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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate the role of spirituality in 

superintendents becoming transformational leaders.  The participants for this study were 

purposefully selected.  The goal of the researcher was to purposefully select 

superintendents who could be identified as leading through spirituality.  A survey was 

used that was developed using the book, The Spiritual Dimension of Leadership: 8 Key 

Principles to Leading more Effectively by Paul Houston and Stephen Sokolow.  Six 

superintendents from West Texas were selected and asked to participate in this study.  

The three research questions that guided this research study were: 

1. How have superintendents become transformational leaders using spirituality? 

2. What evidence is there in a superintendent’s work life as they relate to the 

eight spiritual principles? 

3. How do superintendents perceive the meaning of spirituality in their work? 

The findings of this study began by revealing the life history of the six participants.  

Each participant gave details of their lived experiences and those who had an influence 

on them from early in their lives and continuing to their professional lives.  The study 

also revealed how each participant came to view spirituality and how their spiritual 

development along with life events assisted them in transforming their professional 

practice as a superintendent.   

The next set of findings dealt with how each participant used spiritual principles 

in their day to day praxis.  In particular, the findings showed how the participants 

employed the eight spiritual principles as discussed in the book, The Spiritual 

Dimension of Leadership: 8 Key Principles to Leading more Effectively by Paul 
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Houston and Stephen Sokolow, on a daily basis with the people they lead in their 

school districts.  The data also revealed how the participants applied the eight spiritual 

principles to assist them in being more successful in their practice as superintendents.  

The findings also showed the obstacles and struggles that the participants encountered 

leading through spirituality.   

Finally, this study revealed how the participants viewed the meaning of 

spirituality as far as it related to their work as superintendents.  The findings explained 

how the participants used their understanding of the meaning of spirituality as a catalyst 

in becoming a transformational leader.   

This study adds to the knowledge regarding spirituality and the role it has in 

superintendents becoming transformational leaders.  The results of this study may be 

applicable to superintendent training programs geared at enhancing leadership 

effectiveness.  This study also contributes to the original data that was gathered by the 

authors of The Spiritual Dimension of Leadership: 8 Key Principles to Leading more 

Effectively. 
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION 

 Academic literature is full of “how to” when it comes to improving, reforming or 

making school better.  Maxcy (1995) stated that efforts to reform or restructure public 

schools in the past have not worked.  In truth, the question that must be asked is has 

school improved for students since the last reform movement? Answers to that question 

may vary, but one thing that is prevalent throughout the literature is that the challenges 

educational leaders face seem to be increasing every year.  Brower & Balch (2005) cited 

that contemporary school leaders face many challenges and are looked upon to be change 

agents fostering a healthy and positive educational climate.  With the rising 

accountability standards, a shortage of highly qualified teachers and the influx of students 

ill prepared to begin school have made school leadership a daunting task.  Shields (2005) 

added that today’s educational leaders face on onslaught of different pressures and 

demands that call for the leader to ensure that all students achieve success on 

standardized tests, include parents on decision making, provide a safe place for all 

students and develop culturally relevant curriculum to name a few.  Brower & Balch 

(2005) further stated that it is a task that at times seems impossible. School leadership is a 

job that continues to be difficult and, in fact, it seems like it will not get any easier in the 

near future (Wilmore 2002).  

  Since it is evident that school leadership, and in particular superintendent 

leadership, will continue to have tremendous challenges and since it is apparent school 

superintendents play a vital role in the success of schools; it is important to examine 

different models of leadership that will transform the school experience for all 
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stakeholders.   The type of superintendent that is needed is one who refuses to be satisfied 

with the status quo and who desires to radically shift and transform the direction of the 

school.  This model of superintendent leadership possesses attributes that are not 

commonly seen and have just recently gained attention in scholarly research.   

 The process involved in school transformation begins with the superintendent 

leading a school district down the path of transformation (Schlechty 2009).   The journey 

toward transformation involves the superintendent becoming cognizant of the need for 

change and then envisioning what school could be instead of seeing things as they 

currently are.  Thompson (2005) posited that the greatest strength that any organization 

has is the human spirit.  The most important job of a leader during challenging times is 

spiritual (Thompson 2005).  This type of leadership employs contemplative thought; 

Miller and Nozawa (2004) made a strong case for contemplative or reflective thought 

when they said that when we notice our own thoughts and agendas, we gain deeper 

insights into ourselves and the nature of experiences.  Mitchell and Tucker (1992) added 

that when leaders think about their leadership practices, they are better able survey their 

surroundings and thus become change agents that positively impact their schools. 

Reflection is vital to the transformation process.  Thompson (2005) commented that an 

educational leaders’ day is full of disruptions and thus spending time in contemplative 

thought provides a “sense of stillness and spiritual grounding the situation calls for” (p. 

41).  A superintendent who spends time contemplating and reflecting about their practice 

and how it impacts children will grow professionally and will positively impact their 

school due to the time spent thinking about their beliefs and actions as a leader.   
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 Recently, researchers have begun investigating the topic of spirituality and 

leadership. Both of these topics are relatively new on the research scene, but the possible 

advantages they could have on school leadership are exciting. A benefit of implementing 

spirituality into school leadership is that it opens the door for superintendents to view 

their job as a vocation or a specific calling (Wheatley 2002).  Adair (2003) used the 

phrase “working beyond the call of duty,” which is activity that exceeds usual limits in 

quality and quantity.  When a person views their job as a calling, the purpose of what 

they do takes on a new meaning, and thus the reason why the spirituality conversation has 

the potential to positively impact schools.  Transcending from viewing leadership as 

being dry, detached and academic in nature (Secretan 2010), to viewing leadership from a 

more robust endeavor, will greatly influence superintendents’ leadership practices.   

In the past, superintendents rarely spoke about what motivated them to do the 

work they do (Houston and Sokolow 2006).  When superintendents view what they do as 

a calling rather than just a job, they will experience a sense of meaning and purpose.  

Along with having a sense of purpose, superintendents will be positioned to impact and 

begin the transformational process.  School systems desperately need strong 

superintendents who are inspired to lead from a spiritual center where what they do takes 

on a new meaning and has a moral purpose.   

Background of Study 

 Every superintendent during their coursework to become certified studies various 

leadership theories in an attempt to better prepare themselves to lead a school district to 

academic excellence.  Superintendents are viewed as the moral and intellectual leaders of 

their school districts and looked upon to develop beliefs and the core business that will 
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guide the school system (Schlechty 2001).  This enormous responsibility can be 

overwhelming for any superintendent.  Johnson (2005) added that school leaders are 

tasked with the duty to meet the needs of all students; he further stated that this is “a 

fundamental premise of education within our democracy (p.114).   If superintendents 

desire to be successful and meet the needs that face them, then it might be prudent to 

examine leadership through a different lens and hopefully gain new insights that will 

assist them in becoming better leaders.  Johnson (2005) stated to be successful, school 

leadership must not only manage tasks but also lead people.  He stated that it is much 

easier to organize tasks than it is to change people and thus why it is vitally important to 

explore other means of leadership.   

The role a school leader plays is vital to the culture of their school and thus 

leadership must, as Shields (2005) stated, “restore public education to a robust, full, and 

meaningful activity; one that is not reduced or confined to pedagogical technique, or to 

performance role of teachers, but which engages all students in explorations related to the 

meaning and purpose of the “good life” as a member of a civil society” (p. 4).  This type 

of leadership is different from the more traditional style of leadership mainly because it 

deals with a change in attitude first then a change in practice (Beckner 2004).  This type 

of leader transforms school districts and propels everyone involved to greatness where 

democratic principles are valued. 

Investigating the impact that spirituality may have on superintendent leadership is 

not only intriguing but it is also desperately needed.  The role that spirituality plays in 

enhancing leadership where the leader becomes a catalyst for change is an area that has 

not been examined much in the past and, as Shields (2005) stated, is a topic that is often 
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dismissed due to being too risky to bring up in the public sphere.  Dantley (2005) added 

that the complexities of the constitutional mandate of separation of church and state have 

muted the spirituality discourse.  The good news is that those muted voices are now being 

explored and seen as another means for impacting leadership. 

It may be possible for superintendents to become more successful at leading their 

school districts by employing spirituality into their practice and be able to enhance 

effectiveness and fulfill the true mission of a school leader whose goal is to transform and 

invigorate their school.  A superintendent who incorporates spirituality into their 

leadership practice will radically disturb the status quo and lead a school toward making 

positive changes in the manner they educate students. 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework that will guide this study comes from the book, The 

Spiritual Dimension of Leadership (Houston and Sokolow, S.L., 2006).  In particular, the 

eight key principles to leading more effectively found in the Houston and Sokolow book 

are the principles that were used to investigate spiritual leadership and its transformative 

power to infuse change in schools.  Ramirez (2009) mentioned that there are actually 

forty-two principles that were identified, but that these eight mentioned in the book were 

selected because of their slant toward educational leadership.  The eight spiritual 

principles are: 

 The Principle of Intention 

 The Principle of Attention 

 The Principle of Our Unique Gifts 

 The Principle of Gratitude 
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 The Principle of Our Unique Life Lessons 

 The Principle of a Holistic Perspective 

 The Principle of Openness 

 The Principle of Trust 

This examination of spirituality and its power to transform superintendent 

leadership has evolved over the past several years.  As a school leader, the interest in 

leadership has been a consistent theme and one that has fueled my curiosity over the past 

ten years.  Working on my doctorate has solidified and made my natural interest in school 

leadership grow.   I am at the point where being able to scholarly research a topic that 

intrigues me is very rewarding as well as very exciting.   

Statement of Problem 

 For too long, efforts to reform, restructure or make schools more effective have 

not met the expectations of the educational community.  This study examines school 

leadership, in particular superintendent leadership, that can actually make a difference for 

students by implementing spirituality into the praxis of their day to day leadership 

routine.  Reform efforts in the past have focused too much energy on changing rules, 

requirements and other mechanical aspects of school excluding aspects of school that 

may not be able to be easily quantified.  Thompson (2005) stated the following: 

In this environment, no educational leader can hope to succeed by using old style, 

mechanistic management.  No leader can create sufficient stability for people to 

feel secure and safe.  No leader can control the chaos, nor command the people 

through the turbulence.  Attempts to lead through command and control, through 

fear and coercion, are doomed to fail. Instead, leaders must support people to 

develop an adult relationship with uncertainty and chaos.  Leaders must act on the 

knowledge that people would rather make a meaningful contribution than be safe.  

They must seek out those processes that reconnect people and that restore our 

faith in one another.  Above all, leaders must remember that the greatest 

organizational resource, hidden within reach, is the human spirit. (p. x) 
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  The topics of spirituality and superintendent leadership seem to be polar 

opposites; or, simply two terms that are not likely to be found in the same conversation.  

Nevertheless, with the amount of turmoil schools find themselves in and the pressures put 

on superintendents, researchers have begun to investigate the impact that spirituality can 

have on leadership practice.  Even though the topic of spirituality is relatively new, and 

maybe even approached with caution in the education arena, there is one thing that is 

clear; school superintendents need new approaches to leadership.  Thompson (2005), 

when dealing with the issue of spirituality and school leadership, made this comment 

concerning the advantages that spirituality has on leadership:  spiritual leadership 

involves “spiritual energy that awakens consciousness to deeper levels of experience, 

purpose, values and meaning” (p.6).  Thompson further stated that spiritual leadership 

means leading from those deeper levels, and when a leader leads in that manner, his/her 

actions will be filled with purpose.   

Purpose of the Study 

 Lately, there has been research on spirituality and leadership. Even the phrase 

“spiritual leadership” has gained some attention.   But, there is not much research on 

school superintendents and spirituality.  Hopefully, this inquiry will add to the 

scholarship that is already present on the topic of spiritual leadership, with an emphasis 

on school superintendents.  One of the reasons this topic is so intriguing is the fact that 

superintendents today find themselves in a precarious position.  Simply understanding the 

moral purpose of education immediately stirs up emotions among the educational 

community, parents, and other stakeholders, and thus it is vital to examine new methods 
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of leadership.  The challenges of school leadership are many.  School superintendents 

desperately need a new vision or a new frame for looking at school leadership.  

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of spirituality on school 

superintendent leadership where the superintendent becomes a transformational leader in 

their school district.  This study incorporates the work of Houston and Sokolow (2006) in 

their book The Spiritual Dimension of Leadership, and it was used as a guide to assist in 

the research done with four Texas superintendents as it relates to the eight key principles 

presented in the book. 

Overview of Methodology 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine how spirituality influences 

school superintendents in their everyday leadership activities and how they use their own 

spirituality as a catalyst for transformational change.  Dantley (2000) stated it is time to 

include spirituality into the discourse of educational leadership.  He further stated that 

“school leadership that is grounded in spirituality will push for transformation in 

education” (Dantley 2000, p.23-24). Studies on this aspect of leadership are slowly 

growing, but are still limited, and thus why I wish to explore the topic of spirituality and 

superintendent leadership, and specifically the possibility that a school superintendent 

who leads from a spiritual center will be committed to changing schools because they are 

driven from an internal sense of calling to make a difference. 

The aim of this study was to examine how school leaders, and specifically 

superintendents, lead from a spiritual center and how that leadership style impacts their 

schools.  My goal is to bring new information that has not been previously studied and, 

hopefully, the new information gathered will enter the discourse of educational leadership 
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and a new perspective enhances leadership capacities.  I decided that the nature of this 

investigation warranted a study that would provide insight and not simply put it on a 

scale where numbers would tell the story.  I want my research to have a voice; I want it to 

be heard and felt so others can hear it and feel it.  The affective domain is what I want to 

tap into, because I hypothesize it is through rhetoric that true meanings and connections 

can be made and understood more completely.  The need for this sort of deep and rich 

data led to the decision to seek methods that will bring forth this type of information.   

Denzin & Lincoln (2005) stated that qualitative research seeks to “make sense of 

or interpret phenomena” (p.3).  In searching for answers to complex questions, I 

concluded that a qualitative approach provided as Patton (2002) stated a more holistic 

view into the phenomena that was investigated.  From an in-depth review literature on the 

topic of spirituality, I concluded that it was important to use a research method that would 

allow me to look deeply at the issues that surround spirituality and its capacity to enhance 

leadership.  I knew that in order to understand, I would need to elicit a person’s 

perspective on the topic, and attempt to understand where that perspective was coming 

from so that I would be able to make determinations as far as how that impacted their 

leadership style.  

For the purpose of this study, I chose four superintendents of whom I have some 

knowledge concerning their leadership style. Before choosing the four, I made a list of 

ten possible participants, and finally narrowed the list to four.  I contacted each of the 

four superintendents and all agreed to participate.  Patton (2002) stated the selection of 

few participants in a qualitative inquiry allows for an in-depth understanding of the study.  

I was interested in examining superintendents who I felt best fit what I was looking for 
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and who could provide the data that was needed.  I was interested in four mainly because 

it would be a manageable number, and also because it would provide rich and in-depth 

data that I could analyze and make determinations about.  Patton (2002) differentiated 

between quantitative and qualitative when he stated that in quantitative research, the 

researcher desires to get a high number of subjects because a high number of samples are 

thought to represent some larger population which allows for “confident generalization” 

(p. 230).  In contrast, qualitative researchers argue that there is no direct relationship 

between the number of participants and the quality of the study.  An appropriate number 

of participants depends on the context of the study and the depth of the analysis.   

Due to the nature of this study, I determined that four participants would be an 

adequate number to answer the research questions that guided this study.  Any more 

would make the project too big, and any fewer would not provide the rich data that I was 

looking for.  This study consists of case studies that use a survey, interviews and the 

researcher as an instrument. 

Research Questions 

The research questions that guided this research project are: 

4. How have superintendents become transformational leaders using spirituality? 

5. What evidence is there in a superintendent’s work life as they relate to the 

eight spiritual principles? 

6. How do superintendents perceive the meaning of spirituality in their work? 

Limitations 

 Since this is a qualitative inquiry, the first limitation of this study is the number of 

superintendents, four, that were investigated.  Next, the manner in which the 
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superintendents were selected may also be a limitation.  I know all four superintendents, 

two of whom I have worked with in the past.  Also, this study dealt specifically with 

superintendents of whom I have prior knowledge of their beliefs and leadership styles; 

this may be a limitation since they were chosen due to their beliefs. 

Delimitations 

 This study only included superintendents; not assistant superintendents or any 

other district level administrator.  The study also did not include any campus level 

administrator, but solely the position of district superintendent.  This examination will 

limit the relevancy to any other population that falls under school leadership or any other 

leader in other areas.   

Definition of Terms 

 School superintendent-The superintendent shall be the educational leader and 

chief executive office of the District (Texas Education Code 11.201 (a)). 

 Spirituality- state of mind or consciousness that enables one to perceive deeper 

levels of experience, meaning, values, and purpose than can be perceived from a strictly 

materialistic vantage point (Thompson 2005). 

 Spiritual Leadership- Leading from those deeper levels (Thompson 2005). 

 Transformational Leadership- assists followers by inspiring and stimulating 

them to achieve extraordinary results and at the same time empowering them to become 

effective leaders (Bass & Riggio 2006). 

 Spirituality Principles- the eight principles used as the theoretical framework to 

guide this study (Houston and Sokolow 2006).  The eight principles are defined below: 
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 Principle of Intention- Before there is a plan there first must be an intention.  

Intentions begin with a thought; thinking about what you want to do, where you want to 

go or what goal(s) you want to achieve.  They all begin with a person’s intention.  So a 

person’s intention shapes their reality.  Our intentions also go out into the world and emit 

energy impacting those around us.  Our intentions may manifest themselves in many 

ways but the better we know ourselves the better aligned our intentions will be to our 

life’s purpose. 

 Principle of Attention- attention is a key component to learning; it’s also a way 

of focusing energy.  Where energy is present then attention will also be present.  When 

you pay attention to something, that something will thrive and grow.  The opposite is true 

if, you want something to diminish and eventually die ignore it for an extended amount of 

time.   Leaders are attention magnets, we are attention role models per say.  Followers 

will take the lead from us, whatever we pay attention to will also be what followers will 

set their attention to. 

 Principle of Unique Gifts and Talents- Every human is unique and one of a 

kind.  All of us have different skill sets and have abilities that are unique only to us.  

Leaders are tasked with helping others discover and utilize their own distinct gifts.  The 

process one has to go through to discover their talents and gifts sometimes take being 

open to new possibilities and not discounting what might not seem like it fits or thinking 

negatively about a possible new talent.  Enlightened leaders look for ways to assist others 

in cultivating their talents while at the same time using their gifts and talents fulfilling 

their purpose here on earth. 
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 Principle of Gratitude- The saying, have an attitude of gratitude, speaks 

volumes about the importance of being thankful for everything in our lives.  It’s easy to 

be thankful when things are good but when things are difficult it’s harder to have an 

attitude of gratitude.  It’s all about perspective, when life is hard we may need to look 

through a different lens that will expose how we can grow as humans through the 

difficult period in our lives.  A positive and grateful attitude will impact others and will 

help others discover the attitude that in good and in bad we can be grateful.  In a way it’s 

like finding the silver lining in all situations.   

  Principle of Unique Life Lessons- Life is never stagnant; we are always 

experiencing something.  Usually, things that are occurring in our life are meant for 

human growth.  Like the old adage attitude of gratitude the manner in which we view 

things in our lives assists us to understand that all things happen for a reason.  We need to 

learn to slow down maybe even pause to reflect about everything that is occurring and 

even ask ourselves, what should I be learning from this experience?  Enlightened leaders 

not only contend with their own life lessons but also help others find the meaning in 

whatever is happening in their lives. 

 Principle of Holistic Perspective- When we have limited perspective, we will 

also assume many wrong things.  If we concentrate on the parts instead of the whole we 

will tend to make wrong choices because our view or perspective is limited.  When we 

begin to see things holistically then we will be able to understand diverse perspectives.  

Enlightened leaders understand that with systems the components are all tied together and 

each part impacts other parts.  To comprehend the whole we first must look through the 

lens of holistic perspective. 
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 Principle of Openness- A person is either open or closed.  The concept of 

openness is a rather complex term.  Open to what?  Open to whom?  What do you let 

come in?  Every person is different in this aspect because we all come from different 

backgrounds.  Without openness it is difficult to grow and especially difficult to have 

vibrant and meaningful relationships.  Enlightened leaders understand the importance of 

being open to possibilities and to other people.  It may be scary to open up but without 

being open our lives will become stagnant and unfulfilled.   

 Principle of Trust- It is hard to lead if you do not have trust.  Trust is a two way 

street.  For a leader, it is important to develop trust with followers.  Followers must be 

able to trust you and you have to be able to trust them also.  Trust is a choice; we can 

either choose to trust or not.  Trust when it is tempered with wisdom is a powerful tool 

for a leader. 

Summary 

 Reforming and restructuring schools have not succeeded due to the over 

management and the under-led efforts by would be reformers.  It is time to examine 

leadership; superintendent leadership in particular.  Superintendents hold the key to the 

success of any school district.  If districts want to have sustained educational 

improvement, the superintendent must lead the charge.   

 What types of leadership qualities assist a superintendent in becoming a 

transformational leader?  This research will examine spirituality and the impact that it can 

have on superintendent leadership.  Recently, more and more scholarly attention has been 

given to the topic of spirituality and superintendent leadership and the potential it has to 
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improve their practice.  Hopefully, this examination will add to the research that is 

currently in place.   
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CHAPTER II  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

You must be the change you wish to see in the world. 

        -Ghandi 

     

This chapter begins with a review of literature addressing the influence of 

spirituality on superintendent leadership and how spirituality assists a superintendent in 

becoming a transformational leader.  A literature review critically examines the literature 

on a topic and the reviewer produces a piece of original work based on the literature 

found (Pan, 2004). Galvan (2009) also stated that a literature review provides a basic 

rationale for the research being done. Galvan (2009) further mentioned that a literature 

review provides a comprehensive and up to date review of the topic.  The focus of this 

literature review is on spirituality and educational leadership.  Again, this study examines 

how spirituality is used to assist school superintendents in becoming transformational 

leaders.   

In the past several years, more and more scholarly research has appeared on the 

topic of spirituality and educational leadership.  Houston and Sokolow (2006) stated there 

is an increasing interest in spirituality in the 21
st
 century.  In September 2002, an entire 

edition of the magazine, The School Administrator, was dedicated to the topic of 

spirituality and leadership.  In 2008, Alan M. Blankstein, Paul D. Houston and Robert W. 

Cole put together an eight series volume of books dedicated to what they called The Soul 

of Educational Leadership.   
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School leadership is under attack by the constant barrage of new mandates from 

the federal and state level.  It seems like every year, more and more pressure is put on 

school superintendents to improve schools by attaining higher standardized test scores 

every year.  It is a difficult time to be a superintendent.  Houston (2007) acknowledged 

that new challenges require new solutions.  Sergiovanni (2007) added that there needs to 

be a change in the way school leaders believe and define effective practice.  He stated 

further that unless change occurs, there is little hope that leadership will improve in the 

future.  Superintendents have to find new ways to meet the mounting challenges that 

plague school leaders.  The time is now and if action is not taken, the consequences could 

be severe. 

This work delves into past research on the topic of spirituality and leadership.  

The review begins by looking at the superintendency.  Next, the topic of spirituality will 

be examined, followed by transformational leadership and spirituality.  Finally, the 

review will address the theoretical framework that is used to guide this study. 

The Superintendency 

Lashway (2000) stated that the role of school superintendent has always been hard 

to understand and, actually, has been a little mystifying.  He further stated that most know 

that the superintendent is the person ultimately in charge of the school; but, to actually 

understand what he/she does is another thing completely. Kowalski (2006) stated that the 

role of superintendent is a very difficult position that is demanding and complex.  

Schlechty (2002) also maintained that the demands on superintendents are overwhelming 

and the job is very difficult.  Kowalski (2006) added that a superintendent must be skilled 

in many academic areas and has to be adept at leadership skills.  More and more 
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superintendents are looked upon to be transformational leaders and bring about change at 

the district level (Kowalski 2006).  Even though the position of superintendent is not 

thoroughly understood, one thing is clear; it is a position that carries a wide scope of 

influence.  If a superintendent is to be successful, he/she needs a myriad of skills that are 

not currently addressed in superintendent preparation courses.   

Historical Context 

Sharp and Walters (2004) stated that the position of superintendent came about 

during the early 1800’s, when one-room schoolhouses combined to form larger school 

districts.  Sharp and Walters (2004) further stated that at that time school boards decided 

they needed someone to run the district and perform administrative duties.  According to 

Kowalski (2006), a major administrative responsibility of the first superintendents was to 

write uniform course of study that could be implemented throughout the school district.  

Kowalski (2006) also mentioned that superintendents had little authority during this time 

and were hired mainly to assist the school board with administrative duties which mainly 

included making sure that state requirements were being followed.  So it is clear that the 

first superintendents were tasked with being educational leaders who made sure 

uniformity of curriculum was implemented throughout the system.   

Most city schools had a superintendent by the 1900’s, due to a myriad of 

educational changes that had occurred by the 1900’s (Bjork and Kowalski 2005).  Bork 

and Kowalski (2005) listed the following conditions as being the driving force for the 

growth in the number of city superintendents; 1.) the development of larger city school 

districts, 2.) the consolidation of rural school districts, 3.) an expanded state curriculum, 
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4.) the passage of compulsory attendance laws, 5.) demands for increased accountability 

and 6.) efficiency expectations.  

Superintendent Roles and Responsibilities 

The job of superintendent is difficult.  It is a position that has many 

responsibilities and one that has the potential to completely consume and exhaust a 

person (Moritz 2010).  A superintendent today plays many roles: manager, politician or 

instructional leader, and has a myriad of responsibilities; which may be why the job is so 

consuming and exhausting (Cuban 1998).   

Glass (2000) posed the question, what will be the role of the superintendent in the 

21
st
 century and beyond?  With so much turmoil surrounding education and a general 

agreement that schools must be improved (Shlechty 2009), it is hard to come up with a 

definite answer to the question concerning the future of the superintendency.  One thing 

seems for sure; as long as the push for standards-based accountability is prevalent, the 

position of superintendent will continue to be a very stressful job (Lashway 2000). Cuban 

(1998) observed that it seems like the DNA of the superintendency is filled with conflict 

and dilemmas. 

While it is apparent that external pressures continue to rise for superintendents 

and the job is full of uncertainties, it does provide a real opportunity to redefine the 

position (Schlechty 2002).  Since the report A Nation at Risk came out in 1983, the topic 

of school reform has been on the lips of many would be reformers.  The evidence since 

1983 has shown, as Steinberg (1996) observed, “that school reform simply has not done 

anything at all (p.49).”  As the leader of the school, a superintendent must be cognizant of 

the failed reform efforts of the past and must look elsewhere to bring about a 
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transformation and a complete redesign of our schools (Darling-Hammon 1993).  

Houston and Sokolow (2006) made a very astute observation when they stated; “given 

the complexities of the issues educational leaders face, it sometimes seems as though you 

need the wisdom of Solomon to determine the right course of action (p. xiv).”  The 

superintendent must take ownership for the transformation the district he/she has been 

entrusted to lead (Shlechty 2002).   

Bjork (2009) did an intensive historical study examining the evolution of the 

superintendency over the past one hundred years and identified five roles specifically tied 

to the superintendent.  Kowalski (2006) also identified the same five roles of 

superintendents since the mid-1800’s. They are superintendent as teacher-scholar, 

superintendent as manager, superintendent as democratic leader, superintendent as social 

scientist and superintendent as communicator.  At this point, each of the five will be 

examined. 

Superintendent as Teacher-Scholar 

Bjork (2009) stated that the focus early in the history of the superintendency was 

mainly on the superintendent implementing state standards and supervising teachers.  He 

further stated that superintendents did not do much else, and the business of leading the 

district was left to the school board.  Kowalski (2006) stated that there are some who 

believe that superintendents must be grounded in pedagogy and experience and that their 

instructional experience should be applied to the classroom.  Kowalski (2006) further 

stated that there are others who argue that superintendents do not have to be experienced 

in the classroom and in pedagogical techniques because their main role is to manage the 

district and not be a master teacher.  Bjork (2009) commented that recently the idea of the 
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superintendent being the instructional leader has fluctuated; this may be the result of 

disagreeing viewpoints on whether superintendents even need or require preparation or 

experience as professional educators.   

Superintendent as Manager 

Kowalski (2006) and Bjork (2009) cited that as early as 1890 questions were 

being asked about the ability of the superintendent having the necessary skills to 

administer large city school districts.  Due to the questions concerning the ability of 

superintendents to be effective school managers, universities began incorporating courses 

and degrees in school management in the early 1900’s (Kowalski 2006 & Bjork 2009).  

Browne-Ferrigno & Glass (2005) stated that distinct role expectations in the early 

twentieth century emerged over time, but management materialized as the most important 

role at the time.  Candoli, Cullen & Stufflebeam (1997) pointed out that during this era, 

scientific management principles prevailed and schools were modeled after industrial 

models.  Superintendents took over the management of schools that had been previously 

done by local school boards.  The guiding principles of scientific management which 

relies heavily on hierarchical, centralized and bureaucratic structures still guide many of 

the practices of local school boards even though current research shows this manner of 

leading a school district are major obstacles to school transformation (Candoli, Cullen & 

Stufflebeam 1997). 

Superintendent as Democratic Leader 

Superintendents must play a myriad of roles, one of which is as democratic leader 

of their school district.  This particular role carries with it the responsibility to be very 

politically savvy in a very politically charged environment.  The role of democratic leader 
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has stood the test of time.  Just as it was important back in the early twentieth century, it 

is still a very important role today; if not more important.  Bjork (2009) stated that during 

the great economic depression, superintendents had to become politically involved due to 

having to compete for finances with other public services.  In today’s world, things are 

not much different for a superintendent.  There are needs ranging from fiscal needs to 

curriculum needs, and each area requires a superintendent to be politically astute and 

connected; not only locally, but at the state and federal levels.  Bjork (2009) listed some 

knowledge and skills associated with the role of superintendent as democratic leader; 

they are community relations, collaborative decision making and of course politics.   

The job or the role of a superintendent has evolved into one that is 

multidimensional and somewhat ambiguous (Jackson 1995), and the political side of the 

superintendency has become increasingly complex.  Jackson (1995) believed this role 

differs from the other roles played by the superintendent, mainly because it ventures off 

into territory that is not customary for educational professionals.  The fact is that in our 

politically charged world, a school superintendent cannot escape the net of politics that is 

cast upon public schools mainly because they are so heavily influenced politically 

ranging from local politics, local school board, to the state and national levels, legislators 

and other political players. 

Superintendent as a Social Scientist 

Bjork (2009) identified the following knowledge and skills associated with a 

superintendent being viewed as a social scientist; he/she has quantitative and qualitative 

research abilities and behavioral scientist characteristics.  Kowalski (2006) stated that the 

superintendent being viewed as a social scientist came about as a result of societal and 
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professional forces.  Kowalski & Brunner (2005) cited that a growing interest in the 

social sciences after World War II found their way into the education field.  This new 

found interest in social science eventually began impacting the superintendents’ position 

in the way they practiced their craft and in the preparation courses offered by universities 

(Kowalski 2006).  Cooper & Boyd (1987) commented that during this era of change in 

the schema of educational administration, superintendents had to contend not only with 

teacher-student issues, but they also had to begin thinking about the overall purpose of 

education.  The role of social scientist for a superintendent has opened the door for 

superintendents to be viewed as social agents who have a great influence on social 

injustices in schools and has heightened the awareness of possible biases or unfair 

treatment of students (Bjork 2009).  This role of social scientist carries an enormous 

amount of responsibility because many times the superintendent is tasked with the role of 

speaking up for those who at times don’t have a voice and the superintendent becomes 

the advocate for any student who might be academically oppressed. 

Superintendent as Communicator 

Communication transcends just being a good public speaker.  Eller & Carson 

(2009) stated that superintendents today must be communication experts with a wide 

range of constituents and be able to communicate with them in a wide array of contexts.  

It is important to understand that a superintendent is always sending messages and not 

necessarily exclusively with their mouths; there are times that communication or 

messages are sent without saying a word.  A superintendent communicates in a myriad of 

ways; there is non-verbal communication, written communication, and even listening 

plays a huge role in communication.  Each aspect of communication is very important to 
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the effectiveness of the superintendent.  Bork (2009) pointed out that during this era of 

school reform; the superintendent is tasked with being the lead person in organizing 

efforts for school change.  This calls for superintendents to be expert communicators 

where they are able to get their message out to different groups, teachers, parents, 

community members and other stakeholders (Eller & Carson 2009). 

Texas Education Code 

 West (2010) lists the duties of the superintendent in the state of Texas which are 

included in the Texas Education Code.  They are: 

(1)  assuming administrative responsibility and leadership for the planning, 

organization, operation, supervision, and evaluation of the education programs, 

services, and facilities of the district and for the annual performance appraisal of 

the district's staff; 

 

(2)  except as provided by Section 11.202, assuming administrative authority and 

responsibility for the assignment, supervision, and evaluation of all personnel of 

the district other than the superintendent; 

 

(3)  overseeing compliance with the standards for school facilities established by 

the commissioner under Section 46.008; 

 

(4)  initiating the termination or suspension of an employee or the nonrenewal of 

an employee's term contract; 

 

(5)  managing the day-to-day operations of the district as its administrative 

manager, including implementing and monitoring plans, procedures, programs, 

and systems to achieve clearly defined and desired results in major areas of 

district operations; 

 

(6)  preparing and submitting to the board of trustees a proposed budget as 

provided by Section 44.002 and rules adopted under that section, and 

administering the budget; 

 

(7)  preparing recommendations for policies to be adopted by the board of trustees 

and overseeing the implementation of adopted policies; 

 

(8)  developing or causing to be developed appropriate administrative regulations 

to implement policies established by the board of trustees; 
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(9)  providing leadership for the attainment and, if necessary, improvement of 

student performance in the district based on the indicators adopted under Sections 

39.053 and 39.301 and other indicators adopted by the commissioner or the 

district's board of trustees; 

  

 (10)  organizing the district's central administration; 

 

(11)  consulting with the district-level committee as required under Section 

11.252(f); 

  

 (12)  ensuring:    

  (A)  adoption of a student code of conduct as required under Section 

37.001 and enforcement of that code of conduct; and 

  (B)  adoption and enforcement of other student disciplinary rules and 

procedures as necessary. (p. 52) 

 

Spirituality 

Miller and Thoresen (2003) pointed out two assumptions of why spirituality has 

not been researched much in the past.  First, the assumption that spirituality is unable to 

be researched scientifically, and second, that it should not be researched scientifically.  

Even though it is true that spirituality has been overlooked as a research topic in the past, 

Thompsen (1998) pointed out that recently spirituality has been growing as a research 

subject.  While spirituality has gained some research interest, there are still some 

reservations among researchers due to the link that is seen between spirituality and 

religion (George, Larson, Koenig & McCullough 2000).  The mandate of separation of 

church and state is a huge issue for public schools throughout the United States.  For that 

reason, Houston (2002) pointed out that religion and spirituality are different.  As a 

matter of fact, religion can be viewed as a rubric that can be used to work with deity and 

spirituality is the energy that connects us to deity (Houston 2002).  This inquiry does not 

look to investigate religion, but rather the intention is to closely look at spirituality and 

educational leadership. 
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Defining Spirituality 

Thompson (2005) viewed spirituality in this manner, “spirituality is a state of 

mind or consciousness that enables one to perceive deeper levels of experience, meaning, 

values, and purpose” (p.5).  Examining spirituality must begin with an attempt to define 

the term.  Stokely (2002) stated that defining spirituality is a challenge, and thus the need 

for a concise examination into the topic is very important. The various definitions that are 

found in literature are numerous, as Stokely (2002) admitted when he stated that 

spirituality is mysterious and defies succinct definition.  Hoppe (2007) added that 

spirituality is as mysterious and elusive as the wind.  Finally, Palmer (1994) revealed that 

spirituality is a very hard concept to pin down and that it’s one of the vaguest words in 

our language.   

Due to the complexities in defining spirituality (Gray 2000), many scholars have 

worked on extrapolating a clear and concise definition of spirituality.  Therefore filtering 

through the assortment of definitions becomes problematic and a laborious task. This is 

an important endeavor if educational leaders aspire to achieve clarity in formulating an 

aggressive argument that will lead to enlightened reviewers of this particular scholarship.  

The goal then is to thoroughly interrogate several definitions or different aspects of 

spirituality in an attempt to arrive at succinctness. 

The magnitude of achieving a well thought out definition is stressed by 

Roehlkepetain, Beason, King and Wagener (2006) when they stated that knowing how 

the subject of spirituality is defined does not set boundaries on the areas of scholarship 

but also influences its legitimacy in the academy.  At this point, different aspects of 

spirituality will be examined including spiritual leadership, spirituality and issue of 
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connectedness, spirituality and the issue of our world view, spirituality and the issue of 

inner development and spirituality and the issue of being present. 

Spiritual Leadership 

Fry and Slocum(2007) stated that spiritual leadership motivates and inspires 

people in organizations by having a transcendent vision based on altruistic values and 

therefore producing a more motivated, committed and productive workforce.  This type 

of leadership taps into people’s basic needs to be part of something great and that they are 

making a difference in the world.  Fry and Slocum (2007) stated that there is trend 

occurring in the workplace in the United States where workers are more and more 

bringing their own spirituality to work and that these people are viewing their work as a 

called vocation.  Leaders who use spirituality to enhance their leadership effectiveness 

recognize that spirituality heightens the organizational health where the culture becomes 

more positive for both leader and follower (Aydin & Ceylan 2009). 

Fry and Slocum (2007) pointed out two key processes involved in spiritual 

leadership.  They are: 

1. Creating a vision wherein leaders and followers experience a sense of calling 

so that their lives have meaning and make a difference; and 

 

2. Establishing a social/organizational culture based on the values of altruistic 

love whereby leaders and followers have a sense of membership, feel 

understood and appreciated, and have genuine care, concern, and 

appreciation for both self and others. (p. 90) 

 

Marques, J., Dhiman, S., & King, R. (2007) added the following five elements of how 

spiritual leaders might enhance spirituality in the workplace; they include: 

1. Freeing one’s self from an egocentric mindset 

2. Having the spiritual mindset as a natural part instead of a learned one 
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3. Being open-minded 

4. Living with one’s real self without having to maintain multiple personas 

5. The consequential personal fulfillment that the attainment of these elements 

brings. (p. 126) 

 

Fairholm (1997), when dealing with spiritual leadership, stated that people respond to the 

way leaders treat them and while this may seem like a very simplistic way of viewing 

spiritual leadership it makes sense.  Fairholm (1997) also pointed out that the spiritual 

leadership deals with touching people’s souls, not controlling their actions, and that this 

type of leader connects with others at the feeling level.  He also stated that the time has 

come that we delve into new arenas of leadership-follower structures that pay attention to 

the moral center of people.  Spiritual leadership deals with so much more than the typical 

technical aspect of leadership and schools have become systems where being a technical 

leader is valued.  In order for the mental model of leadership that has been prevalent in 

the past to be changed, superintendents must be courageous in taking the steps needed to 

educate followers in this new leadership approach. 

Spirituality and the Issue of Connectedness 

Spirituality, while being complex, can be viewed as allowing us as humans to as  

Burkhardt and Nagai-Jacobson (2002) stated, “discover our own intrinsic connectedness 

with all of life and with the eternal Oneness and Sacred Source of our being (p.4).”  

Steingard (2005) added that spirituality is the basic feeling of being connected to one’s 

complete self, others and the entire universe.  While this aspect or maybe all aspects of 

spirituality will never be able to be completely quantified, it is a part of the human 

experience and must not be ignored.  Kessler (2002) highlighted this idea, outlining that it 

is a deep connection with self that comes from reflection and sustained silence.  In this 
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sense, spirituality assists us in connecting with ourselves on a deeper and more profound 

level via deep reflective thought and, as Jaworski (1996) stated, this is a problem that 

many leaders have today a lack of self-knowledge.   

The goal of spiritual connectedness is being in touch with one’s true essence 

(Hoppe 2007) by learning more about our existence and meaning in this world.  Kessler 

(2002) called this the human part of what we do.  She further stated that as humans we 

yearn for meaning and purpose, and this comes from deeply connecting with oneself and 

others through living out our existence. Taking time to reflect on who we are and why we 

do what we do goes a long way in the process of making connections with our true self 

and with others. 

Another aspect of spiritual connectedness deals with language because language 

functions as a tool for connecting with other people (Creighton 1999).  Creighton (1999) 

further stated that when people talk to each other from their hearts and listen to one 

another, they are able to connect on a deep level of being.  Language is a vital aspect of 

connecting to others and building trust by walking their talk (Thompson 2005).  

Spirituality and the Issue of our World View 

Another aspect of spirituality is how we view our world or our world view.  A 

philosophy concerning our lives and the world we live in is common to all of us.  It is this 

world view that guides us as we make decisions on how to live our lives and how we 

conduct ourselves in society.  As a matter of fact, Stokley (2002) said that spirituality 

refers to how a person views the world around them.  If a person adheres to spirituality 

relating to the manner in which they see their world, the person will live their day-to-day 

life according to the understanding of their world view.   
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Stokley (2002) further stated that spiritual experiences can be described as the 

conscious recognition of a connection that goes beyond our minds or emotions.  This is 

closely related to Steingard’s view on spirituality and the issue of connectedness.  A 

world view that is spiritual in nature where we see connections all throughout our lived 

experiences has a lasting and profound influence on our actions. We become cognizant 

that our actions not only impact our lives, but they have the potential to impact a wide 

array people.   

Spirituality and the Issue of Inner Development 

Teasdale (1999) offered the following thoughts on spirituality; being spiritual 

suggests a personal commitment to a process of inner development that engages our 

totality.  It is evident that a person who engages in contemplation and reflection will 

arrive at a point where many questions about life arise.  Solomon and Hunter (2002) 

noted that spirituality provides a framework for making sense of one’s reality and assists 

in making sense of life and one’s purpose within the grand scheme of life.   

The process of inner development does not happen on accident but rather it is 

intentional and thought out.  Metzger (2006) identified inner development as personal 

growth and goes on to say that it is what you do for yourself that achieves inner 

development.   The following six terms are used to define personal growth and, in fact, 

are the basis for a strong inner development. 

1. Balance: Balancing and prioritizing everything from work to all aspects of 

one’s life. 

 

2. Self-Actualization: This aspect of personal growth deals with self-confidence, 

happiness, taking care of oneself and becoming a fully functioning person. 

 

3. Personal Improvement: The continuous journey of growing, renewing, 

learning and developing oneself from within, 
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4. Values: This aspect deals with not only know oneself but being clear about 

beliefs, character, integrity, knowing and prioritizing one’s values 

 

5. Inner Focus: This focuses on everything that is on the inside of a person; 

having inner peace, being grounded and centered and having a sense of 

meaning in one’s life.   

 

6. Relationships: Making sure that one attends to their own needs as well as 

serving others.  Also, being reflective the relationship one has to their work. 

(Metzger 2006) 

 

When a person spends time thinking about who they are and what they are 

supposed to do with their lives, and when they also spend time working on personal 

growth there’s no doubt the end result will be a changed person.  Palmer (1994) referred 

to this as a spiritual journey that moves inward and downward, not outward and upward.  

This reference to a spiritual journey that moves downward, is a reference to a person who 

takes the time to reflect about their lives in manner that exposes the “hardest concrete 

realities or our lives (p.28).”  Palmer (1994) further stated that moving downward, we 

will meet negative aspects of our lives that must be confronted as we reflect and 

contemplate our lives.  That might be what Teasdale (1999) meant when he said that 

spirituality is a process of inner development.   

Spirituality and the Issue of Being Present 

Starratt (2005) referred to spirituality as a way of being present to the most 

profound realities of one’s world.  He called this “spirituality of presence,” which refers 

to a leader using spirituality as a discipline of being aware of one’s reality that gives 

meaning and helps sustain everything in one’s life.  Starratt (2005) gave three ways of 

being present that educational leaders are able to use in their practice and that exhibit a 

spiritual dimension. 
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1.  Affirming presence- involves that leader not only internally holding someone 

in high regard but explicitly letting them know in a variety of ways.  

Whenever a leader’s actions show other that they are appreciated and thought 

of highly, the rest of those in the school will also be willing to show gratitude 

to other all throughout the organization.   

 

2. Critical presence- involves the leader being willing to speak or act in a way 

that engages a situation that has negative overtones with others and also be 

willing to confront issues that may be deleterious.  This does not have to be 

negative but a critic could be one that is able to praise outstanding 

performance. 

 

3. Enabling presence- involves the prior two dimensions of presence because an 

enabling presence takes affirming and or critical presence and uses it as a 

catalyst to act or respond to whatever the situation may be.  Its main purpose 

is to help others do their job better by being a supporter. (Starratt 2005) 

 

Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leadership has become one of the most popular approaches used 

to understand leadership effectiveness (Piccolo & Colquitt 2006).  At the core of 

transformational leadership, you will find leaders who have the ability to achieve 

extraordinary results from followers by getting them to do more than they thought they 

could or even more than they thought they would ( Bass and Avolio 1994).  

Transformational leaders have the skills needed to inspire subordinates to look past their 

self-interests and move toward the pursuit of goals set by the organization (Schaubroeck 

et. al., 2007).  Kark, Chen & Shamir (2003) said that transformational leadership has the 

potential to transform followers’ values and priorities and perform beyond even what 

their own expectations are. What follows is an examination of transformational 

leadership, which is then followed by the “Four I’s” of transformational leadership. 

Examining Transformational Leadership 

Turner (1999) stated that organizations by themselves do not have the capacity to 

change themselves.  Rather, it is people within the organization who need to change.  



 Texas Tech University, Steven Saldivar, December 2012 

33 

 

Bass (1998) said that transformational leaders have the capacity to move people beyond 

self-interests.  Transformational leadership is charismatic, inspirational, intellectually 

stimulating, and/or individually considerate Bass (1998).  Marzano, Waters and McNulty 

(2005) said that transformational leadership involves a unique bonding between the 

leader and the followers that produces an emotional attachment, respect and trust.  

Transformational leadership has the potential to change schools because it specifically 

deals with how a leader interacts and engages with his/her followers.  Schools desperately 

need true transformational leaders; Schlechty (2001) made a very compelling observation 

when he said, “it is the absence of transformational leaders, more than any other factor 

that accounts for the slow pace of school reform” (p. 157). The following four sections 

are four components the “Four I’s” of transformational leadership that (Bass 1998) and 

(Marzano, Waters and McNulty 2005) advocate. 

Transformational Leadership as Idealized Influence or Charismatic 

Bass (1998) advocated that transformational leadership is charismatic; he referred 

to it as charismatic leadership, mainly because of the manner the leader leads.  He stated 

that a leader is respected, admired, and trusted and that followers identify with the leader, 

and even wants to emulate them.  Charismatic leaders are also risk takers who have 

extraordinary capabilities and are persistent and determined.  These leaders can be 

counted on to do the right thing, demonstrating high standards of ethical and moral 

conduct.  They give personal attention to others and make individuals feel uniquely 

valued (Brown, Birnstihl & Wheeler 1996).  Marzano, Waters & McNulty (2005) further 

stated that the leaders provide a model for the behavior of teachers.  A leader who 
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incorporates this type of leadership appeals to the followers’ emotions and the leader and 

followers are able to better identify with each other (Judge & Piccolo 2004). 

Transformational Leaders as Inspirational 

Bass continued his assessment of transformational leadership by saying that 

transformational leaders are able to motivate and inspire those around them by giving 

them a purpose and meaning for the work they do. By having a clear purpose and 

meaning, Marzano, Waters and McNulty (2005) stated that leaders are better positioned 

to set high expectations for both teachers and students.  This type of leader is able to 

clearly articulate a vision for the organization that is appealing and inspiring (Judge & 

Piccolo 2004).  The leader is able to portray an attractive future for followers and is able 

to provide optimism and enthusiasm (Kark, Chen and Shamir 2003); thus team spirit, 

enthusiasm and optimism is high and the leader is able to rally members of the 

organization to get involved in producing goals and expectations that the members of the 

team want to achieve.   

Transformational Leaders as Intellectually Stimulating 

Bass (1998), Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) believed that 

transformational leaders have the ability to frame old problems in new ways; where 

creativity is encouraged to attack problems with new mental models and where all 

stakeholders are encouraged to participate in the process. Leadership is about influence, 

and a transformational leader advocates followers to challenge the status quo and think 

for themselves answering their own questions (Arnold et. al., 2007).  Kark, Chen and 

Shamir (2003) added that this type of leader increases awareness of problems and 

challenges followers to view problems through a new perspective.  Ideas are all given 
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merit and followers are actively engaged in finding solutions via collaboration.  Everyone 

involved is free from criticism and thus allowing for different points of view to be heard.   

Transformational Leaders Providing Individualized Consideration 

Bass (1998), Marzano, Waters and McNulty (2005) addressed the issue of 

providing individual attention to all followers; a transformational leader must not 

discount or ignore any of its followers.  Providing individualized attention does take time, 

but a transformational leader must take and make the time to address the needs of every 

staff member who is a part of their school.  The leader treats each follower as a person 

and becomes a mentor or coach to everyone who is a part of their organization paying 

close attention to the needs of each individual so that maximum achievement and growth 

is attained (Arnold et al. 2007).  Communication is vital for this aspect to work and be 

successful.  The leader must attend to individual needs recognizing that each person will 

have different deeds and thus different approaches must exist.   

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework that guided this study comes from the book, The 

Spiritual Dimension of Leadership: 8 Key Principles to Leading More Effectively 

(Houston and Sokolow 2006).  In particular, the eight key principles to leading more 

effectively found in the Houston and Sokolow book are the principles that were used to 

investigate spiritual leadership and its transformative power to infuse change in schools.  

Ramirez (2009) mentioned that there are actually forty-two principles that were 

identified, but that these eight mentioned in the book were selected because of their slant 

toward educational leadership.  The eight spiritual principles are: 

Principle of Intention- Before there is a plan there first must be an intention.  

Intentions begin with a thought; thinking about what you want to do, where you 
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want to go or what goal(s) you want to achieve.  They all begin with a person’s 

intention.  So a person’s intention shapes their reality.  Our intentions also go out 

into the world and emit energy impacting those around us.  Our intentions may 

manifest themselves in many ways but the better we know ourselves the better 

aligned our intentions will be to our life’s purpose. 

 

Principle of Attention- attention is a key component to learning; it’s also a way of 

focusing energy.  Where energy is present then attention will also be present.  

When you pay attention to something, that something will thrive and grow.  The 

opposite is true if, you want something to diminish and eventually die ignore it for 

an extended amount of time.   Leaders are attention magnets, we are attention role 

models per say.  Followers will take the lead from us, whatever we pay attention 

to will also be what followers will set their attention to. 

 

Principle of Unique Gifts and Talents- Every human is unique and one of a kind.  

All of us have different skill sets and have abilities that are unique only to us.  

Leaders are tasked with helping others discover and utilize their own distinct 

gifts.  The process one has to go through to discover their talents and gifts 

sometimes take being open to new possibilities and not discounting what might 

not seem like it fits or thinking negatively about a possible new talent.  

Enlightened leaders look for ways to assist others in cultivating their talents while 

at the same time using their gifts and talents fulfilling their purpose here on earth. 

 

Principle of Gratitude- The saying, have an attitude of gratitude, speaks volumes 

about the importance of being thankful for everything in our lives.  It’s easy to be 

thankful when things are good but when things are difficult it’s harder to have an 

attitude of gratitude.  It’s all about perspective, when life is hard we may need to 

look through a different lens that will expose how we can grow as humans 

through the difficult period in our lives.  A positive and grateful attitude will 

impact others and will help others discover the attitude that in good and in bad we 

can be grateful.  In a way it’s like finding the silver lining in all situations.   

 

Principle of Unique Life Lessons- Life is never stagnant; we are always 

experiencing something.  Usually, things that are occurring in our life are meant 

for human growth.  Like the old adage attitude of gratitude the manner in which 

we view things in our lives assists us to understand that all things happen for a 

reason.  We need to learn to slow down maybe even pause to reflect about 

everything that is occurring and even ask ourselves, what should I be learning 

from this experience?  Enlightened leaders not only contend with their own life 

lessons but also help others find the meaning in whatever is happening in their 

lives. 

 

Principle of Holistic Perspective- When we have limited perspective, we will also 

assume many wrong things.  If we concentrate on the parts instead of the whole 

we will tend to make wrong choices because our view or perspective is limited.  

When we begin to see things holistically then we will be able to understand 
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diverse perspectives.  Enlightened leaders understand that with systems the 

components are all tied together and each part impacts other parts.  To 

comprehend the whole we first must look through the lens of holistic perspective. 

 

Principle of Openness- A person is either open or closed.  The concept of 

openness is a rather complex term.  Open to what?  Open to whom?  What do you 

let come in?  Every person is different in this aspect because we all come from 

different backgrounds.  Without openness it is difficult to grow and especially 

difficult to have vibrant and meaningful relationships.  Enlightened leaders 

understand the importance of being open to possibilities and to other people.  It 

may be scary to open up but without being open our lives will become stagnant 

and unfulfilled.   

 

Principle of Trust- It is hard to lead if you do not have trust.  Trust is a two way 

street.  For a leader, it is important to develop trust with followers.  Followers 

must be able to trust you and you have to be able to trust them also.  Trust is a 

choice; we can either choose to trust or not.  Trust when it is tempered with 

wisdom is a powerful tool for a leader. (Houston and Sokolow, S.L., 2006) 

 

This examination of spirituality and its power to transform superintendent 

leadership has evolved over the past several years.  As a school leader, the interest in 

leadership has been a consistent theme and one that has fueled my curiosity over the past 

ten years.  Working on my doctorate has solidified and made my natural interest in school 

leadership grow, and I am at the point where being able to scholarly research a topic that 

intrigues me is very rewarding as well as very exciting.   

Previous Research on Spiritual Leadership 

Lisa Ramirez, a 2009 Texas Tech graduate, conducted research on spirituality and 

school leadership.  After reading her dissertation, I decided to use the theoretical 

framework she utilized and apply it to research on the superintendency.  In her 

suggestions for future research, Ramirez (2009) stated, “the most obvious refinement 

could be achieved by applying the process to work experiences not described in this 

study” (p. 162).  My research focus is on superintendents instead of principals, as 

Ramirez researched.   My research investigated how spirituality is used alongside 
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transformational leadership to transform superintendent leadership.  There seems to be a 

natural fit in using the eight spiritual principles as a framework for my examination. 
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CHAPTER III  

METHODOLOGY 

Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be 

counted. 

- Albert Einstein 

 

Introduction 

Fullan (2005) pointed out the obvious, but something that still needs to be taken 

very serious due to its importance; leadership is vital to school improvement.  In the case 

of schools, superintendents are viewed as the leader of the school district and for 

transformation to occur it must begin with the superintendent.  Superintendents 

implementing spirituality to their leadership praxis and using it to transform schools is a 

new topic that has not received much attention in scholarly research.  A superintendent 

plays a vital role in the success or failure of a school system and because schools are a 

complex social system, there are no easy answers to the problems that have plagued 

schools for years.   

 For school district transformation to occur, superintendents must exhibit 

leadership traits that are currently uncommon.  Superintendents have the task of leading 

the entire school district with all its complexities and issues and thus he/she must have 

tremendous insight into the problems that plague our schools.  Superintendents must be 

skilled in many areas.  Roles range from being the instructional leader of the district to 

also being a transformational leader that is able to lead a district to excellence (Kowalski 

2006).  Spirituality has the potential to influence superintendents where the benefits of 

this type of leadership will greatly impact schools. 
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 Studies on this aspect of leadership are slowly growing, but are still somewhat 

limited and thus why this type of research is so important.  A thorough exploration into 

spirituality and its influence on superintendent leadership will add to the research that is 

already present and, hopefully, will add insight that has not been investigated up to this 

point. 

Research Questions 

 Charles (1995) stated that research questions express what a research project is 

attempting to discover and it guides the entire research.  Thoughtfully constructed 

research questions are vital to the direction of a particular research project; Yin (1998) 

cited that the direction and design of a research project wholly depends on the research 

questions.  By comprising research questions that set the boundaries for a research 

endeavor, a researcher can focus on exactly what he/she wants to find out. 

 The research questions that guided this research project are: 

1. How have superintendents become transformational leaders using of 

spirituality? 

2. What evidence is there in a superintendent’s work life as they relate to the 

eight spiritual principles? 

3. How do superintendents perceive the meaning of spirituality in their work? 

 Rationale 

 The aim of this study was to examine how school leaders, superintendents, who 

lead from a spiritual center use that leadership style to positively impact their schools.  

The hope was to bring new information that has not been previously studied and 

hopefully from that new information a new perspective will assist in strengthening 
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superintendent leadership.  The outcomes of the study were also examined in an attempt 

to analyze the findings so that superintendent leadership will hopefully be invigorated.   

The nature of this investigation warranted a study that provided insight and not 

simply a study that employed numbers on some sort of scale to tell the story.  Since this 

type of research dealt with inner perspectives and examined how superintendents use and 

describe their spirituality and how it affects their leadership, an inquiry delving into the 

affective domain was necessary.  Also, the need for deep and rich data to arrive at 

understanding this particular phenomenon called for an investigation where the research 

went further than a superficial awareness. 

Creswell (2007) stated that qualitative research should be used when the purpose 

of the research looks to explore a particular topic and hear the voices of the research 

participants.    Creswell (2007) also stated that qualitative research should be used to 

arrive at a detailed understanding of an issue and it also helps people share their stories.  

Since spirituality and superintendent leadership will be investigated, qualitative research 

made the most sense as a research method.  The conclusion to use qualitative research 

was due in part to an in-depth review of literature on the topics of spirituality and 

superintendent leadership.  The method for researching spirituality and superintendent 

leadership must have the ability to look at the issues from a thorough perspective and be 

able to elicit a person’s perspective and attempt to understand where that perspective 

comes from so that determinations can be made as far as how spirituality has impacted 

their leadership style. 

Studying how and why superintendents lead from a spiritual center requires 

understanding the reasons for leading in this manner.  Glesne (2006) stated that 
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qualitative researchers “seek to understand and interpret how various participants in a 

social setting construct the world around them” (p.4).  Glesne (2006) further stated that 

qualitative research focuses on in-depth data from participants in an effort to understand.  

Patton (2002) stated that qualitative research provides a more holistic view into the 

phenomena that is being studied; by using qualitative methods with this inquiry it will be 

easier to gain access into the participant’s perspectives.   

Data Sources 

 Charles (1995) stated that the value of any source of data depends on the research 

being done, and thus the reason for specifically looking for individuals who viewed their 

job as a calling and who were driven to lead because of their passion for making a 

difference in the lives of students.  Spending time contemplating on individuals who fit 

the criteria of possibly leading from a spiritual center and who fit the profile that came 

from the review of literature, the list of superintendents was narrowed to six.  Six 

practicing or recently retired superintendents were used for this study. 

 Before choosing six, a list of thirty-two possible participants was examined.  All 

the participants turned out to be male due to females not responding to the original e-mail 

that was sent eliciting research participants.  Finally, six male participants were selected 

for the study because six would be manageable and sufficient data would be provided.  

Hatch (2002) stated that the selection of participants depends on the research design that 

is implemented.  For this study, superintendents were researched using qualitative 

methods to investigate spirituality and its effect on superintendent leadership.   

 Six superintendents were selected for this study mainly because six seemed to be 

a manageable number.  Data from six participants provided rich in-depth information that 
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was used to analyze and make determinations.  Hatch (2002) differentiated between 

quantitative and qualitative when he stated that in quantitative research the researcher 

desires to get a high number of subjects because a high number of samples are thought to 

represent some larger population.  In contrast, qualitative researchers argue that there is 

no direct relationship between the number of participants and the quality of the study.  An 

appropriate number of participants depend on the context of the study and the depth of 

analysis.  Due to the nature of this study, six superintendents were an adequate number to 

answer the research questions that guided this study.  

Sampling 

 Decisions concerning sampling that are well developed add to the credibility of a 

research project (Marshall and Rossman 2006).  Patton (1980) described two types of 

sampling procedures, random and purposeful, that a researcher may use to choose 

participants.  For this particular study, purposeful sampling was used because of the 

nature of the examination.  Patton (1980) said that purposeful sampling is a strategy used 

when the researcher “wants to learn something and come to understand something about 

a certain select cases without needing to generalize to all such cases” (p. 100). 

  The participants chosen all have salient leadership qualities that assisted in 

making determinations concerning the research topic and their ability to answer the 

research questions.  This provided in-depth data in which the researcher was able to 

examine and analyze.  The four superintendent participants provided details on their 

leadership praxis and how spirituality assisted them in leading school districts to 

excellence.   
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Participants 

Table 1:  Participants 

 

Superintendent 

Name 

Location Student population Years in Education 

John West Texas 9,000 24 years 

Jason West Texas 22,000 22 years 

Joe West Texas 1,500 20 years 

Jay West Texas 2,500 21 years 

Jacob West Texas 900 25 years 

Jeff West Texas 2,000 30 years 

 

 The first participant, John, is a superintendent of a school district in a growing 

West Texas town that has a little over nine thousand students.  There are eleven campuses 

in his district.  John has been in education for twenty-four years and has been in 

administration for the last ten years.  This is his fourth year to serve as superintendent.   

 Jason is a superintendent of a school district in West Texas that has over twenty-

two thousand students in West Texas.  There are thirty-six campuses in his district.  Jason 

has been in education for twenty-two years and has served as superintendent for the last 

seven years. 

 Joe is a superintendent of a school district in West Texas that has one thousand 

five hundred students.  There are three campuses in his district.  Joe has been in education 

for twenty years and has served as superintendent for the past six years. 
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Jay is a superintendent of a school district in West Texas.  His district has two-

thousand five hundred students and has six campuses.  He has been in education for 

twenty-one years.  He has served as superintendent for the last eight years. 

Jacob is a superintendent of a school district in West Texas.  His district has nine 

hundred students and has three campuses.  He has been in education for twenty-five years 

and has served as superintendent for the last ten years. 

The last participant, Jeff is a superintendent of a school district in West Texas.  

His district has two thousand students and has four campuses.  He has been in education 

for thirty years and he has served as superintendent for the last thirteen years.   

Data Collection Methods 

 Gay (1996) posited that since all research is concerned with either testing a 

hypothesis or answering question, the need for rich data is paramount.  Bickman, Rog 

and Hedrick (1998) stated that researchers should identify the sources of data that will 

address the research questions.  Marshall and Rossman (2006) further stated that 

researchers gather information through systematic and collaborative strategies.  The 

process of accumulating data is very important to the overall success of the research 

project.  The researcher must vigilantly seek the data that will best answer the questions 

posed.  This study consisted of multiple case studies that employed a survey, interviews 

and this researcher as an instrument. 

 First, a detailed letter was sent to each participant explaining the study and 

providing them with the research information. The letter also included a consent form 

that included the name of the research study, the purpose of the study, a thorough 

description of the procedures that were to be followed, the duration of the interviews, and 
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a description of the confidentiality was provided explaining how the information they 

shared would be handled.  Participants were informed that the research project was been 

approved by the Institution Review Board (IRB). 

Case Study 

 Hays (2004) cited that case study research involves a close examination of 

“people, topics, issues or programs” (p. 218).  Patton (1980) stated that the purpose of 

case studies is to gather “comprehensive, systematic and in-depth information” (p. 303).  

Gay (1996) also stated that case studies are in-depth investigation and, since it is in-depth 

knowledge will be needed, a case study approach is the appropriate choice.  Another 

important consideration that has to be examined is that due to the complex nature of my 

research endeavor, the flexibility that case studies afford it gave the best opportunity to 

understand superintendents that lead from a spiritual center.  Berg (2007) stated that case 

studies are capable of examining simple to complex phenomenon and not necessarily just 

one particular phenomenon.   

 Due to studying six school superintendents, a collective case study approach was 

the best approach for this investigation.  Berg (2007) cited that collective case studies 

“involve extensive study of several instrumental cases intended to allow better 

understanding, insight, or perhaps improved ability to theorize about a broader context” 

(p. 292).  The six case studies sought to understand how each participant views their own 

spirituality and how that aspect of their lives impacts their leadership style.  Since 

multiple case studies were used as a tool to understand the aspect of leading from a 

spiritual center, each case study was compared with the others that were done.  Berg 

(2007) called these types of collective case studies comparative case studies.  Berg (2007) 
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further stated that comparative case studies are used for the purpose of cross-unit 

comparison.   

Survey 

 Hertog (2002) stated that case studies focus on phenomenon and its context and 

that any suitable means for collecting data is appropriate, including surveys.  Since the 

research revolved around collective case studies, the use of surveys eliciting input from 

the participants prior to interviewing each one individually was beneficial.  Surveys 

typically contain several questions and can be structured in a variety of ways, including 

open ended responses (Marshall and Rossman 2006), and this provided the flexibility to 

structure the questionnaire in different ways.  The survey that was used incorporated both 

closed and open-ended questions, allowing participants to answer questions in a variety 

of ways.  Providing a survey at the inception of the research gave the participants an 

opportunity to examine the direction of the research.  Marshall and Rossman (2006) cited 

that surveys can be used as a means of self-reporting or be used as a form of self-analysis.  

The goal of the survey was to serve as a precursor to the interviews and have the survey 

serve as a catalyst for deeper and more insightful questions that were asked during the 

interview sessions.   

Interviews 

 The interview process began after the surveys were completed.  Reviewing the 

responses on the surveys assisted in formulating better research questions.  In its simplest 

form, interviewing someone is as basic as having a conversation with them (DeMarrais, 

2004, Kvale, 1996, Ely et al. 1991, Berg 2007).  Kvale (1996) further stated that an 

interview is having a conversation that has a “structure and a purpose” (p. 6).  The 
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interview process is simply talking with someone in an effort to “learn to see the world 

from the eyes of the person being interviewed” (Ely et al. 1991 p.58).  DeMarrais (2004) 

posited that interviews are used when a researcher wants to gain in-depth knowledge 

from participants about specific phenomenon or experiences.  Also, the interview is used 

to allow participants to speak and answer questions posed while allowing enough 

flexibility so that both the researcher and the subject feel comfortable during the 

interview. 

 Berg (2007) identified three types of interviews: standardized, semi-standardized 

and unstandardized.  Each interview type has its place in qualitative interviewing.  Semi-

standardized interviews fall somewhere between the rigidity of standardized and the total 

unstructured format used with unstandardized interviews.  With semi-standardized 

interviews, the researcher has the flexibility to adjust as the interview progresses.  The 

following are the strengths that are appealing with semi-standardized interviews. 

1. More or less structured 

2. Questions may be reordered during the interview 

3. Wording of questions is flexible 

4. Level of language may be adjusted 

5. Interviewer may answer questions and make clarifications 

6. Interviewer may add or delete probes to interview between subsequent 

subjects. (Berg, 2007, p. 93) 

 

For this study, semi-standardized interviews were used with all six 

superintendents participating in the study.  During the initial interview, questions were 

asked that paralleled questions from the survey.  These interviews are an important aspect 

of the study because they allowed insight into how the participating superintendents 

viewed spirituality and how it impacts their leadership style.   
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Researcher as an Instrument 

 In qualitative research, the human instrument is the primary source for collecting 

data and also for analyzing the data that has been gathered.  Since this is the case, it is 

important to be cognizant of the ethical dimension that is involved with qualitative 

research.  Marshall and Rossman (2006) asked, “can a researcher be both observer and 

friend” (p. 83)?  While some may say that it is impossible to be both while doing 

research, every effort was made to remain objective during the course of doing the 

research. 

 Since I have been a school administrator for a total of nine years, and 

superintendent for two of those years, I am keenly aware of the struggles that school 

administrators go through on a daily basis to make a difference in schools.  I bring 

extensive insight to the study.  I remained objective and open minded; but, due to my 

professional experience, I knew when and where to probe and extend the interviews.  

This was possible due to the nature of semi-standardized interviews. 

Data Analysis 

 Analyzing the data that is collected can easily become an arduous task.  Berg 

(2007) stated that data analysis is not an exact science.  The process of analyzing the 

enormous amount of data will depend on the data that has been gathered and the research 

design that was selected.  Maxwell (1998) cited that the decision on how data analysis 

will be done depends on how the research proceeds and on the type of data that will be 

obtained.   Glesne (2006) posited that qualitative researchers take different approaches to 

data analysis.  The voluminous data that will be gathered will need a plan that will be 
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able to make sense of the data that was gathered.  Ely (1991) stated that the outcome of 

the data analysis is “a creation that speaks to the heart of what was learned” (p. 140). 

 Data analysis for this study was done by coding the data that was collected.  

Maxwell (1998) cited that coding is the process of fracturing the data that is collected and 

rearranging it into categories.  In order to code the enormous amount of data that was 

gathered, open coding was utilized.  Berg (2007) stated that the main purpose of open 

coding is to “open the inquiry widely” (p. 317).  Glesne (2006) referred to this as 

rudimentary coding and the purpose of open or rudimentary is to be broad and wide in 

scope whenever developing codes.  Glesne (2006), Ely (1991) and Maxwell (1998) 

believed that the development of themes is an ongoing process and should begin early as 

the researcher continuously reflects on the data.   

 After open coding is done, the next step is making sense of the codes that are 

developed and move from general codes to more specific codes.  Berg (2007) called this 

type of coding axial coding.  By using axial codes, patterns will emerge.  The goal of 

using axial coding was to look deeply at the data and make connections that came from 

the data gathered in an effort to build a foundation on which to base the findings of the 

study. 

Trustworthiness and Transferability 

 A major criticism of qualitative research has been that due to it being 

nonscientific it is also invalid (Berg, 2007).  Critics who believe that qualitative research 

is not scientific base their belief on their definition of what science is and thus discount 

qualitative inquiries.  Berg (2007) proposed that everyone is doing science “provided that 

science is defined as a specific and systematic way of discovering and understanding how 
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social realities arise, operate and impact individuals and organizations of individuals” (p. 

14). 

 The complexities of understanding something like spirituality and superintendent 

leadership and how the two could be related cannot be understood by simply using 

numbers to weave a web that brings forth an understanding of the subjects.  A method 

that will enlighten and help interpret how the participants make sense of their leadership 

styles and how spirituality influences that style is needed.  Glesne (2006) stated that 

qualitative researchers “seek to understand and interpret how various participants in a 

social setting construct the world around them” (p. 4).   

 Ely et al. (1991) stated that, being trustworthy, a researcher must carry out the 

research in a fair manner that produces outcomes that closely mirror the experiences of 

those being studies.  The goal is to produce outcomes that accurately portray the 

experiences of the participants.  This requires being an active listener and follow up with 

appropriate questions.  Allowing participants to speak and take their time in explaining 

why they lead from a spiritual center is paramount.  The data that comes from the surveys 

and interviews needs to be trustworthy.  Glesne (2006) cited that obtaining trustworthy 

data depends on the participants trusting the researcher.   

 Transferability refers to results that come from qualitative research being able to 

be transferred to other contexts or settings.  This research will be read by others interested 

in the subject of superintendents leading from a spiritual center, and thus the data 

presented must be accurate in describing the context and clearly describe the results so 

that others may use their judgments concerning the transferability of the research.  

Marshall and Rossman (2006) posited that the “burden of demonstrating that a set of 
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findings applies to another context rests more with the researcher who would make the 

transfer than with the original researcher” (p. 202). 

 

 

 

  



 Texas Tech University, Steven Saldivar, December 2012 

53 

 

CHAPTER IV  

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

Introduction 

A major strength of the qualitative approach is the depth in which explorations 

are conducted and descriptions are written, usually resulting in sufficient details 

for the reader to grasp the idiosyncrasies of the situations. 

 

-Michael Meyers 

 This study examined the role of spirituality in six superintendent participants 

becoming transformational leaders.  This qualitative research study revolved around 

trying to gain insights on the participants development as leaders from early in their lives 

to their current position as acting superintendents in West Texas public schools.  The 

study delved deep into the participants thinking by employing interview questions 

intended to surpass a superficial awareness and sought to analyze the lived experiences of 

each superintendent; thus the reason why a qualitative approach was chosen for this 

study.   

 The study was divided into two phases.  Phase one was the selection of 

participants; superintendents who could be identified as having qualities of “spirituality” 

based on a survey that was developed for this purpose.  The survey was sent to seventy-

eight superintendents from five Education Service Centers in Texas.  The thirty-two 

superintendents who responded back were rated on their responses and ranked.  The top 

six were selected as participants and were contacted to see if they were willing to 

participate in phase two of the research study. 

 The six participants selected for phase two of this study were interviewed three 

times using an in-depth, semi-structured interview protocols (Appendices D-F).  Each 
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interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim and took place individually and 

privately at their office.  Each interview took approximately forty-five minutes and an 

interview protocol was used for each interview.  Data collected through these interviews 

generated themes and categories that assisted in answering the three research questions 

that were the focus of the research.  Three face-to-face interviews with the six 

superintendents served as primary sources of data.  Secondary sources of data were 

participant observation where I attended school board meetings and other meetings held 

by the superintendent (principal meetings, cabinet meetings etc.) and archival data 

sources.  These data (board minutes, district web sites, AEIS information, other meeting 

agendas) also served to gain a more complete understanding of the phenomenon.   

Phase One – Survey Used to Select Participants 

 The survey that was developed to select participants was sent to superintendents 

on April 1, 2012 from Education Service Centers 3, 16, 17, 18 and 20.  A total of 

seventy-eight superintendents were sent the survey via their school district e-mail address 

that were obtained from the Texas System of Education Service Centers Website 

http://www.texasresc.net/default.htm.   Each Educational Service Center website is 

available at http://www.texasresc.net/contacts.htm.   

 The survey (Appendix B) was developed using the book The Spiritual Dimension 

of Leadership: 8 Key Principles to Leading more Effectively, by Paul Houston and 

Stephen Sokolow.  The eight principles are: 

1. The Principle of Intention 

2. The Principle of Attention 

3. The Principle of Unique Gifts 

4. The Principle of Gratitude 

5. The Principle of Unique Life Lessons 

6. The Principle of Holistic Perspective 



 Texas Tech University, Steven Saldivar, December 2012 

55 

 

7. The Principle of Openness 

8. The Principle of Trust.  (Houston and Sokolow 2006) 

 

The purpose of the survey was for the superintendents to self-identify themselves 

as spiritual leaders.  The survey had nineteen questions and the superintendents were 

asked to rate themselves on each question on a one to five scale. A rating of one 

corresponded to disagree and a rating of five corresponded to agree.  The higher the 

scores on the survey the better their chances for being selected to participate in the 

research project. Superintendents interested in participating in the research project simply 

had to respond by email or call using the phone numbers provided on the informed 

consent sheet (See Appendix C).   

From the thirty-two responses received, the link between spirituality and 

transformational leadership was reviewed; specifically, the role spirituality had on 

superintendents becoming transformational leaders, and where they viewed their school 

district as living, breathing and ever evolving.  Superintendents who are better able to 

understand that change is a constant also realize that people within the school do not 

handle change well; thus, they must invest quality time with their people developing 

trust, openness, a shared set of beliefs and a firm organizational vision.  This focus on the 

human aspect of the school district empowers everyone to begin the journey toward 

transformation, from old, to something new or something that never existed.  The 

superintendent who has become a transformational leader will have a tremendous ability 

to rally people around the organization’s beliefs and vision and be able to influence those 

in the school district to look past their own wants and replace them with the needs of the 

school district.  A transformational superintendent will also inspire others and it will be 

evident that attitudes and behaviors have changed and the school district’s culture is bent 
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toward doing what is best for students.  A school district led by a superintendent who is a 

transformational leader will become excited and excite others about future possibilities 

full of new mental models instead of concerning themselves with old scripts and failed 

ways of doing things. Higher scores on the survey also guided me on making this 

connection and assisted me in determining which six participants to choose. 

Finally, the six superintendents who scored the highest on the survey were chosen 

for the study.  Each superintendent was called and invited to participate in the research 

project and explained the process and the purpose of the research project.  All but one 

accepted the invitation.  The one superintendent who declined was retiring in June, 2012, 

and felt like he could not commit to the process.  The seventh highest ranking 

superintendent on the survey was then contacted. He accepted and the participant list was 

complete.  Arrangements were made for three interviews with each of the participants 

during the summer of 2012. 

Phase Two – Primary and Secondary Sources of Data 

The results gathered from the three face-to-face interviews and the participant 

observation and archival data formulate phase two of this research project.  The research 

questions that guided this research endeavor were: 

1. How have superintendents become transformational leaders using spirituality? 

2. What evidence is there in a superintendent’s work life as they relate to the 

eight spiritual principles? 

3. How do superintendents perceive the meaning of spirituality in their work? 

The questions were designed to explore the role spirituality had on 

superintendents becoming transformational leaders.  By looking specifically through the 
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lens of the eight spiritual principles found in the book The Spiritual Dimension of 

Leadership: 8 Key Principles to Leading more Effectively, by Paul Houston and Stephen 

Sokolow, as well as other questions that probed deeply into the lives and the work 

experiences of each superintendent and how they viewed spirituality personally and in 

their work, the purpose of the research questions was to gain a deep insight into this 

particular phenomenon.  The secondary sources of data also assisted in developing ideas 

and helped shape conclusions. 

Participants 

The six superintendents who scored the highest on the survey that was sent out on 

April 1, 2012, were the research participants selected to participate in this research study.  

They are all superintendents who are currently serving in Texas public schools.  All 

participants are male and all serve in districts in West Texas.  There were female 

superintendents who were part of the seventy-eight superintendents were sent the survey, 

but none responded.   

The school district sizes range from a 5A district to a 1A district and pseudonyms 

are used to identify the leaders, thus protecting their anonymity as well as that of their 

schools.  The pseudonyms have absolutely no meaning and no connection to other 

individuals. The leaders are identified as John, Joe, Jay, Jacob, Jason and Jeff. 

 Each participant agreed on the phone to take part in the study and seemed really 

interested in the topic.  Each was contacted by telephone and email several times before 

the initial interview.  Each were sent the interview protocol before each interview so that 

they could familiarize themselves with the research questions and the subsequent 

questions that would be used to answer the main research question.   This procedure 
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seemed to be beneficial because they had an opportunity to read the questions before we 

began the interview.  Time was also spent answering questions before the interview 

began as a way to not only put them at ease but also to contextualize the questions that 

were going to be answered.   

Results for Research Questions 

 This section contains the findings for each of the three research questions that 

guided this research project.  Beginning with research question number one and going to 

research question number three, the conclusions will be laid out thematically as they 

emerged from the data that was gathered from the primary and secondary sources.  

Findings for Research Question #1: How have Superintendents become 

transformational leaders using Spirituality? 

 This section will concentrate on the issue of how each participant got where they 

are today.  The intent of the questions was to get a sense of the participant’s life’s history 

from their childhood to present day.  Each participant was given the interview protocol 

prior to the interview so they could look at the questions that they were going to be asked.  

At the beginning of the interview, each participant was given the opportunity to ask 

questions in an effort to ensure that they understood the intent of each question.  There 

were four questions for research question number one that dealt with influences and 

experiences during their lives, their own definition of spirituality, events that impacted 

and or shaped their lives and how these events assisted them in transforming their 

leadership practices.  

 The first part of question number one dealt with influences; who or what 

influenced them from childhood to present day.  According to the dictionary, it defines 
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influence as the action or process of producing effects on the actions, behavior, opinions, 

etc., of another or others. The participants were allowed to talk freely and without 

interruption, except when clarification or more information was needed from the 

participant.  The two themes that were addressed were family influences and professional 

influences.   

Familial Influence.  Each participant spoke specifically about family and the 

influence that family members had on them.  It was interesting that some started out 

immediately talking about their parents being the main influences in their lives early on.  

Actually, four out of the six immediately began their comments by mentioning their 

moms, but all six eventually mentioned their parents.  One of the participants mentioned 

a brother that had a huge influence on him.   

John.  John had an interesting start to his life.  When his mom was eighteen, he 

was put in a foster home and he spent eight of his first ten years in foster care.  He was 

adopted at the age of ten.  He described his foster home as a very “spiritual place” and. in 

fact. he still stays in contact with them today; they are from Iowa.  Of the three things that 

John mentioned that moderate his life, he mentioned family, both his adoptive and foster 

family.  Even though John started out very disadvantaged he said, “One day I was found 

on the floor at the age of two eating flour because that was the only thing to eat.”  He still 

considers family a very strong influence in his life. 

Jason.  Jason mentioned both his mom and dad immediately.  He said, “My 

mother was a very spiritual and religious person she taught my sister and I both the 

commitment it takes to have a relationship with God and dedication to the church.”   He 

continued by saying. “my father is not religious, but he has faith.  He had overall 
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commitment to excellence.” Jason said that both his mom and dad taught him to have a 

“commitment to excellence and have strong beliefs and not to come down from those 

expectations not to negotiate yourself.”  Jason reiterated that his mom and dad both 

taught the same things but they did it in different ways.  He said, “Dad’s lesson was 

simple; do the right thing. If you make a bad decision, it means you are stupid and you 

deserve what you get.  If you do the right thing most of the time you are going to get 

positive consequences.” 

Joe.  Joe said it this way, “The most influential people in my life are my mother 

and my grandfather.”   Joe said, “My mom was the strong person in my life.  She pushed 

me and she supported me in school.”  Throughout the whole process he said, “I had the 

support of my mother and grandfather.”  He went on to say, “My grandfather constantly 

preached about education and getting a degree and not having to work as hard as he had 

to work.”  Joe said, “Throughout my whole journey, my mother and grandfather were 

there for me.” 

Jay.  Jay was the only participant that did not mention his family much.  He 

mentioned being raised in a charismatic church and feeling like he had to go to church.  It 

was more of a duty and if he did not attend he felt guilty.  He mentioned that now (today) 

he is considered the “black sheep” of the family because he no longer attends that type of 

church.  As far as family goes, he did mention his wife.  He said that they are very 

compatible and they are very even keel people. 

Jacob.  Jacob spoke about his family immediately.  He said his father was highly 

educated, a Ph.D. in philosophy and several other degrees, too.  He said that some of the 

degrees were in theology related fields.  Jacob said he grew up with his dad constantly 
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questioning him on philosophical topics.  Things like “what is important?,”  “what is 

real?” and  “are the events of today important in the bigger scheme?”  He said, “Many of 

the questions lead to answers that I found in Christianity.” Jacob said his mother, on the 

other hand, was not educated like his father but had a yearning for education.  He said, 

“She was the one that taught my brother and me to push ourselves and to challenge 

ourselves.” Jacob said, “Dad was the thinker of the family. He pushed us to think about 

why we were doing what we were doing; to think about what career we would pick and 

why we would choose that career.”   

Jeff.  Jeff spoke about his family with almost a reverence.  He grew up in a small 

town full of uncles and aunts.  His grandparents and many cousins were also all around.  

He said he grew up with knowledge that family was important and that there was a high 

standard set for their behavior.  As a matter of fact, Jeff mentioned growing up knowing 

this phrase: “This is the way we are; this is what we do.” He said he knew that 

accountability was very important and the family held each other accountable.  Jeff said 

that the family was very close; when difficult times came, the family was there to support 

one another and was always there to encourage each other.  He said that his grandparents 

“made us believe we could do anything and that we were the best.”  Jeff also talked about 

his older brother.  He said, “He was really influential in my spiritual growth; he and I 

challenged each other in our faith and our walk with God and held each other 

accountable.”  Jeff commented that he believes that his older brother has influenced his 

life more than anything. 

Professional Influence.  Each participant spoke about at least one professional 

influence they had during their interview.  Things like mentor and role model came up 
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during the interviews to describe the people that had influenced them.  Some of the 

participants continue to have relationships with the people mentioned in the interviews. 

John.  John spoke about knowing he wanted to become a teacher early on in his 

life.  He said, “I knew early on that I was going to be one of two things; a minister or an 

educator.”  He recognized that public schools helped him overcome a very disadvantaged 

start in life. He stated, “If not for public education, I would have no choice but to grow up 

in poverty.”  So, he became a teacher.  He spoke about two specific major professional 

influences in his career.  The first was his principal when he was teaching at a middle 

school.  She asked him to become a coordinator of a magnet program at that middle 

school where he was teaching.  He was actually asked to develop the program.   

The same principal later told him he should become an administrator.  So, he went 

back to school and got his degree.  He said, “At that time I wasn’t thinking about 

administration.  I had been teaching for thirteen or fourteen years and was enjoying my 

life with my wife as she traveled around with the military.”  John spoke about his 

conversation with his principal this way:  

The conversation surprised me a little.  You know growing up in circumstances I 

grew up in the insecurities were obstacles to overcome, I felt pretty good about 

having graduated from college when most people from my real natural family had 

gone to jail.  My natural father was an alcoholic and sister had all sorts of 

problems, so I felt pretty good about having a good career as a teacher and kind of 

comfortable in that and I don’t know if I can define exactly what Pat saw, one 

thing she knew, I was passionate about education. 

 

The other professional influence John spoke about occurred when he was still in 

college.  He said as a junior he had an opportunity to go visit classrooms and that is when 

he saw Dr. Bantley teach, the teacher of the year.  John spoke about his encounter with 

Dr. Bantley this way:  
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Dr. Bantley said something to me at that time, in 1985, that was a very important 

time for me.  He said, education is a calling, he meant a calling from God.  He felt 

called towards that effort to ensure that children have opportunities to be 

successful.  You know that has never left me. 

 

Jason.  Jason only spoke about one professional influence.  But, the interesting 

thing about this person is that he also serves as his mentor to this day.  Jason has known 

Tom (pseudonym) since he was a young man and has developed an ongoing relationship.  

As a matter of fact, Tom was Jason’s Sunday school teacher and coach in high school.  

Jason said this about Tom, “He is my mentor and probably one of the most successful 

superintendents in the state right now.”  Jason commented that he respected Tom so 

much, that when he began teaching he tried to emulate him. 

Joe.  Like John, Joe also mentioned he knew that he wanted to go into education 

at early age.  He said, “I knew early on, maybe junior high age,  I wanted to do something 

in the school business.  I wanted to be an English teacher and a coach and be successful 

at it.”  Joe had influences early in his life that came from the school realm.  He mentioned 

three educators that taught him many things that have influenced him to this day.  He 

mentioned two teachers and one coach.  The first teacher he mentioned was his second 

grade teacher.  He said, “She pushed me and had high expectations for me academically 

and behaviorally.”  He also mentioned his high school English teacher.  He said, “She 

was very tough on us. She demanded the best to the point that I wanted to give up, but 

she wouldn’t let me.” 

Lastly, Joe mentioned his basketball coach.  He spoke the most about his coach’s 

influence on him and how this still has an impact on him today.  He said this about his 

coach, “He taught me three things; three main things: Patience, Pride and Poise.”  Joe 

spoke a great deal about these three characteristics and how these still have a huge 
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influence on how he thinks and processes things today.  Here are some of the things Joe 

commented on each one:  

You have to have patience in every situation that you encounter on a daily basis. 

Not everything is going to go your way.  Sooner or later if you keep working at it 

and if you’re patient, everything will turn out in your favor. You have to have 

pride in who you are and where you come from and that’s one thing to this day 

that I’m very proud of who I am and where I come from.  Yes, I had a difficult 

childhood I had to overcome a lot of obstacles.  But still, I’m proud to have gone 

through that.  I’m proud of my family, of the community I live in and proud of my 

hometown. 

 

And last he spoke about poise. “Things aren’t always going to go your way.  You 

have to keep a level head about you and you have to keep plugging after it.” 

Jay.  Jay, like John and Joe spoke about knowing that he wanted to go into 

education when he was young.  Specifically, Jay talked about having aspirations to be a 

head football coach.  When he began his teaching and coaching career, he never really 

had his sights set on, or set a goal to be, a school administrator; both John and Joe 

mentioned that same thing.  Jay put it this way when he spoke about his decision to go 

back and work on his master’s degree: “I reached a point in my life where I thought I 

would start working on my mid-management because it’s time.  I thought it would be 

something that I would use at the end of my career.”   

Things changed and Jay went into administration much sooner than he had 

anticipated.  He spoke about struggling with the decision to make the move from teaching 

to administration. “I reached a point, a point my last three years that I coached, that God 

was calling me to move to administration and I fought it for three years.”  But it was 

during this time that Jay went to work for an athletic director that influenced his 

professional life greatly.  Jay said he went to work for this particular athletic director 

mainly because of his reputation.  “I had heard he was a mature Christian and he was 



 Texas Tech University, Steven Saldivar, December 2012 

65 

 

admired as a leader.” He found out first hand working for him. Jay commented, “We 

knew what he stood for.  We knew how he was going to respond.  We knew what he 

believed in and he communicated that to us without preaching to us.”  Jay finished his 

comments by saying, “That’s the type of leader I want to be, living my beliefs, not having 

to talk about my beliefs but exhibiting them.  Difficult times give us opportunities to be 

role models to show how we face adversity.” 

Jacob.  Jacob never mentioned anyone other than his father having an influence 

on his professional life.  During the interview, he mentioned his father and conversations 

that he had with his dad concerning which career path he would take.   

I grew up with a dad and his constant philosophical discussions about what’s 

important.  He pushed us to think about why we were doing what we were doing.  

To think about what career we would pick and why we would choose that career. 

 

Jeff.  Jeff began the interview speaking about being influenced in college by 

friends and those that were getting into the field of education.  Jeff went to a Christian 

university and he said that those friends and those he knew that were majoring in 

education “influenced me to have a view of life more than just making a living or doing a 

job.  There was more to life than your occupation.”  He was looking for a way to impact 

other people, to make a difference, be an influence in others’ lives.  “I came to realize 

that centering your purpose in life on what God’s will is for you and how he wants to 

serve others and reflect him to others so I decided to go into teaching.” 

When Jeff was getting his master’s degree he met what who calls his mentor.  

This is what he said, “Eventually, I came in contact with one superintendent that is real 

instrumental, a role model for someone who modeled how a Godly person can live, work 

and deal with other people in an educational system and really make a difference.”  Jeff 
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stated that he has stayed in contact with him, has developed a relationship with him and 

he considers him a good friend to this day. 

The second part of question number one dealt with the experiences that each 

participant had during their lives that impacted their development as a leader.  An 

experience as defined by the dictionary is said to be observing, encountering, or 

undergoing of things generally as they occur in the course of time.  Again, the 

participants were allowed to talk freely and without interruption, except when 

clarification or more information was needed from the participant.  The two themes that 

emerged were childhood experiences and adult experiences.  The first theme to be 

addressed will be childhood experiences. 

Childhood Experiences.  Each participant spoke about their childhood 

experiences they had growing up.  The participants were open and shared detailed stories 

that gave insight into their lived experiences.  The experiences came alive and were rich 

with description and vivid images. 

John.  As noted earlier, John begins his story or experience as a young boy as 

being very disadvantaged.  He knew that he had many challenges and recognized that his 

life was different.  But, his experience didn’t defeat him; it made him what he is today.  

At one point in the interview, John stated, “You know growing up in the circumstances I 

grew up in were obstacles to overcome.” John was a foster child for eight years before he 

was adopted and he knew about his natural family.  He recounted having this knowledge 

and how it made him feel, “I felt pretty good about having graduated from college when 

most people in my real natural family had gone to jail.”  John overcame many challenges 

early in his life and he has vivid memories of those times.  
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John also talked about his experience in public schools.  He holds public 

education in high regard, mainly because of the role he feels it played in his life at an 

early age.  He made this statement, “I recognize that public schools helped me overcome 

those disadvantaged starts in life.” He went on to say, “I am a product of that mindset.”  

John believes that because public education was able to help him, it can also help others 

that need hope and need a little extra help to be successful.  From John’s interview about 

those experiences, one could sense the huge impact that those childhood experiences still 

have on him today and how they push him as he serves the children of his district. 

Jason.  Jason was raised in small town in West Texas where everyone knew 

everyone and there were connections everywhere.  Jason described it this way, “I had a 

very protected upbringing.”  His experience early in life was that spirituality was not only 

taught and emphasized at home, but he also witnessed it at school.  He commented, “I 

had teachers and coaches who showed outward beliefs and their spirituality.”  Jason 

talked about his football coach in particular.  “He is not ashamed, unabashed to show his 

spirituality and his religious commitment to anyone whether it be through his personal 

life or work life.”  Jason said, “I had that type of upbringing not only from home but also 

from school to help form my leadership style.”   

Jason had some very strong early experiences that have made a huge impact on 

him.  He relayed a story of how his experiences early in his life impacted him when he 

first became a teacher.  “A mistake I made when I first started coaching was that I tried to 

be just like my mentor,” his high school football coach.  He went on to say that he 

realized he could not be someone else.  This account shows the significance those early 

experiences had on Jason as he began his career in education. 
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Joe.  Joe, like John, recounted growing up with many challenges.  He said,  

I grew up with many challenges. My dad dropped out of school in the 8
th

 grade 

and my mom in the 9
th

 grade.  My dad was an alcoholic.  I started school only 

speaking Spanish.  I got in trouble every day.  It seemed like I was behind the 

eight ball.   

 

At one point in the interview, Joe commented, “Education was my way out.”  

During the entire interview, Joe’s resiliency came through.  He understood that education 

was important.  He also spoke about the important roles that his mother and grandfather 

played in him being successful and how they always encouraged him to continue to 

pursue education and to never give up. 

Another experience that Joe reflected on and mentioned having an impact on him 

was being raised in church.  “I was brought up attending church every Sunday and to be 

involved in church.”  Joe spoke about how these formative years attending church 

affected him, “It allowed me to gain a lot of the beliefs I have today and the mentality of 

how to treat people and to have empathy.” 

Jay.  Jay conveyed experiences that dealt with his church early in his life that 

formed and shaped his beliefs that still have an impact on him today.  Due to the nature 

of what he experienced growing up at his church, which he described as an “extreme 

church” (for example, not going to the doctor and not celebrating Christmas), seems to 

have had a lasting impression on him.  He describes growing up and being raised “in 

church” as “difficult” and “unusual.”  He recounted a story of his best friend’s mom 

dying during childbirth and another woman at his church dying of breast cancer because 

they did not go to the doctor.  So his fundamental years where his beliefs were being 

forged were influenced by events that he witnessed at his church.  He said,  
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How does it affect me today?  Professionally, I am an even keel person and those 

are the type of people I hire. I don’t want people that are going to get emotional 

and that are up and down.  I want people that are going to be excitable, going to 

be positive, going to work hard and have a passion for what they are doing.  But I 

am drawn to people that have an even keel and can handle difficult situations and 

hard times. 

 

Jacob.  Jacob grew up with much insecurity early in his life.  He had an older 

brother that he described this way, “My brother was a typical firstborn.  He was very 

successful in everything he did and everything seemed to come naturally to him.”  Jacob 

felt insecure much of his childhood he even said he felt “very much in second place.”   

He also struggled in school.  At the end of first grade, the family moved from 

Nebraska to Texas after his father completed his doctorate.  When they got to Texas and 

it was time to enroll him in school, the school gave Jacob an assessment and found out 

that he was behind academically and could not read.  The school met with his parents and 

it was decided to hold him back in first grade.  He said, “When I was held back, I did not 

want anyone to know.”  Like other research participants, Jacob persevered and turned a 

negative into a positive.  “It gave me a lot of push and drive.  It turned out positive.  I was 

more advanced.”  It also had another effect on him, “It also gave sensitivity to some 

people that may struggle along the way.” 

Jeff.  Jeff’s experiences during his childhood revolved around his family.  Jeff 

commented, “I had grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins everywhere.”  He grew up 

knowing that family was very important and that he was supported and valued.  It was 

something important to be part of his family.  He said that his family had a motto of sorts.  

“This is the way we are; this is what we do.”  He knew early in his life that being part of 

his family meant something in the community where they all lived.  His grandparents 
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were especially important to Jeff.  He said this about them, “They made us believe we 

could do anything that we were the best. They were always encouraging us.” 

Adult Experiences.  The six participants spoke about their adult experiences with 

as much openness as they did when they shared about their childhood memories.  As their 

stories concerning their experiences unfolded, it became evident that much of their 

accounts related to how they got into administration, or they chronicled their experiences 

as educators.      

John.  John spoke about being asked to become an administrator and how he had 

never considered that career option.  “I had no desire to become an administrator.  I 

hadn’t even heard of a superintendent growing up; I grew up in a large district.”  There 

came a time in his teaching career after teaching for a number of years that his principal 

encouraged him to go back and get his master’s degree.  With that support, he decided to 

go back and obtain his principal certification and eventually his doctorate degree.   

His experience now as superintendent, a position that he never considered, has 

been very positive and he enjoys the work.  He spoke about it in this manner, “I love the 

challenge trying to impact the system.”  He shared with me his favorite quote by Thomas 

Jefferson, “It enables every man to determine for himself that which would secure or 

endanger his freedom.”   John wanted to make clear that his intent as superintendent was 

guided by Jefferson’s quote; or as he put it, “It comes from that guiding principle of 

public education, and that is to ensure that all people today have that ability of self-

determination, that can only occur in public education.”   

Jason.  Jason’s experience is different from the others from the standpoint that it 

is ongoing.  There have been four teen suicides that have impacted not only his school 
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district but also the community.  These tragedies have tested Jason’s leadership abilities.  

His sensitivity and his resolve to be there for his students, teachers, community and most 

of all the parents of those students was apparent.    After learning of the tragedies, he said 

one of the first things they did was, “We wrapped our arms around everyone involved 

very quickly. It was and is a scary time for everyone, but we have to show people that 

they can come and talk. We have to have the presence that people can be open with you.”   

He made it clear that communication is very important during stressful and trying 

times like these.  “That’s what you want to communicate to your staff; people can come 

and be open.  We stressed openness to everyone.”  He went on to say, “you can’t wait for 

something to happen.  We started delivering that message when I first got here two years 

ago.  You don’t wait for blow-ups.  We started developing and creating culture 

immediately.” 

Joe.  As Joe reflected on becoming an administrator, he referred to it as an “odd 

journey.”  Joe had always planned on teaching English, and eventually becoming a head 

basketball coach.  He never considered becoming an administrator.  Here is where the 

odd part begins.  At the same time that the head basketball position was open, Joe was 

approached by administration to be the assistant principal at the middle school; an 

apparent obvious choice between his dream job versus a job that was never on his radar.  

Oddly, Joe did not dismiss the offer of becoming an administrator.   

It was a big decision for me, it was a life ambition to be a coach-head basketball 

coach-so I that before me. But with this other opportunity, I had an opportunity to 

venture out in different way that I had never really thought about. 

 

Joe has always been a very spiritual person and he is influenced by his beliefs and 

what he was taught as a young person.  During the interview he said, “No matter what I 
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want as an individual, I am driven by a higher being.  It doesn’t always turn out the way I 

have it planned.”  Joe’s method for a decision is to pray, “Main thing for me is that I 

always pray about it.  It is a hard thing to pray about it and leave it in God’s hands but 

still you have to do that.  I was led to go the administration route.” 

Jay.  Jay recounted reaching a point in his life where felt he needed to begin 

working on his mid-management degree because it was time.  He said, “I thought it 

would be something I could use at the end of my career.”  Jay had always wanted to be a 

head football coach and athletic director.  He enjoyed the course work and could actually 

see himself in the role of an administrator but he still had aspirations of being a head 

football coach.  This caused an internal struggle. He said this about the experience: “I 

reached a point my last three years that I coached that God was calling me to move to 

administration and I fought it for three years.  I struggled with it. I prayed about it.  I 

talked to my wife about it daily.”   Jay appeared to express inner struggle.  It was a time 

in his life that he was coming of age, finding out about himself and most of all setting the 

path for his future endeavors.   Jay concluded, “It was a time in my life to totally submit 

to God’s will.”  Jay was searching and he was looking for answers to life’s most 

profound questions.  Jay wanted his life to have meaning.  He said, “I want to do what 

God has intended me to do.”  Jay became an administrator and now a superintendent.  He 

also stated this, “I feel a peace in my life now that I didn’t before because I’m doing what 

I’m placed here to do.”  

Jacob.  Jacob spoke about having an experience during his first year teaching 

where he had a student that was only three years younger than he was.  He recalls the 
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story with such great detail after so many years have passed.  He said, “That was a life 

changing experience dealing with him, seeing his issues.”  He said,  

I was 23 and I had a 20 year old and he had been in the penitentiary.  He had 

tattoos all over and I was scared to death of him.  I specifically remember working 

with him because he had difficulties in reading but he had great artistic talent.   

 

Jacob taught history and he used the student’s artistic talent in this manner; “We 

did a mural, a timeline mural.  He developed all year long and we referred to it all year 

long.”  Jacob learned from this student early in his career after being afraid of him.  He 

learned that even though the student had difficulties and problems reading “he could 

accomplish many of the same things but we had to do some things differently with him.”  

That lesson has stuck with Jacob. 

Jeff.  Jeff spoke about his experiences with his family during my time 

interviewing him.  His older brother had a huge impact on his life and, as a matter of fact, 

he considers him a role model.  Jeff says his older brother is really influential in his 

spiritual growth.  They are very close and. to this day, they both live in the same 

community.   

Jeff left education for a while. He taught for five years and then he and his older 

brother went into business together.  For eleven years, they had a business cleaning high 

rise building throughout the state of Texas.  Jeff says they made a good living for eleven 

years.  They enjoyed working together and making money but after a while Jeff 

commented that he “wanted a higher purpose instead of making a lot of money.”  They 

sold the business and Jeff got back into education.   

Spirituality Defined by Participants.  This section represents definitions given 

by each participant for spirituality.  The term spirituality is elusive and hard to define as 
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the review of literature exposed.  Hoppe (2007) said that spirituality is as mysterious and 

elusive as the wind.  Parker (1994) added that spirituality is a very hard concept to pin 

down and it is one of the vaguest words in our language. 

From the interviews, a commonality that emerged from all six participants was 

the connection that spirituality had to Christianity.  Jason put it best into these words, “In 

my experiences we do more self-assessment spiritually through our religious affiliation 

with our relationship with Christ. Do you do that in the workplace?”  He immediately 

followed by another question, “But can you pull it apart? For most of us you can’t have 

one without the other.” 

All six participants spoke very passionately about how their religious beliefs 

impacted their spirituality.  This goes hand in hand with what Houston (2002) said; 

Religion can be viewed as a rubric that be used to work with deity and spirituality is the 

energy that connects us to deity. 

John.  John’s definition of spirituality was rather simple.  He equated it as serving 

others and being a blessing to others.  He recalled his experience when he was a junior in 

college and he visited Dr. Bantley’s classroom and what he had witnessed that day.  He 

had seen the passion and the love that Dr. Bantley had for his students.  Dr. Bantley told 

John that education is a calling, a calling from God.  John took that to mean he was put 

here to serve and be a blessing.  John commented,  

I think God put us on this planet not to be blessed, not to have good fortune to be 

blessed, but to bless others.  I can’t think of any greater place to serve that the 

education of young people.  It’s out of obedience we should do our best to serve. 

 

Jason.  Jason’s example was used in the introduction of this section.  When he 

thought about spirituality, it was deeply influenced by his Christian principles.  He began 



 Texas Tech University, Steven Saldivar, December 2012 

75 

 

by saying that spirituality is a non-negotiable belief in something higher that yourself.  

He also said, like John, that it is having a servant’s heart.  He mentioned that he really 

stressed family in his district. “Around here, we preach family you have to have a form of 

spirituality about you; especially that servant heart.  You can’t just say it, you have to 

show it.”  He went on to say that it is important to know who you are. He put this way, 

“You have to act in a manner in which you are.” It was really important to Jason for 

people to know that he was consistent and that he could be trusted.  He said, “You have 

to be the same person every day when you come to work.” 

Joe.  Joe, like John and Jason, used the term servant when defining spirituality.  

He said, “It means putting others before you.  I do believe in the role of superintendent 

we are servants of not only the community but also the students and the staff.”  Joe went 

on to say, “I don’t view myself any more important than any other staff member in this 

school district.”  When defining spirituality in the context of being a superintendent, Joe 

also made the point that it was important to see things through others vantage point; “You 

have to have a sense of empathy, be willing to put yourself in the shoes those people and 

look at it from their point of view.  The main thing though is doing for others.”   

Jay.  Jay struggled for a while to come up with a definition but eventually he said, 

“I know in my heart I believe spirituality is a belief in God.”  His spirituality comes from 

his belief in God and the manner in which it translates itself from the abstract to salient 

actions, which can be witnessed by the way he treats people.  “I’ve learned or relied on 

my spirituality to lead in the right way or to respond in the right way.”  He said,  

If somebody behaves in a manner that is inappropriate, I’m not going to fix it by 

doing the same.  I can’t say that I won’t act when needed like fire someone, but I 

will do it in the right way.  I will pray and reflect when making tough decisions. 
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Other ways that Jason treats people are with compassions because “there may be 

more to the story” and with forgiveness because “we have to have short memories.” 

Jacob.  Jacob’s initial response was to go to the religious aspect of spirituality.  

He even mentioned that his dad had written several books on spirituality and that he and 

his dad had had some discussions on the topic.  Finally, he settled on the definition that 

he felt comfortable with after thinking about it for a while.  Jacob said that spirituality is 

the meaning and value of something and in the context of education or the connection he 

would make to education would be; “Why do we what we do?  Why do we believe in 

educational leadership?”  His answers to his own questions were: “Because there is 

meaning and purpose and value in what we do.”  He also stated that, “We often talk in 

religious terms about education being a mission.”  From this standpoint, Jacob made 

some observations regarding education being viewed as a mission.  He said,  

People throw themselves into things more, put more effort into it, put more time 

into it, feel better about it, feel more value and so on if they see the meaning, see 

the purpose, see the connectivity from their everyday work to their larger goals in 

life. 

 

Jeff.  Jeff had a thorough definition of spirituality and one that was very religious.  

The thought behind Jeff’s definition can be summarized by this, “Spirituality is who you 

are and allowing God to influence you, living out the position to honor God.”  Jeff 

believes that spirituality is God’s spirit working in conjunction with our spirit to assist us 

in doing the things that will bring honor to God.  Jeff said the main thing is serving others 

which was also a theme with John, Jason and Joe.  Jeff said that is our purpose.  He sees 

himself as a servant leader.  “In my position, it means a lot more when I encourage, when 

I help it means a lot.  People may say or ask, ‘I wonder why he does that?’” 
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Event(s) That Have Impacted Participants Lives.  Each participant spoke very 

candidly about event(s) in their lives that have had lasting impressions.  Below are the 

results from the interviews. 

John.  John again spoke about his encounter with Dr. Bantley and his principal 

that encouraged him to get into administration.  When speaking about Dr. Bantley and 

what Dr. Bantley had said to him in 1985 that “education is a calling, a calling from 

God,” he said, “That has never left me it has had great meaning to me.”  When speaking 

about his principal who sat him down and recognized the passion in him for educating 

students, he said, “It wasn’t even in my field of vision.  I wasn’t even thinking about it.  I 

was enjoying my life coaching and teaching.”  For John, these two events had great 

meaning because they completely changed his life and the direction of his career.  They 

both came at a time when he was not even thinking about them; they came completely 

unexpected and when given a time to reflect about them he commented to me that he is 

thankful to these individuals for their insight.  He said this about his principal, “What she 

did for me was she brought it out in me.” 

Jason.  Jason refers to it as a journey not a specific event, “I don’t know if you 

can come up with specific events.  I think it’s a journey.”  He referred to examples of 

people he had worked with and for, and things that he had learned from them.  “You take 

into consideration all the folks you have worked for and the leadership styles you have 

seen because what you take from other people is very important.”  He went on to say that, 

“You see excellent examples of failures and excellent examples of excellence, so every 

person I have come in contact with I take something away and apply it.”  Jason pointed 

out that for him it has been a maturation process because he was no different than any 
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other first year teacher; he struggled.  When he decided to become an administrator or an 

educational leader, he asked himself, “What do I want to stand for?”  So, he thought back 

to all his experiences, built around them, self-reflected and made sure he knew who he 

was.   

Joe.  Joe alluded to it being a “culmination of things” from the teachers he had, to 

his mom and grandfather, to administrators he witnessed at his school district.  Joe also 

could not think of a single event or events, but he did spend time reflecting about 

administrators he had witnessed while at the school district he is in now.  He said, “I’ve 

learned a lot from most of them, but I’ve also learned things not to do.”  He shared that, 

“You can’t be the type of leader that is autocratic; my way or the highway.  I don’t think 

it works in education today.”  Joe saw this type of leadership and he made a mental note 

and thought to himself that it was not the right way to lead.  Joe felt that if he became the 

superintendent, he would do it differently because he saw how destructive it was 

becoming.  Joe was cognizant that leadership must change and be open to the community, 

parents, staff and students. 

Jay.  For Jay it was a little different than the others.  His event dealt with a 

challenge, and it was an internal challenge.  He made this observation, “As an educator 

and even as a person.   I am the kind of person that needs to be challenged.”  He admitted 

that while participating in the study, it made him reflect about some of the questions that 

have been posed and that this revelation has come to the forefront; he must be challenged 

and he recalls events when he was challenged and puts those times together and they now 

make sense.  He said, “In high school, I was an achiever in athletics but not 

academically.”  He said that as a teacher his role models were poor.  His idea of a good 
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classroom was to keep the students quiet and keep them out of the office.  He would give 

them a worksheet and keep them busy.  “I thought I was a good teacher and it wasn’t 

until I was challenged by some administrators that you are not doing very good, you can 

do a whole lot better.”  He thought about that and he agreed.  He admitted, 

 That was the button that needed to be pushed. That was what got my attention, I 

wanted to achieve; I wanted recognition and wanted satisfaction and wanted to do 

a good job.  Those things were engrained athletically but just not academically. 

 

Jacob.  Jacob grew up very insecure.   He stated that as a young boy, he felt very 

much in second place to his older brother.  As he grew older, he still struggled with these 

feelings. As the interview progressed, he said, “Maybe it has evolved from being insecure 

as a child to understanding that I can’t accomplish anything on my own.”  Jacob’s 

realization that he needed assistance to do his job as superintendent has assisted him as he 

works with all stakeholders.  His focus is always on the students of his district.  It is clear 

after talking to him that his focal point is on the young people that attend his district.  He 

is very sensitive to the needs of the needs of the students. 

Jeff.  Jeff mentioned events surrounding his mentor and friends he had in college 

that had an impact on him.  His mentor, which he still remains in contact with, has had a 

tremendous amount of influence on his professional life because Jeff has a role model 

that exhibits traits that are respected by Jeff.  Jeff admires Christian leaders and his 

mentor displays many of the qualities that Jeff admires.  He said, “All shaped the way I 

lived in terms of leading especially leading a school.” 

Jeff also mentioned leaders in which he did not find much to admire.  “I’ve seen 

leaders who did not follow spiritual principles, and I thought, ‘This is not what our 

children need.’”  This made Jeff become concerned and it elicited a desire to act.  He 
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said, “We need good Christian leaders, leaders who allow God to work through them.  So 

it made me almost have to be a superintendent.” 

Participants’ Transformed Practices.   

John.  John was impacted by the events he went through; Dr. Bantley and his 

principal had a great influence on him.  When asked how did their influence assist him in 

becoming more transformative or how did it change his practice, John said this about 

himself,  

I am a realist, we spend too much time talking about the disadvantages the kids 

have and the failure of the parents to support them, bottom line it doesn’t matter.  

Our job is to take care of the education of these children and put together systems 

to do it. The next year we had a new principal and it didn’t work.  The principal 

left and everyone looked to me even though I wasn’t an administrator.  So in that 

role I went into classrooms. If I’m in a position to lead, I’m going to care; I’m 

going to care about what’s going on in those classrooms. 

 

John began to come out of his shell.  He commented, “It gave me the courage to 

act on the conviction that I had, that has not changed it, has evolved.  I’ve gotten a little 

more patient.” 

Jason.  Jason said that in his district they preach family.  It is an important aspect 

of their belief system.  “You have to have a form of spirituality about you; that servant 

heart.  You can’t just talk about it you have to show it.  We have worked really hard at 

creating trust from day one.”  Jason said they have tried to create that family atmosphere 

that he talked about.  He said it is doing the things consistently every day; being the same 

every day; being committed to excellence and having a culture of collaboration.   

Joe.  Joe said the things that he has tried to do have been due to the things that he 

saw that did not work before he became superintendent.  He spent time reflecting and 

evaluating the situation before acting and finding out what his district needed and also 
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thinking about who he was as a person; his strengths and weaknesses.  During the 

interview process he said, “I learned the things not to do.”  This showed lots of wisdom 

on his part because he was willing to observe and recognize and also listen to those 

around him.  He has tried to be visible on campuses.  He said, “I go up to teachers and 

engage with them.”  He went on, “I’ve tried to be very empathetic, the most important 

thing for is to develop relationships within the system and outside it. Next important is to 

listen. Listening is a very important aspect of communication.  I like to view myself as a 

great communicator.”  Joe has taken time to reflect about what it will take to make 

himself an effective superintendent and has tried to learn from others mistakes and seems 

to be very thoughtful and full of purpose. 

Jay.  Jay spoke about being challenged and how that was what got his attention as 

a teacher.  He was athletically inclined in high school, but he had never made the 

connection in the academic realm.  It was not until an administrator challenged him in the 

classroom by telling him that he could do better that he realized they were correct. That 

led him to the realization that he could do so much better in the classroom.  His frame of 

reference completely changed and thus his professional expectations changed.  He made 

this comment during the interview, “I think once I got on the path of continuous 

improvement and I was challenged in the right way I wanted to do better.”  He said being 

challenged by his administrator changed his professional trajectory, and now he sees his 

role as administrator the right way; one of collaboration.   

Being very insecure as a child and then realizing that now he needs others to 

accomplish anything as a superintendent, Jay has come to the realization that in order to 

accomplish anything for students it takes everyone in the organization working together.  
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His faith is a huge influence in Jay’s life and something that has been a constant theme 

throughout his interviews.  At one point, Jay said “It’s all about God. It’s not about us.”  

He made this point because he was going somewhere with his line of thinking.  He said,  

God first, others next; that is important when we are talking about education 

because it is pointing to the student. Yes salaries are important, taking care of 

staff is important but we all have chosen a career that has agreed to say that kids 

are the most important and we’ve got to keep refocusing on students. 

 

He went on to say that as we focus on students and his realization that he needs 

others to accomplish anything worthwhile, it is important to have other people working 

together.  He said, “We keep trying to build teams, support systems and build 

relationships.  It is all about relationships.” 

Jeff.  Jeff was adamant about having leadership that cared about kids and more 

specifically Christian leaders in positions as superintendents.  He made the comment that 

he almost felt like he needed to be a superintendent.  He said that his goal is to influence 

the organization.  “If we have Godly leaders, the organization will take on the personality 

of the leader.”  This aspect of transference seemed to be a big deal to Jeff and he believed 

in it whole heartedly.  “When you are truthful, honest, fair, treat people with respect, and 

kindness your people will begin to do what you do.”  What Jeff was saying was that the 

culture would be completely changed; it would be like “that is the way we do things 

around here.”  Jeff’s hiring practices followed the same line of thinking.  He looked for 

people that would fit the mold and who believed what they the district believed.  

“Everyone leads from a servant mindset.  I think you can transform the whole school 

from being the right kind of leader.” 
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Figure 1:  How have superintendents become transformation leaders using 

spirituality? 
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Findings for Research Question #2: What evidence is there in a superintendent’s 

work life as they relate to the eight spiritual principles? 

 This section will examine the participants work experiences and the role 

spirituality plays in their daily leadership praxis.  The research questions were designed 

to elicit a well rounded assessment of a superintendent’s work life and how they use 

spirituality in their day to day work routines.  As interviews were scheduled, the 

interview protocol containing the interview questions was sent.  Sending the questions 

prior to conducting the interviews was done to allow participants an opportunity to 

preview each question.  At the beginning of the interview, participants were asked if they 

needed any questions to be clarified before moving forward with the interviews.   

 There were four questions that comprised research question number two.  They 

dealt with (1) the daily practices of a superintendent that are spiritually centered, (2) work 

experiences that relate to the eight spiritual principles, (3) how the eight spiritual 

principles assisted the participants in becoming transformational leaders and the 

obstacles, and (4) struggles encountered by participants as they led via spirituality. 

 Question number one asked the participants to talk about their daily experiences 

as a spiritually centered leader or how did they practice spirituality as a leader on a daily 

basis.   Each superintendent was very open and honest about their daily experiences as a 

school leader which allowed for some deep insights to be gained.  It was evident that 

each participant grasped the enormity of their role and each one spoke about 

understanding that being a superintendent is a very important job.  Each participant also 

clearly spoke concerning what they felt was their main role.  They all talked about 

dealing with people in a positive manner; in one way or another each superintendent 
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spoke about building relationships.  The manner in which they expounded relationship 

building may have been different depending on their context.  Nevertheless, they all said 

that being a superintendent was a people business. 

The Day-to-Day Praxis of a Spiritually Centered Superintendent 

John.    John said that, “Spirituality as a leader drives from a sense of who you 

are and what you are about.”  The connection that John made between being a 

superintendent and his leadership style cannot be separated.  He has a sense that being a 

superintendent is much more than just a job.  He commented, “The whole concept of 

being a public school educator and committing myself to the betterment of the individual 

as well as the betterment of society is a spiritual calling."  John gave examples of teachers 

who also expressed being "called” to be educators while he was a young student teacher.  

This had a lasting impression on him.   He made the following comment concerning his 

experience, “I really took that in and made it a part of who I am and my identity with 

public education.”  John’s day to day practice of spiritual principles as a superintendent 

has much to do with his belief that he is doing what he has been called to do. Due to this 

belief that he has been called to be an educator, John seeks ways to engage all 

stakeholders.   

 Jason.  Practicing spirituality on a daily basis requires having or building 

relationships with people.  Jason spoke about it in this manner, “Showing my spirituality 

is how I relate to people and how I motivate them to move in the same direction and 

making this organization the best student centered organization that we can have.”  He 

continued speaking about the importance of developing relationships as a superintendent.  

He related it this way, “That is the number one challenge in our profession, how you 
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relate to other people, because our profession is so labor intensive, so people driven if 

you can't relate to other people, if you can't motivate them to go in a direction, even in a 

direction they don't particularly agree with, it will be difficult.”  So, on a daily basis, 

Jason views practicing spirituality as a form of relationship building and making 

connections with people in his school district and the community as a whole.  “You have 

to do a lot of team building.  That is the number one challenge we have here; putting 

together and building a team that will move in the same direction as we need to move to 

achieve our goals."   

 The goal Jason has set for his district is to serve children well.  He calls this, “the 

number one thing.”  He sees building a team as a way to achieve that goal.  He explained 

it this way, “Once you establish your goal, serving children, you work with your team on 

a daily basis putting a series of activities that will lead you to the realization of that goal 

being the best institution for children that you can make it.” 

 Joe.  Leading from a spiritual center on a daily basis, Joe tries to keep his focus 

on the needs of the entire district.  As he spoke during interview, he said he must keep a 

wide view or, in his words, “I have to look at the big picture."  For Joe, a major part of 

the big picture is developing and keeping good relationships with people in the 

organization.  As Joe deals with people in his district, he strives to be a superintendent 

who connects with them by looking at things from their perspective.  “I try to be 

empathetic, put myself in the shoes of others to think; not only from my point of view, 

but also from their point of view."  He went on to say, “We need to be empathetic, to 

think about other people's needs.  Their needs must come first.  I have to do what is best 

for our district.” 
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 Joe also spoke about the importance of being available to anyone who wants or 

needs to see him on a daily basis. When talking about this, Joe said, “I pride myself to be 

able to meet with anyone who walks in whether it's a parent, board member, staff 

member or whoever.” Joe's accessibility is important to him and he makes time to visit 

with whoever comes by to see him.  He has a true open-door policy.  He went on to say, 

“Most of the times I drop what I'm doing to meet with the person that needs to see me.”   

 Jay.  During Jay's interview, he spoke about being a very reflective person.  He 

commented,  

I'm a very reflective person.  Sometimes, too much, I reflect back on the day’s 

conversations that I've had and really pray about those on a daily basis because I 

know I don't have all the answers and I know I don't know everything. 

  

The daily practice of spiritual principles is an endeavor that Jay takes serious.  As 

a superintendent, Jay seeks a higher power to assist him in those daily routines that a 

superintendent encounters.  He made the following observation,  

There are a lot of issues that we deal with that are difficult and without faith or 

spirituality it would be difficult to feel like I am responsible for being all knowing 

and having all the answers.  A lot of the times, I just give those problems to God 

and ask for his help in getting through those difficult situations. 

 

 When dealing specifically with the question of how he practiced spirituality on a 

daily basis, his response was, “Being a spiritually centered leader is about how you treat 

people on a daily basis."  This goes to the point of relationships and building 

relationships with people in the organization.  He used an example to drive this point 

home, “I am going to visit with a teacher who said some inappropriate things and made 

some wrong decisions.  It is not going to be a difficult conversation because I am going to 

treat her the right way.”  For Jay, practicing spiritual principles on a daily basis is about 

how you treat people and in using an example of a meeting he was going to have, Jay 
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already knew how he was going to treat her.  He went on to say, “I am going to have 

compassion for her and try to be understanding and gain understanding to seek where she 

is coming from.”  Jay understands that in his role as superintendent, he will have to deal 

with people every day.  So, he has decided to commit to treating people the right way no 

matter what the circumstances are. 

 Jacob.  Jacob centers himself or prepares himself on a daily basis by spending 

quiet time alone before the day begins.  He recounted the activity in this manner,  

Since spiritual things impact this world, I spend about five minutes when I first 

get to my office and do a quiet time and focus on what is really important about 

life and the spiritual aspect of life.  I try to use that to guide me. 

  

Jacob has used a Bible for the past ten years to do his quiet time at the beginning 

of the day.  Jacob explained that the most important aspect of his role as a superintendent 

is the people he deals with.  “My life is about trying to have a positive impact on people.  

I believe my life is about people.  Daily decisions have to be brought back to what is best 

for the people that are in this organization.”  Jacob is committed to the idea of building 

relationships.  It is a very important aspect of being a superintendent because it is vital to 

have strong relationships.  But, dealing with people brings challenges because not 

everyone is going to have the same opinions and not everyone is going to agree on every 

single issue.   

Sometimes I get to have a lot of fun, pat people on the back, say good things to 

them and celebrate with them.  Other times I have to do some things that are not a 

lot of fun and may have to go against my personality or I have to be blunter than I 

would like to be.   

 

Jacob understands that by leading on a daily basis there will come times when not 

everything will be fun.  He does not get to say “yes” to everyone; there are times he has 

to tell people “no.”  Even though he would like to say “yes” every time, he is fully aware 
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it is impossible.  When reflecting about the dilemma concerning pleasing everyone, Jacob 

said, “I have to be careful how I interact with people.  Whether I say ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ I am 

trying to develop sensitivity to other people.” 

 Jeff.  As the interview with Jeff began, the central theme that emerged when 

answering the question of practicing spirituality on a daily basis was that every day 

actions by the leader has an impact on the school district. Jeff explained it this way, 

“What I do on a daily basis really affects the organization.”  Jeff believes that his role as 

superintendent is very important to the organization.  He said, “Being a model of what 

you want to happen is important.   I think the organization takes on the personality of the 

leader.”  In Jeff’s eyes, daily leadership cannot be overstated because he believes, “They 

are really going to take their cue from me.”  He expounded on that line of thinking, “That 

is a pretty big responsibility and a pretty daunting task to think that I have to be 

trustworthy so that others would trust me; but so that they would become trustworthy 

also.”  His belief that the leader sets the tone for what the organization will become is 

something that drives Jeff's actions on a daily basis.  When speaking about being an 

example, Jeff put it this way, “Every day I am trying to empower others, to inspire others 

to do the things we ought to do.  Being the kind of person you want the organization to be 

has to be on the forefront of your mind every day.” 

 Jeff mentioned two ways he goes about empowering and inspiring people in his 

organization.  “I think there are two different ways to do that, two things a leader has to 

think about.  Number one is what you say.  Number two is what you do.”  As far as 

things that he says, Jeff made this point,  

What you say as the superintendent, as the leader, people really listen to you.  

You really have to be careful what you say and how you say it.  You have to say 



 Texas Tech University, Steven Saldivar, December 2012 

90 

 

the right thing and you have to say it in the right way.  You have to be careful; 

you cannot talk like a regular person. You have to talk like the leader so they will 

take it the right way.   

 

Jeff also spoke about the “doing” aspect of leadership.  Actually, he believes that 

what he does is more important than what he says.  “So the doing is more important I 

think.”  He went on to say, “You have to be out in the organization, you cannot be here in 

the office; you have to be visible.  I have to be going around visiting, talking and 

interacting with people, students, parents, teachers and board members.” 

Superintendent Experiences Relating to the Eight Spiritual Principles.  To 

facilitate an understanding of each of the eight spiritual principles, a definition is 

provided.  The definitions were taken from the book The Spiritual Dimension of 

Leadership: 8 Key Principles to Leading more Effectively, by Paul Houston and Stephen 

Sokolow (2006).   Following the principle’s definition are examples of the lived work 

experiences of each of the six superintendents as they pertain to the eight spiritual 

principles. 

The Principle of Intention 

 Intention is the framework for the creation of ultimate reality.  It's the building 

plans for reality. Before you can have a plan you’ve got to have an intention, the 

thought of what you want to see happen or where you want to go or what your 

ultimate goal is.  From that beginning, you can start developing plans.  Sending 

the intention out to the universe creates energy.  It creates an energy cycle that is 

largely outside your control once you send it out. 

 

 The principle of intention brought out some passionate discourse that revolved 

around the reasons why each superintendent did what they did.  Students were at the 

forefront of their answers and, while each may have said it a little differently, each one 

gave their account of how they felt the principle of intention revolved around doing their 

job for the good of students.  
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John.  John began by saying that it seems like too often because of getting too 

busy, “we don't act with intention.”  He went on to say but, “there should be intention 

behind everything you do.”  John spoke about the motto his district has adopted, “seek 

perfection, capture excellence.” He noted that this phrase speaks to the principle of 

intention.  He also said that seeking perfection, capturing excellence, captures their 

efforts or intentions as a district in everything they do, “to try to do better so we achieve 

excellence for our children and ourselves in our practice.” 

 John also commented about dealing with purposeful action.  He put it this way, 

“To me nothing should be accidental what we are doing has purpose. Where does that 

purpose drive from?"  His question was followed by an answer that cuts to the core of 

who John is.  His reply was, “The drive comes from who we are and what we are about.” 

 Jason.  Jason said that it is important for a leader to be reflective.  He contended 

that, “I don't think that we can be effective leaders unless we have the ability to self-

analyze. We need to know ourselves first.”  When Jason discussed the principle of 

intention, he referenced having, “A true knowledge, knowing why I'm doing what I'm 

doing.”  He went on to say, “I am probably driven because I have children in school, the 

parent instinct kicks in.”  It is not only being a parent for Jason.  Of course, his natural 

instinct as a father is a driving force for him to work with intention.  But, there are other 

driving forces for him.  Jason mentioned being goal oriented and said that “being a 

professional” assists him in maintaining focus on the intentions that would help his 

district achieve their goals. 

 Joe.  For Joe, being intentional in his work is very important because he sees his 

role being very important and he desires to do a great job.  As Joe spoke, he was very 
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honest and provided insight into the job of the superintendent.  He commented, “It’s 

challenging at times because of the politics and so many other things have influence.”  

While Joe allowed a glimpse into the challenges that he faces, he also made the following 

comments, “But my true intentions are to do right by the students in this district.”  Joe 

wants to help students be successful; his intentions on a daily basis are based on what will 

make students in his district succeed.  He said, “My intentions are what is best for the 

students and best for the district.”  He feels if the focus is not lost and student needs are at 

the forefront of everyone's mind, “then I think most of the decisions we make are going 

to be right on.” 

 Jay.  Jay spoke with as much passion as any of the other participants concerning 

what his intentions are as a superintendent.  He clearly stated very early in the interview, 

“My intention is for kids to reach their full potential to take them from point A to point 

B."  Jay sees his role as leading his district, or maybe positioning his district, to meet the 

academic needs of all his students.  Jay understands that students grow and that they 

progress as time goes by.  He explained it this way, “You take students from point A, the 

first day of school, and take them as far as you can to point B at the end of the school 

year.”  He also made the statement that point A could be when they enter school and 

point B when they graduate.  Jay's intent is squarely on the students’ academic success. 

 Jay also spoke about some challenges that he has encountered concerning his 

intentions.  “My intentions have met some resistance.  My focus is on all kids to be 

moved as far as they can.”  Jay’s district is having a hard time with the idea of moving 

academically fragile students up because the community believes it will academically 

hurt other students.  “I have been consistent with my message that these kids can achieve 
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and that we are going to focus on those academically fragile students.”  He continued by 

saying, “I have a heart for those kids, those kids that struggle, for those that school is not 

a positive experience.” 

 Jacob.  When talking with Jacob, the topic of goals quickly came up.  “I have to 

set goals.  I have to be goal oriented.”  In his office, he has a marker board that he 

references that has goals on it.  "When I am sitting at my desk I am quickly reminded of 

those things that we need to be working on."  Jacob continuously thinks about those 

goals. He questioned, “How do they impact people around me?”  By setting goals, Jacob 

is purposeful in his daily actions and is full of intent.  He is also mindful of how those 

goals will impact not only his school district, but also students, staff and community 

members as a whole. Jacob said that not only does he set goals for himself, but he asks 

his principals to perform the same task also.  "I require my principals set goals for 

themselves and I asked them to encourage their staff to do the same. When I was a 

principal, I asked my staff to give me a goal that was an academic goal and a social goal.”  

It is evident that Jacob practices the principle of intention by setting goals for himself and 

asks others to participate by also setting goals for themselves. 

 Jeff.  The principle of intention plays a major role in Jeff’s leadership style.  

“Everything is trying to point folks toward our purpose.” Jeff's style is to be visible and to 

be an encourager.  He believes it is important to be a superintendent that shows people he 

cares.  “I try to do things that really matter and for me what really matters is to be visible 

and to talk to people, interacting with folks about our vision.”  His visibility begins every 

day at the campuses.  “I will spend an hour or two at the campuses.  There is no agenda, 

no meeting, and I probably get more done this way.  I go around encouraging, telling 
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them thank you, and answering questions.  It is very intentional.  I am trying to be 

intentional with what I say.” Jeff is also intentional on how he communicates with the 

community.  “I am intentional with what I put in the newspaper.”  He is also intentional 

with the messages he puts on the electronic sign downtown. “I want everyone to know it 

is a great time to be a Patriot.”  

The Principle of Attention 

Someone who wants to be an enlightened leader but he doesn't have a sense of 

attention is like an absent minded professor who has all the theory but can't find the 

way home at night.  Attention is the grounding.  It's a grounding in the now: being 

in a place and space in a coterminous way so that you are in the moment and 

therefore getting what each moment has to offer. 

 

Leaders make a lot of choices and one of the first choices is where they're going to 

focus attention.  What is that you're going to attend with your mind?  It is a key 

principle because you you're actually making judgments continually. 

 

 As the participants recalled experiences dealing with the principle of attention, 

they spoke about reality.  The things that really happened; the things they really do. They 

all mentioned where they pay attention and the things they pay attention to. Those are the 

things that not only get done but also serve as a signal to others in the organization about 

what is really important.  Every superintendent is cognizant that people are paying 

attention to the things they are doing.   

John.  John spoke about not being a micro-manager mainly because there is too 

much going on that he would not be able to keep up with everything.  “I don't know how 

anyone can be a micromanager in this business.”  He understands that schools are too 

complex with too many moving parts and that he cannot pay attention to every detail.  “If 

I try to manage a system like this and micro-manage every detail and pay attention to 

every detail I am probably going to fail a lot because there is just too much.”  He spoke 
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about empowering people and allowing them to help instead of doing it all himself.  He 

seems to understand people would not appreciate being micro-managed.  He feels people 

that work with you want to be valued and trusted.  “What is going to occur is the people 

under your leadership are eventually going to resent your leadership and they’re going to 

feel like nothing more than paper pushers.” 

 An effective principle of attention for John is one he described in this manner, 

“For me the principle of attention is creating this 30,000 view of things and then meeting 

with the people responsible for the 15,000 view.”  John gave a list of things that are 

important to him and that he spends his time paying attention to: student achievement, 

student performance, finances and growth.  In these areas, he said he has to put a plan 

together to keep a routine check on them.  He uses other people in his organization to 

keep him abreast of the above-mentioned items.  “I have to rely on people and hold them 

accountable.” 

 Jason.  Jason spoke about how a superintendent deals with the day-to-day 

interruptions.  He understands as a leader of the district everyone wants a piece of you 

every day.  He spoke about it this way, “Your success or failure depends on how well you 

face interruptions.  That's our job.”  Jason goes into every day with clear expectations of 

what he wants to accomplish, but he also realizes that those things change and a 

superintendent must remain flexible.  “We have our lists of those things to do for the day 

but inevitably someone sticks their head in the door with what could be a minor issue or 

even a major issue.  You could have two or three of those in a single day.” Jason adheres 

to the principle of attention by understanding that every day will bring interruptions and 

surprises.  “Everybody wants our attention but what we give them is our choice they don't 
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have the ability to decide for me.”  He went on to say, “I take all the information I get and 

gauge the importance of it and decide what and how to use it.” 

 Joe.  When Joe thought about the principle of attention he immediately said, “It is 

a challenge we face as administrators, especially as superintendents."  As he thought 

about the principle, he settled in on the idea of the big picture.  “Our job is to find the big 

matters, the ones that truly have an impact on many people, and put our attention towards 

those.”  It is evident that Joe maintains a focus on what is best for the entire district.  His 

attention is focused on the issues that will affect the whole: students, teachers, staff and 

the community.  Joe also spoke about delegating.  He said,  

The small ones, I have learned to delegate.  For me, it is hard to do that because, if 

I do, then I know they are going to be done differently than I would do them.  But 

I have learned they can be done in many different ways.  It is important for me to 

trust someone to take care of those things. 

 

Like John, Joe understands he cannot possibly do it all because there is too much 

to pay attention to.  Both use others to assist them in leading the district.  Joe has learned 

to pick the things that are most important to pay specific attention to, and allows others to 

help him in other areas.  “My attention needs to be on those things that affect students 

and the district as a whole.” 

 Jay.  Jay is new to the district.  So, when the topic of the principle of attention 

came up, he spoke about the activities that were currently going on with the transition.  

"This being my first year, I have restructured my administrative team.  Our leadership 

team has been restructured and people have new assignments.”  Jay feels good about his 

new team and is confident with their skills.  He has given up some of the areas that he 

had taken care of the previous year and he feels he will be able to pay closer attention to 

different areas this coming year.   
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I do feel like I have been able to let go of some things that I had to have my hands 

on this past year.  I have not had a problem with that, I have confidence in the 

people that I have given those assignments to. 

 

 Jay spoke about shifting his focus from the things he had to do last year to things 

he feels will improve in his district this year.  “I am looking forward to focusing my 

attention on this upcoming school year; on making things better.”  Specifically, Jay spoke 

about what he intends to change. “I want to be less of a manager and more of a leader; 

which last year I had to manage more, but this year I look forward to leading.” 

 Jacob.  The principle of attention for Jacob is tied closely to intention.  He spoke 

about how the focus of the administrative team was doing classroom walk-throughs.  

Their intention was to do them for the purpose of gathering real-time data that would be 

beneficial to improve student achievement and assist teachers in delivering instruction.  

“We have talked a lot about what we are going to look for when we do walk-throughs.”  

Their discussions about what they were going to be paying attention to when they entered 

rooms gave a purpose to the class visits.   

What we pay attention to, we are going to deal with.  What is in the forefront of 

our minds, we’re going to work towards.  What we pay attention to is either going 

to thrive or going to go away because it needs to. 

 

Finally, Jacob made this point, “So we need to know what we will be looking for 

as we visit classrooms.” 

 Jeff.  Jeff said, “What we do, where we go, and what we say, speaks volumes 

about what we think is important.  Where we spend time and energy thinking about 

reveals who you are.”  Jeff maintains being visible is an important aspect of his 

leadership style.  He focuses his attention on being out of his office and being at the 

campuses as much as possible.  “I can say all I want about where I want to spend my 
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time.  If I am not on the campuses in the mornings and I talk a lot about it about being 

visible, then I am here in my office it doesn't match up.”  Jeff understands that the 

organization is paying attention to him; all eyes are on him to see if his words match his 

deeds.  “You have to be intentional about what you are paying attention to." 

The Principle of Unique Gifts 

 Leaders have to be open to the view that everyone has talents and gifts, 

understanding that those gifts are unique to the individual.  Your gifts may not be 

the same as ours.  You look at the world one way and we look at the world 

another way.  And none of those ways is necessarily better or worse than the 

others.  They’re just different. 

 

 One of things that leaders do is to figure out an appropriate forum to showcase 

the talents that they see.  Enlightened leaders learn how to discover and cultivate 

gifts and showcase them so that others can appreciate the wide range of gifts that 

people have. 

 

 John.  As the principle of unique gifts was discussed, John made the comment, 

“We all are gifted in some areas and we have greater strengths in some areas too.”  As 

superintendent, John knows the importance of recognizing gifts in others and having 

them in the right places. “Each of us, if put in the right place, can develop our talents and 

skills.”  He also recognizes that there are differences in people. “We might never be as 

gifted a speaker as another or as good with numbers, but with practice we can all do get 

more comfortable and gain strength.”  John talked about what he does as a superintendent 

to evaluate people.  His philosophy is he wants everyone to continuously show growth.   

What I do here is use the appraisal process.  I don’t care if everyone is exemplary.  

Everyone in the organization should grow.  We all are good and we are trying to 

get better, we should always try to grow in our gifts and expand in areas where we 

are not as gifted. 

 

 Jason.  Jason views the principle of unique gifts as an important part of 

leadership success.  Working with different people in his school district, he realizes that it 
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takes different strengths and gifts people have to make a difference in the lives of 

students.  He said this concerning putting people in the right place, “The success of a 

leader depends on how you are able to identify other folks and how you are able to 

ascertain their gifts and put them in a place where they're going to do the most good for 

the organization.”  He also made a comment about his leadership style leading different 

people that have different gifts.  “You have to decide what kind of leader you are going to 

be with each person on their journey.”  Jason is very aware that leadership can be very 

complex at times and he thinks about what each person needs in his organization.  He 

questioned, “Are you going to let them go on their own where they can do what they need 

to do, or are you going to actually help them realize more of their gifts?”   

 Joe.  When discussing the principle of unique gifts with Joe, he reflected back to 

when he was still coaching.  He discussed what he felt was his gift when he noted; “I feel 

I am a motivator.  I feel that I can encourage and motivate people to get the job done and 

truly reflect on why they are in this business in the first place.  We should be here for the 

kids.”  He then began discussing the gifts that others in his district have and what his role 

plays in that.  “Every person brings something positive to the table.  So it is important for 

us as administrators to try to find that and bring that out in a person, because sometimes 

they may be hesitant to truly become leaders.”  Joe believes that every teacher in a school 

is a leader; they lead the class every day.  “I believe that every educator is a leader.  If 

they were not, they could not step in front of a class of twenty students and instruct them 

to accomplish the task at hand.”  Joe recognizes the importance of using his giftedness as 

he leads his district, but he also realizes that using those around him will further impact 

the district positively. 
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 Jay.  Jay also began the discussion on the principle of unique gifts by talking 

about what he felt was his gift.  Actually, it was his wife that recognized Jay's gift.  “My 

wife said my gift is I see the best in people, I am forgiving.  It is water under the bridge, 

we are moving forward."  Jay then began discussing how he handles the issue of others’ 

gifts in the organization.  “I think I have made progress this year identifying the strengths 

of other leaders in the district and even teachers in the district."  He mentioned that when 

he sees people using their gifts, he makes a point to go up to them to encourage them.  “I 

try to identify those things and encourage them by saying, ‘I saw you doing this or that,’ 

and telling them, ‘you are doing a good job.’”  He acknowledged that he needs to do that 

more, “I do not do that enough; as superintendent of the district people want that.  People 

want guidance, direction and structure, but they also want a positive word. They want 

encouragement."  He went on to say, “I try to identify the positives too.  I think our 

nature is too focused on the negative and what we need to fix and we do need to do that. 

But we also need to identify our strengths and build on that.” 

 Jacob.  Jacob spoke about his role as the leader of the school district as it relates 

to the principle of unique gifts and how he has to recognize the gifts that people have 

within the organization and place them where they can best use those gifts.  “The general 

idea is we have to match people up with their gifts and get them in the right area.”  Jacob 

referenced the book, Good to Great, and how Jim Collins talked about getting the right 

people on the bus and in the right seat.  “It is important to match people's gifts with the 

right tasks.” 

 Something else that Jacob addressed during the interview dealt with the issue of 

differences people have and how people are gifted in different areas.  He spoke about 
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hiring people that were like him and how that made it easy, or even pleasant, but he 

acknowledged that it may not be best.   

I learned a long time ago that it may be pleasant getting people with the same gifts 

as I do, but it is does not work best functionally.  I need people that have gifts that 

are different than I do.  I need them to see things that I can't see because I have 

blinders in some areas and I need people to point those out. 

 

 Jeff.  Jeff spoke about how everyone is different and gifted in different areas.  

“Everyone has a unique personality and a unique gift. We are all capable of doing certain 

things, but what we have to do is figure out what we do best; what we like the most; what 

is it we can't wait to get up in the morning for; what is it we have a passion for.”  He 

spoke about the role of leadership and assisting people find their place in the district 

where they can use their gifts. 

 Jeff used an example of an administrator he had that had done a great job at the 

junior high.  A position came open at her elementary school where she originally came 

from.  He said, “She could not decide if she wanted to go and be the principle at her old 

elementary school or stay at the junior high school.”  He asked her, “What do you want to 

do?"  She responded, “I would be at the elementary school in an instant.” So, he told her, 

“You’re going over there."  He said, “Her experience, her talents, and her background 

will make her a great fit for the elementary school; she is going to be great.” 

The Principle of Gratitude 

People often view gratitude in a range that is too narrow: as something that you 

feel when someone does something good for you; for example, being grateful for 

a favor or for a gift.  The attitude of gratitude as we see it is much broader than 

that.  It's a way of looking at life that accepts and is grateful for whatever life 

brings you- good, bad, or ugly. 

  

 John.  As John spoke about the principle of gratitude, he spoke about being 

grateful for the opportunities he has been given.  “I am thankful for the opportunities I 



 Texas Tech University, Steven Saldivar, December 2012 

102 

 

been given.  To lead an organization and to try to make a difference in the life of a 

community is an incredible blessing.”   He makes sure that he goes out and is visible and 

spends time out on the campuses to show his appreciation.  He said that he is not a 

standoffish type of person.  “I make sure that I metaphorically put my arms around 

teachers and administrators.  Sometimes, it is not metaphorically.  Sometimes, I give 

them full-fledged hugs, thanking them for their work and their efforts.”  John 

acknowledged that the job of educating our youth can become difficult.  He recounted an 

e-mail he had sent out during Thanksgiving one year and how a teacher had sent it back 

to him as a reminder.  “Be thankful for the things you have been given in life and as you 

do never let the things that become overwhelming in life overwhelm the things you 

should be thankful for.” 

 Jason.  For Jason, the principle of gratitude involves letting those that work with 

him know how much he appreciates them.  “It is about telling them what they mean to the 

organization.  That is essential.”  He understands that when working alongside other 

people and being their leader, they need to be acknowledged for what they do and they 

need to know how they are doing.  “Do you do it with salt or with sugar? They need 

good, positive, constructive feedback.  They also need pats on the back.”  He understands 

that in education, he will never be able to show his appreciation in a monetary manner.  

He simply will never be able to pay people what they are truly worth.  “There is not one 

person in our district that we can pay enough.  So, having a good system of feedback 

showing our appreciation will take you miles and miles with the staff.” 

 Joe.  Joe spoke about humility and the importance of being humble.  “For me, 

personally, it is about staying humble.  I am very humbled to be where I am. I feel I have 
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been given this opportunity and I want to try my hardest to do my best on a daily basis.”  

It is out of humility that Joe serves others and also shows his gratitude.  He models that 

for his staff.  “I think first and foremost we need to act with humility and we need to 

show people they are appreciated and let them know they are doing a great job.”  Joe 

does that by sending e-mails, notes and simply telling people how he feels. 

 Joe brought up that he wants to do more at the campus level to flip or have a 

paradigm shift when it comes to parents being notified about their children.  The old way 

was parents would get calls from the school when students were in trouble.  The shift that 

Joe wants is for the school to call with positive news.  He said, “Flip that around.  Call 

when students do something great.  Call and surprise the parents and let them know their 

child did great on an exam or had a great week as far as behavior.”   

 Jay.  Jay feels he has an attitude that shows or displays his gratefulness.   

I do think I do have an attitude of gratitude.   I feel fortunate to be in this district. I 

have good people that I work with.  We have our challenges, no doubt, but I'm 

grateful for the people I work with.  They are fun to be around.  They're capable, 

talented, intelligent and passionate. 

 

He spoke about being a superintendent.  At times, it is easy to get lost in the day-

to-day “fix the problem” mode, but he realizes that it is important to reflect and slow 

down and be thankful.  “We focus on our challenges and not enough on our strengths.  I 

do have a lot to be thankful for and it is easy to forget that.”   

 Jay also spoke about challenges providing opportunities for leaders to model 

appropriate behavior.   

Challenges give us opportunities to be role models for others to see how to handle 

situations that might anger us or disappoint us.   We all will face challenges, but 

we all know that nothing great happens without gratitude, passion and 

enthusiasm. We are in this to accomplish something great. That is the challenge 

when we face trials; how will we stay positive, enthusiastic and grateful.    
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He finished by saying, “If we can do that, if others know what we are dealing with and 

they see we are still positive, enthusiastic and optimistic, it sends the right message.” 

 Jacob.  Jacob is cognizant that as superintendent he needs the assistance of those 

around him to accomplish his role.  “I need the people around me to accomplish 

anything.”  So, when it comes to gratitude, he also recognizes he must relay his 

gratefulness for their assistance.  “I need them to know that I am grateful for them.” As 

Jacob spent time reflecting on the principle of gratitude and how he should let people 

know how much he appreciates them, he realized his deficiencies in that area.  “I don't do 

a great job with that; I don't know that I communicate that well enough.”  Jacob’s 

awareness seems to have caused him not only to be reflective, thinking about gratitude, 

but he also has decided to work on this area of weakness.  During the interview, he 

concluded that he cannot be successful, even in the smallest of areas, without other 

people.  This is why he relies on his administrative team to get anything accomplished.  

But, he also acknowledged that he must continue working on telling those that help him 

how much he appreciates them.  “I need to keep working on that area." 

 Jeff.  Jeff is grateful for the blessings that he has.  “I feel very grateful. It comes 

from being thankful for all I have been given, the blessings I have.”  This attitude he 

displays concerning gratefulness assists him as a leader.  “When you have an attitude that 

you are so thankful, you cannot help but express your gratitude for someone else.  I think 

that builds people up, it encourages them.” Jeff mentioned that people have told him that 

he is an encourager.  “People say the best trait about me is that I am an encourager.”  Jeff 

takes opportunities to encourage people in concrete ways. 
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I take every opportunity to do that.  I try sending messages to staff and board 

members.  In the weekly column that I write for the local newspaper I try to point 

out if somebody has done something good so we can give them a pat on the back. 

 

Jeff's attitude of gratitude is very intentional.  It is evident that he does it for the 

good of the school district. 

The Principle of Unique Life Lessons 

In the context of life lessons, what happens in your personal and professional life 

gives you the opportunity to grow and to decide how you process those 

experiences in a way that actually promotes your growth.  The more reflective 

you are, the more you will have some awareness that a lesson is unfolding.  You 

learn to view the experiences in your personal and professional lives- both those 

you consider positive and those that seem problematic- as potential lessons for 

your own benefit and growth. 

 

 John.  John views the life lessons that he has had to be a tool to be used for the 

benefit of others.  He said, “The life lessons or the experiences that I've had have proven 

to be a story that hopefully is a motivating story for others in terms of their own growth 

experiences, but also in terms of why they are in this business.”  John also believes in 

being very intentional when using the principle of unique life lessons with people in his 

school district.  He adheres to the idea that engaging people in talking about their lived 

experiences and having them learn from their life events is a very useful tool.  “As the 

leader, you have to drive within the ranks this idea that people are going to think through 

the processes, think about outcomes, and they are going to ask their own people hard 

questions.”  The questions John referenced deal with those that have to do with a person's 

perspective on issues dealing with things that are occurring or have occurred that can be 

used to grow either the organization or the individual.  John himself values the skill of 

reflection by asking thought-provoking questions.  “In an appraisal I did the other day, it 
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made me feel good because I was told I always ask hard questions.   They said, ‘you push 

us to think.’” 

 Jason.  When discussing the principle of unique life lessons, Jason stated, 

“Instead of being information relaters, we are story tellers.”  The essence of Jason's 

comments played out during this section of his interview.  “Personalization is essential. 

Being able to share stories about yourself and what got you to where you are and where 

you want to go inspires people.”  Jason believes that making connections with people is 

invaluable for a leader.  Relating the events of your life and making it personal assists in 

leading and making you real.  “For the most part, that makes you real to people, and 

being real to people is essential."  He went on to say, “That goes for your staff, your 

parents, your kids, anybody. They have to see you in other settings.” The idea of life 

lessons for Jason is about using his life, the fluidity of life itself, and being very open 

about who he is; sharing his life with others and allowing them to see him and making 

connections with them.  “They have to see me in other settings in ways they understand.”   

 Joe.  Joe, like Jason, believes in using the principle of life lessons to connect with 

other people.  “I think it is important for educators to always use our own personal lives 

in our interactions with our students and in our teaching and everything associated with 

school life, because that is how you build relationships.” Joe expressed his conviction 

that sharing with others about one's life is essential to building bonds with those that you 

come in contact with in the school district and in the community.  Joe also sees a benefit 

of sharing portions of one's life with students to encourage them to pursue their dreams.  

When sharing with students, Joe believes students will see these examples and say, 
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“That's how my teacher or my principal grew up, so I know I can get to that point as 

well.” 

  “As far as life lessons, you encounter them on a daily basis. Every day, there is a 

life lesson for me in this job.”  He mentioned going back and forth some days, “I 

should've done that better or I should have done this better. For me, it is reflecting back 

on the little things you encounter in life and in your work life and learn from them.” 

 Jay.  As Jay reflected on the principle of unique life lessons, he concluded that as 

a result of his life lessons he became a superintendent.  “I do feel like I am a 

superintendent today because of the life lessons I've had.”  Jay also expressed that he 

“understands that my life lessons are different than many others.”  Jay’s focus on the 

topic of unique life lessons was that he understood his life was different and that “many 

people have had more difficult life lessons than me.  My experience related to school was 

a positive one.”  He said, “I understand that not everyone had that positive experience 

that I mentioned earlier. I feel myself most empathetic to them.”   

Jay’s intent when it comes to the principle of unique life lessons is to first 

understand that everyone has a different story and second we can learn from each other.   

When I talk about life lessons, I understand my life lessons are unique to me.  

But, I also understand that everybody has their own life lesson.  I think it helps us 

to take the time to hear others’ stories and understand where they’re coming from. 

 

 Jacob.  When Jacob talked about the principle of unique life lessons, he used the 

opportunity to ponder his own life events both personal and professional.  He thought 

back to his journey to becoming a superintendent, “I needed baby steps.  I started 

teaching before coaching. Then, I became a counselor before becoming an administrator. 

I went through that process. I need little steps along the way to learn.”  Jacob’s reflection 
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of his progression to becoming a superintendent and his need for a “step process” as he 

calls it shows how people have different experiences.  He commented, “I look at other 

people and how they jump during their careers and think, ‘that couldn't have happened 

for me.’” 

As far as his personal experiences Jacob stated that, “Everyone has a unique 

story.”  Jacob's life events were centered on a very strong family unit.  “I was raised in a 

Christian home with a father who valued academics very highly; I don't mean just 

education, I mean a formal education.  He was a philosophy professor.”  Jacob 

remembers being around his dad's questions that dealt with academics, “He loved to think 

and encourage others to think and argue on academic subjects.”   

Jeff.  When the subject of unique life lessons came up, Jeff used his son as an 

example to begin the conversation.  Jeff's son had just become a head basketball coach at 

a small high school after only having two years experience.  Jeff said,  

I'm not sure he is ready for that.  He only has two years experience, but I was 

telling him this is going to be a great life lesson. It might be negative, but you're 

going to learn a lot. It is going to be a great experience for you. 

 

He went on to say, “All of us will go through those experiences, where it may not 

be great, but where we learn a lot.”  Jeff seems to have a good understanding of how life 

lessons teach us even when those events are not all positive.  “I have learned more when I 

have failed or when something has gone wrong.”  Jeff also spoke about leading or 

mentoring others when they fail.  “My reaction as superintendent when a principal 

messes up is for them to learn something from it.  I can encourage them through that.  We 

can work through it.  I just tell them, ‘just don’t do it again.’”  

The Principle of Holistic Perspective 
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Leaders work with systems in which the components are connected and affect one 

another.  People tend to see things from their own perspective. It is your job to 

help people see things from a larger, more holistic perspective  

 

Where you stand on an issue depends on where you sit.  People fix on particular 

positions and become adamant to the point where arguments, disagreements, and 

even wars are generated by differences of perspective.  People have their own 

version of the truth. 

 

 John.  John said the principle of holistic perspective is always been a relatively 

easy framework for him to identify with.  “I have always had the big picture and how I fit 

into that.”  He spoke about his experience when he was a campus principal, “Even as a 

principal, when district decisions had to be made, I may have not always agreed.  But, I 

could always adapt because I always understood it was larger than just me.”  John said, “I 

don’t know if I instinctively just had that, or if there was training in my youth.  I don't 

really know, but it has been really interesting to me.”  Having a holistic perspective is 

very important to John; especially for his leadership team, but also for his teachers.  He 

understands that gaining a wider perspective requires some guidance.   

We have created a leadership institute for teachers and administrative teams to 

grow their understanding of not only the classroom, the public education, and 

where they are in that, and becoming leaders themselves even if they do not aspire 

to become principals. 

 

Developing an institute for leaders and future leaders to work on holistic 

perspective is an area that John sees as a need, and will continue to work on that area. 

 Jason.  Jason feels the principle of holistic perspective is bringing all the pieces 

of the school district together.  He said, “It’s tying all the parts together.”  Jason talked 

about the people in the organization and beginning with what they do best, “It goes back 

to identifying your folk’s gifts.”  He also stated that the principle goes back to what the 

district is all about, “It even goes back to when you are creating the vision and the focus 
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for the district.”  The reason Jason commented about the vision and the gifts of the people 

within the school district is because of what he has noticed.  “We have a profession that is 

so fragmented and segmented and we deal with so many issues, we have so many 

departments and programs.”  He recognizes that as the leader, he is the, “one that has to 

see the big picture and how it all fits together.”  The way Jason is able to see the big 

picture and have that holistic perspective is by, “stepping back and watching and doing a 

status check and seeing if everyone is in the right place."  He also said, “It has to be a 

well-thought-out system.” 

 Joe.  When the topic of holistic perspective came up, Joe said, “I constantly 

preach the team mentality.”  Joe believes in bringing the staff together and talking to 

them about being one and that it is not campus issues, but it is about being one district.  “I 

want this to be viewed as one district, not the elementary campus versus the secondary 

campus.  I verbalize that to them.”  Joe used examples of when he was a principal, “I give 

them examples of when I was elementary principal, I took it personal when the middle 

school didn't do well on TAKS.”  He went on to explain, “I wanted us to take pride in 

developing a good product having students ready for the next campus.”  Joe used 

opportunities to speak about having the big picture, “It is about verbalizing that team 

approach; that togetherness; that holistic perspective.  It is very easy for fifth grade math 

teachers just to focus on their fifth-grade math sections and not the grand scheme of 

things.”  To assist with teachers not having a narrow view Joe said, “We allow teachers to 

meet in department so they can see the big picture; so they can talk about the grand 

scheme.” 
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 Jay.  For Jay, the issue of holistic perspective dealt with pressing issues of being a 

new superintendent.  Jay wants to improve the district.  So, he has put the district through 

some planning to examine the needs of the district.  “This summer, we have gone through 

strategic planning and we have come up with our vision, mission and goals."  Jay pointed 

out that, “The key critical areas that came from the strategic planning sessions were that 

trust and communication were our main two issues."  He noted, “We need to do a better 

job of earning trust and we need to do a better job of communicating with the public."  

Jay was very intentional with the strategic planning group.  He thought about gaining a 

holistic perspective and thus he put together “a committee of forty community members 

and staff members for the purpose of looking at trust and communication.”  Having such 

a big group come together, Jay feels like it will provide the district a wider perspective 

into the needs of the district.  Now, the work of spreading the message is paramount, and 

Jay is confident they will be successful if, “as an organization, we all come together and 

work on that, and work on trust and communication together.” 

Jacob.  The issue of holistic perspective for Jacob brought up the topic of 

education being a mission.  “We talk about education being a mission around here.  This 

is not just a career.  It is about touching people’s lives and changing and making a 

positive difference in children’s lives.”  Jacob talked about keeping in mind what is good 

for the whole.  He used an example of the big picture mentality when discussing or 

keeping a holistic perspective.   

We actually moved staff around because of a big picture issue.  We had a teacher 

who was under attack by some parents.  We were doing an investigation and his 

wife was teaching at the elementary campus where some people who were heavy 

into the accusations were also located.  So, we decided to move his wife.  Some 

people saw that as favoritism to his wife. 
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Jacob’s perspective was a big picture perspective; he was doing what he felt was 

right at the time. 

Jeff.  In dealing with the issue of holistic perspective, Jeff believes you have to 

communicate it with your staff many times.  “You have to say that a lot, talk about it a 

lot.”  Jeff used the example of when the school district was trying to get information out 

concerning their bond election.  Jeff said, “There had not been a bond election passed in 

forty-one years and there were a lot of negative comments from faculty and staff.  They 

were saying, ‘our taxes are going up and our rooms are okay.’” Jeff took the comments 

that were made and he thought about it in context.  He said, “Then it hit me.  The 

elementary teachers are not at the high school.”  He continued, “I thought everyone knew 

the high school was in terrible shape.”  Jeff made a decision to get more information out 

to the teachers who were making negative comments. Those teachers had a limited 

perspective and needed a broader view.  “We loaded up, got a bus, got substitutes and 

spent a day touring the buildings.  The high school did not realize things about the 

elementary and the elementary did not realize things about the high school.”  He noted, 

“We gave them a bigger perspective.” 

The Principle of Openness 

Openness is a state of mind, an attitude toward people, ideas and circumstances. It 

is the key to our growth as human beings.  People are thought of as generally 

open or close, and so are organizations and societies.  A person's degree of 

openness may fluctuate: you may be more open in some aspects of your life than 

others. It is not easy to be open because it makes you feel vulnerable and may, in 

fact, increase your vulnerability. 

  

John.  John said the principle of openness has been a focus for him since coming 

to his recent district three years ago.  “That has been a highlight of my efforts for three 
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years.”  John has set up a system by which he can be very transparent with his board of 

trustees about fiscal matters.  He explained the system this way, “The effective reporting 

mechanism that we use is intended to be very open with the board about the money we 

spend and how effective we are in those areas of operation.”  He went on to say, “It gives 

the board ample opportunities to ask questions and even provides direction rather than a 

one-time meeting.”  That is one way John has created a culture of openness, because he 

meets with his board on a monthly basis. 

 John also spoke about the principle of openness as being open about who you are, 

not just open about the things you do.  “It is not just openness in terms of stuff we do, but 

who we are.  I think it is important that you yourself are fairly an open book in 

relationship to what you do as a public educator and what you are all about.”  The reason 

John has for advocating the belief in being open in this manner is “so that people can 

trust you and attach to whatever you are trying to lead so that it develops a belief in you 

that, ‘hey, this guy has the right things in mind; he is trying to do the right things.’” 

 Jason.  When the discussion concerning the principle of openness began, Jason 

mentioned consistency in behavior.  He felt it was important to be the same person on a 

daily basis so that people would get to know you and also know what to expect.   

You have to be the same person every day.  You cannot surprise people.  Once 

you have set the focus and you have people in place, and you have told them how 

much you appreciate them, and then you throw them a curveball by doing 

something totally out of character, the wheels start falling off.  

 

He pointed out spending time being open with people allows them to see you and 

know you.  He feels it is important to come across as a real person and to be consistent in 

the way you act as a leader.  “Spending time being open with them, by letting them see 

your strengths, but also let them see your scars too, we are all fallible.”  He continued, 
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“Hearing me apologize sometimes is very powerful.  When I totally screw-up and I have 

eighty people in front of me, that’s my leadership team, and they hear me apologize. That 

is really a powerful thing.” 

 Joe.  The principle of openness for Joe has been very important during his short 

tenure as superintendent.  Joe shared that when he became superintendent the feeling in 

the community was that the school district was not being very forthcoming.  “I believe 

the perspective of the community was that the school was trying to hide something or 

they were not an open organization.”  Joe has tried to correct this perception.   

I try to be open and put out as much information as I can, especially with our 

school board, to let them know about all the events that are occurring in the 

district, and also any pressing issues they need to be aware of. 

 

 Joe also sees a need to be involved in community activities so that people are 

able to see him outside of school.  “I attend community events and try to be very visible.  

It helps with the principle of openness.” 

 Jay.  As he discussed the principle of openness, Jay admitted, “That is a tough 

one for us, or at least it is for me.”  Jay’s attention during the time of the interview was on 

what he had just experienced with his leadership team.  He said, “I am going to reflect 

back on what my attention is on right now, which is our strategic planning.”  During the 

strategic planning time, trust and communication was identified as being areas that 

needed to be addressed.  As Jay thought back on the previous year, he realized that he 

could have been more open on certain issues.  Now, he has some data that is telling him 

that he needs to work on being more open or work on the principle of openness.   

It is a scary thing, to be totally open and transparent, because we are opening 

ourselves up to criticism and to be challenged and nobody wants that.  We fear 

that it will lead to conflict and confrontation and we typically do not want that 

either.  Those are the challenges. 
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He continued, “I cannot tell you that I am as open is I need to be.  I am probably 

not.   It is something that I’m working on personally, and we are working on as a 

district.” 

 Jacob.  Jacob expressed, at times, he feels he is too open.  He asked, “Can you be 

too open?”  Jacob questioned himself about things that he said, “I tell people whatever is 

going on in my head.”  This issue of being too open for Jacob is something that he 

struggles with.  “There are times I come home from a meeting and I will feel bad because 

I feel like I probably should not have told them, the school board, this or that."  Jacob 

explained it this way, “It is not that I am trying to lie.  It’s just more information than 

what they need to know at the time.  So maybe that is what I mean.”  The inner struggle 

that Jacob has with thinking he has said too much, and that he has been too open, may 

have to do with what he said, “I want people to feel they can trust me.  The only way they 

can do that is if they can see the real me.  If they feel like I'm hiding things, they won't 

trust me.” 

 Jeff.  Jeff said that for him being open and practicing the principle of openness is 

“showing that I make mistakes and that I’m willing to say I don’t know so help me learn 

this.”  Jeff sees his role as being the role model and the example to others in the district.  

“I think the reason I’m doing this is so others can become that way."  It is important to 

Jeff that people in the organization become open and honest.  “We want people that are 

open and honest, that will put everything out on the table, because we are not trying to 

hide anything.”  Jeff believes that by being open during his tenure at the school, it has 

afforded him the trust with the school board and the staff.  “Being transparent has helped 

me build a lot of trust between me and the school board.  I let the board know the reasons 
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about why I do everything.”  He continued, “I am not trying to pull anything on the board 

and they trust me.  So, a lot of times I say, ‘we're going to do this,’ and they simply trust 

me.” 

The Principle of Trust 

Trust is a fundamental principle of the spiritual dimension of leadership.  It may 

well be the foundation on which everything else is built.  Everyone wants to be 

trusted and to be trustworthy, not only because it says something about who you 

are but also because it says something about the way others see. 

 

 John.  John began the discussion on the principle of trust by talking about the 

importance of letting those in the organization know the direction and the beliefs of the 

school district.   

You have to get out in front of the people and communicate your vision.  You 

don't keep that to yourself.  You communicate your vision and that creates a sense 

of trust and direction within the organization telling people this is where we are 

going. 

 

  John views building trust within the organization in terms of everyone knowing 

their role and knowing where the organization is heading.  He believes when people 

know and understand the goals of the district, trust is built.  He commented that when 

people comprehend the direction the organization is headed and can say, “Now I 

understand my part in this, I can push forward in whatever capacity.  I am related to this 

vision; that drives from a sense of trust.”  

 Jason.  When Jason talked about the principle of trust he also discussed openness.  

“Openness and trust go hand-in-hand.  That is how you build trust.  Being open is how 

you build trust with people; not keeping them out at arm’s length.” Jason also discussed a 

person’s actions on a daily basis, “Your actions every day build trust.”  Jason talked 

about knowing who to trust, “Identifying people by their gifts helps you know who to 
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trust.”  The last thing Jason talked about was the administrative creed that was developed 

by the administrative team.  “We came up with an administrative creed this year, ‘no 

selfish actions.’”  The creed for the district will assist in “not taking actions that will take 

our eyes off the ball."  Jason said, “We are going to do a lot of talking at the beginning of 

the school year about no selfish actions."  Everything behind the creed is meant to build 

trust within the administrative team, then passed on to the campuses, and then hopefully 

passed down to the community. 

 Joe.  Trusting is difficult for Joe. “It is hard for me, and it’s one of the hardest 

issues to deal with.” Joe expressed that it is not easy to trust, “I have a hard time trusting 

people.”  Joe realizes that in order to be effective he must develop trust.  “For me being in 

this business especially because of all the politics it's a challenge, but I try to put my trust 

in people.  We have to trust ourselves and be trustworthy.”  He continued, “I try to model 

that, but again I am human.”   

Joe equates loyalty with trust and thus he considers loyalty within the 

organization to be essential.  He said, “Loyalty is built on trust."  He explained, “It’s hard 

enough to do the job we do when we have people on the outside attacking.  So, we have 

to be loyal to each other so we can trust each other.”  

 Jay.  Jay has worked on trust his entire professional career. He considers it as one 

of the most important leadership traits that will assist in the success of a leader.  “As an 

administrator, I have talked more about trust; focused on it more than any other issue.”  

Jay noted that as a leader, opportunities to exhibit trust or model the principle of trust 

come around often.  “I have always felt that as a principal on the campus I was at, or the 

superintendent at different districts where I have been, trust has always been an issue.”  
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He continues, “I think I have had lots of opportunities to try to prove myself to be 

trustworthy.”  Jay admitted that,  

I am more effective as a leader once I am able to gain that trust.  That is not 

something that is just given.  You have to earn it, and it takes time. That’s where I 

am now in this district, being in my first year; getting to know the community and 

the folks that work in the district it is important to work to build that trust. 

 

 Jacob.  When the principle of trust was discussed, Jacob made the point, “I don't 

know how you can do this job without trust.  Trust is very important.”  Jacob believes “in 

education, and we want to do what is right for students and for our community.  Having 

the desire to do the right thing for students takes a group effort and it takes trusting 

people.” Jacob said, “I have people around me that I can trust.   I have been blessed.  I 

certainly want to be trustworthy myself.  I have to have a close enough relationship with 

the people around me that they feel they can trust me.” 

  Jeff.  Jeff said that trust begins with self first.  “We talk in our leadership team 

about this a lot.  I think trust begins with you first.  I can say, ‘I want there to be trust in 

this relationship.’ Then, on your own, you have to be honest with yourself first.”  Jeff 

made the point of stressing, “Everything matters.  I tell the leadership team everything 

matters.   You have to be trustworthy.  Everything matters.”  Jeff is a firm believer that to 

build trust, things that are said and done matter.  That is why he stresses the fact that 

everything matters.  He points out that you cannot pick and choose things that you want 

and do not want to do.  He stressed, “You can’t say, ‘I am going to be trustworthy at 

school but not necessarily in my personal life.’ Everything matters." 

The Role the Eight Spiritual Principles Had in Assisting Superintendents in 

Becoming Transformational Leaders.  After the participants discussed the eight 

spiritual principles as they related to their work lives and in dealing with others, they 
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discussed how they saw the eight spiritual principles impacting them in their leadership.  

This next section examines the role that the spiritual principles played in assisting them in 

becoming transformational leaders.  Some of the participants chose three spiritual 

principles, specifically, and others chose two.  Some just discussed the principles as a 

whole.  Each participant spoke about how the spiritual principles benefited them as they 

led their school districts. 

 John.  John identified three spiritual principles that have assisted him throughout 

his career to become a transformational leader.  He named the principle of openness, trust 

and unique life lessons.  He said, “I’m going to pick three: openness, trust and unique life 

lessons. These three have been invaluable to me in becoming, as you defined it, ‘a 

transformational leader.’”  He made the point, “Obviously, I am continuing to grow.  To 

me, the three are connected.”  John claimed he is “the product of public schools, and even 

as a young man I understood the value of public schools.”  It was at school that the 

influences he had shaped his life and beliefs.  “My guess is because I had teachers and 

administrators around me to help me grow and help me develop.”  He then reflected, “I 

had a tough start.  But, those life lessons that I experienced, they have been invaluable in 

assisting me to express who I am and what I am about as an educator, and I am very open 

in that process.”  He continued, “If I am not, then I am not going to be able to inspire 

others to move forward.  The life story is what it's all about, and that develops trust.”  

John then spoke about how he uses his background, “People who understand you and 

understand your background and what you are all about and what motivates you trust you 

more.” John believes that when you make a connection with people “the principle of 

intention obviously helps to move forward whatever vision it is that drives from the 
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experience you are open about and attempting to develop trust in.  Your principle of 

intention helps you drive that forward and helps the organization work better.” 

 Jason.  As Jason thought about the spiritual principles and the impact they had on 

him, he spoke about how he felt most of these principles are already inside a leader.  “I 

think a lot of these spiritual principles are already inside leaders. They just have not done 

a good job of identifying them.”  He said that for some leaders it may be that some of the 

spiritual principles may lay dormant until they are recognized by leaders as their unique 

gifts.  He explained it in this manner, “After we understand our unique gifts, we can 

insert them into our leadership patterns and be able to make ourselves the very best we 

can possibly be."  So, Jason believes that when a leader hones in on their leadership 

strength, then the leader can transform their leadership practice by using their unique 

gift(s). He believes that a superintendent can impact the school district in a positive way 

because everyone is unique and has different skill levels. Each person will use the 

spiritual principles in a different way to match their particular situation. 

 Joe.  Joe named specific spiritual principles that have assisted him in becoming a 

transformational leader. They were: the principles of gratitude, openness, attention and 

holistic perspective.  He spoke quite a bit about those four spiritual principles during the 

previous question, but he felt that these four had a major influence on his leadership 

praxis.  “It is important to be humble and appreciative of what you have, not only of what 

you have but the job that others do."  Joe is grateful for the things that have been afforded 

to him, but also what other people do for the school district.  He went on to say, “It is 

important to pat people on the back."  Joe also values the importance of openness, 

because during his short tenure as superintendent, he has had to battle the lack of 
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openness from the previous administration and the perception that goes with that.  He 

said, “I believe in being transparent and not trying to hide anything.”  Joe also believes in 

collaboration and having others involved in the process of building consensus.  “It is 

important to allow people to have a voice."  Joe knows the principle of attention is very 

important for a superintendent.  His attention is influenced by the holistic perspective or 

the big picture.  “I think I do a good job of paying more attention to the big picture 

issues.” 

 Jay.  Jay named two spiritual principles that have assisted him in becoming more 

of a transformational leader.  They were trust and openness.  Jay said that trust “frames 

my purpose as a leader. I see that my role as a leader is to develop trust.”  The 

development of trust is important to Jay but he is “not going to do that by simply talking 

about it; I am going to have to model it.”  Living out what he believes is essential for Jay.  

“My spirituality, beliefs and faith will hopefully shape and guide my actions and lead me 

to treat people the right way.”    

Jay, next spoke about a lesson he learned from a situation in which, in retrospect, 

he knows he should have been more open.  He said he is still working on the principle of 

openness.  When thinking back on the situation, he said, “What my instinct told me was, 

‘Let’s be open about this.  Let’s just tell people about this and let them have a chance to 

react.’”  He continued, “Now I regret that.  It wound up being more difficult than it had to 

be, if I had been more open about the whole situation up front.” 

 Jacob.  Jacob spoke about the eight spiritual principles playing a role at different 

times in his life.  He also feels like he is better at some of the principles than others.  He 

said, “I have relied on some more than others."  He also said, “I go back and revisit them 
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at different points in my life and at different points in the instructional year."  The eight 

spiritual principles have been valuable to Jacob's growth as a superintendent.  Jacob 

mentioned the principle of intention, specifically, mainly because he is a goal oriented 

person.  “I figured early on that I have to set goals just to be successful. Goal setting is 

just who I am.”   Jacob works from his goals; and he even mentioned having them written 

on a whiteboard in his office to remind him of the goals that he has and that he works 

from.  He is very intentional about the things that he does every single day. 

 Jeff.  Jeff spoke about the principle of gratitude the principle of trust and the 

principle of unique gifts helping him become more of a transformational leader.  He 

considers himself an encourager, “My gift is I encourage people. I think I inspire people, 

that is my unique gift."  As far as helping others identify their gifts, he said, “I am pretty 

good at reading people and developing relationships and putting them in the right places."  

The organization can only benefit if people are being used where they can be effective.  

Jeff seems to understand this concept and works at placing people according to their gifts. 

He works well with people and helps them become cognizant of their strengths, “I can 

draw it out of them where they are able to see their own talents and gifts.” 

 Jeff has a saying, “everything matters” that he says, “has helped me as a person 

and focus on being a better role model in developing trust in the organization and trying 

to be true to what I say.”  He believes that the leader sets the tone for trust in the 

organization.   He said, “Being trustworthy affects everyone else.  If the leader is not 

trustworthy, then the organization is not either."  He continued, “If the leader is 

trustworthy, eventually you will hire trustworthy people and get rid of people that are not 

trustworthy and, in the end, the organization will become like the leader." 
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Obstacles/Struggles in Leading Through Spirituality.  The participants spoke 

about the challenges they faced as leaders and how it seems that obstacles and struggles 

are part of leading.  The question posed to the participants dealt with the struggles they 

have encountered leading through spirituality.  Some of them responded with a rather 

insightful answer when they said they struggled with internal issues, they struggled with 

themselves.  The answers provided a depth that was very insightful into their thinking 

because spirituality is very personal and is also an internal issue. 

 John.  John said, “Avoiding trusting the wrong people has been a struggle for me 

because I am a very open person."  He recounted a story of being interviewed and was 

asked what the title of the first chapter of his book would be.  He responded, “Keep my 

mouth shut.”  He continued, “I am learning not that you distrust, but it is who you trust 

with information.” 

 He also struggles with the principle of intention.  He talked about losing focus and 

getting derailed, “I have to step back and refocus.  It gets really easy to start down the 

pathway of being responsive and reactive to situations instead of intentional and well 

thought out.”  John reiterated his struggles with trust and intention, “They create 

struggles for me and you want to make sure you're always focused and you decisions are 

always on intentional set of data.” 

 Jason.  Jason discussed internal battles that he fights with himself.   He said, “I 

fight with my own selfishness, a bad attitude on days, and all those internal things that 

you struggle with on a daily basis being human.”  It seems Jason internalizes struggles 

and identifies that, “being human gets in the way of these eight spiritual principles.” 
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 Jason also talked about external struggles that he deals with as a superintendent.  

“Then you have folks out there that don't buy in.  You use these fantastic spiritual 

principles with people, but they refuse to buy into the program.”  Jason understands that 

the external part of the struggle deals with people.  So, he continues to try to motivate his 

people and lead them.  “We tried to get the most from them on a daily basis.”  Working 

as a superintendent is not an easy job.   He said, “I wrestle with my own human frailty.  I 

get tired, frustrated, mad, etc.  When you're feeling that way that is when you have to step 

back."  He continued, “You have to know when you are strung out because your own 

fatigue and tiredness, both mentally and physically.  It's a tough job, a stressful job.” 

 Joe.  Joe said he struggled with negativity that people exhibit.  Lately, “people 

have been posting on Facebook, bashing the district.”  He also mentioned apathy is 

something he struggles with, “The lack of drive people have within the community is 

something I have a hard time understanding."  He spoke about parents and the lack of 

involvement, “I have a hard time with parents not putting more value on education and 

pushing their kids."  He said, “Those are all obstacles and challenges we deal with on a 

daily basis as we try to transform our district and make it a better place for kids."  Joe 

continues to fight those challenges and issues so that his district will progress and move 

forward, but he recognizes that the struggles are there. 

  We fight apathy on a daily basis by students, parents and community. Those are 

the challenges that we must overcome and continue to plug away at. The things 

we do must be very deliberate on a daily basis and we must never give up the 

fight. 

 

 Jay.  Jay's struggles, and really his obstacles, come from his leadership style.  

Each time you move there is time spent learning about your new job but there is also a 

time for the people at your new job have to get to know you and learn about you.  For 
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Jay, this is been an obstacle because his style of leading is not what the people at his new 

district were used to; and neither were they comfortable with it.  Jay said, 

 I do not have to be the center of attention and I do not have to dominate the 

conversation. It has been hard on some of the people in the district that do not 

understand why I do not dominate conversations in meetings.  They did not 

understand why I wasn't leading every conversation. 

 

 He said, “So, I think that has been a struggle that I have encountered this year.  I 

have to try to educate them on my style and what type of leader I am."  

 Jacob.  Jacob talked about the ups and downs of being a superintendent and 

making mistakes because we are all human.  “Sometimes we are convinced we are right. 

Then, we look back and realize we were totally wrong.”  The job is never easy.  It is full 

of challenges.  But, through it all, he said, “God has sustained me and turned negatives 

into positives.  In our daily life, God uses bad situations to bring us closer to Him and we 

realize how much we rely on Him.  Upon further reflection, Jacob said, “I cannot say that 

I have had horrible experiences.  I have been blessed.  God has been good to me.”  

 Over the years, during Jacob's career, struggles were obstacles that have given 

him opportunities to think about making a change.   

I can think back to things that have motivated me to change or move.  I left the 

last district because I became uneasy with politics.  There was finger-pointing at 

administrators.  So, I became frustrated and it created an uneasy situation.  I 

prayed about it and we moved. 

 

 Jeff.  Jeff was very open and honest about his struggles.  His battles were internal 

and dealt with a sense of wanting to do it all and control people and situations.   

I am a controlling person. I do not really want to give trust and I tend to want to 

do things my way.  I prefer to tell you what to do and how to do it instead of 

inspiring you to do all you can do and do the project the way you can do it.   
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Jeff struggles letting go, but he acknowledges this fact and is cognizant of these 

challenges.  Even though the struggle is present, Jeff's awareness “to let others do things 

different” than he would has caused a realization that he spoke about.  He said it is fine to 

let other people work differently than him. “It is okay, and most of the time, it is better 

when you become a superintendent.  There is too much to do.  You cannot do it all; you 

have to let other people do some of the work.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Texas Tech University, Steven Saldivar, December 2012 

127 

 

Figure 2:  What evidence is there in a superintendent’s work life as they 

relate to the eight spiritual principles? 
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Findings for Research Question #3: How do superintendents perceive the meaning 

of spirituality in their work? 

 The same protocol was followed as the previous two interviews.  Interviews were 

scheduled and the interview protocol containing the interview questions was sent to each 

participant.  By this time, sending the interview questions prior to the interviews seemed 

to be very helpful because the participants were ready and had the questions out on the 

table at the beginning of each interview.  There were four questions that made up 

research question number three.  They were: 

1.  Thinking about spirituality, what does it mean to you? 

2. In your work a superintendent, how has leading through spirituality assisted 

you in becoming more successful? 

3. What do you see the purpose of leading through spirituality? 

4. Has leading to spirituality transformed your district?  If so, how? 

The intent of this section was to thoroughly investigate spirituality from the participants’ 

point of view.  The questions posed were intended to allow participants to express what 

spirituality meant to them, how spirituality has assisted them in their work to be 

successful, and how it had been useful in transforming their school district.  The 

participants were also asked the purpose for leading through spirituality.  This type of in-

depth look at the relationship the participants had with spirituality and how they viewed it 

in relation to their work was very valuable and gaining deep, rich and hopefully usable 

data. 

Superintendents Discussed the Meaning of Spirituality.  The meaning of 

spirituality for the participants dealt with something that was internal and was something 
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that gave them purpose. They use it to guide them as they work as superintendents on a 

daily basis. 

John.  For John, it is “faith and connection to the supernatural, something beyond 

the physical, and it serves such a far ranging purpose than just the present.”  Spirituality, 

while “hard to describe” and serving something greater than the present, connects people 

and helps find common ground where people can be motivated together to pursue 

common interests.  John said,  

It appeals to me as an individual because it is an untouchable motivation that 

causes me to want to do well, to do better, because it serves something greater 

than me. It serves kids, that is what it is really all about and there is that 

connection with the individual and with the organization. 

   

As the leader, John “hopes that he can exude that same energy that is vital to the 

success of man.  To me, that is how spirituality is.”  The energy John spoke of is what all 

leaders aspire to exhibit and model because leaders are responsible for organizations that 

require energy to move forward to be great.  Spirituality provides John energy needed to 

be internally inspired, and thus, through inspiration, he can lead his school district toward 

transformation. 

Jason.  Jason says that spirituality encompasses his entire being and his way of 

making sense of the world around him. “It is my entire belief system.  It is how I lead my 

life.”  He spoke about spirituality being something that is “greater than yourself and the 

belief of a presence in your life that is so much bigger than yourself.”  Thinking of 

spirituality in these terms affords a leader to tap into a force that creates new possibilities 

for leadership.  Whenever a leader is able to transcend their limited self and utilize 

resources like spirituality and spiritual principles which are much more powerful than our 

limited capabilities the possibilities become exciting.  Jason said the spirituality helps 
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him, “lead his life, helps him know how to treat others, helps him know how to raise his 

children, and even helps him know how to treat his wife.”  Spirituality is an unseen force 

that produces very tangible results and for a school leader this is very beneficial. 

Joe.  Joe spoke about spirituality having and several meanings for him.  “There 

are a variety of meanings spirituality has for me.” He said that the “meaning of 

spirituality has evolved for me over time.”  Spirituality is such a vague term and has even 

been labeled as one of the most difficult words in our language to define.  Therefore, it is 

no surprise that Joe has several definitions for spirituality that have evolved over time for 

him.  He spoke about spirituality in terms of empathy, “You have to put yourself in the 

shoes of others to see things from their perspective.”  Joe also said that spirituality “is 

treating others the way you want to be treated, treating them with respect.”  Finally, he 

talked about spirituality being tied to communication.  You have to be approachable and 

treat everyone as equals in the school district; seeing them as partners.  It is evident Joe 

views spirituality as making connections with people in order to build trusting 

relationships. 

Jay.  Jay spoke about spirituality in terms of being an internal force that helps him 

and guides him.  “Spirituality is my faith and my belief in God.”  He went on to say, “It 

drives my faith.”  Jay discussed a specific example of using his spirituality or an example 

where spirituality assisted him specifically.  “Last night, we had a strategic planning 

session that I led and I spent a lot of time in prayer.”  Jay spoke about connecting with his 

spirituality through prayer and that, when he prays, he feels empowered.  He said, “ 

My spirituality helps me.  It guides me through difficult conversations, difficult 

concepts, and difficult issues like the ones we are dealing with during our 

strategic planning time. I am able to connect with my spirituality through prayer 
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to keep the faith, stay the course and not get frustrated and discouraged when we 

are dealing with issues that are difficult. 

 

Jay finds prayer essential to his spirituality.  He is able to tap into a force that, 

while it may be invisible to the naked eye, brings about some very useful leadership tools 

that Jay uses. 

 Jacob.  Jacob also spoke about spirituality being his guide and assisting him in 

leading his life.  He talked about spirituality being a deep-rooted construct that he finds is 

difficult to separate it from who he is.  “My spirituality is ingrained in who I am.”  He 

equates Christianity with his spirituality and said, “For me, spirituality deals with my 

Christian beliefs.”  Jacob spoke about the Bible being a source of influence for him and 

that the Bible is where he derives his sense of right from wrong which, in turn, influences 

his decision making.  Because Jacob was raised in a Christian home, with Christian 

values, the development of spirituality in his life comes from his background.  His beliefs 

are based on those Christian values that he was taught as a child.  Referring to his 

upbringing, Jacob said, “That is where I go to get my guiding force and get my 

foundation.”  The meaning of spirituality can be summarized as an energy that resides 

inside of Jacob and serves as an internal compass that directs his life. 

Jeff.  Jeff believes that he was made to do what is doing.  Spirituality for him is a 

force that comes from the inside that drives him to act in a certain way.  “When I get up 

in the morning and I go to work, that is what I want to do.  Those are the things I want to 

be doing.”  Jeff believes that the driving force that is inside him, “the passion to operate 

in these ways, to be an encourager, to inspire people, to build trust, comes from an energy 

that resides internally and he cannot help but be in that way.”  He loves encouraging, 

inspiring and building trusting relationships which are all people-centered.  Jeff 
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understands spirituality and that power or influence it has on his life enables him to act in 

this manner because he believes he was made to be this way and being a superintendent 

allows him to do those things.   

Superintendents Discussed how Spirituality Assists Them in Being Successful 

Leaders. Every superintendent spoke about different aspects of success and, while their 

versions may have varied a little, a common theme among all six participants was that 

success for those in their organization was more important than their own.  Spirituality 

assisted each superintendent gain a perspective on how to get people to see the potential 

of what success could be or how spirituality helped a superintendent with specific 

techniques for achieving success.  Again, spirituality is the unseen force or energy that 

drives a person toward a particular goal or the fortitude to meet a challenge with renewed 

optimism and strength.  

John.  At the core of who John is, he wants to make a difference in the lives of 

children, which is his driving force.  John works from the perspective of spirituality and 

the beliefs that are derived from his spiritual beliefs.  “I am very passionate about making 

a difference for students and it is not going away any time soon."  He wants to “provide 

more opportunities for students to become more meaningfully engaged in school and 

provide more opportunities for them to also become engaged citizens and connect to the 

community.”  In this sense, success is when students have opportunities in school that 

engage their interests and are authentically learning what they need to learn to become 

productive citizens that will one day engage society in a positive way.  John also spoke 

about how spirituality defines who he is and what he does and that it frames the reasons 

in the intentions for his work.  So, leading through spiritual principles and having success 
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is “about providing an organizational structure that is going to ensure that students are 

more successful than they currently are.”  Success also means that the community gets to 

share in the success of the school district. 

Jason.  Jason spoke about spirituality driving who he is and how it shapes him as 

a leader from the way he talks to people, to the decisions he makes on a daily basis.  The 

internal aspect of spirituality in which it works within a person may be a difficult concept 

to understand, but Jason seems to have come to comprehend the workings of spirituality 

in his life.  “My spirituality is my belief system.  It drives everything that I am, and it is 

who I am.”  So, from this viewpoint, Jason is able to consider his successes in light of 

who he is because he knows himself very well.  Jason made the following comment about 

spirituality and how it has assisted him in being more successful. “It has grounded me, 

shown me where my parameters are, and shown me where my lines have to be drawn."  

Jason is able to be true to his true self because spirituality has helped him get to know 

himself better.  Since spirituality is closely tied to Jason's reflective nature, he is better 

able to guard himself from the temptation of trying to be someone or something else.  He 

can be himself in all situations. 

Joe.  Joe looks at success like the other superintendents; it translates to others 

being successful.  Spirituality aides in developing areas that help Joe deal with people.  

He considers the job of being a superintendent as a very people oriented job, and thus a 

successful superintendent will have good relationships with those people around him.  To 

get anything done in his job, relationships are the key.  “Spirituality has taught me the 

importance of relationships, the importance of respect and nurturing those relationships 

with people.”  He thought about his journey to becoming a superintendent, “That is why I 
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am in this position today -so I can use all that I have learned from spirituality and build 

positive relationships with people as I have come through my career.”  Along with taking 

the time to develop a trusting relationship with people, he also considers being 

“accessible, caring, supportive, and interested in the lives of teachers" as areas that have 

assisted him with success in his school district. 

Jay.  Spirituality is an internal force that gives energy and provides many benefits 

for those that decide to acknowledge its power.  Jay is one that spoke about this power 

and the benefits it holds for his school district.  “I have a peace about what I am doing.  I 

am not saying that I am never discouraged.  I think we all are.  But, I am able to have 

hope and optimism that we are on the right track and that things are going to get better.”  

While spirituality may be an abstract term, Jason turns it into something that can be 

related to by everyone when he attributes it to having hope and optimism. Because of his 

spirituality, it is something that most people can relate to.  In a day when many school 

leaders are without hope, Jason's comments may resonate in the hearts and minds of 

many school leaders. 

Jacob.  Jacob discussed spirituality and how it assists him in having success by 

addressing an issue that every superintendent deals with every day. Superintendents make 

many decisions daily, some bigger than others.  But, when you are the “boss,” or when 

people in the school district view you as the “boss,” you are called upon to make 

important decisions.  There are times when superintendents are faced with choices in a 

given situation which are difficult and with which they struggle to decide; they have a 

dilemma on their hands.  Even after a decision is made, they wonder if they made the 

correct one because they understand the ramifications and the people it will affect.  Jacob 
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addressed this, “Spirituality assists me with wisdom, and wisdom assists me in being 

successful.  Wisdom is what every leader is really seeking so that they can make good 

choices and wise decisions in their leadership role.”   

He said that spirituality, “is a part of who I am.  It is ingrained in me.  It is how I 

communicate with God.”  He continued by saying, “It leads me in the world of work; 

with the desire to become wise, based on the principles he has given me.”  Jacob said that 

his goal is to be mindful every day, to be purposeful with his intention, and if he has to 

“refocus, either with a quiet time in the middle of the day where I realize that things are 

not going right, I need to stop and re-evaluate why I'm doing whatever isn't working.”  

Jeff.  For Jeff, success is best witnessed when others are having success.  

“Success for me is when the people around me are working at their potential and what I 

am doing affects what they are doing.”  It is interesting to have this mindset as a leader 

because it takes ownership for the success of others.  It has nothing to do with top-down 

leadership, but rather it is being responsible for the organization and caring enough to put 

the needs and the success of other in the organization before your own.  Jeff continued 

with his thoughts, “ 

So the principals, directors, etc. are more successful and down the line to the 

students being more successful when I am able to positively impact their work.  I 

think it has to do with our principals and directors, because they are more capable.  

They're more fulfilled.  I also think it has a lot to do with what the superintendent 

does or doesn't do.  A superintendent willing to “empower them, build their trust, 

encourage them and help them during difficult times will help them be more 

successful at the campuses and assist them make a bigger difference for their 

students.” 

 

Superintendents Discussed the Purpose of Leading Through Spirituality.  

The superintendents had their reasons for leading through the spiritual principles.  They 

used phrases like: “it is a calling,” “this is what I am supposed to be doing,” “I have been 
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called,” and “that is why I am here on this earth.”  Whatever the phrase used, it is evident 

that each superintendent sees what they were doing as being very important and 

definitely has meaning that goes beyond just being a nine-to-five job.   Each 

superintendent uses what they did as a service that, at times, becomes difficult and full of 

challenges because of the higher purpose it has.  But, each one perseveres and continues 

moving forward toward their definition of excellence. 

John.  John's purpose for leading through spirituality is that it gives him another 

way to lead that emphasizes what really matters to him.   

It is another way for me to be a principled leader who has a passionate calling.  

Anyone who's going to lead in whatever area they choose in life has to have this 

real passionate calling. Otherwise the leadership lacks the motivation to move an 

organization. 

  

Being passionate about what he does is evident, and it provides the energy needed 

to be passionate about those things he feels called to do.  John mitigates the day-to-day 

stresses that come with the job by focusing on what is most important.   

Leading through spirituality does not mean you are not frustrated. It just means 

those frustrations take a backseat to those things that are important.  They are still 

there.  There is no way to get rid of them; the challenges will always be there.  

But because leading through spirituality is a calling that is much bigger than the 

challenges, those struggles become much smaller and the focus is on the mission 

of the school.  So, the purpose for leading through spirituality is having a passion 

for doing the job and being able to focus and prioritize and do the best job 

possible. 

 

Jason.  Jason spoke about spirituality assisting him to be successful in terms of 

his leadership bringing others in the organization success.  “The spirituality aspect of 

your leadership drives you to attain success for others."  The drive that Jason spoke about 

is an internal drive that resides deep inside him.  It is held inside his soul and resides 

where his beliefs are stored. They define him and define his work, “Spirituality and belief 
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system dictate your purpose, and your purpose for leading is to obtain some form of 

success.”  Jason’s success, or his definition of success, is defined by others having 

success in the organization. He also went on to say,  

Some are driven by how much they make a month. Some are driven by the overall 

feeling of power they get by leading.  The spiritual leaders live on a higher plane, 

or at least aspire to live on a higher plane. 

 

Joe.  Joe's main purpose for leading through spirituality is to make a difference.  

Joe spoke about people that have made a difference in his life and, now that he is in the 

position to make a difference in people’s lives, he is committed to doing his part.  He 

views his leadership as having the ability to change lives of those that he leads from staff 

to students and thus why he chooses to lead in the manner he does.   

It is important that we have a sense of humility and see ourselves as servant 

leaders.  To be transformational, that's our ultimate goal in this district; to 

transform it into the best place it can be.  Our goal is to shape the minds of 

students and develop students who can contribute positively to society. 

   

He went on to say, “We are shaping the future right now.  What we do with our 

students will determine the type of citizens they become.”  He understands that in order 

to transform a school district, it requires a vision that is communicated out. 

“Communicating the message you want to get across, you have to be able to verbalize 

what you are thinking in a positive way to the community.”  Joe is cognizant that it takes 

planning and also perseverance to be successful.  But, most of all, it takes a desire to do 

the right thing with a motivated heart to see children succeed. 

Jay.  Jay, like the other superintendents, feels he has been called to do his job 

with a purpose.  “I feel I have been placed here to do this job.  So, that is definitely going 

to influence the way I lead and why I am doing this."  Jay also stated, “I would like to 

think that my faith and spirituality would influence my intentions which are first and 
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foremost the kids, the community and the district that we serve, and that we keep our 

focus on them and have the fortitude to do what is best for them, even though a lot of 

times that is difficult.”  Because Jay views what he does as a calling, he can weather 

difficult times due to the fact that he feels it has a purpose and he is making a difference.  

“I have a peace and assurance, because it is easy to step back and think, ‘Why am I doing 

this?’ I think it boils down to this, it is not always pleasant but this is what I am supposed 

to be doing." 

Jacob.  Jacob spoke about the purpose of leading through spirituality because it fit 

into his whole life. It is who he is as a person.  He called it, “an honorable purpose. 

Having a positive influence on the people around me is honorable."  He also said, “That 

is who I am.  It is who I want to be, and that is the end purpose.”  He also spoke about 

leading through spirituality in this manner, “It is tapping into a power; tapping into 

wisdom.  It is an authority that I would not have on my own.” Jacob’s goal is to be 

successful as a superintendent.  As he leads using spiritual principles, he feels it will 

assist him as he put it, “to get the job done.” 

Jeff.  The purpose of leading through spirituality for Jeff is something he 

considers very personal and a way to express his Christian beliefs. Jeff sees his role as 

superintendent and what he does as a superintendent to be ordained by God.  He does his 

job as if it is a service or an act toward God, or being obedient to God.  “God has made 

me this way, so I want to serve him.  The point is to bring glory to Him by what I do; if it 

is to bring glory to me that would ruin it or defeat the purpose."  Jeff believes that his 

skills and gifts were given to him so that he could assist others succeed.  His desire is “to 

develop other people and bring value to others.  If it is about me and I leave, the 
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organization is hurt. It has to be about developing the organization and the organization 

getting better.”  Jeff believes, “the leader is important because the organization will take 

on the characteristics of the leader." 

Superintendents Discussed Transformation Through Spirituality.  The 

superintendents all spoke about continuously wanting to improve.  It was a common 

theme among the six that, while they felt they were on the right track towards 

transformation, work still needed to be done.  Due to some superintendents having longer 

tenures at their school districts, these superintendents had more opportunities to witness 

more of the transformation process occur. Each superintendent spoke about certain areas 

in their school districts where they had witnessed transformation beginning, or where 

they had seen transformation happen already. 

John.  John feels there is more work to be done, “We are definitely not there yet.”  

Having arrived in his district in 2009, John has seen a change occur in that when he first 

arrived at the school district, it was a very compliant system.  “The transformation that 

has occurred here through this effort has been to move from a very compliant 

organization to a more collaborative organization.”  The change from compliance to 

collaboration has been made through efforts to bring people together by the vision the 

district has adopted.  Part of the vision that John stressed was “seek perfection, capture 

excellence.”  John said,  

That applies to our own practice, to students, to academics and even to athletics.  

It really does not matter.  We should always strive to get better.  You can never be 

satisfied with where you are.  You always have to go to that next level. 
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John stated, “As a spiritual leader, if I can tap into people wanting to improve and 

help them move to a place that they will be happy and excited for what they are doing for 

children, then I have done my job.” 

Jason.  Jason spoke about transformation in terms of not only the school district, 

but also the community.  He is relatively new to the school and community and is still 

getting to know his way around.  “In my mind, our jobs are much more than just the 

school district.  It is about the entire community.”  He places a big emphasis on a 

partnership between the school and community.  “That is the importance I place on any 

public school system in any community out there. You cannot separate the two.  The 

school district is the community.”  The one change or transformation that Jason has been 

working on since he has been at his school district is on the issue of trust.  “That is what 

we have had an issue at the beginning with.  I do not think we had done a good job of 

establishing trust between the school district and the community in the past.”  So, Jason’s 

efforts early in his tenure have been on “building bridges and trying to understand the 

needs of the community and the community understanding the needs of our children as it 

applies to the school district.”  He stated, “I think we have established some trust and I 

think we have established some goals for the future that will develop more trust if we do 

it with excellence and if we do it right.” 

Joe.  Joe said, “I think it is a work in progress, but I think today compared to two 

years ago we are way further along than we ever thought we would be.”  Joe 

acknowledged, “It is a challenge to transform the thoughts, attitudes and ideas of 

everyone in the school community.”  He understands that change is difficult and change 

begins with people’s ideas about things; especially when they have done things the same 
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way for a long time.  Joe credits leading through spiritual principles as a helpful tool in 

the transformation process.  “I think in the time, one and a half years, that I have been 

here leading with spiritual characteristics, it has hooked more people in the community.”  

He continued by saying, “They are more trusting of the school now; they view us as a 

partner instead of as opponents.  But, that took work; a lot of work.”  He finished by 

saying, “I do believe we are headed in the right direction.” 

Jay.  Jay also started out by saying, “It has not happened yet, not yet.  But, I think 

we are on that path, we are getting there.”  Jay is optimistic about the direction his new 

school district is headed.  He has been at his school district less than two years and he 

understands that transformation takes time.  But, Jay feels good about the pieces that he 

has put in place; that has positioned the district for transformation.  The transformation 

Jay would like to see take place in the future is the way people think and view students.   

What I would like to see is our focus be on students and the success of students.  

We are at the beginning of the journey toward that transformation. But, the good 

news is I have a leadership team in place that is like-minded; that our focus is on 

our students. 

 

He commented,  

Our job is to change the way people think.  If we cannot change the way people 

think, we have to change people.  It is not going to be easy, and it is going to take 

time.  We have to be consistent and persistent in this journey if we are going 

transform the way people think. 

 

Jacob.  Jacob has been at his district for more than ten years.  From his 

comments, it is easy to conclude that the transformational process is difficult. “It seems 

like we have made progress in some areas, but not steady progress.”  For superintendents, 

progress comes slowly.  It seems that it is one challenge after another or one state 

mandated change after another.  Jacob had the opportunity to stay at his school district 
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longer than most superintendents stay at one school.  He has been able to see some things 

through, and he has the advantage to see progress come and go.  “I think we have made 

progress, then we have taken steps backwards.”  The thing that Jacob shares in common 

with the other superintendents is the desire to continue to get better.  “I cannot say it has 

been real smooth and I cannot say we are where we want to be either.  But, we will 

continue to work to make the district better.”  Jacob knows it will continue taking 

everyone working together to move the district forward. 

Jeff.  Jeff also has been at his district for more than ten years.  He has seen a 

transformation during his time there.  “I think there is more trust at all the campuses; 

before, there used to be separate campuses going separate directions; even departments at 

the campuses going in all different directions.”  Jeff has seen a coming together where 

once there was a fragmentation.  Now the district is connected as one.  “Now we are all 

unified with a purpose.  We all know we fit together; third grade matters to the seventh 

grade and seventh grade matters to the tenth grade.  Everyone feels more connected.”  

The transformation did not happen on accident. It was intentional.  “We talk about having 

a family; we talk about everyone matters.”  He continued, “It took a while.  My efforts 

are on developing leaders and I want to bring people in and get them to help me figure 

out where we need to go.”  He finished by saying, “I am constantly working on getting 

people in the right spots.” 
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Figure 3: How do superintendents perceive the meaning of spirituality in their 

work? 
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CHAPTER V  

CONCLUSION 

The process involved in school transformation begins with the superintendent 

leading the district down the path of transformation (Schlechty 2009).  The challenges 

superintendents face on a daily basis are well documented and the need for school 

improvement is seen throughout academic literature.  There is a plethora of authoritative 

voices in academia ready to spread their knowledge concerning what needs to be done to 

fix public education, but the voice that seems to be muted is one that desperately needs to 

be addressed.  With the rise of pressures that superintendents face and will continue to 

face, their leadership praxis needs to be evaluated with a new lens.  In her new book, 

Taking the Lead, Betsy Meyers said, “Successful leaders understand that if we don’t lead 

consciously, it’s easy to repeat patterns that could be keeping us from achieving the 

results we are hoping for” (p.10).   

The purpose of the study was to investigate the role of spirituality in 

superintendents becoming transformational leaders.  The journey toward transformation 

involves superintendents becoming cognizant of the need for change and then 

envisioning what the school could be, instead of seeing things as they currently are.  

Thompson (2005) stated that the greatest strength of any organization is the human spirit; 

thus a superintendent’s role in transforming their school district is a spiritual endeavor.  

Since there is a need for a new paradigm in school leadership and superintendents are 

responsible for transforming the organization, it made sense to investigate spirituality as a 

model to assist superintendents in achieving success.  This research was guided by three 
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research questions.  The findings, implications and summary were also based on the three 

research questions.  They were: 

1. How have superintendents become transformational leaders using spirituality? 

2. What evidence is there in a superintendent’s work life as they relate to the 

eight spiritual principles? 

3. How do superintendents perceive the meaning of spirituality in their work? 

Methodology 

 Creswell (2007) said that qualitative research should be used when the purpose of 

the research looks to explore a particular topic and to hear the voices of the research 

participants.  Creswell (2007) also stated that qualitative research states should be used to 

arrive at a detailed understanding of an issue helping people share their stories.  Since 

spirituality and superintendent leadership was investigated, qualitative research made the 

most sense as a research method.  The decision to use qualitative research was due in part 

to an in-depth review of literature on the topics of spirituality and superintendent 

leadership.  The method for researching spirituality and superintendent leadership must 

have the ability to look at the issues from a thorough perspective and be able to elicit a 

person's perspective and attempt to understand where that perspective comes from so that 

determinations can be made as far as what role spirituality has on their leadership style. 

 Hays (2004) cited that case study research involves a close examination of 

“people, topics, issues or programs" (p.218).  Berg (2007) commented that case studies 

make it possible to investigate phenomenon ranging from simple to complex.  The 

flexibility that case studies afford will give the best opportunity to understand 

superintendents that lead from a spiritual center.  Due to studying six superintendents, a 
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collective case study approach was the best means of arriving at understanding this 

phenomenon.  Berg (2007) called these types of collective case studies comparative 

studies because they are used for the purpose of cross-unit comparison. 

Data Collection 

Participants.   

A total of seventy-eight superintendents from Education Service Centers 3, 16, 

17, 18 and 20 were sent a survey via their school e-mail. The survey was developed using 

the book, The Spiritual Dimension of Leadership: 8 Key Principles of Leading more 

Effectively by Paul Houston and Stephen Sokolow.  The eight principles are: 

1. The Principle of Intention 

2. The Principle of Attention 

3. The Principle of Unique Gifts  

4. The Principle of Gratitude 

5. The Principle of Unique Life Lessons 

6. The Principle of Holistic Perspective 

7. The Principle of Openness 

8. The Principle of Trust. (Houston and Sokolow 2006) 

 

The purpose of the survey was for the superintendents to self-identify themselves 

as spiritual leaders.  The higher the scores on the survey the better, the chances for being 

selected to participate in the research project.  Thirty-two responses were received and, 

from those, the link between spirituality and transformational leadership was reviewed.  

Higher scores on the survey determined which six participants were chosen. 

The six highest scoring superintendents were chosen, called and invited to 

participate in the study.  All but one accepted the invitation.  The one who declined 

retired in June, 2012 and felt like he could not commit the time to the process.  The 

seventh highest ranking superintendent was then contacted, he accepted and the 

participant list was complete.   
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All of the superintendents are currently serving in Texas public schools.  All 

participants are male and all serve in districts in West Texas.  The school districts size 

range from a 5A district to a 1A district and pseudonyms are used to identify the leaders 

thus protecting their anonymity as well as that of their schools.  The leaders are identified 

as John, Joe, Jay, Jacob, Jason and Jeff. 

Data Collection Methods.   

The six superintendents were interviewed three times each using an in-depth 

semi-structured interview process that was audio recorded.  Each recorded interview was 

transcribed verbatim.  The interviews all took place individually and privately at the 

superintendent’s office.  Each interview was scheduled to last from forty-five to sixty 

minutes each.  An interview protocol was used to assist both the researcher and the 

participant before and during the interview process.  The interview protocol was sent 

prior to each interview so that the participants could familiarize themselves with the 

research questions and the subsequent questions that would be used to answer the main 

research question.  This procedure was beneficial because it allowed for an opportunity 

for the participants to read the questions prior to the interviews and formulate questions 

that needed to be clarified prior to beginning the interviews.   

Findings 

Research Question # 1: How have superintendents become transformational leaders 

using spirituality? 

 The following were the findings of research question number one: 

A. Familial Influence 

B. Professional Influence 
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C. Childhood Experiences 

D. Adulthood Experiences 

E. Spirituality Defined by Participants 

F. Event(s) That Impacted Participant’s Lives 

G. Participants’ Transformed Practices 

 

 Every participant reported that they used spiritual principles in their leadership 

practice.  The focus of this first section is how the participants became transformational 

leaders using spirituality.  The research revealed themes that emerged from the interviews 

with the six participants.  The themes that emerged from the research were influences 

they have had, lived experiences, the manner in which the participants viewed spirituality 

or defined spirituality, event(s) that have impacted their lives and how the participants’ 

practices have been transformed.  Their accounts gave insight into the findings from the 

research that came from the interviews. 

Familial Influence.  The participants all spoke about the influence their family 

had on them growing up.  They all related how family members influenced their spiritual 

development.  While each participant had different accounts, the similarity among all six 

participants was that their parents were their main influence   

Four out of the six participants began by first mentioning their moms, but all six 

mentioned their parents as being influential in their lives.  One of the participants also 

mentioned an older brother that had a huge influence on him spiritually.  He said that his 

older brother challenged him and was influential in his spiritual growth.  One of the 

participants was adopted; but, even he mentioned his adoptive parents as being very 
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influential in his spiritual development.  He said his home growing up was a very 

spiritual place.  Two of the participants mentioned grandparents. One participant recalled 

his grandfather being very influential during his formative years.  He remembered his 

grandfather constantly giving him life advice.  Another participant remembered both 

grandparents as being very influential people in his life; they were very close and always 

made sure they gave him a lot of support.  One participant mentioned his wife as being 

very influential.  He commented that he and his wife are very compatible because they 

are even keel.   

Professional Influence.  Each participant spoke about those that had an influence 

on them professionally.  Some of the participants used the words “mentor” or “role 

model” to refer to those that had an influence on them.   

The two participants viewed their professional influence as their mentor or role 

model and both still have a relationship with them to this day.  One participant said that 

their mentor has been part of his life since he was a young boy.  As a matter of fact, the 

mentor was the participant’s Sunday school teacher and high school football coach.  

Later, this participant became a superintendent and provided an example of leading via 

spirituality.  He mentioned that he respected his mentor so much, that he even tried to 

emulate him when he first entered education as a teacher.  The other participant met his 

mentor while pursuing his master’s degree.  This person influenced the participant’s 

thinking by providing an example of how a Godly person can live, work and deal with 

other people in an educational system and really make a difference.  The participant 

remains in contact with his mentor and still has a relationship with him. 
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The other participants mentioned a principal, a coach, an athletic director and 

their father as having had an influence on them professionally.  One of the participants 

mentioned his mentor was the principal that he had while he was teaching middle school.  

The principal saw leadership qualities in the participant that he had not realized he had.  

He said it came as a surprise to him when she encouraged him to pursue his master’s 

degree because, at the time, he was completely content teaching and coaching.  He also 

said that she had noticed his passion for education and had pointed out to him that he 

should think about becoming a principal.  Another participant talked about his high 

school basketball coach and how there are things he learned from the coach that he still 

uses.  He mentioned three things that his coach taught him; he learned about having 

patience, pride and poise.  These three qualities still assist him as a superintendent and he 

credited his coach for instilling the importance of each characteristic.   

The third participant spoke about an athletic director he had right before he 

became an administrator.  He remembered how his athletic director lived out his beliefs 

more than the things he said.  His influence remained strong because he still referred to 

his example of how “you do not always have to talk about what you are going to do, it is 

more important to do it.”  The last participant spoke about his dad and the influence he 

had on him choosing a career that would make a difference.  This stemmed from early on 

in the participant’s life and the conversations he had with his father; his dad would 

engage him and his brother in talks about life and the meaning of life.  During those 

conversations, the topic of what would they choose as a career would come up and how it 

was important to choose a career that would was meaningful and would make a 

difference in others’ lives. 
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Childhood Experiences. An understanding was gained of each participant’s life 

by delving into their background and listening to their stories they shared about their 

childhood.  The participants opened the door to their past, and each one talked about 

things they remembered that shaped their character and framed their beliefs.   

Five of the six participants mentioned growing up in small towns.  Many of the 

participants who mentioned growing up in a small town also spoke about having small 

town values.  One participant said that he had a protected upbringing.  Going to church is 

also an important aspect in most small towns, and most of the participants spoke about 

having experiences at church.  One of the participants mentioned that, even at school, his 

teachers and coaches expressed their spiritual beliefs at school; so, the influence of 

spiritual things was not just at church on Sunday’s, but also witnessed on a daily basis by 

observing teachers at school.   

Two participants spoke about growing up very disadvantaged.  This aspect of 

their childhood has impacted them from the standpoint that they are sensitive to the needs 

of students who have social needs not just academic needs.  They understand that 

education does provide a way out of poverty and they want to provide a way for their 

students in similar situations. 

Adult Experiences.  The participants were open when discussing their 

experiences they had as adults in relation to this research study.  The accounts they told 

gave insight into their backgrounds.  

Three participants spoke about their journey into administration.  The other three 

participants spoke about specific events that have occurred and the related impacted.  The 

three participants who spoke about how they became administrators all said that 
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becoming an administrator had never really entered their minds.  One of the participants 

said, growing up in Iowa, he did not even know what a superintendent was or what they 

did.  The road to becoming an administrator for all three, as they look back on it, was 

meant to be.  At the time, they did not intend to go into administration.  Two of the 

participants had aspirations of becoming head coaches; one of them wanted to be a head 

basketball coach and the other one wanted to be a head football coach, but their paths did 

not lead that way.  The third participant simply was content with teaching and coaching 

the rest of his career.   The first of the participants had an encounter with his middle 

school principal who encouraged him to go back to school and obtain his master’s degree 

and become a principal.  The second participant was approached by his superintendent 

who offered him a job to become an assistant principal, and the third felt it was time to go 

back to school and work on his administrative degree because he felt one day he might 

need it to become an athletic director.  All three became administrators even though they 

never thought about the position.  One of the participants said that he even fought it for 

three years even when he felt God calling him to go into administration.   

The other three participants talked about specific experiences they had that 

impacted their lives.  One of the participants talked about a student that taught him early 

in his teaching career that he could do things differently and still achieve success.  He had 

a student who was 20 years old, three years younger than him, who had just gotten out of 

prison.  He said that he soon found out that the student had learning difficulties and he 

was going to have to do things differently with him.  He adjusted his teaching and soon 

the student was having success.  He learned a big lesson that year; he could still have 

success with students that are unconventional, he just had to search for what works.  The 
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second participant went through a series of student suicides while he was superintendent.  

He learned that he just had to be open and listen to those that were hurting at the moment.  

He also learned that he could not wait until something big blew up.  He had to have his 

culture set.  He said that a culture where everyone was open to listening and 

communicates clearly was essential.   

The third participant left education for eleven years and started a business with his 

older brother.  They made a lot of money but he needed something with a higher purpose 

than making money.  He sold the company and came back to education.  He was much 

more fulfilled.  He said this was what he was made to do. 

Superintendents Define Spirituality.  This section details the participant’s 

definition of spirituality.  Spirituality, as Parker (1994) said, is one of the vaguest words 

in our language.  To make sense of the word spirituality, the participants related it to what 

they were familiar with, their religious beliefs.  Each participant considered themselves a 

Christian and thus their definition of spirituality was directly influenced by Christianity. 

Four out of the six participants mentioned being servants or having a servant’s 

heart when talking about spirituality.  They made references to being a superintendent 

who was here to serve others, and that was important to them to put others’ before 

themselves.  They had to be a servant leader.  Education was a calling and that calling 

was to serve the community, staff and students.  They had to have a sense of empathy, 

and put themselves in other’s shoes.   

The other two participants spoke about spirituality impacting them in terms of 

their actions.  One of the participants talked about spirituality affecting him in the way he 
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treated people and how he responded to them.  The other participant spoke about how 

spirituality gave meaning and value to people and also to what he did as a superintendent.   

All the superintendents saw spirituality as a way to express who they are and also 

as a means to assist others they came in contact with at their district.  Spirituality for the 

participants gave them a way to communicate their beliefs in a salient manner. 

Events that Impacted the Participants Lives.  Each participant spoke candidly 

about events in their lives that have impacted their lives. 

Three participants talked about it in terms of a journey or as one participant put it, 

“a culmination of things.”  One participant said he learned from others he has worked 

with; he learned things both good and bad and has taken things away from both 

perspectives.  Another participant also talked about learning from several people ranging 

from childhood to when he was an administrator.  He specifically mentioned his 

predecessor and how he saw that being autocratic would not work, so he decided that he 

would not be that type of superintendent.  The third participant talked about evolving 

from being insecure as a child to coming to an understanding that he needed people 

around him to get things done and he needed others to help him.   

The other three participants mentioned different events that had an impact on 

them.  One participant said that two individuals had an impact on him and his career.  

They both encouraged him and both opened his mind to see things differently.  He 

credited them for changing his viewpoints and beliefs about education.  The second 

participant spoke about being challenged to better himself as an educator.  He said he was 

satisfied being average until one day an administrator challenged him and called him out 

and told him he was not being good enough.  From that day forward, his journey to being 
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a life-long learner began.  The third participant recalled seeing leaders that he did not find 

much to admire about because they were not leading using spiritual principles.  That 

recognition inspired him to become a superintendent.  He wanted to become a 

superintendent so he could lead via spiritual principles. 

Participants’ Transformed Practices.  The participants spoke about their 

transformed practices.  Each participant had different things that changed about how they 

led and what led up to that change.   

For change to occur there needs to be something that happens that leads up to that 

change.  For each participant, something happened in their lives that resulted in a change 

in their leadership style.  One of the participants was influenced by another person seeing 

leadership qualities in him when he did not even think he wanted to be an administrator.  

He stated he had purpose and led with passion and could not imagine doing anything else.  

Another participant preached family to his staff.  This came from years of studying 

different leadership styles and deciding what worked best for him.  Another one was 

influenced by his predecessor and what he witnessed him doing.  He decided that being 

autocratic was not effective, so he changed the culture to be more collaborative and 

listened to the people in the organization.   

Another participant talked about how he changed because one day he was told he 

was not doing a good job teaching.  That realization made him reflect and change what he 

was doing and then he thrived on continuous learning and wanted to be the best at what 

he does.  One of the participants grew up very insecure.  Because of that experience, he 

realized that he needed a team to assist him to accomplish anything.  He utilized all the 

people around him to do what needed to be done for the good of students.  The last 
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participant recognized one day that there was a lack of leaders using spirituality and he 

decided he wanted to lead this way.  He became a superintendent and then he used 

spiritual principles. 

Research Question #2: What evidence is there in a superintendent’s work life as 

they relate to the eight spiritual principles? 

 The following were the findings of research question number two: 

A. Day-to-Day Praxis of a Spiritually Centered Superintendent 

B. Superintendent Experiences Relating to the Eight Spiritual Principles 

C. The Role the Eight Spiritual Principles Had in Assisting 

Superintendents in Becoming Transformational Leaders 

D. Obstacles/Struggles in Leading Through Spirituality 

Research question number two looked at providing evidence in a superintendent’s 

work life to see if spirituality was actually evident in their leadership practice.  The 

questions asked were intended to elicit responses to gather data that would give some 

proof that spiritual principles were taking place in a superintendent’s leadership practice. 

 Day-to-Day Praxis of a Spiritually Centered Superintendent.  Most of the 

participants spoke about the importance of building relationships or developing 

relationships as a major aspect of what they do.  Making connections with people in the 

organization and also people in the community was important to the participants because 

that was how relationships thrive and were sustained.  As a superintendent, connecting 

with people was essential because that was how one was able to see things from their 

perspective and was able to lead and be successful with a wide array of different 

viewpoints.   
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 Another point that was made was the aspect of prayer and praying on a daily 

basis.  The participants used prayer for guidance to help them as they led.  The 

participants also spoke about how actions and the things said and done impact 

effectiveness as a role model .One participant stated that he had to be careful what he said 

because people were always watching and listening. He had to speak like the leader.   

Eight Spiritual Principles: Principle of Intention, Attention, Unique Gifts 

Gratitude, Unique Life Lessons, Holistic Perspective, Openness, and Trust. The 

participants spoke about each spiritual principle individually and how the spiritual 

principles assisted them, influenced them and even challenged them, as they led on a 

daily basis.  The findings proved to be very insightful because it provided a framework 

from which both the researcher and the participant could work from to better understand 

how spirituality assisted superintendents in becoming transformational in their work.  It 

provided a lens from which to look through to be able to see things that the 

superintendents had been doing and then it gave it a name.   

For example, when discussing the principle of unique life lessons, the participants 

each had their own stories and each one used their story as they led.  They felt it was 

important to tell their story to their staffs and then they could use this term to encourage 

others to tell their stories because they believed that it was such a powerful tool for a 

leader.  Everyone has a story and when it is used with intention, it can be used to further 

the goals of the district. 

 The eight spiritual principles were also very beneficial for the participants 

because they allowed each participant time to reflect on the principles and engage their 

own thoughts concerning what each principle meant to them.  The participants could then 
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could turn around and use them with intention with their own staffs.  The principle of 

intention really resonated with each participant because of how busy the life of a 

superintendent gets on a daily basis.  As they talked about the principle of intention, the 

participants were able to think about the reasons they do what they do and it proved for a 

very engaging interview session.  The intention behind their actions all were about other 

people.  They were passionate about their staffs, the community, and especially the 

students that attended their district.  Every participant was very passionate about wanting 

to do a great job; not for recognition, but because they understood that it was important 

that students get a quality education.  They understood that their job was very important.  

They tie the principle of intention and the principle of attention together.  They talked 

about attention and the things they pay attention to.  They were cognizant of that because 

their day was so busy they must be intentional with their time and the things they pay 

attention to.   

The Role the Eight Spiritual Principles Had in Assisting Superintendents in 

Becoming Transformational Leaders.  The participants spoke about different spiritual 

principles and how they had assisted them in becoming transformational leaders.  One of 

the participants pointed out that it, just like the principle of unique life lessons, the 

spiritual principles have assisted them in becoming a transformational leader.  Each 

participant has gone through different leadership challenges and has had different 

experiences and thus has needed different tools along the way.   

No two participant’s story has been exactly alike.  Thus, the participants have 

needed different spiritual principles at different times.  One participant said he has relied 

on some spiritual principles more than others and he goes back and revisits some at 
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different times of the year.  It is clear that each spiritual principle has been advantageous 

to each participant at some point in their career, depending where they were and what 

they needed at the time.  Most of the participants chose trust because that was one that 

seemed to be universally needed to be an effective leader no matter the situation or 

circumstance. 

Obstacles/Struggles in Leading Through Spirituality.  Most of the participants 

spoke of internal struggles where they struggled with being human.  Our humanity 

getting in the way of doing the right thing seemed to be an obstacle for the participants.  

The fight that goes on inside the soul of man was one that was often neglected and 

dismissed but was pointed out by the participants.  One of the participants said he fought 

with his selfishness, bad attitude and just being human. Another participant described his 

struggle by saying that he fought himself wanting to do everything his way because he 

was a controlling person.  The other struggles mentioned were with other people.  A 

participant said he struggled against apathy and negativity.  Another participant 

mentioned that he struggled against people not wanting to buy in to the vision and having 

their own agenda. 

Research Question #3: How do superintendents perceive the meaning of spirituality 

in their work? 

 The following were the findings to research question number three: 

A. Superintendents Discuss the Meaning of Spirituality 

B. Superintendents Discuss How Spirituality Assists Them in Being 

Successful Leaders 

C. Superintendents Discuss the Purpose of Leading Through Spirituality 
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D. Superintendents Discuss Transformation Through Spirituality 

 The last research question asked the participants think about the meaning of 

spirituality in relation to their work.  What does spirituality mean to them?  They 

previously had been asked to define spirituality but then the question changed direction 

and asked to know what it meant to them in relation to their work life.   

 Superintendents Discuss the Meaning of Spirituality.  All the participants 

talked about spirituality being something that was an internal force that drives their 

actions.  Some of the participants mentioned connecting with their spirituality through 

prayer.  When they prayed the felt empowered to act.  The participants also talked about 

their spirituality being a guide that assisted them during times of difficulty and kept them 

focused on the task at hand.  They talked about spirituality in terms of an energy that kept 

them moving forward and helped them to be positive, even when things were not looking 

very positive.  One of the participants said it was something greater than himself and a 

belief of a presence in his life that was so much bigger than himself.  Another participant 

described it this way; he said it was serving something greater than the present, 

connecting people and helping find common ground where people could be motivated 

together to pursue common interests.  Another participant said it was a passion that 

resided inside of him that operated in him to encourage others, to inspire people, to build 

trust; it came from an energy that was inside of him. 

Superintendents Discuss How Spirituality Assists Them in Being Successful 

Leaders.  The participants discussed how spirituality assisted them in being successful 

leaders.  The participants viewed spirituality as a force that drove them in different areas 

of their leadership practice.  For example, one participant said he was very passionate 
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about seeing students being authentically engaged, and another participant said he was 

driven to build relationships because he knew that being a superintendent was a very 

people oriented position and connecting with people was important.  Another participant 

considered others’ success important.  So, he worked hard to insure that others were 

successful by empowering them and making sure that they were positioned to be 

successful.  All the participants spoke about how spirituality helped them know 

themselves and, by knowing themselves they, could be themselves and lead more 

effectively because they could be authentic with those they led.   

Superintendents Discuss the Purpose of Leading Through Spirituality.  The 

participants discussed why they led using spiritual principles.  Most of the participants 

pointed out that leading via spiritual principles fit with who they were and allowed them 

to do what they were most comfortable doing as a leader.  One of the participants stated 

that it gave him a way to be a principled leader.  Another participant commented that it 

allowed him to have a positive influence on people around him.  The term honorable 

purpose was used by one of the participants when talking about the reason he led in this 

manner, which encapsulated the overall feeling of the participants.  The participants felt 

proud of what they do and they felt like it was something they were meant to do.  It was 

more than just a job for them.  It was a calling.  It had a true purpose, one that had 

meaning.   

Superintendents Discuss Transformation Through Spirituality.  The 

participants all spoke about wanting to continue down the path of transformation.  

While, they all felt they were on the right path, none of them thought they had arrived at 

the final spot.  They spoke about transformation being a process and while each 
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participant talked about being at different locations on the transformation journey, they 

all were comfortable with the idea that spiritual principles would assist them in 

progressing toward their goals.   

Every participant did speak of transformations that had occurred during their 

tenures at their schools.  For example, one participant spoke about moving from a very 

compliant organization to a more collaborative district.  He attributed this to bringing 

people together and as a spiritual leader he tapped into the people’s desire to want to 

improve.  Another participant spoke about building trust among the school and the 

community.  He talked about it in terms of building bridges and trying to understand the 

needs of the community and having the community understand the needs of the school.  

Yet another participant credited leading through spiritual principles as a helping tool in 

the transformation process.  He said leading through spiritual principles has hooked 

more people in the community and they were more trusting of the school than they used 

to be.   

Limitations of the Study 

By far, the biggest limitation of the study was the term spirituality and the many 

definitions that it has in literature.  Hoppe (2007) said that spirituality is as mysterious 

and elusive as the wind.  Palmer (1994) added that spirituality is a very hard concept to 

pin down and that it is one of the vaguest words in our language.  So, trying to investigate 

spirituality and have six participants define and make meaning of the term was difficult. 

So, a definite limitation was the generalizability and transferability of the study.  Also, 

there were only six participants, who were from one location, West Texas.  This also 

hindered the study.  Another limitation of the study was that all the participants were 
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male and there were no female participants.  The female perspective was not included, 

thus leaving out an important voice that could have added insight.  Another limitation 

was that the researcher is a superintendent.  Thus, studying other superintendents could 

have influenced responses from participants and a loss of objectivity could have 

occurred. 

Implications 

Even though the study had its limitations, the study does have meaningful 

implications for practicing superintendents who want to transform their leadership 

practice.  The findings show that leaders who desire to impact their districts can 

implement a framework that employs spiritual principles into their daily leadership 

praxis.  The findings prove that superintendents who use spirituality in their leadership 

practice are able to transform their schools by using spiritual principles to guide them in 

making decisions, focus on the most important aspect of educating our youth, engage all 

stakeholders and create a vision for excellence that moves a district towards equitable 

outcomes for all children.  The status quo reality of education in our country is not 

acceptable for most superintendents who are driven by an inner compass that is student 

centered.  This is why a study of this magnitude is so appealing and important to those 

who wish to have a different way to lead.  Leading through spirituality provides 

superintendents a new paradigm, a shift in thinking and a lens through which new 

possibilities can be explored where students will be freed from the perils of social 

injustice and educators will have license to enjoy making connections with other 

professionals.  The catalyst for this change is the superintendent who has been 

transformed by the principles found in spirituality. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

This study focused on six male participants who served as superintendents of 

public schools in West Texas.  It looked at the role that spirituality played in assisting the 

participants becoming transformational leaders.  The study could be broadened to 

examine female superintendents; it could also look at assistant superintendents or other 

central office administrators.  The topic could even take a broader view and widen the 

scope and look at principals and assistant principals and even venture into the classroom.  

There is really no limit to the possibilities where spirituality and school leadership could 

go.  Since this is a relatively new topic in schools, the research is limited and thus the 

need for more research into spiritual leadership in schools is needed.  The topic is quiet 

popular in the business world and it has been researched much more in that arena.   

Summary 

This qualitative, collective case study examined six superintendents who currently 

serve school districts in West Texas.  They represented a big school, 5A, to a small 

school, 1A, and all in between.  The participants averaged over twenty years experience 

in education and all have been administrators for several years.  The study provided 

insight into the participants’ backgrounds and gave details on how the superintendents 

came to the point of leading through spiritual principles.  Through the data gathered, it 

was clear the participants lived experiences and influences had much to do with the 

development of how they came to view and define spirituality and also what they came to 

believe about education.   

The literature concerning spirituality especially where Thompson (2005)  said that 

“spirituality is a state of mind or consciousness that enables one to perceive deeper levels 
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of experience, meaning, values, and purpose” (p.5) was the closest match to the 

participants views concerning spirituality.  Each participant spoke about spirituality 

enabling them to have experiences were rich and meaningful and that impacted them and 

influenced them to this day.  They communicated how their spirituality gave meaning to 

their existence not only as human beings but also gave meaning to their vocation as 

superintendents.  They spoke about the purpose of leading through spirituality and even 

called it an “Honorable Purpose.” 

    In conclusion, the findings of this study revealed the six participants led 

through spirituality and used spiritual principles to transform not only their school 

districts but also their leadership styles.  The participants affirmed using the eight 

spiritual principles as presented in the book, The Spiritual Dimension of Leadership: 8 

Key Principles of Leading more Effectively by Paul Houston and Stephen Sokolow.  The 

principles are: 

1.   The Principle of Intention 

2. The Principle of Attention 

3. The Principle of Unique Gifts 

4. The Principle of Gratitude 

5. The Principle of Unique Life Lessons 

6. The Principle of Holistic Perspective 

7. The Principle of Openness 

8. The Principle of Trust. (Houston and Sokolow 2006) 

 

The evidence of these principles being present in the participants’ leadership 

praxis came from the participants’ accounts of their daily routines as superintendents. 

This study also showed that spirituality played a role in the participants becoming 

transformational leaders by them discussing their daily leadership actions.   

One universal spiritual principle that the participants relied heavily on was the 

principle of trust.  One participant felt so strongly about the importance of trust that he 



 Texas Tech University, Steven Saldivar, December 2012 

166 

 

said, “I don’t know how you can do this job without trust.  Trust is very important.”  

Thompson (2005) also pointed out the importance of trust: 

In the absence of trust, new ideas and possibilities for improvement get 

minimized or even closed out.  But where trust is present, there’s an openness that 

allows for connections with new ideas, approaches, or possibilities, as well as 

connections with colleagues and a corresponding willingness to form 

collaborative relationships.  And most importantly, these conditions have 

considerable influence on the quality of teaching and learning. (p.51) 

 

Houston and Sokolow (2006) added that trust is the fundamental spiritual principle of 

leadership and that it may be the foundation on which everything else is built on.  

Another participant stressed that trust was essential element in getting everyone on the 

same page when it came to participating and buying into the school district’s vision and 

core beliefs. He said: 

You have to get out in front of the people and communicate your vision.  You 

don’t keep that to yourself.  You communicate your vision and that creates trust 

and direction within the organization telling people this is where we are going. 

 

He went on to comment that when people comprehend the direction the organization is 

headed they can say, “Now I understand my part in this, I can push forward in whatever 

capacity.  I am related to this vision; that drives from a sense of trust.” 
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APPENDIX B: Survey 

 

Gender (please circle)   Male  Female 

 

District Designation (Please Circle)  1A 2A 3A 4A 5A 

 

____    Age 

 

____ Total years’ experience in education 

 

____ Years in current position 

 

Complete the following questions based on how you will act (or have acted) in a typical 

work or school situation.  Use the following scale: 

 

1     --     2      --     3     --       4      --     5 

Disagree             Agree 

 

_____1. I write, declare and visualize what my intentions are for whatever initiatives that 

the district is going through. 

_____ 2. I communicate what my intentions for the district are by creating a strategic 

vision that paints a picture of the qualities, attitudes, and skills you want to see in the 

young people educated in your district. 

_____3. I set aside time to think about what I would like to create. 

_____4. I demonstrate through my actions what the priorities of the system are. 

_____5. I spend my “doing” time on those things that are going to have the biggest 

payoff for children and for the professional growth of the staff. 

_____6. I am always on the lookout for the unique gifts and talents of those in my 

organization. 

_____7. I take time to learn what people are good at and what interests them. 

_____8. I empower people by enabling them to use their unique gifts and talents. 

_____9. I take time to reflect about what it means to be grateful; what I am grateful for; 

to whom I am grateful; why I am grateful and ways I can express my gratitude. 

______10. I broaden my view of progress to include progress in terms of human spirit, 

progress in terms of openness, and progress in terms of creativity. 

_____11. As I identify a problem, I then ask myself what opportunities are do I have as a 

result of this problem. 

_____12. In a group setting, I ask my staff not to focus on solving a given problem but 

instead to focus on the opportunities embedded in the problem for good things to emerge. 

_____13. I remind people that they are part of something that is greater than any one of 

us. 

_____14. I create connections that cut across interest groups, such as providing an 

opportunity for groups of students to talk with administrators and board members. 

_____15. I  model openness and employ open, honest communications. 
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_____16. I create transparency by letting people know what is under consideration and 

providing some legitimate process for review and input. 

_____17. I am mindful that making mistakes is allows me to learn, grow, and move 

forward in becoming a better leader. 

_____18. In an area where I am trying to grow as a leader, I declare my intentions and 

invite feedback from others regarding my progress. 

_____19. I tell my staff that I believe that trust is an important principle of leadership and 

that I want to foster trust throughout the organization. 

 

Contact Information: 

 

Name: _________________________ 

 

Cell Phone ______________________ 

 

Email ____________________________ 
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APPENDIX C: Informed Consent 

 

Title of Research: The Role of Spirituality in Superintendents becoming 

Transformational Leaders 

 

Primary Investigator: Dr. Sylvia Mendez-Morse, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, 

Texas 

 

Co-Investigator: Steven Saldivar 

 

Purpose and Explanation of Procedures: The intent of this qualitative case study will 

be to gain insight into a relatively new research topic.  Steven Saldivar, a doctoral 

candidate in Educational leadership at Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas, led by 

Dr. Sylvia Mendez-Morse, Dissertation Chair is supervising this study on the role of 

spirituality in superintendents becoming transformational leaders. 

 

There will be three interviews which will take approximately 45 minutes each. The 

questions will cover life history, work history and what spirituality means to them. With 

participants’ permission, the interviews will be audio taped and later transcribed for the 

purpose of data analysis only.  Follow up phone or electronic mail conversations may be 

conducted for verification and clarification.   

 

Benefits of the Study: The anticipated benefits of the study include identifying ways that 

superintendents use spiritual principles in becoming transformational leaders in school 

districts. 

 

Risks and Discomforts: There are no risks or discomforts anticipated from your 

participation in the study. Potential risks or discomforts are no more than those that may 

occur during the normal course of everyday living. 

 

Confidentiality: The information gathered during this study will remain confidential in a 

locked cabinet in my home during this project. Only the researcher and Dr. Sylvia 

Mendez-Morse of Texas Tech University will have access to the study data and 

information. There will not be any identifying names on the field notes or tapes and 

participants’ names will not be available to anyone. The notes and/or tapes will be 

destroyed at the completion of the study. The results of the research will be published in 

the form of a dissertation and may be published in a professional journal or presented at 

professional meetings. The information will help school superintendents better 

understand how spiritual principles may be useful in becoming transformational leaders. 

 

Participation: Participation in this study is completely voluntary. 

 

Questions: I am happy to answer any questions that you may have about the study. You 

may contact me at 432 213 6083 (cell phone); at 432 264 3600 (Big Spring ISD) or at 

ssaldivar@bsisd.esc18.net or Dr. Sylvia Mendez-Morse may also be contacted at 806-
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741-1997, ext. 367 or at sylvia.mendez-morse@ttu.edu  For questions about your rights 

as a subject, please contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the 

Protection of Human Subjects, Office of Research Studies, Texas Tech University, 

Lubbock, Texas, 79409 or you may call 806-742-3884. 

 

Agreement: This agreement states that you have received a copy of this informed 

consent. Your signature below indicates that you agree to participate in this study.  

 

_________________________  _______________________ 

 Signature of Subject    Date   

 

 

_________________________ 

Subject Name (Printed) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This informed consent expires on January 31, 2013 
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APPENDIX D: Interview 1 Protocol 

Interview 1: Life History 

How have superintendents become transformational leaders using spirituality? 

1. Think about your life from childhood and talk about your experiences that 

resulted in you or influenced you in becoming a superintendent leading 

through spirituality?  Include family, friends, neighbors, and teachers, anyone 

who influenced your development in this area.  How did you come to where 

you are today? 

2. How do you define spirituality?  Think of your definition in terms that does 

not include religion. 

3. Describe specific events in your career or outside your work life that impacted 

you and/or influenced you in choosing to lead via spiritual principles. 

4. How did these events transform the way you viewed what you did as an 

educator/leader? 

5. How did this transformation effect your decision to lead via spirituality? 

6. You may add anything you feel that is pertinent to this section that may add 

completeness in understanding why you lead by spiritual principles. 
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APPENDIX E: Interview 2 Protocol 

Interview 2: Details of work experience 

What evidence is there in a superintendent’s work life as they relate to the eight spiritual 

principles? 

1. With as much detail as possible, tell me about your experiences on a daily 

basis about your leadership as spiritual centered leader.  Give examples of 

how you practice spirituality as a leader. 

2. Reconstruct your work experiences as a spiritual leader as they relate to co-

workers and other stakeholders.  How do your experiences relate to the eight 

spiritual principles? 

3. How have the eight spiritual principles assisted you in becoming a 

transformational leader? 

4. What obstacles or struggles have you encountered along the way as you have 

led through spirituality? 
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APPENDIX F: Interview 3 Protocol 

Interview 3:  The meaning of spirituality 

How do superintendents perceive the meaning of spirituality in their work? 

1. Thinking about spirituality, what does it mean to you? 

2. In your work as superintendent, how has leading through spirituality assisted 

in becoming more successful? 

3. What do you see the purpose of leading through spirituality? 

4. Has leading through spirituality transformed your district?  If so, How? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


