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About the Study

Abou t th e Stu dy
Women superintendents are calling for change in the gender inequities that thrive in
Oregon’s education system. In this participatory action, mixed-methods research study,
women superintendents share their own personal experiences at the top of the hierarchy
to document the long-standing, glaring systemic inequities of Oregon’s superintendency.
By
Courtney Fricano, M.A., B.A.
Constance Kim-Gervey, PhD., MEd
Laura Lien, PhD
Rynda Gregory, PhD, MEd
It’s important to note that this report utilizes binary gender terms (e.g., women, men, male, female),
despite the fact that gender and sexuality are fluid, not binary (GLAAD Media

Ba ck grou n d
31 women superintendents completed a survey
28 completed an interview in 2019
Confidentiality for those of historically
underrepresented groups was a concern and for
some, a reason to not participate.

Participatory Action Research (PAR):
shared power between researchers and
participants in knowledge generation

● All were acting superintendents in
Oregon K-12 districts or ESD’s
● The study included a survey and an
interview
● Educational and professional
backgrounds, trajectories and
current tenure
● Gender specific barriers and
supports embedded within their
pathway
● Advice for systemic changes to more
equitable pathways
● Findings were analyzed and
presented back to participants for
feedback
● Discussion and recommendations
and policy implications

Qu es tion s
What are the barriers and supports embedded within the female
experience in reaching and serving in the role of superintendent?
How do current structures help or hinder equity in the profession?
How can understanding these challenges better inform more equitable
policies and practices in education?

Themes

Ov era rch in g Th em es
The need to investigate the experiences
and career path trajectory of women
superintendents in Oregon with a
specific focus on the ways current
structures help or hinder equity in the
profession.
The need to co-constructively develop
inclusive and supportive policies and
practices that promote success for all
women serving as or aspiring to be
superintendents.

• Gender prejudice in
hiring
• Gender bias in
workplace dynamics
• Self-confidence
• Mentorship
• Family
• Intersectionality
• Compensation

Na tion w ide Da ta
Men are four times more likely to be a
superintendent than women. The Census
Bureau has identified the superintendency
to be the most male dominated executive
position of any profession in the United
States. (Glass, 1992)

72% of all teachers nationwide are women, but
only account for 27% of superintendents.
(Robinson, 2017)
Women are still reaching the superintendency
later in life in lower numbers and staying in
their positions for less time. (Robinson, 2017)

Findings

BIAS AGAINST W OM EN
SUPERINTENDENTS AFFECTS
COM M UNITIES & CAREER TRAJ ECTORIES
Patterns
of Bias in
Hiring

Explicit
Prejudice
in Hiring

Patterns of
inequitable hiring
practices of women
are repeated and
regular in Oregon.

“I was told by the
principal that if I had
been a man he
would've hired me…”

Implicit
Prejudice
in Hiring

There is a pattern of
compounded oppressive acts
and prejudices in the pathways
of aspiring female
superintendents, specifically
from school boards.

Da ily M icro-a gres s ion s
Having their
female body
parts openly
discussed
and ranked

Being assumed
to be the
secretary /
Being ignored
in male
dominated
meetings

Having only
their clothing
choices
discussed
openly

Being questioned
by school board
members about
their “questionable
choices” to be both
a superintendent
and a mother, or a
superintendent
and a wife

Women leaders described their experience of demeaning and disrespectful
offensive comments and micro-aggressions.

Altern a te pa th s a re s om etim es th e on ly pa th .
12/31 didn’t
apply to be
superintendents

10/32 were
hired initially
as interims or
were
appointed
internally

Mentorship and
“Tapping” appear
to be effective
interruptions of the
bias in the
superintendency

Tapping typically
occurred by other
women leaders or
other leaders from
similar historically
underrepresented
groups

Male allies
bolster women
superintendent
trajectories

Women leaders described their experience of demeaning and disrespectful
offensive comments and micro-aggressions.

M oth erh ood Is s u es ...
The
invisibility of
motherhood
in workflow
processes
contribute to
poor mental
health

Workflow
process norms
dictate the
invisibility of
motherhood

The unique
underacknowledged value of
motherhood to
the
superintendency

Superintendents
who are moms
have longer
tenures

Ba ck grou n d
● Bias against women creates an unwelcoming
environment and negative impact on health
● Practices of exclusion by male colleagues cuts off
access to necessary learning and networking
opportunities
● Biases makes women superintendents workloads
disproportionately larger
● School board biases lead to manipulation and
holding women to a double standard
● The biases and prejudice have long-term negative
impacts on girls and women in the education
system
● Intersectional identities increases the negative
impact of bias and prejudice on career trajectories

Women superintendents
are compensated on
average about $35,000
less than their male
counterparts.

Updates Since the Study

At the end of the 2020-21
school year, 17 women
left their Oregon
superintendent
positions

2021: An Ex odu s of W om en
● 9/17 retired
● 4/17 were women of color; two left the
state
● 7/17 resigned, taking positions elsewhere
– either in non-superintendent positions
or in one instance, a superintendency in
another state
● 4/17 that resigned, did so in time to avoid
what was likely going to be termination
● 1/17 was fired for no cause

Recommendations

Recommendation 1.
Apply a n equ ity len s to h irin g a n d
bu ild a cu ltu re of equ ity –
recom m en ded s y s tem ic ch a n ges a n d
ov ers igh t of s ch ool boa rds , eith er
th rou gh s ta te policy or reform s to
OSBA’s equ ity tra in in g in itia tiv es .

Recommendation 2.
Add a n d fu n d s tru ctu ra l s u pports –
a cces s ibility to a dm in is tra tor
prepa ra tion progra m s , n etw ork in g
a n d a ffin ity grou ps , w ides prea d
m en tors h ip, a s pirin g progra m s , etc.

Recommendation 3.
Fix in equ ities in com pen s a tion –
prov ide a cces s to th ird pa rty
n egotia tors .

Recommendation 4.
Ex a m in e cu ltu ra l ex pecta tion s of
s u perin ten den cy lea ders h ip – tra dition a l
lea der (ty pica lly s y n on y m ou s w ith w h ite,
cis -gen dered, h etero-m a n a n d s k ills in
a rea s s u ch a s fin a n ce, s ch ool
con s tru ction , a n d HR v . a tra n s form a tion a l
lea der w ith a focu s on s y s tem s , tea ch in g
a n d lea rn in g, profes s ion a l lea rn in g, etc.

Recommendation 5.
Ta k e a ction to a ddres s s a fety con cern s
a n d oppres s ion of a ll h is torica lly m a rgin a lized grou ps . Som e w om en
s u perin ten den ts did n ot ta k e pa rt in th is
s tu dy beca u s e th ey w ere a fra id of bein g
iden tified a n d h a rm ed.

How to Be a n Ally
“One of the intended and insidious consequences of oppression is the way it increases
competition among those who are being oppressed. Non-dominant groups are put in a
position to compete for the few opportunities that exist” (David 2014)

Create
formalized
groups
expressly
created to
encourage each
other and be
supportive.

Build
relationships
and possibilities
for advocacy
and
collaboration.

Male colleagues
be aware of the
inequities and
look for ways to
genuinely
include women
leaders.

Check your
privilege.

“In leading this work with its partners, OCFW, and ODE, the women
superintendents working with COSA are yet again acting from a place of
strength and resilience in an equitable and damaging system. By
uncovering and naming ugly truths about the superintendency’s
inequities and providing recommendations for improving those truths, this
work seeks to provide a glimmer of hope and a foundation for coming
together across the state of Oregon to create a more equitable system
that will positively impact all of Oregon’s communities, families, and
young people.”

Questions?
Contact information

