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Introduction: The “glass cliff” phenomenon has been observed in many fields; in these situations, women are hired into prestigious, but precarious, leadership positions. In education, little is known about the preexisting district contextual trends into which women leaders are hired, and thus whether a glass cliff might exist in the superintendency. This study explores descriptively whether evidence suggests superintendents in New Jersey might be differentially sorted into “precarious” districts across gender.

Methods: Our study utilizes a newly created statewide longitudinal data set to examine descriptive trends in superintendent placement, including multiple measures of precarity. We investigate the presence of the glass ceiling by examining representation in the superintendency, the glass escalator as evidenced by leader qualifications, and the glass cliff as indicated by district characteristics.

Results: New Jersey employs a higher proportion of women superintendents than the national average. Men and women superintendents are equivalently qualified, on average, though women tend to be paid less. We find that male and female superintendents in the state work in somewhat similar districts, though women are more likely to lead districts serving students from low-income communities and larger proportions of minoritized students.

Discussion: These findings suggest women superintendents in New Jersey are excelling despite serving communities that are often under-resourced. Thus, there is some suggestion of a glass cliff phenomenon in education leadership, as women who obtain the highest positions are also in more precarious settings.
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Introduction

The “glass cliff” phenomenon has been observed in many fields (Ryan and Haslam, 2005; Cook and Glass, 2013; Ryan et al., 2016; White, 2023); in these situations, women are hired into ostensibly prestigious, but precarious, leadership positions. The concept was first introduced by Ryan and Haslam (2005) to describe the possible relationship between the appointment of women board members in business leadership positions and firm performance; while narratives between performance and women holding these prestigious positions sometimes appeared to paint women leaders in a negative light, Ryan and Haslam (2005) found no measurable differences in performance after a man or woman was added to the board given pre-hiring trends. Instead, their research suggested disparities in the circumstances into which men and women are hired into board leadership, and how performance is attributed to men and women given those disparities in pre-existing firm performance (Ryan and Haslam, 2005, 2007). Specifically, women were more likely to be hired to firms that were already experiencing downward performance trends, and negative performance is often attributed to the personal characteristics of leaders rather than the circumstances in which they took the role (Kulich et al., 2007).

The metaphor of the glass cliff builds on the earlier metaphors of a glass ceiling and a glass escalator used to describe gender disparities in leadership positions across industries. The glass ceiling (Morrison et al., 1987) is the most widely observed and well-known phenomenon, where women find top positions elusive (e.g., company CEO, president of the United States, district superintendent). The glass escalator describes the seemingly smooth path men may experience in moving through leadership hierarchies in fields dominated by women, such as education (Williams, 1992). In addition to the glass ceiling and glass escalator, women who reach the highest levels of leadership may also be confronting a glass cliff (Ryan et al., 2016). When women do gain access to leadership positions, those positions may be more precarious than those their male colleagues hold. Women being more likely to be hired to boards of firms already on a downward trajectory, and then often blamed for the continuation of that negative performance (Ryan and Haslam, 2005), suggests evidence of a glass cliff phenomenon of women reaching ostensibly prestigious positions that are in reality more precarious than those held by men.

Little research has explored the idea of precarious positions in education. Smith (2015) defines a school district to be more precarious if it serves students and communities with a greater diversity of needs and fewer resources. Additionally, federal and state policies that require districts to report student demographic and achievement information to the public may also shape perceptions regarding the prestige and precarity of various leadership positions (McGhee and Nelson, 2005). Women leaders may be more likely to be hired to more precarious positions, and if women leaders “fail,” they may also be subject to more harsh criticism and individual blame than men. In education, little is known about the preexisting district contextual trends into which women leaders are hired, and thus whether a glass cliff might exist in the superintendency.

We model this paper after the foundational research of Ryan and Haslam (2005) in the corporate world to examine the possibility of the glass cliff phenomenon in K12 education leadership. As in business, historically we see a lack of women in leadership roles in education, particularly at the district level. While approximately 80% of teachers in United States public schools are women (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022), about half of principals in the United States are women, and only around a quarter of superintendents are women (Finnan and McCord, 2017; Robinson et al., 2017; Tienken, 2021; White, 2021, 2023). The superintendency, the highest position in district leadership, was originally conceived of as a managerial position and considered “men’s work” for decades, with women holding only 1% of all superintendencies even into the early 1980s (Robinson et al., 2017). In fact, some research has suggested that the position structurally disadvantages women from attaining and succeeding within the position (Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer, 2006). While the proportion of women holding the position has risen notably, these gains have plateaued in the past few decades (Björk et al., 2005; Glass and Franceschini, 2007).

Two primary arguments for having greater representation of women in leadership positions emphasize normative and efficiency goals. The normative (or moral) argument is that women and men should have equal representation in seats of authority and power because men and women are equally represented in the population; there is an ethical obligation on the part of society to ensure equitable access to power. In fields that are overrepresented by women, such as education, leadership inequities are particularly glaring because the most qualified for advancement are likely those with experience in the field (Schein, 2001; Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer, 2006). The efficiency argument suggests that disparities between men and women in the position indicate possible bias in hiring, with selection into leadership being at least partially based on gender rather than solely upon applicant qualifications for the position (Tallerico, 2000; White, 2023). Thus, instead of hiring the best candidate for the leadership position, bias in hiring leads to an inefficiency, as the organization potentially hires a less qualified candidate. While research suggests women leaders provide unique value to students and teachers (Grogan, 1996; Grogan and Shakeshaft, 2013; Robinson et al., 2017; Zenger and Folkman, 2019), and these contributions are certainly worthy of study, we here highlight the fundamental arguments regarding representation as a part of the systemic structures emphasizing the gender disparities in education leadership.

When women do take on leadership positions, evidence suggests women tend to be more likely to work in districts serving students with more diverse needs (e.g., students with disabilities, English learners, students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch; White, 2023). These student and district demographic characteristics are also typically associated with lower academic achievement as measured by traditional metrics (e.g., standardized assessments, graduation rates), reflecting inequitable access to resources, and these districts may be considered more challenging, and therefore more precarious (McGhee and Nelson, 2005). We extend prior work on glass ceilings, escalators, and cliffs phenomena to education, examining whether we can find evidence of these structures among New Jersey’s education leaders and their career trajectories.

Women may not hold superintendent positions for many reasons, and we do not attempt to account for all of the many complicated factors affecting those decisions in this study (e.g., professional interest, personal commitments, bias in hiring). Still, we have limited evidence exploring whether there are systematic barriers to women holding executive leadership positions or women only getting access to leadership in the most challenging and struggling districts, and further research is needed to understand whether and under what conditions we find evidence for structural phenomena that are associated with inequalities in leadership across gender. Importantly, “a company’s poor performance could be a trigger for the appointment of women to the board” (Ryan and Haslam, 2005), and it is possible that a similar phenomenon is found in education. Women may be more likely to be hired into more precarious district leadership positions. These differential hiring decisions could impact representation in the superintendency and tenure within the superintendency. As women pursue leadership positions within schools and districts, their aspirations are impacted not only by the important questions facing all educators considering leaving the classroom for administration; in addition, women leaders must meet the gendered expectations associated with leadership, and they may be working in more precarious settings, in part because of those gendered expectations.

In this study, we consider the representation of women within executive school district leadership positions (the glass ceiling), the extent to which men hold these positions with comparable qualifications to women (the glass escalator), and the differences in the observable characteristics of the districts they serve (the glass cliff). Our study utilizes a newly created statewide longitudinal data set to examine descriptive trends in superintendent placement, student demographic features, and academic achievement as measures of precarity. Specifically, we investigate the following research questions:

1. To what extent are women represented in the superintendency?

2. To what extent do women and men in the superintendency have differing qualifications?

3. Do the demographic characteristics of districts differ by superintendent gender?

We examine the types of districts women and men superintendents serve as well as their qualifications for the position. We then compare these districts on multiple possible indicators of position precarity, including student achievement and demographic characteristics (i.e., race/ethnicity, eligibility for free or reduced-price meals, and classification as an English Learner or student with an individualized education plan), as well as leader compensation.

Importantly, we acknowledge that this binary approach to examining gendered trends is not inclusive of gender nonconforming and nonbinary leaders. While not in the scope of this study, we recognize that transgender and nonbinary educators have been largely erased from the research literature, and we hope the questions we raise about women in the superintendency provide an opportunity for broader questions to be raised regarding conceptions of gender and educational leadership.



Literature review


Glass ceilings, escalators, and cliffs

Among the many metaphors used to describe women in leadership, the idea of a glass ceiling has been particularly powerful (Morrison et al., 1987). The notion of a glass ceiling succinctly captures how invisible forces ostensibly prevent women from rising to top positions of leadership. Well into the early 2000s, evidence suggested the glass ceiling was an immovable reality, but slowly, gender diversity started to expand in top leadership positions in public and private organizations (United States Government Accountability Office, 2010). Women occupy more leadership positions today than ever before, prompting many to suggest that the glass ceiling has been shattered (Muther, 2022; Salamy, 2022; Wattles, 2023). However, despite the increased representation of women in leadership, women still lag woefully behind men in executive positions (Warner et al., 2018). Though women comprise almost half of the overall workforce in the United States, only about 42% of managers are women, a number that has not changed much in the last decade (Government Accountability Office, 2022). In many fields, the lack of representation at the highest levels of management is even more striking. For example, about 45% of law associates are women, but only 19% of partners, women hold fewer than a quarter of the seats in the United States House and Senate, and only 5% of Fortune 500 CEOs are women (Warner et al., 2018). The glass ceiling phenomenon appears to persist in many fields.

Relatedly, the glass escalator is a metaphor used to describe the phenomenon of men receiving preferential treatment in fields in which women make up the majority of the labor force, such as nursing, social work, and education (Williams, 1992). Advancing to leadership in education has been a prime example of this phenomenon. Women make up approximately 80 % of all teachers, but they make up only 50 % of all principals and just a quarter of all superintendents (Finnan and McCord, 2017; Robinson et al., 2017; Tienken, 2021; White, 2021, 2023). The glass escalator phenomenon suggests men are encouraged to pursue higher positions in these fields regardless of personal interest and motivation. Additionally, the tendency for men to hold more supervisory positions within these fields may contribute to other men’s promotion, which can lead to increased mentoring opportunities and the tapping of future leaders who are then provided additional advantages (Grissom and Keiser, 2011; Myung et al., 2011; Bowers and White, 2014).

Building on these metaphors used to describe the gendered labor market forces that create these disparities, Ryan and Haslam (2005) introduced the notion of a glass cliff, which describes the experience of some women being more likely to be hired into more precarious leadership positions upon the opportunity to rise to leadership. Specifically, women may be more likely to be brought into seemingly prestigious leadership positions in organizations that are actually facing particularly challenging circumstances. Building on the research of Schein (2001), Ryan and Haslam (2007) suggested that the old bias of “think manager-think male” had developed a complimentary bias of “think crisis-think female” where an organization experiencing turmoil might look to women to provide leadership that is different from men. Ryan et al. (2011) suggest women leaders are preferred in these situations because they are seen as being better at managing people and because they are then positioned to take the blame for the organizational failure. The consequence of these biases is men being hired to more stable leadership positions while women are hired to organizations already experiencing lower performance. Thus, women leaders may be more likely to lead organizations while they are in crisis, putting them in more challenging leadership positions. In education, these challenges may be related to increased scrutiny and/or resource constraints, which has been heightened in the school accountability era that has placed increased emphasis on standardized achievement scores, and resulted in school leaders working with students of marginalized identities to be villainized and even more likely to turn over (McGhee and Nelson, 2005; Mitani, 2018).

Ryan and Haslam (2005) were responding to a newspaper article that suggested women in leadership may be a hindrance to the performance of firms; that article (Judge, 2003) suggested that a recent uptick in women being hired to the boards of firms was related to lower performance of those firms. To the contrary, Ryan and Haslam (2005) argued that the article failed to account for the pre-existing trends of those firms prior to the women being hired to the boards. They found that women were more likely to be hired into boards of firms that already had a trend of lower performance in the 3 months prior to the hire. Since Ryan and Haslam’s (2005) initial study, several other researchers have found additional evidence of the glass cliffs phenomenon in the corporate field (Brady et al., 2011), as well as in other fields and with other minoritized identities (Cook and Glass, 2013; Smith, 2015; Bornat et al., 2018). For example, Cook and Glass (2013) found that people identifying as a minoritized race or ethnicity were more likely to be hired into precarious positions. Bornat et al. (2018) found evidence of a glass cliff for women in United Kingdom politics, with women being more likely to be raised to local or national party leadership when the party is performing poorly. As women consider pursuing leadership positions, they may face gendered expectations in the recruitment and hiring process that affect their promotion; additionally, when selected, women may actually be even more likely to be serving organizations in more precarious settings than their male colleagues.



Glass cliffs in education

The notion of glass cliffs has been underexplored in public organizations, and only two peer-reviewed studies we know of have explored the concept of glass cliffs in education (Smith, 2015; White, 2023). Smith (2015) uses a sample of public school principals surveyed through the National Education Panel Survey (NEPS) administered in both 2002 and 2004 to estimate the relationship between the percent of women in the principalship within a district in 2004 and multiple school district demographic characteristics. They found higher percentages of students with limited English proficiency, out of school suspensions, and gifted and talented supports in a district were associated with larger percentages of women in the principalship. They argue diversity of student need may result in a more challenging work environment and a potentially precarious position for women leading in those districts (Smith, 2015).

While Smith’s (2015) study provides important evidence regarding the glass cliff and gendered sorting of women in leadership into districts, the study raises additional questions for exploration. First, district conditions may be connected to differences in the proportion of women in the principalship, and district-level characteristics (e.g., district percentages of students with limited English proficiency) may be more directly related to the precarity of the role of superintendents rather than principals, since schools may differ substantially within districts. Second, the NEPS does not include any measures of academic performance nor other measures of diversity such as economic or racial/ethnic diversity that may also be associated with more challenging positions. Our study aims to build on Smith (2015), addressing these limitations by exploring descriptively if and how evidence exists suggesting the presence of the glass cliffs phenomenon in the superintendency.

White (2023) directly examines the possibility of the glass cliff phenomenon in the superintendency, focusing on turnover rates by gender using a new national, longitudinal data set of superintendents. White’s (2023) work emphasizes the persistent glass ceiling effect across the United States, with a very slight narrowing of the gender gap in the superintendency from about 74% in the 2019–2020 school year to 72% in 2022–2023. While turnover is slightly more common among men, they find the newly open positions are not particularly likely to be filled by women. Importantly, White (2023) notes that improvements in closing the gap are likely driven by a small number of states with particularly high representation of women in the position, such as New Jersey. Building off this work, in this study we focus on this particular state as a possible exemplar. Additionally, while White (2023) considers student demographics as predictors for turnover, we are also able to consider superintendent qualifications, as well as look across district types, when considering possible gender disparities. We also examine first-year superintendents for a closer look at the conditions into which leaders are hired.



Gender bias and precarity of leadership in education

Although the research on glass cliffs in education is limited, research on gender bias in educational leadership has been relatively robust. Several studies exploring the pipeline to school leadership have found evidence to suggest that women are proportionally less likely to advance to leadership (Ringel et al., 2004; Fuller et al., 2016; Davis et al., 2017; Grissom et al., 2020) and tend to take longer to reach the principalship (Bailes and Guthery, 2020). Moreover, when women reach the principalship they are often placed in elementary schools, but secondary school leadership is seen as a gatekeeper on the path to the superintendency (Bailes and Guthery, 2020). Recent reports suggest the proportion of women in the superintendency has increased in the past few decades, but it lags far behind the proportion of women in education and women in the population (Finnan and McCord, 2017; Robinson et al., 2017; Taie and Goldring, 2020; Thomas et al., 2023). Additionally, women are more likely to enter the superintendency later in their careers, and women leaders are typically paid less, on average, than men (Grissom et al., 2021). Research suggests the structure of the role and gendered perceptions of leadership may be key contributors to women being disadvantaged in applying for and being hired to the superintendency (Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer, 2006).

Defining the “precarity” of educational positions is a fraught endeavor in education research. Although scholars generally agree that schools with a larger share of students needing more intensive educational supports tend to be more challenging to lead, many scholars have challenged the deficit framing of having more students of color and students in poverty as being necessarily more difficult for schools (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Importantly, structural issues create conditions that make it more difficult for students in poverty, students of color, and other minoritized students to succeed academically (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Dee, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2006). This research has highlighted how the era of accountability has been particularly negative for schools and districts serving large proportions of marginalized students, as accountability metrics tend to confirm existing biases about the quality of schools (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Noguera, 2008).

While this scholarship regarding the rhetoric used to describe schools is important, the literature also suggests that there are material consequences to leading schools and districts that tend to have lower levels of academic achievement and higher proportions of marginalized students. For example, Grissom and Bartanen (2019) find that principals are more likely to turnover and specifically exit public education or be demoted when they lead schools that have lower levels of achievement. Smith (2015) argues having more diverse student needs in a school district should be more challenging to lead than school districts with more homogenous student populations.

Given this evidence, we define precarious school districts primarily as those with higher proportions of students of color and students in poverty and lower academic achievement as compared to the state average. We do so not because of the students but because of the structures that maintain the lower academic achievement of marginalized students. Though this is a rhetorical difference, we believe it is important to make this distinction because we do not want to perpetuate a deficit framing of districts serving predominantly marginalized students. It is precisely because the students in these school districts are marginalized that leading these school districts may be more challenging than leading school districts with structural advantages due to the wealth and whiteness of the students. Moreover, empirical research and anecdotal experiences of school leaders suggest that accountability pressures often result in the loss of prestige of positions, additional job stress, and greater likelihoods of turnover (McGhee and Nelson, 2005; Mitani, 2018).

In addition to achievement, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status, we consider the proportion of English Learners (ELs) and students with individualized education plans (IEPs) as possible contributors to position precarity given their inclusion in federal and state policy mandates. Additionally, New Jersey, like some other states, has many districts serving only students in some configuration of grades pk-8. We capitalize on this district structure and also examine representation in elementary school district leadership as a possible indicator of position precarity, as leading elementary school districts is associated with lower salaries and lower likelihoods of advancement to more prestigious and higher positions (Bailes and Guthery, 2020; Grissom et al., 2021), and women may face an additional burden of making visible this often overlooked role (Garn and Brown, 2008). Finally, we consider compensation as a possible indicator of precarity, as it may be representative of a larger trend of limited resources in the district.




Materials and methods


Data

New Jersey offers a unique research setting as a diverse state consisting of around 600 districts, employing a larger proportion of women superintendents than average across the United States, about 34% in the state compared to around 25% nationally (Tienken, 2021; White, 2023). The New Jersey state department of education (NJDOE) provides publicly available data regarding the academic performance of its school districts as well as student demographic information and personnel data. The data for this study come from the NJDOE public files for the 2016/2017 to 2018/2019 school years. These include personnel data on staff (described below), demographics of students, and the academic achievement of students. We include all traditional public and charter districts. Regional school districts, vocational districts, and special education jointure districts are excluded from all analyses, as these non-traditional districts had substantial missing and/or inconsistent data on variables of interest.

The staff data are particularly important to this study in examining possible glass ceilings, escalators, and cliffs. These data include the names of staff, the schools and districts to which they are assigned, their job codes, their highest degree earned, and their years of experience as educators, within the state of New Jersey, and within the LEA (i.e., district). Notably, the gender of staff is not included in the public data. Therefore, we assigned gender to superintendents using three sources of data. The first was the Social Security Administration’s lists of popular names by decade1 for boys and girls to determine common names by gender, as suggested by White (2023). We used the lists for the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. This timespan covers the most likely birth years for current superintendents. Second, we used the public directory2 of school districts in New Jersey that included the names of superintendents. The public directories often include a title (e.g., Mr., Ms., Mrs., Dr.) for the superintendents of those districts, and we used the gendered titles provided in those directories to assign the gender of superintendents. Lastly, we conducted a web search to find documentation from district websites, social media (e.g., LinkedIn, Facebook), or district board meeting minutes that may identify the gender of superintendents when necessary. Using these three sources we were able to identify the gender of all superintendents in our sample (N = 1,644 superintendent by year observations). We exclude superintendents from non-traditional districts as described above and those districts with incomplete data yielding a final sample size of 1,509 superintendent by year observations.

Like gender, the state considers educator race/ethnicity to be private employee information, and thus does not provide that data. While an intersectional approach considering how race/ethnicity and gender are related in shaping prospective leaders’ experiences would be relevant and important, we are unable to examine those trends in this study.

Although the majority of districts included only one superintendent per district-year, there were cases where a district may have more than one superintendent listed in the personnel data. When this was the case, we identified a primary superintendent for that district-year by examining the fulltime equivalency and salary for each, as well as the superintendent that was in the role the prior year. Additionally, some superintendents in New Jersey lead more than one district. In these situations, we checked to make sure that a superintendent could reasonably drive to the other district office within one hour. If this was the case, we considered the same name to be connected to the same person. If the name was relatively common, we used a web search to confirm the identity of the superintendent. Therefore, the 1,509 district-year observations are superintendents across the state; a single leader may appear up to three times across years. Across all years of the data set, there are 636 unique superintendents.

Again, the NJDOE staff data includes personnel information regarding superintendent educational attainment and experience, which we use to establish any differences in educator qualification to examine the possibility of a glass escalator phenomenon. We dichotomize educational attainment as either having obtained a doctoral degree or not, as a master’s degree is required for superintendent certification in the state and very few superintendents hold only a bachelor’s degree. Years of professional experience are provided at the state and district level as well as overall years as an educator. Educator salary has been adjusted for cost of living according to the CPI Inflation Calculator3 provided by the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics; all salary statistics are presented in constant 2019 dollars. We exclude superintendents whose reported salary is lower than $50,000 as implausible and likely misreported.

NJDOE school report card data contain district characteristics including student enrollment for all groups mandated by federal reporting requirements; we focus specifically on student race/ethnicity, students with disabilities, English learners, and students who qualify for free or reduced-price school meal programs. New Jersey is a diverse state; given the variability of diversity across districts, we examine enrollment of students identified and categorized as white, Latinx/Hispanic, Black, Asian, and those in multiple and/or other categories. Average district achievement in both English/Language Arts (ELA) and mathematics are also reported. We also categorize the districts by the grades they serve. About half of districts serve students in some combination of grades pre-kindergarten through eight, about 12% serve students in grades nine through 12, and almost 40% of districts are unified, serving all grade levels or some other grade span across the two.



Methods

We provide rich descriptive statistics regarding superintendents in New Jersey and the districts they serve. First, we consider the possibility of a glass ceiling effect by examining the representation of women in the position. Second, we describe leader qualifications for superintendents to examine the possibility of a glass escalator. Third, we describe multiple district characteristics that may be associated with precarity, including student achievement and district demographic characteristics, to investigate a possible glass cliff. We describe each variable of interest for the state overall as well as by gender, and we use t-tests of means to measure whether men and women differ meaningfully on each. For comparisons of all districts across men and women in the superintendency, we provide repeated cross-sectional analyses for each year of available data. We also perform a subset of analyses on new superintendents in their first year in a particular superintendency to examine qualifications and district characteristics at the time of hire. These new hires may or may not have served as superintendents previously; in these supplemental analyses, we consider conditions at time of hire separate from the conditions in which superintendents work throughout their tenure. We present pooled results because we have to drop 1 year of data to identify superintendents that are new to the position.




Results

We have organized the presentation of our findings according to our three research questions. We first describe the representation of women in the superintendency and superintendent qualifications by gender to examine possible evidence of glass ceiling and glass escalator phenomena. We then explore differences in the school districts men and women superintendents serve to consider the possibility a glass cliff phenomenon may also be present. We include multiple district characteristics, highlighting student achievement and the representation of specific student groups identified by federal policy as historically underserved, and therefore potentially indicative of demographic characteristics community members and others might perceive as associated with more precarious positions. We describe mean differences between men and women superintendents overall as well as for new superintendent hires. Our findings suggest the presence of all three phenomena, with women underrepresented in the superintendency overall, despite being equivalently qualified, and being overrepresented in more precarious district settings.


RQ1: evidence of a glass ceiling

Women superintendents are well-represented across New Jersey public school districts in comparison to the nation as a whole. Women held over a third of all superintendent positions over the 3 years in the sample, holding almost 34% of positions in 2017, and just over 35% in the latter 2 years (Figure 1); women therefore hold a higher proportion of superintendent seats than most estimates of gender representation in the role across United States public school districts by about 10% (Finnan and McCord, 2017; Robinson et al., 2017; Tienken, 2021; White, 2021, 2023). Still, while these statistics are promising in suggesting women may face fewer barriers in achieving the highest level of district education leadership in New Jersey, women still hold fewer executive leadership positions than their representation in the teaching or principal workforce might suggest, and men tend to work in districts regarded as more prestigious (e.g., upper grades or unified).
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FIGURE 1
 Proportion of women and men in the superintendency by year.


Women’s representation across district types varies greatly, mirroring that of the principalship. Only about 40% of New Jersey school districts serve students in kindergarten (or pre-k) through high school. About half of all districts only serve students in grades 8 and below (with many configurations, such as k-8, k-6, 4–8, etc.), and about 12% of districts serve only high school grades (see Table 1). Women are much more likely to serve in lower grade districts than in high school or unified districts, with about 56% of women superintendents leading elementary districts (not shown). Still, men are more likely to lead all district types; they hold about 60% of elementary positions, and around 70% of secondary and unified superintendencies (see Table 2). Elementary positions are typically seen as less prestigious than those serving older grades or unified districts (Bailes and Guthery, 2020); thus, women’s comparative overrepresentation in those positions may actually be additional evidence of a glass ceiling effect, where women can get close to the highest positions, but still often find themselves in a position just a rung lower.



TABLE 1 Sample characteristics.
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2 Men versus women superintendent comparison of district characteristics.
[image: Table2]

Within district type, women and men superintendents serve districts of similar enrollment, on average. As of 2019, districts serving only the lower K8 grades tend to be smallest, though there is much variability in district size; while the average lower grade district serves around 730 students, the largest district serves over 6,000 (see Table 3). High school grade-level districts are slightly more than twice as large as elementary, on average, with over 1,700 students enrolled; again, much variability is observed, with the largest high school districts serving over 10,000 students. Unified districts, on average, enroll more than twice the average number in high school districts, over 4,000 students across grades pre-k through grade 12. While men lead slightly larger districts, on average, the difference is not statistically significant. Examining enrollment differences across district type, we find that men tend to hold lower-grade superintendencies enrolling statistically significantly higher numbers of students than women (890 vs. 627), and higher numbers in upper-grade schools, though not statistically significant. Women leading unified districts tend to enroll about 700 more students than men, about 15% of enrollment. While only statistically significant at the p < 0.1 threshold, this difference may indicate these district settings are substantively different to lead.



TABLE 3 Enrollment by Grade Level and Gender.
[image: Table3]

Given the representation of women in the superintendency throughout the state overall as well as when examining the different district types, New Jersey compares positively with much of the country, as over a third of superintendents are women. However, there still seems to be some sorting by gender into district grade types, and this higher proportion of district leaders is still of course not comparable to the larger educator workforce. Thus, this level of representation nonetheless suggests evidence of a glass ceiling in the superintendency in the state.



RQ2: evidence of a glass escalator

Men and women superintendents are similarly qualified, on average. About 40% of superintendents across the state hold a doctorate (see Figure 2). Women superintendents hold doctoral degrees at slightly higher rates than men, with 40.67% of women having earned the degree compared to 39.56% of men across all years. This difference is not statistically significant, however, suggesting superintendents have similar levels of education preparation.
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FIGURE 2
 


Women and men superintendents are also similar regarding their professional experience as educators (see Figure 2; Table 2). The state provides total years of experience as an educator, years of experience within the state, and years of experience within the leader’s current district. Women tend to have slightly more experience in each category, though none are statistically significantly different. Superintendents in New Jersey, on average, have just under 20 years of experience as educators, and the vast majority of that experience comes from working within the state. These leaders hold, on average, about 10 years of experience within their current district. We cannot speak to possible differences in the specific roles prospective superintendents in New Jersey may have held (e.g., teacher, principal, curriculum director); however, these patterns in experience point to similar patterns found regarding differences in career pathways to the principalship (Fuller et al., 2016; Bailes and Guthery, 2020). These studies suggest women are less likely to advance to the principalship given completion of a preparation program (Fuller et al., 2016) and women in the assistant principalship often take longer to reach to the principalship as compared to their male counterparts (Bailes and Guthery, 2020).

These two characterizations of superintendent qualifications suggest women are equivalently qualified with men, and perhaps even slightly more qualified in terms of doctoral degree attainment and years of experience. We consider these findings to be a suggestion of a moderate glass escalator; given a potentially large pool of qualified women educators as suggested by their representation in teaching and the principalship, men dominate the superintendency.



RQ3: evidence of a glass cliff

Men and women superintendents serve similar districts in many ways; however, where district demographics differ, women tend to serve communities including larger numbers of economically disadvantaged and minoritized students. Additionally, women tend to have lower compensation, which is particularly true for new hires. We begin by describing district achievement in math and ELA, and we then examine differences between the proportions of several student subgroups that have been identified by federal and state policy for additional targeted supports; we here consider the proportions of these student groups enrolled in districts to be indicative of diverse student needs which should suggest a level of precarity. We examine student race/ethnicity and the enrollment of racially minoritized students, as well as economically disadvantaged students as identified by eligibility for free or reduced-price school meals. We then examine other student groups eligible for supplemental support services, English learners (ELs) and students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). We also describe the contexts in which newly hired superintendents tend to work and consider how leader compensation may indicate position precarity.

Average student achievement does not vary much by superintendent gender overall. However, the analyses focused on superintendents in their first year in the district showed that newly hired women superintendents are serving districts that tend to have much lower rates of both math and ELA proficiency, on average (see Tables 2, 4). These statistics suggest men and women are working in similar districts overall regarding achievement, but newly hired women may be sorted into districts exhibiting greater academic need.



TABLE 4 New superintendents comparison of prior year’s district characteristics.
[image: Table4]

New Jersey school districts serve a wide range of students from diverse economic backgrounds. In fact, districts range from serving no students qualifying for FRPL to all students qualifying (see Table 1). Women superintendents tend to lead districts serving higher proportions of students who qualify for the federal free or reduced-price lunch program, an indicator of family income and overall district socioeconomic status. Overall, in districts led by women, around 31% of students are eligible compared to about 27.5% of students in districts led by men. This difference in participation is driven by unified districts, where about 37% of students in women-led districts and 32% of students in men-led districts qualify for the nutrition assistance program. Women also tend to lead lower-grade districts with more students qualifying for FRPL, with over 28% compared to 24% in districts led by men.

On average, about 4% of New Jersey students are classified as English learners (ELs) across all grade levels. Unified districts serve the highest proportion of ELs (5.3%), and lower-grade districts serve higher numbers than upper-grade, in alignment with national trends, as students tend to be reclassified as they gain proficiency. Women tend to lead districts with higher proportions of ELs, which is driven by unified districts. However, these differences are not significant, and men and women superintendents appear to be serving similar proportions of ELs.

Almost one in five students in New Jersey is legally required to be provided with appropriate educational supports based on an individualized educational plan (IEP), and it is somewhat more common in unified districts compared to separate lower/upper grade districts. Men and women leaders are similarly likely to work with students with IEPs, though men leading K8 districts serve a slightly higher proportion of students with IEPs, on average.

New Jersey is a racially diverse state. Approximately 60% of students in the state are white, about 20% are Latinx, 10% are Black, 8% are Asian, and about 3% of students identify differently. Similar to the variability in FRPL eligibility, districts vary greatly in the racial makeup of their students. Demographic data for white, Latinx, and Black student enrollments show that districts again range from virtually 0 to 100% for each group. On average, men and women superintendents work in similar districts when comparing these racial demographics (see Table 2). However, first-year women superintendents tend to work with larger proportions of non-white students than first-year men (see Table 3). In particular, men work in districts with about 10% higher white enrollments, whereas women work in districts with about 8% higher proportions of Hispanic/Latinx students.

In addition to these district student demographic characteristics, we also consider compensation as a feature of possible precarity, as a lack of parity in compensation could be an indicator of a more challenging position. On average, men in our sample are paid more than women. The mean salary among all superintendents in the state is about $157,600. However, the mean salary for men is just over $160,000, whereas the mean salary for women is about $154,000. This difference of over $6,000 is both statistically and practically significant for district leaders. The salary gap is even more apparent for new superintendent hires; first-year men in the superintendency are paid, on average, over $11,000 more than first-year women superintendents.




Discussion

Women play an important and growing role in K12 district leadership, and New Jersey superintendents are an example of how women are breaking gender barriers. Still, women hold fewer leadership positions than their overall representation in the education workforce participation rates would suggest, and when they do achieve those highest positions, they may find themselves in more precarious settings than their male colleagues. The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which evidence suggests the presence of a glass ceiling, glass escalator, and glass cliff in the superintendency in New Jersey school districts.

While women hold more of these executive positions within New Jersey than is typical across the country, they are still underrepresented compared to their participation in the education labor force overall, suggesting a glass ceiling. This imbalance in promotion is seen despite women being just as qualified as men as defined by educational attainment and professional experience, suggesting a glass escalator. And finally, when women are hired into the superintendency, they tend to serve districts characterized as more challenging based on diversity of student need, suggesting a glass cliff.

Despite these findings suggesting these phenomena are at play in the career trajectories of educators in New Jersey, the greater representation of women in the superintendency in the state also suggests there might be lessons regarding professional leadership opportunities for women and hints at policies that could be enacted to help increase gender parity. We here present our discussion of important considerations for further research as well as policy and practical implications aligned with the research question themes of representation, promotion, and position precarity.


Representation: breaking the glass

Whether compared to the proportion of women in the United States, the proportion of women in the workforce, or the proportion of women educators more specifically, the representation of women in the superintendency is lacking, though less so in New Jersey. The evidence from our analyses suggests that though women are able to reach the superintendency, the rates of women in the superintendency lag behind their proportions in the general population and lag woefully behind their proportions among educators. This persistent underrepresentation of women in the superintendency points to potential concerns for equity in access to seats of power and potential biases in hiring to the superintendency that may mean school districts are not selecting the best possible leaders, as leaders are not chosen based solely on their qualifications for the position. A recent simulation study finds that relatively small gender biases in hiring may lead to relatively large levels of gender discrimination and productivity loss (Hardy et al., 2022). This may be especially the case in unified school districts where we see men leading districts at far higher rates to women.

Although women are underrepresented in the superintendency in the state, New Jersey does have more women in the superintendency as compared to many other states across the United States. One possible reason for a larger proportion of women leaders in New Jersey as compared to the country as a whole may be due to its relative geographic density and the larger number of school districts found within. With over 600 districts in such a small state in terms of square mileage, the state simply offers more leadership opportunities than most. States with fewer districts, by definition, have fewer executive leadership positions, as the vast majority of districts around the country have a single superintendent, and there are few districts consistently operating without a superintendent (though some superintendents lead multiple districts). Still, the structural existence of more positions does not necessarily lead to more women being hired.

The geographic density of school districts within the state may also play a role; because New Jersey is a school district dense state, districts are located in much closer proximity to each other than in many states, potentially presenting educators with more opportunities within a commutable distance as they consider job prospects. For comparison, neighboring states Pennsylvania and New York have about 10 and 40% more districts than New Jersey, respectively, while both are more than six times as large geographically; Texas, at over 35 times the square mileage of New Jersey, has close to twice as many districts (US Census Bureau, 2010; National Center for Education Statistics, 2017). Massachusetts, which is similar to New Jersey in square mileage, has about two thirds as many districts. In many states, open positions in other districts would typically necessitate a household move, whereas in New Jersey, educators likely live within a reasonable commute to multiple districts. These opportunities may afford more women the opportunity to apply to more leadership positions, which may at least partially explain why we see greater representation of women in the superintendency in the state. Further research comparing trends across states with consideration of district density could provide additional insight as to whether this factor affects women leaders’ career trajectories.

The various district configurations may also create more opportunities for women to assume superintendent positions. Again, more districts in general create more opportunities, and elementary districts create opportunities that might be more associated with women. The pattern of women leading elementary districts found in this study aligns with roles women hold in the principalship, with women more likely to be principals in elementary schools, and men more likely to be principals in high schools (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022). Leadership positions in elementary schools and districts seem to be viewed as more suitable for women in both cases. Of course, this sorting is part of the problem – these districts are seen as gendered opportunities, so women are sorted into those positions, with men promoted to more prestigious positions. In a way, these elementary positions are thus a kind of precarious, because they are likely not to be taken as seriously and/or lead to promotion or higher compensation as high school or unified district positions. In this sense, the greater opportunity and possibility of this district structure to address the glass ceiling may also be leading to a type of glass cliff as well.

Still, educators’ ability to move between districts and apply to work in districts that align with their professional and student interests may directly impact the representation of women in the superintendency. Further research should examine these questions of mobility and district structure, though of course, not all states can adopt the New Jersey district structure, and states cannot easily change their geographic and population densities, nor do we suggest such. Nonetheless, an awareness of the importance of mobility and professional alignment in a position may be of use in structuring hiring processes and compensation packages, particularly given the evidence that women leaders are paid less than men.



Promotion: taking the stairs or riding the escalator?

Our findings align with existing research that suggests that women and men aspiring to leadership are equivalently qualified; therefore, those making hiring decisions must be intentional in creating an inclusive recruitment, hiring, and promotion process throughout the school and district leadership pipeline. School boards and hiring firms responsible for selecting new superintendents must be aware of their role in ensuring equal opportunities for all prospective leaders, and that the selection process is not only free from bias, but intentionally supportive of all candidates. For example, intentional consideration of work experiences that may be overlooked, such as elementary teaching and leadership roles, may bring more qualified women into consideration. Additionally, compensation packages could be structured to compensate for positions that might be considered more precarious.

Superintendents are typically hired via searches conducted by school boards, search firms, or some combination of the two (Tallerico, 2000; Kamler, 2009). While bringing in the outsider perspective of an external search firm may bolster efforts towards equitable hiring practices, these selections must happen intentionally, and school boards must be explicit about seeking a diverse pool of qualified applicants (Tallerico, 2000; Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer, 2006). Potential leaders with a range of different types of relevant experience should be sought out for inclusion in the applicant pool for review. Efforts should be made to ensure those making hiring decisions are appropriately trained to do so equitably, including anti-bias training. Awareness is important, and more research could help identify what approaches are most successful in ensuring all candidates are fully considered and are encouraged to apply.

While additional training and education may be of use, more research would also prove beneficial for understanding the decision-making processes of all stakeholders. Research examining the motivations of the various actors could help elucidate the factors affecting women’s promotion to the superintendency and the types of districts they serve.

Future research may explore how school boards and hiring firms evaluate and assess candidates for the superintendency and if their evaluations align to gendered expectations of school and district leadership. Additionally, research may examine what experiences and qualifications those making superintendent hiring decisions are likely to prioritize. This research could identify characteristics that are prioritized that may also be related to a candidate’s gender and point to potential areas and issues that, if resolved, could improve the likelihood of more women being hired into the superintendency. Lastly, future may want to explore the effects of instituting a “Rooney Rule” as is in place for National Football League (NFL) coaching positions. Despite NFL players being majority non-white, historically most coaches are white, particularly head coaches, a trend that continues. Therefore, the Rooney Rule was instituted, requiring teams to interview at least one prospective coach of color when hiring in an effort to diversify the profession (Coyne, 2020). Results of the requirement in the NFL have been limited, but it may be that policy changes that ensure women are among the finalists for a superintendency position could create greater access for women into those positions. While we do not anticipate any of these possible avenues for research to be a silver bullet, they may provide opportunities for further refinement of what is needed for greater gender parity in the superintendency.

Additionally, future research should also explore what factors potential superintendent candidates consider when applying for and accepting positions. Similar research on the principalship has found that factors like the stress associated with the job and the challenges associated with leading a school are important considerations when aspiring leaders are deciding between principal positions (Chen et al., 2000; Chan et al., 2003). Research on the principalship also finds that tapping by mentors may be an especially important contributor in educators aspiring to leadership, and this may be especially true for minoritized educators (Myung et al., 2011). It may be that women may also benefit from tapping for the superintendency.



Position precarity: standing on the edge of the cliff

Our results suggest, in alignment with previous research, that women leaders tend to work in more precarious positions (Smith, 2015; White, 2023). In New Jersey, women in the superintendency are more likely to lead in districts with higher proportions of students qualifying for free and reduced priced lunch, not attaining proficiency in Math and English, and identifying as Latinx. Though we do not believe these characteristics of a student population are a sign of precarity in and of themselves, these characteristics are often associated with higher levels of scrutiny and severe accountability consequences such as state takeover. While we do not think women should be discouraged from leading districts with higher proportions of students needing more intensive supports, our findings suggest women are more likely to lead more precarious districts, and districts and states should consider how to support and compensate leaders in these positions.

Specifically, states should consider whether more funding could be provided for precarious districts. The intensive supports that students who have been marginalized need to succeed academically may be too much to overcome given current funding equalization mechanisms like minimum funding programs based on local property taxes. Giving superintendents block grants above and beyond minimum funding equalization efforts could help school leaders meet the needs of districts that are prone to challenges and superintendent turnover. Districts might also consider compensating school leaders directly with additional funding and recognition. Some studies of superintendents suggest that district size and prestige are important considerations for retaining superintendents (Tallerico, 2000). Women may be more likely to be retained if they are given opportunities to lead some of the larger and more prestigious districts in a state.

In addition to these suggestions for policy, we recommend future research explore the factors that might contribute to the recruitment and retention of women in the superintendency. First, research should explore additional nuances regarding what makes a position precarious for educational leaders. In addition to demographics, other conceptualizations of precarity may be appropriate for analysis in New Jersey and in other settings. It may be that crises in a position or the frequency of crises in a district make a position more precarious. Moreover, informal reputations of school districts or local school boards, or perceptions of school quality, might also be considered in unpacking the complexities around what makes a school district precarious for (prospective) superintendents. In New Jersey, future research may consider how state takeover of districts and being an historical Abbott district might make a superintendency more precarious. The Abbott v. Burke (1985) lawsuit aimed at ensuring appropriate funding for low-income and minoritized children in New Jersey (Education Law Center, n.d.). Multiple legal proceedings over several decades led to very public labels of “Abbott” districts designated by low academic achievement and high enrollments of minoritized students, which community members may continue to associate with more precarious positions even 40 years later. Research might also explore what supports are more likely to contribute to the success and retention of women superintendents, and especially those working in precarious districts. Does additional funding or compensation make it more likely for women to succeed? Do training and mentoring help women to succeed in the superintendency? These are some of the questions future research should continue to explore.

Lastly, a logical next question is about the potential consequences women leaders in precarious positions may face. Women leaders may be more likely to leave the superintendency or be terminated given the precarity of their superintendencies. Future research should investigate whether the greater likelihood of women to lead in more challenging districts does result in higher likelihoods of turnover. Evidence from the principalship suggests leaders may be more likely to turnover when working in more precarious settings (McGhee and Nelson, 2005; Mitani, 2018; Grissom and Bartanen, 2019); however, less is known about the superintendency. It may be that women are extremely resilient and manage to keep long tenures in the superintendency despite the challenges posed by their district contexts, or it may be that women are more likely to burn out faster due to all the challenges of leading precarious districts. Ryan and Haslam’s (2005) study did not necessarily investigate whether turnover followed the appointment of women to the boards of firms, but this would be an important next question to explore.

Across all considerations for research, policy, and practice, a broader, more intersectional lens would be valuable. While we were unable to examine the intersectionality of gender and race/ethnicity in this study due to data limitations, the structures that privilege men in education leadership clearly also privilege whiteness. Prospective women of color leaders must be supported, and research must investigate and highlight the factors these leaders identify as contributing to their success to ensure both their continued success and also clear pathways and supports for our next leaders. Additionally, this dichotomized approach to gender can be expanded to be more inclusive of gender nonconforming and non-binary leaders.

In order to improve gender parity in K12 education leadership, we must consider not only whether women are able to obtain the highest executive positions, but also what those positions look like when they are hired. If, in fact, there is a tendency to “think female – think crisis,” women may be more often hired into more challenging, more precarious positions. Our findings suggest more attention should be paid to the demands placed on our women leaders.
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