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Bryant and Grady: Superintendent Turnover in Rural School Districts

What the the major factors resulting in rela-
tively high superintendent turnover in rural
school districts?

Superintendent
Turnover in Rural
School Districts

by Miles T. Bryant and Marilyn L. Grady
University of Nebraska

Introduction

The importance of school district stability has been
downplayed by the educational reform movement. Various
external mandates to improve education have been im-
posed upon the school district regardless of their potential
for dysfunctional consequences. For example, states have
required competency testing of teachers even though the
primary effect of such policies may be to erect yet another
bureaucratic hurdle over which the competent must vault.
The focus of the reform has been on excoriating the nega-
tive, not in protecting the positive. Thus, an approach that
would carefully guard school factors that are positive has
been judged less important than an approach which would
foster change.

The extent of the state and national effort to initiate
change in the schools may damage school district effec-
tiveness in unexpected ways, Establishing a causal link be-
tween the acts of the reform movement and subsequent
school characteristics is difficult. However, it is plausible to
expect some consequences. An increase in external de-
mands on the public schools may contribute to an organiza-
tional instability that is reflected in higher rates of person-
nel turnover. When teachers, administrators, and board
members enter and depart quickly as through a revolving
door, the educational program is diminished. Consistency
and continuity are threatened; the image participants have
of their school is tarnished; good teachers and administra-
tors (those who are desired elsewhere) are lost; poor teach-
ers and administrators (those who are not desired else-
where) are retained.

Superintendents are critical players in the creation of
orderly change and school district stability. When there is a
rapid turnover of superintendents, there will be difficulty in
establishing consistent policy and administrative rule. In
turn this will have a negative impact throughout the organi-
zation as participants face a persistent internal uncertainty
which detracts from their work. Goals are likely to become
ambiguous, employees are likely to divert their loyalty from
organizational goals, and a crisis-oriented management
style will dominate. In the typical school district, the super-
intendent is acritical force in developing and institutionaliz-
ing operational policy.
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Cunningham and Hentges (1983) note that the average
superintendent stays in his/her position for about 5.9 years
{down from 6.0-6.5in 1972). A more recent national study re-
ports an average stay in present office of 6.7 years (Feistrit-
zer, 1988). Since these are average data, it can be assumed
that there are districts where the superintendent turnover is
higher. For example, turnover may be an acute problem in
districts where there are chronic financial or board difficul-
ties, poor socioeconomic conditions, militancy on the part
of teacher organizations, isolation in rural areas, or some
combination of these characteristics. Surprisingly, there
are little data dealing with turnover other than the occa-
sional report by the American Association of School Admin-
istrators (AASA). .

Itis not known if, in the near future, there will be an un-
usual shortage of school administrators due to retirement.
There is a perception in some states that this will happen. If
this shortage occurs, it is likely that its intensity will vary
according to district type. It will be important to know more
about the causes that deplete the pool of administrators.
Personnel shortages result when employees change posi-
tions within the same profession, change professions, re-
tire, or die. There is little research on the incidence or
causes of superintendent turnover.

Using past research, one can begin to identify some of
the elements that appear to increase or constrict turnover.
For example, Buchholz (1969) found no difference in the ef-
fectiveness of outsider versus insider succession. Both
seemed to fare equally well. Rather than accentuating dis-
trict differences, Buchholz sought similar districts for his
study. In so doing, his study missed some important charac-
teristics of the superintendency such as the effect of dis-
trict size on superintendent turnover. Thus, it is possible
that there may be a difference in the success of insider or
outsider superintendents depending upon the district type.

Cunningham and Hentges (1983) noted that in larger
school districts of 25,000 or more pupils, approximately
55.4% of the superintendents hired were outsiders
{Carlson, 1962). In school districts of less than 300 pupils,
the percentage of outsiders climbed to 70.9%. One conse-
quence of this preponderance of outsiders in smaller
school districts was suggested by Fenske (1970) who found
that in high prestige districts, the style of superintendent
leadership could be characterized as having a cosmopoli-
tanfoutsider orientation with a crusading style. Fenske did
not find this same style to be common in low prestige dis-
tricts. Fenske thus implies that the match between district
and superintendent is more purposeful in high prestige
districts.

Given this reasoning, it is logical to expect that in low
prestige districts turnover will be above the national aver-
age reported by Cunningham and Hentges of 5.9%.

The Study

The investigators were particularly interested in the ex-
tent of superintendent turnover in rural states as well as in
some of the causes underlying turnover. Nebraska pre-
sented the researchers with a suitable educational environ-
ment for the investigation. The state has a population of
327 K-12 school districts. There has been a history of con-
cern over superintendent impermanence. Goddard (1977)
reviewed these concerns about the high rate of turnover in
Nebraska and noted that in the mid seventies, the average
tenure of Nebraska superintendents was less than five
years.

Two objectives guided this study:

1} the identification of the turnover in a state with
many rural school districts:
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2) the identification of reasons causing superinten-
dent turnover in smaller school districts.

Using annual lists of school district superintendent
personnel in Nebraska's K-12 school districts, the move-
ment of superintendents in and out of their positions was
charted. This was done for a period of seven years. In this
fashion data were gathered on superintendent turnover.

Using this same information, individual superinten-
dents who served for short terms were identified. A tele-
phone interview guide was developed. This guide was re-
viewed by seven experts in educational administration. Re-
visions were made as a consequence of this review. The
interview guide was then used in gathering information
from superintendents about the causes of their departure
from office,

Using the annual lists, 21 superintendents who held
their position for only one year were identified. A similar
group of 42 who held their position for only two years was
also identified. The investigators were able to locate 10 su-
perintendents who had held their position for one year and
15 of those who had held their position for two years.

The interview guide was then administered to 25 indi-
viduals in atelephone interview. This phase of the study was
conducted during the summer of 1987, The resulting data
on the causes of turnover were aggregated. An additional
personal interview with one of the subjects was conducted
in order to review and explicate the information collected in
the telephone interviews.

Findings on Superintendent Turnover

During the seven-year period covered by the study,
there were 268 superintendent turnovers in the 327 K-12
school districts included in this study. Table One presents
time-series data on superintendent vacancies. A surprising
number of turnovers occurred during the seven-year period.

Table One
Superintendent Vacancies by Year
Year Vacancies Districts Percentage
1979/80 44 327 13%
1980/81 42 327 13%
1981/82 33 327 10%
1982/83 33 327 10%
1983/84 38 327 12%
1984/85 45 327 14%
1985/86 33 327 10%

Total District Turnover Over Seven Years = 268
Annual Average Over Seven-Year Period = 12%
Source: Statistics and Facts About
Nebraska Schools: 1979/80-1985/86

Table One shows a consistently high turnover during
the seven years of 10% to 14%, a number substantially
above that calculated by Cunningham and Hentges (1983).
Small rural districts had greater difficulty retaining superin-
tendents than the average school district nationwide.

In the population of 327 districts, 134 (41%) had no
turnover in the seven-year period. In 131 (40%) districts
there was one turnover during the seven-year period. In
49 (15%) districts there were two turnovers during the
seven-year period. In 13 (4%) districts there were three turn-
overs during the period of the study. The schools with two or
more turnovers create the higher percentages reported in
Table One. Accordingly, it is in these districts that one may
expect to find characteristics associated with rapid su-
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perintendent turnover. As noted earlier, the subjects in-
terviewed were drawn from the districts with multiple
turnovers,

Findings on Causes Related to Turnover

The average population in districts with multiple turn-
overs was approximately 600 residents. Most districts were
in agricultural communities located over 30 miles from any
population center. Sources queried about these communi-
ties referred to them as dying towns characterized by a loss
of business vitality and a steady outmigration of inhabit-
ants. These root causes of decline were manifested at the
school district level in a number of ways.

Goddard (1970) offered a rudimentary analysis of the
higher rate of superintendent turnover in rural districts. Ad-
ministrative turnover may be caused by such factors as fi-
nancial problems, the large number of administrative units,
the upward mobility of superintendents, the instability of
the position, or the inadequacy of the people who comprise
the boards of education in small rural districts {Goddard,
1970:7-8). Goddard's analysis was used to build ataxomony
for organizing subject responses.

The identified causes of departure were grouped into
four categories:

1) Persconal Reasons

2) Job or District Characteristics

3) Problems with Board of Education
4) Career Ascendency

Personal reasons were cited by 10 of the 24 subjects as
the primary cause of their leaving. Four superintendents
ought to move closer to their home or “roots” and had
achieved acareerlevel that allowed them to do so. Stress on
family, educational needs of children, and marriage were
mentioned. One subject who had been a short-term superin-
tendent in a small, rural school summed up his reasons for
leaving by saying: “We traveled to buy groceries: we traveled
to go to the doctor; we traveled for entertainment; we trav-
eled to go to church; and we traveled to do everything”

Eight former superintendents cited job or district con-
ditions as the primary cause of their departure. Mentioned
in this category were such factors as declining enroliment,
poor district financial health, and administrative interfer-
ence by board members. Several of these superintendents
were ousted by the return of the “native son"—local individ-
uals who wanted their jobs back. In one of these situations,
board members sought to give a job to a qualified local
whose farm was failing. Generally, the short-term superin-
tendent in this group complained frequently about the
power exerted by individual community members. A poor
coaching record, the disciplining of the wrong student, the
unhappy parent with influential relatives all were exam-
ples used to illustrate the power of individual community
members.

Five of the subjects directly attributed their departure
to problems with board relations. All five depicted board
member confusion over board role and their eventual inabil-
ity to cope with that confusion. The superintendent was ex-
pected to be the board “puppet” or “scapegoat” Boards
would instruct superintendents to fire a teacher or under-
take some similar action that the superintendent could not
perform professionally or ethically.

Finally, four participants in the study indicated their
move to be simply a move up. Shiroda (1973) labeled this
movement career ascendency. One superintendent noted
that the new job provided a salary increase of $6,000. An-
other indicated that he had been recruited. Another had
only planned to stay at the vacated superintendency until
experience and visibility had been attained and then move
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to a better job. All saw their move as a departure from a low
prestige district to one with higher prestige.

Discussion and Implications

Turnover appears to be a constant feature of the Ne-
braska school landscape and it may be a phenomenon on
the increase. During 1987/88, Nebraska's schools experi-
enced 50 superintendent turnovers, a percentage of about
15%. Sixty-six percent of those leaving one superinten-
dency left to assume similar positions in Nebraska or other
states. Eighteen percent retired. Two percent died and it
was unknown what happened to the remaining 14%. These
turnovers continued to be concentrated in small, rural, iso-
lated schools in dying communities.

American society grows more stratified and economi-
cally segregated (Martin, 1988). School districts are not out-
side these societal changes. Thus, in terms of wealth and
stability, some school districts fare better than others. Pol-
icy makers need to face this reality and begin to redress the
unequal distribution of resources that is manifested in dif-
ferential turnover rates of superintendents.

More information is needed about superintendent turn-
over and its causes. When top school management
changes, the ability of school leaders to provide a nurturing
environment for educational programs is compromised.
This is not to say that management should not change.
However, some degree of organizational stability is neces-
sary for schools to function. High superintendent turnover
is asymptom that the local school organization lacks direc-
tion and future orientation.

This study explored turnover and its implications only
in a rural context. While the investigators did not empiri-
cally contrast the rural districts and superintendents of this
study with other districts and superintendents, there is rea-
son to expect unique differences in rural areas. Too often,

Book Review

College: The Undergraduate Experience in America, by
Ernest L. Boyer. New York: Harper and Row, 1987. 328 pp.

In the four years since the National Commission on Ex-
cellence in Education appeared on the scene with A Nation
at Risk, American's have exhibited an increased interest in
the state of education, its function, its successes, and ulti-
mately its failures. While the focus has shifted from the ru-
diments of elementary education to the preparatory service
of secondary instruction, the interest has far from abated.
Now, with texts such as Cultural Literacy by E.D. Hirsch, Jr.,
and Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind top-
ping the non-fiction bestseller lists, the examination of this
nation’s institutions of higher education is at hand.

The most recent study by The Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching is detailed in College: The Un-
dergraduate Experience in America by Ernest L. Boyer. A
companion to High School: A Report on Secondary School
in America, the current text explores the next step on the
continuum of knowledge, baccalaureate education. Focus-
ing on eight primary problems identified by the Carnegie
group as undermining the success of higher education,
Boyer examines each not only from the standpoint of the in-
dividual, but likewise endeavors to analyze the implication
the insufficiency of knowledge will have on the nation and

state and national policy studies are directed at schools re-
gardless of local environment and organizational condi-
tions. Such approaches miss critical distinctions.
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world in which he lives. While the unearthing of problems in
colleges and universities is obligatory in any such analysis,
it is perhaps Boyer's attention to the role the college gradu-
ate will play in society that sets this study apart from the
rest. What is college doing to prepare students for demo-
cratic leadership? Are steps being taken to close the gap
between public policy and public understanding? Do gradu-
ates understand and appreciate the dignity of work? To
Boyer the dual traditions of individuality and community in
higher education must work in harmony:

“Colleges . . . should help students become indepen-
dent, self-reliant human beings, yet they should also
give priority to community . .. To serve private priori-
ties while neglecting social obligations is, ultimately,
to undermine self-interest.”

With this study and the resulting analysis, Boyer and
the members of The Carnegie Foundation call for a reduc-
tion of the depersonalization of the college experience. As
the university setting is ideally to represent society at large,
effort must be made to reduce the distancing of the student
from his world. To meet the needs of the global community,
that which is learned must be applicable to “humane ends.”

The philosophical nature of this inquiry makes Boyer’s
text both readable and thought-provoking. While intended
as a guidebook for American higher education, the tenets
set forth by this study are no less relevant to institutions of
higher learning throughout the world.

Reviewed by Susan Day Harmison
Book Review Editor
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