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ABSTRACT

Due to the heavy dependence upon agriculture in the state of lowa the recession of the early 1980's, when
combined with declining student numbers, has had a profound impact upon education. One consequence of these
economic and social developments has been the growing number of school districts which have shared the
services of a single superintendent. Based upon interviews with 42 of the 44 shared superintendents the authors
were able to shed some light on some of the benefits and hardships associated with this innovative administrative

arrangement.

INTRODUCTION

lowa is a state whose fortunes are inextricably
linked to agriculture. With seven of every ten lowans
involvedin some agriculture related activity, it is easy for
even city dwellers to appreciate the profound effects of
the agricultural recession of the early 1980's. It is not
overly dramatic to say that the social fabric of many
communities was devastated as family firms were fore-
closed. Banks filed for bankruptcy, and small busi-
nesses folded for lack of customers. In this article we
will analyze one of the indirect consequences of this
agricultural recession on education: the advent of the
shared superintendency.

Consideration of demographic data provides a
vivid backdrop against which to view developments
within public education in lowa. The 1980 census
recorded a population of about 2,915,000. The U.S.
Census Bureau estimated the state’s 1987 population
at 2,834,000; a decline of 80,000 people in just seven
years. The Census Bureau projects a further decline of
7.6 percent between 1990 and the year 2000. Concur-
rent with this decline in total population, has been a
declining birth rate. In 1987 the lowest birth rate on
record was registered at 13.2 births per 1000 residents;
10,300 fewer babies were born in 1987 than 1980.

These trends in population demographics have
direct implications for public school environments. Low
birthrates and outmigration have resulted in a continual
decrease in school-age population since it peaked in
the 1969-1970 school year when 659,880 students
were enrolled. In 1987, lowa’s public K-12 enroliment
was 478,859, a loss of over 180,000 students in under
two decades.

While almost every district in the state has been
touched by these declines, rural schools have been hit
hardest. Rural areas, where schools are by nature
smaller, have tended to lose the greatest percentage of
students. A loss of 60 students in a district of only 300
to begin with can be devastating.

Faced with these demographic patterns, lowa
school districts have been re-shaping themselves to
continue to provide high quality educational programs.
Many districts, encouraged by legislative incentives,
are currently sharing grades, teaching staff, and admin-
istrators. Now that suchinitiatives have been underway
for several years, we decided to conduct a detailed
study of the shared superintendency. Qur aim was to
record the first-hand experiences of senior administra-
tors who have been employed simultaneously by two or
more neighboring districts.

In 1986-1987, 22 districts shared a superinten-
dency. In 1987-1988 the number rose to 67. By 1988-

'Robert H. Decker is Associate Professor in The Department of Educational Administration and Counseling, University of

Northern lowa, Cedar Falls, lowa 50614.

2Adrian P. Talbot is Associate Professor in the Department of Psychology, University of Northern lowa, Cedar Falls, lowa

50614.

59



Decker and Talbot

1989 the figure had risen to 88. Of the 44 shared
superintendents in question, 42 agreed to be inter-
viewed to expand the pool of knowledge on this new
administrative phenomenon.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The basic design of the investigation was a quali-
tative study utilizing the structured interview format.
Whenever possible the interview was audio taped for
future reflection by the researchers. Three categories
of shared superintendents were identified fromthe lowa
Department of Education reports: those superinten-
dents who had been shared at one time but were no
longer employed by more than one school district;
those superintendents who were involved in adminis-
trative sharing prior to and including the 1988-89 school
year; and those superintendents who were new to the
shared superintendency for the 1988-89 school year.

A number of the structured interviews were ar-
ranged by appointment and conducted in a conference
room of the lowa School Board Association offices in
conjunction with the lowa School Board Association
Convention. The remaining interviews were conducted
at school sites whenthe researchers and subjects were
able to agree on an appropriate time. The average
interview time was ninety minutes. The shortest inter-
view took forty-five minutes and the longest took two
hours. The study had aresponse rate of 95.4%: 42 out
of 44 identified shared superintendents participated in
the study. One superintendent declined to be inter-
viewed and one superintendent died before the re-
searchers were able to interview him. All of the struc-
tured interviews were conducted during the 1988-89
school year.

The research questions that formed the frame-
work of the investigation were as follows:

1. To what extent, if any, were the motives for
public schoo! districts to enter into a sharing
arrangement financial?

2. What unique challenges have been identified
by superintendents involved in the shared
superintendency?

3. What lessons have been learned for those
who may entertain similar arrangements in
the future?

Shared Superintendency

As the researchers interviewed the subjects, and
upon subsequent analysis of the audio tapes, some
common themes emerged. The remainder of this
article will report those common themes as well as
answer the research questions raised by the investiga-
tors.

REASONS FOR SHARING A
SUPERINTENDENT

Aware of the economic and demographic devel-
opments within lowa, we asked each superintendent
the reasons why districts chose to share his services. (It
should be noted at this point that all the participants
were male). In some cases, the principal reason was
financial. Following action by the state legislature, the
lowa Department of Education offers generous finan-
cial inducements to districts which engage in sharing
practices. Aformulawas derived that enabled a school
district to claim up to 15 additional students and allow
two districts together to claim up to 25 additional stu-
dents. The additional number of students claimed
would then be multiplied by the state identified cost per
pupil to generate the additional incentive funding. For
the 1990-91 academic year the lowa cost per pupil is
$2978, which translates into approximately $75,000
additional funding for districts who can together claim
the maximum number of additional students. As the
state cost per pupil rises, the funds available for district
sharing administrators also increase, making the ad-
ministrative sharing concept more attractive to finan-
cially troubled districts.

In the past, the absence of additional incentive
dollars made it difficult for many smaller districts to offer
the salary necessary to attract the caliber of candidates
they desired forthe superintendent position. By sharing
the salary expenses with a neighbor, some districts
were able to overcome this problem. Some small
districts have been keeping administrative costs down
by requiring the superintendent to serve in the addi-
tional capacity of elementary school principal. Due to
changes in State Department of Education regulations,
this will be far more difficult in the future. To release
funds usually allocated for the hiring of an elementary
principal, some districts have chosen to share a super-
intendent.

Anotherexplanation frequently cited for the shared
superintendency was the desire on the parnt of two
school boards to investigate possible whole-grade
sharing in the future. Under a one-way, whole-grade
sharing agreement, one district sends all of its students
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in certain grades to another district, paying the second
district tuition. Under two-way sharing, each district is
responsible for educating students in certain grades.
The typical arrangement sends all junior high students
to one district, high school students to the other district,
and allows elementary students to attend school in their
home district. Some school boards believe that the
development of such grade sharing agreements will be
expedited by hiring a shared superintendent at the
outset. In some districts then, a shared superintendent
is a precursor of things to come. By contrast, we found
that in other districts the shared superintendency has
been an outgrowth of pre-existing sharing arrange-
ments between two districts, most notably in the areas
of athletics and activities.

From a pragmatic standpoint, a shared superin-
tendency is created when one district approaches
another district and offers to purchase a certain per-
centage of the superintendent’s contract through what
is termed in lowa a 28-E agreement. Generally speak-
ing, the districts split the contract 50-50; however, inour
study there were some 60-40 and 70-30 arrangements,
depending upon local circumstances. The majority of
the superintendents maintained hard and fast sched-
ules, spending time in each district proportional to the
contract agreement. For continuity some superinten-
dents spent the same two and one-half days in each
district each week, while others had worked out some
form of rotation over a two-week period. The superin-
tendents who seemed most satisfied with the time
allocation had an understanding from the respective
boards that they would be free to divide their time in a
manner which was most appropriate, regardless of the
contract. Therefore, in a case where two districts had
a 50-50 agreement, a superintendent might decide to
spend the entire week in one of the districts if he felt it
was necessary at some point during the year. We
gained a sense from these individuals that they were
pleased to be allowed to exercise professional judge-
ment and to demonstrate their integrity.

The Need To Re-define The

Superintendent’s Role

A theme which emerged in every interview
focused on the role of the superintendent. A large
number of superintendents (85.7%) described the
difficulties communities had experienced adjusting to
the fact that the superintendent was far less visible
and accessible than had previously been the case.
In many small school systems, patrons have been
used to raising questions informally with the superin-
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tendent during his attendance at civic functions.
Indeed, participation in community events and
maintaining a home in the school district are often
high priorities among community members, and have
a direct bearing on their perceptions of the superin-
tendent’s effectiveness. To employ a superintendent
who lives in a neighboring community and is rarely
seen in the local coffee shop talking with residents is
a difficult concept for some patrons to accept.

A frequent frustration voiced by the superinten-
dents (52.4%) was a sense of losing personal control
over the daily operation of each district. Itwas clearthat
many of them had set high personal standards of
performance while they were employed by single dis-
tricts. Upon moving into a sharing arrangement, many
of them attempted to maintain these standards, but
discovered that the increasing demands on time and
energy required that they lower their personal stan-
dards. One superintendent’s comments expressed the
sentiments of many others: “You justhavetoacceptthe
fact that you cannot be on top of everything as you
would be in a single district. If you cannot live with the
fact that some things, which you think should be done,
will have to be allowed to slip, then you probably should
not enter a sharing arrangement.”

In light of such comments, it seemed that both
communities and individual superintendents have to be
willing to redefine the role of this senior administrator if
a sharing arrangement is to prove successful. A num-
ber of participants (78.6%) observed that they had
become “managers” as opposed to “instructional lead-
ers” in their districts. Due to the requirement that
separate meetings be held with the boards in each
district, and the necessity of preparing separate reports
andbudgetsfor eachdistrict, the superintendents found
themselves consumed with paperwork. The conse-
quence of this increase in bureaucratic activity was a
diminution, and frequent cessation, of instructional and
curricular leadership activities. Time spent traveling
between districts and meeting board members left little
opportunity to become directly involved with the educa-
tional program, despite work weeks which regularly
exceeded 70 hours. As a consequence, some partici-
pants referred to a sense of increased isolation, a
separation from the actual practice of education. Afew
individuals had consciously resisted these forces and
still found the time to meet teachers and enter class-
rooms.

Superintendents spoke at length about the diffi-
culty of having to constantly “change gears.” The need
to move between one district and another could have
a disorienting affect, forcing the superintendent to take
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frequent “reference checks” to ensure that he was
enforcing the correct policy inthe correct district. When
administering a single district, a lot of details become
absorbed subconsciously and are referred to frequently
without the superintendent really being aware of it.
However, when sharing two districts, superintendents
find it necessary to ask themselves “now which district
is this” before making specific decisions. The mainte-
nance of two separate offices in two locations, often 10
or more miles apart, merely adds to this difficulty of
living “a double professional life.”

Some superintendents described measures they
have taken to improve the efficiency of their manage-
ment functions. A psychological strategy involved
thinking of the superintendency in terms of a single
district which had multiple buildings in two distinct
geographic locations. Under such circumstances, the
superintendency was likened to the situation facing
superintendents in larger urban and metropolitan set-
tings. As a practical manifestation of this mental atti-
tude, some superintendents had formed “transition
committees.” These committees were composed of
representatives fromthe school boards of each partner
district and all the administrators in the two districts.
The committee would discuss common problems and
then make recommendations to the appropriate school
boards regarding policy. Such an administrative struc-
ture, when combined with steps to standardize proce-
dures for budgeting, hiring, record keeping, etc. greatly
improved the efficiency with which both districts were
managed. An additional advantage of such an ap-
proach was that it allowed board members from both
parties to see the superintendent acting in an impartial
manner. Inthe absence of such structures, superinten-
dents referredto the suspicions which sometimes arose,
that they were favoring one partner district over an-
other. Such doubts became particularly burdensome if
one of the partners wished to pursue grade sharing or
athletic sharing agreements but the other partner had
no such desire.

In a small number of cases (6), a new position had
been created entitled Assistant Superintendent or
Administrative Assistant to the superintendent. The
person filling this position would be permanently lo-
cated in the district which did not hold the superinten-
dent’s contract. Such aposition allowedthe superinten-
dent to delegate some of the managerial duties. In
addition, and possibly more importantly, it provided
each community with a symbolic leader to whom prob-
lems could be directed. In most cases the person
occupying this position was also a part-time teacher, or
part-time elementary principal, so a concrete link was
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also established between the faculty and the senior
administrators.

When asked to identify one of the most significant
factors influencing the effectiveness of a shared super-
intendent, acommon response was district compatabil-
ity. In cases where two districts had widely differing
aspirations, philosophies, financial status, and enroll-
ments, the shared superintendent’s job was more diffi-
cult. A further factor which influenced effectiveness
were the attitudes of members of each community
toward the other. On occasions where intense and
sometimes acrimonious rivalries had existed between
two districts (often generated by athletic competition), a
shared superintendent sometimes found himself acting
as a mediator as well as a manager. Although, on the
face of it, the presence of such attitudes may appear
trivial, their influence on the effectiveness of a shared
superintendent should not be underestimated.

What Motivates Shared

Superintendents?

In view of the many challenges generated by
the shared superintendency, and the highly stressful
and time consuming demands it presents, we were
interested in the personal motives of those individu-
als who had agreed to accept such a position.
Personal challenge and job enrichment were often
offered as explanations. Many of the superinten-
dents (83.3%) were very experienced, with 10 or
more years as a senior administrator; they conse-
quently viewed the sharing agreement as an opportu-
nity to test themselves. The majority seemed to be
very task-oriented, self-motivated individuals, who
enjoyed tackling the rigors of the position. In some
cases, it was also viewed as a means of improving
their employment prospects, and their chances of ad-
vancement into larger metropolitan school systems.

When we asked about the increased financial
rewards for assuming extra duties and responsibilities,
a considerable range was noted (see Figure 1). Based
on the 34 participants who provided the information, the
range of salary increases was from $0 to $17,000, with
47 percent receiving increases of $10,000 or more.
Significantly, while the majority of the superintendents
acknowledged the increase in responsibility which now
fell on building principals, only 15 of them said that
principals had received a salary increase accordingly.
Apart fromone notable exceptionof $8,000, such salary
raises were in the $1,000 - $2,000 range.

Asresearchers, we were also interested in effects
of the shared superintendency uponbuilding principals.
In many respects, it appeared that principals had as-
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Number of
Superintendents
(N=34)

0 -1,999

sumed the building level autonomy which has beenlong
desired. Inthe words of one participant, “With superin-
tendents consumed with buildings, budgets, andboards
it has fallen to principals to fulfill the instructional lead-
ership role.” In addition, many have also become
responsible for some managerial tasks formerly ad-
dressed by the superintendent, notably management of
buses, non-cenrtified staff, and purchasing. This raises
the question in our minds about the ability of the princi-
pals to devote sufficient time to the instructional and
curricular processes.

Words of Wisdom to Those Who Will
Follow

To bring each interview to closure, we asked
superintendents what words of wisdom they would
share with colleagues considering a shared
superintendency. The aimostunanimousinitial response
to this question (95.2%) was to state the importance of
clarifying the expectations of the respective boards. In
the absence of sincere intentions to pursue further
grade sharing agreements, and possible reorganization
with the partner district within three to five years, the
participants strongly discouraged consideration of a
shared superintendency. They explained that it was
possible to tolerate the added work load, increased
stress, and role ambiguity if there were a definite target
date when these pressures would dissipate. When
working for two districts which merely wished to save
money by sharing a salary expense, such conditions

2,000 - 4,999 5,000 - 9,999
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Figure 1

10,000 -
14,999

15,000+
Pay Increase In Dollars

could remain indefinitely and make the shared
superintendency almost intolerable.

Another point many superintendents were eager
to emphasize wasthat a shared superintendency should
not be viewed solely as a means of saving money. It
should be viewed as a means of greater administrative
efficiency and improved educational opportunity for
students. To clarify the point, the reader should under-
stand that due to state financial incentives to districts
which share, the superintendent’s salary in many cases
is paid without reducing general fund revenues. Inthe
view of the participants, the money saved should be
usedto compensate building principals to whomgreater
authority and autonomy has been delegated. Serious
consideration should also be given to the creation of an
Assistant Superintendent position, the incumbent being
permanently located in one of the districts. Such a
position helps to maintain communication between the
partner districts and serves important symbolic, as well
as practical, functions.

The third piece of advice concerned the superin-
tendent’s credibility. To hold any chance of success, a
superintendent should be viewed as a very secure and
respected individual in one district before agreeing to
be shared with another district. Some of the most suc-
cessful experiences in the shared superintendency
were recounted by individuals who had held a position
inone of the districts for more than 10 years. During this
time, these individuals had built a favorable reputation
which had spread beyond the boundaries of their own
district. Consequently, when overtures were made to
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neighboring districts about sharing a superintendent,
there was less hesitancy, because the individual con-
cerned was a ‘known commodity.” A corollary to this
was that an individual should be extremely cautious
about taking a position as a shared superintendent
when he has not been previously employed by either
district. The difficulties of executing the numerous
demands of the position are increased in magnitude
many times when the superintendent is unfamiliar with
the history and mores of the two districts.

Two more specific and practical points, worthy of
note, concerned salary andlogistics. Inasmallcommu-
nity, the superintendent is frequently one of the most
highly paid residents. When sharing is discussed and
the question of salary increases is broached, opposition
is sometimes quite intense. The public perception is
that there is no valid reason to increase the pay differ-
ential between the superintendent and the average
wage earner, particularly if the superintendent will be
living in a different community. To overcome this
conflict, several participants (5) suggested publicizing
the pertinent financial data to inform the community
about the proportion of the superintendent’s salary
which will be paid for by state incentive funds. Failure
to handle this issue correctly at the outset can resultin
deep-seated resentments which may reappear in a
different guise at a later date.

From a logistical standpoint, superintendents
should considerthe physical distances betweenthe two
districts and also the quality of the roads. Although it
might appear of limited significance, one superinten-
dent explained that the sharing arrangement had come
under severe stress because one of the districts be-
lieved he was spending too much time in the partner
district. He explained that this may have been true, but
it was the result of the 15 miles between the districts,
and the fact that the most direct links were gravel roads.
As a consequence, he had tended to conduct as much
business as possible by telephone, and had reduced
physical contacts to a minimum.

CONCLUSIONS

Having interviewed almost the entire population of
shared superintendents in the state of lowa, we feel it is
possible to divide them into three categories, in de-
scending order of success and satisfaction. The first
category includes superintendents who are shared by
two districts which had a number of other sharing
agreements already established prior to the shared
superintendency. This is particularly true in cases
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where two districts have enjoyed a successful experi-
ence through a shared athletics and activities program.
The second category includes superintendents who
have been well established in a single district, and are
then shared by a neighboring district with the explicit
desire on the part of both districts to develop additional
grade sharing agreements, and possibly district reor-
ganization within three to five years. The final category
includes those superintendents who are the least satis-
fied and the most disenchanted. These individuals
have been hired to fulfill the necessary legal and mana-
gerial functions in two districts, and in so doing save
money forboth partners. Attempts by these superinten-
dents either directly or covertly to move the partners
toward additional sharing arrangements are frequently
greeted with suspicion and resistance. It was superin-
tendents in this category who would be the most hesi-
tant about entering another shared superintendency in
the future.

The research questions posed at the outset of this
investigation have guided our thought process through-
out the entire study. The first question concerned
whether there were financial motives to enter into a
shared superintendency.

As the researchers evaluated the subjects’ re-
sponses, itbecame quite evidentthat in many instances
(85.7%) either one or both districts involved in estab-
lishing a shared superintendency were doing so for
financial reasons. In the event that a district was not
driven principally by a financial motive, they invariably
saw an opportunity to move toward providing an im-
proved educational program for students and/or oppor-
tunity for long-range relationships which could lead to
district reorganization.

The second question centered around unique
challenges identified by superintendents involvedin the
shared superintendency. Basically, four challenges
were elaborated leading the researchers to identify a
need to redefine the superintendent’s role under a
shared agreement.

First, it was apparent that many districts (81%)
had difficulty adjusting to the fact that the superinten-
dent was far less visible and accessible than had been
the case inthe past. The inability of the superintendent
to participate in community events was a concern
recognized by the majority of participating superinten-
dents. This difficulty was.compounded by the fact that
they lived in one district and were rarely seen in the
neighboring district. In some cases this provoked
questioning of superintendent’s trust and loyality.

Second, frequent frustration was voiced by the
participants in their perception of losing personal con-
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trolover the daily operation of each district. Participants
were quick to explain that they were no longer able to
maintain the types of personal standards that they had
set when they were involved with only one school
district. The increased demand on time and energy
restricted their ability to work at a level to which they had
become accustomed.

A third challenge identified by the participants
concerned the necessity to constantly “change gears”
when moving from one district to the other. Eighty-eight
percent of the participants found it very challenging to
ensure that proper policies were being enforced and
that they were not “mixing and matching” policies of the
two districts. Reference checks were needed fromtime
to time to make sure that the superintendent was
enforcing the correct policy.

The fourth challenge commonly identified by the
participants lead to the development of a “psychologi-
cal strategy.” Many of the participants (69%) found
themselves likened to a single superintendency which
had muttiple buildings in two distinct locations. Many
participants who feared the worst inthese situations es-
tablished “transition committees” to assist the shared
superintendent. The committees were made up of
representatives of both districts and usually met on a
monthly basis. Common problems were identified with
possible solutions suggestedto the individual boards of
education. Such an administrative structure, when
combined with steps to standardize procedures in other
adminstrative areas, greatly improved the manage-
ment efficiency of both school districts.

The absence of this type of structure provoked
suspicion that they were favoring one district over the
other. In some cases this was the crushing blow which
caused distrust, disunity, and eventual collapse of the
sharing agreement.

The third research question, asked at the begin-
ning of this investigation, centered around what lessons
had been leamed as a result of the shared superinten-
dency experience. The almost unanimous response
(95.2%) alluded to the importance of clarifying the
expectations of the respective boards of education. All
of the participants were emphatic about the importance
of discussing with the sharing boards of education the
differences that will result as a consequence of employ-
ing a part-time superintendent. It was deemed im-
mensely important by the superintendents, who had
experienced the transition first hand, to make sure that
future administrators considering a shared superinten-
dentposition have a serious discussionwithbothboards
of education as to the managerial, political, and social
realities of entering into such an agreement. In fact, it
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was strongly concluded that without this type of delib-
erationand discussion, the present participants strongly
discourage consideration of a shared superintendency
position.

A final note to the third research question was
made by the majority of superintendents interviewed
(92.9%). The most successful experiences to date
were recounted by those who had spent considerable
time as the superintendent in one of the districts that
was considering sharing. The longevity of the individual
was helpful in establishing a favorable reputation as a
known commodity. An individual with known qualities
had a better chance of making the agreement work.
The perceived suspicions were minimized and a more
favorable and rewarding experience resulted for all
concerned.
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