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ABSTRACT 

 The public school superintendency has historically been held by White males. Given the 

disproportionate representation of Black women in the position, this study explored their lived 

experiences, including the intersectionality of race and gender, to further understand the prob-

lem. Hermeneutical phenomenology was used to understand and interpret the essence of the 

lived experiences of the six participants. Data were gleaned from semi-structured interviews and 

analyzed using Moustakas’ (1994) modification of Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen Phenomenological 

Data Analysis. The findings revealed barriers and challenges Black women encounter throughout 

life and while serving in the position such as overcoming racial and gender discrimination in 

childhood and the workplace. The findings also revealed their motivation to lead and the impact 

of their lived experiences on their leadership. Patterns of success such as improving student out-

comes, longevity in the position, and positively impacting climate were also found. Strategies for 

success such as relying on their faith and family arose as sources of strength. I also propose a 
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new leadership theory to describe the characteristics Black women superintendents possess and 

how they respond when faced with discrimination.  

This study contributes to the research depicting the lived experiences of Black women 

superintendents in the Southeast. Practical implications such as mentorship, a leadership pipe-

line, and diversity of school board members are recommended. Policy implications such as re-

quired training for new superintendents and board members are also suggested. The results of 

this study will benefit Black women aspiring to the superintendency and those serving in posi-

tions of support for Black women superintendents. 

 

INDEX WORDS: intersectionality, phenomenology. Black women superintendents, Black femi-

nist thought, Spiritual Resistance theory 
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1 THE PROBLEM 

For the past 25 years, researchers have investigated women and the superintendency 

(Kowalski, 2011). Since the inception of the position, it has been primarily held by White males. 

Given this history of disproportionate representation of women in the superintendency, the pur-

pose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore the lived experiences of Black 

women serving as public school superintendents, as well as investigate the role of the intersec-

tionality of gender and race as evidenced by their lived experiences.  

Women make up about 80% of the teaching profession (White, 2023). However, males 

comprise a large majority of the top executive positions within school districts, specifically the 

position of superintendent. About 72% of superintendents in U.S. public schools are male 

(White, 2023). Even more alarming is the underrepresentation of Black women in the superin-

tendency. It is difficult to know the exact percentage of Black women serving as superintendents 

because there is no consistent method for tracking these figures (Suggs Mason, 2021). However, 

Kowalski (2011) reported that only about 2% of superintendents were Black women (Kowalski, 

2011). According to the Georgia School Superintendent website, in 2022 of 191 superintendents, 

there were eight Black women superintendents. According to White (2023), while superintendent 

turnover has increased, the gender gap in superintendency has narrowed over the past four years 

with men making up 72% of superintendents in 2022-23 as opposed to 74% in 2019-20. While 

the number of women superintendents is increasing, Black women are still disproportionately 

represented. Additionally, since there is a disproportionately small number of Black women su-

perintendents, there is also limited research (Kowalski, 2011) that addresses the lived experi-

ences of Black women superintendents. Disproportionate representation of Black women in the 

position of superintendent is problematic for several reasons. The absence of Black women in the 
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position creates a void in our voices being heard at the top level. Black women hold unique per-

spectives and experiences that could advance the work of schools. Not including our talents at 

the highest level could impact children. In communities with high populations of children of 

color, students need to see those who look like them holding all positions, including the position 

of superintendent. Another issue with the underrepresentation is the fact that women have been 

stereotyped as less capable in higher career positions. This lack of representation further perpetu-

ates the stereotype. Additionally, the lack of representation limits the number of mentors availa-

ble to Black women aspirants. Finally, the lack of representation limits the depth of research on 

the lived experiences of Black women in the role. Brown (2014) argued the need for continued 

research documenting the lived experiences of Black women superintendents. She claimed the 

voices of Black women superintendents are often shared by White women and Black men. Sev-

eral questions exist regarding this problem. These questions could be asked of participants that 

may inform Black women about the motivations, perceived barriers, and strategies of becoming 

a superintendent. Why does the problem exist? Do Black women wish to attain the position? 

What are the barriers or challenges prohibiting Black women from securing the position? What 

strategies have been used by Black women while serving in the position? What motivating fac-

tors caused Black women to seek or remain in the position? These questions are important to an-

swer as this underrepresentation of the Black woman’s voice at the top level impacts all stake-

holders. Black women hold unique experiences and perspectives that are needed to advance the 

work of schools. We can be a contributing factor in addressing disproportionate outcomes in stu-

dent achievement within the school districts. Previous research indicates a need for continued re-

search regarding the lived experiences of Black women superintendents.  

 



 4 

Purpose  

The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore the lived experi-

ences of Black women in the position of superintendent in the Southeast. Phenomenology fo-

cuses on direct experiences with participants to describe the essence of their lived experiences 

(Hays and Singh, 2012). The study also aimed to look for themes to garner collective under-

standing by utilizing multiple participants. The study aimed to add to the body of knowledge and 

further understand the underrepresentation of Black women in the position of superintendent. 

The study provides valuable information to equip future aspirants with strategies and information 

to help them obtain and remain in the position. 

Social constructivism was the paradigm for the research. Ontologically, social construc-

tivist thought attends to the idea that there are multiple perspectives regarding a phenomenon. 

Therefore, the study was designed to capture the lived experiences of at least six Black women 

superintendents in various areas of the southeast to hear multiple perspectives. Epistemologi-

cally, participants and I co-constructed knowledge that helps to further explain the underrepre-

sentation of Black women in the position of superintendent. Both voices are essential in adding 

to the findings and further explaining the problem.  

Key terms  

Lived experiences, in this study, refer to a person’s first-hand experiences. They can be 

made up of their thoughts, feelings, opinions, and attitudes towards their place.  

Phenomenology refers to a qualitative research tradition in which the goal is to discover 

and describe the meaning or essence of participants’ lived experiences (Hays & Singh, 2012). 

Intersectionality describes how systems of oppression overlap to create distinct experi-

ences for people with multiple identity categories (Crenshaw, 2019).  
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Research question  

The study sought to answer the following research question:  

(1) What are the lived experiences of Black women superintendents in the Southeast?  

Significance of the Study  

The study aimed to add to the body of research on the lived experiences of Black women 

superintendents and provide insight on the topic of underrepresentation of Black women in vari-

ous superintendent positions such as superintendent, assistant superintendent, area superinten-

dent, or deputy superintendent. Since there is a disproportionately small number of Black women 

in the superintendent position, other types of superintendents were included in the possible study 

population. Regardless of the type of superintendent position, there is limited research that ad-

dresses the lived experiences of Black women superintendents (Revere, 1985; Alston, 1999; An-

gel et al., 2013). In 2013, Angel et al. conducted a literature review and revealed the fact that lit-

tle research has been completed on the focus of the Black woman superintendent. Also, recently 

conducted research revealed a need for continued research on the lived experiences of Black 

women superintendents (Bailey-Walker, 2018; Suggs Mason, 2021). While the topic is not new, 

there is also limited research conducted in the southeastern area of the United States. Examining 

and highlighting the lived experiences of Black women serving as superintendents can shed light 

and potentially help to create solutions for the problem of underrepresentation of Black women 

in the superintendency. This study brings forth the unique experiences of Black women superin-

tendents. The study identifies barriers, challenges, and even successes of the participants. Aspir-

ing superintendents and those able to serve as mentors/support for those in the position can learn 

valuable lessons for future work. As a Black woman in educational leadership, the study was 

also personally significant. I also realized my own experiences could have introduced bias. It was 
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important for me to bracket my experiences. For me, this meant utilizing a reflexive journal to 

make note of assumptions and biases to keep them from interfering with the research study. Phe-

nomenological researchers bracket their values or assumptions to gain insight into the phenome-

non (Hays & Singh, 2012). This idea is also supported by Moustakas (1994) as he described the 

process of Epoche. Epoche requires the researcher to set aside preconceived notions, biases, and 

prejudgments. One way of attending to this is reflexive journaling. Hays & Singh (2012) asserted 

that qualitative researchers need to be reflexive. Therefore, I utilized journaling throughout the 

research project to capture my thoughts and feelings in response to the participants’ sharing in 

interviews. The study provided a close look into the barriers and challenges Black women faced 

while serving in the position, providing relevant information for those seeking the superintend-

ency in the future. Knowing the barriers and challenges could provide helpful information for 

school districts to be more equitable in their hiring and retention practices. Finally, the study pro-

vides information for school districts or other individuals who can provide mentorship and sup-

port superintendents to improve retention.  

Limitations and Delimitations  

Qualitative research aims to provide a rich description of an individual or group’s experi-

ence to further explain a phenomenon. This naturalistic nature of qualitative research causes a 

threat to generalizability (Hays & Singh, 2012). Additionally, due to the small number of Black 

women superintendents, the findings of this study are limited. However, since the experiences of 

Black women are unique, the focus was placed on Black women.  

The findings of this study are limited to a small number of participants involved. Another 

delimitation was restricting the geographic location to the southeast. Placing additional criteria 



 7 

such as several years serving in the superintendency placed additional limits on the study. I will 

discuss the limitations and delimitations more in Chapter Five.  

Organization of the Study  

The study is organized through five chapters, with the first being this introductory chap-

ter. Chapter One describes the problem of underrepresentation of Black women in the position of 

superintendent in U.S. public schools. A connection is made between the underrepresentation 

and the lived experiences of women who have served in the position. The chapter shares the re-

search question to be answered throughout the research. Chapter One also describes the research 

tradition of phenomenology. Additionally, the chapter provides definitions of key terms and 

briefly describes the procedure used in the study. Finally, Chapter One also provides the signifi-

cance and limitations of the study.  

Chapter Two shares the reviewed, related literature. The literature review includes infor-

mation on assorted topics and shares previously researched women superintendents, the role of 

gender and race on the lived experiences of women in the superintendency, barriers, and chal-

lenges of Black women superintendents, and numerous phenomenological studies. Reviewing 

the literature allowed me to discover the research gaps. 

Chapter Three describes the methodology used in the study. The purpose of the study and 

research design are also explained. The research questions are also provided in this chapter. De-

tailed descriptions of the researcher's role, sample, and how participants were selected are in-

cluded in this chapter. Finally, the chapter discusses the specifics of the procedures, data collec-

tion, and how the data was analyzed. The chapter closes with details related to trustworthiness 

and ethical considerations.  
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The study concludes with Chapters Four and Five. In Chapter Four, the findings are 

shared through five common themes identified during the data collection and analysis. Chapter 

Five includes a connection to previously conducted research, a discussion of implications, and 

suggestions for future inquiry. 
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2 REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 Moustakas (1994) discussed the use of literature in a phenomenological study as framing 

the research problem and setting the stage for the inquiry. Therefore, the study began with a 

review of relevant literature. Disproportional representation of women in the position of 

superintendent has been documented for decades (Kowalski, 2011). Not only are women 

underrepresented, but Black women are also more underrepresented than other minority groups. 

This review analyzed previously conducted research relevant to the current research to 

understand the problem of disproportionality. This literature review will include (a) an 

explanation of the phenomenological research tradition (b) previously researched 

experiences/characteristics of women in the superintendency (c) the impact of gender and race 

and the underrepresentation of women in the role (d) explore the barriers and challenges of Black 

women superintendents in U.S. school districts (e) highlight some previous studies utilizing 

phenomenology as a research method. 

Gaining knowledge of previously conducted research on women in the superintendent 

position, with a specific focus on Black women in the superintendency, was critical as they 

would provide insight into previous findings, as well as research designs. The review included 

studying the impact of gender, women in the superintendency, Black women superintendents, 

and job satisfaction/motivation. The problem of disproportionate representation of women in the 

superintendency is not new. The literature review yielded a variety of studies aimed at address-

ing the problem. Since gaining a historical perspective of the problem was important, seminal re-

search was sought. Previous researchers have sought to determine a rationale for the problem by 

researching topics such as pathways to the position, career influences, and barriers. Although the 

study aimed to examine the lived experiences of Black women superintendents, it was important 
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to look more deeply at previously conducted research on the experiences of women of all races 

in the position. Since the current study is a phenomenology aimed at exploring the lived experi-

ences, reviewing a few studies comparing the lived experiences of women versus men in the su-

perintendency was necessary (Bernal et al., 2017; Brunner, 2000; Grogan, 1999; Wolverton & 

McDonald, 2001).  

Reviewing these studies helped me to gain a historical perspective about the previous ex-

periences of Black women. Specifically, I wanted to know if the experiences of Black women 

superintendents have evolved. For example, Arnez (1982) studied Washington D.C. superinten-

dent Barbara Sizemore and reported her dismissal from the position due to conflict with her school 

board. In my study, I found the superintendents’ relationships with school boards to be vital to 

their success or detrimental to them. Since the research question involved examining the lived 

experiences of Black women, choosing studies describing the lived experiences of Black women 

superintendents was important (Angel et al., 2013; Brown, 2014; Wiley et al., 2017). My interest 

in exploring the disproportionate representation led me to uncover personal themes and external 

barriers faced by Black women. Naming barriers such as discrimination and biased recruitment 

techniques, Wiley et al. (2017) and Brown in 2014 provided specific examples of what I might 

find in my research. Findings from Angel et al. (2013) helped to illuminate and affirm my belief 

that disproportionate representation in the position is not only caused by barriers but choice. While 

exploring previously conducted phenomenology, a weakness or gap in the extant studies related 

to and including various types of superintendents was apparent. There were no studies found in-

cluding superintendents such as deputy, assistant, or area superintendents. Therefore, I included 

them as possibilities for participant selection in my study. While research has been conducted in 
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various states, there was little representation of studies conducted in the southeastern portion of 

the United States. This confirmed the significance of the study.  

As the literature review continued to develop, articles on the general topic of women su-

perintendents were found. Given the aim of the study, more relevant literature on the experiences 

of Black women of superintendents was needed. Again, research aimed at the southeastern re-

gion was missing, revealing another weakness in the extant literature. This helped to further cre-

ate significance for this study.  

Phenomenology 

Phenomenology dates to 1906 when it was founded by Edmund Husserl. This popular re-

search tradition emphasizes the lived experiences of people to understand their essence. The re-

search tradition has been further developed, leading to the creation of two types of phenomenol-

ogy: descriptive and interpretive. Some pioneers and notable researchers of the methodology in-

clude Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Clark Moustakas, and Max van Manen. Van 

Manen (1990) tells us that essence is what makes a thing what it is. According to Moustakas 

(1994), the transcendental phenomenology of Husserl focuses on the role of describing experi-

ences without inserting interpretation. Moustakas also asserts that emphasis should be placed on 

the journey of the person to understand their lived experiences. According to previous research-

ers, phenomenology is a philosophy and an approach to inquiry that seeks truth and logic through 

critical and intuitive thinking about human existence (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). 

Key phenomenology theorists 

Over the years, the original tradition has been thoroughly explored. The main differences 

in the theorists’ beliefs first revolve around their tradition being interpretive or descriptive. Some 
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notable phenomenological researchers are worth mentioning in this literature review. Research-

ing these theorists increased my understanding of the methodology, providing relevant infor-

mation to determine my study's design. 

Edmund Husserl 

German philosopher Edmund Husserl is credited for the conception of phenomenology in 

1906. Husserl is known as the father of transcendental phenomenology. Moustakas (1994) 

speaks of Husserl’s focus on intention and essence as he describes the research tradition. Brack-

eting is a major component of this original tradition.  

Martin Heidegger 

In 1927, Martin Heidegger, one of Husserl’s students created his version of Husserl’s 

phenomenology called hermeneutic phenomenology. Although trained by Husserl, Heidegger’s 

stance varied slightly from his mentor. He believed researchers couldn’t bracket their experi-

ences (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015). Hermeneutic phenomenology asserts that researchers cannot com-

pletely bracket their biases. Unlike descriptive phenomenology, it aims to interpret the partici-

pant’s lived experiences.  

Hans-Georg Gadamer  

Gadamer (1976/2004) is known for his iteration of Heidegger’s hermeneutic or interpre-

tive phenomenological study. Slightly different, Gadamer focused on human subjectivity and de-

veloped a critical and dialogical approach to hermeneutics (Regan, 2012). His version empha-

sizes the use of language acting as the medium for understanding and a means of sharing the 

complexities of human experience (Regan, 2012). 
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Max van Manen 

 Max van Manen expanded on hermeneutical phenomenology. Van Manen (1990, p. 4) 

describes hermeneutical phenomenology as the ‘lived experiences’ of research participants (phe-

nomenology) and the interpretation (text) of the life they have lived and experienced (hermeneu-

tics). Van Manen posits that a researcher can’t bracket or keep their own experiences out of the 

research process.  

Clark Moustakas  

Moustakas (1994) translated Husserl’s concept into a methodology called transcendental 

phenomenology. Transcendental phenomenology, also known as descriptive, is not concerned 

with the interpretation of the researcher’s personal experience and is focused on describing the 

‘lived experiences’ of the participants in the research. Bracketing is a major process in Mousta-

kas’ transcendental phenomenology method.  

Women in the superintendency  

Given the longevity of the problem of disproportionate representation of women in the 

role, it made sense to review prior literature documenting the experiences of women in the super-

intendency. Previous researchers brought attention to the unfair treatment of women as it related 

to various aspects of American life such as jobs, schooling, and basic American rights such as 

voting. While the focus of the study was specifically tied to the experiences of Black women in 

the position, including research on the overall experiences of women in the role was vital. 

The topic of women in the superintendency has also been researched for over 20 years 

researchers have tackled aspects of the topic related to the underrepresentation, barriers, and 

challenges faced in pursuit and while in the role, as well as the impact of gender on their superin-



 14 

tendents (Tallerico & Blount,2004). According to Tallerico & Blount (2004), the field of educa-

tion shifted from being male-dominated to being female-dominated, but males remained domi-

nant in holding the highest position (the superintendent position). Providing the historical context 

regarding the shifts in gender, this 20-year-old research proves the longevity of the problem. 

Limited research has been conducted detailing the lived experiences of women superintendents. 

Studying their lived experiences can help to explain the underrepresentation that continues to 

persist. 

Impact of gender   

Since the problem of underrepresentation of women in the position is evident and long-

lasting, researchers have studied the impact of gender to further understand the cause of the dis-

proportionate representation. Gender bias is a contributing factor as it relates to hiring, lived ex-

periences, and even tenure. In Black feminist thought, Collins (1990) describes women’s paid 

work as being organized within intersecting oppressions of race, class, and gender.  

The impact of gender bias can be felt by women in numerous ways in society and in par-

ticular, their career opportunities and career experiences can be impacted. Hiring practices can be 

a tool to keep women out of a school district’s chief position. This aspect has been researched 

over the years. Headhunting, like gatekeeping, allows gender bias to impact hiring practices 

(Tallerico, 2000). Even though districts might set criteria for screening applicants, headhunters 

can allow their views of previously held positions by women candidates as lesser. This impacts 

women and people of color.  

The lived experiences of women in the superintendent position help to explain why 

women are underrepresented in the role. Brunner (2000) studied the impact of gender with 12 
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women superintendent participants to determine if their talk regarding their superintendency con-

tained events or episodes of inequality. Brunner sought to answer the following research ques-

tions: (1) Why are there so few women in the superintendency? (2) What part does gender ine-

quality play in the phenomenon? (3) Is gender inequality an experience of women in the role? 

Brunner used Floyd Hunter’s reputational model to develop the sample. Drawing from a list of 

all women superintendents in the nation, colleagues in the educational and private sectors were 

asked to identify women superintendents whom they considered to have “reputations as extraor-

dinarily successful practitioners.” The responses generated a sample size of 12. In the end, the 

sample consisted of superintendents from the Northeast, Midwest, and Southeast regions of the 

United States. All 12 included in the study were of Euro-American descent whose ages ranged 

from mid-40s to late 50s. Data was collected through 54 interviews. Each participant was inter-

viewed twice. Interviews were also conducted with two affiliated individuals for each partici-

pant. Brunner named three substantial findings because of the study: (1) The participants’ stories 

consisted of various experiences of inequality (2) Participants leaned on the use of various strate-

gies that debunked gender bias (3) Their settled discourse and practice differed from the tradi-

tional settled discourse in educational leadership. An example of an inequality experience de-

scribed by participants was their need to downplay their authority. As women superintendents, 

the women felt it necessary to wear their power lightly to ensure no one felt inferior. Brunner’s 

study was framed around Swindler’s theory of “settled and unsettled” social periods, which pro-

poses the idea of new strategies of action being created during those unsettled periods where in-

stances such as inequality exist. Brunner used Swindler’s theory as a framework for her study be-

cause of its focus on talk and her agreement that discourse is a form of social action worthy of 

study (p. 3). One strategy used by the participants for addressing this inequality was stressing 
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collaboration, consensus building, and inclusion. Collaboration was deemed a successful strategy 

to get the work done rather than flexing their authority. Another example of an experience of ine-

quality was overt silencing. When speaking to colleagues (especially males), the participants ex-

perienced negative body language such as eye-rolling, sighs, folded arms, etc. while their male 

counterparts dominated conversations. A helpful strategy for countering this is realizing the au-

thority of the position and being strategic about what they say. Although they knew their 

thoughts/words might not be received in the same way as men, they knew the importance of 

sharing their perspectives anyway. Their discourse differed from traditional discourse in numer-

ous ways. Traditional discourse includes power as dominance, whereas the women used power 

as shared. Traditional discourse includes being aggressive and authoritarian, whereas the women 

used a soft approach. Traditional discourse includes delegation, whereas the women make sure 

everyone has an opportunity to be heard. Brunner’s study is significant to my study since it spe-

cifically discussed strategies for dealing with inequities. Along the same lines was Sampson’s 

2018 study focused on strategies for longevity of the position. She investigated the lived experi-

ences of five women superintendents in Texas to determine factors leading to longevity in the 

position. Strong working relationships with their school boards, a commitment and passion for 

the position, solid connections with their communities, a commitment and passion for the posi-

tion, and a sense of achievement were cited as factors in their longevity. As minority leaders, 

Black women superintendents need strategies to survive and thrive in the position. I hope readers 

of my study will review the literature and find suggestions for success in the position.  

 Comparative studies have also been conducted to determine the impact of gender on the 

lived experiences of superintendents. Differences in experiences between men and women super-

intendents have been documented over time. In 2017, Bernal et al. compared the perceptions of 
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leadership characteristics required to acquire the position, differences in lived experiences, and 

commonalities of career pathways of three women superintendents vs. those of three men. The 

results yielded differences in all three areas. In response to the question about leadership charac-

teristics, female responses indicated themes of communication, relationships, and vision. Male 

responses to the leadership characteristics did not indicate any themes. Their responses showed a 

perception of the importance of the presence of a unique approach to leadership; therefore, show-

ing a presence of gender bias and stereotyping as it relates to leadership characteristics required 

for the job. The second research question of their study addressed the differences in the lived ex-

periences specifically. Women in the study expressed perceptions of issues related to their gen-

der, like those documented in previous research (Bernal et al., 2017) such as a constant feeling of 

needing to prove themselves, expectations around familial responsibilities, working harder, etc. 

Men responded and did not express feelings of inequality or gender issues. Finally, the responses 

related to career trajectory were the only questions with overlapping responses between the 

women and men. Those themes were: the importance of knowing oneself, a commitment to a vi-

sion that is developed with various stakeholders, answering the call to serve, and making a dif-

ference for children (p. 51). Examining comparative studies regarding the differential treatment 

of men and women superintendents allowed me to validate the existence of the problem and fur-

ther understand the depth of the historical discriminatory treatment of women in the position.  

The impact of gender has been felt in lived experiences and tenure. Grogan is an example 

of previously conducted research on this impact. Grogan (1999) presented a study detailing the 

experience of the first woman superintendent in a small southern city who faced issues of gender 

stereotyping. The superintendent faced criticism based on societal norms expected of women. 
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These perceptions were grounded in stereotypes and influenced the way the community re-

sponded to her (p. 654). Grogan concluded that not only was the superintendent's experience dif-

ferent from her male predecessor, but the issues also led to a short tenure of only two years. 

Since my study was geared toward the southeastern region, this study was particularly interesting 

to me since it provided a context like that of a few of my participants.  

Underrepresentation of women in the position 

The topic of the underrepresentation of women in the position of superintendent was 

found in abundance during this literature review. Collins (1990) wrote about the domain of 

power and how social institutions are organized to reproduce Black women’s subordination over 

time. Exclusion from the best jobs, healthcare, and housing are stated as examples of how poli-

cies and systems are designed to exclude Black women. Like Black women, women of all races 

have been excluded from the position of superintendent over the years. The underrepresentation 

of the women in the position can be explained in many ways. Barriers and challenges faced in 

the position are known. Are they the reasons for the underrepresentation? Do qualified partici-

pants simply not want the position? Is the underrepresentation due to a lack of leadership experi-

ence? Wolverton and McDonald (2001) sought to provide insight into this problem by investigat-

ing the pathway to the superintendency and comparing the pathways of women versus men. In-

terestingly, they found that 18% of their female participants, while qualified, did not intend to 

seek the superintendency. Several factors such as stress, the low wage differential between their 

current position and the superintendency, media relations, and working with school boards arose 

as reasons for not desiring to pursue the position. In 2001, Wolverton and McDonald, like previ-

ous researchers, found the high school principalship to be the most common trajectory to the su-

perintendency. In their study, they found the high school principalship to be held mostly by 
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males. This potentially reveals a rationale for fewer women assuming or pursuing the role of su-

perintendent. In her mixed methods study conducted in Minnesota, Wyland (2016) reported on 

the positive career influences and barriers that female superintendents in Minnesota encountered 

as they assumed the position. Gender discrimination and family responsibilities arose as top bar-

riers to women aspirants. Most notably, gender discrimination was noted as the most prevalent 

barrier for women serving in the position.  

Black women superintendents  

It is imperative to include research related to Black women’s experiences in the position. 

The lived experiences of Black women in the position add credibility. Although the research 

topic has risen in popularity over the past 15 or more years, in comparison to other topics, Black 

women in the superintendency are still understudied (Wiley, et al. 2017). In addition to the chal-

lenges endured as women in the superintendency, Black women must contend with intersection-

ality (Collins, 1990). The research design, context, research purposes, and research questions of 

previous studies showed great variation. Previous research on this topic provides insight and 

helps to explain the problem of the underrepresentation of Black women in the superintendency. 

While many of the previous studies did not specifically name intersectionality, the context of 

their studies revealed a focus on the dual challenge of being women and Black in the position.  

Like the previously mentioned studies conducted on women superintendents, some re-

search called attention to discrimination by comparing the experiences of Black women superin-

tendents to those of others. Donohoo and Hunter (2005) shared examples of how Black women 

superintendents face differences in financial resources. Richmond Public Schools was cited as 

reducing the budget when a Black woman became superintendent. This example was provided to 

illustrate one of how Black women superintendents receive differential treatment.  
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Several of the first studies of Black women superintendents centered around describing 

their characteristics and strategies used to survive the position. One of the earliest documented 

studies about Black women in the superintendency (Arnez, 1982) sought to describe the women 

and provided mostly an overall view of their accomplishments and characteristics, rather than an 

in-depth exploration of their lived experiences. In an analysis of Black women superintendents in 

2005, Alston documented a strong belief in God and servant leadership, a deep care for children, 

a strong self-efficacy, and a focus on creating a legacy of service as common characteristics of 

Black women superintendents. While the studies helped to provide insight into the women, they 

did not document their detailed lived experiences.  

Only a few of the beginning studies closely examined the lived experiences of those in 

the position. Nancy Arnez (1982) conducted mini-case studies with two of the first Black women 

superintendents: Barbara A. Sizemore and Ruth B. Love. She described the problems encoun-

tered, achievement of goals, and accomplishments in education. Similarly, Revere (1985) sur-

veyed 22 of the 29 Black women superintendents in the position in 1984-85. Revere sought to 

describe the career and success patterns of Black women as chief administrators of public school 

districts.  

More recently studies documenting lived experiences have become more popular. Several 

phenomenological studies have been conducted recently in various states of the United States on 

Black women’s lived experiences in the position. When researching the topic of disproportionate 

representation of Black women, getting an in-depth look at their lived experiences provides in-

valuable insight. Angel et al. (2013) sought to examine the perceptions of currently practicing 

Black women district-level administrators about the barriers and challenges of securing the su-

perintendency. They utilized North Carolina’s personnel administrators’ database to identify 
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seven of their ten Black district-level administrators. Two additional participants were referred 

from other study participants. The final participant was a former colleague of one of the partici-

pants. Using Seidman’s model of phenomenological interviewing, the researchers conducted 90-

minute face-to-face interviews to retrieve the data. The researchers grouped their findings into 

two themes: personal indicators and externally imposed barriers. Personal indicators found in-

cluded an internalized ethical system, early influence of early support systems, grand expecta-

tions from the community, and a necessity for an elevated level of preparedness. Participants 

spoke of internal ethics such as honesty, equity, justice, and being fair to all as guiding principles 

in their practice. Early influence and lofty expectations from the community consisted of encour-

agement and support from relationships such as parents, neighbors, church members, teachers, 

etc. They identified the necessity to hold a doctoral degree as a required credential for the posi-

tion. Barriers identified by the participants included experiences of oppression, uncertainty about 

the selection process, and disconnection from network support. Some oppressive experiences de-

scribed included a glass ceiling, preconceived notions of what a woman’s role should be, and 

blatant stereotyping. They described the selection process as unclear and inconsistent with hiring 

committees having hidden agendas or personal vendettas. Finally, they discussed the disconnec-

tion from network support. They acknowledged no formal system of support such as mentoring 

for Black women school administrators in their state.  

Brown (2014) focused on women who were current or former superintendents. Like An-

gel et al. Brown conducted a phenomenological study in the Southeast region of the United 

States to determine how race, gender, and social politics affected the recruitment and retention of 

Black women to the public school superintendency. Of the eight participants, five were current 
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superintendents, while three were retired. While the article did not explicitly discuss data collec-

tion, it is assumed that interviews were utilized since the study was a phenomenology. As with 

most qualitative studies, the data was collected and coded to identify themes. The data was 

shared in the form of “lessons.” Lessons learned about race, recruitment, and retention were pre-

sented as the first finding. Black women must carry themselves to a higher standard, working 

harder than their colleagues to prove their leadership capacities. Additionally, race is a factor in 

social politics. Although often equally credentialed, Black women benefit most from having a 

White male as a mentor or advocate. Finally, Black women must be aware of the power of race. 

Understanding the power of race can help Black women be strategic while seeking and serving 

in the role. One participant spoke of the mindset needed, sharing sentiments such as understand-

ing the role of race creates a situation where you are not surprised by the lack of support or the 

fact that you will be constantly critiqued. The second theme identified was lessons about Black 

female gender, recruitment, and retention. It was revealed that there is a continued lack of access 

to powerful social and political organizations. For example, White males often have organiza-

tions or community affiliations for support. For Black women, these supports are few or non-ex-

istent. In addition to the lack of social support, a predictable pattern of ascension is apparent. 

White males, Black males, White females, and Black females continue to be the order when it 

comes to obtaining the superintendent position. Although progress has been made, there are still 

stereotypical beliefs and myths about Black women. Since the likelihood of securing a position 

for Black women is so low, self-recruitment is crucial. The participants mentioned the necessity 

of being willing to put yourself out there. Black women must be willing to apply for multiple po-

sitions and not fear being declined. Strategic networking and making connections are key strate-

gies for securing the position. Being willing to relocate is necessary to secure the position.  
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Wiley et al. (2017) used a phenomenological approach to identify the challenges, sup-

ports, and personal background characteristics that participants believe influenced their ascen-

sion to the superintendency in Texas. Using a qualitative case study design, researchers sought to 

answer one overarching research question: How do African American women superintendents 

describe their lived experiences in acquiring superintendent positions in the state of Texas? Data 

was collected through semi-structured interviews with six of the eight women currently serving 

as superintendents in the state. The researchers used email and phone calls to initially contact the 

potential participants. An interview protocol was designed to answer the research questions and 

obtain demographic and general background information. Audio taping and transcribing, along 

with coding were used to analyze the data. Moustakas’ approach to transcendental phenomeno-

logical research was used for data analysis. Wiley et al. synthesized the data and found three ma-

jor themes: (1) The participants’ desire to impact others at various levels (2) the participants’ 

sources of personal strength (3) external support systems. These themes provided answers to the 

research question and provided knowledge regarding their challenges, support, and inspiration 

for pursuing the position.  

It was important for me to review various recent studies on the topic for several reasons. 

First, I wanted to investigate barriers and strategies. Secondly, to investigate the experiences of 

Black women superintendents in various states and contexts. Thirdly, it was essential to design a 

different study that would further the research depth on the topic. Finally, to further inform and 

validate the significance of my study, I wanted to include recent research with various research 

purposes to illuminate the fact that regardless of context and research focus, there are commonal-

ities in barriers and strategies used. Some of the additional studies I reviewed included: Harris 

(2020), Walker (2014), and Davis (2022). For example, Harris (2020) focused her research on the 
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experiences of Black women leaders during their path to the position, as well as while serving in 

the position. She described themes such as the importance of networking, no room for mistakes, 

the requirement to be exceptional, and the importance of taking calculated risks. Similarly, 

Walker (2014) studied superintendents in Ohio as she illuminated the presence of barriers and 

strategies. She found gender and race stereotyping, career path and accessibility, and a lack of 

mentorship and support as barriers. She also found strategies such as self-confidence, network-

ing, and spirituality for success. Although the participants in Davis’ 2022 study hailed from vari-

ous areas in the United States, her results found themes of (1) spirituality, (2) dual bias status, (3) 

supportive relationships, (4) preparation, and (5) self-care. All these studies served as validation 

of the widespread presence of discrimination Black women superintendents face. While progress 

has been made in acquiring the position of superintendent, the unfair and unequal experiences 

prove there is still much work to do. Black women have fought to be included, however, once in, 

they realize the stark differences in their experiences. As you can see, much of the previously 

conducted research yielded comparable results. However, the goal of my research study was not 

to simply validate previous findings. I aimed to add to the findings by uncovering new and differ-

ent realities such as barriers and strategies for success. 

Black feminist thought and critical race theory  

While exploring Black women’s lived experiences, many studies used Black feminist 

thought and critical race theory as frameworks. In Black feminist thought, Collins (1990) out-

lines some basic tenets:  

(1) Lived experiences as a criterion of meaning;  

(2) The use of dialogue in assessing claims;  

(3) An emphasis on the ethic of caring; 
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(4) An emphasis on the ethic of personal accountability;  

(5) An emphasis on positionality as an agent of knowledge; and  

(6) The recognition of ‘truth’ and the complexity of the pathway toward truth. Delgado & 

Stefancic (2001) described some basic tenets of critical race theory: racism is ordinary, race is a 

social construct, the idea of interest convergence, the idea of storytelling and counter stories, and 

civil rights legislation benefits white people. 

Among the studies found, some questions they answered were: What role does intersec-

tionality play in the lived experiences of Black women superintendents in the Southeast? Black 

feminist thought also framed the 2022 phenomenological narrative study of Mason as she sought 

to answer the following research questions: What were the barriers or challenges to the attain-

ment of the district superintendency as perceived by Black women superintendents? Are there 

issues or opportunities, as perceived by the participants, unique to the intersectionality of race 

and gender that impacted their effectiveness as district superintendents? And, what, if any, “com-

monalities of perceptions” do the participants exhibit based on their experiences? Mason’s find-

ings indicate alignment with various aspects of Black feminist thought as described by Collins 

including the concept of “self-definition” or “the power to name one’s reality” (Collins, 1990). 

Additionally, Collins emphasized the standpoint of Black women’s experiences, also a point of 

focus of the study as Mason focused on the standpoint of the Black women superintendents, as 

they told their own stories from their perspective. Specifically, Mason’s study revealed common 

barriers and challenges among her four superintendent participants as they described their lived 

experiences. Themes such as a lack of respect for their personhood, barriers imposed by the me-

dia, being held to a higher standard than their male counterparts, and lack of respect for their 

knowledge and expertise. Tonya Bailey-Walker (2018) used Black feminist thought and critical 
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race theory as frameworks as she investigated the lived experiences of Black female superinten-

dents in the state of Ohio. She emphasized their career paths, barriers, perspectives, and suc-

cesses. Her findings were supported by Black feminist thought as themes arose. Barriers and 

challenges such as gender bias, proving competency, higher standards, and cultural differences 

were found.  

Gaps in the literature 

In this study, interviewing six participants determined whether there were commonalities 

and allowed comparison of their experiences. Hays and Singh (2012) recommended a sample of 

three to ten participants in phenomenological research. Suggs Mason (2021) argued the fact that 

there are gaps in the research comparing the experiences of Black women superintendents in dif-

ferent settings such as urban, suburban, and rural. Therefore, securing the participation of super-

intendents serving in each of those settings was a goal.  

While there is extant literature on the topic, Brunner (2000) shared the fact that there are 

limited perspectives shared in over 75 years of research. The research is mostly told from the 

White male perspective. This is due to the disproportionate number of Black women in the su-

perintendency. Therefore, my research aimed to add to the existing literature by investigating the 

lived experiences of current or former Black women superintendents. Their lived experiences 

will explain why the problem of disproportionality exists. In making their experiences known, 

steps can be taken to provide support and encouragement for more Black women leaders to pur-

sue the position. This would allow us to see continued growth in the number of Black women in 

the position and hopefully, eventually close the gap of disproportionate representation.  
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The literature reviewed and presented in this chapter demonstrates the challenges and 

barriers faced by Black women superintendents such as the impact of gender, overcoming stereo-

types and systemic racism, strategies used for success, and practices aimed at keeping Black 

women out of the position. The literature reviewed also revealed a need for continued research 

documenting the lived experiences of Black women superintendents to further explain the prob-

lem of disproportionate representation in the position. The review also included a discussion 

about the phenomenological research approach. Finally, the review included studies framed in 

two popular theoretical frameworks: Black feminist thought and critical race theory. The meth-

ods and procedures will be explained in Chapter three. 
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3 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents the research design intended to answer the research questions. The 

lived experiences of Black women superintendents were investigated to determine their barriers, 

challenges, and successes, as well as the impact of race and gender in the lived experiences. 

Also, this chapter will describe participant criteria and selection, data collection, data analysis, 

trustworthiness, and ethical considerations.  

The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenology was to understand the essence of what it 

is like to serve as a superintendent in the southeast as a Black woman. It was assumed that the 

intersection of being Black, and a woman impacts the experiences of the women in this position. 

This intersectionality, along with the barriers and challenges faced due to the double bind, can 

provide insight into why there are so few Black women in the position.  

Positionality  

In qualitative research, the researcher is an instrument and a vital component of the study. 

Not only do the thoughts and feelings of the researcher come into play, but the reactions and in-

terpretation of findings play a role (Hays and Singh, 2012). As a Black woman and educational 

leader, I have insight into the role of intersectionality while serving in a position of authority. I 

have served as an elementary school principal and assistant principal. In both positions, I have 

felt the impact of race and gender as I have led mostly White faculties and worked with stake-

holders who undoubtedly questioned my intelligence and competency. So, this topic matters due 

to my identity as a Black woman in educational leadership and I was able to deeply connect with 

participants. There were many times during interviews in which I could relate to the stories being 

told. In my journal, when a participant recounted being asked ridiculous questions by a board 

member to discern her understanding of literacy, I wrote, “Reminds me of being drilled about 
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guided reading by a first-grade teacher when I was a principal.” I could relate to the superinten-

dent’s frustration and feeling of her intelligence being insulted. This is just one example of how I 

related to the women’s experiences.  This commonality fostered a sense of authenticity and 

transparency for participants. Additionally, gaining inspiration and tools for success can be used 

later in my career journey are personal benefits for conducting the study. 

Phenomenological researchers acknowledge or bracket their values and assumptions to 

gain more insight into the phenomenon (Hays and Singh, 2012). Furthermore, Moustakas (1994) 

explained phenomenological reduction using Epoche, bracketing, and horizontalization. The idea 

of the Epoche is derived from Husserl’s work in the 1970s. Moustakas described the process of 

Epoche as the first step in phenomenological reduction. This process requires the researcher to 

set aside preconceived notions, prejudgments, and biases to engage in the research process. One 

component of the Epoche process is exercising reflection. Journaling was used to practice reflec-

tion and check biases. Throughout the process, I wrote during and after the interviews. Capturing 

my biases, assumptions, and reactions to the participants’ responses, and making note of how my 

beliefs evolved was a priority. Hays and Singh (2012) discussed the need for qualitative re-

searchers to be reflexive. According to the authors, reflexivity is one of the distinguishing factors 

between qualitative and quantitative research. Reflexivity requires attention to authenticity, em-

pathy, and unconditional positive regard. Tools such as reflexive journaling or the use of a heu-

ristic device can help one become a reflexive researcher.  

Bracketing requires the researcher to place the research topic into brackets, leaving every-

thing else outside. This allows the focus of the research to remain on the topic and not be clut-

tered with everything else. Although it might be impossible to keep some prior experiences, be-
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liefs, etc. outside the brackets, phenomenological researchers make every attempt to do so. Fi-

nally, Moustakas (1994) discussed the use of horizons in phenomenological reduction. Horizon-

talization is placing the same value on every statement the participant shares. As the interview 

continues, irrelevant statements are disregarded, leaving only the horizons. The horizons are then 

grouped into themes to paint a clear picture of the phenomenon.  

The relationship between myself and the participants was collaborative. Through multiple 

dialogues, the aim was to uncover factors that lead to the underrepresentation of Black women in 

the position of superintendent. According to Moustakas, as the researcher collaborates with the 

participants, he/she is also engaged in thoughtful reflection throughout the process. This reflec-

tion allows the researcher to analyze, synthesize, and arrive at essential descriptions capturing 

the essence of the lived experiences of participants.  

Researchers are encouraged to consider their position as insider or outsider researchers as 

they engage in reflexivity. My position was defined as an inside researcher for this project since I 

collected the data. Additionally, due to my existing knowledge of the inner workings of the su-

perintendent position and school districts, I was an insider. As a Black woman educational 

leader, I was challenged with keeping my preconceived notions about challenges and barriers 

women face in check. I sought to understand the challenges and barriers, although I had precon-

ceived notions of the challenges. Journaling helped me to keep an open mind and remain open. 

My use of the interview protocol allowed me to remain focused on the intent and purpose of the 

research so that the experience would not be clouded by judgments.  

Phenomenological Approach 

Phenomenology aims to thoroughly research a phenomenon to unpack and interpret the 

experience (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Phenomenology empowers subjects to fight against 
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dominant narratives that distort the “unexplained assumptions of our personal, cultural, political, 

and social beliefs” (van Manen, 2016, p. 13). Van Manen describes hermeneutical phenomenol-

ogy as comparing the individual experiences of those who have experienced the same phenome-

non. This hermeneutical phenomenology research approach was used to examine the lived expe-

riences of Black women superintendents since this study aimed to examine and describe the es-

sence of the women’s experiences as superintendents, as well as interpret their experiences. It 

sheds light on the experiences of Black women superintendents and is designed to tell their un-

heard experiences, providing insight into the problem of underrepresentation in the superinten-

dent position.  

Data Collection  

Hays & Singh (2012) recommended first considering the important attributes of the study 

when choosing a sampling method. Some attributes they urge researchers to consider are units of 

analysis, demographic factors, and desired diversity. For this study, purposive sampling was 

used. Purposive sampling involves identifying specific criteria to help obtain information-rich 

cases of the phenomenon before entering the field to do the research (Hays & Singh, 2012). 

There are six categories of purposive sampling methods. Since there is a goal to look for com-

monalities and the study revolves around a specific, identified group (Black women), homoge-

nous sampling will be used (Hays & Singh, 2012). However, including participants from geo-

graphically different locales such as urban, rural, and suburban allowed maximum variation 

within the sample to be achieved. The identified criteria used included Black women currently or 

formerly serving as a public school superintendent, assistant superintendent, or deputy superin-

tendent, with at least three years of experience in the position, and working or having worked in 

the southeastern region of the United States. Although the identified criteria created limitations 
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and could have made it more difficult to secure participants, these criteria were chosen because 

participants meeting these criteria helped to best answer the research question. A sample size of 

no less than three, but no more than ten is recommended for phenomenological studies (Hays & 

Singh, 2012). The criteria of a three-year tenure allowed for deeper experiences and a longer 

time to reflect on their experiences. I was unable to locate any research specifically geared at 

documenting the lived experiences of deputy superintendents. Therefore, including them as par-

ticipants in the study increased my sample population and would also document the experiences 

of deputy superintendents. Finally, most of the reviewed literature took place in other regions of 

the country. Focusing on the southeastern region of the United States made it more relevant to 

me and added more perspective to the existing body of research. Like other methods of sam-

pling, research bias is possible with purposive sampling. According to Regoli (2019), purposive 

sampling allows the researcher to create the sample, which relies on the researcher's judgment. 

Regoli (2019) also asserted that participants selected for a research study using purposive sam-

pling can manipulate the data since they know they have been selected for research. Although I 

planned to use snowball sampling if I was unable to secure participation from six participants us-

ing the desired criteria, it was not needed.  

A combination of strategies was planned for identifying participants such as social media 

outlets for advertising the study and soliciting interest. However, all participants were secured by 

using public information from school district websites to learn of potential participants and email-

ing qualified superintendents directly. A recruitment email is included in Appendix A. According 

to Hays and Singh (2012), a sample of 3-10 is recommended for phenomenological studies. The 

goal was to secure participation from six participants from geographically various locations (ur-

ban, rural, and suburban) with at least three years in the role. Once participants were identified, 
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written communication (email and letter) was used to share the study's purpose and obtain in-

formed consent from the six participants. 

 

Table 1. Participant demographics 

Pseudonym Age Position # of supt. 

placements 

# of years as 

supt.  

District 

locale 

District demographics 

Dr. Lennette  49 Deputy supt. 1 4 suburban 45,000 students in 76 

schools 

Dr. Juliet  51 Supt. 2 10 rural 3,000 students in 7 

schools 

Dr. Evelyn  62 Supt. 1 6 suburban 7,100 students in 13 

schools 

Supt. Lillie  55 Supt. 1 5 rural 1,800 students in 3 

schools 

Dr. Annie Bell  63 Supt. 1 10 rural 5,000 students in 7 

schools 

Dr. Tami 51 Supt. 2 6 urban 51,000 students in 81 

schools 

A variety of information was collected to answer the research question: What are the lived 

experiences of Black women superintendents in the Southeast? Interviews, document analysis, and 

artifacts are used most frequently in qualitative research. However, data collection tools are deter-

mined best based on the research questions. Due to the nature of the research question and like 

most qualitative research, most information was collected through semi-structured interviews 

(Hays & Singh, 2012). Personal artifacts were shared to further capture the essence of their lived 

experiences. According to Hays & Singh (2012), these are credible sources for data collection in 
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qualitative research. In this study, multiple sources of data were used. Therefore, including artifacts 

such as pictures, quotes, and other personal items from participants made the data richer. A reflex-

ive journal also aided in the collection of data. According to van Manen (2014), the researcher is 

the primary research instrument. Therefore, my thoughts and feelings played a pivotal role in in-

terpreting the women’s experiences. Utilizing semi-structured interviews, artifacts, and a reflexive 

journal ensured crystallization. In phenomenological research, the term crystallization is used ra-

ther than triangulation to increase trustworthiness. According to Richardson (1994), crystallization 

provides us with a deepened, complex understanding of the topic.  

Semi-structured interviews  

Hays & Singh (2012) described the critical role of semi-structured interviews for data col-

lection in qualitative research. For this study, Seidman’s (2019) phenomenological interviewing 

method was used. Seidman’s interview technique of using primarily open-ended questions was 

chosen because the format allowed me to build upon and explore the participants’ responses to 

those questions. This format’s goal is to have the participant reconstruct his or her experience 

within the topic under study (Seidman, 2019). Seidman’s phenomenological interviewing consid-

ers three aspects: the structure of interviews, the spacing of interviews, and the length of inter-

views. Seidman recommends three separate interviews rather than one single interview for phe-

nomenological research. The three-part interview structure allows the researcher and participant 

to build a relationship. Seidman provides guidelines for the three-part interview structure. The 

participants’ life history was the focus of the first interview. The questions were related to the 

participants’ early lives spanning to the present, involving personal and professional experiences. 

The second interview moved to their current lived experiences. Those questions were geared to-

wards their experiences as superintendents. The third interview asked participants to reflect and 
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make meaning of their experiences. When it comes to spacing, Seidman (2019) recommends the 

three-interview structure be spaced at least three days apart and no more than a week. This al-

lows time for the participant to easily recall the preceding interview but not enough time to lose 

the connection between the two. Although Seidman suggested 90 minutes for each interview, I 

chose to limit each interview to one hour given the responsibilities of the participants. About 

time, what Seidman says is most important is having an agreed-upon time limit that is shared in 

advance with participants. The goal is to have the participant reconstruct his or her experience 

within the topic under study. According to Hays & Singh (2012), this method of interviewing is 

useful in eliciting a description of the essence of an experience that participants have undergone. 

Each participant participated in three one-hour virtual interviews using the Cisco WebEx plat-

form to gain insight into their lived experiences. The three interviews consisted of questions 

aimed at answering the research question. The interview protocol was constructed to best de-

scribe and understand the essence of the participants’ lived experiences. The interview protocol 

is attached as Appendix C.  

Seidman’s interviewing technique was important for my study for several reasons. The 

three-part format allowed us to build trust and relationships. The structure allowed participants to 

become more comfortable and vulnerable as we progressed through the three interviews since 

the first one felt lighter as it began with recalling childhood and talking about family. For some, 

their level of vulnerability was obvious right away. For others, they circled back to questions 

asked in the first interview to further elaborate. As participants were engaging in the interview 

process, as the researcher, I was engaged in the hermeneutical process of gathering data and in-

terpreting the data. The timing between the interviews was especially helpful for me as I was the 
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primary research instrument. It allowed me to sit with my findings, make meaning of their re-

sponses, and prepare any follow-up questions for the subsequent interview. Finally, utilizing the 

interview protocol with fidelity helped me to stick to the agreed-upon time limits to ensure I was 

respectful of the participants’ time while gathering the necessary information.  

Artifacts  

To gain more insight into the lived experiences, as well as the motivation of participants, 

personal artifacts were examined. While artifacts were not predetermined, they could have in-

cluded sources such as Bible verses, inspirational quotes, photographs, etc. A variety of sources 

were anticipated since individuals draw from various sources for strength, sustaining strategies 

participants use while serving in the position, as well as sources of motivation. According to 

Hays & Singh (2012), personal documents can help to further understand the culture and context 

of participants’ experiences of a phenomenon (p. 287). Since the interviews were conducted vir-

tually, artifacts were either shown on screen or simply described. The participants' willingness to 

share these artifacts was based on the comfort and convenience of the participants.  

Reflexive journaling 

Husserl (1906) recommended that researchers bracket, or set aside, biases, presumptions, 

and the like as they conduct phenomenological research. This allows the researcher to maintain a 

learning stance. Therefore, I utilized reflexive journaling. The journal allowed me to capture my 

reflections, bracket my biases, and make meaning of the various perspectives of participants. 

Van Manen (2014) spoke of the importance of writing during research by saying, “In writing, we 

may deepen and change ourselves in ways we cannot predict” (p. 20). The journal served as an 

additional piece of data to further understand the participants’ experiences.  
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While bracketing is suggested to fully understand the phenomenon, the researcher’s own 

experiences provide valuable insight into the interpretation of the findings. As the main research 

instrument and since hermeneutic phenomenology calls for the researcher to interpret the experi-

ences, the journal was not used to bracket out all biases. Instead, I used it to track shifts in my 

thinking since I had prior knowledge of the phenomenon and noted my interpretations of the par-

ticipants’ responses.  

Procedures  

Following approval from Georgia State’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), sampling, 

informed consent, and data collection began. Semi-structured interviews, artifact examination, 

and reflexive journaling served as the instruments for data collection. As previously stated, the 

data collection methods were chosen with the research design in mind. In particular, the collec-

tion methods were chosen based on their ability to answer my research question. Before begin-

ning the interviewing process, I began the reflexive journaling. Writing at the outset of the re-

search allowed me to capture and bracket any feelings or biases I had before going into the inter-

views. Returning to this initial entry, as well as capturing my thoughts throughout the process, 

was vital to the research process. A three-part phenomenological interviewing method with each 

participant was used to measure the constructs. Interviewing is a popular technique in qualitative 

research and phenomenological studies. Seidman (2019) shared the purpose of interviewing as 

an interest in understanding the lived experience of others and the meanings they make of their 

experience. Each interview lasted for 60 minutes. The three-part interview consisted of gathering 

information about the participants’ life history in the first phase. Again, those questions ascer-

tained their overall experience throughout childhood and early career life. The second phase in-
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volved asking questions about the phenomenon of superintendency. These questions were tai-

lored around the barriers, challenges, and successes of their lived experiences. During the second 

interview, I elicited the sharing of personal artifacts to ascertain a deeper understanding of each 

person’s essence, as well as identify sources for motivation and strength. Like the interviews, the 

artifacts were analyzed as I completed my analysis of the interview transcripts due to the related 

questions included. The third phase involved reflecting on the meaning of the experiences. These 

questions asked the participants to make meaning of their experiences as a superintendent. An 

interview protocol (Appendix C) ensured all participants were asked the same questions. Phe-

nomenology stresses direct experiences with those who are experiencing the phenomenon. 

Therefore, the interview questions were designed with the research question in mind to ensure 

relevant data was collected. Each virtual interview was recorded on my personal, password-pro-

tected laptop to capture the participants’ words during each 60-minute interview. The interviews 

were transcribed and coded to look for themes.  

Analysis 

The goal of conducting phenomenological studies is to understand the phenomenon’s es-

sence deeply. Moustakas (1994) described two approaches for analyzing data in phenomenologi-

cal research. The process involves using horizontalization to create descriptions of the phenome-

non. For this study, Moustakas’ modification of Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen Phenomenological Data 

Analysis was used for analyzing interview data. Manual transcription allowed me to understand 

the essence of each participant’s experiences. I completed all the interviews before beginning the 

data analysis. Seidman (2019) asserts that waiting to begin analysis helps to avoid imposing 

meaning from one participant’s interviews to the next (p. 113). Following this recommendation, I 

was able to “sit” with the data and crystallize it. For me, this involved reading the transcripts 
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multiple times to honor multiple perspectives to paint a clearer picture of the phenomenon. In 

hermeneutic phenomenology, crystallization allows researchers to understand and interpret the 

experiences.  

When all interviews were completed, I also listened to each recorded video interview 

twice to confirm the accuracy of the transcripts. This also allowed me to recall the information 

shared by each participant. I was able to notice patterns among the participant’s experiences and 

realize patterns among them. At this point, a copy of the transcripts was shared via email with 

participants for member checking to double-check for accuracy. Lincoln and Guba (1985) de-

scribe the process of member checking as crucial in establishing credibility. Once confirmed by 

the participants, crystallization began. Crystallization involves suspending the examination of the 

data to reflect on the analysis to identify themes (Richardson,1994). I was able to notice patterns 

among the participant’s experiences and realize patterns among them.  

Also, to confirm the themes, I examined each transcript by inspecting each statement 

looking for significance in describing the participants’ experience and making note of those 

statements. Next, each non-repetitive or non-overlapping statement was listed on a spreadsheet. 

These statements are described as horizons (Hays & Singh, 2012). I examined the lists of state-

ments and grouped them by like terms, clustering them into themes. These themes were synthe-

sized into a description of the textures of the experience. Here, verbatim examples or quotes 

from the participants were captured. From this textual description, multiple potential meanings 

were sought. Next, a textual-structural description of the meanings and essences was created. 

This process was completed with the transcripts from each participant. Finally, each of the indi-

vidual textual-structural descriptions was analyzed to construct a composite description of the 

phenomenon.  
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Ethical considerations 

Lincoln & Guba (1985) defined criteria for establishing trustworthiness in qualitative 

data: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. They also identified strategies 

for maximizing the criteria for trustworthiness. Trustworthiness is important when performing 

research. Trustworthiness adds strength to research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Hays & Singh 

(2012) stressed the importance of the use of multiple strategies to maximize trustworthiness in 

research. Although there is no way to guarantee validity, researchers should attempt multiple 

strategies to maximize trustworthiness (Hays & Singh, 2012). Next, the criteria and strategies 

used will be explained.  

Credibility refers to the degree to which the study is believable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Credibility will be established in several ways. First, since information was collected through 

three interviews, with each lasting between 60-90 minutes (about one and a half hours), a rela-

tionship of trust with participants was established, leading participants to be more transparent 

about their experiences. Secondly, crystallization occurs through analyzing multiple data 

sources. For this study, data were gathered through interviews, artifact submission, and my re-

flexive journal to ensure accuracy. Since the study included multiple participants, I believed they 

would share their lived experiences and thus report them as findings for this study. Credibility 

was established in several ways. Member checking is one way to attend to credibility. In this 

study, transcriptions were shared with participants to ensure accuracy. Additionally, credibility 

was ensured through prolonged engagement with the participants. Spending an extensive amount 

of time conducting three 60-minute interviews with each participant allowed the development of 

trust and transparency. 
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Lincoln and Guba (1985) described transferability as the degree to which the research pro-

cess could be replicated if desired. Transferability means providing enough information so that the 

information presented can be applied to the readers’ setting (Hays & Singh, 2012). To increase 

trustworthiness within my study, detailed methods and procedures used in the study are provided 

to contribute to the transferability. Phenomenological research has detailed steps allowing the pro-

cess to be repeated. Details are described in the methodology section including the sampling 

method, data collection process, interviewing procedure, and the data analysis steps. Additionally, 

resources such as the recruitment email and interview protocol are included in the appendices so 

that future researchers can replicate the study.  

Like transferability, one goal for dependability is to ensure the study can be replicated, 

and similar findings will be achieved. Dependability also refers to ensuring all members of the 

team agree with the study’s findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The goal of dependability is to en-

sure the data found in the study is consistent with other similar studies. One strategy used was 

member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Member checking ensures information is reliable. 

Participants received a copy of the interview transcript to ensure their lived experiences were ac-

curately captured. Again, due to the detailed descriptions described in the methodology section 

of the study, future researchers should be able to replicate this study and find comparable results.  

Finally, confirmability involves reporting the data as collected (Hays and Singh, 2012). 

Confirmability is defined as the degree to which the findings are genuine reflections of the par-

ticipants and that my opinions or biases are left out of the study. One strategy for increasing con-

firmability is the use of reflexive journaling. Reflexive journaling is used to document the re-

searcher’s experience throughout the process (Hays & Singh, 2012). The journal was used for 

bracketing by capturing vital information such as my reactions to participants, findings, research 



 42 

processes, etc. Journaling helped me to keep biases checked and added to the confirmability of 

the data. Member checking also contributed to the confirmability of the information as partici-

pants checked the transcripts to ensure an accurate depiction of their experiences.  

Hays and Singh (2012) described aspects researchers should attend to concerning ethical 

considerations. They described three key roles of ethical codes in educational research. The 

codes serve to establish guidelines while educating researchers about the best behavioral prac-

tices. They serve as accountability measures when an individual has veered from expected stand-

ards. Finally, they guide improvements in practice. Three of the codes are described below, as 

they are most applicable to the proposed research.  

Hays and Singh (2012) described six meta-ethical principles: nonmaleficence, autonomy, 

beneficence, justice, fidelity, and veracity. Most notable to mention for this study are nonmalefi-

cence, autonomy, and beneficence. To ensure the avoidance of harm, the reactions of participants 

were observed during each interview. Since qualitative research is highly personal, it was im-

portant to attend to this. Autonomy refers to participants being provided with all relevant infor-

mation about the research project and understanding the implications of participating. This infor-

mation was included during the informed consent process. Finally, beneficence means maximiz-

ing the benefits of participation for participants. Participants saw their participation in the study 

as a contribution to the field.  

Before any contact was made with potential participants, a proposal was submitted to 

Georgia State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). Upon IRB approval, I began to in-

teract with participants and engaged in research according to the IRB’s guidelines. Since partici-

pants in the study acted as individuals and not as representatives of their school district, no 
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school district approval was needed. An informed consent form (Appendix B) was used to ensure 

additional protection for participants and obtained in compliance with the IRB process.  

Confidentiality refers to the participant’s right to privacy (Hays & Singh, 2012). Confi-

dentiality was prioritized to ensure participants could be honest and transparent while sharing 

their stories. Confidentiality in this study was maintained by utilizing pseudonyms instead of par-

ticipants’ real names. Participants' demographics, direct quotes, and firsthand experiences are 

shared. However, their identity was kept confidential.  

Rationale for the research design  

When determining the research design for the study, qualitative and quantitative research 

methods were considered. Quantitative designs use numerical data to test a theory. In contrast, 

the qualitative approach to research is used to describe participants’ real-world experiences. 

Qualitative approaches are best used to study a phenomenon within context. Critical to qualita-

tive work is studying the phenomenon in a natural setting while attending to important aspects 

such as culture and relationship building to deeply understand participants’ experiences (Hays 

and Singh, 2012). According to Merriam, if the researcher wants to understand a phenomenon, a 

qualitative research design would be most appropriate (Merriam, 2002). While a mixed methods 

approach would have worked, a qualitative design was selected because it mostly aligned with 

the research question. Qualitative research answers “how and what” questions. According to 

Hays & Singh (2012), qualitative research allows for the study of phenomena in their natural set-

ting and aims to inform practice by providing rich descriptions. In qualitative research, context is 

important. My interest revolved around deeply understanding the experiences of Black women in 

the position of superintendent. Sharing participants’ experiences through detailed descriptions 

offered insight regarding how they experienced the position, how gender and race impacted their 
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experiences, and what motivating factors were present for them to pursue and remain in the posi-

tion. Given these priorities/goals, qualitative research was appropriate.  

When considering various qualitative research designs, case studies and phenomenology 

were considered based on my research questions. Even though most previously researched topics 

utilized phenomenological designs, few case studies on the topic were found. A case study is 

deemed appropriate when researchers desire to answer “how and why” questions, have limited 

control over events, and can study the phenomenon in its natural context (Hays & Singh, 2012). 

A case study could have been appropriate for studying Black women superintendents.  

However, there are several reasons phenomenology was selected to answer the research 

question. Phenomenology is chosen when researchers want to describe an experience through the 

eyes of the participants. Phenomenology places a focus on direct experiences with participants to 

discover and describe the essence of their lived experiences (Hays & Singh, 2012). This involves 

taking an in-depth look into the lived experiences of a participant and then searching for com-

monalities among individuals who experienced the same phenomenon (Hays & Singh, 2012). 

Most phenomenological designs derive from two categories of phenomenological research: de-

scriptive and interpretive phenomenology. Since the study’s purpose was to gain insight into the 

participants’ lived experiences, as well as understand the problem of disproportionate representa-

tion of Black women in the superintendent position, interpretive phenomenology was appropri-

ate. It provided the best structure to understand and interpret the phenomenon of the lived experi-

ences of Black women in the position of superintendent by describing their lived experiences. As 

a form of interpretive phenomenology, hermeneutic phenomenology involves reading individual 

textual descriptions, identifying significance, and making meaning of those individual experi-
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ences through comparisons to deeply understand the phenomenon (Regan, 2012). Writing an in-

dividual description and then a composite description was my process of using a hermeneutic cir-

cle.  

Moustakas (1994) provided more insight into the rationale for selecting phenomenology 

as the potential research design. According to Moustakas (1994), phenomenology is used when 

the researcher has arrived at a topic of both social and personal significance. Hays and Singh 

(2012) described phenomenology as appropriate to gain firsthand knowledge from the partici-

pants. It requires us to move beyond published research to have a direct experience with those 

who have experienced a phenomenon. Investigating the lived experiences of these women pro-

vided me the opportunity to not only gain first-hand knowledge but also to hear directly from 

those who are experiencing the phenomenon. The topic of Black women in the superintendency 

is socially significant as the lack of representation means the voices and unique perspectives of 

Black women are missing when it comes to executive-level decision-making in school systems.  

Moustakas also asserted that phenomenology seeks to describe experiences, rather than offer 

analysis. Gaining knowledge to describe the everyday experiences, challenges, and successes of 

the Black woman superintendent are potential benefit. I expected to discover common themes, 

but I also expected there to be unique experiences based on their system's context. Finally, these 

experiences best helped to answer the research question and understand the problem of the un-

derrepresentation of Black women in the position of superintendent. 

 

 

 

 



 46 

4 RESULTS 

Phenomenological research requires the researcher to obtain data directly from those ex-

periencing a phenomenon. In this chapter, I will review and summarize the main findings from 

my semi-structured interviews with six Black women superintendents. I conducted the interviews 

from my office to maximize privacy as the women shared intimate details of their experiences. 

The participants chose to interview from their homes or their offices depending on their level of 

comfort and preference. The purpose of the current phenomenological study was to explore the 

lived experiences of Black women superintendents. The research question for this study was: 

What are the lived experiences of Black women superintendents in the Southeast? 

Participant Pseudonyms 

To protect the identities and privacy of the six participants, a pseudonym of an influential 

Black woman from my ancestral lineage was assigned to each participant. The pseudonyms rep-

resent notable women in my family who influenced my life and upbringing by pouring into me 

throughout childhood and into my adult life. All but one of these women are deceased, and I be-

lieve, are currently watching over me as I journey through life. Lennette was my paternal grand-

mother, with whom I have so many memories. Evelyn was my mother's biological mom whom I 

have learned about mostly through my mother. Tami was my godmother with whom I had a 

close relationship from childhood into adulthood. Annie Bell was one of my great-grandmothers 

who was an influential Kindergarten teacher during segregated times in my hometown. I fol-

lowed in her path as an educator. Lillie was my other great-grandmother who took care of me at 

birth and in the early years since my mom was a young mother. Finally, Juliet is my only living 

“grandparent.” She is my mother’s godmother who still plays an active role in my life.  
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Participant selection 

Upon receiving IRB (Institutional Review Board) approval, I compiled a list of current 

superintendents in six southeastern states Georgia, Alabama, Florida, Mississippi, South Caro-

lina, and North Carolina. This list consisted of superintendents and deputy superintendents. Re-

search was conducted to ensure each of them met the identified criteria. From the original list, 34 

potential participants were contacted via email at email addresses obtained from public websites 

such as state superintendent association websites and school district websites. Nine superinten-

dents responded and agreed to participate in the study. To achieve maximum variation, six par-

ticipants from a variety of states and district locales were selected. 

Participant #1: Dr. Lennette 

Dr. Lennette has been serving as the deputy superintendent in a suburban district in the 

southeast for four years and plans to pursue the superintendent position soon. She has been mar-

ried for 27.5 years and has four children.  

Dr. Lennette described two living environments during her childhood. A product of bio-

logical parents who separated when she was six years old, she remembers spending the earliest 

part of her childhood in Section 8 housing. She described this environment with her mother and 

brother as highly communal. When she was six, her mother married, and they relocated to a 

mostly white suburban community where they lived in a five-bedroom home with a pool. She re-

ported this environment as isolating for her as a bi-racial child who was now being raised by two 

white parents. She struggled to form relationships with her stepfather and his two children. “We 

were a blended family who did not blend. My stepfather was emotionally neglectful.” It was 

clear that this family dynamic impacted her.  
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Her K-12 experiences were riddled with instances of racism, discrimination, and perse-

verance. Although seen as a “good school,” the private school she attended for K-3, is where she 

first saw race begin to impact her experiences. “I got paddled. My brother and I were the only 

kids of color.” She recalled needing to read aloud to comprehend text, and that was not allowed. 

So her academic needs were not met. In fourth grade, they moved to public schools. She recalls a 

mix of mostly white teachers, some who were advocates and some who posed additional barriers 

for her. “In 5th grade, I was not allowed to take a standardized test that would allow me to qual-

ify for honors classes. I was the only child denied the right to take the exam.” By the time she 

reached high school, she excelled in academics and athletics. In particular, she was a skilled 

writer who was accused of plagiarizing due to the strength of her writing. Although her mother 

did not advocate for her, she recalled one teacher who pushed her to excel. After high school, she 

majored in math education and began her career as an educator. Her school experiences were im-

pactful, driving her to pursue education, determined to provide a positive experience for students. 

Although most would describe her K-3 private, Jewish school as a “good” school, Dr. Lennette’s 

experience as a bi-racial, inquisitive, and bright little girl was unpleasant. Although she transi-

tioned to a public school in fourth grade, the incidents of racial discrimination continued. For ex-

ample, in fifth grade, Dr. Lennette was the only child in the classroom denied the opportunity to 

take a standardized test in which the results would be used for placement in honor courses. This 

type of racial discrimination was felt throughout her high school years. I felt deep empathy and 

anger as Dr. Lennette described the actions of her teachers. It was clear how deeply motivated 

she was to excel due to the actions of these teachers. Despite these challenges, Dr. Lennette ex-

celled in academics, especially math and athletics. 
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Participant #2: Dr. Juliet 

Dr. Juliet’s tenure of 10 years has not been easy. She is one of two superintendents in the 

study who has served in multiple districts as superintendent. Dr. Juliet views this superintend-

ency as an opportunity to impact more students due to the larger size of her current district in 

comparison to her former district. She has been working in a small, rural district in the southeast 

for four years. She has been married for 24 years and has been an educator for 28 years. 

As one of ten children being raised on a farm, she recalls being taught values and a strong 

work ethic. “We weren’t handed a lot, but we were taught very early on that education was im-

portant, and we had to be present.” Since her father was a preacher, a great deal of time was 

spent in church.” Dr. Juliet had mixed feelings about her public school education and the city 

where she grew up. It was majority white, and the school was not meeting her needs. Not only 

was she usually the only Black student, but she also only had two African American teachers. 

One was good and one was not so memorable. “As I reflect, I was just kind of pushed in the cor-

ner because I was very quiet.” She recalls not having her parents advocate for her when it came 

to school and discussed her parents believing whatever the teacher said was right. She recalled 

having a learning deficiency in reading and getting additional interventions in the early years, 

specifically in fourth grade. She also recalled having some difficulties in math as well. One in-

stance of racism she remembers is being singled out for being the only one who got a good grade 

on one test. By high school, academics began to improve. Although she became active in sports, 

she recalls not having a lot of social connections. Her siblings were her closest friends. There 

were ten of them and they were all remarkably close. “Our parents raised us to respect each other 

and have each other’s backs.” As I listened to her, it was obvious how instrumental her family 
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relationships have impacted her. Losing her father was especially tough, given the core values he 

instilled, as well as the closeness of their family.  

Participant #3: Dr. Evelyn 

Dr. Evelyn served for five years as superintendent in her district. Her suburban district 

has had seven superintendents and interim superintendents in 11 years. Dr. Evelyn is one of two 

participants in this study who left the superintendent by the study's conclusion. Dr. Evelyn is a 

mother and grandmother.  

Dr. Evelyn was raised in a northern, urban city. She described her upbringing in her 

closely knit family as one with plenty of love, plenty of food, and being well taken care of. Her 

parents owned a two-story house with her grandfather and aunt residing upstairs. Other aunts, un-

cles, and cousins all lived within walking distance. She was raised by the village.  

Although education was not discussed at length in their house, after her parents divorced, 

her mother wanted to ensure she and her siblings attended good schools. She was able to get them 

into a neighborhood catholic school. From second grade through eighth grade, she attended a pri-

vate, Catholic school. After graduating from Catholic school in eighth grade, she attended a pub-

lic high school. The public school was mostly white and located in a Jewish neighborhood. Once 

moving to this school, race came into play. She shared:  

Since I was excelling in language arts, I remember a teacher walking me to another class-

room. She had made some arrangements without me or my parents knowing. She ushered 

me into the room, and I remember not seeing anyone who looked like me. The receiving 

teacher was not welcoming, and I remember failing that class, especially after she accused 

me twice of plagiarism in front of the whole class. She said I could not have written what 

I wrote. 
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Despite the challenges faced at the school, Dr. Evelyn excelled and graduated as valedic-

torian. 

Participant #4: Superintendent Lillie 

After years in the small, rural school system in which she had spent her entire career, the 

superintendent position became available. Superintendent Lillie became the interim superinten-

dent in 2019 and was then named the permanent superintendent of her school system. Along her 

journey, Superintendent Lille got married and had one child. 

She described her beginnings as humble. Her father was a single father who worked as a 

gravedigger raising eight children after the death of his wife. Lillie described losing her mother 

at the age of five as one of the toughest trials she had endured. In her mother's absence, she was 

raised by the village. She shared the importance of African American women teachers and 

women in her church as instrumental in her upbringing. As a child, she was raised by her older 

siblings and her dad. In their home, although education was not stressed, she recalled values such 

as Christianity, hard work, and family instilled throughout childhood. “We were taught by our 

dad: You have a relationship with the Almighty, you treat people like you want to be treated and 

you represent me. And you make sure that you are doing an excellent job of that because your 

reputation follows you.” Throughout her K-12 experience, Supt. Thomas described herself as an 

average student who worked hard to earn good grades to make her teachers and family proud. 

Participant #5: Dr. Annie Bell 

Dr. Annie Bell has served as the superintendent in the same rural school district in the 

south for 10 years. She credits strong relationships, instructional knowledge, and ability to work 

with all stakeholders for her longevity in the position. She has been married for 40 years and has 

one son.  
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Dr. Annie Bell was born in the Dominican Republic, where the primary language is Span-

ish. At the age of ten years, there was a civil war, causing her parents to relocate the family to the 

United States. With nothing and a huge language barrier, she entered elementary school in a 

large, urban city in the northern United States. She described the move as culture shock. With a 

lack of resources, she learned from her parents the importance of depending on family when you 

need help. She experienced this reliance on family friends firsthand as they were forced to live 

with another family. Watching her parents as factory workers allowed the importance of having a 

strong work ethic to be learned at an early age. Dr. Annie Bell described her home as caring with 

parents who knew the importance of education. Another value stressed in her home was religion. 

“My mom and dad were devout Catholics. They stressed the importance of having God in your 

life and turning to God.”  

Driven to ensure their children had a better life, they stressed the importance of graduat-

ing from high school. She described the first few years of her school experience in the United 

States as exceedingly difficult because of the language and cultural barrier. She also recalled 

many instances of bullying. “We had challenges with completing assignments because we didn't 

have the support at home to complete those assignments. There wasn't a love of learning initially. 

I wanted to go to school. I knew I was going to get my education, but it was more about surviv-

ing.” She recalled having a mix of teachers. Specifically, she vividly remembers a teacher who 

did not meet her needs. “She did not know how to educate somebody like me. Her response was 

to put me in the back of the classroom and ignore me.” In contrast, she remembers having a sup-

portive paraprofessional and a high school counselor who went above and beyond to help her. 
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She credits her high school counselor for ensuring she attended college. “My high school counse-

lor decided that I was going to go to college. She helped me to fill out my college application and 

financial aid. She took me to visit colleges and chose the college I was going to attend.”  

Participant #6: Dr. Tami 

Dr. Tami served as superintendent of a large, urban district in the southeast. Dr. Tami is 

one of two participants who has served as superintendent in multiple districts. She is also one of 

two participants in the study who left the superintendent position by the study's end. Dr. Tami is 

a mother who spoke at great lengths about the importance of family. 

Dr. Tami was born in the South and was one of four children in a tightly-knit family. 

Raised in a two-parent household, where values such as faith, the importance of an education, 

and the idea of embracing learning were instilled greatly. “My grandparents knew that education 

would be the great liberator for us, so we were taught to embrace whatever we got between our 

ears. No one could take it away from us.” Although her parents did not have a college degree, 

they were both career individuals. “For example, my father was a pastor for thirty years. He re-

tired from being a pastor, but he was a full-contract pastor in several churches in the area. We 

valued being engaged and a part of the community.”  

Dr. Tami had mostly fond memories of being a student. She loved school and by the time 

she made it to high school, she was involved in many activities such as varsity cheerleading, 

band, public speaking, and the National Beta Club. Although school was mostly positive, she 

does recall some instances of race relations. She said:  

Dealing with mostly white folks who didn't always know how or what to do with a well-

spoken, deeply curious Black girl and even in the culture being teased about being those 
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same things, I learned the importance of having to code-switch early. Before we even cre-

ated that term, I was code-switching in high school and middle school.” She attended one 

of the largest high schools in the state at the time. While it was diverse, they were only a 

few years removed from segregation. 

Instruments 

Artifacts 

Artifacts were requested as an instrument to further understand the essence of the partici-

pants’ experiences and came into play during the second interview. In the virtual setting, artifacts 

were either shown on the screen or simply described. Artifacts were mentioned as important for 

four of the six participants. Two participants showed their artifacts. Superintendent Lillie showed 

a cross given to her by a teacher when she was a building administrator. Dr. Evelyn showed Bi-

ble verses and signage in her house with positive/spiritual messages as important artifacts. Two 

of the participants described artifacts. Dr. Juliet mentioned podcasts and her Bible as an artifact 

that supports her daily. Dr. Annie Bell mentioned the awards and recognitions on the walls in her 

office as artifacts of importance.  

The artifacts helped interpret the experiences of the participants. They illuminated the 

values, priorities, and strategies used by the women while serving in the position. They were also 

helpful in developing my new theory, spiritual resistance theory.  

Reflexive journal 

The data gleaned from the reflexive journal were also instrumental in developing the 

themes of this research study. Reflexivity is viewed as a valuable characteristic of crystallization. 

As I listened to the responses of the women, I captured my reactions. There were moments of 

empathy, sadness, and anger as participants shared details of their lived experiences. Throughout 
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the process, my preconceived notions and opinions changed. For example, before this study, I 

believed all Black women serving in the superintendent position in the southeast were impacted 

by the intersectionality of gender and race with race being felt the most. In other words, they en-

dured both racial and gender discrimination. This belief was largely due to the previously con-

ducted research I read and my experiences with discrimination as an educational leader. How-

ever, two of my participants spoke of the prevalence of gender discrimination more than racial 

discrimination. Also, one participant shared little experience with racial discrimination. I wrote 

about the fact that this surprised me. This and other notes from my journal impacted the conclu-

sions that are included in Chapter five.  

Semi-structured interviews 

 Like many qualitative researchers, most of the data were gleaned from the interviews. As 

previously described, Seidman’s phenomenological interviewing (2019) allowed me to gain deep 

insight into the lived experiences of these women. The remainder of this chapter will describe the 

essence of the lived experiences of the Black women superintendents who participated in this 

study.  

Lived experiences 

The focus of phenomenological research is to describe the essence of a shared experience 

among participants. In this section, I will describe the phenomenon of the lived experiences of 

six Black women superintendents in the southeast by sharing a summary of their shared experi-

ences, as well as differences in their lived experiences. This will hopefully help readers become 

more familiar with the phenomenon, including the barriers, challenges, and tips for success in the 

position.  
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Childhood/family experiences 

Participants described their childhood and upbringing similarly. While four of them 

spoke of humble beginnings, riddled with economic hardships, two described their families as 

middle-class. All participants explained the role of hard work, family values, and relationships 

impacting their childhood experiences. Some common family values included religion, commu-

nity, and education. They mostly described their families as closely-knit and shared the role of 

the “village” in raising them. Relationships with families have held an important and active role 

in their lives even today. All participants recalled issues of race surfacing during childhood. 

While most described the impact of race on their childhood as external, two of the participants 

spoke about the impact of race within their own families.  

School experiences 

There were many similarities in the participants’ lived experiences in school. Collectively 

they recalled a mixture of positive and negative experiences with teachers and peers. Two partic-

ipants spoke of academic struggles, while the others described themselves as average or talented 

students. They described their motivations, the consequences of fewer family resources, and the 

influence of family, teachers, and classmates.   

Recalling these moments from childhood were some of the most tender moments of the 

study. They used adjectives such as despicable and harsh as they described their childhood 

school experiences. Hearing the participants recall moments of personal struggle during child-

hood were some of the toughest moments of the interviews for me. It became crucial for me to 

rely on my reflexive journal to bracket my reactions. I recall feelings of hurt and anger plaguing 

my mind. As an educator, I was appalled at the actions of some of the educators they described.  
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Career pathway 

The six participants mostly followed a traditional route to the superintendent position. Dr. 

Lennette began her career in education as a high school math teacher 27 years ago. Due to her 

passion for the urban environment, she spent most of her teaching career in urban schools. After 

years of teaching, she became a dean of students for two years while she finished her licensure to 

become an administrator. This role functioned like an assistant principal without teacher evalua-

tions. Next, she became an assistant principal before transitioning to serve as a high school prin-

cipal for six years. While a wonderful experience, there was much student violence, teacher turn-

over, low-performing teachers, and high leader turnover. This position brought great instances of 

success including removal from the priority school list. “We were the highest performing non-

academic high school in the city.” Throughout this time, she earned a master’s and doctoral de-

grees. After the principal position, she moved to the district office as the executive officer of or-

ganizational development leading principal selection, principal development pipeline, and certain 

components of performance management. After a few years, she was recruited to another district 

in the state as a learning community superintendent. Due to the success with her schools, she was 

named to her current position in the same district, which is deputy superintendent. 

Dr. Juliet has spent 28 years in education. After majoring in education, Dr. Juliet spent 

time as a substitute. She has risen through the ranks as a teacher, an assistant principal, a princi-

pal, a supervisor of elementary schools, a director of pre-k, and a chief academic officer before 

being hired as a superintendent. She spent only a half year as assistant principal before being 

promoted to an elementary school principalship for four years. She was then asked to move to 

the district office as a supervisor of elementary schools before becoming chief academic officer. 

Again, after only six months in the position, she became superintendent in a neighboring district 
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where she served for six years. She credits her experience as a teacher, assistant principal, and 

principal for laying a great foundation for her to be successful in the superintendent position. She 

is now serving in her second superintendency and is the longest-serving Black woman superin-

tendent in her state with 10 years of experience in the position. 

Dr. Evelyn’s career in education spans 33 years. Getting married and starting a family di-

rectly after high school, Dr. Evelyn decided to pursue a college degree after having three chil-

dren. Now living in a different state, she became a teacher and obtained a master’s degree in 

math and science. She also began work on her doctorate while teaching until she was approached 

and encouraged to pursue administration due to her strengths as a teacher leader. Although she 

never aspired to be an administrator, she accepted an assistant principalship and participated in 

district training on the path to becoming a principal. Subsequently, she served as principal of a 

Title I school for seven years. She had remarkable success there and led the school from under-

performing to a highly performing school recognized by the governor and the International 

Reading Association. To fully focus on completing her doctorate, Dr. Evelyn resigned and took 

an adjunct professor position at the university where she was attending. She was then recruited to 

return to her previous district to oversee AP courses and the magnet programs as director of the 

division of accelerated and enriched instruction. Dr. Evelyn held several positions at the district 

level including director of the innovation intervention network where she worked with some of 

the lowest performing schools in the district, director of intervention schools, and executive di-

rector to the deputy superintendent of teaching and learning, which functioned like a chief of 

staff position in a neighboring district. While there, the deputy superintendent landed a superin-

tendent position in a southern state. She transitioned with him and became chief academic of-

ficer. When he decided to leave, she began to explore career opportunities. Although not initially 
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aspiring to become superintendent and encouraged by someone else, she applied and secured the 

superintendent position in her current district. 

Superintendent Lillie is a unique participant in this study as she has only been an educa-

tor in one school district, the one in which she is currently serving as superintendent. She began 

as a special education teacher and has held the following positions: assistant principal, curricu-

lum director, federal programs director, interim superintendent, and superintendent. She has been 

an educator for 27 years. Upon graduation from the university, Supt. Lillie began her career at 

the local elementary school as a special education teacher. She loved teaching and never imag-

ined leaving the classroom. After eight years of teaching, her superintendent saw her leadership 

potential and encouraged her to consider taking on an assistant principal position. “I was excited 

about that position because I was able to make even more of an impact. I got a chance to touch 

more students and their families.” She acquired two master’s degrees along the way and moved 

into educational leadership. She held the assistant principal position for 10 years. In this role, she 

also appreciated being able to help families secure resources. Again, approached by her superin-

tendent, a Black woman she admired and respected, to consider leading at the district level. This 

time, she became the curriculum and federal programs director. This position allowed her to gain 

the middle and high school perspective as she supported all three schools in the district before 

moving into the superintendency. 

As the first person in her family to attend college, Dr. Annie Bell knew early on she 

wanted to pursue a career that would allow her to help people. Considering social work and edu-

cation, she chose to become an elementary teacher. She soon got married and had one son. While 

teaching, she completed her master’s degree and was approached by administrators about transi-

tioning into leadership. After three years as an assistant principal, she was encouraged by her 
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principal to pursue the principalship. Her leadership journey took her to several states as she 

moved from assistant principal to principal, assistant superintendent of curriculum, deputy super-

intendent, and then superintendent. She has served in her current district for 10 years as superin-

tendent.  

Dr. Tami had less of a traditional route to the superintendency when compared to the 

other participants in this study. Upon graduating high school, she decided she would attend a 

Historically Black College and University (HBCU). Although she initially planned to become a 

lawyer, she decided to take a job in the northeastern region of the United States as a fourth-grade 

teacher at a private school for one year, a position that did not require a teaching certificate. She 

then decided to return home and became a mom. Still not certified to teach, she was allowed to 

teach eighth grade. After two years of teaching, Dr. Tami received a master's degree in school 

counseling and an education specialist degree in counselor education. For five years she worked 

as a school counselor before being recruited to join the district office for three years as leader of 

the school counseling program. Upon earning leadership certification three years in, her principal 

was pushing her toward leadership. Instead of becoming an assistant principal, she relocated to 

another district and became the director of student services while finishing her dissertation. The 

journey would lead to additional district-level positions in multiple states such as executive di-

rector of student services and chief academic officer. While serving as the chief academic of-

ficer, the superintendent was forced to resign, and she was named deputy superintendent. After 

only a brief time and a few rejections for superintendent vacancies, she landed her first superin-

tendency where she served for three years. Success in that position led to her landing a second 

superintendency, where she served for three years. 
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When thinking of preparation for the superintendent position, the participants named var-

ious positions as instrumental in providing them with the necessary expertise and skills. Several 

participants credited the principal position as most beneficial in propelling them toward the su-

perintendency. Commonly served positions for the participants were teacher, assistant principal, 

principal, and chief academic officer. 

Current experiences 

The lived experiences of the Black women superintendents in the study have been filled 

with challenges and successes. Since all of them led during the COVID-19 pandemic, challenges 

related to the school shutdown were discussed at length, along with other challenges. They cited 

known challenges such as teacher shortages, sickness, learning loss, limited access to resources, 

and teaching virtually as huge barriers. “We certainly have more vacancies than we have ever 

had. Those vacancies lie in critical areas such as math, CTE, and special education” said Dr. 

Evelyn. Dr. Tami named leading during the COVID-19 pandemic as a major challenge of her su-

perintendency. “I was given a charge, but they did not give me all the puzzle pieces because of 

COVID-19. I also was not given the grace and time to figure out the gaps.”  

Issues of racial and gender discrimination were discussed as challenges in their lived ex-

perience of the superintendency. Dr. Lennette spoke about the fact that the top of the public 

school system is still very gendered and unequal. And even more unequal for the Black female. 

“There's a lot of us in the number two seats in districts all over the country. Many of us are sit-

ting under White men.” Many students in her district have seen success due to her efforts, how-

ever, the credit will not be given to her. “We still sit in the system that prioritizes male leadership 

to female leadership and prioritizes White leadership over Black leadership.” Multiple partici-

pants mentioned board relations as a challenge. One participant mentioned this challenge being 
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due to the racial makeup of the school board. She felt as though racial biases influenced how the 

school board worked with her. “For the first time in the school district’s history, the Board is 

made up of mostly women who are also White. Those two factors have made it the most chal-

lenging to collaborate with them.” She felt as though most of the challenges were from those 

White men and White women. In this position, Dr. Juliet reported the barrier of stereotypes such 

as the belief that Black women are loud and aggressive. She is quite different. She is mild-man-

nered and quiet. She also named several other challenges such as funding, neighborhood gangs, 

and a desegregation court order that has been in place for years. Dr. Annie Bell shared the chal-

lenge of overcoming stereotypes about Black families and low expectations for children of color. 

Dr. Annie Bell discussed racial discrimination among community stakeholders such as archi-

tects. “I was treated as if I did not know, or I did not know what I was talking about. I felt it in 

that environment that gender and race had a part to play in those interactions.” Experiencing ra-

cial discrimination from the Black community, in addition to the White community, was a barrier 

to overcome by Dr. Annie Bell. The Black community believed I was not doing everything that 

you were supposed to do. Other than race and the pandemic, participants named barriers such as 

funding, neighborhood gangs, and poverty as barriers they have worked to overcome.  

These moments of vulnerability as the women shared their current challenges related to 

race and gender were triggering for me, as I (and many other Black women) share similar experi-

ences. I recalled a particular challenge of a fellow school leader who dealt with a difficult board 

member. Personally, Dr. Annie Bell’s experience of being treated as incompetent resonated with 

my time as a school principal in a toxic environment. Again, my journal was helpful as I docu-

mented my responses to their stories.  
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Despite the challenges and barriers, the participants were able to share various successes 

realized in their districts during their tenure. Dr. Lennette named several successes for her district 

such as improvements in student achievement. "We've seen great improvements in third-grade 

reading and reached the highest proficiency we’ve ever seen.” Dr. Juliet’s students are not yet 

reaching higher proficiencies, but they have also seen gains in student achievement. Dr. Juliet 

spoke proudly about being able to provide students with exposure they would not normally have 

due to their family poverty. Dr. Evelyn said her students grew tremendously towards proficiency 

in 2021-2022. They had more students and schools exceeding growth than any other school dis-

trict in the state. They outpaced the state in some of their formative assessments, which provides 

some indications of how early learners are doing with literacy. Their graduation rate increased 

from 82% to 90.8% percent. Dr. Evelyn also described the positive impact on the culture in their 

district as over 80% of teachers described the culture as positive. Increasing the number of teach-

ers of color in their district to be more aligned with the population of students has also been a 

success for Dr. Evelyn. Superintendent Lillie named seeing students receive multiple accolades 

for their post-secondary life and growth in ELA achievement as points of pride. Successes were 

easy for Dr. Annie Bell to name due to her longevity in the position and district as it related to 

student and district success. Before the pandemic, the district saw great gains in literacy on state 

assessments. Innovation and removing non-academic barriers have been key priorities in her dis-

trict. They are offering early learning opportunities to students through the implementation of a 

Head Start program that serves three-year-olds to five-year-olds and opening a Montessori acad-

emy that serves six-week-old babies up to age five. These have been key initiatives. Due to the 

needs of her students and families, it has been important that they focus on removing non-aca-

demic barriers. For instance, they have been able to provide free laundry facilities in some of the 
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schools for families. Removing the barrier of dirty clothes improved student attendance and con-

fidence. Another point of pride is their ability to provide wrap-around services to students 

through a federal grant and partnership with a local university by opening a school-based health 

clinic in their district. This provision means children who do not have insurance can get 

healthcare free of charge. Last year they added telemedicine to support mental health services. 

They have also experienced success with traditional programming such as increasing AP and 

dual enrollment courses, improving graduation rates, and earning recognition for their fine arts 

program where they offer art, music, band, dance, theater, and violin. Dr. Tami described success 

as academic gains for students such as turning around low-performing schools, most of which 

serve many African American students. In addition, she named a focus on student agency, corpo-

rate partnerships, and innovation. Corporate partnerships have allowed schools to have more dis-

cretionary funds to implement some of the innovations. 

Each participant discussed their successes and strategies for success while serving as su-

perintendent. As far as personal successes, Dr. Lennette named being successful at visionary pur-

pose setting. “I can convey why we do the work well in a way that people are compelled and 

want to follow.” One example is how she has been able to build systems and structures to make 

things happen. Lofty expectations for herself and the people she works with have been the driver 

of her success. Dr. Lennette has also focused on capacity building with leaders. Dr. Juliet has 

seen many personal successes as the longest-standing Black woman superintendent in her state. 

She takes pride in the additional work of mentoring young ladies, and aspiring leaders and gain-

ing confidence in advocating for herself. Dr. Evelyn and Dr. Tami spoke of the strength of Black 

women. Dr. Evelyn attributes some of her success to the fact that she is a strong Black woman. 
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“As Black women, an advantage we have is the ability to handle challenges. That is what 

we do. We certainly understand discrimination, and we understand what it feels like to truly be 

welcomed. When you have been oppressed, that gives greater appreciation. So, my race and gen-

der put me in a position to be an advocate for all children, not just the oppressed.” Dr. Tami also 

spoke of the strength of Black women. “We arrive here prepared to take on battles and conquer 

them, not even knowing. We have everything we need and even when we think we do not, we 

figure out how and we do it.” Additionally, multiple participants named their love of God, as 

well as a love for people as being at the core of who they are. They spoke of close circles of 

friends, regular routines of exercise, prayer, and self-care as instrumental to success. For exam-

ple, Dr. Juliet relies on self-care, nightly Bible reading, morning motivational messages or music, 

and reading as strategies for success. She also named servant leadership and support from family 

and friends as instrumental to her success. Being able to work with anyone has been a successful 

strategy for Dr. Annie Bell. Due to her excellent relationship-building skills, she has been able to 

overcome racial and/or gender discrimination. She also spoke of the relationship she has been 

able to build with the school board. She named the collaboration between the superintendent and 

the board as key to this work.  

Superintendent Lillie is proud to have risen from humble beginnings to superintendent. 

“I'm able to show my daughter that, whatever your heart desires, regardless of the struggles, if 

you first and foremost put God first and do the work, you can be whatever.” Some other personal 

successes include the ability to delegate, work collaboratively with a team, mentor young ladies 

in the community, rely on God consistently, and commit to servant leadership. She credits the 

relationships she has built over the years, her reputation, and her relationship with God as keys to 

her success. “I don't see how superintendents navigate their responsibility without a relationship 
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with God.” She also shared a cross she received from a friend, as well as her favorite Bible 

verses as artifacts. Another important source of strength has been her support system of family 

and friends. 

These women have employed many strategies to overcome the challenges. Dr. Evelyn 

mentioned the infusion of Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSER) dollars 

helped navigate the pandemic, especially in acquiring the language arts curriculum they currently 

use. At least three of the five years are on the ESSER grant. “We certainly used it for human re-

sources. We were able to put additional support in the schools around social-emotional wellness 

and mental health staff in support of teachers and students. We are working with the community, 

working with community agencies. We increased instructional support for learning recovery. Dr. 

Juliet’s team has employed some strategies such as community partnerships, creative uses of fed-

eral funding, and competitive pay to offset some of the challenges. Superintendent Lillie named a 

few creative solutions to contend with the challenges such as alternative teacher certifications, 

partnership with the university, and utilization of ESSER funds to hire additional intervention 

staff. Dr. Evelyn mentioned the importance of collaboration and treating your team well. Person-

ally, Dr. Tami has relied heavily on her faith as a source of strength and a factor in her success. 

Additionally, she named strong relationships with family and close friends as contributing to her 

success while in the position. 

As the women proudly shared their accomplishments in the position, I could see the joy 

beam in their eyes. Thriving in toxic environments when naysayers used tactics of racial and 

gender discrimination felt victorious for them. I could feel tears of happiness in my eyes as they 

shared accomplishment after accomplishment.  
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Advice to Black women superintendent aspirants 

For these ladies, participating in the study was an opportunity to share their truths, but 

they also described it as an opportunity to give to future Black women superintendents. They 

were proud to offer various nuggets of advice to Black women aspiring to the superintendency. 

The most popular advice given was to maintain a supportive circle such as mentors, other super-

intendents, and family. Four of the participants said it is critical. Also, widely mentioned was the 

advice to remain committed to students. Additionally, multiple participants mentioned the im-

portance of acquiring the necessary skills and expertise due to the positions held on the pathway 

to the superintendent position. They recommended the principalship and assistant principalship 

mostly. But also recommended district office positions such as principal supervision, directors of 

curriculum and federal programs, and any other position that will increase opportunities to grow 

your instructional leadership and communication skills, practice interacting with various stake-

holders, and network. Other responses included: do your research about the role and responsibili-

ties of a superintendent, find the district whose priorities align with your values, and pursue the 

position no matter how many times you are told no. Less popular responses included: building 

relationships with all stakeholders including the board of education, understanding the strength 

needed to handle the microaggressions and double standards you will face, hiring well, knowing 

who you are as a Black woman, and prioritizing balance and self-care. 

Findings 

During the interviews, the six participants in this study described their lived experiences 

from childhood, leading to the superintendency, and current experiences. During the analysis, 

five themes were discovered: overcoming racial and gender discrimination in childhood, race 
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and gender in the workplace, motivation to lead, the impact of lived experiences on their leader-

ship, and faith and family as sources of strength. 

Theme 1: Overcoming racial and gender discrimination in childhood 

Race and gender have impacted all six participants in many ways. Five of the participants 

described the role of race and gender in their lived experiences dating back to childhood. Spe-

cific childhood examples included: being the only Black student in K-12 classes, experiencing 

direct racial discrimination from peers, teachers, and even family, and even being a non-English 

speaking student. Dr. Lennette, who is bi-racial, shared her experiences of moving from a neigh-

borhood in which she felt seen and heard to a White neighborhood, in which she was raised by 

two White parents. She shared how she struggled to build relationships with her White stepsib-

lings and parents.  

She felt emotionally neglected by her stepfather. “I suffered sexual abuse at the hands of 

white men. I lived with that feeling of devaluing and of the inability of adults to protect me and 

making meaning of the isolation of being a young child who must carry heavy things without 

help.” These feelings continued at school as she was on the receiving end of various instances of 

racial discrimination by teachers. Although seen as a “good school,” the private school she at-

tended for K-3, is where she first saw race begin to impact her experiences. “I got paddled. My 

brother and I were the only kids of color.” She recalled needing to hear herself read and that was 

not allowed, so her academic needs were not met. In fourth grade, they moved to public schools. 

She recalls a mix of mostly White teachers, some who were advocates and some who posed ad-

ditional barriers for her. “In 5th grade, I was not allowed to take a standardized test that would 

allow me to qualify for honors classes. I was the only child denied the right to take the exam.” 
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Similarly, Dr. Evelyn experienced colorism at home amongst the family so race and skin 

color began to impact her at an early age. “In my family, there is this thing about skin color. I 

have lighter skin, so that was an issue in terms of growing up. I felt like it was me against the 

world.” Again, those feelings of discrimination continued at school as she was accused of cheat-

ing by one of her teachers because of her literacy strengths.  

Dr. Lillie was raised in a primarily White small town, in which she was the only Black 

student in most of her classes. She shared feelings of being left out by classmates daily. Dr. Tami 

mentioned being supported by her White teachers until she shared her aspirations of attending a 

Historically Black College and University (HBCU). She shared, “I had people always champion-

ing, pushing, and supporting me. And when it was time for college, I had the White administra-

tors and leaders say to a Black, high-achieving girl, why would you go to a Black school? So, 

race hit me hard in high school.” Finally, Dr. Annie Bell described her experiences of ridicule by 

classmates as she did not speak English when she moved to the United States. All these child-

hood experiences were memorable and painful but motivated participants to be successful in life.  

Theme 2: Race and gender in the workplace 

Each of the participants spoke of the impact of race and gender throughout their careers. 

They detailed experiences from the beginning of their education careers to the present day. Dr. 

Tami was able to give many examples of the impact of race throughout her career such as seeing 

racial discrimination against her daughter in school, a racial incident that led to the dismissal of a 

superintendent, being quietly paid to leave a position in which her supervisor did not want to 

work with her, and navigating race relations with her board as she served as superintendent. Dr. 

Lennette spoke of working in a district in which certain words like equity and privilege are for-
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bidden and not receiving credit for her work but credit being awarded to her White male supervi-

sor. Dr. Evelyn described race as a daily factor in her work. She spoke passionately about the 

constant pushback and questioning she receives when making decisions. Dr. Juliet and Dr. Annie 

Bell mentioned experiencing racial discrimination. Dr. Juliet shared a horrific experience of be-

ing asked to illegally fire some staff by a Black male on her school board. "I've felt discrimina-

tion, especially from African American men who I've been told I should know my place.” Super-

intendent Lillie mentioned racial discrimination from community stakeholders. She mentioned 

seeking corporate sponsorships and a particular historical donor stopped donating to the school 

district when she became superintendent. She feels it is due to her race.  

All but one of them spoke of the need to shift who they are as they operate as superinten-

dents. While holding on to their values, the shifts are more superficial, such as ensuring their ap-

pearance meets White cultural norms, attending to the tone of their voice, and even shifting their 

vocabulary. Dr. Lennette added, “I do my nails. I show up in the space with an executive pres-

ence, but that does not bother me. I just feel like it is required of me, or there's additional scru-

tiny. I am living by different rules, but those rules feel a little bit superficial.”  

Due to her unique situation, Superintendent Lillie feels she can show up authentically in 

all ways in her position. When asked why they feel the need to shift, there was a resounding re-

sponse about increased scrutiny. Dr. Lennette answered, “I would be seen as less credible. Peo-

ple are good with our people being sloppy and messy.”  

Theme 3: Motivation to lead 

When asked about their motivation for pursuing education, responses varied. “When I be-

came a teacher, teachers were highly respected/regarded. This, along with the influence of my 

father and close circle of friends, made teaching an obvious choice,” said Superintendent Lillie. 
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Dr. Juliet also gave credit to her father for choosing education as a career. “I was caring for my 

siblings as a babysitter. Part of it was seeing that I could nurture others and it was also my dad's 

vision. He steered me in the right direction.” Dr. Lennette spoke of her characteristics as she de-

scribed her choice to become a teacher. “I have always been a leader like the student body presi-

dent in high school and student government. I have always been in roles where I want to bring 

about change, even as a little kid.” Dr. Evelyn and Dr. Annie Bell knew they wanted to help peo-

ple and considered careers in nursing and social work but ended up choosing education. Dr. 

Tami sought to become a lawyer. However, their experiences as undergraduates led her to teach, 

and she never looked back.  

Commonalities arose when asked about the decision to move into leadership. All partici-

pants shared they were approached by others and encouraged to pursue leadership as their leader-

ship skills shone through while working as teachers or counselors. Due to the small size of her 

district, Superintendent Lillie’s work was seen by her superintendent. She decided to move into 

the assistant principalship and later a district office position due to her superintendent’s encour-

agement. Dr. Evelyn stated, “I never aspired to be an assistant principal or principal. I did not as-

pire to any of the roles I have held other than that of a teacher. I was happy as a teacher. I worked 

for principals who let me do my thing. But I could do more than teach.” Dr. Tami talked about 

her characteristics. “I am keenly aware that I was created to lead and advocate for children. It is a 

different kind of leadership requiring a different kind of showing up. I was raised to be a servant 

leader.”  

So why did they seek to become superintendents? All participants named the opportunity 

to impact students as their reason for pursuing the position. Dr. Evelyn said, “I do like chal-

lenges, and I knew I could have a greater impact on more children.” Dr. Juliet shared, “In those 
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other positions, somebody was still making decisions above my head. I wanted to be the one who 

sat in the seat to make those decisions. But even though I sit in this seat, there is somebody else 

always making decisions, my voice matters and I can impact outcomes for my kids.” According 

to Dr. Lennette, “I want all our children to be well, and I have a huge question mark about what 

can be done at a district level. I am continuing to ask these bigger questions of what is possible 

and being a part of the change of what is possible.” Superintendent Thomas also discussed the 

scale of impact at the superintendent level.  

Theme 4: Impact of lived experiences on their leadership 

Many of the lived experiences of the participants impact who they are as leaders. Supt. 

Lillie grew up as a middle child. “I remember not always having that voice. I felt as though I did 

not have my parents’ ears growing up because I am one of ten. That has allowed me to take a 

step back and be more of a listener for my staff because I learned early on there is a time to 

speak, and there is a time to listen. I remember those times when I was silent a lot and that is a 

benefit in this job.” Dr. Juliet spoke about her upbringing and the impact it has on how she leads. 

“We were not handed a lot. But we were handed values and a strong work ethic.”  Dr. Evelyn 

also spoke about the impact of growing up in the city and how it plays into how she leads. “I had 

to learn how to fight. I learned to be a self-starter and not need a lot of pats on the back.”  Dr. 

Tami also spoke about the impact of her upbringing on her commitment to servant leadership. “I 

grew up in a family where my parents created within us this commitment to being in service and 

to think more of others sometimes than we thought of ourselves.” Dr. Lennette has intentionally 

chosen to teach and lead in urban spaces because of her lived experiences as a student. Dr. Annie 

Bell shared how she has been driven to excel. She recalled specifically how she was treated by 
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her fifth-grade teacher. “I have always worked hard trying to prove to myself I could do it. What-

ever negative thoughts people had about me because of the matrix that made me who I am as a 

person, I wanted to prove them wrong, especially my fifth-grade teacher who provided me with a 

miserable learning environment.” 

Theme 5: Faith and family as sources of strength 

The participants of this study have seen remarkable success personally and profession-

ally. They were able to name increases in student achievement, providing mental health and 

medical services such as telehealth to students and families, improving graduation rates, intro-

ducing innovative practices, corporate sponsorships, and many more points of pride. Two of the 

participants have served 10 years in the position; two of them have served as superintendents in 

two districts; two of them are the longest-serving Black women superintendents in their states, 

and all but one of them have earned doctoral degrees.  

To achieve their great accomplishments, they shared some strategies and sources of 

strength. They could not overemphasize the importance of building relationships, effective com-

munication, instructional expertise, hiring well, the ability to think critically, and collaborating 

with others. Two main sources of strength arose while interviewing participants: faith and fam-

ily. All spoke of the need to surround themselves with an inner circle for advice and support as 

they navigate the waters of the position. Dr. Tami spoke at length about the role of mentors and 

family in her life. She spoke about her mother, grandmothers, daughter, brothers, former supervi-

sors, and professors whom she has leaned on for sources of strength and support throughout her 

journey. Dr. Annie Bell spoke of the importance of her core circle. “I have a core group of 

friends I can depend on. Those friends, along with the network of folks I have as mentors and 
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colleagues I trust and value their opinion, I can turn to them during those tough times we encoun-

ter.” 

In addition to the family, all participants spoke at length of their strong reliance on God 

and faith. Superintendent Lillie said, “I don't see how superintendents navigate their responsibil-

ity without a relationship with God.” Dr. Lennette also shared, “I'm a Christian and my faith 

drives me.” They shared daily practices of prayer, meditation, and Bible reading as essential for 

surviving and thriving in the position of superintendent. Dr. Juliet said, “I have time in the morn-

ing when I listen to podcasts or inspirational messages. It is about refueling myself so I can give 

all day long. I try to get myself and my feelings out of the way so I can just help other people.” 

Artifacts such as crosses, Bible verses, inspirational quotes, podcasts, and gospel music can be 

seen in their offices and homes as reminders of their purpose for doing their work. “I surround 

myself with things that encourage me like scriptures,” replied Dr. Evelyn. Dr. Annie Bell shared 

a similar quote as she discussed the artifacts she relies on for strength, “I have a wall full of 

recognitions I have received from the time I was a classroom teacher to the time I became super-

intendent. Those remind me at that moment in time, I can look around and see the successes I 

have had, and the situation I am dealing with does not define me.” 

Interconnectedness of themes 

In qualitative research, researchers conduct thematic analysis to determine themes, their 

connections, and conflicts. Specifically in this study, the use of the hermeneutic circle created 

space for me to interpret the experiences of each participant and compare their experiences to 

gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon.  Connections and conflict between themes help 

to further understand the essence of participants' lived experiences. In this study, participants de-

scribed mostly similar experiences. However, I did notice one conflict between the themes.  
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Relationship between themes 

All themes in this study are interconnected. From childhood to the present day, all partici-

pants shared stories of racial and/or gender discrimination. In many cases, those experiences and 

other lived experiences directly impacted their motivation to lead and their leadership actions. 

For example, Dr. Annie Bell connected her coming to the United States as an immigrant and her 

experiences as a student to her motivation to lead and how she connects with students today: 

I do not know what my life would have been like if those educators had not cared about 

me. But I also had educators who did not care about me and did not support me. I think    

all of that was motivation for me to do better and to prove myself along the way.  

Dr. Juliet gave a similar example of the connection between her family upbringing and her lead-

ership:  

I am grateful for the way I was brought up even though it was a struggle, you know, we 

were in poverty, and we did not have the things our friends had. It was just a tough up-

bringing. I am grateful for the experience because now it leaves me the opportunity to un-

derstand what my students go through. 

Dr. Lennette spoke of a traumatic experience that motivates her to be successful and do meaning-

ful work: 

Sexual abuse at the hands of white men. That feeling of devaluation and of the inability 

of adults to protect me and make meaning of the isolation of being a young child who 

must carry heavy things without help. All that drives me. 

Faith and family were named as sources of strength, and they were also connected to their 

motivation to lead. Dr. Evelyn said, “This is the work that God has called me to, for such a time 

as this. So, therefore, he equips me and clears paths.” Dr. Lillie responded, “God does not bless 
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us just for us, he blesses us to be able to give back. So, I try to use that with every life I touch. 

Finally, Dr. Tami shared: 

As a woman of faith, growing up in a family where my parents, not only instilled in me 

those core values, but they created within us this commitment to being in service and giv-

ing back and to think more of others sometimes than we think of ourselves. 

Conflict between themes  

One conflict between themes arose while analyzing the data. While all participants de-

scribed race and gender in the workplace, some felt the impact on their leadership more than oth-

ers. The three participants leading small, rural districts reported less of a prevalence of known 

racial discrimination in their current setting. In their experiences, they spoke of only a few in-

stances of racial discrimination. Instead, they weighed gender discrimination as more impactful 

to their experiences. One example from a participant, “I haven't had to experience any of that, 

but it just depends on the region and where you are.” The same participant added, “The percep-

tion has been that this job is for males who don’t look like me, and because of that, I think a lot 

of Black women are just not up for the battle.” Another participant responded, “I saw that dis-

crimination from a Black male on the school board only.” The third participant shared: 

I felt that some community stakeholders such as architects and construction companies 

felt because I am female, they treated me as if I did not have the knowledge and did not 

know what I was talking about. I felt in that environment that gender and race had a part 

to play in those interactions. But not outside of that. 

On the contrary, those leading larger suburban or urban districts gave many examples of 

the presence of racial discrimination in their current experience and its impact on their leader-

ship. When asked about the presence of racial discrimination, one participant replied: 
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It is there. Sometimes it is subtle and sometimes it is blatant. And as a black woman, it 

just becomes second nature. I mean, it is just a part of the work. You just know it is going 

to be there. You know it when you see it. I have called it out. I cannot tell you how many 

times I have been mistaken for everything but the superintendent. 

Another participant mentioned, “We have three members of our school board who are openly 

racist.” Reputation and relationships countered racial discrimination for half of the participants in 

this study. The varied experiences related to racial discrimination emphasize the role of context 

for a Black woman serving in the position. It is also interesting that two of the participants who 

mentioned fewer instances of racial discrimination have served for ten years in the position. This 

conflict in responses provides a glimmer of hope that some Black women superintendents might 

be able to serve in their positions for longer periods.  

Summary of Findings 

Chapter four presents the findings of this study. Data provided by the six participants 

align with the literature reviewed. The participants' lived experiences align with previously con-

ducted studies as they described their lived experiences as superintendents and their other lived 

experiences. Among the data shared, five themes arose: overcoming racial and gender discrimi-

nation in childhood, race and gender in the workplace, motivation to lead, the impact of lived ex-

periences on their leadership, and faith and family as sources of strength. They provided exam-

ples of discrimination, stereotypes, and barriers/challenges. They also provided examples of suc-

cess, strategies for navigating the position, and sources of strength. Their experiences illuminate 

the marginalization of Black women, the intersectionality of race and gender, as well as the 

strength of Black women to endure and thrive in demanding situations. In Chapter five, I will 
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make meaning of these findings through a discussion of theoretical, practical, and policy impli-

cations. I will also share the limitations of this study and suggestions for future inquiry. 
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5 DISCUSSION 

Phenomenological research provides an opportunity for the researcher to gain insight into 

the lived experience of participants to understand the essence of their lived experiences. This 

phenomenology aimed to add to the existing body of literature on the problem of disproportion-

ate representation of Black women in the position of public school superintendent by gaining a 

detailed description of the lived experiences of six Black women superintendents in the south-

east. Previous existing data shows a disproportionate representation of Black women in the pub-

lic school superintendency (White, 2023; Kowalski, 2011; Mason, 2021). To address the dispro-

portionate representation, we must continue to explore the lived experiences of those who have 

served in the position. Therefore, this study aimed to examine the lived experiences of Black 

women superintendents in the Southeast. The study also sought to contribute to the existing liter-

ature to further illuminate the barriers, challenges, and strategies for the success of Black women 

superintendents. The research question was: What are the lived experiences of Black women su-

perintendents in the Southeast? The data obtained from semi-structured interviews with six par-

ticipants answers this question thoroughly. Seidman’s three-part semi-structured interview 

(2019) format allowed for an extended time with each participant, allowing them to show vulner-

ability by sharing deeply personal stories with me. It created opportunities to build deep relation-

ships with each participant. During the interviews, I asked specific questions regarding their 

early life, and experiences leading to and while serving in the position. I inquired about their bar-

riers/challenges, successes, and sources of strength and motivation. Finally, in the third inter-

view, they were asked to make meaning of all their lived experiences and the impact on their 

leadership. As a qualitative study, the intent of this study was not to generalize. Therefore, I 

aimed to listen deeply to each woman’s story to understand the phenomenon of being a Black 
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woman superintendent. Data from the interviews revealed the impact of race and gender on their 

lived experiences as superintendents, regardless of their current context, career pathways, prior 

life experiences, or degrees earned. This chapter will explain how the data found answers the re-

search question through (a) a summary of findings related to the themes found, (b) connections 

to existing literature, (c) implications, (d) limitations, and (e) recommendations for future in-

quiry. 

Summary of findings 

Chapter 4 presented an analysis of the data retrieved from the semi-structured interviews 

with Black women serving in superintendent positions in the Southeast. Through 18 hours of vir-

tual interviews, three per participant, I sought to discover the commonalities of the six partici-

pants, while also discovering the unique experiences each of them had. While the participants’ 

experiences varied, many commonalities were found. Five themes emerged from the data: over-

coming racial and gender discrimination in childhood, race and gender in the workplace, motiva-

tion to lead, the impact of lived experiences on their leadership, and faith and family as sources 

of strength. The women in this study perceive their lived experiences as superintendents as pur-

poseful but riddled with various challenges and barriers. Among the challenges was racial and 

gender discrimination. Although the degree to which they have experienced discrimination var-

ied by context, each participant validated the impact of racial and gender discrimination in their 

lived experiences.  

Overcoming racial and gender discrimination in childhood 

The data from this study suggests the presence of racial and gender discrimination in the 

lived experiences of these Black women superintendents dating back to childhood. The women 
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in this study have overcome discrimination since childhood from family, community stakehold-

ers, educators, and peers. Their stories represent the experiences of many of us and are a testa-

ment to the undeniable strength of Black women. This data affirms previous research related to 

the strength of Black women (Angel et al., 2013; Wiley, 2014).  

Overcoming childhood racial and gender discrimination was a theme of this study not 

found in previously researched topics. Participants spoke at length about the impact of racial and 

gender discrimination since childhood. I wonder if this finding is a result of the time in which 

these women grew up as they were growing up in the civil rights era when discrimination was 

prevalent. I also wonder if overcoming these challenges early in life equipped them with the 

courage and strength to endure the unfair treatment they faced later in life and presently. One 

participant discussed the toughness she has built from her life experiences, causing her not to 

fold easily under pressure, not require constant praise and recognition, and wit to survive tough 

situations. However, although they overcame childhood discrimination, the impact of those expe-

riences is obvious. While the discrimination mostly led to motivation, those negative experiences 

shed light on why many of them are exhausted. The participants have endured decades of dis-

crimination since their ages span from mid-forties to sixties. No wonder there were sentiments of 

exhaustion and frustration. About the disparity in representation of Black women in the position, 

could it be that many qualified and capable Black women are choosing not to subject themselves 

to such treatment and self-selecting other positions with less stress and less blatant discrimina-

tion? With more research being conducted on this topic, one participant mentioned this possibil-

ity.  
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Race and gender in the workplace 

Racial and gender discrimination continues to rear its ugly head in workplaces throughout 

the United States. For example, two-thirds of women reported experiencing discriminatory mi-

croaggressions in the workplace and according to the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Com-

mission (EEOC), women filed 78% of sexual harassment charges between 2018 and 2021. Addi-

tionally, according to statistics from the U.S. Department of Labor, as of 2022 women earn 83% 

of what men were paid. Black women were paid only 64% of what non-Hispanic men were paid. 

Consequences of this discrimination are seen and felt by many and show up as unequal pay, lack 

of diversity in certain positions and occupations, employment rates, job satisfaction, and turno-

ver, decreased productivity, and overall impact on health and wellness. 

In addition to these statistics, race and gender discrimination in the workplace have been 

widely documented in previously conducted research. Responses from the participants in this 

study validated previous research regarding decades of inequities in the workplace for Black 

women. The study's findings confirm the continued existence of blatant and subtle racial and 

gender discriminatory acts in their lived experiences leading to their appointments as superinten-

dent, as well as while serving in the position. Like participants in previously conducted research, 

they expressed multiple instances of being treated differently than their male counterparts (Ber-

nal et al., 2017; Brunner, 2000; Grogan, 1999; Wolverton & McDonald, 2001). Participants pro-

vided countless examples of differential treatment as they spoke about the differences as com-

pared to their White male counterparts or predecessors. Differences in everyday discourse and 

funding from community partnership support were shared. Findings related to funding align with 

Donohoo and Hunter’s (2005) study in which they shared examples of how African American 

women superintendents face differences in financial resources. It was painful to hear about the 



 83 

blatant mistreatment some of them have endured. From being publicly attacked by school board 

members, dismissed from positions without just cause, being held to different expectations, hav-

ing their ideas dismissed, or needing to suppress their talent by feeding their ideas through White 

colleagues. The list goes on and on. The differential treatment described by the participants is 

consistent with Patricia Collins’ Black feminist thought (1990) on the intersection of race and 

gender in the lived experiences of Black women. As Collins stated, these participants certainly 

face the double bind of being Black and being women. While members of our society love to 

brag about the progress we have made, segregation and discrimination are still very much alive, 

even in 2024. 

Motivation to lead 

Although my research question did not specifically address motivation, it plays an active 

role in the lived experiences of these participants. As they described how they tackle the daily 

challenges of the position, they described their motivation as a tool for strength. They expressed 

mostly commonalities as they described their motivation to lead and rely on their motivation to 

remain in the position. 

The role of motivation and various motivation theories have been researched for years. 

As I interviewed the participants, motivation was a theme in the findings. Although there are 

many motivation theories, McClelland’s Theory of Acquired Needs (1961) arose for me as I lis-

tened to their responses. The main assertion of this theory is that humans’ motivations and be-

haviors are a result of three emotional needs: achievement, power, and affiliation (World of 

Work Project, 2019). Achievement and power showed up as motivation for the participants, 

while affiliation was absent. I found this interesting as it matched the findings of Bredson et al. 

(1995). They surveyed and interviewed 39 award-winning superintendents throughout the United 
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States to determine their motivational needs. They found that 89.7% of participants identified a 

high need for power. Achievement was the second-highest rated factor with 71.8% identifying it 

as a need. Affiliation came in last with only 30.8% identifying it as a need. It is important to note 

findings related to McClelland’s (1961) Theory of Acquired Needs because there are preconcep-

tions regarding why Black women pursue superintendents. This finding might either validate or 

refute someone’s opinion. In my case, it refuted my opinion as I believed affiliation would show 

up as a motivator. As a Black woman, feeling a part of a group (an affiliation) has felt important 

to me due to the discrimination I have faced. It was surprising to find that affiliation was not 

mentioned as a motivator for any of the participants.  

My questions required participants to reflect on their motivation to pursue education, 

move into leadership positions, and pursue the superintendent position. When asked about their 

motivation to lead, participants spoke mostly about the decision to transition from teacher to 

leader. Four of these participants shared how they never wanted to be administrators. Also, the 

main reason for pursuing leadership for most of them was encouragement by a mentor or super-

visor just as Murphy found in her 2009 study. Murphy (2009) conducted a study of superinten-

dents to understand what motivates women to aspire to the superintendency. Murphy found three 

themes: a person of influence such as a family member or role model, a desire to seek challenges 

or competition, and their doctoral program with an emphasis on superintendent succession. Fa-

milial and community role models influenced their motivation to move into leadership initially. 

As we discussed motivation to pursue and remain in the superintendent position, like Murphy’s 

participants, these participants mentioned serving in the position because of their desire to seek 

challenges and serve where they have the authority to make important decisions. Munoz et al. 

(2014) found power to be among the motivating factors in their study of Texas superintendents. 
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Although not specifically using the term power, all participants of the current study cited the op-

portunity to impact students as their reason for serving in the position, like power or authority. 

Being power-driven is often seen in a negative light. However, although these women are driven 

by power, their spiritual grounding causes them to show up differently than those who might oth-

erwise be driven by power. This grounding can be viewed as driven by a spiritual power. This 

power is important to discuss because it causes them to restrain, when necessary, lead with a 

spirit of servitude, and motivate them to remain in the position although facing numerous chal-

lenges and barriers. One of the participants named achievement as her reason for pursuing super-

intendency. She thrives on setting goals and achieving them. Their motivation to lead impacts 

their daily experiences as superintendents. 

Impact of lived experiences on their leadership 

As these women lead as superintendents, they draw on experiences from their early lives. 

Their life experiences, like their spirituality, provide motivation and strategies for navigating the 

position. Like the participants in Tonya Bailey-Walker’s 2018 study of Black women superinten-

dents, a desire to prove competency surfaced as a challenge. One participant spoke passionately 

about the harm caused by her fifth-grade teacher. She spoke of wanting to prove she would be 

successful in life due to the treatment she endured from the teacher. The desire to prove herself 

has served as a motivator in her leadership. Additionally, the women in this study provided 

countless examples of how events (both positive and negative) have impacted their leadership. 

Being a second language learner, persevering through academic challenges, serving in roles such 

as substitutes and counselors, and being parents are some ways in which their lived experiences 

have impacted how they currently lead.  
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Describing the impact of lived experiences on their leadership provided some of the most 

vulnerable moments of this study. They spoke of joyous moments with family and friends and 

being driven to do their best work and have success in life because of important relationships and 

accountability from loved ones. In contrast, they shared dark moments such as living in poverty, 

losing parents, and enduring both physical and emotional abuse as noteworthy events impacting 

their approach to life and leadership. Several of them spoke of the mindset necessary when fac-

ing setbacks. They have gleaned positivity from all their life events. These include determination 

to prove someone wrong, excelling in memory of a loved one, or providing a positive example 

and personal story to which their current student population can relate. 

Faith and family as sources of strength 

The role of relationships in the participants’ journey was a prevalent theme and finding in 

this study. Participants described relationships with their close friends and family. Those friend 

relationships including fellow superintendents, mentors, and girlfriends were described as 

sources of strength and vital to their success. They described the family as biological but also in-

cluded community and church members. These findings confirmed Wiley et al. (2017) study of 

superintendents in Texas regarding the importance of mentoring for African American superin-

tendents. Additionally, Angel et al. (2013) described the impact of early influences from families 

and the role of encouragement/support from parents, church members, neighbors, and teachers of 

the participants in their study. Angel et al. (2013) also found disconnection from network support 

as a barrier for their Black district-level administrators. This contrasts with what I found. Partici-

pants in my study spoke about the presence of their network of support. This illuminates progress 

as it relates to Black women finding systems of support. Or is there a difference in the findings 

because they focused on district-level administrators and not specifically on superintendents? 
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Other than this, the findings were similar as the participants of this study also spoke about inter-

nal values such as equity, justice, honesty, and being fair to all as guiding principles. The women 

in this study shared similar sentiments as they spoke passionately about the sources in which 

they drew strength. Faith and family quickly arose as the most prominent sources. In Black cul-

ture, we have strong family and faith ties, so I was not surprised how much participants rely on 

family and faith in their daily lives.  

Multiple studies regarding Black women superintendents have revealed the presence of a 

strong belief in God. For example, in 2005, in an analysis of Black women superintendents, Al-

ston documented participants’ strong belief in God and servant leadership, deep care for chil-

dren, a strong self-efficacy, and a focus on creating a legacy of service surfaced as common char-

acteristics of Black women superintendents. Like those participants and due to the overwhelming 

mention of spirituality in their leadership, it is notable to mention spiritual leadership theory 

while discussing this theme. Fry (2003) described spiritual leadership theory as an intrinsic moti-

vation model in which individuals motivate themselves and others through the leaders’ values, 

behaviors, and attitudes. The theory is driven by two essential thoughts: (1) Creating a vision 

wherein leaders and followers experience a sense of calling so that their lives have purpose and 

meaning and make a difference (2) Establishing an organizational culture based on the values of 

altruistic love whereby leaders and followers have a sense of membership, belonging, and feel 

understood and appreciated (Fry, 2003). Also, according to Fry, personal practices such as yoga, 

meditation, prayer, etc. are often used to instill self-awareness and draw strength from a higher 

power. Participants described daily practices such as morning prayer and meditation. They reiter-

ated throughout the interviews their tendency to turn to God for guidance and strength. Addition-

ally, they spoke of seeing their work as superintendents as a calling. Fry described calling as the 
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belief that they can make a difference through service to others. All participants of this study at-

tached their motivation for pursuing and remaining in the position to the belief that they can 

make a difference in the lives of students. They highlighted their commitment to servant leader-

ship.  

The second essential thought of spiritual leadership theory centers around altruistic love. 

Fry (2003) explained altruistic love as the leader or organization’s core values. These values 

could be outwardly displayed in the form of artifacts or more subtly demonstrated through one’s 

actions. The women of this study displayed characteristics of altruistic love in their responses by 

using words described by Fry such as honesty, integrity, patience, and kindness. They even de-

scribed the physical environment in which they use artifacts to display their values and work dili-

gently to create workspaces in which they communicate a culture of respect among employees. 

Several of them spoke of the culture they create with colleagues to ensure collaboration and be-

longing for all such as shared decision-making, encouraging positive dissonance, and sharing of 

multiple perspectives.  

Fry insists that aspects of spiritual leadership theory positively impact work environments 

and increase organizational commitment, productivity, and continuous improvement. The char-

acteristics and behaviors of these participants could be correlated to the success they have seen in 

their leadership positions. While spiritual leadership might not be necessary for organizational 

effectiveness, it has the potential to positively improve organizations. Participants in this study 

attested to spirituality being an effective tool in their leadership practices.  

Connections to previously conducted research 

As research on this topic continues to grow, connections to previously conducted re-

search studies arose as important to share. Brunner (2000) studied the lived experiences of 12 
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Black women superintendents and described three main findings. Two of those findings are vali-

dated in this study: (1) The participants’ stories consisted of various experiences of inequality (2) 

Participants leaned on the use of various strategies that debunked gender bias. In this study, par-

ticipants shared strategies such as building relationships and collaboration to debunk gender bias. 

The two veteran superintendents in this study spoke at length about their ability to work with an-

yone despite the barriers or challenges of being a Black woman in the position. Interestingly, 

both participants who have remained superintendent for 10 years reiterated the significance of 

building relationships with their school board and connections with community stakeholders. 

Sampson (2018) found almost identical results as participants shared the importance of school 

board relationships, solid connections with community members, and passion for students as 

strategies for longevity with Texas superintendents. Bernal et al. (2017) conducted a comparative 

study of women and male superintendents. No common themes were found between the two 

groups. However, themes of communication, relationships, and vision were found. The constant 

feeling of needing to prove themselves, expectations around familial responsibilities, and work-

ing harder were also common. Although only relationships arose as a theme in my study, all 

these findings were mentioned as challenges or strategies for success by at least one participant 

in my study. While barriers and challenges of Black women superintendents are crucial to dis-

cuss, strategies for success are needed to ensure potential aspirants and others currently serving 

in the position have examples of proven strategies for success.  

Many of the previously conducted research on this topic utilized Patricia Collins’ Black 

feminist thought as a framework. Although I chose to examine their lived experiences absent of a 

framework to ensure my thoughts were not biased, many of Collins’ tenets were realized. Col-

lins’ Black feminist thought draws on the importance of Black women relaying their own lived 
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experiences (Collins, 1990). Interviewing superintendents directly allowed me to understand the 

essence of their lived experiences. This study reiterates Collins’ assertions of the importance of 

Black women telling their own stories including the concept of “self-definition” or “the power to 

name one’s reality.” Collins also asserts that Black women being underrepresented in positions 

for which they qualify cannot only be attributed to gender. Intersectionality is at play. Black fem-

inist thought insists that the experiences of Black women are unique and do not simply align with 

feminist theory. She asserts that African American women face double marginalization in that 

their lived experiences are impacted by both race and gender. 

Collins describes the effects of racism as visible and palpable. In the work setting, it 

shows up as discriminatory acts such as exclusive language, discriminatory practices, and even 

acts of violence (Collins, 1990). The data collected in this study illuminates the presence of ra-

cial discrimination. Examples of this marginalization were seen in participants’ responses regard-

ing the differential treatment in comparison to their White peers. They shared the necessity to 

prepare at great lengths before taking ideas to their teams or school boards. Sharing how it takes 

so much more thought, power, and energy to serve in the position. 

Theoretical implications 

Spiritual leadership as described by Fry (2003), mentions vision, altruistic love, and hope 

as three main characteristics of intrinsic motivation. Collins (1990) in Black feminist thought 

suggests that race and gender cause significant barriers and challenges for Black women, there-

fore impacting their lived experiences. Data from my study suggests how these Black women su-

perintendents respond to the challenges, are motivated to do the work, and how they approach 

the work is due to the presence of spiritual leadership characteristics. In other words, because the 
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women rely on their spiritual values and possess the characteristics of vision, hope/faith, and al-

truistic love, they are motivated to do the work and approach it by viewing it as a calling. When 

faced with the barriers and challenges of the work such as racial and gender discrimination, they 

make attempts to respond in ways aligned to their Christian values such as The Golden Rule. 

Therefore, I am proposing a new theory called spiritual resilience theory to address the gap in 

theories. Black feminist thought simply addresses the intersectionality of race and gender in the 

experiences of Black women. It does not address how Black women respond to the treatment. 

Similarly, spiritual leadership theory speaks of the characteristics present in those who exercise 

spiritual leadership. It mentions some of the possible behaviors of those leaders. However, it 

does not specifically focus on a specific race or gender. Data from my research revealed the pres-

ence of the characteristics of spiritual leadership and how these Black women respond in situa-

tions in which racial and gender discrimination are present. Spiritual resilience theory combines 

the two to show the impact of spiritual leadership theory and Black feminist thought on the lived 

experiences of these Black women superintendents. Figure 1 provides a visual representation of 

my new theory.  

Figure 1. Spiritual resilience theory 
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Spiritual resilience theory is depicted at the top, representing the overarching framework. 

The central concept of "Intersectionality" (Race, Gender, Spirituality) is shown as the founda-

tion, emphasizing the interconnectedness of these factors. Branching out from "Intersectionality," 

there are two main components: "Spiritual leadership characteristics" and "Spiritual resilience 

theory." These components are connected, indicating their interrelatedness. "Spiritual Leadership 

Characteristics" lead to "Spiritual Resilience Theory," highlighting the influence of spiritual 

leadership traits on the development of spiritual resilience. 

"Spiritual Resilience Theory" is connected to "Transformative Leadership Practices," il-

lustrating how spiritual resilience informs leadership behaviors that challenge systemic injustices 

and promote positive change. This chart provides a clear visual representation of the key con-

structs and their relationships within the proposed theory, making it easier to understand the the-

oretical framework. 

Spiritual resilience theory 

Tenets. Sound theories possess tenets to explain the main principles of the theory. Spir-

itual resistance theory is based on the following tenets:  

(1) Intersectional framework; 

(2) Spiritual leadership characteristics; 

(3) Black feminist thought; 

(4) Response to discrimination; and 

(5) Empowerment and liberation 

Key propositions. I developed three key propositions to further explain my theory. (1) 

Black women superintendents who exhibit spiritual leadership characteristics are more resilient 

in the face of racial and gender discrimination, demonstrating greater psychological well-being 
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and professional efficacy. (2) Spiritual resilience enables Black women superintendents to enact 

transformative leadership practices that challenge systemic inequities, promote diversity and in-

clusion, and foster a sense of belonging among students, staff, and community members. (3) In-

tersectional approaches that integrate insights from Black feminist thought and spiritual leader-

ship theory are essential for understanding and addressing the unique experiences and needs of 

Black women superintendents within educational leadership contexts. 

Assumptions. The following assumptions are being explained to help readers gain clarity 

about spiritual resistance theory. The theory assumes that individuals' experiences are shaped by 

the intersection of multiple social identities, including race, gender, and spirituality. It posits that 

the unique combination of these identities influences how Black women superintendents per-

ceive and respond to discrimination within educational leadership contexts. Secondly, it assumes 

that Black women superintendents possess or can cultivate spiritual leadership characteristics, as 

outlined in Fry's Spiritual Leadership Theory. These characteristics include vision, integrity, em-

pathy, self-awareness, humility, and service orientation. The theory further assumes that these 

characteristics play a significant role in shaping their responses to discrimination and promoting 

resilience. The theory also assumes that racial and gender discrimination are pervasive and im-

pactful phenomena within educational leadership contexts. It postulates that Black women super-

intendents regularly encounter various forms of discrimination, including overt and covert bi-

ases, microaggressions, and structural inequities, which can negatively affect their well-being 

and professional effectiveness. The theory assumes that spiritual resilience is a key factor in ena-

bling Black women superintendents to navigate and overcome the challenges posed by discrimi-

nation. It posits that their spiritual beliefs, values, practices, and connections provide a source of 

strength, hope, and meaning, empowering them to persist in the face of adversity and advocate 
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for social justice. Additionally, it assumes that Black women superintendents with spiritual resili-

ence engage in transformative leadership practices that challenge systemic injustices and pro-

mote equity and inclusion within educational institutions. Spiritual resistance theory postulates 

that their leadership approaches prioritize collaboration, empathy, empowerment, and collective 

action, fostering positive organizational change and community engagement. Finally, spiritual 

resistance theory assumes that Black women superintendents possess agency and the capacity to 

effect change within their professional roles and broader societal contexts. It posits that their 

spiritual resilience enables them to reclaim their power, voice, and identity, thereby fostering em-

powerment, liberation, and social transformation. 

Key constructs. I am naming six key constructs of spiritual resistance theory.  

(1) Spiritual Resilience. This construct refers to the capacity of Black women superinten-

dents to withstand and overcome adversity by drawing upon their spiritual beliefs, values, prac-

tices, and connections. It encompasses their ability to find meaning, purpose, and strength in the 

face of discrimination and other challenges encountered within educational leadership contexts. 

(2) Spiritual Leadership Characteristics. These are qualities and behaviors associated 

with effective leadership informed by spiritual values and principles. Examples of spiritual lead-

ership characteristics include vision, integrity, empathy, self-awareness, humility, and service 

orientation. These characteristics shape the leadership approach of Black women superintendents 

and influence their responses to discrimination. 

(3) Transformative Leadership Practices. Transformative leadership practices involve 

strategies and actions aimed at creating positive change and advancing social justice within edu-

cational institutions. These practices prioritize collaboration, empowerment, empathy, and col-
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lective action, with a focus on challenging systemic injustices and promoting equity and inclu-

sion. Black women superintendents may engage in transformative leadership practices to address 

discrimination and foster inclusive environments. 

(4) Empowerment. Empowerment refers to the process of enabling individuals to assert 

their power, agency, and autonomy to effect change and improve their circumstances. In the con-

text of this theory, empowerment involves the liberation of Black women superintendents from 

oppression, discrimination, and marginalization, allowing them to fully realize their potential and 

advocate for social justice within educational settings. 

(5) Intersectionality. Intersectionality refers to the interconnected nature of social catego-

rizations such as race, gender, and spirituality, which create overlapping and interdependent sys-

tems of discrimination or disadvantage. This construct acknowledges that the experiences of 

Black women superintendents are shaped by the intersection of multiple identities and influence 

how they perceive and respond to discrimination within educational leadership contexts. 

(6) Discrimination. Discrimination encompasses the unfair or unequal treatment of indi-

viduals or groups based on their race, gender, or other social identities. In the context of this the-

ory, discrimination may manifest as overt or covert biases, stereotypes, microaggressions, and 

structural inequities encountered by Black women superintendents within educational institu-

tions. 

Key definitions. Terms can have varied meanings depending on the author. Here I de-

scribe the key terms of spiritual resistance theory by providing definitions as they relate to this 

theory.  
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Intersectionality. Intersectionality refers to the interconnected nature of social categoriza-

tions such as race, gender, class, and sexuality, which create overlapping and interdependent sys-

tems of discrimination or disadvantage. In the context of this theory, intersectionality recognizes 

that the experiences of Black women superintendents are shaped by the intersection of their ra-

cial, gender, and spiritual identities. 

Spirituality.  Spirituality refers to a belief and deep connection to a higher power. Alt-

hough the participants of this study identify as Christian, the theory is connected to Christianity. 

While spirituality is an important tenet of Christianity, spiritual resistance theory can be applied 

to individuals who practice any religious faith. The most important tenet is the belief and connec-

tion to a higher power, regardless of who or what the higher power is.  

Spiritual leadership characteristics. Spiritual leadership characteristics encompass quali-

ties and behaviors associated with effective leadership informed by spiritual values and princi-

ples. These may include vision, integrity, empathy, self-awareness, humility, service orientation, 

and a commitment to ethical decision-making. In this theory, spiritual leadership characteristics 

are viewed as foundational to the leadership approach of Black women superintendents. 

Racial and gender discrimination. Racial discrimination refers to the differential treat-

ment or unfavorable actions directed at individuals or groups based on their race or ethnicity. 

Gender discrimination similarly involves unequal treatment or prejudice against individuals or 

groups based on their gender identity or expression. Within the context of educational leadership, 

racial and gender discrimination may manifest in various forms, including bias, stereotypes, ex-

clusion, and systemic inequities. 
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Spiritual resilience. Spiritual resilience refers to the capacity of individuals to withstand 

and overcome adversity by drawing upon their spiritual beliefs, values, practices, and connec-

tions. It involves the ability to find meaning, purpose, and strength in the face of challenges, ena-

bling individuals to adapt, grow, and thrive despite difficult circumstances. In this theory, spir-

itual resilience is considered a key factor in empowering Black women superintendents to navi-

gate and respond to discrimination. 

Transformative leadership. Transformative leadership involves a leadership approach 

that aims to create positive change and advance social justice by challenging existing systems of 

oppression and fostering inclusive and equitable environments. It emphasizes collaboration, em-

powerment, empathy, and collective action, with a focus on addressing systemic injustices and 

promoting the well-being and development of all stakeholders. Within this theory, transformative 

leadership practices are seen as central to the leadership approach of Black women superinten-

dents. 

Empowerment and liberation. Empowerment refers to the process of enabling individu-

als or groups to assert their power, agency, and autonomy to effect change and improve their cir-

cumstances. Liberation involves the liberation of individuals or groups from oppression, discrim-

ination, and marginalization, allowing them to fully realize their potential and live with dignity 

and equality. In the context of this theory, empowerment, and liberation are viewed as outcomes 

of spiritual resilience and transformative leadership, enabling Black women superintendents to 

advocate for social justice and promote inclusive educational environments. 
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Implications of spiritual resilience theory. The findings derived from the creation of 

spiritual resilience theory can indeed be applied to a broader context of leadership positions be-

yond the superintendency. Here are some implications to illustrate how these findings can inform 

and impact leadership across various domains: 

Leadership development programs. Insights gained from the theory can be incorporated 

into leadership development programs designed for aspiring leaders from diverse backgrounds. 

Programs can be tailored to cultivate spiritual resilience and promote transformative leadership 

practices among leaders in education, business, healthcare, government, and non-profit sectors. 

Diversity and inclusion initiatives. Organizations can utilize the theory's emphasis on in-

tersectionality and empowerment to inform diversity and inclusion initiatives aimed at fostering 

inclusive leadership cultures. Strategies for promoting equity, addressing discrimination, and am-

plifying underrepresented voices can be implemented across different leadership levels and sec-

tors. 

Organizational policies and practices. The theory's focus on challenging systemic injus-

tices and promoting social justice can inform the development of organizational policies and 

practices that advance equity and inclusion. Leaders can advocate for policies that support diver-

sity recruitment, retention, and advancement, and equitable access to resources and opportunities 

for all employees. 

Leadership coaching and mentorship. Leadership coaches and mentors can draw upon 

the theory's insights to support leaders in developing spiritual resilience, navigating discrimina-

tion, and embracing transformative leadership approaches. Coaching and mentorship programs 

can provide guidance, support, and encouragement to help leaders overcome challenges and 

maximize their potential. 
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Research and scholarship. Scholars and researchers can further explore the applicability 

of the theory to diverse leadership contexts through empirical studies and theoretical inquiries. 

Research can investigate how spiritual resilience and transformative leadership practices mani-

fest across different industries, organizational settings, and cultural contexts, contributing to a 

deeper understanding of effective leadership in diverse environments. 

Public policy and advocacy. The theory's emphasis on empowerment and liberation can 

inform public policy efforts and advocacy campaigns aimed at promoting social justice and eq-

uity in leadership. Leaders can engage in policy advocacy initiatives to address systemic barriers, 

promote inclusive leadership representation, and advocate for legislative reforms that advance 

equity and justice. 

By applying the findings of spiritual resilience theory to a broader context of leadership 

positions, organizations and leaders can foster inclusive, equitable, and transformative leadership 

practices that promote positive change and empower individuals from diverse backgrounds to 

thrive in leadership roles. 

Advancing Black feminist thought 

Another theoretical implication of this study is my contribution to the advancement of 

Black feminist thought. Collins (1990) speaks of the need for Black women in academia to ad-

vance Black feminist thought by making critical moves such as being personal advocates for 

their material, living the experiences of their material, being willing to have a dialogue about the 

findings of their material, and conducting research on the lived experiences of other Black 

women. I am committed to all of these. Like the participants of this study, as a Black woman ed-

ucational leader, I have experienced the same dual discrimination they mention. I have already 

been an advocate for this material by sharing my findings with colleagues through dialogue. On a 
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larger scale, I have brought light to the issues faced by Black women’s educational leaders by 

sharing our challenges in an article I published for the Association for Supervision and Curricu-

lum (ASCD) in 2023 titled, “Navigate white space: tips for new Black women leaders” (Frazier, 

2023). Therefore, I view my research and work as an advancement and contribution to the the-

ory.  

Practical implications 

The disproportionality of Black women in the public school superintendency has existed 

for far too long. This study and previously conducted studies serve as evidence of the unneces-

sary barriers and challenges Black women endure in pursuit of the position, as well as when they 

reach the position. I offer a few practical implications: (1) Mentorship and support, (2) Leader-

ship pipeline for superintendent aspirants, and (3) Diversity among school board members. Par-

ticipants shared the importance of support while serving in the position. Participants shared the 

importance of support while serving in the position.  

While all listed family and close friends as critical, I propose state superintendent agen-

cies require and support local districts to ensure a formal structure is in place for Black women 

superintendents. This might include the assignment of mentors who are current or former super-

intendents in the area or state. This mentorship might also be in the form of affinity spaces at su-

perintendent conferences to allow for networking and connections. Participants spoke boldly 

about the crucial role of sisterhood among Black women superintendents. One of the participants 

was not connected and I was able to link her to the growing sisterhood of current Black women 

superintendents.  

Although the pathway to the superintendency varies by participant, Black women leaders 

need to be intentional on their career path, even if the superintendency is not a current goal. In 
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school districts, leadership pathway programs for teachers who aspire to be building leaders and 

assistant principals who aspire to the principalship are common. However, once leaders reach the 

principalship, there is often little to no guidance for preparing for future positions or even deter-

mining what positions might help to propel principals to district-level leadership such as the su-

perintendency.  

Tallerico (2000) mentioned the importance of this diversity. This study validated the fact 

that relationships with school board members can be beneficial or detrimental for Black women 

superintendents. Therefore, recruiting diverse stakeholders to run for the school board is essential 

to ensure more equitable treatment of Black women superintendents. Securing more diverse 

school boards is only one step in the right direction.  

Policy implications 

The findings of this study support the need to develop several policies to address the 

problem of disproportionate representation of Black women superintendents. First, I recommend 

that states require professional development for school boards. This type of policy is already pre-

sent in some states for public charter schools. For example, South Carolina Charter Law requires 

newly elected members of charter school boards to attend board orientation within one year of 

being elected or appointed. I suggest this be applied to non-charter schools in various states. The 

training could include topics like cultural relevance, implicit biases, inclusive hiring practices, 

and school board members' functions and responsibilities. While some school boards might par-

ticipate in similar professional development, the development of policies will ensure all boards 

prioritize this learning. In Georgia, for example, the Georgia School Board Association offers 

online training, however, the courses are optional. This type of training is critical as each partici-

pant spoke of relationships with their board as either positive or detrimental to their success. 
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Public schools' work requires regular interactions between board members and superintendents, 

as school boards serve as the immediate supervisor to the superintendent. Board members must 

understand and respect the unique skills and perspectives of Black women. Professional learning 

about cultural differences can help to create a more positive experience for all. Similarly, re-

quired learning for Black women superintendents can help ensure they are equipped with skills 

to work with their board and members of all ethnic groups.  

This study and past research on this topic illuminated the role of mentoring. Therefore, in 

addition to the practical implication regarding mentoring, I am recommending that state agencies 

create policies requiring formal mentoring for superintendents. Some states such as Texas re-

quire formal mentoring for new superintendents. However, I was unable to find such require-

ments for states in the southeast. All participants mentioned mentoring. While many will unoffi-

cially develop mentoring relationships, formal mentoring assignments and programs are needed 

to ensure all superintendents, especially Black women superintendents, have access to them. Pol-

icy is sometimes needed to ensure all districts/states follow recommendations. Research has 

proven that mentoring can positively impact the experiences, longevity, and success of Black 

women superintendents.  

Gatekeeping is real when it comes to the public school superintendency. Tallerico (2000) 

reported on the prevalence of gatekeeping preventing Black women from securing the position of 

superintendent. Therefore, a final policy implication is the creation of policies to reduce occur-

rences of biased hiring practices for superintendents. Policy creations along these lines could ad-

dress the disproportionate representation of Black women superintendents. The inclusion of equi-

table hiring practices could help to guide hiring agencies’ processes and reduce the consequences 

of individual discrimination related to race and gender. Urban Sustainability Director’s Network 
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(USDN) provides valuable resources to help hiring managers achieve increased equity, diversity, 

and inclusion in their organizations. Some of their language or recommendations could be used 

in newly developed policies.  

Limitations 

There are several delimitations of my research study. The first is related to participant se-

lection. Due to my research interest, I intentionally focused on a narrow demographic: Black 

women currently or formerly serving as public school superintendents. This excluded any other 

demographic group such as Black men, White women and men, and other racial identities. To 

truly gain an in-depth look into their lives, I limited the sample size and only involved six partici-

pants. The purpose of qualitative research is to understand a phenomenon. Therefore, the results 

of this phenomenological study are not generalizable. However, their lived experiences allow us 

to gain the essence of their lived experiences as superintendents. Another limitation was select-

ing those who have served in the southeastern region of the United States. Due to my residence 

in the Southeast, I was most interested in the lived experiences of those in this area. However, 

limiting the geographical location to one state or expanding beyond the southeast might have 

provided additional data. Finally, requiring participants to have served at least three years ex-

cluded several potential participants as well. Three years of experience allowed for a longer 

amount of time to describe the experiences of the superintendent more comprehensively.  

I also identified some shortcomings of the research. Four of them are present in my study. 

My positionality as a Black woman educational leader is a limitation of this study. My own ex-

periences might have unintentionally introduced biases and limited my ability to view women’s 

experiences neutrally. I have personally experienced instances of racial discrimination, so I 

might have subconsciously brought those past experiences into the study. While I attempted to 
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remain neutral during the interviews, it is possible that my interpretation of their answers was in-

fluenced by my knowledge and experiences. I gave each participant a copy of their transcript to 

ensure my biases did not show up in the findings.  

Secondly, the data from phenomenological studies are often retrieved from semi-struc-

tured interviews. When data is self-reported by the participants, the trustworthiness and accuracy 

of the stories recounted are questioned. Since responses to the interview questions were self-re-

ported and not verified, I cannot assure you all stories and examples provided are true.  

Thirdly, the study’s purpose was to describe the lived experiences of Black women super-

intendents. While I intentionally sought participants from all three locales (urban, suburban, and 

rural), I did not compare their experiences and view this to be a limitation of my study. Compar-

ing their experiences would have added more nuance to my study.  

Finally, although motivation was an interest of mine, I limited the depth of this study but 

chose not to formally investigate motivation. While reviewing the research, I found limited re-

search regarding the motivation of superintendents. I found no research regarding the motivation 

of Black women superintendents.  

Suggestions for future inquiry 

The limitations of my study led to several suggestions for future inquiry. The first delimi-

tation of my study addresses the fact that my study revolved around Black women superinten-

dents. While this population is most interesting to me, my first recommendation is for future re-

searchers to design studies to compare the lived experiences of Black women superintendents to 

the lived experiences of other demographic groups such as White women and White men, Black 

men, or other ethnic groups. Comparing our lived experiences to other groups can further illumi-

nate the challenges, barriers, and successes of Black women and further prove the point that 
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Black women’s lived experiences differ. In addition to the demographic of my participants, my 

study also involved those currently or formerly serving in the position. A second recommenda-

tion is for researchers to conduct longitudinal studies to compare the experiences of Black 

women superintendents over time. I believe this will generate different challenges based on the 

nature of social and political climates/events of various periods and even provide insight con-

cerning our progression or lack thereof regarding the treatment of Black women superintendents. 

Another delimitation of my study was the small sample size. Since I only included six partici-

pants, a third recommendation is that case studies involving larger sample sizes be conducted. 

These case studies could yield additional information regarding the lived experiences of Black 

women superintendents. Additionally, using a qualitative or mixed methods approach with a 

larger population would allow greater potential for the results to be generalized. Generalizable 

results would allow the results to be applied to the larger population of Black women superinten-

dents.  

Another limitation of my study was the geographic location I used. To increase the likeli-

hood of securing participants, I included the entire southeastern region. Single-state research in 

the south was not found. While conducting research in only one state imposes limitations and se-

verely limits the participant pool, it could lead to specific implications for the chosen state’s leg-

islation or school districts. Therefore, a fourth recommendation is that a single southern state re-

search on the topic be conducted. 

Since my study required at least three years of experience in the superintendent position, 

it would be interesting to compare the experiences of those with different years of experience. 

For example, are the experiences of those with three years versus those with 10 years signifi-

cantly different? Therefore, the fifth recommendation is that this type of comparative research be 
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conducted. It could help us to determine if we have made progress or if the daily lived experi-

ences improve or worsen with tenure.  

Additionally, while reviewing the existing research, I did not find any studies comparing 

the experiences of superintendents in different locales. In this study, I diversified the participant 

sample by including those leading in rural, suburban, and urban districts. However, a limitation 

of the current is the decision not to compare their experiences. The study’s purpose was simply 

to describe the lived experiences of superintendents, so I did not center my research around the 

differences in their experiences, although a few differences were noticed. For example, the three 

women serving in small, rural districts reported few instances of known racial discrimination and 

two of them have been in their positions for 10 years. Is this a contributing factor to their long 

tenure? Another recommendation is that future studies focus on comparing the experiences of 

superintendents in different regions and/or locales to determine if their experiences are signifi-

cantly different and examine the length of their tenure. Research describing the lived experiences 

of Black women superintendents is still limited, therefore, I suggest continued research on this 

topic. Continued research on the type can increase access and tenure for Black women.  

My final recommendation is that future research focus on the motivation of Black women 

superintendents since specific research does exist. While some researchers have included re-

search questions aimed at motivation, they are usually folded in with other research purposes. 

They do not aim to primarily investigate the motivating factors or the impact of those motivating 

factors on their lived experiences. With motivation surfacing as a major theme, it is worthy of 

focused research.  
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Conclusions 

The research question for this study was: What are the lived experiences of Black women 

superintendents in the Southeast? Through semi-structured interviews, I gained firsthand 

knowledge of the participants' lifelong experiences, thus answering the research question. The 

findings of this study and previously conducted studies support the fact that Black women super-

intendents face additional challenges in life and the workplace due to their race and gender. All 

the women have seen remarkable success during their tenure of over 3 years. They have figured 

out how to effectively navigate the double bind of being Black women in the position. Over-

whelmingly, their connection and belief in God and servant leadership showed up as a source of 

strength. They rely on their spiritual values to guide their work and attribute much of their suc-

cess to God. They have shown tenacity, skill, and strength as they encountered barriers and chal-

lenges, leading to great achievements for students. The women in this study have survived rac-

ism, sexism, and even ageism. They have overcome the loss of important people, lawsuits, un-

warranted firings, public attacks, etc. They have achieved documented successes, and despite 

that, two of them are no longer serving in their positions due to their school boards choosing not 

to extend their contracts. As I spent time with each of them, I can attest to their passion for chil-

dren, ability to think deeply and critically, strength in building relationships, instructional leader-

ship, and knowledge of best practices for effective daily operations of the school district required 

of the position. Although the number of Black women superintendents is rising, we are still dis-

proportionately represented. While more of us are securing the position, there are also many of 

us exiting the position. Given this, it is vital to continue our emphasis on telling the stories of the 

lived experiences of Black women superintendents leading to implications and solutions to the 

problem of disproportionate representation.  
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While the current study validated much of what previous research has already revealed, 

several factors differentiate it. One example is the intentional inclusion of participants from ur-

ban, rural, and suburban locales. Another example is the inclusion of participants from various 

states in the southeast. Participants hailed from four different states. The main differentiation of 

my study is the emergence of Black feminist spiritual leadership. These women have shown that 

using characteristics of spiritual leadership to guide their approach to the work, as well as a guide 

their response to gender and racial discrimination proves successful. 

Even though the work is difficult, Black women possess unique talents and perspectives 

that can help push forward the work of achieving equitable outcomes for all students. I hope 

readers will become aware of the potential challenges and also be informed of successful strate-

gies. These findings have implications for hiring authorities, leadership preparation programs, 

Black women aspirants, and those in positions to support Black women superintendents. I hope 

these women’s experiences empower Black women aspirants to boldly pursue the position so 

that we are more proportionally represented in the position. We are needed in this work.  

As I think about the phenomenal women in my family whose names I used as pseudo-

nyms in this study: Lennette, Annie Bell, Juliet, Tami, Lillie, and Evelyn, I am reminded of their 

incredible strength, sacrifice, and impact they had on me and our small community. Like the par-

ticipants, they endured struggles and showed tremendous determination. They were tenacious in 

pursuit of their goals, influencing the lives of many. I attribute my strong will and determination 

to the example they set and the values they instilled in me. The similarity between these women 

and my ancestors that reigns most is their commitment to God and reliance on Him in times of 

turmoil. Like the participants in this study, from childhood, I too, was taught about the power of 

prayer and to always lean on God. As I interacted with these women, the relationship felt like 
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more than just a researcher and participants. The connection felt like family as they reminded me 

of my mother, grandmothers, great-grandmothers, Godmothers, and aunts.  

Completion of this study with these participants was invaluable and personal for me. 

Their vulnerability and transparency allowed me to gain an in-depth understanding of the phe-

nomenon of the lived experiences of Black women superintendents. Their stories confirmed, not 

only the struggles Black women face in the superintendency, but more importantly, the unique 

strength, courage, and brilliance we possess to navigate such challenges. Although still uncertain 

if I will ever pursue the position, I complete this work inspired by all their successes and com-

mitted to continuing to share their testimonies to further the mission of closing the gap in the rep-

resentation of Black women in the position. The more informed we are about the barriers and 

challenges, the more we can prepare strategies for success in the position. This research study 

confirmed the importance of Black women in positions of authority such as public school super-

intendency. Although Black women comprise less than 2% of the superintendent population 

(Kowalski, 2011), we have proven our right to lead and our ability to do the job with excellence 

when given the opportunity. Regardless of anyone’s opinions about Black women educational 

leaders, I believe God has equipped us to do the work needed to ensure equitable outcomes for 

all children. Look out world. We are a force to reckon with, and we will not let glass ceilings, 

hate, unfair hiring practices, or any other discriminatory tool prevent us from improving public 

education. We will continue to positively impact the lives of children in one way or another. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A 

Recruitment Email 

Dear Superintendent, 

My name is Tanisha Frazier and I am a doctoral student at Georgia State University in the 

Educational Policy & Studies Department. I am conducting a research study to explore the lived 

experiences of Black women who have or are currently serving as public school superintendents, 

deputy superintendents, or area/assistant superintendents, in the southeastern region of the 

United States. I am interested in learning about the impact of race/gender on their lived experi-

ences, as well as your successes and challenges. I am reaching out with the hope that you will 

agree to participate as one of the six participants in my study. I retrieved your contact infor-

mation from your school district’s website. Documenting your personal experiences will add to 

the limited research about the lived experiences of Black women in the position. I believe this 

study will provide insight and lead to solutions to the problem of disproportionate representation 

of Black women in superintendent positions. It is also my hope that your story will provide sup-

port for other Black women aspirants and this information can be used by hiring personnel, as 

well as those able to serve as mentors for superintendents.  

 

If you participate in this study, I will conduct three one-hour virtual interviews with you 

to gather essential information about your lived experiences. The interviews will be recorded on 

my personal, password-protected computer and can be scheduled at a time that is convenient for 

you. Upon the interview's conclusion, you will receive a copy of the interview transcript to check 

for an accurate interpretation of your story. Finally, a pseudo-name will be assigned to ensure 

your identity is protected.  

 

I realize your time is valuable and would be appreciative of your acceptance of this invi-

tation. As a Black woman educational leader who has considered pursuing the superintendency, I 

view your work as superintendent as admirable and feel your story should be heard. Please con-

tact me at tanishafrazier81@gmail.com or 404-xxx-xxx to accept or decline this invitation. I look 

forward to hearing from you.  

 

Tanisha Frazier 

Georgia State University 

tanishafrazier81@gmail.com 

404-xxx-xx 

 

 

mailto:tanishafrazier81@gmail.com
mailto:tanishafrazier81@gmail.com
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          APPENDIX B 

Informed Consent Form 

Georgia State University 

Informed Consent 

Title: Exploring the lived experiences of Black women superintendents: a phenomenological 

study 

Principal Investigator: Yinying Wang 

Student Principal Investigator: Tanisha Frazier 

Introduction and Key Information 

You are invited to take part in a research study. It is up to you to decide if you would like to take 

part in the study. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the lived experiences of Black women superintendents 

in the southeastern region of the United States.  

Your role in the study will last up to 4 total hours over the span of 2 months. 

You will be asked to do the following: Answer open-ended questions over the span of three one-

hour interviews. 

Participating in this study will not expose you to any more risks than you would experience on a 

typical day. 

This study is not designed to benefit you. Overall, we hope to gain information about the lived 

experiences of Black women superintendents to shed light and potentially help to create solu-

tions for the problem of underrepresentation of Black women in the superintendency. This study 

has the potential to bring forth the unique experiences of Black women superintendents. The 

study will identify barriers, challenges, and even successes of the participants. Aspiring superin-

tendents and those able to serve as mentors/support for those in the position can learn valuable 

lessons for future work. 

Purpose 

The purpose of the study is to investigate the lived experiences of Black women superintendents 

in the southeastern region of the United States. You are invited to take part in this research study 

because you are a Black woman who is currently or has served in the position of superintendent, 

assistant superintendent, or deputy superintendent in the southeastern region of the United States 

for at least three years. A total of 6 people will be invited to take part in this study.  

Procedures  

If you decide to take part, you will:  

• Participate in three, one-hour virtual interviews with the researcher using the Cisco We-

bex software. The videos will be recorded. 

• Three hours of your time will be needed for the interviews. 

• The virtual interviewing process allows you to choose your preferred, private location. 

• Upon completion of all three interviews, you will review the transcripts to ensure accu-

racy. This will require no more than 1 hour of your time. 

• During the second interview, you will be asked to show artifacts of personal significance 

to help to further tell your story. These can be items such as photographs, books, jewelry, 

etc. These items will be shown to the researcher, but not collected. 

Future Research 
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Researchers will remove information that may identify you and may use your data for future re-

search. If we do this, we will not ask for any additional consent from you. 

Risks  

In this study, you will not have any more risks than you would on a normal day of life. No injury 

is expected from this study, but if you believe you have been harmed, contact the research team 

as soon as possible. Georgia State University and the research team have not set aside funds to 

compensate for any injury.  

Benefits  

This study is not designed to benefit you personally. Overall, we hope to gain information about 

the lived experiences of Black women superintendents to shed light and potentially help to create 

solutions for the problem of underrepresentation of Black women in the superintendency. This 

study has the potential to bring forth the unique experiences of Black women superintendents. 

The study will identify barriers, challenges, and even successes of the participants. Aspiring su-

perintendents and those able to serve as mentors/support for those in the position can learn valua-

ble lessons for future work. 

Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal  

You do not have to be in this study. If you decide to participate in the study and change your 

mind, you have the right to drop out at any time. You may skip questions or stop participating at 

any time. You may refuse to take part in the study or stop at any time. 

Confidentiality  

We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. The following people and enti-

ties will have access to the information you provide:  

• Yinying Wang, Principal Investigator; Tanisha Frazier, Student Principal Investigator; 

Dionne Cowan, Dissertation Committee Member; Sheryl Moss, Dissertation Committee 

Member  

• GSU (Georgia State University) Institutional Review Board 

• Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP)  

We will use a pseudo-name rather than your name on study records. The information you pro-

vide during the video-recorded interviews will be stored on the researcher’s password-protected 

personal computer. Recordings will be kept until June 2024 and then deleted. Please be aware 

that data sent over the Internet may not be secure. 

When we present or publish the results of this study, we will not use your name or other infor-

mation that may identify you. General information such as your race and information regarding 

the context of your district may be shared.  

Contact Information  

Contact Dr. Yinying Wang, Principal Investigator, and Tanisha Frazier, Student Principal Inves-

tigator at ywang103@gsu.edu or tanishafrazier81@gmail.com if you have questions, concerns, 

or complaints about the study or your part in it 

The IRB at Georgia State University reviews all research that involves human participants. You 

can contact the IRB if you want to speak to someone not involved with the study. You can con-

tact the IRB for questions, concerns, problems, information, input, or questions about your rights 

as a research participant. Contact the IRB at 404-413-3500 or irb@gsu.edu.   

Consent  

We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep. 

If you are willing to volunteer for this research, please sign below.  

_________________________________   

mailto:ywang103@gsu.edu
mailto:tanishafrazier81@gmail.com
mailto:irb@gsu.edu
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           Printed Name of Participant 

 

 

_________________________________ 

             Signature of Participant                     Date __________________   
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APPENDIX C 

           Interview Protocol 

Introduction: Thank you so much for your time today. My name is Tanisha Frazier, and these 

semi-structured interviews are the main data collection tool as I work to complete my disserta-

tion regarding the problem of underrepresentation of Black women in the position of public 

school superintendent. In this study, I aim to examine the lived experiences of Black women su-

perintendents. I am interested in how the intersection of race and gender impacts your experi-

ences, as well as the successes and challenges you have faced in the position. The goal of the in-

terviews is to present to you a series of open-ended questions that will help me to learn more 

about your experiences as a Black woman in this leadership position. Further, the study examines 

your early life, including your family, and your path in education. In learning about your lived 

experiences, this study aims to contribute to the literature on the experiences of Black women su-

perintendents that will explain the problem of underrepresentation, as well as offer solutions for 

supporting Black women in the position. Further, I hope that the information retrieved for this 

study will help to prepare a new generation of aspiring and current Black women education lead-

ers. Please answer as honestly as you can. Your name, or any name that you mention will not be 

shared with others, I will use pseudonyms instead. To fully understand the essence of your lived 

experiences, we will complete three one-hour interviews.  

Before we start, do you have any questions? If not, let’s get started with the first interview: 

 

Interview 1: Life’s history  

1. Briefly tell me about yourself.  

2. When and where were you born?  

3. What was your childhood like, and how was education emphasized?  

4. What kind of student were you in K-12 and higher education?  

5. Tell me about your family. What was it like growing up? Do you have siblings? What 

values were stressed in your family?  

6. What is your family like now? Are you married? If so, when did you marry and did you 

have children? 

7. When did you decide to enter education? What year did you begin teaching? Where did 

you attend undergraduate school? 

 

8. Why did you become an educator?  

Closing: This concludes our first interview. Let’s go ahead and schedule our next inter-

view. When would you be available within the next week for our second interview? Again, thank 

you for your time today. 

Interview 2: Current lived experiences  

9. Describe your experiences as a K-12 administrator.  

10. Describe your career pathway to the superintendent. What most prepared you for the su-

perintendency, including previous positions and experiences?  
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11. In your experiences leading to the superintendency do you feel race and gender have 

played a role?  

12. Are you the first Black woman to serve in the position in your district?  

13. What strengths or assets do you bring to the position of superintendent?  

 

14. Tell me about your district. How many students do you serve? How many schools are 

there? How many years have you been superintendent there?  

 

15. Explain and describe some of your experiences as a Black woman superintendent?  

16. What challenges have you overcome as a Black woman superintendent?  

17. What are some barriers that you currently encounter as a Black woman superintendent? 

a. What tools or strategies are you using to address these current barriers? 

18. What are some of the successes you have had in your position? What do you attribute to 

those successes?  

19. In your experiences as a superintendent do you feel race and gender have played a role?  

20. What do you perceive as advantages and disadvantages of being a Black woman superin-

tendent?  

21. What support mechanisms do you lean on to deal with barriers/challenges?  

22. What personal artifacts do you lean on for strength? What is the history of the item? 

Where did you get it?  

23. Why is the artifact personally significant as a source of strength for you?  

24. How do you use the artifact and how often do you rely on it?  

25. What motivates you to remain in the position? What is the most rewarding part of the 

job?  

26. What motivated you to pursue your current position? 

27. How have any of these factors motivated you in your career pathway: desire to 

set/achieve goals, professional relationships, or personal drive to enact change? Or some-

thing else? 

Closing: This concludes our second interview. Let’s go ahead and schedule our next in-

terview. When would you be available within the next week for our third and final interview? 

Again, thank you for your time today. 

 

Interview 3: Make meaning of experiences  

28. What role do you believe your experiences in life play on your current experiences as a 

Black woman superintendent? 

29. Why do you think there are so few Black women in the position of superintendent?  

30. Do you think your experiences as a Black woman superintendent differs from men and 

White women? If so, why do you believe it is so?  

31. As a Black woman, have you had to shift or change your personality, identity, or traits as 

you perform your professional duties? If so, how have you changed? 

32. Why do you feel that there is a need for you to adjust?  

33. What advice or recommendations do you have for other Black women who are 

                         considering pursuing a position as superintendent? 
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Closing: This concludes our interviews. Over the next few weeks, I will send you a tran-

scribed copy of each of our interviews for your review. Please contact me should you have any 

corrections. Again, I want to thank you for your time and insights during these interviews.  
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