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A national survey shows suburban superintendents face more
political tensions than leaders in other districts.
By Rachel S. White, Michael P. Evans, & Joel R. Malin

he song, “Little Boxes,” made famous by Pete Seeger
in 1963, is a political commentary on the perceived
lack of diversity and conformist attitudes within
suburbia. The satirical lyrics describe “little boxes

made of ticky tacky,” as well as a shared middle-class affin-
ity for golf, summer camp, and dry martinis. Each stanza
concludes with some variation of “And they all look just
the same.”
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These lyrics may have been accurate in the 1960s, but the
suburbs in the 21st century are no longer so homogenous. The
suburbs have become more economically, racially, and polit-
ically diverse, a trend that has accelerated since the onset of
the pandemic (Chang & Atkins Stohr, 2022). According to U.S.
Census data, within every major racial group, the majority now
live in suburbs; and the majority of youth in suburban areas
are now students of color (Frey, 2022). Additionally, people
fled high-population-density areas during the pandemic. As
work arrangements became more flexible, suburban regions
saw “explosive growth” (Chun etal., 2022; Henderson, 2022).

Diversification of the suburbs has also shifted their political
allegiances. Rural areas are reliably Republican, and urban
areas overwhelmingly vote for Democrats. The suburbs have
become swing districts with actual swing voters (Sosnick,
2022). More specifically, suburban areas with higher popu-
lation density are more likely to host competitive political
races (Montgomery & Florida, 2018). Strategists in both major
political parties recognize the political value of these areas,
often targeting campaign advertisements toward suburban
voters (e.g., Chinni & Zitner, 2020; Mutnick, 2022). Politicians
such as Virginia Gov. Glenn Youngkin and Florida Gov. Ron
DeSantis have brought the fight for suburbia’s vote into
our public schools (Cohen, 2022; Gabriel & Igielnik, 2022;
Milligan, 2021).

Tension over culture wars

Public schools have become the de facto barometer of
national emotion, taking center stage for many of the ongo-
ing culture war debates. These debates include pandemic
policy disputes and the supposed teaching of critical race
theory (CRT)in schools. More broadly, the disagreements are
about how educators should be teaching about our nation’s
past; if and how educators should address diversity, equity,
and inclusion; and the acceptability of certain curricular
materials (Kumashiro, 2021; Malin & Lubienski, 2022).

Over the past two years, we have seen numerous incidents
of school officials being threatened and school board meet-
ings erupting into chaos (Reilly, 2022). Indeed, such disputes
were so intense that, in September 2021, the National School
Board Association appealed to federal policy makers to act
“regarding threats and acts of violence” against public school
district officials, educators, and school board members. Even
this step proved to be contentious — illustrating the difficulty
of balancing the need to ensure the safety of school officials
and staff with the imperative to empower parents to voice
their opinions on how their children are educated.

We recently conducted a nationwide survey to learn more
about the experiences of superintendents as they attempt to
lead districts through these contentious times. We sent the
survey to approximately 12,500 K-12 public school superin-
tendents and included questions focused on local politics and
school board relations, mental health, and leadership lessons.
Our goal was to explore the following question: How do the

AT A GLANCE

- Authors conducted a national survey to find
out how the local political experiences of
superintendents of districts in rural, suburban,
and urban areas differ.

- Suburban superintendents reported the most
contentious political environments.

- The more political battles superintendents
engage in, the less time they have to lead on
educational issues.

- Political tensions affect superintendents’ mental
health and well-being.

local political experiences of superintendents of districts in
rural, suburban, and urban areas differ?

Our response rate was approximately 8%, comparable to
other national superintendent surveys. In all, 944 superinten-
dents agreed to participate, and 872 completed the full survey,
including 316 (about one-third) who indicated their district
was suburban. Although no publicly available national super-
intendent demographic data are readily available, when we
compared our respondents to those of a national database on
superintendent gender (White, 2022) and reports from AASA,
The School Superintendents Association, we saw close align-
ment on most dimensions. Therefore, we suggest our results
can be cautiously generalized to the broader population of
U.S. superintendents.

Suburban superintendents reported having significantly
more experience as a superintendent than rural and urban
superintendents and were significantly less likely to be
serving as interim or acting superintendents. Additionally,
suburban superintendents as a group are more gender and
racially diverse than rural superintendents, but less so than
urban superintendents. Suburban superintendents are more
likely to identify as Democrats, particularly when compared
to rural superintendents.

Our survey has the potential for respondent bias, particu-
larly because it was voluntary. Superintendents who took the
survey may have certain experiences, beyond their demo-
graphics, that made them more or less likely to volunteer to
participate. Those experiences may not be representative
of the full population. They do, however, give us a sense of
how political contentiousness is affecting the work of many
suburban superintendents.

Different place, different politics
Superintendents in our survey indicated that contentious
political issues are pervasive in their districts. However,
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The more political battles a
superintendent must engage
N, the less time they are able
to spend engaging in the
work that brought them to
the position: providing the
best education for students in
their community.

superintendents from rural, suburban, and urban districts
had significantly different perceptions of local school board
relations, the contentiousness of local politics, and commu-
nity support and respect. We found a statistically significant
relationship between superintendents’ district location type
and the extent to which:

o Their most recent school board elections were
contentious.

* They were concerned about what the most recent
school board election may mean for their district.

« They were concerned about the platform or agenda of
at least one candidate for school board.

o Their school board meetings have become more
contentious, and attendance at the meetings has
noticeably increased.

e There has been a substantial increase in the number
of Freedom of Information Act requests their district
received.

« They have felt or been threatened and are aware of at
least one school board member who has felt or been
threatened.

« They are concerned about the spread of inaccurate
information related to their schools and/or decision-
making processes and potential lack of support for
their decisions from parts of the community.

» They feel they are being misunderstood and
misrepresented.

« They have grown concerned about the mental health

and physical well-being of their administrators,
faculty, and staff.
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Suburban superintendents reported the most contentious
political environments on more than two-thirds of the survey
questions. Overall, suburban and urban superintendents have
significantly higher scores on a composite measure of political
contentiousness, compared to rural superintendents.

The statistically significant relationship between super-
intendents’ district location type and these measures is
propelled by differences between suburban and rural super-
intendents, and, in some cases, differences between urban
and rural superintendents. For example, 47% of suburban
and 46% of urban superintendents reported being or feel-
ing threatened, compared to 34% of rural superintendents.
Similarly, 65% of suburban superintendents agreed or
strongly agreed that school board meetings have become
more contentious, compared to 55% of urban superinten-
dents and 47% of rural superintendents.

Ramifications of increasing contentiousness
Whatis the human toll of political contentiousness on super-
intendents? We were struck that 63% of superintendents
shared that over the past two years, they (or people close
to them) have grown worried about their personal mental
health and well-being. Superintendents across district types
(62% of rural, 64% of suburban, and 67% of urban superin-
tendents) shared this concern.

The more political battles a superintendent must engage in,
the less time they are able to spend engaging in the work that
brought them to the position: providing the best education
for students in their community. If superintendents cannot
do this work in their district, they may consider moving on —
either to another district or to another profession altogether.
With this in mind, we also asked superintendents whether
they had sought out a new position within the last two years,
and 26% indicated that they had.

“We're interested in bearing if your ideas align
with the choices we've already made.”
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Rural superintendents had the highest proportion of job
seekers (29%), followed by suburban (23%), then urban (21%)
— though differences across district type were not statistically
significant. We find no statistically significant differences
in seeking out new positions — overall or within location
types — based on gender, race, or political leanings. These
figures are startling given that, for much of this decade, the
superintendent turnover rate hovered around 14%. During
the pandemic, the national superintendent turnover rate
increased to 17% (White, 2022). As such, these figures may
reflect a surge of superintendent turnover in the future.

Perhaps surprisingly, we did not find any significant correla-
tions between superintendents’ intent to look for new posi-
tions and the survey questions focused on contentiousness.
However, our questions concerning trust and respect may
provide some insight into what keeps superintendents in their
jobs. Superintendents were significantly less likely to seek out
a new position when they reported high levels of trust and
respect between themselves and their board; positive relations
with their board president; and trust among administrators,
faculty, and staff.

Networks of support

Overall, our results paint a bleak picture about the stresses
of the superintendency, which aligns with recent findings
from University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) that
focus on increasing stress among principals and teachers
(Rogers et al., 2022; Woo et al., 2022). Regarding super-
intendents, those in suburban districts reported the most
contentious and political environments relative to many of
the dimensions we measured. This highlights the need to
“investinsystemsof support”foreducationalleaderswho,in

the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and a time of racial
reckoning, have recently “led through the hardest moments
of their careers with little to no relief” (Cooper, 2022, p. 73).
If we do not find ways to support superintendents and ease
an increasingly politicized school environment, we could
see serious harm to the superintendency. If school leader-
ship suffers, so will public schools and students.

Superintendents are described as the CEOs of school
districts, projecting an image of a leader surrounded by
a few trusted advisers, but largely working alone. Their
responses to qualitative, free-response questions suggest
that the past two years have taught school leaders how essen-
tial it is to authentically engage with their communities —
emphasizing transparency, communication, and listening
to diverse perspectives. Many superintendents used terms
such as “controlling the message” and “constant and repeti-
tive communication.” One superintendent emphasized “the
degree to which people feel seen and heard is critical to secur-
ing buy-in and commitment to approaches that they may not
actually agree with.” Another superintendent articulated the
importance of documenting rationale for decisions, stating
that “failure to be specific about the reasons for a decision
opens the leader(s) and district up to increasing levels of
criticism.”

When it comes to garnering support, it is not enough to
simply develop a social media presence or hold a commu-
nity forum every so often. Leaders need to be committed
to building networks and to authentic forms of leadership
and community engagement. Particularly in the rapidly
diversifying suburban communities, authentic community
engagement requires strong relationships with diverse stake-
holders (Ishimaru, 2013). Developing strong networks can
help superintendents work toward community goals and
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How can we, as a nation,
engage in critical and
respectful self-governance in
service of our nation’s schools
— an incredible public good?

sustain their work in the face of both internal and external
challenges (Auerbach, 2009).

This work is not easy, of course, especially in a polarized
political environment. Universities can lend their support
and expertise by creating training opportunities that prepare
aspiring superintendents to lead effectively through crises
and political turmoil. Conflict resolution, cultural proficiency,
and capacity-building are among the skills that could benefit
future district leaders. For current superintendents, devel-
oping professional and personal networks of support that
extend throughout and beyond their districts is imperative
(Boudreau, 2022; Cooper, 2022).

Finally, this work should not all fall on superintendents
alone. The current wave of increased political engagement
related to K-12 public education is energy that can and should
be harnessed. Dissent plays an important role in the strength
of a democratic society. However, in many places, particularly
suburban communities, some dissent has been threatening
and even violent. How can we, as a nation, engage in critical
and respectful self-governance in service of our nation’s
schools — an incredible public good? Likely, such an effort
begins one person at a time, actively embracing that, unlike
in the “Little Boxes” lyrics, we are all not the same, but we are
allhuman — including our district leaders. m
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