation and resource 

allocation. Considering these shifting definitions of district leadership, a 

true definition of the superintendency must reflect a comprehensive and 

challenging vision of district leadership, a synthesis of managerial and 

leadership components, interpersonal skills, and strategic assessment. (p. 

3)  

 

The findings of this study revealed a relationship between turbulence and superintendent 

job satisfaction. The significance of this study lies in the powerful responsibility 

superintendents have as school leaders and visionaries. By investigating those factors that 

contribute to superintendent job satisfaction and factors that may cause superintendents 

turbulence, hence impacting their job satisfaction, this study can provide insight for 
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superintendents that will ultimately improve their overall effectiveness as a 

superintendent. 
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