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Abstract - Since release of A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform (National Commission on Excellence 

in Education, 1983) educational reform in the United States of America (USA) has emphasized re-centering schools to focus 
on learning and teaching as well as building the capacity of staffs (teachers, principals and district office middle managers) 
to work in leadership teams. This shift has profound implications for how schools may be structured, governed and led in the 
coming decades. The notion that leadership is key to successful implementation of large-scale school improvement not only 
heightened interest in the role of superintendents as chief executive officers (CEOs) but also on how they developed and 
utilized with middle management teams in decision-making processes. Scholars agree that decentralization initiatives 
required superintendents to balance administrative efficiencies gained though centralization and with program effectiveness 
generated through shared decision-making, distributed leadership, and team leadership. Recent findings from studies on 

education reform in the Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden) and USA suggest that national and state 
education policy initiatives advanced the notion of decentralization and underscored the importance of team leadership at 
several levels of school district organizations. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

   
During the past several decades the growth of the 

global economy launched a wide array of economic, 

social, and political changes in nations throughout the 

world. As policymakers linked student academic 

performance with long-term economic survival, the 

scope and intensity of educational reform expanded 

exponentially. Consequently, the focus of public 

education in the Nordic countries and the USA 

shifted from simply ensuring students were literate 

and numerate to addressing more challenging issues 

of broadening access to quality education, 
reconfiguring learning and teaching around 

technology, supporting collaboration (teamwork), and 

using data to solve problems. 

 

 Studies of education reform policies in the Nordic 

countries and USA suggest that education reform 

initiatives were reflected the importance of preparing 

the next generation of workers through quality 

education to preserve the future economic wellbeing 

of their respective nations.  

 

Consequently, education reform initiatives across 
nations studied focused on devolving responsibility 

for decision making to local municipalities and 

school districts which required reconfiguring 

administrative relationships. Research findings 

suggest that decentralization initiatives altered 

traditional management structures of municipal 

governments and school district offices and 

reconfigured relationships among superintendents and 

middle management staffs shifting emphasis away 

from hierarchical management authority towards 

team leadership.  
 

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 
The release of the report A Nation at Risk (1983) 

indicted schools for failing children and the nation’s 

economy and launched an educational reform 

movement in the United States unprecedented in its 

scale and duration (Björk, 2001). For over three 

decades such reform efforts have contributed to re-

centering learning and teaching and changing the 

nature of school and district leadership. Release of 

other educational reform reports have also influenced 

the way schools were organized, governed and led 

(Björk, Kowalski & Young, 2005). Recent studies of 
educational reform in Nordic countries suggest they 

enacted legislation that decentralized authority for 

educational decision making to municipal 

governments and enabled district superintendents and 

school leaders (principals and teachers), supported 

development of team leadership and enabled them to 

assume greater responsibility for making decisions.      

The dynamic relationship between a nation’s 

economy, society, and education is unambiguous and 

affirms scholars’ belief that education reform is not a 

singular event but an evolutionary process influenced 

by a wide array of economic, political, social, and 
technological changes occurring globally. Over time, 

school-district responses to these shifts have had a 

profound effect on redefining the nature, scope, and 

direction of public education and changing the nature 

of superintendents’ work. Rather than serving as 

simply being managers (CEOs), they were compelled 

to adopt a multidimensional responsibilities 

including: (a) interpreting social and economic forces 

on schools, (b) reconfiguring organizational 

structures, (c) engaging local community members, 

(d) facilitating instructional improvement, (e) 
building capacity of their professional staffs to work 
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as teams, and (f) institutionalizing organizational 

learning as a long-term survival mechanism (Browne-
Ferrigno & Bjӧrk, 2018). Since the early 1990s, 

scholarly interest in district-level systemic reform has 

not only heightened interest in the role of 

superintendents in launching and sustaining 

educational change (Brunner, Grogan, & Björk, 

2002). For example, most scholars reference the 

release of A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for 

Educational Reform (National Commission on 

Excellence in Education, 1983) as the beginning of 

the education reform movement in the USA. 

Widespread media coverage helped to create a 

perception that schools had failed the nation’s 
children and the nation’s economy. Consequently, 

policymakers, parents, and citizens demanded that 

public schools be held accountable for low student 

academic performance and ushered in a protracted era 

of educational. The notion of A Nation at Risk served 

as a metaphor for the USA’s global economic 

vulnerability. Over the next several decades, 

educational reform reports were released in four 

consecutive waves, each having discrete yet related 

themes (Björk, Kowalski, & Young, 2005). For 

example, the first wave (1983-1986) emphasized 
improving student academic performance, initiating 

school-level accountability, raising graduation 

requirements, extending length of school day and 

school year, and increasing teacher-licensure 

requirements. Themes of the second wave of 

education reform reports (1985-1989) included 

adoption of standards-based tests, incorporating 

higher-order thinking skills, problem solving, 

computer competency, and cooperative learning and 

recognized that demographic trends, particularly 

regarding students of color and children living in 

poverty influenced student learning outcomes. The 
third wave of education reform reports (1989-2003) 

criticized recommendations of reports released during 

the previous two eras as being too prescriptive and 

solution driven as well as being unduly focused on 

organizational and professional issues rather than on 

student learning. The fourth wave of education 

reform (2004-2019) reiterated previous 

recommendations (Ravitch, 2010). Both policy 

analysts and practitioners took exception to the No 

Child Left Behind (2002) legislation concerning its 

emphasis on top-down and coercive mandates, which 
were in concert with highly prescriptive 

measurements of student academic progress in the 

past and represented a retrogressive, accountability-

oriented view of education reform. Unfortunately, 

that legislation also embodied a view of leadership 

and change contrary to a substantive body of research 

indicating collaboration among stakeholder groups at 

all school levels was essential. Although passage of 

federal legislation titled Every Student Succeeds Act 

(2015) ameliorated many confounding aspects of No 

Child Left Behind regulations, superintendents had 

already begun decentralizing their districts through 

restructuring in five key areas including: calling for 

administrative coherency and building capacity of 
principals and teachers as leaders (Bjӧrk, Browne-

Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018); convening district-level 

leadership teams as a strategy to improve 

infrastructure alignment, re-center work on student 

learning and increase operational efficiency 

(Anderson & Young, 2018), modeling administrative 

teamwork for principals and teachers at the building 

levels who were assuming greater responsibility for 

curriculum and assessment and using data on 

demographic shifts to better understand the need to 

better serve all students; (Björk, Browne-Ferrigno, & 

Potterton, 2019). Taken together, these activities not 
only underscored the importance of teamwork but 

also redefined school and districts as learning 

organizations (Collinson & Cook, 2007). Analysis of 

superintendents’ education reform initiatives suggests 

that they have considerable authority to structure and 

restructure a district’s organization (Bruner et al., 

2002). Scholars suggest that over time 

superintendents’ roles emerged and reflected 

changing expectations and responsibilities for leading 

local school districts. The following section presents 

an overview of superintendent work responsibilities 
framed by these five historical roles. 

 

2.1 Superintendent Role Characterizations 

Leading large-scale school district change initiatives 

requires a superintendent to have a substantive 

knowledge as well as a wide range of skills that 

scholars have organized into five role 

conceptualizations. Although these roles may 

increase or decline in importance at times, none has 

become irrelevant to modern practice (Kowalski & 

Bjӧrk, 2005). These role conceptualizations provide a 

framework for understanding the complexity of the 
position and help to define the knowledge and skills 

for effective practice. 

 

Superintendent as Educational Leader 

Since the mid-19th century, the primary emphasis of 

superintendents’ work was supervising the district’s 

academic program, particularly in implementing a 

minimally mandated state curriculum and supervising 

teachers. In this context, the earliest superintendents 

were basically master teachers (Callahan, 1962). 

Superintendents serving during the mid- to late-1800s 
were highly regarded intellectuals in their 

communities and were astute in using their status to 

shield themselves from local politics and deflect 

attempts to influence district affairs, thus avoiding 

being portrayed as politicians or managers. Kowalski, 

McCord, Petersen, Young, and Ellerson (2011) found 

that 60% of surveyed superintendents reported their 

school boards placed a substantial emphasis on their 

serving as an instructional leader, which for the first 

time in history supplanted their role as district 

manager.  
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Superintendent as Manager 

As industrialization, immigration, and urbanization 
increased the size of school districts (1880s-1920s), 

business-oriented concepts were incorporated into 

public education and changed the nature of 

superintendent work (Kowalski, 1999). Over time, 

business-dominated school boards transformed the 

superintendents’ administrative role into a corporate-

oriented position by assigning them with additional 

responsibilities including budget, administration, 

personnel, and facility management. During the last 

several decades, the management role has remained a 

core aspect of superintendent work (Kowalski et al., 

2010).  
 

Superintendent as Democratic Leader 

The nature of superintendents’ work as a manager 

also involved the distribution of resources, attempts 

to influence decisions and balance community 

perspectives on educational issues. The democratic-

leader role characterization is viewed as being 

political. For example, inadequate financial support 

for schools is the most significant, persistent 

challenge facing superintendents, and acquisition of 

sufficient resources from the public is inherently 
political in nature.  

 

Although the notion of politics was rejected by 

educators during previous decades (Björk & Lindle, 

2001), the demands of education reform and 

inadequate budgets compelled superintendents to 

become political strategists and they became skilled 

at diplomatically galvanizing support among 

policymakers, employees, and citizens (Howlett, 

1993). The issue facing superintendents is not 

whether they should be political but rather how they 

should enact that role (Björk & Gurley, 2005). 
 

Superintendent as Applied Social Scientist 

The superintendent’s role characterization as an 

applied social scientist has been defined by both 

social context and educational dispositions. 

Emergence of the information society during the 

1950s contributed to greater transparency in the 

failure of schools to serve all students.  

 

It was widely perceived that failure to use social 

science data contributed to inadequately serving large 
segments of the nation’s economic underclass and 

racial minority groups (Kowalski & Björk, 2005). 

More recently, the notion of the superintendent as 

applied social scientist provided a foundation for 

understanding the relationship between society and 

schooling as well as providing a basis for 

accomplishing a more equitable and just society. In 

recent decades, school district superintendents are 

aware of important challenges including changing 

demographics, poverty, racism, drugs and violence 

(Kochan, Jackson, & Duke, 1999). 

 

Superintendent as Communicator 

The educational reform movement in the USA 
redefined communication superintendents’ 

communication patterns moving it away from a top 

down, one-way model to a highly interactive, two-

way process characteristic of complex and 

interdependent social systems. In these 

circumstances, technology, teamwork and 

collaboration were the tools that shaped 

contemporary communication patterns contributed to 

accomplishing systemic education reform (Chance & 

Björk, 2004). Because interdependency effects the 

way people learn and behave (Schlechty, 1997), it is 

incumbent upon superintendents to: (a) to develop 
district and school cultures and (b) to access and use 

information to identity and solve problems.  

 

2.2 Transformational Leadership 

Recent shifts in the educational administration from a 

managerial to a leadership orientation has been 

nurtured by scholars who emphasize a distinction 

between these roles (Rost, 1991).  For example, 

Burns (1978) posits that transactional administrators 

view subordinates as being motivated by earning 

rewards, avoiding punishment, and complying with 
top-down directives.  

 

Management in these contexts is hierarchical and, 

thus focused on gaining efficiencies through 

centralizing the coordination of work. Bass (1985) 

and Rost (1991) on the other hand view leadership as 

working with and through others in accomplishing 

shared goals (Björk, Kowalski, & Young, 2005). Rost 

(1991) defined transformational leadership as, “an 

influence relationship among leaders and followers 

who intend real changes that reflect their mutual 

purposes” (p.162). Transformational leadership is 
central to changing an organization’s culture and 

relies empowering others, enhancing individuals’ 

commitment, building a sense of community and, 

sharing ownership in the organization and its work.        

 

III. SOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Superintendents’ five role conceptualizations help to 

describe the multi-dimensional aspects of 

superintendents’ work as well as its complexity. Like 

chief executive officers of large complex 
organizations, superintendents sit at the apex of an 

organization’s hierarchy that tends to emphasize 

centralization and rely on rules, regulations, and 

policies as instruments to accomplish required work. 

In this context, district office staffs are committed to 

their respective areas of responsibility and tend to 

safeguard their own domains.  

To counter the potential of pulling a district office 

toward balkanization (i.e., units considering only 

their unique responsibilities), superintendents may 

support collaboration and teamwork through creating 

committees, task forces, technology devices, and 
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networks (Browne-Ferrigno & Bjӧrk, 2018). 

Superintendents’ success at implementing middle 
management level reform thus depends on both their 

understanding organizational dynamics and possess 

the skills needed to create the circumstances for re-

culturing district office staffs using the principles of 

organizational learning.  

Scholars suggest that organizational learning is the 

process required to enhance organizational members’ 

ability to understand why change is needed and to 

achieve new organizational expectations or goals 

(Popova-Nowak & Cseh, 2015). The basic 

component of organizational learning is team learning 

(Fiol & Lyles, 1985). Although organizations do not 
have brains, they do develop collective cognitive 

systems and memories. In this regard, organizational 

members contribute their personalities, personal 

habits, and beliefs over time that influences world 

views and ideologies exhibited by organizations. 

Members come and go, and leadership changes, but 

over time, organizations’ memories retain certain 

behaviors, mental maps, norms and values. Thus, 

organizational learning in educational settings 

involves “the deliberate use of individual, group, and 

system learning to embed new thinking and practices 
that continuously renew and transform the 

organization in ways that support shared aims” 

(Collinson & Cook, 2007, p. 7). When 

superintendents and district administrators nurture 

requisite conditions for organizational learning (i.e., 

social learning through teamwork, engagement of 

requisite personnel, distribution of new knowledge), 

the collective learning becomes embedded in the 

organization. A distinguishing feature of 

organizational learning is that individual learning is 

encapsulated within group learning (Wenger, 1998) 

and sustained through creation of shared meanings 
(Noam Cook & Yanow, 1993).   

 

IV. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

 

Several promising new lines of future inquiry on 

superintendent role characterizations emerged during 

the last several decades that align with their 

responsibility to launch and sustain educational 

reform. For example, examining the superintendent 

role as social scientist, particularly their efforts at 

educating all children, may be central to sustaining a 
democratic society and preparing the next generation 

of workers to participate in an increasingly 

competitive free market and global economy. 

Another potential line of needed research is how new 

modes of communication, particularly those used 

within networks and by teams, are changing the 

superintendent role as communicator.  

 

A central theme in enacting reforms centers on the 

school-district organization. Although altering the 

organizational architecture of work in public school 

districts is in its early stages of development, its 

potential for changing the culture of schooling that 

meet critical goals focused on improving learning and 
teaching hold considerable promise (Browne-

Ferrigno & Bjӧrk, 2018).  

 

V. CONCLUSION  

 

During the last several decades, education reform 

challenged superintendents to meet the needs of a 

global economy and a changing society. Their role in 

educating future generations of workers continues to 

be central to preserving the economic wellbeing of 

the nation. Although public schools helped advance 

industrialization in the past, their contribution to 
facilitating transformation of the USA to a global 

technology-oriented economy remains a work in 

progress. Accomplishing this goal is an issue of 

growing concern and frames current and future 

challenges to education. An emerging focus on 

changing the social architecture of educators’ work is 

prescient because it recognizes that conventional 

ways of doing work are inadequate and that 

substantive changes are required particularly those 

that emphasize building capacity of professional 

staffs in district offices to work collaboratively and 
through high-performing teams.           
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