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THE UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA 

Abstract

THE WORK LIFE OF A SUPERINTENDENT OF SCHOOLS

Department of Educational Policy Studies

The purpose o f th is  study was to describe the w ork life  o f the 

Superintendent o f Schools. The Superintendent a t the centre o f the 

undertaking was “Peter", the Chief Education O fficer for the Board of 

Trustees o f the Glengarry School D istrict. The study was conducted 

over one period o f tim e suffic ient to provide a p icture  o f the w ork life 

o f the superintendent in  a school d is tric t.

Data fo r th is  study were collected through d irect observation o f 

the pa rtic ipan t in  h is work place. Additional data were gathered from  

docum ent searches and interviews.

The find ings indicate th a t the w ork life o f a superintendent o f 

schools consistently demonstrates the roles o f in fo rm ation  gatherer, 

in form ation dissem inator, defender, decision-m aker, negotiator, 

spokesman, and cheerleader and flag bearer. The find ings also 

indicate th a t these roles are interconnected. The w ork life  o f the 

superintendent is dominated by in teraction and com m unication w ith  

m any other people. The findings also po in t to the con tinua l and 

varied in te raction  o f people and inform ation.
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The findings po in t to a w ork life where there is a constant 

struggle between the personal values, beliefs, and life  and the 

demands o f the work. The superintendent also is required to adapt to 

a great deal o f d iversity in  the w ork life. Another find ing  o f the 

research pointed out the need to control emotions in  the position.

A num ber o f im plications were drawn from  the study th a t could 

in fo rm  practitioners in  the field o f the superintendency and those 

concerned w ith  the preparation o f professionals for careers in  the 

position.

Research is warranted in  the area o f the use o f in tu itive  

knowledge by superintendents in  decision-m aking. Further 

exploration o f the w ork life o f ind iv idua l superintendents at different 

career stages, in  other ju risd ictions, m ight expand the understanding 

o f the role o f the superintendent. S im ilarly, a focussed investigation 

o f the im pact o f the office on the personal lives o f the incum bents 

m ight lead to valuable insights.
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction to the Study

A superintendent o f schools in  A lberta is the C hief Executive 

Officer o f the Board o f Trustees in  a school ju risd ic tio n . The role the 

superintendent plays in  the governance o f education and the educational 

process in  a ju risd ic tio n  makes the position one o f centra l im portance to 

the understanding o f education in  A lberta schools.

Superintendents o f schools are the form al leaders o f the ir 

ju risd ic tio n s  by v irtue  o f the position they occupy in  the hierarchy o f the 

organization. The superintendent is also an ind iv idua l who brings to the 

position a ll the foibles and strengths o f any hum an being. An 

understanding o f the nature o f the role and o f the ind iv idua l who 

occupies the position o f Superintendent is necessary if  one is to 

understand the governance o f education in  Alberta.

This study focused on the activities and in teractions o f a single 

Superintendent o f Schools in  the Province o f A lberta. The in te n t was to 

describe the activities o f a single ind iv idua l occupying a position as 

Superintendent o f Schools. This position is tha t o f C hief Executive 

O fficer or C hief Education O fficer (CEO) o f a school ju risd ic tio n . 

Statem ent o f Purpose

The purpose o f th is  study was to describe the w ork life  o f the 

Superintendent o f Schools as C hief Education O fficer for the Board o f 

Trustees o f a p a rticu la r School D is tric t through one period o f time: 

thereby providing a p ictu re  o f the w ork life  o f the superintendent in  a 

school d is tric t. The study in te n t was to describe the w ork life  o f the
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Superintendent o f Schools through close observation o f the daily work 

activities carried ou t by the superintendent. This study was conducted 

ju s t p rio r to a m ajor restructu ring  o f education in  the Province of A lberta 

and so provided a description o f the role a t tha t tim e.

The central focus o f the Chief Education O fficer’s work life is the 

Board o f Trustees and the activities tha t extend from  the Board as a 

corporate body. This study examined the w ork life  o f the CEO over a 

period o f five m onths.

General Research Question

The m ajor question the guided th is  study was “W hat is the work 

life  o f a superintendent o f schools?”

Research Questions

The general research question had several sub questions that 

emerged as the study progressed. These questions were:

1. W hat activities frame the work life o f a superintendent?

2. W hat in teractions form  the substance of the Superintendent's 

work life?

3. W hat does it  mean to be a Superintendent o f Schools and Chief 

Executive O fficer o f the Board?

4. W hat roles characterize the w ork life o f the Superintendent as 

the Chief Executive O fficer o f the Board?

Significance o f the Study

Many researchers have pointed to the need for more and deeper 

studies o f the work life o f superintendents. Bridges (1982) stated:

A superintendent stands a t the apex o f the organizational pyram id
in  education and manages a m u lti-m illio n  do lla r enterprise,
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charged w ith  the m oral and technical socialization o f youth, aged 
1-18. Despite the im portance of th is  adm inistra tive role to 
education and society, less than a handfu l o f studies analyzed in 
th is  review [of 322 research reports from  dissertation abstracts and 
published journa ls] investigated the im pact o f the ch ie f executive 
officer. This topic m erits both reflection and em pirical exam ination 
since nothing o f consequence is known about the im pact o f the 
occupants of th is  role. (p. 26)

The role o f the superintendent of schools is a complex and not well 

understood. A llison (1989) suggested tha t fu rth e r research o f the role of 

the superintendent o f schools is necessary.

The findings and explanatory images discussed suggest th a t the 
studies o f ch ief school officers yield pa rticu la rly  powerful insights 
in to  the adm in istra tion  o f school systems. As such, fu rth e r and 
more detailed exam inations o f the work and w ork environm ent of 
chief school officers would appear worthw hile, (p. 306)

Anderson (1990) noted tha t “Accounts are urgently needed tha t 

describe how adm in istra tors attem pt to manage the ir realities.” (p. 51) 

Furtherm ore, Housego (1991) pointed out th a t “ those who are the most 

powerful have the ir way w ith  respect to the im position o f values in  the 

group, in  the com m unity, in  the society, in  the organization” (p. 19). This 

made the study o f the w ork life o f an incum bent in  the role of 

superintendent o f schools w orthy o f exam ination.

The research providing insights in to  the w ork life  o f the 

superintendent o f schools is s till very lim ited. Most studies deal in  some 

way w ith  the aggregating o f a num ber o f superintendents in to  groups 

and analyzing the resu lting  data using a predeterm ined conceptual 

framework. Effectiveness (Genge, 1991), role de fin ition  (B raithw aite, 

1988; Green, 1988), career patterns (Van der Linde, 1988), con flic t 

management (M cM illan, 1994), entry to the position (Chapman, 1997),
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challenges o f the role (Johnson, 1996; M urphy, 1994; Wendel, 1994), 

progressivism  (W itcher, 1996), exem plify the variety o f research topics 

w ith  a focus on the superintendent.

Recently researchers have been beginning to study the ind iv idua l 

superintendent and his or her work. Fenwick (1996) studied the 

decisions made by an in te rim  superintendent. G ulka (1993) reported on 

the roles o f three D irectors o f Education in  managing change. M illa rd  

(1998) described the perspectives o f leaders in  educational change.

Crowson (1987) noted tha t "The local school d is tric t 

superintendency remains a puzzling adm inistrative position in  

education, s till receiving relatively little  study” (p. 64). M urphy and 

H allinger (1986) pointed out tha t "research on the superintendency is 

rem arkably th in , while research on the leadership role o f the 

superintendency is sparser s till" (p. 214). Crowson and M orris (1990) 

indicated tha t "there has been su rpris ing ly little  inqu iry  in to  how 

superintendents handle the in te rna l organizational affa irs o f the ir school 

d is tric ts" (p. 7). Leith wood and M usella (1991) commented tha t the 

v irtu a l absence of attention to th is  topic by scholars u n til recently is 

dism aying.

The findings o f th is  study may provide insights in to  the behavior o f 

superintendents o f schools as they carry ou t the ir daily w ork activities. 

The recommendations may give practitioners insigh t in to  the w ork life of 

the superintendent o f schools. The recommendations may provide 

guidance to design o f professional development activities for ind ividua ls 

seeking to occupy the role o f the superintendent of schools. F inally, the 

study provides an h isto rica l description o f the status o f the
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superintendent of schools in  A lberta p rio r to a period o f restructu ring  of 

educational organizations in  the province.

Lim itations

Several lim ita tions restricted the scope of th is  study:

1. The nature o f the re lationship th a t evolves between the 

partic ipan t and the researcher lim ited the depth o f understanding.

2. The length o f tim e spent w ith  the partic ipan t meant tha t 

sign ificant events in  the work life  o f the superintendent fe ll outside the 

tim e of the study.

3. The need o f the school system to protect docum entation or lim it 

the researcher’s access to documents or meetings lim ited  the study.

4. The a b ility  o f the researcher to understand the data acquired 

during  the study is a lim ita tion  o f a ll qualita tive studies. A researcher 

cannot know everything about the subject.

5. The data were lim ited in  the a b ility  to convey tone of voice or 

body language tha t gave so m uch meaning to the observer. 

Delim itations

The study was delim ited to only a single superintendent o f schools 

in  the Province o f A lberta during  the tim e period o f February fourth  to 

June 15, 1994. T ransferability o f the conclusions to other 

superintendents, to other school ju risd ic tio n s , or to other tim e periods 

should be made w ith  caution.

Definitions

The study used the follow ing defin itions in  the course o f the 

analysis:
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Superintendent. Refers to the ch ief executive officer (CEO) or chief 

education officer o f the school ju risd ic tio n .

School board. Refers to the Board o f Trustees of the ju risd ic tio n  as a 

corporate body.

Trustee. Refers to an elected member o f the school board.

W ork life . Refers to the daily in teractions th a t occur as a resu lt of a 

person occupying a particu la r position in  an organization. Blumberg 

(1985) defined the work life o f the superintendent o f schools as "the 

hum an experience o f being a superintendent" (p. xiv).

The Researcher

Because in  th is  study I am the collector and in terpreter o f the data 

it  is necessary to describe brie fly my professional background. My 

beliefs, values, and assumptions about the superintendency, are 

im portant in  ensuring the data have been fa irly  presented in  th is  report.

When I entered the teaching profession in  1972, I expected to 

become a career person. To me th a t m eant moving “up the ladder” to a 

vice-principalship, then to various principalships, and continu ing to 

centra l office. For the most part th is  has been my career path as I am 

cu rren tly  the p rinc ipa l of a m edium sized high school (9-12). I have not 

worked in  the centra l office o f any school d ivision to date. Therefore I 

have only the outsider’s view o f the da ily  and ongoing activities o f a 

school system office.

In  my w orking life  I have held th a t in teg rity  and honesty m ust 

contro l decisions made by school adm inistra tors. Educational 

adm inistrators make decisions about the use o f resources and make 

these decisions based upon w hat is best fo r students. The decisions
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have to be made w ith  in teg rity  and com municated honestly to 

stakeholders and those affected by the decisions. These beliefs were 

ones th a t I have applied to the role o f the superintendent as well.

I recognized th a t the decisions o f the superintendent are 

constrained by the po litica l nature o f the position. As a P rincipal I am 

able to support a superintendent who is honest and has the in tegrity to 

make decisions based upon what was best for education o f students. My 

personal experience in  w orking w ith  over seven superintendents during  

my career has shown th a t some superintendents were more capable o f 

th is  than others. This personal experience also gave rise to my judg ing 

superintendent success o r effectiveness based on my own values of 

in tegrity  and honesty.

Because the study required a general understanding o f the context 

in  which the study took place, and the observed events were ongoing 

after the study period, I m aintained contact in  order to ensure the 

observations made a t the tim e remained accurate. The qualitative study 

has some degree of subjectivity. I selected some data and not others. 

These were choices th a t I made. It is quite like ly  tha t, as w ith  the 

selection o f the lite ra tu re , other researchers w ould select d ifferently. I 

d id attem pt to ensure th a t what was selected from  the data represented 

the rea lity  o f the work done by the partic ipan t superintendent through 

repeated v is iting  o f the transcrip ts and notes.

The interview  data were reviewed and discussed w ith  the 

partic ipan t to attem pt to ensure data was accurate. The in itia l d ra fts of 

the study were read and had in p u t from  members o f m y committee. 

Further, I requested review and in p u t from  two superintendents, one
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retired and one curren tly  practicing, to determ ine if  my study results 

“ rang true ” to them in  lig h t o f th e ir own experiences.

Organization o f the Thesis

Chapter 1 includes an in troduction  to the study, a statement o f the 

purpose, presentation o f the research questions used to guide the study, 

a discussion o f the significance of the study, the lim ita tions and 

de lim ita tion ’s o f the study, and the key defin itions used in  the study.

The chapter also addresses some of the researcher’s background and 

m otivation for the conducting o f the study.

Chapter 2 provides a review o f the lite ra tu re  relevant to the 

superintendent o f schools. The lite ra tu re  review examines the legal 

position o f the superintendent o f schools, recent h is to ry o f the 

superintendency, and an overview o f the superintendent o f schools as a 

position in  school organizations. L iterature regarding the role of the 

school superintendent is included.

Chapter 3 presents an explanation o f the research design and 

methodology used in  the study. The chapter outlines the locating o f the 

pa rtic ipan t and the establishm ent o f trustw orth iness. The method used 

for data collection and analysis is described and the chapter identifies 

the eth ica l considerations pertinent to the study.

Chapter 4 presents data collected describing the school d is tric t 

and its  operation. The Board o f Trustees, the Board Chair, the Reeve 

and other trustees are introduced and a general description o f the 

physical environm ent o f the school d is tric t is provided. The chapter 

presents detailed descriptions o f a typ ica l day and a typ ica l Board 

meeting.
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Chapter 5 presents data th a t emerged from the observation o f the 

partic ipant. This chapter identifies roles played by the superintendent 

th a t developed as the observations were analyzed. These roles served as 

a fram ework for describing w ork life  in  th is  portion o f the study.

Chapter 6 presents a sum m ary o f the findings o f the study and 

answers the research questions th a t guided the study. It  presents the 

conclusions o f the study. The chapter also includes im plications for 

practice and suggestions for fu rth e r research.

Appendices A and B provide detailed records o f the typ ica l day and 

the typical Board meeting. The reader may w ish to review these to gain a 

deeper understanding o f the partic ipant.
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CHAPTER 2 

Review o f the Literature

Introduction

The review o f the literature was designed to establish background 

in form ation about the superintendency in  Canada. A fina l ERIC search 

done late in  1999 indicated 1355 articles using the key word 

“superintendent” since 1988. This large num ber o f articles and papers 

dealing w ith  the superintendency m ostly related to the position as it  

existed in  the United States rather than Canada. For a study o f th is 

nature I decided to incorporate some m ateria l from the United States but 

to attem pt to keep the prim ary focus on the Canadian superintendency. 

The areas selected for review were (a) the legal position o f the 

superintendent in  Alberta; (b) the recent h istory o f the superintendency;

(c) an overview o f studies about the superintendency as a position; and, 

fina lly , (d) lite ra tu re  about the role o f the superintendent in  the school 

system organization.

Legal Definitions

The position o f superintendent o f schools and the relationship o f 

the superintendent and the school board were governed by legal 

defin itions in  the Province of Alberta. According to the A lberta School 

Act (1988) the board meant: “a board of trustees o f a d is tric t or division 

or, subject to the County Act, a board o f education o f a county under tha t 

Act;” (Section 1 (lb )). The Alberta School Act (1988) fu rth e r stated tha t "a 

board shall, unless exempted by the m in ister, appoint a superintendent 

o f schools who shall be the chief executive officer o f the board..." (Section 

94(1)). In  school ju risd ic tions th a t were governed under the County Act
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the superintendent was to be the ch ief education officer o f the board.

The Acts d id not specify the duties or responsibilities o f the position. 

Recent History of the Superintendency

Prior to the passage of the School Act (1970) most A lberta school 

superintendents had been employees o f the provincial government.

There were some exceptions to th is  pattern in  the larger urban 

ju risd ic tions , which had long employed th e ir own superintendents of 

schools. The province had allowed the appointm ent o f local 

superintendents but, as Downey (1976) indicated, the financial grant 

structure  o f the day made provincially appointed and paid 

superintendents more attractive to boards in  tha t the province, ra ther 

than the local ju risd ic tio n , paid for the position (p. 1). Boich, Farquhar, 

and Leith wood (1989) in  the ir review of the position o f school 

superintendents in  Canada indicated th a t th is  pattern was s im ila r to 

tha t o f m uch of Canada.

The trend during the 1960s and 1970s was to the decentralization 

o f au tho rity  from  the central government to the local ju risd ic tions.

Boich, Farquhar, and Leithwood (1989) pointed to th is  tendency as being 

Canada wide w ith  variations depending on the province. In A lberta, th is  

trend to decentralization o f au tho rity  from  the provincial level to locally 

elected boards was reflected in  the School Act passed in  1970. The Act 

stated tha t each local ju risd ic tio n  "shall... appoint a Superintendent o f 

Schools and in  his contract o f em ployment include a statement o f his 

position as ch ief executive officer o f the board..." (Section 65(1)). D uring 

the next decade the Act and its  Regulations became the focus o f varied 

in te rpre ta tion  pa rticu la rly  the sections where the powers of the provincial
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government and the local board appeared to d iffe r or were not clearly 

specified. Downey (1976) in  an inqu iry report on the school 

superintendency in  A lberta commissioned by the Departm ent of 

Education noted th a t “ the legal position o f the locally appointed 

superintendent is in  a state o f some confusion as a resu lt o f th is  lack o f 

clear legislation (p. 13).”

The s itua tion  in  A lberta was fu rthe r confused by the existence of 

the County Act in  w hich the local governance o f education rested in  an 

Education Committee o f the County Council. The County Council 

adm inistered the m unicipal system as well as the educational system. 

Downey (1976) concluded that: "the county system creates confusion 

over the role and position o f the superintendent"(p. 14).

From the tim e when the Downey Report on the school 

superintendency in  A lberta was subm itted to the Departm ent o f 

Education in  1976 u n til 1984, the position and role o f the A lberta school 

superintendency were gradually clarified by regulation and by practice. 

Ingram  and M iklos (1977) were commissioned by A lberta Education to 

make recommendations clarify ing the superintendent's position for local 

ju risd ic tio n s  and for the province as a whole. Their report, G uidelines for 

the Em ploym ent o f School Superintendents, suggested th a t the 

superintendent's position involved many roles inc lud ing  executive, 

managerial, educational, policy development, and public re la tions (pp. 

22-23,31). The role o f the school superintendent continued to develop on 

the basis o f the Downey and the Ingram  and M iklos reports as well as by 

local experience u n til 1984.
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In  1984 the M inister o f Education announce th a t the School Act 

was to be reviewed. The role o f the locally appointed superintendent was 

to be a sign ificant part of th is  review. A government discussion 

docum ent tha t resulted from  th is  call, Partners in  Education. (1985) 

proposed tha t the role o f the superintendent be one o f educational leader 

in  the com m unity and ju risd ic tio n . The superintendent was to be 

accountable to the board and to the province (p. 41). The discussion 

docum ent did not resu lt in  changes to the legislation.

Speidelsbach (1988), in  a report prepared for the Superintendent 

Q ualifications Committee; a jo in t committee o f A lberta Education,

A lberta School Trustees Association (ASTA) and the Conference o f A lberta 

School Superintendents (CASS), made recommendations regarding the 

role, qualifications, in itia l tra in ing , recru itm ent and selection, contracts 

o f employment, professional development, and evaluation for 

superintendents (pp. 11-12). This report noted that: "W ith ever 

increasing demands on the superintendency, the need to examine the 

position and define a desirable role for the superintendent in  A lberta 

became increasingly clear" (p. 1).

The School Act (1988, Sec. 94 [1]) reaffirm ed the position o f the 

superintendent o f schools as the ch ie f executive officer o f the board bu t 

refrained from  greater specification o f the duties other than being subject 

to regulations governing qualifica tions (Sec 95). The local school board 

was le ft the responsib ility o f specifically defining the duties in  the 

superintendent’s role description.

A news release by the M in iste r o f Education entitied R estructuring 

Education (1994, January) indicated tha t the government intended
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"phasing in  the appointm ent of a ll school superintendents by A lberta 

Education” (p. 2). The release also indicated th a t the restructu ring  

would be complete by 1997. The provincial government has not carried 

ou t the restructu ring  o f superintendent appointm ents. Amendments to 

the School Act as o f Ju ly , 1994 expanded the legislated role of the 

superintendent o f schools by an addition to Section 94:

(4) The superintendent shall supervise the operation o f schools 
and the provision o f educational programs in  the d is tric t or 
division, includ ing b u t not lim ited to the following:

(a) im plem enting education policies established by 
the M inister;

(b) ensuring tha t students have the opportun ity in  
the d is tric t or d ivision to meet the standards of 
education set by the M inister;

(c) ensuring tha t the fiscal management o f the 
d is tric t or d ivision by the treasurer or secretary - 
treasurer is in  accordance w ith  the term s or 
conditions of any grants received by the board 
under th is  Act or any other Act;

(d) providing leadership in  a ll m atters re lating to 
education in  the d is tric t o r division.

(5) The superintendent shall report to the M in ister w ith  respect to 
the m atters referred to in  subsection (4) (a) to (d) a t least once a 
year as required by the M inister.

The amendments to the Act continued w ith  Sec. 94.1(1) legislating 

the term  of appointm ent o f the superintendent. Under th is  section a 

superintendent could be appointed only to a three-year term  and then he 

or she could be reappointed to additional term s. By 1997, the term  was 

extended to a m axim um  o f five years w ithou t a reappointm ent. These
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changes to legislation took place follow ing the observation period o f th is 

study bu t, combined w ith  other restructu ring  o f education in  the 

province, they may m ark the most sign ificant changes in  the A lberta 

school superintendency in  more than 20 years.

Role o f the Superintendent

Farquhar (1991) stated th a t "the work o f the C hief Executive 

O fficer (CEO) in  Canada is not well understood; at present it  constitutes 

an enigma" (p. v iii). Genge (1991) noted tha t "the superintendent m ust 

be prepared to operate in  a m ilieu o f diversity, am biguity, and risk  

taking” (p. 28). M urphy (1994) concluded tha t his study o f Nova Scotia 

superintendents supported previous research tha t the superintendency 

is “a complex, poorly understood, and lonely position w ith  a mandate 

tha t is impossible to meet in  an organizational environm ent th a t is 

chaotic” (p. 234). The question, then, is what constitu tes th is  enigmatic 

role in  the governance o f education?

The superintendent o f schools occupies many roles in the school 

organization. A llison (1989), in  exploring the w ork o f O ntario D irectors of 

Education, divided the w ork in to three domains or sectors: board, 

system, and com m unity (p. 297). The lite ra tu re  review in  th is  section 

w ill use A llison's sectors as the organizing form at w ith  an additional 

category o f general w ork experiences.

The Superintendents role in  re lation to the Board.

The A lberta School Act (1988) defined the superintendent o f 

schools as the ch ie f executive officer (CEO) o f the board (Sec. 94).

Bridges (1982) described the superintendent as standing "at the apex of 

the organizational pyram id in  education and manages a m u lti-m illio n
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dollar enterprise" (p. 26). The re lationship between the superintendent 

and the corporate board o f trustees, between the superintendent and 

ind iv idua l trustees, and between the superintendent and specific trustee 

positions needs to be examined because o f the im pact th is re la tionship 

potentia lly has on the education system.

In 1957 the C hief Superintendent o f Schools in  A lberta stated tha t 

"a superintendent, by sheer personality and a b ility  as an educator, has 

to sell h im se lf to the board o f education o r educational com mittee w ith  

which he is working" (cited in  Hencley, 1958). This was before the 

advent o f locally appointed superintendents b u t the idea o f the 

im portance o f the re la tionsh ip  between the superintendent and the board 

remains.

Awender (1985) in  a study o f superintendent and board 

relationships examined the re lationship between the superintendent and 

the board from  the view point o f relative power positions th a t each has 

access to when disagreements arise between them. His study identified 

the sources o f power fo r the board and for the superintendent. The 

sources o f power o f the board were: legal au tho rity , electorate support, 

some knowledge o f the system, and personal prestige and social status. 

The superintendent's power was professional expertise, pub lic  opinion, 

ties w ith  in fluen tia ls , and access to various power tools in  the decision

m aking process. According to Awender these power sources yield a 

relatively balanced position between the superintendent and the board. 

Awender goes on to discuss three other sources o f power: finances, 

personnel, and com m unications. His conclusion was th a t the 

superintendent, by effective operational con tro l o f these three sources of
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power ra ther than the legal power which form ally rests w ith  the board in  

these areas, is "handed the opportun ity to become the dom inant partner 

in  th is  re lationship" (pp. 194-195).

These d ifferent sources o f power also created potential for conflict. 

Johnson (1996) discussed the need for superintendents to be po litica lly  

astute and th a t they m ust establish the ir own base of power w ith in  the 

system (p. 158). Sharp and W alter (1997) suggested ways for 

superintendents to deal w ith  the Board o f Education. McAdams and 

Cressman (1997) found tha t school board members and superintendents 

both believed th a t they should have more a u tho rity  in  relation to the 

other.

C onflict between the superintendent and the Board o f Trustees has 

been a focus o f study o f the school superintendency. Edward, Ligon, 

B utler, and Rendell (1991) in  a study o f long term  incum bents in  ru ra l 

superintendents pointed to the lack o f superintendent-board con flic t in  

these long-term  superintendent-board relationships. O ther researchers 

have focused on the role of the superintendent as one centered on 

conflict. Blum berg (1985) characterized the superintendent-school board 

structure  being one tha t creates underlying tension and con flic t (p. 82). 

Further he stated:

Regardless o f one’s [the superintendent) personal feelings of 
competence, there are basic insecurities connected w ith  the job , 
and they revolve p rinc ipa lly  around the superintendent's 
re la tionship w ith  the school board, both in  its  interpersonal 
process dim ension and in  its  po litica l s tructu re , (p. 83)
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The theme o f po litica l conflic t continues in  the lite ra tu re . Zeigler, 

Kehoe, and Reisman (1985) stated "superintendents are po litica l actors 

w ith  po litica l powers. As in  other un its  o f government, school d is tric t 

governance involves conflict" (p. 22). They found th a t "the h ighly 

professional superintendents (those tha t scored higher on the 

researchers Professional A ttitude  Scale) spend a great deal more time in  

conflic t w ith  the ir school boards than the less professional ones” (p. 92). 

A llison (1989) observed th a t “ tension and conflic t can be inescapable 

aspects o f d irector's work, especially when a board is divided along 

po litica l lines or trustees involve themselves w ith  system elements" (p. 

300). Sharp and W alters (1997) reported tha t 39.2% of the 

superintendents surveyed in  Illino is  and 92.3% o f those in  

Massachusetts fe lt a t least one board member had tried to “stab them in  

the back” (p. 7). Jackson (1995) pointed out th a t management of conflict 

in  a po litica lly  governed system is a necessary p a rt o f the 

superintendent’s job.

Superintendents as po litica l actors in teract verbally w ith  the 

trustees. P itner and Ogawa (1981) found tha t the superintendents tha t 

they studied spent only six percent o f the ir tim e in  verbal contact w ith  

the board. Their study was lim ited in  tha t only s ix superintendents were 

studied and the dura tion  o f each observation was only one week. On the 

other hand, Duignan (1979) found tha t the superintendents in  his study 

spent 23.3% of th e ir tim e in  verbal interaction w ith  trustees (p. 122). 

Duignan d id  not d is tingu ish  between the chair and other trustees. Volp, 

Davis, W hitehall and B arretta  (1995) reported th a t 19% o f tim e of 

superintendents was spent on Board relations and com m unications.
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M urphy (1994) reiterated th a t w orking w ith  the school board placed the 

greatest demands on the superintendent’s time.

A llison (1989) found th a t many CEO's reported on the im portance 

o f the ir frequent meetings w ith  the board chairperson to discuss general 

a ffa irs and the business o f the next board meeting. He reported tha t one 

o f the directors o f a VLSS (very large school system) met w ith  the 

chairperson every day and five others stated they met the chairperson 

"most days" (p. 298). A llison also observed tha t the interaction between 

the trustees and the d irector is less dom inant in  smaller ju risd ic tions.

He made a fu rthe r observation tha t "the ind iv idua l and sm all group 

meetings w ith  trustees are clearly a delicate aspect of a CEO's work, for 

he or she cannot afford to be suspected o f taking sides in  po litica l 

struggles between trustees" (p. 299). This suspicion may be connected to 

the conflict management and resulting problems referred to earlier.

The superintendent’s com m unication and interaction w ith  trustees 

includes purposes other than con flic t management. Fullan et al. (1987) 

cited in  A llison (1989) found th a t trustees w ant "good and complete 

inform ation from  the director, b u t even more they want advice, 

recommendations, and d irection” (p.78). A llison used the metaphor o f a 

"flig h t plan" in discussing the preparation o f “a roughly drafted script" for 

public meetings o f the board. He stated tha t th is  m ight be carried out in  

"committee-of-the-whole" meetings held in  camera p rio r to public 

meetings (p. 299).

McLeod (1984) describes the preparation o f a superintendent and 

the d is tric t adm inistrators fo r a board meeting. Discussions o f the 

agenda, review o f specific item s, the reactions th a t may be anticipated,
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p ilo ting  item s through the meeting, and other planning related d irectly to 

the board formed a centra l part o f the superintendent's preparation for 

the meeting o f the board (p. 181). Further meetings in  the day also focus 

on the board m eeting and preparation fo r it  (p. 184). The 

superintendent's board meeting in  McLeod’s study w hich began in  the 

m orning and adjourned a t 12:25 a.m. w hich also gave some ind ication of 

the length o f the superintendent’s w ork day. One superintendent, when 

ta lk ing  about a successful collaboration w ith  other adm in istra tors in  

getting through a board meeting, stated: "And we beat the s... out of the 

trustees!" (p. 189). This concluding quote may indicate the way some 

superintendent’s view the in teraction w ith  trustees tha t is a t odds w ith  a 

ra tiona l-functiona l view of decision-m aking.

The lite ra tu re  reviewed illustra tes the critica l nature o f the 

superintendent-board re la tionship in  the w ork life  o f the superintendent, 

and also shows th a t th is  re lationship is very much affected by conditions 

o f power, contro l, com m unications, and the uncerta in ty o f the role o f the 

superintendent. The lite ra tu re  also shows tha t the superintendent’s role 

re lating to the board is d iffic u lt to summarize because o f perceptions. As 

M urphy (1994) reported “M ajor discrepancies existed between the board 

chairpersons’ perception o f the superintendent’s role and those of the 

other three constituent groups” (p. 219).

The Superintendent’s role in  re lation to the system.

The superintendent is the designated form al leader o f the school 

system’s organization. In  th is  position the superintendent interacts w ith , 

and exerts a great deal o f influence over, the organization. Interactions

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



21

w ith  subordinates in  the central office, schools and the support s ta ff are 

an im portant pa rt o f the superintendent's role.

A llison (1989) clearly identified the im pact of system size on the 

interactions o f the superintendent w ith  subordinates. The larger the 

system the more the superintendent's w ork tends to be concentrated in  

w ork w ith  other central office personnel ra ther than at the school level. 

The sm aller ju risd ic tio n  superintendents often reported direct 

involvem ent w ith  school operations such as teacher evaluations or 

program im plem entation. M urphy (1994) also noted th is  difference in  

system size as im portan t to the degree o f d irec t involvement o f the 

superintendent.

A llison (1989) fu rthe r described the in teractions of 

superintendents w ith  principals as again being heavily influenced by the 

size o f the system. The sm all system superintendents identified the 

principals or groups o f principals as being im portan t to the ir work. The 

larger system superintendents seldom or never mentioned interactions 

w ith  principals. The superintendents surveyed in  M urphy (1994) d id  not 

rank in teraction w ith  in-school adm inistrators higher than sixteenth of 

twenty-eight areas o f involvement. However he also reported tha t the 

superintendent o f a sm aller board stated th a t “ there are many other 

th ings I would have identified as being im portan t” (p. 74).

The superintendency is a source o f power and generates 

intraorganizational conflict. In  the trad itiona l view (e.g. Weber’s) 

bureaucratic au tho rity  is based on expertise. Yet Carter and 

Cunningham  (1997) referred to the superintendency as a “h ighly 

politized, conflictive job ” (p. 3). In  school systems the superintendent,
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the central office personnel, the provincial departm ent o f education, and 

the teaching sta ff may a ll lay claim  to expertise and professionalism .

This increases the potential fo r conflict. In th is regard Zeigler, Kehoe, 

and Reisman (1985) reported tha t "superintendents thus report more 

conflic t w ith  employees" than do c ity  managers (p. 103). Carter and 

Cunningham  (1997) referred to the superintendent as a “ ligh tn ing  rod for 

everything related to youth” ; and th is  lightening rod m etaphor could be 

more used to describe the superintendent’s position in  the school 

system.

McLeod (1984) observed the contradictions o f the superin tendency 

in  regard to others in  the system. The superintendents in  his study 

espoused aims of encouraging high morale, professional growth, and to 

foster a sense of common purpose in  subordinates. However, a t the 

same time, career and po litica l factors acted to generate insecurity in  the 

superintendents in  his study tha t, in  tu rn , encouraged caution and 

trad itiona l approaches to m inim ize vu lnerab ility  and give the appearance 

of contro l (pp. 179-180). O ther researchers reiterate th is  dichotomy.

For example, Wendel (1994) noted th a t the eight superintendents in  h is 

study ranged from  “very secure to h igh ly insecure w ith  little  m iddle 

ground” (p. 300).

Much of the superintendent's tim e is spent in  interactions w ith  

subordinates in  the system. This interaction is often in form al and 

unscheduled. Duignan (1979) reported tha t the average superintendent 

spent 30.7% o f h is verbal in teraction  tim e w ith  centra l office staff, 13.3% 

w ith  principals, and 12.9% w ith  teachers, ind icating th a t 56.9% o f a ll 

verbal in teractions were w ith  subordinates. O ther researchers have
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confirm ed the great am ount o f tim e spent in  interactions w ith  

subordinates (McLeod, 1984; A llison, 1989). There are m any reasons for 

the superintendent to devote large am ounts o f tim e to in teraction w ith  

subordinates. The next section deals w ith  these reasons.

A llison (1989) stated tha t the in te rna l meetings are the mechanism 

by w hich the superintendent is able to manage the in form ation flows, 

keep in  touch w ith  events, review progress, and be made aware o f new 

concerns as they arise.

Many researchers have indicated the degree to w hich the 

superintendent uses interaction w ith  subordinates to influence the 

d irection o f decisions made at lower organizational levels. Trigg (1997) 

noted th a t superintendents need to bu ild  strong re lationships w ith  the ir 

staffs to be successful leaders.

Crowson and M orris (1985) observed the use o f in fo rm al contacts 

as a means for senior adm inistrators to influence the value premises 

upon w hich decisions o f subordinates are based (p. 59). A description of 

a v is it by a d is tric t superintendent to a school (and the superintendent's 

actions in  speaking to teachers, inform al comments, and private 

discussions w ith  the principal) was used to show how the resulting v is it 

conveyed clear expectations, censure, im portance o f a p a rticu la r 

program, some inside inform ation, and the prom ise o f fu tu re  help (p. 67). 

This illus tra tes the loosely coupled nature o f school systems held 

together by networks o f inform al controls (p. 57).

Cohen (1982) cited in  Floden et al. (1988) noted th a t the influence 

o f the in teractions between the superintendent and the subordinates is 

not un id irectiona l bu t tha t w hat others do (or even m ight do) constitutes
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part o f the system and influences other actors, includ ing senior 

adm inistra tors (p. 97). Floden et al. (1988) also pointed to the complex 

and uncerta in  organizational character o f school systems. This fu rthe r 

indicates tha t the superintendent m ust use form al and inform al contacts 

in  the system in  order to m a in ta in  and influence the system.

A llison (1989) noted th a t the size o f the school system, the 

associated structures, and environm ental factors explained m uch of the 

differences in  how and w ith  whom superintendents interacted in  the 

system (p. 305). System size and the diversity o f the associated 

structures determ ine w ith  whom and for w hat purposes the 

superintendent interacts.

The lite ra ture  depicts the superintendent as interacting constantly 

w ith  the members o f the system. Much of the interaction has to do w ith  

com m unicating, planning, organizing, gathering and dissem inating 

inform ation, and influencing the d irection o f the system.

The Superintendent's role in  re la tion to the Com munity.

Superintendents operate as pub lic figures in  the com m unities 

supporting the school system. This position makes the superintendent a 

ceremonial figure as well as a pub lic  relations person for the board and 

the school system.

Duignan (1980) found th a t 7.3% o f a superintendent’s tim e was 

spent d irectly in  ceremonial and public relations activities. Green (1988) 

indicated tha t the superintendent’s hum an relations sk ills  are im portant. 

M urphy (1994) found th a t pub lic  re lations are im portant functions o f the 

role o f the superintendent.
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Genge (1991) found tha t effective superintendents were actively 

involved in  th e ir com m unities, frequently they were members o f service 

clubs and the Chamber o f Commerce. The th irteen superintendents in  

Genge’s study sought ou t opportunities to present in form ation about the 

schools. The superintendents also sought out opportun ities to interact 

w ith  the com m unity by attending school council meetings, sports events, 

and other activities where they could in teract w ith  the public.

The lite ra tu re  indicates tha t the position o f superintendent is often 

perceived by incum bents as lonely (Armstrong, 1990; McLeod, 1984).

This perception o f loneliness is contrasted, however, by others such as 

Crowson 85 M orris (1990), Duignan (1979), and Genge (1991) who all 

reported th a t superintendents interacted w ith  large num bers of people 

m uch o f the tim e. The concept o f personal perceptions o f loneliness or 

isolation o f the superintendent in  the work place is not explored 

extensively in  the lite ra ture .

The lite ra tu re  indicates the superintendent to be a public person, 

in teracting extensively w ith  the com m unity served by the school system. 

The very pub lic  position o f the superintendent a t the center o f a very 

public organization w ith  a role th a t incorporates carrying ou t a variety of 

functions ensures th a t the superintendent m ust constantly be 

in teracting w ith  the many com m unities tha t form  pa rt o f the school 

system.

Studies o f the Superintendency

The lite ra tu re  shows a wealth o f in form ation about the position o f 

the superintendent o f schools. Duignan (1979) studied the acdons o f six 

A lberta superintendents when engaged in  th e ir da ily tasks in  the ir daily

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



26

tasks. He outlined the events and the relative tim e spent by 

superintendents in  the ir work. The conclusion showed a work life tha t is 

broken in to  many sm all, often unrelated, in teractions. Genge (1991) also 

reported on the activities o f school superintendents and noted the 

d iversity o f the ir contacts. Boich, Farquhar and Leithwood (1989) looked 

at the h istory o f the school superintendency in  Canada. Their study 

describes a position tha t has undergone sign ificant change from  tha t of 

inspector for the provincial government to th a t o f ch ie f education officer 

for a d is tric t. Coleman, M ikkelson &  LaRocque (1991) looked at the 

superintendent’s role in  high performing B ritish  Colum bia school d is tric ts  

and pointed to the c ritica l role the superintendent plays in  a successful 

d is tric t. This study also reported on the strong centra l office presence in  

these high-perform ing d istric ts.

Awender (1985) studied superintendent-school board relationships 

in  O ntario and noted the delicate po litica l balance between the two. 

A llison (1989) as well, explored the w ork o f O ntario D irectors o f 

Education and noted the often conflic ting  positions o f the D irector and 

the Board. B raithw aite (1988) and Green (1988) separately provided 

descriptions o f the roles and common characteristics o f school 

superintendents in  Alberta.

Genge (1991) reported on the activities o f th irteen Alberta school 

superintendents identified as effective and noted the d iversity o f the ir 

contacts. Wendel (1994) examined the nature o f A lberta superintendent 

values and demonstrated how these personal values influenced the ir 

problem  solving and decision m aking. M cM illan (1994) examined the 

superintendent’s view o f conflict and con flic t management. M urphy
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(1994), in  a study tha t included responses from  twenty Nova Scotia 

superintendents, reported on the role, effectiveness, sources o f influence, 

and job  satisfaction o f superintendents in  tha t province. M illa rd  (1998) 

examined the perspectives o f leaders, includ ing superintendents, in  

educational change. The partic ipan ts in  her study fe lt th a t leaders have 

the a b ility  to see the global p icture , have vision, are able to in s till trust, 

and effective relationships.

Downey (1976), in  a report to the A lberta government, outlined the 

s itua tion  o f the superintendency in  the province five years after changing 

from  provincial to local appointm ents. He noted tha t the position, not 

the role, o f the superintendent, was not clearly articu lated. Van der 

Linde (1988) examined career patterns o f directors o f education in  

Saskatchewan in  which she found th a t the incum bents followed patterns 

o f increasing responsib ility in  becoming directors.

The superintendent's role in  leadership o f the school d is tric t has 

been examined by many researchers includ ing  A lpin  and Daresh (1984); 

Cuban (1976); Cymbol, (1986); Hallinger and M urphy (1982); and W alker 

(1989). Koonert and Augenstein (1990) in  a handbook for 

superintendents and board trustees referred to the “uniqueness o f the 

superintendency is the overall scope o f the position. The need to look a t 

the big p icture is param ount” (p. 50). School Acts, o ther legislation, and 

school board policies may each define the role o f the superintendent of 

schools, w hile ind iv idua l superintendents may have contracts w ith  the ir 

boards tha t fu rth e r specify the re la tionship o f the em ploying board and 

its  superintendent.
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Sharp and W alter (1995) studied the effects o f the superintendency 

on fam ily life  o f the incum bent. Their findings showed tha t the position 

takes its  to ll on fam ily life and tha t successful incum bents require the 

support o f th e ir spouses, and the need to provide some separation 

between w ork and home. Dulgosh (1994) provided an ind iv idua l h istory 

o f a firs t year superintendent. McCormack (1996) presented an 

ethnographic observation o f a superintendent o f a one school d is tric t 

im plem enting change and the im pact o f the process on the incum bent.

A num ber o f books dealing w ith  the superintendency in  the United 

States have been published recently includ ing Kowalski (1995) who 

studied contem porary urban superintendents, and W itcher (1996) 

reported on the progressivism of Arkansas superintendents. Carter and 

Cunningham  (1997) which examined the leadership o f school 

superintendents in  an age of change They concluded th a t to be a 

superintendent today is to provide leadership in an age o f pressure. 

Chapman (1997) used case studies to examine the w ork o f beginning 

superintendents in  order to provide a guide to learning about the 

position.

Townsend (1991) in  Leithwood &  Musella ed. (1991) discussed the 

use o f rhetoric to analyze the activities o f a D irector o f Education in  the 

policy development o f a large Ontario school system. This partic ipant- 

observation study showed the D irector in teracting w ith  various work 

groups in  the school system (p. 42). Feilders (1982) used a partic ipant- 

observation study to detail a day in  the w orking life  o f Robert A listo, the 

C hief Superintendent o f the San Francisco Unified School D is tric t and 

the incredible pressure of his position in  a diverse school system.
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W irt (1990) commented on the ins truc tiona l leadership o f the 

superintendent. He stated that: “There clearly is no singular conception 

o f leadership -  certa in ly not superintendent leadership tha t can be found 

in  experience; ra ther the concept th a t th e ir leadership is indeed 

s itua tiona l is w idely understood by practitioners and scholars a like”

(p.4).

Perhaps the words of one chief education officer reported by 

M usella (1991) indicate why the position of superintendent is worthy of 

study. He stated that:

Education is the new religion -  the promise o f a better 
fu tu re  and the scapegoat for cu rren t ills . I t  is under 
tremendous pressure. The dynam ics o f change are 
accelerating. It  is no longer good enough to be efficient 
and professional ...financia l stress passed down from  
higher levels of government, coupled w ith  increasing 
mandates ... are demanding new responses—new ways 
o f conceptualizing and doing business, (pp. 12-13)

Theoretical Framework

Lancy (1993) declared th a t the purpose of having a general 

theoretical fram ework is to guide the data collection, partic ipant 

selection, and lite ra ture  to review ra ther than looking for data in  

order to confirm  hypotheses. M erriam  (1988) suggested tha t 

“ rea lity is not a objective entity; rather, there are m ultip le  

in terpreta tions o f reality” (p. 39). Psathas (1973), quoted in  

Bogdan and B ik lin  (1982), perhaps stated the theoretical 

underpinnings o f th is  study best by saying th a t researchers learn 

from  th e ir subjects “what they are experiencing, how they in terpret 

th e ir experiences, and how they themselves structu re  the social
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world in  which they live” (p.30). The work life o f a superintendent 

o f schools could be examined from  th is fram ework using intensive 

observation of a single pa rtic ipan t engaged in  h is or her daily work. 

Summary

This lite ra tu re  on the w ork life  of the superintendent of schools began 

w ith  a legal defin ition  o f the position in  Alberta, where the study was to 

take place, and a recent h is to iy  o f the position o f the superintendent o f 

schools tha t province. The lite ra tu re  shows th a t the position is one tha t 

has undergone and continues to undergo change in  roles and 

expectations.

The review of the lite ra tu re  then examined the role and work o f the 

superintendent o f schools using three sectors: the school board, the 

school system, and the com m unity. The lite ra tu re  indicated tha t the role 

and work o f the superintendent o f schools affected by the size o f the 

system. The superintendents’ work is characterized by diversity, conflict, 

uncerta in ty, lack o f c la rity  in  defin ition , competing demands, constant 

change and interaction. The lite ra ture  also indicated tha t most 

superintendents were satisfied w ith  the ir role in  spite o f the am biguity.

The lite ra ture  review showed tha t there is a great deal of 

inform ation regarding the superintendent o f schools, however the 

position s till rem ains d iffic u lt to understand. The school superintendent 

operates in  an increasingly complex position th a t is rapidly undergoing 

changes in  expectations, roles, and characteristics. The position o f 

superintendent is being shaped by pressures from  w ith in  the educational 

organization in  w hich he o r she works. The lite ra tu re  fu rthe r points ou t 

the pressure on the superintendent from  agencies outside the school
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organization. The activities and nature o f the superintendents work life 

has changed and w ill continue to change as a result.
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CHAPTER 3 

Research Design

In th is  chapter the follow ing processes are described: methodology, 

locating the partic ipant, the conduct of the study, the establishm ent of 

trustw orthiness, and data analysis. This study focused on observations 

o f one ind ividua l superintendent o f schools in  a s im ila r vein to W olcott’s 

(1973) study of the principal, Ed Bell or Moylan’s (1988) study of 

Principal Evelyn Green. Bridges (1982) stated tha t there are a t least four 

possibilities for data collection: “adm inistering questionnaires, holding 

interviews, observing subjects d irectly, and exam ining traces o f records 

o f people a n d /o r th e ir activities” (p. 15). Three o f the four methods were 

used to gather data fo r th is  study. The prim ary source o f data was 

obtained by direct observation o f the participant. Formal and inform al 

interviews were used to c la rify  inform ation observed. Records and 

documents o f the partic ipan t and his organization were examined. 

Methodology

This study is qualita tive in  nature. The choice o f a qua lita tive  

method of research was made in  order to describe the w ork life  o f a 

single person. Talbot (1995) stated tha t qualitative research methods 

“ share the following: (1) a w orld view tha t assumes m u ltip le  realities 

created by people, (2) a value placed on the perceptions and experiences 

o f people, and (3) a recognition o f the unique context from  w hich the 

experience arises” (pp. 414-415).

The research design emerged as the research proceeded. This 

in te rp re tiv is t approach (Morgan, 1990; Glesne 8b Peshkin, 1992) was 

used to describe the hum an behavior o f the single pa rtic ipan t (Kidder,
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1981). This design was open-ended and contained a great deal of 

uncerta in ty  for me. I was excited by th is  uncerta in ty bu t also trusted 

th a t it  would produce the understanding o f the w ork life tha t I intended.

D uring the period o f data gathering I discussed the possibilities 

and choices o f handling the m aterial being collected and carded w ith  a 

classmate a t the university. He suggested tha t I review the work of 

Moylan (1988). Moylan’s study o f a single p rinc ipa l was s im ila r to my 

study o f a single school superintendent.

A lim ita tio n  o f the qualitative research is th a t I had to tru s t tha t 

Peter would be open and honest w ith  me. This research is lim ited in  

tim e and there is much tha t happened before and afterwards. The 

findings are lim ited to what I was able to observe.

Locating the Participant

In  order to locate a suitable pa rtic ipan t for th is  study I, in  

discussion w ith  faculty at the university, identified a set o f parameters 

th a t the person would have to f it  w ith in  in  order for the study to proceed. 

It  was determ ined tha t the partic ipan t would have to meet a ll o f these 

parameters. These parameters included (a) th a t the partic ipant be a 

practic ing  superintendent o f schools and be w illin g  to allow me to be part 

o f h is or her daily work life for an extended period o f time; (b) the 

pa rtic ipan t had to be secure in  the position so th a t the nature o f the 

research and my presence would not threaten h is or her position; (c) 

there had to be the support o f the Board o f Trustees; (d) the location 

w ould be w ith in  com m uting distance o f the U niversity or o f my home so 

th a t the extended process o f observation would be financia lly possible;
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and (“ ) the pa rtic ipan t would ideally be a superintendent w ith  extensive 

experience in  the superintendency.

The above parameters a t firs t seemed to be d iffic u lt as I had few 

contacts w ith in  the ranks o f practicing superintendents in  the province.

A conversation w ith  sta ff a t the U niversity resulted in  locating a person 

who fit the profile  perfectly. As a resu lt o f th is  conversation I was 

introduced to Peter.

In  our firs t two meetings, Peter very qu ickly gave h is consent to 

being the partic ipant. The questions he asked were related to the actual 

conduct o f the study and some issues of logistics. Concerns I expressed 

about possible negative im pacts on Peter were dism issed w ith  the 

comment: “ I ’ve been there so long and I ’m near the end o f my career so 

th a t’s no concern to me.” In  re la tion to the Board and whether they 

would be w illin g  to le t me gain access to the ir business, Peter’s response 

was: “Let me take care o f it. You’ll be my job  shadow.”

I fe lt very com fortable after ou r firs t two meetings th a t Peter and I 

would be able to establish a productive working re la tionship th a t would 

produce the data tha t the study would require.

Conducting the Study

Kidder (1981) emphasized th a t na tu ra lis tic  research has a concern 

w ith  describing hum an behavior as i t  exists. In  order to understand 

actual behaviors o f the w ork life  o f a superintendent o f schools a 

na tu ra lis tic  method was fe lt to be the best choice.

Lincoln and Guba (1985) identified a num ber o f steps in  the 

im plem entation stage o f a n a tu ra lis tic  inqu iry: m aking in itia l contact and 

gaining entree, negotiating consent, bu ild ing  and m a in ta in ing  tru s t, and
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identify ing and using inform ants. Each of these steps has a num ber o f 

sub-steps th a t were attended to by me.

A fter Peter and his ju risd ic tio n  were identified and perm ission to 

proceed was given, I began the process o f becoming fam ilia r w ith  the 

ju risd ic tio n  and Peter him self. We had established the intensive daily 

observation period as being a m onth during  the tim e when the budgeting 

process was fu lly  in  progress. This intensive observation period was to 

follow a gradual entrance o f the researcher in to  the system. Peter and I 

worked ou t the details about how I was to be introduced to the system.

Le Compte and Goetz (1982) discussed the effects o f an observer 

on the data being gathered. Cook and Campbell (1979) stated tha t an 

extended tim e coupled w ith  regular observations may reduce the halo 

effect o f the researcher on the situation observed. I needed to become 

fam ilia r w ith  the ju risd ic tio n , the central office personnel, the operation 

o f the board through visits and observation o f Board meetings, and 

through exam ination o f ju risd ic tio n a l documents such as newsletters, 

policy m anuals, and m inutes of board meetings. Peter and I began th is  

process in  February, two m onths before the intensive period of 

observation, w ith  my attendance at the regular board meetings, being 

introduced to the staff, and reviewing documents. This in troductory 

phase allowed me to become “part o f the scene in  the office."

The purpose o f th is  in troductory phase allowed me to become 

fam ilia r w ith  the ind ividuals and issues tha t were ongoing in  the 

organization. I needed to understand the longer-term  background o f the 

ju risd ic tio n , w hich was accomplished during  th is  firs t phase of the 

research. Hammersley and A tkinson (1983) referred to "casing the jo in t"
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in  order to provide inform ation about the setting bu t also to "feed in to  the 

development and understanding o f the research problem" (p. 41).

The second phase consisted o f one m onth o f intensive observation 

of the partic ipant a t work. I kept a detailed jo u rna l th a t recorded events 

Peter was involved in  and conversations Peter had. I also recorded in  the 

jo u rn a l my observations o f events, reactions o f others to Peter, my own 

reactions to what I heard and observed, and questions for later 

cla rifica tion. As well, the jo u rna l recorded other data from  documents 

and conversation gathered during  th is  intensive period o f observation. 

Some of the interviews w ith  Peter were tape recorded a t th is  tim e as well.

The intensive period o f observation was long enough to provide the 

accurate detail necessary for the case study bu t also short enough to be 

logistically manageable. The period o f time chosen was tha t one m onth 

beginning w ith  a board meeting and ending approxim ately one m onth 

la ter w ith  the next Board meeting and the s ta rt o f another cycle of 

activity. Interviews and some specific observations to c la rify 

observations then followed th is  intensive period.

The time o f year fo r the intensive observation was also considered 

in  planning the conduct o f the study. The activities o f school systems 

are cyclical in  tha t activities such as budget development, staffing, and 

other activities follow a yearly cycle. Discussions w ith  two practicing 

superintendents, in  add ition to Peter, indicated th a t the spring would be 

the most suitable tim e o f year to observe the w ork life o f a 

superintendent. Budget, staffing, contract negotiations, and other 

activities are m ajor aspects o f the school organization’s year and they are 

a ll going on at th is  time.
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Establishing Trustworthiness

Trustw orthiness o f the data in  a na tu ra lis tic  study is always a 

subject open to question. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested five 

activities: prolonged engagement and persistent observation, peer 

debriefing, referential adequacy to check raw observation against raw 

data, member checks, and negative case analysis, tha t when 

incorporated in to  the na tu ra lis tic  study increase the likelihood of 

trustw orthy results. Eisner (1981) refers to the researcher knowing the 

subject “by direct, in tim ate contact” as con tribu ting  to trustw orthiness 

(p. 11). He goes on to w rite  “s tru c tu ra l corroboration is the term I use to 

describe the confluence o f m u ltip le  sources o f evidence or the recurrence 

of instances th a t support a conclusion” (p. 55) o f a na tu ra lis tic  study. 

Stake (1994) refers to “ ...a pa rticu la r case is examined to provide insight 

in to  an issue” (p. 237). And, fina lly , Hammersley, quoted in  Huberman 

and M iles (1984) stated th a t “An account is valid i f  it  represents 

accurately those features o f the phenomenon th a t it  is intended to 

describe, explain, or theorize” (p. 441).

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested five activities to establish 

trustw orth iness in  a na tu ra lis tic  inqu iry. F irst, prolonged engagement 

and persistent observation are necessary in  order to produce more 

credible findings and interpretations. Second, they suggested peer 

debriefing to provide and external check on the process. Third, negative 

case analysis should be used to refine the hypothesis as the data are 

gathered. Fourth, referential adequacy activities are suggested to check 

understanding against the raw data. F inally, they suggested member
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checking to test find ings and in terpreta tions d irectly w ith  the hum an 

source.

This study used four o f the five means o f establishing 

trustw orth iness suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985). These were 

prolonged engagement and persistent observation, peer debriefing, 

referential adequacy activities to check understanding against the raw 

data, and member checking. Negative case analysis was no t used as the 

study d id  not have a hypothesis to refine as the data were gathered.

Prolonged engagement was achieved by the intensive period o f 

observation o f the w ork life o f the partic ipant. In add ition to the 

intensive period o f observation, I was able to observe pub lic  Board 

meetings in  the ju risd ic tio n , be w ith  Peter a t public meetings, and review 

documents p rio r to the intensive period. Following the intensive 

observation, other v is its  were made to c la rify  and confirm  the data 

already gathered. Board meeting m inutes and committee m inutes for the 

year p rio r to, and for fou r m onths follow ing, the observation period were 

reviewed. I, w hile a student a t the un iversity, was also able to observe 

Peter in  pub lic presentations in  the m onths p rio r to the detailed 

observation period.

A jo u rn a l o f observations and points to c la rify  for fu rth e r study 

provided the persistent observation dim ension to the study. As E isner 

(1981) suggested "m anifest behavior is treated p rim arily  as a cue, a 

springboard to get to someplace else" (p. 6). The jo u rn a l recorded these 

cues to fu rth e r investigation. Huberm an and Miles (1984) urged the use 

o f a log o r d ia ry w hich tracks w hat was done during  analysis (p.28). 

A ltrich te r, Prosch, and Somekh (1993) suggested the log o r d ia ry contain
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both descriptive and interpretative sections. The jo u rn a l of the study 

was used to show how the data was used to develop the report.

The peer debriefing was carried ou t by discussions w ith  Peter and 

another practicing superintendent to corroborate the inform ation I had 

gathered during  the intensive observation period. I had discussions w ith  

two other superintendents one practicing and one retired to corroborate 

my findings presented in  earlier drafts o f the report. Discussions also 

occurred w ith  my advisor. These discussions were carried out during 

and after the intensive observation period. Peter was invited to examine 

and review data I was gathering and to comment on it. Peter never 

requested m ajor changes. He would suggest th ings I m ight have missed. 

Because o f the nature o f the data th a t were collected, and the ethics 

requirem ents o f the study, the raw data were retained bu t I w ill be the 

only one given access w ithou t Peter’s perm ission after the com pletion o f 

the study.

The fifth  category o f the Lincoln and Guba techniques of 

dem onstrating trustw orth iness is the member check. They defined th is  

as the method;

whereby data, analytic categories, in terpretations and conclusions 
are tested w ith  members o f those stakeholder groups from  whom 
the data were orig inally collected, is the most crucia l technique for 
establishing cred ib ility , (p. 315)

The focus o f th is  study was on the w ork life  o f Peter as a single 

superintendent o f schools. I provided Peter the opportun ity to review 

transcrip ts and drafts o f analyses in  order for h im  to c la rify or correct 

in form ation. He never did change or seek to m odify any o f my
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observations. He d id sometimes point out context for observations tha t I 

had missed, or Peter provided background to events th a t allowed me to 

place my observations in to  perspective. Peter was also given inform al 

opportunities to reflect on the data through conversations w ith  me.

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested tha t transfe rab ility  is possible 

i f  the description is th ick  enough and therefore the researcher’s task is to 

provide the database th a t maybe used by others. I have attempted to 

provide th is b u t it  is lim ited  to my selections. The two superintendents 

who reviewed the la te r drafts indicated tha t the findings seemed to hold 

true. In the fina l analysis it  w ill rest w ith  readers o f the m aterial to 

decide for themselves whether or not the findings have transferab ility  for 

them.

Gathering the Data - the Fieldwork

Le Compte and Goertz (1982) suggested tha t notes on observations 

should contain descriptors tha t are as concrete and precise as possible 

includ ing verbatim  accounts of what people say and narratives o f 

behavior and activities. They also asserted th a t the notes “may contain 

any com bination o f h igh inference interpretive comments” (p. 41). 

Spradley (1980) and Le Compte and Goertz (1982) suggested the use o f a 

jo u rna l to record fie ld notes. A ltrich te r, Posch, and Somekh (1993) 

recommended th a t the d ia ry contain both description and interpretive 

sequences. The jo u rn a l would contain observations, verbatim  accounts 

o f discussions, narratives, reflections, questions, and ideas th a t the 

researcher notes during  the observation period.

I began m y jo u rn a l follow ing Peter’s agreement to be the 

pa rtic ipan t in  th is  study. In itia lly  the jo u rn a l was used to record
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comments and ideas for the study. As the study progressed the jo u rna l 

included: (a) observations o f Peter, the Board, meetings, and verbatim  

conversations; and (b) notes regarding documents, conversations w ith  

peers, and anyth ing else th a t pertained to the study became part o f the 

jo u rna l. The jo u rn a l recorded my personal feelings and attitudes 

towards events I was observing. The rough notes made during  the day 

were transcribed to my com puter record of the field notes. The 

observations were recorded using a date, time, location form at (e.g., 

0 6 /0 3 / 10:35/Peter’s office). The com puter notes also recorded my 

observations and comments on the data gathered during  the day. The 

com puter fie ld notes were prin ted ou t in to hard copy on a daily or weekly 

basis. The notes were physically cu t up and pasted onto cards.

The collection and transcrip tion  of the notes allowed me tim e for 

reflection on the data being collected. The emerging themes and specific 

events provided guidance for fu rthe r observations and for questions to 

ask Peter. “Could you explain ... th a t happened yesterday?” or notes to 

m yself “W atch w hat happens w ith ....” Sometimes the reflections showed 

my fru s tra tio n  w ith  my in a b ility  to have a ll the data or a b ility  to record 

the nuances o f an event.

The presence o f an outsider a t a sensitive meeting was a concern 

for th is  research. Peter would include me most tim es b u t would ask me 

to leave a t others. This arrangement had been arrived a t before the 

observation period occurred. As it  turned out during  the course o f the 

observation I was only asked to leave twice. O ther meetings may have 

occurred th a t I was not aware of. This is a d ifficu lty  o f the q ua lita tive  

researcher faces. Peter would give a summary o f w hat had transpired in
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my absence. There were no verbatim  notes taken du ring  meetings w ith  

only one or two ind ividua ls, as I believed it  to be to d isruptive to the 

other people. I to ld th is  to Peter early in  the observation period and he 

agreed w ith  my belief. Notes on these types of meetings were w ritten  as 

soon after the event as possible, usua lly  tha t evening.

A recorded interview  was held w ith  Peter three weeks follow ing the 

intensive observation period. The interview  was transcribed and the data 

treated in  the same m anner as were the fie ld notes. Peter was given a 

copy o f the interview  tra n scrip t for com ment and c la rifica tion . He did 

not request or identify any need to change the data. A telephone 

conversation was the extent o f sharing my in terpretations w ith  Peter. 

Analyzing the Data

Data analysis was carried ou t du ring  the data gathering phases o f 

the research and continued afterwards. The research problem  of the 

study was to understand the w ork life  o f a single superintendent of 

schools, Peter. The w ork life  o f Peter began to emerge from  the data as 

common themes. Ind iv idua l events could be placed together because the 

events were s im ila r or the people involved were the same. As the cards 

recording ind iv idua l events accum ulated the themes became the roles 

th a t I assigned to them. The roles th a t emerged in  Peter’s w ork life  were: 

in form ation gatherer, in form ation dissem inator, defender, decision

m aker, negotiator, spokesman, and cheerleader/flag bearer.

Ethical Considerations

In  a study o f th is  nature there is the possib ility  o f negative im pacts 

on the person studied or on others th a t are described in  the study. A ll 

attem pts were made to mask the iden tities o f ind iv idua ls and the
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ju risd ic tio n  so as to protect the confidentia lity o f individuals. The 

ind iv idua ls  who were closely involved in  Peter’s work were inform ed tha t I 

was studying Peter. I t  was not anticipated tha t Peter would in teract w ith  

students except in  public and th is  proved to be the case.

Peter was inform ed tha t the study could resu lt in  a negative im pact 

on him . He agreed to proceed by re iterating that: “I am fa r enough along 

in  m y career and am confident enough tha t it  w ill not h u rt me.”

The Board was inform ed tha t I would be involved in  studying Peter 

and h is work. The Board agreed to allow me access to in camera 

m ateria ls and documents w ith  Peter’s discretion. The C hair suggested 

th a t Peter use his own judgm ent regarding my presence during  in camera 

meetings o f the Board or my access to documents tha t were not in  the 

pub lic domain. There were a few instances where Peter suggested I 

should not be present. A ll documents not in  the public dom ain reviewed 

as pa rt o f th is  study were requested from  Peter and returned to the 

ju risd ic tio n  offices.

The Ethics Review Committee o f the Departm ent o f Education 

Policies Studies conducted an ethics review. The recommendations o f 

the review were followed in  the conduct o f the study and the preparation 

o f the report.

Summary

Chapter 3 provided an overview of the methodology used to 

conduct th is  study. Locating the partic ipan t, Peter, was accomplished 

w ith  advice from  the members o f my committee. The conduct o f the 

study consisted o f the use o f a n a tu ra lis t methodology. Trustw orthiness 

was established using prolonged engagement, persistent observation,
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peer debriefing, referential adequacy activities, and member checking.

The methods o f gathering the data included observation, jou rna l, 

transcrip tion  o f notes, and interviews. The process used in  analysis of 

the data involved the use o f cards th a t noted sim ila r events, accumulated 

in to  themes th a t were then assigned roles. The ethical considerations 

tha t guided the study were discussed.

Chapter 4 w ill present a description o f the G lengarry School 

D istric t.
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CHAPTER 4  

Glengarry School D istrict Context

Introduction

The research problem o f th is  study was to describe the work life o f 

one superintendent o f schools. W hile the Superintendent influences the 

workplace, the D is tric t in  which the superintendent operates has an 

im pact on h is or her work life. This chapter provides a detailed 

description o f the Glengarry School D is tric t, the Board o f Trustees, the 

organizational structure o f the Central Office, the Superintendent’s 

Team, and the physical layout o f the central office, inc lud ing  the Board 

chambers, executive suite, and Peter’s own office w ith in  the executive 

suite. A detailed description o f a typical day and o f a meeting o f the 

school board are included. The chapter concludes w ith  a b rie f 

description o f Peter’s work experiences.

The Glengarry School District

The G lengarry School D is tric t was located in  a suburban area of a 

m etropolitan region o f approxim ately 650,000 population. The 

population o f the school d is tric t itse lf was approxim ately 100,000. The 

D is tric t provided the educational services for approxim ately 12,000 

students. There were three m ajor com m unities, four sm aller ones, and 

m any acreage developments, as m uch o f the area was undergoing 

transform ation from  agricu ltu ra l land to ru ra l residential. The 

population o f the D is tric t had been expanding rapid ly fo r many years. 

The D is tric t was also undergoing industria liza tion  th a t had begun some 

years before. This meant th a t the D is tric t was one o f relative wealth 

when compared to other ju risd ic tio n s  in  the Province.
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Board o f Trustees

The Board o f Trustees o f the Glengarry School D is tric t, like  a ll 

school boards, operates under the School Act o f the Province. The 

School Act requires th a t the Board hire a Superintendent o f Schools who 

was designated the C hief Executive Officer (CEO) o f the Board. The 

Board was responsible for the operation o f the school d is tric t through the 

allocating o f resources, h iring  staff, developing and im plem enting policies 

for the d is tric t, and p lanning fo r the provision o f educational services in  

the d is tric t. The Superintendent was the ind iv idua l who carried out the 

mandate o f the Board.

The G lengarry School D is tric t was part o f a county. This was 

reflected in  the way the School Trustees came to be on the Board. A t the 

tim e the study was conducted there were fifteen trustees in  the 

Glengarry School D is tric t, elected by wards, every three years. Six o f the 

trustees were elected as school trustees only. The other eight trustees 

had been elected as m unicipal councilors and therefore served a dual 

role: tha t o f school trustee and m unicipal councilor. Because there was a 

Separate School D is tric t th a t served the area o f G lengarry one m unicipal 

councilor was not on the G lengarry Board o f Trustees because of 

religious a ffilia tion . The Reeve o f the M unicipal D is tric t served on the 

Board o f Trustees as a trustee.

Under the Provincial M unicipalities Act the M unicipal d is tric t was 

the direct taxing body. The M unicipa l D is tric t collected taxes b u t the 

School D is tric t set its  own budget and m ill rate. D uring the progress of 

the study the Province was in  the process o f removing education taxation
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a u th o rity  from  the local school d is tric ts  and replacing the local system 

w ith  one whereby the Province would receive and redistribute  most 

school tax revenues.

The school board members elected solely as school trustees had a 

d ifferent electorate than the members o f the board elected as m unicipal 

Councilors and therefore often had d iffe rent concerns about and views 

on issues placed before the Board. The six people elected as school 

trustees were elected on only school-related issues. The nine people 

elected as m unicipal councilors had w ider interests than ju s t education. 

For these trustees the School Board was a committee o f the M unicipal 

D is tric t. The School Board was viewed by some trustees as a stepping 

stone to other po litica l offices. Peter explained tha t the Reeve was a 

form er trustee and board chair and a num ber o f the M unicipal 

Councilors had entered po litica l life as School Trustees. He also 

indicated th a t a t least two o f the cu rren t School Trustees had other 

po litica l am bitions a t the m unicipal or provincial level.

Board C hair

The Board C hair’s position had a m ajor im pact on the work o f the 

Superintendent o f Schools. The Board elected the C hair every year by a 

vote o f a ll the trustees. In  G lengarry, the Chair was always a person 

elected as a school trustee not a county councilor. Peter indicated tha t 

th is  was a position tha t held a great deal o f prestige, potential power, and 

influence. The C hair was the o ffic ia l spokesman for the Trustees, 

chaired the Board meetings, served in  an ex-officio capacity on a ll 

committees o f the Board, and had in p u t in to  the agenda o f the Board 

meetings. The C hair o f the Board m et regularly w ith  the Superintendent
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bu t also was in  in form al and form al contact w ith  the Chairs o f other 

d is tric ts , the Provincial school trustees association, and the Provincial 

government. This gave the C hair access to a great deal o f in form ation 

th a t was not necessarily available to other trustees. Part o f the job  o f the 

superintendent was to orient the Chair to the office and to keep the 

incum bent inform ed about the affa irs o f the D istric t. According to Peter, 

the C hair o f the G lengarry Board was norm ally elected from  the school 

trustee and not from  the m unicipal councilors. The cha ir, du ring  the 

tim e of the study, was Tom, who was serving his th ird  term  as a trustee 

and second year as Chair. Peter indicated th a t Tom had voiced interest 

in  runn ing  for a m unicipal position in  the fu ture . He had been employed 

in  private business p rio r to becoming po litica lly  involved on the School 

Board.

The Reeve

The Reeve o f the m unicipal d is tric t s its on the Board o f Trustees. 

The cu rren t Reeve, D ick, had been orig ina lly elected as a school trustee, 

served as the Board chair, moved to the m unicipa l council and was 

elected as the Reeve in  the m ost recent m unicipal elections. He had been 

employed in  business bu t m unicipal po litics was now his m ajor activity. 

He was a powerful figure on the Board and had extensive influence on 

the other trustees because o f h is experience and position. D ick had been 

approached to ru n  fo r a position as a Member o f the Legislative Assembly 

in  the next provincia l election.

O ther Trustees

The other trustees, both those elected as school trustees and those 

elected as m unicipa l councilors, represented a cross section o f the
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com m unity. There were four active business people, one woman who 

was not employed p rio r to election, a lawyer, a retired school teacher, 

three people employed by large corporations, a social worker employed by 

the province, and two people who were retired from  private business. 

Three o f these trustees stood out in  th e ir influence on Peter’s work:

Terry, a re tired farm er; Tom, the social worker; and Diana, the retired 

teacher. Peter was aware o f the ir positions on issues and th e ir influence 

on the other trustees.

The Three In flu e n tia l Trustees.

Terry was elected as trustee representing a sm aller c ity  in  the 

d is tric t. He was a retired farm er and had been elected during  the 

previous election to his firs t term . Peter indicated he was po litica lly  

am bitious. Terry had a brusque m anner and often was combative. In  

the six Board meetings or Board committee meetings I attended where 

Terry was present, and from  review o f the m inutes o f previous board 

meetings, Terry was the trustee who usua lly  made corrections to m inutes 

o f meetings. He often was among the dissenters on recorded votes. He 

was extrem ely w ell prepared for meetings w ith  questions and comments 

prepared for presenters or on most m otions th a t were pu t forth . Many of 

the questions and comments were phrased in  a m anner and delivered in  

a tone o f voice th a t resulted in  em barrassing or demeaning the person to 

whom they were addressed. An example o f h is phrasing was: “You 

should have known w hat the num bers were!” during  public debate on the 

budget. Outside o f the Board meetings Terry was polite and friend ly and 

so it  is questionable i f  he was even aware o f h is m anner on others. Peter 

stated: “He is, w ithou t a doubt, the m ost d iffic u lt trustee I have ever
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worked w ith .” On m any issues Terry w ould refuse to concede to others 

and often required the intervention o f the C ha ir to b ring  h im  under the 

rules o f order fo r the meetings. Prior to the period under study there had 

been a move to have h im  removed from  the Board by a num ber o f other 

trustees.

Tom, the V ice-Chairm an, was a trustee who had been elected as a 

school trustee from  one o f the less urbanized wards in  the d is tric t. The 

voters in  th is  ward were s till predom inately ag ricu ltu ra l. He was a c iv il 

servant who d id  not have any po litica l am bitions beyond the school 

board. Tom was observed to have a position on m ost issues. He was the 

m ajor spokesman fo r those Board members elected as school trustees as 

opposed to those elected as m unicipal councilors who sat on the Board o f 

Trustees.

D iana was a re tired  teacher serving her second term  as a school 

trustee. She was outspoken and presented herself as representing the 

professional, school based educators’, position to the Board. She often 

prefaced her rem arks w ith  statements such as “When I was teaching...” 

or “I th in k  teachers need to be consulted about....” She focused on policy 

m atters and spoke to po licy proposals as she perceived them  being 

im plemented in  the schools.

Organizational Structure o f Olengarry School D istrict

The G lengarry School D is tric t’s form al organizational s tructu re  was 

typ ica l o f m ost school d is tric ts  in  the Province. The School Act m andated 

th a t the elected Board o f Trustees was the responsible body fo r the 

operation o f the school d is tric t. The Act also stated th a t the Board m ust 

employ a Superintendent o f Schools as the C hief Executive O fficer o f the
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Board. The organizational structure  for the system was locally 

developed.

D uring  the tim e of the study the G lengarry School D is tric t 

employed three Assistant Superintendents. Each Assistant 

S uperintendent was in  charge one pa rt o f the school d is tric t operations: 

in s tru c tio n a l services, facilities and transportation, and personnel.

There were ten directors in  charge o f various departm ents such as: 

transporta tion , maintenance, research, science and m ath cu rricu lum , 

special needs services and hum anities education. The d ivis ion employed 

a Treasurer who acted a t the level o f an Assistant Superintendent in  th a t 

he reported to Peter. The Central office s ta ff also included a Board 

Secretary and a Com m unications Officer. In  addition to the positions 

above the centra l office employed twelve support secretarial and clerica l 

staff. A centra l feature o f the G lengariy School d is tric t cen tra l office 

adm in is tra tion  is the Superintendent’s Team (Super’s team). The most 

im portan t influences on Peter’s work life were the Superintendent’s team 

o f the three Assistant Superintendents, Treasurer, and the Board 

Secretary as recording secretary.

Superin tendent’s Team.

Peter created the team when he assumed the superintendency.

The team consisted o f the Superintendent, the three A ssistant 

Superintendents, Treasurer, and Board Secretary. Peter’s secretary 

prepared the documents, m inutes, and other papers required by th is  

group. The team had an inner and outer group. The superintendent and 

the assistants formed the inner group. The treasurer and board 

secretary were included fo r m atters th a t dealt w ith  th e ir departm ents.
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The team m eetings also included directors, p rinc ipa ls o r others who had 

insights in to , o r in form ation on, p a rticu la r topics. Team meetings were 

held every M onday m orning beginning a t 9:00 and were scheduled to last 

u n til 12:00. D uring  the observation period the length o f the meetings 

were flexib le. On m ost occasions the m eetings ended before noon. An 

in teresting aspect o f the team meetings occurred when one o f the 

members had a “ teacher buddy” fo r the day. This shadow was included I 

the open section o f the meeting.

I t  was apparent th a t everyone was expected to be in  attendance 

b u t ind iv idua ls  could be absent fo r portions o f the meeting. An example 

o f th is  was the Assistant Superintendent (Personnel) who was in  the 

process o f con tract negotiations, and so th a t a c tiv ity  took p rio rity . The 

agendas were often flexed to accommodate ind iv idua l schedules.

Peter chaired the meetings b u t the members o f the team carried 

m ost o f the discussion o f item s and issues. The purpose o f the team 

meetings was to discuss strategy fo r the Board meetings, communicate 

between departm ents, discuss m atters th a t had emerged in  the D is tric t 

th a t could in fluence the operation, share ideas fo r handling concerns or 

issues, and coordinate responses and activities.

The discussions were quite open and dea lt w ith  a ll m atters tha t 

could affect the D ivision or its  operations. The m eetings provided a 

regular forum  fo r the Superintendent’s team to  discuss and seek advice 

o f the o ther team  members on issues th a t each departm ent was facing.

The team m eeting th a t occurred on the Monday p rio r to the Board 

m eeting was used to review the agenda item s and recommendations on 

the Board agenda. The group discussed a varie ty o f m atters: who was to
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handle the issue in  the m eeting and w hat support they m ight require; 

the possible questions from  trustees and alternative responses; the 

probable positions o f the trustees on various item s; and the choices or 

optiona l positions th a t m ight be acceptable if  the proposed 

adm in is tra tion  recom m endation was not accepted by the Board. A 

description o f a typ ica l Super’s team meeting is given as p a rt o f Chapter 

5.

Glengarry School D istrict Central Offices

The physical space th a t the superintendent o f schools w orks in  has 

an im pact on the w ork th a t he o r she does. The use o f physical space, 

fu rn itu re , symbols, and m ateria ls is im portan t in  conveying the position 

and a u th o rity  o f the person occupying the area.

This section gives a description o f the physical area in  w hich Peter 

carried ou t m ost o f h is  work. The section provides a description o f the 

general education and m un ic ipa l office bu ild ing ; a more detailed 

description o f the education offices, inc lud ing  Peter’s personal office, and 

a description o f how these areas were used during  the observation 

period.

G lengarry Education and M unicipa l Offices.

The office bu ild in g  th a t housed the Educational and M unic ipa l 

offices o f the G lengarry d is tr ic t was a m odem , tw o-story s truc tu re  th a t 

occupied a centra l location in  G lengarry. The bu ild ing  was constructed 

o f b rick  w ith  large areas o f glass and was one o f the m ost im posing 

bu ild ings in  the com m unity. Education offices occupied about 30 per 

cent o f the bu ild ing , 40 percent was occupied by the m unic ipa l d is tric t
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and the rest is e ithe r public space o r given to jo in t use such as the 

School Board-C ounty Council chambers and p rin tin g  services.

Peter ind icated tha t the negotiations between the educational and 

m un ic ipa l governments over the use o f space or jo in t sharing o f space 

had sometimes been d ifficu lt. He also said th a t as the size o f educational 

and m unic ipa l organizations continued to sh rin k  th is  became less o f a 

problem . The jo in t use o f fac ilities such as m eeting rooms sometimes d id 

make the scheduling o f meetings more complex. I observed th a t most 

rooms had a schedule posted fo r m eetings th a t were slated fo r the space 

and when a group planned a m eeting the space schedules were 

consulted. Peter d id  state a t one po in t th a t the jo in t use o f space made 

q u ick ly  called m eetings o f more than a couple o f people a frus tra ting  

exercise.

The ground floor o f the bu ild ing  was occupied p rim a rily  by the 

M un ic ipa l function . The second floor o f the bu ild in g  housed the 

Education offices as well as the School Board-C ounty Council Chambers. 

The S tudent and Instruc tiona l Services departm ent was located in  its  

own su ite  o f offices. The Executive Suite housed the Superintendent, 

A ssistan t Superintendent (Facilities), Board Secretaiy, Com m unications 

o fficer’s workspace and office, the Superin tendent’s conference room, and 

the reception and secretarial functions o f the Executive. The executive 

su ite  was attached by an in te rn a l doorway to the School Board - C ouncil 

cham bers and by an in te rna l hallw ay to  the area where the Trustees and 

C ouncilors have th e ir office spaces. I t  was possible, therefore, to move 

from  the Superintendent’s office area to  the Board C hairm an’s office 

w ith o u t going in to  the public dom ain.
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Peter's Personal Office.

Peter’s personal office in  the executive suite was situated in  the 

northeast com er o f the bu ild ing  and commanded quite s trik in g  views o f 

the com m unity through two large windows. The fu rn ish ings were teak 

w ith  brass fittings. Peter’s cha ir was a high back leather swivel. An 

exception to th is  decorating patte rn  was a round oak d in ing  room style 

table w ith  six oak chairs th a t could act as a table fo r meetings w ith  sm all 

num bers o f people. D uring  the tim e o f the observations it  was used only 

three tim es for th is  purpose. The firs t was a negotiating m eeting; the 

second was for a m eeting w ith  a parent; and the th ird  was for a meeting 

w ith  a person who was requesting the support o f the superintendent for 

a fund ing proposal. The bookshelves and credenza had a few displays o f 

personal items. These were generally related to w ork such as plaques 

and momentos th a t had been presented to Peter over the years: a plaque 

from  Peter’s service c lub  fo r long service, one from  the Cham ber o f 

Commerce, and one from  the Provincial Superintendent’s Association for 

h is year as President.

There were some books, about 20, a ll dealing w ith  school or 

organizational topics th a t Peter indicated were im portan t to h im  in  h is 

personal outlook on work. B u t, he noted: “ I haven’t  got tim e to  read 

them or anything else I ’d like  to .”

There was very little  m ateria l on d isplay related to the w ork o f the 

d is tric t. I was struck by the lack o f binders, po licy m anuals, and other 

documents in  Peter’s office. He commented th a t th is  was h is choice and 

he could get anyth ing he needed from  the secretary.
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Peter’s office w all had only three pictures: a photo o f a space 

shu ttle  from  a tr ip  to NASA, an ocean beach scene, and a p icture o f sail 

boats in  a harbor. When asked about them  Peter said “I always dreamed 

o f liv in g  by the sea and owning a sailboat when I re tire . The space 

shu ttle  p ic tu re  is ju s t som ething I picked up on a vacation.”

A w all-m ounted w hiteboard was used by Peter to w rite  notes to 

h im se lf and as an in s truc tio n a l instrum en t, as when he answered one o f 

my questions by draw ing a diagram  on the whiteboard. There was one 

large p la n t in  the office, watered and cared fo r by Pat. There was a b u ilt- 

in  closet th a t held a shaving k it and raincoat. In  fou r weeks I never 

observed Peter ever using the closet, as he hung h is jacke t on a corner 

coat stand o r over the back o f h is  chair.

The dom inant feature o f the office was the desk, credenza, and 

com puter sta tion . When Peter was in  the office th is  was the center o f h is  

activ ities. Generally speaking, the desk was quite clear o f m aterials and 

papers. The secretary kept it  organized and regu larly removed m ateria ls 

Peter had completed w orking on. He used the com puter w ith  its  E -m ail 

lin ks  extensively to com m unicate w ith  others. The phone w ith  its  voice 

m a il was also on the com puter te rm ina l table. I observed th a t m ost o f 

the tim e Peter was s ittin g  behind h is desk he was actua lly  facing the 

te rm ina l. Peter commented th a t th is  was the best th ing  they had done 

for com m unication in  the d is tric t and he used the technology extensively. 

W hen asked about the source o f the fu rn ish ings and the office 

decorations Peter stated tha t: “They are inherited  from  (the previous 

superin tendent]” .
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A Typical Day

Peter usua lly  arrived a t the office a t approxim ately 8:10 a.m. This 

would vary i f  there was an early meeting w ith  special groups or Service 

C lub breakfast meetings. Peter checked w ith  h is secretary about his 

calendar and to review the events scheduled for the day.

Peter always greeted everyone w ith  pleasant "good m ornings."

The day usua lly  consisted of a m u ltitude  o f scheduled m eetings and 

com m unications w ith  various people and over a varie ty o f issues. Peter 

would firs t check h is w ritten  memos or notes on the desk. These were 

usua lly  few and, i f  possible, the answer was delivered by voice o r E-m ail 

im m ediately. Then he would tu rn  to the voice and electronic m ails for 

messages and w ould reply to those th a t required replies. P rio rity  was 

given to messages from  the Board chair, trustees, senior adm inistra tors, 

and p rincipa ls. O ther replies would be given as tim e perm itted.

D uring  one day th a t was analyzed in  deta il Peter handled 43 

messages through voice and E -m ail, in itia te d  nine telephone calls, 

received ten telephone calls, m et w ith  the Board cha ir tw ice, spoke to the 

three A ssistant superintendents (one three tim es, a second two times as 

ind iv idua ls , and tw ice to a ll three a t once), m et w ith  two trustees, spoke 

to one o f the d irectors regarding a project, spoke w ith  h is  secretary seven 

tim es and spoke in-passing to three other people. This was in  addition to 

having two scheduled meetings th a t were for two hours each. One 

m eeting was w ith  the Superintendent’s team and the second was w ith  

the T ransporta tion committee. Except for the meetings w ith  the Board 

cha ir, the A ssistant Superintendents, as a group, and the d irector none 

o f the com m unications took more than between three to  fo u r m inutes
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from  in itia tio n  to conclusion. Peter had three telephone conversations 

w ith  media reporters. Peter spoke w ith  o r e-mailed two principa ls in  

response to th e ir messages. D uring th is  day th a t spanned from  8:10 

a.m . to 5:30 p.m . Peter had a fifteen-m inute  coffee break and took fifty - 

e ight m inutes fo r lunch, w hich included a personal meeting. There had 

been only three continuous spans o f tim e where Peter was not 

in te racting  w ith  others. The shortest was eleven m inutes and the longest 

were tw enty-four and twenty-five m inutes respectively.

Most days were made up o f short interchanges w ith  a great variety 

o f people and dealt w ith  a m u ltitude  o f d iffe ren t in form ation. There was 

little  consistency in  any o f the in teractions. Variety was the norm . It 

was not unusua l fo r Peter to be dealing w ith  a m atter o f Provincial 

government policy change and its  im pact on the system, im m ediately 

s h ift to ta lk ing  w ith  a parent regarding a c h ild ’s transfer to an alternative 

program , and then make a decision regarding strategy for a presentation 

to the Board, a ll in  the span o f a few m inutes.

A typ ica l day began a t 7:00 w ith  a service club breakfast meeting 

th a t Peter said he enjoys very m uch. Peter arrived at the office a t 8:40 

and im m ediately was on the job. The reeve had already been in  the office 

looking for Peter. The day consisted o f a constant s tring  o f calls from  

trustees, reporters, parents, b rie f meetings w ith  other adm inistra tors, 

interchanges w ith  the secretarial s ta ff and voice and e-m ail messages. 

There was little  tim e for focus on any topic. The longest un in te rrup ted  

tim e was twenty-five m inutes. Peter was constantly engaged in  work 

related m ateria l. Business was the focus o f discussions w ith  personal 

interchanges a m in im um . Peter le ft the office for home a t 5:40. A typical
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day lasted ten and a h a lf hours. Many days would have included an 

additiona l com m itm ent in  the evening for meetings o r a school function .

Appendix A provides a detailed record o f in te ractions for the 

superintendent du ring  one w orking day. This p a rticu la r day was the firs t 

one follow ing the passage o f the budget by the Board. In  Appendix B 

there is a description o f two other m ajor events in  Peter’s w ork where the 

in te raction  w ith  the senior adm in istra tion Superintendent’s Team and 

the in te raction  du ring  a m eeting o f the School Board are recorded.

The day described above was quite typ ica l o f the days th a t were 

observed. The rapid change and diversity o f ac tiv ity  le ft little  tim e fo r 

extended periods o f p lanning, reflection, o r de liberation. Peter required 

extensive understanding o f the system in  order to make qu ick decisions 

on a d iversity o f m atters.

A Board Meeting

Peter's w ork was very focused on the Board and the decisions 

made by the Board during  th e ir meetings. This section describes a 

typ ica l Board meeting. The description is no t based upon one m eeting 

b u t has elements draw n from  a num ber o f meetings I attended. The 

description tries to convey the story o f a m eeting ra the r than a de ta il o f 

one meeting. A detailed jo u rn a l record o f one m eeting is  provided in  

Appendix B.

Peter arrived shortly  a fte r eight o’clock, checked h is  messages and 

called each o f the assistant superintendents to make sure there was 

noth ing  new since th e ir m eeting yesterday. Peter meets b rie fly  w ith  the 

C ha ir to be sure there are no surprises. Peter moves in to  the Boardroom  

and takes h is  place to the rig h t o f the Chair. The m eeting is called to
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order a t nine o’clock. The firs t few m inutes are taken up w ith  the 

invocation, additions and deletions to the agenda. The m inutes o f the 

previous meeting are adopted w ith  one trustee po in ting ou t five errors, 

om issions, or changes he wanted made. The Board then moved in 

camera. The chairm an gave h is report followed by Peter’s report. Peter’s 

report took only ten m inutes. Peter’s report was followed by other 

reports b u t he took no pa rt except to listen. The meeting then reverted 

to open session.

A trustee raised a concern about an inc iden t a t one o f the high 

schools th a t had occurred the previous day. Peter responded by 

o u tlin in g  the action the p rinc ipa l had taken in  the incident and prom ised 

to check for c la rifica tion  for one o f the trustees.

This discussion was followed by a break. A ll during  the break 

trustees seeking in form ation approached Peter. He spent a few m inutes 

suggesting ways the C hair could deal w ith  m otions. “This is w hat is 

needed here.... You have to have th is  passed before th is  is brought 

forw ard.... Remember th is  is an am endm ent and needs to be debated and 

voted firs t....”

When the meeting was called back to order the trustees engaged in  

debate over various budget issues. Peter made notes o f po in ts b u t 

seldom entered in to  the discussion except to provide c la rifica tion  or 

suggest wording fo r a m otion. “M ay I suggest th a t....” or “T ha t term  

refers to ....” were h is con tribu tions.

Upon com pletion o f the debate Peter moved to the presenter’s table 

and made h is public report. Th is was substan tia lly  the same as the in  

camera report w ith  deletion o f a personnel issue and a student related
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m atter. He added thank-you comments to ind iv idua ls and provided 

updates on progress made on the strategic plan.

The Board engaged in  debate on various issues. Peter listened and 

tried  to move them  forward when they get bogged down. His body 

language and voice conveyed his frus tra tion  w ith  the proceedings. When 

a trustee requested a policy review on school based adm in istra to r 

appointm ents and w hat the Board involvem ent should be, Peter gave no 

reaction b u t stared in to  the distance.

The lunch  break was called. Peter and the Associate 

Superintendents discussed the progress made. He discussed the lack o f 

con tro l and d irection o f the meeting. Peter m et separately w ith  the one o f 

the Associate Superintendents regarding adm in istra tor assignm ent 

notices. He gave approval to go ahead and release the in form ation.

Peter le ft the office fo r ten m inutes to have a w a lk outside. He had 

no lunch. When he returned he spoke w ith  a presenter fo r the afternoon 

session. Peter moved in to  the Boardroom. For the rem ainder o f the 

afternoon Peter had little  involvem ent w ith  the proceedings. He 

answered questions and provided background when requested. Peter’s 

com ments and actions increasingly portrayed fru s tra tio n  and tiredness 

as the meeting dragged on. A th irty -tw o  m inute debate on a m otion to 

ca ll fo r proposals for aud iting  elicited an observation from  Peter th a t 

“O nly th is  group could debate tha t.”

The meeting adjourned at 6:15. Peter le ft im m ediately for home.

The Board meetings were im portan t in  Peter’s w ork life. The 

m eetings were a pub lic  forum  for debate. The meetings, however, held 

Peter fixed in  place and often not involved fo r long periods o f tim e. The
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meetings themselves were a source o f fru s tra tio n  for Peter if  the 

proceedings d id  no t move forward. The meetings were also a source o f 

uncerta in ty for Peter. He spent a great deal o f tim e ensuring tha t 

in form ation, presentations, and debate w ould rem ain on the anticipated 

course. Peter checked and re-checked in form ation to lim it the surprise 

elem ent in  every pub lic  meeting.

Summary

The research problem  was to describe the w ork life  o f one 

superintendent o f schools. That person was Peter. The d is tric t Peter 

worked for was the G lengarry School D is tric t, a fa irly  large A lberta 

ru ra l/u rb a n  d is tric t o f about 12 000 students. The d is tric t was not 

faced w ith  unusua l po litica l, social, o r financia l situations tha t would 

affect its  operations a t the tim e of the study. The exception to th is  was 

the uncerta in ty th a t the anticipated P rovincial government restructu ring  

would bring. Peter stated th a t centra l office facilities were acceptable for 

the operation and provided h im  w ith  a reasonable degree o f com fort in  

w hich to work. O ther than  the scheduling o f meetings in to  lim ited  space 

the D is tric t fac ilities were not a factor in  how Peter worked.

Peter’s w ork life  reflected the find ings o f much o f the previous 

research discussed in  the lite ra tu re  review. Peter’s w ork was 

characterized by a great deal o f d iversity in  in teractions w ith  many 

d iffe ren t people: trustees, e ither in d iv id u a lly  o r as the collective Board, 

centra l office adm in istra tors, support sta ff, principals, the media, and 

parents. Much o f the w ork life  was spent in  meetings w ith  other 

adm inistra tors and trustees. Peter’s position a t many o f these meetings 

found h im  w ith  little  to do other than  be there fo r long periods. Peter

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



63

spent little  tim e w ith  students, teachers, and school-based personnel 

other than principals.

Peter’s w ork caused him  to constantly “ sh ift gears.” He jum ped 

from  parent concern, to policy in te rp re ta tion , to responding to a media 

question, to advising on a decision, to suggesting alternatives for action 

often w ith in  the space o f a few m inutes. These sh ifts were alm ost always 

in itia ted  by others ra the r than Peter. There was seldom any tim e in  the 

workday for reflection or contem plation. Peter’s w ork life  was one o f 

responding to others questions, proposals, and needs.

Peter was called upon to make judgem ents, suggestions, and 

decisions w ith o u t m uch tim e for consideration o r reflection. He was able 

to do th is  because o f h is  extensive knowledge and in form ation gathering. 

Peter never referred to the w ritten  policies o f the D is tric t for guidance.

He was in tim a te ly  aware o f them. He constan tly  sought in form ation from  

others and he provided in form ation to others. In  tu rn  Peter received 

in form ation. Chapter 5 deals w ith  th is  aspect o f Peter’s w ork more 

extensively.

H is w orking day was long. He averaged over ten hours each day 

w ith  about two evenings each week taken up  w ith  w ork related activ ities. 

The longest day I spent w ith  Peter was ju s t over th irteen hours. Peter 

was careful to guard h is weekend tim e from  w ork  demands.

When asked about personal activ ities Peter stated he does no t have 

tim e to do m any o f the th ings he th a t he enjoys such as golf, c u rl, attend 

games, and such because he has so m any com m itm ents in  the evening. 

D uring the observation period, one inc iden t illu s tra te d  th is  com m itm ent
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when Peter planned to attend a baseball game b u t received an inv ita tion  

to a school dram a production th a t he attended instead.

Peter had a very broad range o f experience in  education, m unicipa l 

government, and organizations. He had been a teacher, vice-principa l, 

p rinc ipa l, assistant superintendent, and superintendent. Peter also had 

been involved in  m unic ipa l po litics  as a councilo r and as the m ayor o f a 

town. He had been involved in  sports organizations as a coach, 

manager, o ffic ia l and board member du ring  h is life . Peter had also 

served on provincia l professional organizations d u rin g  h is career.

The observations o f Peter’s w ork life  confirm  the findings o f many 

other researchers. S im ila r to the findings th a t D uignan (1979) reported 

in  h is study o f superintendents, Peter’s da ily  w ork entailed a great deal o f 

d iversity and a m u ltip lic ity  o f contacts. Peter’s tim e spent w ith  the 

superin tendent’s team in  preparation for the Board m eetings, and the 

length o f Peter’s w ork days, confirm  the find ings o f McLeod (1984).

When Peter interacted w ith  the cha ir, he was carefu l to provide good 

clear in fo rm ation  to h im  as d id  A llison ’s (1989) d irectors. Genge (1991) 

reported on the involvem ent o f superintendents in  th e ir com m unity 

w hich Peter actively d id  th roughou t the observation period. M urphy’s 

(1994) reports o f discrepancies between the chairperson’s perception 

(and the perceptions o f o ther groups) o f the superin tendent’s role were 

also noted in  m y observations.

Chapter 4 provided a description the G lengarry School D is tric t.

The chapter included a d iscussion concerning the Board and the 

organizational s tructu re  o f the G lengarry School D is tric t. This was 

followed by a description o f the physical layou t o f the G lengarry centra l
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offices and Peter’s personal office in  the bu ild ing . The chapter included a 

detailed description o f a typical w ork day and a typ ica l board meeting. 

C hapter 5 w ill describe the roles th a t Peter performed consistently du ring  

the tim e o f the study.
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CHAPTER 5 

Superintendent’s  Role

Introduction

Chapter 5 presents the find ings related to the roles Peter portrayed 

consistently du ring  the observation o f h is w ork life . Included is  a 

description o f how the researcher identified these seven roles.

The Roles

The research problem  fo r th is  study was to observe and describe 

the w ork life  o f a superintendent o f schools. As the observations o f Peter 

a t w ork progressed and were analyzed common behaviors in  d iffe ren t 

situations emerged from  the data. These common behaviors became the 

roles th a t I designated. In  th is  study roles are defined as common w ork 

behaviors observed du ring  the study. As the observation period 

progressed the same roles were portrayed consistently by Peter in  

d ifferent situations.

Identifying the Roles

M oylan (1988) in  her description o f the w ork o f an elem entary 

school p rinc ipa l identified e ight roles portrayed by the partic ipan t. She 

identified the roles as: enabler, em pathizer, challenger, advocate, 

collaborator, im age-m aker, loya list, and tactician. These roles o f the 

p rincipa l emerged from  M oylan’s observations o f P rincipa l Evelyn Green.

D uring  the data collection I was constandy sorting, reviewing, and 

follow ing-up observations I  was m aking. As the data were coded and 

sorted several common behaviors o f Peter began to emerge. Later these 

common behaviors became the seven roles I used to frame th is  report. 

These roles I designated as follows: in form ation gatherer, in fo rm ation
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dissem inator, defender, decision-m aker, negotiator, spokesman, and 

cheerleader and flag bearer. The roles are no t d issim ila r to those created 

by Moylan (1988) to describe the w ork o f P rincipal Evelyn Green. The 

title s  o f the roles reflect my own in te rp re ta tion  o f Peter’s w ork activ ities I 

observed.

Information Gatherer

The firs t emerging role th a t Peter engaged in  was as an ongoing 

information gatherer. For the purpose o f th is  study, the de fin ition  o f the 

term  ‘in form ation gatherer’ is a person who actively seeks in form ation 

about events, plans, actions, and in ten tions o f other people or other 

organizations, w hich may affect the organization’s activities. Peter had 

extensive contacts w ith in  the educational com m unity o f the ju risd ic tio n , 

the un iversity, provincial government, neighboring school and m unic ipa l 

ju risd ic tio n s , the superintendent’s association, past and present 

employees, as w ell as w ith  local and p rovincia l politic ians.

Observation o f Peter’s in te ractions w ith  others who had the 

poss ib ility  o f having inform ation th a t w ould affect the ju risd ic tio n  

showed th a t he questioned and probed, gathered in form ation from  one 

source and then confirm ed it  th rough other conversations. This 

in form ation-gathering role was dem onstrated in  Peter’s in teraction  w ith  a 

senior o ffic ia l o f the Departm ent o f Education, the in form al Metro 

Superintendent’s group, and the C hairm an o f the Board.

The senior o ffic ia l o f the Departm ent o f Education.

The Departm ent o f Education o ffic ia l had been inv ited  to a pub lic  

forum  to discuss new d irection in  po licy th a t the Departm ent was 

im plem enting. Peter had handled the in v ita tio n  on behalf o f the Board.
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Peter took the o ppo rtun ity  before and a fter the fo rum  to probe for 

in form ation th a t was o f concern to  the ju risd ic tio n . Peter d id  not ask 

d irect questions b u t provided leading statem ents and listened for 

response. Peter:

“We have a great deal o f concern about the Provincial budget
cuts to th e ___________program .” The reply was, “We are
going ahead w ith  the cu t and i f  anyone wants to do 
som ething else (referring to increased fund ing  a t a 
ju risd ic tio n  level) they can go ahead.”

The in form ation gathered from  th is  confirm ed two m atters fo r Peter 

w hich had been subject o f intense speculation among members o f the 

Super’s team : 1) the governm ent was not about to  change the policy in  

spite o f growing popular opposition; and 2) th a t in d iv id u a l ju risd ic tio n s  

could d ive rt funds from  other programs in to  the program : a local choice 

th a t was unclear from  governm ent documents.

A fter the forum , the C ha ir o f the Board, Peter, and the o ffic ia l went 

to a local lounge fo r a d rin k . Peter acted as host. The C hair was more 

d irect w ith  h is questions regarding the governm ent budget cuts. “Are 

they going to change th e ir m inds?” and “How do they expect to get 

votes?” The o ffic ia l confirm ed the Governm ent’s determ ination. “No way 

we’re backing down.” and “We don’t  care who gets in  the way.” Peter 

listened b u t kept h is in p u t to  social m atters n o t related to policy. 

A fterward, I asked Peter about th is  and he replied: “ I le t the po litic ians 

ta lk  and ju s t lis ten .” He was gathering in fo rm ation  on the degree o f the 

governm ent’s determ ination to proceed. Later Peter would use th is  to 

confirm  other in form ation  w ith  other sources.
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The Regional Superintendents’ m eeting.

The Superintendents o f the region m et on a relatively in fo rm a l 

basis. These meetings were held eight o r n ine times during  the school 

year. The group consisted o f the superintendent o f the large c ity  board 

and o f the suburban boards surrounding the urban center. The 

superintendents o f the C atholic Boards were not included. As Peter 

stated: “They are the com petition." The purpose o f the meeting was to 

provide a venue fo r in fo rm al discussion o f general m atters, bo th  local 

and provincial, th a t were o f concern to a ll o f the d istricts. Peter indicated 

th a t it  was an opportun ity fo r equals to netw ork bu t th a t the 

superintendent o f the urban Board was in  a “whole d ifferent position  

than  we are.”

The meeting form at was lunch, hosted on a ro ta ting basis among 

the members, followed by a meeting; the agenda for w hich the host was 

responsible each m onth. The m eeting was in form al w ith  no m inutes 

kept or records m aintained. I asked Peter about the cost o f these and 

s im ila r meetings and he stated th a t the Board expected h im  to gather 

in form ation  and th a t there was a d iscretionary budget fo r th is.

The group gathered a t a restaurant in  the city, as the u rban  

superintendent was the host. There was a new member o f the group who 

had ju s t been appointed to the superintendency o f one o f the 

ju risd ic tio n s . He was introduced and indicated his pleasure a t being 

included. The discussion over lunch  was general in  nature w ith  re la tions 

between Boards and budget processes and progress being a m ajor topic. 

Q uestions such as “How are you handling kindergarten cutbacks?" and 

“W hat do you th in k  the governm ent means do to force regionalization?".
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w ould e lic it responses from  each person. “We are going to ....” or “I have 

heard th a t i f  they don’t  get the target then they w ill legislate w ith  th e ir 

goals in  m ind." Some o f the questions were advice seeking. “How are 

you going to  approach...?" The other superintendents, inc lud ing  Peter, 

seemed very open in  th e ir answers and giving in p u t. I asked Peter to 

reflect on th is  a fter the meeting and he stated tha t, “We are a ll in  the 

same boat and by sharing w hat we know makes a ll o f our jobs a b it 

easier especially when we deal w ith  the Departm ent."

A fte r lunch  the m eeting became more form al. The agenda had only 

fo u r topics: proposed revisions to  the School Act, K indergarten, teacher 

contract negotiations, and regionalization. The discussion on each topic 

was led by the host and then proceeded around the table. M uch o f what 

was said was rum or and speculation. The sharing, though, also provided 

an opportun ity  to confirm  other sources fo r the same in form ation. “I was 

ta lk in g  to  someone in  the Departm ent who said they were proposing to 

cap Superintendent’s salaries below the Deputy M in iste r’s." Another 

member o f the group added: “I was a t a m eeting where the same th ing 

was said." This was followed by a comment from  Peter th a t th is  would 

create “m ajor recru itm ent problem s fo r a ttrac ting  h igh  flie rs  to the 

Superintendency.” The others agreed.

A n in teresting note to  the conversations here was th a t sources, 

dates, and specific in form ation  about meetings were never given or asked 

for. Peter stated th a t a ll o f them  have th e ir own sources and guard them  

closely. This pa tte rn  was confirm ed a few days la te r when Peter shared 

some in fo rm ation  w ith  the Board C hair th a t he had gathered from  a
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conversation w ith  a neighboring superintendent. W hen asked fo r the 

source he sim ply said “I can 't te ll you." and the question was dropped.

The group was very open in  sharing the progress on teacher salary 

negotiations. A ll were seeking the best settlem ent fo r the Board side.

The group shared sm all pieces o f in form ation  about where the 

negotiations were going, stum bling  blocks, and changes tak ing  place.

Two days after the meeting, Peter passed on in fo rm ation  to  the Board 

negotiators th a t he had learned a t th is  meeting.

The m eeting also provided an opportun ity  fo r speculation on fu tu re  

d irections. Peter commented th a t: “The Government's insistence on 

cu ttin g  the fund ing for K indergarten by 38 m illio n  is ju s t a throwaway. 

They’l l  b ring  it  back in  a year o r two to  show they listened. I th in k  th is  

has been created as a screen fo r other, deeper changes. They have 

opened a real can o f worms and there does not seem to be a real reason 

fo r doing so. They s p ill more than  th a t in  coffee a year.”

W hile I observed Peter a t th is  m eeting I became very aware th a t he 

listened fa r more than  he contributed. The others, w ith  the exception o f 

the new ly appointed superintendent, engaged in  more o f the conversation 

than  d id Peter. I asked Peter about th is  observation and he said: “Yes 

th a t is  about righ t. I w ant to share, and do, b u t I le t the others do the 

ta lk ing ." D uring  subsequent observations o f s im ila r s itua tions where 

Peter m et w ith  others I observed the same th ing.

Peter used h is contacts w ith  o ther superintendents, inc lud ing  the 

M etro group to ascertain the correctness o f in fo rm ation  he received from  

other sources such as the Departm ent o ffic ia l. Peter also used the
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in fo rm a tion  to  keep h im se lf abreast o f w hat o ther ju risd ic tio n s  were 

doing o r no t doing fo r use in  Glengarry.

A  telephone conversation w ith  the Board C ha ir.

This conversation took place when the Governm ent had made clear 

th a t i t  was going to  proceed w ith  regionalization and am algam ation o f 

school ju risd ic tio n s . The tim eline had ju s t been set and m any trustees 

and others were w orried about w hat w ould happen to th e ir ju risd ic tions 

and th e ir own positions in  the new regions. I was able to lis ten  to only 

one side o f the telephone conversation. The general background was 

th a t apparently three or fo u r trustees had had a m eeting w ith  the Deputy 

M in is te r about form ing a  d ifferent school d is tric t. Peter had been made 

aware o f the m eeting being held b u t no t w hat was discussed. He was 

re tu rn in g  a voice message from  the Chair. Peter’s words are reported 

here w ith  the C hair’s replies noted b y  .

“W hat are you seething about?  W h a t?  Oh, th a t’s too bad. ------

W hen d id  th is  m eeting take place? -----  O h yah, you can bet on i t ! -----

m mm , a h . Oh y e s . m m m  uh  h u h  Yeh, yes —  Oh

another little  w rin k le  Yeah (Peter checks h is  ca lendar) Yes, you

d id  Y e s , N o  D id you h e a r?  W hat d id  she say?-----

Yes, I ’l l  give i t  some thought.  Yes  No p ro b le m  We’l l

d iscuss i t  in  .  Oh, she d id . Can’t  you get her to p u t a

sock in  her m outh fo r a w h ile . O.K. Yes I’l l  see you in ________

ton igh t."

In  discussing th is  conversation w ith  Peter he explained th a t the 

C ha ir had ju s t heard about the m eeting having taken place and was 

rea lly  ang iy w ith  some o f the other trustees fo r th e ir actions. He
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indicated th a t the C hair was venting h is anger. He was able to confirm  

th a t the meeting had occurred and w hat had been discussed was as he 

had in itia lly  gathered. Peter’s concluding comment to me was “T h a t’s 

done w ith  now.”

In  these examples, Peter was acting as an inform ation gatherer.

He consistently probed fo r c la rifica tion  o f in form ation and for 

confirm ation o f in form ation received elsewhere. Peter used a ll o f h is 

contacts and opportun ities to c la rify  w hat he was hearing. Peter would 

ask the contacts questions such as “W hat do you th in k  about...?” o r “ Did 

you hear...?” The questions and subsequent answers formed p a rt o f 

Peter’s in form ation base.

Information Disseminator

Peter was an active dissem inator o f the in form ation he gathered. 

For the purpose o f th is  study an information disseminator is  one who 

shares in form ation w ith  others. “I f  I was a betting m an....” was a phrase 

th a t always indicated th a t w hat followed would be in form ation th a t was 

im portan t and perhaps o f a confidentia l nature. O ther tim es Peter was 

called upon to in te rp re t policy to a parent, provide c la rifica tion  o f a 

Board decision to other sta ff, or to give background in form ation to 

trustees as a meeting progressed. D uring  the tim e th a t I observed Peter 

in  th is  role I d id no t once see h im  refer to m anuals, records, o r o ther 

docum entation in  providing the in fo rm ation  even when tim e to do so was 

available.

“I f  I were a betting m an...”

Peter had been invited  to address a s ta ff meeting a t one o f the 

m iddle schools regarding the general state o f education in  the d is tric t
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and the changes occurring in  the system. Peter had taken an overhead 

he has used before to use in  the presentation. The Principal had given 

Peter a set o f questions th a t the s ta ff has requested him  to comment 

upon. M ost dealt w ith  the uncerta in ties surround ing regionalization and 

changes being im plem ented by the Province.

Peter began w ith  com plim ents to the s ta ff fo r the improved results 

by th e ir school on the Provincial achievement tests. “Thank you for the 

hard w ork and dedication.” As the presentation proceeded Peter referred 

to regionalization and to a question asked i f  the ju risd ic tio n  would have 

to merge w ith  another by saying: “ I f  I were a betting man I would p u t my

money on our being jo ined b y  next door.” I know tha t th is  was

agreed to two days before by the adm in istra tions and had not yet gone to 

e ither Board fo r ra tifica tion . A short tim e la te r, in  answer to a question 

regarding possible changes in  the re la tionsh ip  between the education 

and m unicipa l functions in  the D is tric t, again, Peter said: “ I f  I were a 

betting man I ’d  say th a t by th is  fa ll, or earlier, the two parts w ill be 

perm anently separated.” I had been privy to in form ation th a t th is  was to 

occur du ring  the cu rre n t legislative session o f the Provincial Government 

and th a t the plans were already in  place to proceed as soon as the 

legislation was passed.

This phrase appeared often in  Peter’s discussions. In  conversation 

w ith  a neighboring superintendent regarding regionalization: “I f  I were a 

betting man, I would say th a t ou r group is keen to  get on w ith  

som ething.” A t a general s ta ff meeting, again in  reference to 

regionalization and the anticipated d irection o f the Board: “ I f  I were a 

betting m an....”
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This phrase t iia t Peter used provided a key to me as an observer. 

Peter had in form ation th a t others wanted and Peter believed they should 

have b u t he was not *n a position a t the tim e to give a d irect answer to a 

question. In  addition, I observed th a t the response to h is  statem ents 

from  others often provided h im  w ith  even more in fo rm a tion  than he gave 

out.

Policy interpretation.

Peter was often in  the position o f having to provide in te rp re ta tion  

o f policies on a spur o f the m oment basis. The person requesting the 

in te rp re ta tion  cou ld  tie anyone from  staff, a trustee, to a member o f the 

public. I d id  not observe Peter refer to any policy docum ents b u t he 

would reply from  his own knowledge.

A telephone cal l  from  a parent concerned about the placem ent o f 

her special need? ch ild  was one example tha t illu s tra ted  th is  role.

Peter was able to explain no t on ly the process b u t also the reasons for 

the decision having gone the way it  d id. He listened to the parental 

concern and made com ments th a t kept the conversation flow ing, 

reiterated the policy to the parent using the same term s and phrasing 

th a t I was able tP check in  the policy m anual. This was done w ith o u t 

reference to the jnanua l o r to docum ents. A t the same tim e as Peter was 

on the telephone w itii the parent he also u tilized  the E -m ail system to 

send a message to the P rincipa l o f the school iden tify ing  the parent, 

ch ild , and concefn- He also closed w ith  an in v ita tio n  to the parent to

“ca ll and le t me Know how i t  goes."

On another occasion a trustee confronted Peter w ith  a question 

regarding the param eters o f the budget. Peter was able to lis t the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



76

param eters the Board had set and the ju s tifica tio n  for them . The 

m eeting where th is  was done had been held some weeks before and I had 

never observed them  discussed again.

P rio rity  o f in form ation d issem ination.

In  the more form al aspects o f the role o f in form ation dissem inator, 

Peter was very conscious o f p rio ritie s  and protocol. An event occurred in  

the m iddle o f the observation period, w hich showed clearly th a t Peter 

made sure tha t in form ation, w hich needed to be given ou t to people, was 

handled in  the proper order. The event was Peter’s resignation to take a 

new position in  another ju risd ic tio n .

Peter m et w ith  the A ssistant Superintendents firs t, then the Reeve 

and the Board C hair, th is  m eeting was followed by one w ith  the sta ff and 

im m ediately a fter th a t the rest o f the Board was inform ed. He had 

requested th a t the ju risd ic tio n  he was jo in in g  not release the in form ation 

u n til he had a chance to release the in form ation  him self.

The next day I asked Peter about the pattern o f in fo rm ing  people o f 

h is decision. He replied:

There was going to be a press release in  late Monday
evening and I d idn ’t  w ant anyone find ing  ou t th a t way. The 
Super’s team has been w ith  me fo r a long time and they had to be 
firs t. It  affects them more d irec tly  than anyone else. The C hair is 
im portan t as he w ill have to deal w ith  the trustees and I owe it  to 
the Reeve because he has been a strong supporter o f m ine. I to ld  
the s ta ff before the Board because once i t  goes to the Board 
everyone knows. The s ta ff are more d irectly  affected than the 
Board. They are the im p o rta n t ones.

In  other situa tions Peter was carefu l to provide in form ation to 

those who would be m ost affected. Peter stated he did no t like  surprises
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and he was d iligen t in  providing in form ation if  he could to others so they 

d id  not have surprises.

In  h is role as a dissem inator o f in form ation , Peter was aware tha t 

he held a great deal o f in form ation tha t others needed or wanted. He 

also needed in form ation th a t others had and so acted to share 

in form ation in  order to gain inform ation.

Decision-maker

Peter, as superintendent o f schools, was expected to have a m ajor 

role as a decision-maker. The m aking o f decisions in  a complex 

organization can take m any form s. I expected to  observe Peter tak ing  a 

decisive role in  a rriv ing  a t decisions. The observations showed h im  to 

seldom d irect a decision b u t to have the groups arrive a t consensus or to 

b ring  closure to a m atter by stating the position he was prepared to 

adopt.

There were three instances tha t I observed where Peter’s role as a 

decision-m aker in  the consensus model was apparent: a t a Board 

meeting, a t a Superintendent’s team meeting, and through the strategic 

p lanning process fo r the D is tric t.

The Board M eeting.

The development and passage o f the budget is a tim e when 

decisions are made th a t w ill determ ine the d irection  o f the school d is tric t 

du ring  the follow ing year. The follow ing observations were made during  

the week when the budget was being fin a lly  discussed by the Board p rio r 

to the passage o f the budget document. These observations show Peter 

as a d irect decision-m aker.
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Peter made the follow ing statem ent in  response to a budget 

question regarding the recovery o f textbook losses by schools. “We can’t 

go on. I f  it  takes a harsh measure then th a t’s the way. Site based 

management may take th is. An a lternative is  the school is losing .5 o f a 

teacher. I'm  prepared to support anyth ing .” Peter d id not make a 

decision on the m atter o f textbook losses b u t th is  statem ent was la te r 

acted upon by the Principals in  creating a policy for charging students 

fo r text losses, w hich Peter supported before the Board.

On another po in t du ring  the same m eeting Peter brought closure 

to a debate th a t was ongoing over the fund ing  o f ECS. “We meet 

guidelines you gave us. I ’m  frustra ted  by th is  debate w ith  proposed 

changes on how to allocate funds to specific goals.” He was in te rrup ted  

by a trustee who is opposed to the position th a t adm in istra tion  is taking. 

Peter listened to the trustee fo r a few m inutes and then said: “M ister 

Chairm an. We are here, w ith  a fixed am ount o f money, and we present a 

p lan to allocate th is  money fo llow ing the param eters you gave us 

(emphasis intended).” This statem ent ended the debate and the item  was 

passed w ith o u t fu rth e r debate.

The d is tric t has developed a care fu lly  s tructu red  process fo r 

m aking decisions on budget. Peter was carefu l to keep the process in  

place when dealing w ith  the trustees, who w ould often begin to get away 

from  the process to pursue th e ir own agendas. This guarding o f the 

process was reflected in  the Board debates and in  o ther areas such as 

strategic planning. An example o f Peter having to rem ind the trustees 

occurred when the Board was getting in to  m aking line-by-line comments 

on the budget. Peter stated:
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Please remember th a t we have a good system o f a llocation now.
The Board gives d irection to adm in istra tion  about how the to ta l 
finances o f the board are to be used to achieve the goals o f the 
Board. D iscussion o f budget parameters on a line -by-line  basis is 
asking fo r a zoo. We have to operate by princip les. Therefore, I ’m 
no t prepared to discuss it  today and we can review the process 
la ter.

The debate then re turned to general princip les o f the budget.

The S uperin tendents Team.

The Superintendent’s team meeting was an oppo rtun ity  fo r the 

adm in is tra tion  to discuss plans, options, and strategies fo r dealing w ith  

the operation o f the d ivis ion. As presented elsewhere in  th is  study, Peter 

seldom took extensive part in  the deliberations. He le t the other team 

members discuss ideas and debate alternatives and then brought the 

m atter to a close w ith  a decision. However, he guides the discussion w ith  

com ments such as “I can live w ith  th a t a lternative.”

The regular m eeting o f the team took place the m orn ing p rio r to 

the fin a l budget meeting. There were a large num ber o f item s th a t were 

discussed and decisions made. The meeting began a t 9:05 a.m. and 

ended a t 11:15 a.m. The follow ing were some com ments o f Peter’s th a t 

gave a flavor o f h is decision- m aking style.

Peter: “Cancopy? How is th is  to be paid and accounted for?” The 

group discussed some alternatives and took about three m inutes to 

arrive a t a consensus. Peter: “OK. Let’s do it  th a t way.”

The A ssistant Superintendent (Facilities) reported on anticipated 

enro llm ent changes and concerns th a t he antic ipated w ould come 

forw ard a t the Board meeting. Peter: “Ju s t p u t i t  in  as an in form ation 

item . I f  they have questions we’ll be prepared to answer b u t not get in to  

a d iscussion.”
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Ind iv idua ls raised sm all po ints about the budget. Peter listened to 

the points and then closed w ith  “W e ll make those changes. Does 

everyone agree?”

A t the conclusion o f the m eeting Peter was the one who 

sum marized the decisions the group had made. “Does tha t sound right? 

OK, That’s w hat w e ll go w ith .”

On only one occasion was Peter observed to make a decision th a t 

d id  not have the consensus o f the super’s team. The decision dealt w ith  

the in troduction  o f un iversa l transporta tion  fees. The other members o f 

the team were m uch in  favor o f th is  as it  w ould relieve some budget 

pressures. Peter explained:

I can’t  live w ith  th a t concept. We are a public education system 
th a t is supposed to give equal opportun ity  to everyone. This flies 
in  the face o f those principles. I w ill no t go to the Board and give 
any support to th a t a t a ll.

Later in  the budget debate Peter again stated s im ila r ideas.

In  m ost discussions Peter seldom became involved in  the debate. 

He raised an issue, question, or concern; le t the other team members 

discuss; sought c la rifica tion ; and then closed the discussion w ith  a 

statem ent o f w hat was to be done.

The Strategic P lanning M eetine.

The strategic p lann ing  workshop was smother arena where Peter’s 

style o f decision-m aking was evidenced. The workshop involved trustees, 

school and centra l office adm in istra tors, members of the pub lic drawn 

from  school councils, teachers, and student representatives. An outside 

fa c ilita to r conducted the workshop.
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The purpose of the workshop was to develop the goals and 

d irections for the D ivision for the com ing year. Peter acted as a 

p a rtic ipa n t in  the process. He d id  not take any d irect role in  the 

discussions or the proposals th a t emerged from  the workshop. He moved 

from  group to group during  the w orkshop and listened to w hat was being 

discussed. Peter answered questions b u t kept away from  d irect 

involvem ent in  the group deliberations. I noted two statem ents: one by 

the assistan t superintendent leading the discussion group in  w hich I 

partic ipated, and one by Peter when reflecting on the outcome to me 

afterwards. The assistant superintendent said: “This is w hat I th in k  

Peter wants us to get done here.” The general d irection o f the w orkshop 

and discussion had been discussed a t the super’s team m eeting the 

previous week. In  a follow  up discussion w ith  Peter he reflected on the 

progress the workshop had made and the goal statem ents th a t had been 

the product: “ I ’m  really pleased w ith  m ost o f th is  stu ff. Some o f them  

w ill be a little  sticky bu t we have a couple o f opportun ities to massage 

them  in  the quarterly reviews. I l l  get them  straightened ou t so we can 

deliver.”

In  these examples, Peter dem onstrated a consistent style as a 

decision-m aker. He was consistent in  lis ten ing  to others, seeking 

consensus, and then b ring ing  the m atter to a close. There were also 

p rincip les th a t he believed in  deeply th a t he was no t prepared to breach. 

Defender

The role o f defender was one th a t Peter dem onstrated over the 

en tire  period o f the study. The te rm  defender fo r th is  study is defined as 

a person who acts to defend others from  attacks by people or groups
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against whom  they have no defense. Peter, as superin tendent o f schools, 

was in  a position where he could address the Board or pub lic on behalf 

o f an ind iv idua l. Th is often took the form  o f in te rven tion  to prevent 

subordinates from  being attacked or p u t in to  a s itu a tio n  where they 

would be attacked. An example th a t illustra tes the defender role was 

shown in  a story Peter to ld  me. The story involved a d iv is ion  budget.

The budget fo r the year had been draw n up and the board had approved 

the package. Two days la te r the treasurer had come to Peter w ith  the 

in form ation th a t the revenue figures used in  budget ca lcu la tions were in  

error by “about one m illio n .” Peter said:

I had to go to the Board and say th a t I had made an e rro r and tha t 
these are the revised am ounts. I d id n ’t  appreciate having to do it  
b u t it  is  necessary to protect the s ta ff from  the Board. They would 
have had the treasurer’s head.

The Assistant Superin tendent.

One o f the assistan t superintendents was m aking a presentation to

the Board review ing the parking policy for the schools in  the d ivision.

The proposed policy, i f  passed, w ould h igh ligh t a long-standing problem

o f parking a t one o f the h igh schools. As the presentation progressed it

became apparent th a t the Assistant Superintendent was becoming testy.

Two trustees were a ttack ing  the policy proposal because o f the negative

im pact on one h igh  school. One trustee began to verba lly “a ttack” the

assistant superin tendent by suggesting th a t the Board had been given

insu ffic ien t in fo rm ation  and th a t the assistant superin tendent was

w ithho ld ing  facts. Peter qu ie tly  moved from  h is usua l seat and made h is

way to the presenter’s table and sat beside the assistan t superintendent.

Peter then took over the answering o f the questions and brought closure
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to  the m atter by suggesting the m atter be referred back to committee. 

When I asked Peter to reflect on th is  action afterwards he stated that:

“_____ ” (the assistant superintendent) has a very short fuse. He
was going to blow and get h im se lf in to  a real jam . It  w ouldn’t  have 
helped anyone. I gave them  (the board and the assistant 
superintendent) a chance to get ou t o f it.

In  th is  way Peter was able to defuse the s itua tion  and therefore defend

the assistant superintendent from  the trustees. Peter could speak

d irectly  to the trustees th rough the cha ir whereas subordinates are often

vulnerable.

A P rincipa l.

There had been a luncheon a t the nearby com m unity center for a

v is itin g  po litica l leader. There had been a num ber o f dem onstrators

outside the ha ll where the luncheon took place. The h a ll is located close

to one o f the secondary schools. When the d ignitaries le ft the bu ild ing

and were going through the crowd a young person had shouted

obscenities a t them. The news had filte red back to the d ivis ion office

through some trustees who had been a t the luncheon. The trustees

wanted the Principal d iscip lined fo r a llow ing students to be there. Peter

diffused the s itua tion  by saying:

That was a very un fo rtuna te  inc iden t and I ’m embarrassed fo r the 
com m unity th a t it  happened b u t th is  was a pub lic  m eeting and 
anyone could have attended. We don’t  know i f  the person was one
o f ou r students o r even a student. I can’t  d ra g __________(the
p rinc ipa l o f a h igh school) over the coals fo r som ething like  th is .
I ’l l  check in to  i t  fu rth e r b u t I ’m  no t sure the system should be 
involved.
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The m atter ended.

These two examples show Peter in  the role o f defending sta ff from  

the Board and accepting the responsib ility o f action on him self. When 

asked to reflect on th is  defense of others Peter replied that:

I do it  to protect people who can’t  defend themselves. I am the 
only one who can speak d irectly  to the Board and I feel th a t I have 
enough respect and influence th a t I w ill be listened to even if  they 
don’t  like  it.

Negotiator

The action o f negotiation was an a c tiv ity  th a t Peter engaged in  on 

an ongoing basis. The term  negotiator is defined in  th is  study as one 

who engages in  discussion and actions to achieve goals or a desired 

outcome.

There was one sign ificant meeting in  w hich Peter negotiated the 

term s o f the jo in in g  o f the division w ith  a neighboring ju risd ic tio n . The 

circum stances and discussion o f the m eeting were very confidentia l and 

took place in  Peter’s office after a ll o f the staff, inc lud ing  the assistant 

superintendents, had le ft fo r the day. Peter m et w ith  adm in istra tion  

representatives o f the sm aller ju risd ic tio n , the m unicipal adm in istra to r, 

and m yself as an observer.

The discussion involved the basic term s o f the un ion  and the 

process o f how it  w ould be carried out. Peter was very carefu l to state 

th a t th is  had to go to the Board for ra tifica tio n  and th a t these 

discussions were no t b inding. “ I f  I were a betting man m y Board w ill 

accept th a t b u t there ’s always a chance someone w ill object." Peter also 

was carefu l to protect the hum an interests in  the negotiations. “We have
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to be sure th a t both o f ou r people are protected and reassured th a t there 

w ill be no s ta ff cu ts.” and then “I can sympathize w ith  the w orries your 

people have about being swallowed up by us.”

On reflection about the m eeting afterwards, I noted th a t Peter did 

not say a great deal. O thers spoke a t m uch greater length and w ith  more 

forcefulness than had Peter. Peter was often the m ediator in  the 

discussions. He stated the position o f the d ivision a t the onset and then 

le t the others wrangle over the details. Peter summed up  the 

understanding a t the end.

When I asked Peter to re flect on these negotiations he stated that: 

“We are in  the driver’s seat here. We’l l  get everything we w ant so I can 

afford to be generous. The Board w ill do w hat we te ll them  on th is  and 

the o ther d iv is ion  w ill be glad to be w ith  us. Their o ther choices are not 

very pleasant.”

Peter provided guidance to the o ther s ta ff on negotiations in  which 

they were engaged. He had been a negotiator in  teacher bargaining 

earlier in  h is  career as both  a teacher representative and la te r from  the 

Board side. “I t ’s im portan t fo r each side to th in k  they have won 

something. You get nowhere beating each other up  over and over again.” 

Peter d id  no t become d irec tly  involved in  negotiations th a t were carried 

o u t d u ring  the observation period by o ther adm in is tra tion  team 

members. Salary negotiations were ongoing du ring  th is  tim e and Peter 

remained ou t o f the d irect negotiations.

Another example o f the advisory, b u t s till somewhat directive, 

nature o f Peter’s involvem ent as a negotiator was observed. Peter w ent 

down the h a ll to meet w ith  the D irector o f Policy and Research. They
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discussed the design o f a survey and research project th a t was 

underway. The D irector favored a very narrow  scope for the committee 

m em bership as an alternative to having Board involvem ent a t th is  tim e 

a lthough he has considered a broad m em bership. Peter suggested a 

broader com m ittee. He would like  to see a parent and a Board member 

on the com m ittee. Peter went on to expla in h is reasons. “I would ra ther 

have the Board in p u t before the case ra th e r than after.” Peter continued: 

“111 arrange for the Board representative and the parent so th a t we don’t  

have any loose cannons messing up  you r life  on th is. How about

_______ ? (names a trustee). S he ll be good on th is .” The d irector

accepted Peter’s suggestion.

I asked Peter about these negotiation observations and he stated: 

“You can’t  hold people responsible fo r resu lts  i f  you te ll them  how to do 

it! I f  you te ll them  how to do it  then the on ly th ing  they are responsible 

fo r is to do i t  th a t way and not the resu lts .”

Spokesm an

A spokesman  is a person who speaks on behalf o f the organization 

to the various pub lics th a t the organization serves. Peter, as 

Superintendent o f Schools, was expected to carry ou t th is  function  for 

the Board. I t  was specifically noted as one o f the roles the 

Superintendent was to carry out. The role was shared w ith  the C hair o f 

the Board who was the o ffic ia l spokesman fo r the system.

Peter acted as a spokesman fo r the Board when speaking to 

various publics about the Boards d irections. When he explained the 

d irection  the Board was taking  in  po licy to a s ta ff meeting, when he 

spoke to a parent about a decision th a t had been made, as he was
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interviewed about the budget fo r the local media, o r when Peter 

addressed a local service c lub  about the successes o f the school system, 

he was speaking as a spokesman fo r the Board o r the school system.

Peter was invited to address the s ta ff o f one o f the m iddle schools. 

He used an overhead transparency to guide h is comments. D uring  the 

session and the question and answer period th a t followed, Peter 

explained the various d irections the Board had taken on issues. In  

answer to a question about p rovincia l testing, Peter stated: “The Board is 

very firm  th a t we w ill have im proved achievement test results in  the 

d iv is ion .” When asked to com m ent on the im plem entation o f school 

strategic plans and th e ir m eshing w ith  the Board’s plan, Peter replied: 

“We have achieved m any o f the th ings in  the strategic plan and the Board 

is supportive o f th a t.”

When dealing w ith  parents Peter was often the person called to 

explain a decision made by the Board or by adm in istra tion . In  provid ing 

these explanations Peter was never heard giving a d irect yes o r no fo r an 

answer. The answers were always couched w ith  term s such as: “ I don ’t  

th in k  so b u t 111 have someone get back to you fo r sure” in  answer to a 

question about a special needs student or “That is an in teresting 

suggestion. We’ll have to address th a t a t the budget discussions next 

year” to a suggestion th a t the system could save money by contracting  

o u t supplies. When I sought c la rifica tion  o f th is  style o f answer Peter 

said: “There are never any absolutes in  th is  business. You never know 

a ll the sides. I t ’s better to leave w ith  the im pression th a t there is  hope.” 

The local media contacted Peter fo r com ment on various decisions 

o f the Board. Reporters were in  attendance a t a ll pub lic  Board meetings
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and often asked Peter for c la rifica tion  o f issues. The division had a 

com m unications officer who drafted media releases. Peter always 

checked the m ateria l before i t  w ent ou t to the public. When ta lk ing  to 

the media about the budget th a t had been passed, Peter h ighlighted the 

Board’s achievement. “The Board had some very hard decisions to make 

and made them  very w ell.... The Board’s budget reflects the best in terests 

o f the students in  G lengarry.” “The budget follows the goals th a t the 

Board set o u t in  its  strategic p lan.... A dm in istra tion  w ill be able to follow  

the leadership o f the Board th a t is shown in  the budget.” These 

comments were made in  a telephone interview  w ith  Peter th a t was 

recorded fo r use by a local radio station. I asked Peter about the 

in terview  and i f  he would lis ten  to it. “I never listen to those things. I 

ju s t have to be sure to give no answers th a t can be m isinterpreted. I f  

they are I can say I was m isquoted.”

Peter was invited to address a local service club about the state o f 

education in  the division. He used the same overhead transparency to 

guide h im  as he used previously w ith  the m iddle school staff. The 

message, however, was somewhat d ifferent to th is  group. He focused on 

the board and the strategic p lann ing th a t the division used. The 

spokesman role here was directed a t stressing the success o f the school 

system and the Board.

We have good people who are w orking very hard to develop the 
best educational system in  the province.... The Board is w orking 
under ve iy  d iffic u lt constra in ts to be as effic ient as possible w ith  
sh rink ing  do llars from  the province.

Peter d id  no t dwell on the negatives b u t h igh lighted the achievements.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



89

One aspect o f Peter in  the role o f spokesman th a t I observed was 

h is pub lic speaking. In  general, Peter was com fortable in  fro n t o f 

audiences he was fa m ilia r w ith  such as the Board, school staffs, and 

parent groups. He was nervous when speaking to groups th a t could be 

c ritica l o f h im  or the system: a service club, a presentation to a large 

group o f centra l office people, such as superintendents, o r to a group o f 

graduate students a t the un iversity.

The com fort was illu s tra te d  best when Peter spoke to a school staff. 

As an in troduction  to the presentation began, Peter was te llin g  a few 

stories when he tripped over the cord o f the overhead projector pu lling  

ou t the plug. He stopped. “Dam n machines ju s t get in  the way.” He got 

down on h is  hands and knees, crawled a few feet under the table, 

plugged in  the projector, stood up  and continued on ta lk in g  w ith o u t 

m issing a beat.

The nervousness was apparent to me in  a presentation to a group 

of superintendents. I had, by th is  tim e, observed Peter in  m any 

circum stances, and the presentation occurred near the end o f the 

observation period. From  the opening rem arks rig h t th rough the two 

hour presentation I noticed Peter’s hands shaking and h is voice, usua lly 

strong, had a b it o f a quaver. He relied on notes fo r th is  presentation, as 

he did for o ther presentations where I noted nervousness, m uch more 

than at tim es when he spoke w ith  fam ilia r groups. In  re flecting  on the 

observed nervousness, Peter replied: “I get nervous sometimes before a 

tough audience b u t i t  goes away. Public speaking is  no t one o f my 

favorite activ ities.”
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As a spokesman, Peter’s role was constrained by the fact th a t he 

could speak on behalf o f the Board and yet was not o ffic ia lly  the 

spokesman o f the Board. That role was the C hair’s. Peter’s role seemed 

to be guided by a ru le  o f “give the po litic ians the ir credit and le t them  

ta lk  if  they w ant to .”

Cheerleader and Flag bearer

These two roles were in itia lly  separated b u t as the analysis 

progressed i t  became apparent th a t these two roles were so closely 

in te rtw ined th a t they had to be kept together. A cheerleader is a person 

who vocally supports the team and a flag bearer is a person who carries 

the symbols o f the organization in to  the public. Peter did th is  

co n tinua lly  and, in  many ways, th is  dua l role provided the key to h is 

personality and style.

Peter tried  to attend one m ajor function  a t each school through out 

the year. There were twenty-seven schools and th irty -e igh t weeks in  the 

school year so he had about one v is it a week for the year. However, the 

events were often grouped so th a t there m ight be two o r three events in  

one week and none in  others. He also tried  to v is it each school as often 

as he can fo r other reasons. P rincipa l evaluations, invita tions to speak 

to s ta ff or parents, and tou rs  o f fac ilitie s  were a ll opportunities fo r Peter 

to praise and give support to ind iv idua ls  in  the system. Peter had a 

trem endous facu lty  for rem em bering names o f people and he used th is  to 

speak to people on a firs t name basis. Th is was accomplished in  spite o f 

the size o f the system. W hat follow s are some examples o f Peter as a 

cheerleader and flag bearer.
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We were attending a parent advisory council m eeting a t one o f the 

elem entary schools. The princ ipa l o f the school was re tirin g  a t the end o f

the year. As we drove to the meeting Peter says: “M r._______ has had a

rough year. He’s a good p rinc ipa l b u t I ’ve had d iffic u lty  w ith  him  in  the 

past. He does th ings h is own way and a couple o f tim es I ’ve had to order 

h im  to follow  a d ivis ion decision. I don’t  like  to have to do th a t.” The 

m eeting went w ith o u t inc iden t bu t afterwards the p rinc ipa l accompanied 

Peter ou t to the door. The p rinc ipa l thanked Peter fo r h is  support. “I 

know  we’ve had o u r differences bu t you’re one person I ’l l m iss.” He had 

tears in  h is eyes and then Peter gave him  a pat on the shoulder and said: 

“You’ve done a w onderfu l job . I ’l l  m iss you.”

We were going in to  a ju n io r high school to meet w ith  staff. As we 

go in to  the bu ild ing  the ja n ito r is in  the hallway. Peter: “H i, John. The

school sure looks good.” Jan ito r: Hello M r.________ , we do our best.”

Peter: “Keep it  up  everyone appreciates it.” I was w alking some steps 

behind Peter and could no t help noticing the pleased sm ile on the 

custod ian ’s face. Later in  the same v is it du ring  the question and answer 

session w ith  the s ta ff o f about th irty  teachers I observed th a t Peter knew 

everyone’s name and used the name to answer the questions. “That’s a 

good question, H arry." “Yes, Mary, we’ll have to look a t th a t.” This was a 

p a rticu la rly  rem arkable feat in  th a t Peter was no t involved in  the h iring  

or placem ent o f teaching o r support staff.

Sometimes the role interfered w ith  Peter’s personal life . “I ’m going

to the a rt show a t__________Elem entary because i t ’s too cold to go to the

ba ll game as I ’d like  to do.” Peter was an avid golfer and curle r. D uring 

a conversation about his recreation Peter said: “I used to take pa rt in  a ll
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kinds o f sports b u t now there is ju s t no t enough tim e to be a member o f 

a golf c lub o r cu rlin g  league. I can never be sure th a t I can make it  to 

play.” Peter s till followed the provincia l cu rling  events as well as hockey, 

baseball, and football b u t “ju s t as a spectator, on TV. I ’d really like  to get 

ou t more to games.”

The role o f cheerleader and flag bearer was im portan t to Peter. 

D uring the observation period Peter attended a h igh school play, two 

school suppers, two parent advisory meetings where he made 

presentations, two school s ta ff meetings where he made presentations, 

an elem entary school a rt show, one show of high school a rt a t the 

com m unity center, an elem entary school tea, two awards ceremonies, 

and a high school graduation. The scheduling o f these v is its  was pa rt o f 

the firs t Super’s team m eeting agenda a t the beginning o f each m onth. 

The graduations, Christm as concerts, school plays and o ther functions 

were scheduled so tha t Superintendent o r one o f the Assistants was a t 

every one. Peter explained: “ I t  is im portan t th a t we get ou t to the 

schools and be seen to be interested. They appreciate it  and we get a 

chance to meet and ta lk  to people.”

Not a ll requests for Peter’s attendance received the same 

treatm ent. “I won’t  go to ju n io r h igh ‘graduations’. I don’t  believe in  

them  and I won’t  go.”

One aspect o f Peter as a cheerleader and flag bearer was made 

clear to me on m any occasions when I accompanied Peter to schools. He 

w ould describe the school to me as we went over to  the bu ild ing . He 

would explain the way the b u ild ing  had been constructed, d ifficu ltie s  

w ith  the construction  o r design, some o f the h is to ry  o f the place, and the
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people who worked in  the school. Through a ll these conversations 

Peter’s pride in  the d iv is ion ’s accom plishm ents was evident.

D uring the observation period Peter consistently acted the part o f 

the cheerleader and flag bearer for the d ivision. He d id  th is  for both 

in te rn a l and external audiences.

D iscussion o f the Roles

Although the roles Peter played du ring  the observation period have 

been divided in to  separate entities for th is  presentation, these roles 

in te rtw ine  w ith  each other, overlapping and re in forcing the cum ulative 

role o f the superin tendent o f schools as played by Peter. A ll o f the roles 

were being played a t the same tim e. The d ivision in to  separate roles for 

presentation allows fo r the description o f each facet in  greater detail.

An attem pt was made to focus the study on w hat is the reality o f 

Peter’s w ork life. As such, the roles th a t emerged more closely resemble 

those o f M oylan’s (1988) p rinc ipa l Evelyn Green than the form alized roles 

describe in  m uch o f the lite ra tu re  such as M urphy (1994), A llison (1989), 

Green (1988), o r B ra ithw a ite  (1988). I attem pted to show w hat Peter did 

d u ring  the tim e I observed.

A cum ulative q u a lity  o f Peter’s role could be summed up as th a t o f 

a teacher. A teacher is  one who explains, dem onstrates states, 

facilita tes, and in s tru c ts  others. He con tinua lly  d id  th is  in  h is 

presentations and in te ractions w ith  others. One example was when I 

asked how he handled the pressure o f the Board m eeting and the attacks 

by trustees. He went to h is w hite board in  the office, drew  a diagram , 

and said:
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“ I used to get really upset about trustee’s actions. I ’ve learned to 
deal w ith  the stress by understanding tha t those actions are to be 
expected and therefore I ’m  not bothered by them .”

He drew a sketch and continued:

“By reducing the difference between w hat I expect them  to do and what 
they actua lly do I con tro l my stress in  the situation. Therefore i f  I don’t  
expect people to act d iffe ren tly  than  they do, I can handle the s itu a tio n .”

Gmelch (1996) commented in  a s im ila r m anner tha t superintendents 

need to con tro l the stress th a t is  a p a rt o f the position. Peter in tu itiv e ly  

was in  contro l o f the stress th a t he had in  his work life.

This find ing, th a t the teacher qua lities are ingrained in  Peter’s 

work, w ould tend to support the idea th a t w ork o f the superintendent o f 

schools does require a person who is a teacher.

Synthesis o f the Themes

As I reflected upon the data th a t were presented in  Chapters 4 and 

5 a num ber o f aspects o f Peter’s w ork related d irectly to m y own 

experiences and work.

1. The constant struggle o f Peter to preserve h is personal life  as 

separate from  the w ork life  is im portant. Not once during  the 

observation period was Peter’s wife in  evidence. His jealous guard ianship 

o f h is weekends was pa rt o f th is  struggle.

2. The Peter held very strong personal beliefs about education as a 

service in  the pub lic  good and the im pact th is  has on h is w ork is not 

conveyed.

3. The high value Peter placed on loyalty and friendsh ip  was an 

im portan t aspect o f h is  personality and style in  the w ork place.
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4. The pace o f the day and the varie ty o f activities th a t 

characterized Peter’s day were an im portan t factor in  Peter’s w ork life. I 

found th a t I was often exhausted by the end o f the day. I was not the 

one engaged in  the discussion, debate, o r activities. Doing th a t had to be 

m uch more tirin g . I t  was d iffic u lt to convey the pressure o f the activities 

on a single person.

5. I t  is in teresting tha t Peter seldom displayed anger o r frus tra tion  

in  pub lic. His contro l o f his personal feelings was one o f the im portant 

aspects o f h is work. The exceptions to th is  were during  Board meetings 

where Peter would le t h is feelings show w ith  h is in tona tion  and body 

language. Peter was a gentleman in  even w hat I perceived to be d iffic u lt 

s ituations.

6 . I t  was a t the com pletion o f the data presentation th a t I began to 

see th a t I had come to understand Peter’s w ork life  from  m y perspective 

as an adm in istra to r o f a school.

The w ork life  appeared in  many ways to be s im ila r to my own b u t 

on a larger scale. My own s itua tion  requires me to f ill the same roles in  

my school as Peter does a t the D is tric t level. I am called upon to gather 

in form ation from  outside, dissem inate the in fo rm ation  to others, defend 

s ta ff and students, make decisions, negotiate, speak on behalf o f the 

school organization, cheer and wave the flag. The connection between 

my own w ork life  and how I came to view Peter’s w ork was im portan t to 

me.

Summary

Chapter 5 described the roles Peter portrayed during  the study.

The roles were defined and the findings supporting the role were
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presented. Peter’s roles as in fo rm ation  gatherer, dissem inator, defender, 

decision-m aker, negotiator, spokesman, and cheerleader and flag bearer 

were discussed. The chapter also included a discussion o f the roles and 

my reflections on the findings.

Chapter 6 presents a sum m ary o f the findings. The chapter w ill 

provide answers to the four research questions. Im plica tions for practice 

and for fu rth e r research w ill be presented.
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CHAPTER 6  

Conclusions

Introduction

This chapter provides a sum m ary o f the find ings o f the study. The 

detailed find ings are included in  Chapters 4 and 5. The chapter includes 

answers to the fou r research questions th a t guided the study, and 

concludes w ith  some considerations o f the im plica tions o f the study for 

practice and fu rth e r research.

Summary of the Findings

The purpose of th is  study was to describe the w ork life  o f the 

Superintendent o f Schools fo r the G lengarry School D is tric t. The study 

focused upon the activ ities and roles th a t characterize the w ork life  o f 

Peter as the person in  th is  position. The study revealed a person who 

was a com petent, dedicated, and determ ined superintendent o f schools. 

Peter dem onstrated the roles o f in form ation  gatherer, in form ation 

dissem inator, defender, decision-m aker, negotiator, spokesman, and 

cheerleader and flag bearer consistently th roughou t the study.

The Roles

These are the roles Peter consistently dem onstrated du ring  the 

study. Each role is defined for the purposes o f the study and examples 

given.

In fo rm ation  G atherer - one who actively seeks in form ation  about 

events, plans, actions, and d irections o f o ther people o r organizations, 

w h ich  may affect the organization’s activ ities. Peter dem onstrated th is  

role when he interacted w ith  the Deputy M in iste r, the Metro 

Superin tendent’s group, and w ith  the C hairm an o f the Board.
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In form ation dissem inator - one who shares in form ation  w ith  

others. Peter acted in  th is  role when he spoke to school staffs, centra l 

office s ta ff and the Board.

Defender - one who acts to defend others from  attacks by people or 

organizations against whom  they have no defense. Peter demonstrated 

the role o f defender w ith  the assistant superintendent and the principa l.

Negotiator - one who engages in  discussion and actions to achieve 

goals or a desired outcome. Peter demonstrated s k ill as a negotiator in  

dealing w ith  the term s o f regionalization, providing guidance to the 

collective bargaining, group and w ith  the D irector o f Research.

Spokesman - one who speaks on behalf o f the organization to the 

various pub lics th a t the organization serves. Peter dem onstrated th is  

role in  speaking to a school s ta ff meeting, w ith  a parent, w ith  the local 

media, and to the service club.

Cheerleader and Flag bearer - one who vocally supports the 

organization and carries the sym bolic representation o f the organization 

to the pub lic . Peter dem onstrated these roles to schools.

In  Peter’s w ork life  the roles become so interconnected th a t it  is 

very d iffic u lt to separate them  in to  the ind iv idua l strands. He was 

constantly engaged in  gathering and dissem inating in fo rm ation , 

defending ind iv idua ls  and the organization, m aking and in fluencing  

decisions, negotiating, acting as a spokesman, and cheering the 

members o f the organization. Peter acted, for the organization, as a 

leader who p rim a rily  was a teacher for the organization. A teacher has 

been defined as one who explains, demonstrates states, facilita tes 

actions, and in s truc ts  others. Peter’s w ork life  was consistently one of
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explaining alternatives, dem onstrating alternatives, stating positions, 

fa c ilita tin g  the w ork o f others in  the organization, and in s truc tin g  others 

in  ways o f approaching the problem s they faced.

Peter had developed h is style over h is career. He had taken 

U niversity tra in ing  in  school adm in is tra tion  and had been active in  

inservice activ ities during  h is career b u t m uch o f h is w ork life  was an 

outgrow th o f h is  personality and on the job  experiences. The outcome of 

th is  study would suggest th a t the w ork life  o f the superintendent o f 

schools is s im ila r to th a t o f a teacher o r the p rinc ipa l o f a school. The 

teacher or p rinc ipa l in teracts w ith  a large num ber o f ind iv idua ls and 

groups on a regular and con tinua l basis often in  a very fragm ented way. 

They m ust re ta in  the connections between a great deal o f in form ation  

and actions. Each has to have an in tim ate  knowledge o f the organization 

and its  members in  order to function .

Peter dem onstrated a great fa ith  in  people. He accepted th a t they 

made m istakes and accepted th a t as p a rt o f the work. He believed th a t 

people would try  to do th e ir best and h is  w ork life  operated on th a t 

premise. Peter’s comments about principa ls, trustees, and others 

indicated th a t he recognized th e ir hum anness and th e ir strengths and 

weaknesses.

The Research Questions

The study was guided by fou r questions presented in  Chapter One. 

This section presents the answers to those questions based upon the 

find ings o f the study.

1) What is the work life o f the superintendent?
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The observations o f Peter’s w ork life  confirm ed m uch o f the 

lite ra tu re  such as Duignan (1979); A llison (1989); Genge (1991); M urphy 

(1994) and others w hich points to the dom ination o f the in teraction 

between the superintendent and other people th rough form al meetings, 

in form al m eetings, and other com m unication. M uch o f Peter’s tim e was 

spent in  com m unicating w ith  others on a face to face basis o r through 

voice - m ail and e - m ail. The w ork life o f Peter is communicating.

2) What activities and interactions form the substance o f the 

Superintendent’s  work life?

Peter’s w ork life  was dom inated by a con tinua l and varied 

in te raction  o f people and in form ation. As superintendent, Peter was 

constantly gathering, confirm ing, and dissem inating in fo rm ation  to a 

great num ber o f people. H is w ork life  was a series o f often b rie f and 

disjo inted events through ou t the day. One m inute  he was discussing 

the placement o f an ind iv idua l student w ith  a parent, a few m inutes la ter 

ta lk ing  about the im pacts o f a government policy change on a m u lti

m illio n  do lla r budget, and then try in g  to fathom  w hat d irection the 

trustees m igh t take on a policy issue. The substance o f Peter’s work life 

was com m unication and in form ation.

3) What does it mean to be a Superintendent o f Schools and Chief 

Executive Officer o f the Board?

The superintendent o f schools is the single person who bears the 

responsib ility  fo r the operation o f a m u lti-m illio n  d o lla r educational 

organization. The nature o f the organization requires th a t the 

superintendent possess in tim ate , detailed, and correct knowledge o f a ll 

aspects o f the organization and be able to process, synthesize, and use
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th is  knowledge in  many diverse circum stances. The Board and the 

pub lic  expect the superintendent to be able to answer questions and 

make inform ed decisions regarding every aspect o f the operation from  

student placem ent to provincia l government in tentions. The 

superintendent is also a t the po in t o f in teraction  between the 

professional educational side o f the organization and the public, p o litica l 

aspect o f the organization. He or she therefore has to be aware o f the 

im p lica tions o f actions both educationally and po litica lly . Peter 

con tinua lly  displayed these capabilities.

4) What roles characterize the work life o f the Superintendent as the Chief 

Executive officer o f the Board?

The roles played by the superintendent o f schools, as 

dem onstrated by Peter, were in form ation gatherer, in form ation 

dissem inator, defender, decision-m aker, negotiator, spokesman, and 

cheerleader and flag bearer. These roles were blended by Peter as he 

carried o u t h is  duties day-to-day as the Superintendent o f Schools fo r 

the G lengarry School D is tric t.

C onclusions and Im plications for Practice

The study points to some areas th a t need to be considered in  the 

preparation and recru itm ent o f people fo r the superintendency. M uch o f 

the s k ill th a t Peter dem onstrated in  h is role as the superintendent 

pointed to the need for people who have a h igh degree o f tolerance fo r 

d ivers ity  in  th e ir work. Because o f the d iversity o f the w ork the 

superintendent does the incum bent needs to be able to sh ift from  one 

role to another alm ost ins tan tly . The person occupying the 

superin tendent’s office needs a great deal o f stam ina to undertake the
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long hours o f w ork and the pressures th a t are placed upon them  by the 

divergent needs o f the office. This study, and my experience from  

observing Peter, would indicate th a t m uch o f the s k ill and the ab ilities 

Peter displayed in  h is w ork were developed gradually through Peter’s own 

w ork experience and h is own personality. Peter may have been the 

superintendent he was due to a com bination o f personality and his 

experiences in  various educational roles and in  m unicipal po litics. No 

doubt there are academic influences tha t have shaped Peter’s views o f 

the practice o f educational adm in istra tion, b u t in  the day to day 

activ ities he needed the insights and knowledge drawn from  his 

experience.

Peter developed h is  style o f w ork through a long period o f gradually 

expanded experiences. How may th is  experiential learning be duplicated 

in  a program  designed to develop candidates for the superintendency? 

Such a program  would need to recognize th a t a superintendent like  Peter 

needs to develop th rough an increase in  responsib ilities and experience 

garnered from  actua lly  working in  the various tasks o f school and school 

d ivis ion adm in istra tion . I would suggest th a t practica l w ork experience 

followed by reflection and discussion o f the experience m igh t serve in  

some way to accom plish th is  end. Another suggestion m igh t be to design 

a practicum  program  or in te rnsh ip  program for candidates fo r the 

superintendency.

Im plications for research

The role o f the superintendent o f schools is changing rap id ly  in  

A lberta as elsewhere. This study was lim ited  to one superintendent in  a

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



103

position o f security and stab ility . There are a num ber o f possib ilities for 

fu rth e r research th a t could be explored:

1. The w ork life  o f another superintendent in  another ju risd ic tio n  

may provide d iffe ren t insights than the ones reported here.

2. The w ork life  o f a  superintendent a t another stage in  h is or her 

career would broaden the th ink ing  on the w ork o f ind ividua ls.

3. Further study in to  the use o f in tu itive  knowledge by 

superintendents in  th e ir w ork life.

4. The im pact o f decentralization o f decision m aking on the roles 

o f the superintendent o f schools.

5. An investigation o f the personalities o f ind iv idua ls th a t occupy 

the superin tendent’s office should shed lig h t on the position.

6 . The im pact o f the demands o f the office on the personal lives o f 

incum bents is w orthy o f fu rth e r study.

7. An investigation in to  w hat c rite ria  are valued in  candidates for 

the superintendency is warranted.

8 . Success o f programs fo r recru iting , tra in ing , and m entoring 

fu tu re  superintendents needs to be investigated.

9. The re la tionships between the superintendent and the Board 

and ind iv idua l trustees is indicated.

These are some possib ilities th is  study suggested fo r fu rth e r 

research. The role o f the superintendent o f schools is evolving constantly 

and so there is an ongoing need to understand th is  m ost p ivota l o f roles 

in  education.
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Concluding Comments

Peter’s w illingness and openness made th is  study possible. H is 

dedication to the w ork o f pub lic education and his w illingness to share 

h is w orld w ith  me is one fo r which I am tru ly  grateful. As I re flect on the 

w ork life  I have presented here I believe th a t Peter is one o f m any people 

who w ork d iligen tly  fo r the education o f students and the betterm ent o f 

education in  th is  province. The tria ls  o f change, reduced resources, 

pub lic pressure, and the m yriad o f other issues facing educators can be 

handled and handled effectively. Peter dem onstrated th a t and fo r tha t 

vision and hope, I am  inspired.
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A Typical Day

8:30 a.m. Peter has no t arrived as yet. He has been a t h is  Service 

C lub breakfast meeting.

8:35 a.m. Reeve comes in to  the office looking for Peter. She te lls Pat 

th a t she wants to speak to Peter about a c la rifica tion  o f a budget m atter 

from  yesterday.

8:40 a.m. Peter arrives in  the office and greets everyone quite jov ia lly .

He is very relaxed. Checks h is calendar for add itions since yesterday. 

There were none. “Great, I can get some th ings done around here.”

8:43 a.m. Phone ca ll from  reporter seeking c la rifica tio n  o f budget items. 

Peter comments on how pleased he was w ith  the budget and the things 

th a t the Board has achieved in  the face o f governm ent cuts. The 

comments were recorded and w ill be used on the radio. Peter never 

listened to the reporter’s interview  on the radio.

8:50 a.m. Peter works a t his desk. He skim s artic les and sorts in-box 

item s. Peter saves some by p u ttin g  notes to Pat regarding filin g  o f the 

m ateria l. He makes a com m ent to me tha t “ I never have tim e to read a ll 

th is  s tu ff as I would like  to b u t I save everything because I ’m a b it o f a 

packrat.” S hortly a fter he says th is , Peter proceeds to discard a num ber 

o f articles.

8:54 a.m. Pat comes in  to seek c la rifica tion  o f a note Peter was sending 

to a p rinc ipa l in  response to a policy question. Pat w ill prepare the 

response and send it  out.

8:56 a.m. A b rie f voice message to a ll trustees congra tu la ting  them  for 

the passage o f the budget.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



115

8:58 a.m. Call to the Reeve ind ica ting  he w ill be in  the office and fo r her 

to call.

8:59 a.m . Peter re tu rns to h is  papers.

9:01 a.m . Pat comes in  to confirm  the school en try age policy for a 

parent who has called the Superintendent seeking an answer. Pat 

indicates th a t the person has already called a school and was probably 

hoping fo r a d ifferent answer.

9:06 to 9:14 a.m. Phone ca ll from  a parent regarding the placement o f 

her ch ild  in  a special program  fo r the next year. This leads to Peter 

having to explain the policies regarding placements o f students and 

paym ent for private school placements. This was done w ithou t reference 

to the Policy M anual or o ther docum entation. Promises to have a firm  

answer to her concerns by next week.

9:15 a.m . Sends an E -m ail message regarding th is  ca ll to Assistant 

Superintendent (Instruction).

9:16 a.m . Sends a voice message to the Chairm an responding to her 

request for a lobbying proposal fo r ECS and the lega lity o f using other 

funds to  sponsor non-m andated programs.

9:18 a.m . Janice (Assistant Superintendent, Instruction ) comes in  to 

seek c la rifica tion  o f ECS transporta tion  organization procedures. “Can 

Noreen give them  a hand before she leaves?" Noreen was leaving the 

system a t the end o f the year. “We’re getting a great deal o f concern over 

how to organize th is  transporta tion . P rincipals and local advisory 

councils need guidance." Janice rem ains standing fo r the discussion (4 

m inutes). Peter says “You and Ted get together so the messages are 

consistent.”
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9:30 a.m. Parent leader o f the ECS lobby group comes in  and discusses 

the procedures fo r approaching the government about fund ing cuts to 

ECS.

9:35 a.m. Peter re tu rns ca ll to a p rinc ipa l regarding a student 

suspension and the p rin c ip a l’s action in  the m atter. “That is fine w ith  

me. You followed the procedure. Good.”

9:38 a.m . Peter leaves office to seek c la rifica tion  o f the student 

placem ent (previous phone call). He leaves the Executive suite and 

personally seeks the in form ation. Along the way he greets s ta ff and 

offers thanks for w ork on the budget.

9:42 a.m. He re tu rns to h is office and im m ediately leaves again. Q uick 

drop in  on Tom (Assistant Superintendent, Facilities). The conversation 

was brie f. “That was a good m eeting (budget) yesterday. Now we can get 

on w ith  the work we have to do.”

9:43 a.m . Com m unications officer speaks to Pat about the m ateria l Peter 

had requested. She suggests he show it  to Peter d irectly.

9:45 a.m . Peter re tu rns to h is office. Pat says th a t the Com m unications 

o fficer wanted to show h im  som ething and Peter goes to see him  and 

gives h is approval to the document.

9:46 a.m . Peter re tu rns to the office and says to me “Let’s go for coffee. I 

haven’t  been for coffee in  a long tim e.” He gets h is jacke t and then 

remembers som ething about the press release and goes to the 

Com m unications office.

9:53 a.m. Peter is s till d iscussing the press release. A s ta ff officer comes 

in to  see Peter and Pat says she’l l  pass on the message.
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9:55 a.m . Peter comes in to  the reception area and the Board Chairm an 

catches h im  w ith  some questions. They spend fou r m inutes in  the 

reception area ta lk in g  about various m atters.

9:59 a.m. Peter goes in to  his office and m utters under h is breath, “ .... 

C hairm an.”

10:00 a.m . We actua lly  leave for the coffee room. Peter and I keep the 

conversation on non-business m atters. The conversation was 

in te rrup ted  by people who come in  greeting Peter. He does not fin ish  h is 

coffee.

10:17 a.m . Peter is back a t his desk and tu rn s  to the E-m ail messages 

on the com puter. He reads and responds to five messages.

10: 23 a.m . Peter tu rn s  to paperwork. Reads and signs m ateria l th a t he 

was required to authorize.

10:32 Peter com ments to me about the appointm ent o f a superintendent 

to a position  in  another, larger ju risd ic tio n . Peter comments th a t, “He 

w ill do a good jo b  there.”

10:34 Picks up  the phone and calls a neighboring Superintendent. 

Leaves a message fo r the person to ca ll h im  back.

10:38 The secretary brings in  a faxed message for Peter and Peter 

im m ediate ly calls the neighboring Superintendent who orig inated the 

message. Peter shares h is position on the tim ing  and other in form ation 

regarding the im pending regionalization o f th e ir two Boards. Peter seeks 

in fo rm ation  on other topics through questions. They share insigh ts on 

the views o f various trustees and po litic ians in  the area. The 

conversation was very m uch in  the m anner o f a perception check on 

w hat they had heard o r read from  other sources. “D id you understand
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her to mean...?” or “Do you th in k  he m eant...?”  “ I heard h im  to say....” 

Peter asks more questions than he gives answers for. The ca ll lasts u n til 

10:45 w ith  Peter listening m ost o f the time.

10:45 Reads and makes notes a t the desk.

10:50 Peter tu rn s  to w ritin g  le tters o f reference fo r a num ber o f people 

who have requested early retirem ent from  the d is tric t. Peter comments 

tha t: “Some were easy to do b u t others require carefu lly chosen words.” 

He handw rites the letters and gives the notes to Pat to type.

10:53 Peter glances a t an a rtic le  in  a jo u rn a l, makes a note about i t  and 

pu ts i t  in to  the ou t basket for Pat to copy and d is tribu te  to the A ssistant 

Superintendents. He continues to glance a t the jo u rna ls  and other 

articles. Q uick decisions were made as to d isposition: garbage or file. 

Peter m entions th a t much o f w hat he gets was already prescreened by 

Pat.

11:05 Peter goes down the ha ll to see the s ta ff member in  charge o f 

special services to discuss the student placem ent o f the ch ild  o f the 

parent who called th is m orning. When he gets to the office, Peter shares 

w hat he had to ld  the parent and shares h is perception o f w hat the parent 

wants and her general a ttitude  about the alternatives. They discuss the 

alternatives very briefly. Peter te lls  the s ta ff officer th a t he said th a t 

they would be back to the parent today. He leaves it  in  the s ta ff o ffice r’s 

hands.

They then go on to other topics and the s ta ff officer gives Peter an update 

on a m in is te ria l review com m ittee investigating a placement decision.

Who was testify ing  from  the d iv is ion  and strategy fo r coordinating the 

in form ation being presented was discussed. Peter was aware o f and kept
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abreast o f the process b u t was no t d irectly involved. He single comment 

was: “That sounds good.”

11:15 to 11:34 Peter re tu rns to h is office and continues w ith  paper 

work. W orks a t h is desk. Peter sends three messages on E-m ail, makes 

two phone calls in  response to messages and leaves messages tha t he 

returned the calls. Pat comes in  to get a word on one le tte r clarified and 

another secretary comes in  to hand Peter a note. The secretaries do not 

knock bu t come in to  the office w ithou t fo rm ality.

11:34 Pat calls in  th a t the Assistant Superintendent (Personnel) was on 

the phone ind ica ting  th a t two people were in  h is office and could Peter 

come down to see them . Peter im m ediately leaves and goes to Personnel. 

I do not go w ith  h im . W hile Peter was gone the Treasurer comes in  to see 

Peter. He leaves a note on the desk regarding budget calculations and 

alternatives.

11:55 Peter re tu rns and his expression is “g rim .” He says: “There were 

some really tough decisions being made in  Personnel and there are, and 

w ill be more, very unhappy people because o f w ha t we have to do.”

12:03 C om m unication officer comes in  w ith  a question o f c la rifica tion  for 

Peter. He leaves a faxed copy o f adm in istra tion  appointm ents from  a 

nearby ju risd ic tio n .

12:04 Peter reads and comments on some o f the names th a t were on the 

faxed copy o f adm in istra tive  appointm ents. “ He’ll do a good jo b .” “I 

wonder about th is  one. He may be in  over h is head.”

12:07 Peter answers the telephone because the secretaries are away for 

lunch.
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12:10 Peter leaves the bu ild ing  for lunch  and re tu rns a t 1:08. He has 

m et w ith  his accountant about income tax. As soon as he s its down he 

receives a telephone ca ll from  a radio station requesting additional 

com m ents to the ones he made th is  m orning.

1:18 Peter goes ou t o f office and c la rifies some points w ith  the secretary 

in  response to her questions about h is d ra ft letters.

1:20 Peter goes to the Assistant Superintendent (Facilities) office to 

d iscuss and c la rify  some sm all points on two projects th a t were 

underway.

1:25 Peter re tu rns to his desk and looks through an a rtic le  th a t has 

been placed in  the reading basket, skim s the artic le , and m arks it  to be 

filed.

1:35 The radio station calls back again. Peter makes some very b rie f 

com m ents and then he re turns to the com puter and paper work.

1:50 A reporter from  a local newspaper calls w ith  some qu ick questions 

fo r Peter regarding the budget.

1:51 Peter back a t desk work. The secretary brings in  a file for review. 

2:01 Com m unication O fficer brings in  brochures th a t he has prepared 

fo r Peter regarding a provincia l workshop th a t Peter was organizing.

2:10 Peter goes ou t and instructs  h is secretary to in form  the person who 

made the presentation requesting h is support fo r a fundra is ing  idea th a t 

he w ill no t provide a le tte r o f recom m endation to her. “I ’m  a b it ticked 

th a t she even asked for one. My position makes these requests d iffic u lt 

because by giving my recom m endation the perception o f others may be 

th a t I w ant th is  done.”

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



121

2:17 to 2:06. Peter takes a phone ca ll from  a form er colleague about a 

workshop. They rem inisce fo r a few m inutes. Peter goes out to get 

m ateria l m entioned in  the ca ll. He asks h is secretary to check the name 

o f a person who was the speaker a t a meeting th a t Peter had attended. 

2:27 Peter makes ca ll to a P rincipa l and leaves a voice m ail message for 

h im  to ca ll regarding a workshop presentation.

2:40 The treasurer comes in  w ith  in form ation in  antic ipa tion  of 

questions th a t m ight be asked by the Board regarding the budget. “Since 

th is  is th e ir last k ick  a t it."

2:43 Peter sends a voice m ail message to the Chairm an w ith  an item  to 

add to the Board meeting agenda regarding a teacher who was being 

recognized fo r a Provincial Teaching Award.

2:46 Board secretary comes in  and they discuss when to do the 

recognition and some a lternatives fo r it. This item  came up a t the 

Superintendent’s team m eeting. They discuss possible dates th a t Peter 

w ill be available. Peter leaves i t  in  the hands o f Board Secretary.

2:49 Sends a voice m ail to the C hairm an to disregard the previous 

message and explains th a t the presentation w ill be a t another board 

meeting.

2:56 A trustee calls to confirm  a luncheon meeting w ith  Peter.

2:59 Peter comments th a t he was s ta rting  to see h is desk top. " It is nice 

to have a day w ith  no scheduled meetings to get caught up  on th is  'crap'. 

This is so unusua l.”

3:17 Peter ca lls the hotel where the Provincial Superintendents’ m eeting 

is to take place to see i f  the Provincia l president o f the Superintendents’ 

Association has checked in . He has, and Peter has a b rie f social
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conversation. Peter says: “I have the workshop brochures ready and w ill 

be there a t reg istra tion to d is tribu te  them .”

3:25 Peter ca lls the superintendent o f the neighboring ju risd ic tio n  w ith  

whom G lengarry may regionalize. " If I were a betting man I would say 

our group was keen to get on w ith  something."

3:27 A C ounty councilor who was no t on the school board comes in  and 

Peter goes over the general ideas in  the budget. Peter answers questions 

and notes the concerns o f the councilor.

3:40 Peter gets ready for the meeting.

3:50 Peter moves to the Council chambers. Social chat w ith  various 

people in  the chamber. There is no stress here as th is  meeting is on ly a 

fo rm a lity  o f Budget adoption by the Council.

4:10 Reeve opened the meeting w ith  a com ment tha t th is  w ill like ly  be 

the last tim e th a t a meeting like th is  w ill occur because the governance 

structu re  was about to change radically.

There was a po in t raised th a t two o f the trustees a t large, both o f whom 

had concerns about aspects of the budget, were not present. Both Peter 

and the C ha ir indicate th a t these people were inform ed and the Reeve 

directs the Secretary to note tha t they were inform ed o f the tim e and 

place o f the meeting.

Peter gives a b rie f recap o f the budget. Some questions were asked and 

statem ents made. Two o f the questions in  pub lic had been asked in  

private, before the meeting, by the councilor no t on the Board. Peter 

gives the answers to the questions.

The vote is  q u ick  and the budget is form ally adopted.
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5:10 The m eeting is adjourned and Peter qu ick ly  leaves the b u ild ing  and 

goes home.

6:45 Peter re tu rns from  home fo r the A nnual General Meeting. He 

engages in  social conversations w ith  various people as he moves in to  the 

meeting.

7:00 A nnual General meeting convenes. Peter sits w ith  the M unic ipa l 

C hie f A dm in istrative O fficer.

7:05 The m otion to adopt the Budget is p u t forward and very qu ick ly  

passed w ith o u t debate.

7:10 The education portion  o f the meeting is over and Peter leaves fo r 

the evening.
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Appendix B 

A Typical Board Meeting
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A Typical Board M eeting

8:15 a.m. Peter arrives and checks h is m a il and messages.

8:20 Calls each o f the Assistant Superintendents in  tu rn  to check if  

there is anyth ing  new.

8:30 C hair comes in to  Peter’s office for a private meeting.

8:55 Peter goes in to  the Board room. Peter greets ind iv idua l trustees 

and engages in  social chat.

9:00 Meeting called to order by the Chair. Peter is seated in  his usual 

seat (Fig. 2).

9:02 A member o f the local M in iste ria l Association is introduced to offer 

an invocation.

9:03 Agenda is amended by additions and deletions. Peter adds two 

item s regarding a meeting w ith  the Deputy M in ister and a Transportation 

Liaison Committee and requests one deletion o f a presentation because 

o f bereavement.

9:05 Adoption o f M inutes. One trustee has five errors, om issions or 

changes he wants to the M inutes.

9:08 M otion to go in  camera. The discussion here is m uch more free 

and the questions and answers are more fo rth rig h t than during  the open 

m eeting where some o f the same issues are discussed. One trustee notes 

th a t the m atter under discussion should now be continued in  public.

9:23 C ha ir’s report. This consists o f lis tin g  meetings attended and 

resu lts o r in fo rm ation  from  these meetings. He heard th a t there is a p lan 

to  divide the d iv is ion  up under regionalization and he heard it  from  a
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neighboring trustee. Instructs  Peter to  find  out the source o f the 

in form ation.

9:25 Superintendent’s Report. Peter moves to the presenter’s table b u t 

rem ains on h is feet to deliver the report.

• Peter begins by reporting on exem plary item s from  schools: The 

P rovincial resu lts fo r the firs t semester are in  and show a positive 

trend in  achievement and the overall average is up  by seven 

percent in  the D is tric t.

•  A Teacher in  the division has been awarded an Excellence in  

Teaching Award.

• One school is having a Fine A rts Festival and trustees are invited 

to attend.

• Two Elem entary Schools are beginning a collaborative program  

involving parents, staff, students and com m unity to set up a peer 

support system.

Peter pub lic ly  responds to a statem ent regarding a m atte r raised in  

the ch a ir’s report. Peter says: “ In  regards to the sources o f the 

in form ation people have I w ill no t ask them  where it  came from .

However, I w ill t iy  and find  ou t from  m y own sources how tru e  it  is. I 

won’t  give you my sources and I don’t  expect you’l l  give me a ll o f yours."

Peter rem inds the Board they have a W orkshop on regionalization 

com ing up  and there is a good chance th a t the Associate D eputy M in iste r 

w ill be there to answer questions. “Th is w ill be a chance to fin d  o u t the 

answers rig h t from  the source.”

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



127

Peter reports on a sensitive s itua tion  a t one o f the elem entary 

schools and indicates w hat has been done by the P rincipal and the sta ff 

and w hat is being planned fo r in  the fu tu re .

9:35 Peter ends his report and re turns to h is seat. O ther adm in istra tors 

make th e ir reports w ith  Peter listen ing and m aking b rie f notes b u t he is 

not involved.

9:58 to 10:06 Trustee’s concerns are voiced regarding a p o litica l 

dem onstration tha t occurred yesterday involving some students. Peter 

makes notes o f voiced trustee concerns. He has already checked the 

p rinc ipa l's  action by telephone. Peter raises h is  hand to be recognized by 

the cha ir and says: “Ladies and gentlemen. This was a very un fortunate

event. I have already spoken to the P rincipa l o f  School and he is

follow ing up. Be aware, however, th a t you don’t  even know if  the person 

was a student or i f  he was th a t he was even from  one o f ou r schools. 

Don’t  be so qu ick to ju m p  to conclusions. The p rinc ipa l can’t  contro l 

eveiyone a ll the tim e. I don’t expect them  to ru n  th e ir schools like  

prisons. Students can come and go fo r any num ber o f reasons. The 

parents should be the ones more concerned.” Promises to check for 

c la rifica tio n  a t the request o f one trustee.

10:07 - 10:22 A break is called and various trustees begin to check for 

in fo rm ation  again w ith  Peter and other adm in is tra tion . D uring  the 

break, Peter discusses the procedure fo r hand ling  the notices o f m otion 

w ith  the Board Secretary and the Chairm an. Peter assists the cha ir w ith  

the procedures for the m otions. He suggests a lternative ways the Board 

could deal w ith  them . “Th is is  w hat is  needed here....You have to have
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th is  passed before th is  is brought forward....Remem ber th a t th is  is an 

amendment and needs to be debated and voted firs t....”

10:23 Meeting is called back to order. Peter is in  his cha ir a t the front. 

The trustees debate on a contentious budget issue. Peter makes notes 

on the proposals and positions o f trustees by th e ir statements. Peter 

seldom looks a t the trustee speaking. He glances occasionally b u t 

seldom fo r more th a t five seconds in  du ra tion . In  one five m inute period, 

in  w hich four trustees spoke, Peter glanced a t the speaker eighteen tim es 

and looked fo r more than a count o f five seconds only eleven tim es. The 

rest o f the time he looked down o r elsewhere in  the room.

10:54 A m otion by a trustee causes Peter to suggest a wording change. 

“M ay I suggest th a t it  should read....” The suggestion is qu ick ly  

accepted.

10: 57 Peter adds c la rifica tion: “That should state forty-five no t fifty - 

fou r.”

10:59 Peter gives a de fin ition  o f a term  used in  a report in  response to a 

trustee question.

11:01 Peter moves to the presenter’s table to make h is pub lic 

Superintendent’s report. H is report was substan tia lly  the same as 

du ring  the in  camera report w ith  the fo llow ing additions:

• makes Board aware o f progress on some item s in  the D ivision

and Strategic Plan. “We have insta lled  the new lab in ___

School. —  O ur W orkshop Session to plan fo r next year is on 

May 18 and 19.”

• clarifies P rincipal's position on a pu b lic ly  raised concern about 

attendance policy a t one o f the H igh Schools. “M r. and h is
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s ta ff are proceeding w ith  fu rth e r refinem ents o f the policy and 

are presenting it  to the SAC and h e ll b ring  it  to the Board a t a 

fu tu re  m eeting.”

•  Peter thanks the Assistant Superintendents and the ir staffs for 

the w ork done on the budget.

•  Peter responds to a trustee who had raised a po in t yesterday 

regarding the annual report. Peter had given a pub lic answer. 

Peter said: “ I had forgotten to include th is  in  the report and I 

apologize to the Board for no t m entioning it .” Peter then goes 

on to state th a t “The annual report was prepared and 

d is trib u te d  by the Treasurer and we a ll owe h im  thanks for th is 

excellent w ork.”

He does no t m ention the sources o f in form ation item  or the 

sensitive s itu a tio n  a t the elem entary school.

11:12 Peter s its  down a t the front. The C hair makes a statem ent th a t he 

confirm s: "That's righ t. You have to have the recom m endation o f the 

Board to the School Board Association by noon today.”

11:14 Peter leaves the room.

11:15 Peter’s secretary comes in  looking fo r him .

11:16 Peter re tu rns. H is secretary follows h im  w ith  a message and Peter 

leaves to take the call.

11:29 Peter re tu rn s  and checks state o f the m otion w ith  the Board 

Secretary on the way to h is seat. There has been little  progress.
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11:33 Peter gestures for recognition o f the cha ir. He strongly attem pts to 

b ring  the debate to an end by saying: "Please stop going round and 

round. We have other fish  to fry  today!"

The debate continues for a few m inutes before the cha ir calls for a vote.

11:45 The trustee reports begin. A fter one report where the trustee 

could no t answer a question, Peter asks, "Could we get an explanation 

and send i t  to the trustees later?" H is voice is tig h t and b lun t.

11:46 Peter says (sotto voce) "Get on w ith  it." He speaks loudly enough 

fo r me to hear from  about 10 feet away.

11:52 Peter, in  answering a question about a consu ltan t’s report, does 

no t fo llow  the norm al procedure o f answering the question in  the form  

"Madame C hair through to ..." b u t says: “This is w hat the report stated. 

You can’t  read in to  it  more than th a t.”

11:57 Peter states, in  regard to a question about goals, "I’m bring ing in  a 

recom m endation for the development o f goals fo r the next year."

Trustee H arry in te rrup ts  and Peter glares a t h im  and says "W hat now!" 

H arry: “Do we no t w ant to get involved in  developing these now?” Peter 

replies, "When i t ’s brought ou t you can add, amend, and delete to your 

'little  heart’s content'.” Peter’s tone was qu ite  brusque in  th is  exchange.

11:59 Trustee Tom requests review o f the po licy on P rincipal 

appointm ents and the involvem ent o f the Board. Peter has no reaction 

b u t to ston ily  stare in to  the distance. This is  an area he has made very 

m uch h is  prerogative.

12:00 Meeting adjourned fo r lunch. Peter and the Associate 

Superintendents discuss the m orning’s progress. Peter says: “The cha ir 

has no contro l. I know he's frustra ted." As the discussion continued
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another comment from  Peter in  the same vein: "It (the disorganization) 

ju s t ticks  me rig h t off."

12:35 Peter speaks w ith  the Personnel Associate on way back to office 

regarding the tim ing  for the teaching assignm ent notices to schools for 

th e ir budgets. Peter gives h is approved fo r the personnel office to go 

ahead.

12:40 Peter is back in  h is office. He looks through the messages to see if  

anyth ing  is c ritica l. A query from  a P rincipa l regarding an in v ita tio n  to 

v is it e lic its  an E-m ail acceptance.

12:50 Peter leaves to go to the Post Office to m ail h is  tax form s and have 

a w a lk outside.

1:00 Peter is  back to the office. He checks w ith  presenter o f the ECS 

proposal fo r the afternoon “Is everything lined up? Good lu ck .” W alks 

back in to  office and sighs "Ah — !" looking a t h is desk where h is 

secretary has placed a stack o f m aterials.

1:05 Peter goes in to  the Board Room. I t  is beginning to f ill w ith  parents 

and ch ild ren  fo r the ECS presentation. This is the largest pub lic  

representation a t any Board m eeting I attend.

1:05-1:10 Peter has qu ick discussions w ith  trustees and side 

discussions. Everyone is  very aware o f the people in  attendance.

1:10 Peter takes his seat w ith  a coffee. Trustee H arry has a m otion s till 

to come forward w ith  am endm ents. Peter advises h im  o f the a lternatives. 

The one Peter favors is fo r h im  to q u ick ly  w ithdraw  it. He says: “You can 

s till b ring  it  forward la te r.”
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1:15 The m eeting is called to order. C hair welcomes the parent 

delegation. Peter watches them  closely and then removes his ja cke t (the 

room is very warm).

Presenters are c ritica l o f the processes used by the Board to gather 

in form ation and the delegation defin ite ly w ishes to have increased hours 

o f in s truc tio n  in  ECS. Trustees begin to question the presenters fo r 

c la rifica tion .

1:26 Peter leaves h is  seat and asks the Board secretary when the next 

scheduled Board meeting is and then re tu rn s  to h is seat.

1:27 Peter is  attentive to the Trustees questions o f the delegation b u t 

makes no notes.

1:35 Peter looks bored and frustrated. Trustee H arry is beginning to 

debate and the C hair is not acting. Peter w rites a note and passes it  to a 

trustee on h is  way out.

1:37 Peter re tu rn s  to the meeting and takes h is seat. Continues to 

listen.

1:50 S taff begin th e ir presentation on the ECS proposal. Peter listens. 

2:10 Peter s till attentive b u t not involved. Trustees question the 

presentation and make statements regarding the issue.

2:16 Peter attem pts to in te rjec t b u t is no t recognized by the chair. He 

does not pursue recognition.

2:18 Trustee H arry puts forw ard the idea o f a h a lf year, two hundred 

hou r program  beginning in  February. Peter strongly states: “Th is w ill 

present trem endous d ifficu lty  for staffing and facilities. This is a so lu tion  

th a t is no t acceptable." H arry does no t like  the answer and glares a t 

Peter b u t says nothing.
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2:20 The room is s till physica lly uncom fortable and the cha ir calls for a 

break. Most o f the parents have le ft.

2:20-2:25 Peter and the three Associates have a flu rry  o f discussions 

over the progress being made or no t made. Peter indicates: “They’ll leave 

it  to another meeting.”

2:25-2:29 Peter goes back to h is office and makes three phone calls.

2:30 Peter re turns to the Board room  and has a social chat w ith  the 

Principal observing the meeting.

2:45-3:05 The meeting called back to order. Peter doodles and makes 

notes— his face indicates fru s tra tio n  and unhappiness w ith  the 

proceedings.

3:05 Trustee H arry d irects a question to Peter: "Yesterday I gave you 

facts and figures about the budget and the fact tha t we were to ld  th a t we 

had no money for sta ff and o ther th ings b u t now we are to ld  there is 

money for double the hours. W hich is it?"

Peter replies: “The o rig ina l budget docum ent was prepared w ith  the 

param eters you set. You can find  the money fo r the project and rem ain 

w ith in  the parameters. I t  means changing the parameters to 400 hours 

as you directed." (“You” means the Board.)

Harry: "Are we changing the document?"

Peter: "Not w ithou t the param eters. Parameters you set!"

C ha ir asks for fu rthe r questions regarding the A dm in istra tion  proposal to 

change the budget to a llow  fo r increased hours.

Peter responds: “The budget param eters the Board set s till a llow  fo r the 

increased hours or $640,000.”
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Peter then went in to  deta il to explain: “The Budget is developed w ith  the 

board param eters and th a t money can be moved w ith in  the budget as 

long as the bottom  line is no t changed. I f  the to ta l am ount o f revenue 

changes, increased fees, fo r example, there is the possib ility  o f adding to 

various projects in  the budget.”

3:16 Trustee Tom speaks to the audience about the im portance o f ECS. 

Peter says (sotto voce): "Spare me" and looks a t the ceiling.

3:18 A trustee asks fo r Peter’s comments on whether they should have 

on ly a one year com m itm ent to ECS or have two. Peter says: “ I favor a 

two year com m itm ent for funding to allow  fo r be tte r planning. I have a 

real d ifficu lty  w ith  one.”

3:19 Trustee puts forward a proposal to use the reserves for ECS. Peter 

rises to h is feet and says: “We are doing th is  because it  is im portan t and 

are supporting i t  b u t we w ill continue to lobby fo r fu ll funding by the 

government. We can’t  use our reserves up  to pay fo r som ething the 

governm ent should pay fo r.”

C hair asks about the Februa iy m otion fo r on ly two hundred hours. 

Peter’s recommendation: “I suggest th a t you rescind the m otion. I t  would 

be the best way to clear i t  u p .”

3:21 The Reeve, D ick, begins m aking a speech in  favor o f user fees fo r 

transporta tion . He uses some figures to support h is  position. Peter 

leaves h is  seat to speak w ith  one of the A ssistan t Superintendents about 

the in form ation. “Where d id  he get those num bers? I don’t  th in k  they’re 

rig h t.” Peter then moves to the presenter's table to answer. He is no t 

recognized by the C ha ir and backs away in  fru s tra tio n . Peter looks a t
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the ce iling  as the Reeve goes on w ith  h is speech. A fter two m inutes Peter 

in te rjects and corrects the figures the Reeve is using.

3:25 D ick fin ishes and Peter rises to c la rify  the position regarding the 

budget. “A change in  the fees im pacts the user fees. Fees like th is  also 

go against the princip les o f pub lic  education supported by the society b u t 

th a t is another debate.”

3:35 Peter moves ou t o f his cha ir and s its w ith  me and the Associate 

Superintendent (Planning). They discuss the d irection o f the proceedings 

so far. “Th is is taking too long over a m inor issue.” Peter's fina l 

com m ent before going back to h is seat is: “They’re going in to  dangerous 

te rrito ry  here, b u t they’l l vote fo r fo u r hundred hours and be the m ost 

popu lar people in  town.”

3:40 A break is called and some o f the trustees and A dm in istra tion  move 

in to  the coffee room. In itia lly  there is  on ly one trustee and one councilo r 

present. One asks Peter if  he feels the Board w ill fin ish  its  agenda fo r the 

Budget tom orrow.

Peter replies: “There are only two issues outstanding and H arry’s m otion 

w ill take care o f those.”

Trustee: “Do you really th in k  he’s fin ished?”

Peter: “I t ’s up  to someone to te ll h im  he is .”

Trustee: “Are you prepared to?”

Peter: “I w ill i f  necessary.”

A t th is  p o in t another trustee comes in  and angrily  speaks to the 

councilo r fo r a comment he made earlier. Peter slips ou t o f the room  and 

re tu rns to the Board room.
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3:50 The meeting is called back to order. The Assistant Superintendent 

(Personnel) comes in . Peter moves to the side to speak w ith  him . He 

suggests th a t Peter better meet w ith  the classified s ta ff about an early

retirem ent offer adm in istra tion  had made to them. “They b e a t-----------

up pretty badly when he m et w ith  them. Maybe you could sm ooth o u t 

the ru ffled  feathers.” Peter agrees. “See i f  you can set it  up  fo r tom orrow  

afternoon.” Peter re tu rns to his chair.

3:55 Many trustees are asking to have the budget concluded on Monday 

a t another meeting. Peter moves to the presenters table. He states: 

“W hat’s wrong w ith  today?” Peter then muses about the alternatives. 

“You can fin ish  today as there is only one m ajor issue le ft, transporta tion  

fees, or you can accept the proposal from  yesterday fo r across the board 

fees to pay for ECS. I t ’s up to you.”

3:57 Peter then moves to s it behind the presenter's table in  the gallery.

The Board goes in to  a fifteen m inute wrangle over procedure, 

process, and tim ing  fo r another meeting. Some members cannot be a t a 

meeting on Monday and resist the change. Peter moves back to h is cha ir 

after approxim ately ten m inutes have elapsed.

4:14 Peter is asked by one o f the trustees, who cannot be a t a m eeting 

Monday, i f  the budget can be referred to the next regular Board m eeting 

two weeks away. Peter asks "Then when is the budget going to be 

approved? I'm  in  a quandary over m any m atters i f  i t  is  le ft m uch longer." 

4:15 C hair asks Peter " If we....” and stops. He adm its he is  confused. 

Other trustees continue to debate the alternatives.

4:20 Peter (quite frustrated) asks: "When are you going to  deliver the 

budget? W hen?!!!
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4:21 The Assistant Superintendent in  charge o f contract negotiations 

approaches Peter and te lls h im  tha t the negotiating m eeting scheduled 

fo r Monday afternoon w ill not like ly  go in to  the evening. This had been a 

trouble po in t w ith  some trustees on the com m ittee.

4:23 Peter in form s the Board o f th is  m eeting change and appeals to the 

Board to go to Monday night. “Please, Ladies and Gentlemen, we have to 

get th is  done as soon as possible.”

4:25. H arry asks Peter, “W hat to do I do w ith  m y m otion which is s till 

on the table?” This m otion was getting lost as the procedural hassles 

continued. "E ither vote on it  o r w ithdraw  it." is h is answer.

4:31 Peter looks tired, frustra ted , and bored as he plays w ith  his pencil, 

doodles, looks a t the ceiling, and ou t across the room.

4:35 A m otion to have a budget meeting on Monday passes. A trustee 

asks i f  they have to finalize the Budget on Monday Peter loud ly says: 

"Why are you having the m eeting i f  not to finalize the Budget?"

4:36 Peter moves to s it a t the side o f the room w ith  the assistant 

superintendents.

4:40 One o f the assistant superintendents asks Peter i f  he th inks the 

budget w ill pass on Monday. Peter: "I w ou ldn 't bet on it." He re turns to 

h is seat.

4:41 Peter is asked fo r a recom m endation regarding a m otion the Board 

ju s t passed. He replies "Was th a t passed?"

C hair replies: "Do you have a problem  w ith  it?" Peter: "I do b u t it's  

passed!" He tosses down h is pen onto the desk.
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4:43 One o f the councilors passes a note to Peter. He shared th is  w ith  

me later. I t  said “I f  the M in is te r was watching th is  he’d dissolve the 

Board.”

4:45 to 6:15 The Board goes through the resolutions s till on the agenda. 

There is s till some procedural problem s b u t they are tired  and the 

process goes fa irly  sm oothly. Peter remains a t h is cha ir for the entire 

tim e. He doodles, makes notes b u t never takes p a rt in  the deliberations. 

M uch of the debate (32 m inutes) is  about a m otion to ca ll for proposals 

fo r an aud iting  firm  for the annua l audit. Peter comments to me 

afterwards: “O nly th is  group could debate th a t.”

6:15 Adjournm ent. Peter goes qu ick ly to h is office and speaks to no one. 

6:16 Peter enters h is office and looks a t h is desk. ”1 should lock my 

office to keep th is  crap ou t,” re ferring to the memos and m ateria l placed 

on h is desk. E-m ails one reply to a message and leaves for home.
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