SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies == st v

ISSN#: 2473-2826

[ outhern "
Journal of Educational T South ERIC

Critical Friends as Sounding Boards for School District
Superintendents

IShelley B. Wepner
2William A. Henk
SNora C.R. Broege

Abstract

This study examined superintendents’ perspectives on the practice of engaging critical friends as
a source of personalized professional development. Critical friends are trusted individuals who
serve as catalysts for metacognitive awareness and sounding boards for job-related challenges.
Superintendents responded to a survey about their demographic backgrounds, their critical
friend engagement, and specific topics of discussion. Most indicated that they engage with
critical friends regularly or occasionally. Experienced and minority respondents indicated that
they engage the most with critical friends. They appreciated the empathic support, insightful
assistance, and strategic know-how on community-related challenges and personnel functioning.
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Introduction
In the best of times, the role of school superintendent is an enormously challenging one
(Pruitt, 2023). As chief executive officers, superintendents bear utmost responsibility for the
welfare of the districts and schools that they oversee. They are held accountable for addressing
the needs and demands of diverse constituents, dexterously managing routine matters, being
prepared for and appropriately responsive to emergent situations, possessing foresight about
evolving trends, and exercising facility with new mandates. They must concern themselves with
school board relations and functionality, district demographics, financial pressures, state and
local politics, and high-stakes accountability performance (Byrd et al., 2006; Stephens, 2023). In
this post-pandemic era, superintendents must deal with staffing shortages, rising costs and
shrinking budgets, cybersecurity threats, politically charged parental involvement, and a
constantly shifting policy landscape that affects the way in which they must deal with their local
communities (Blad, 2025; Modan, 2024; Ward, 2024). While many experienced superintendents
believe that the job is basically the same as it was 10 years ago, with slightly different details,
they also think that there is a shift in velocity. In other words, they feel more intense pressure to
respond to community issues and concerns because of the change in the socio-political and
media environment (Anderson, 2024).

These stressors, coupled with intense scrutiny and media-induced criticism of schools, put
superintendents squarely in reactive mode and a state of crisis management (Sullivan, 2022). In
effect, current times have left superintendents feeling more isolated and vulnerable than ever
(Jazzar & Kimball, 2004), as evidenced in large measure by a high turnover rate. For instance,
studies conducted by the American Association of School Administrators (AASA) revealed that
the average tenure in the superintendent position is less than five years, with variations due to the
size of the district and its demographics (AASA, 2022; Domenech, 2019).

Literature on Professional Development and Critical Friends
The isolation and vulnerability of school district superintendents have given rise to the
development of numerous networking and professional development initiatives. Superintendent
membership organizations such as AASA and its state affiliates provide seminars and
conferences for new and experienced superintendents. For their part, superintendents have
indicated their willingness to participate in executive learning experiences that: 1) offer a “safe
space” where they can discuss the real issues and challenges that they face; 2) include colleagues
they respect, so that there is reciprocal learning and relationship building; 3) provide an
opportunity to learn about one’s own leadership; and 4) focus on practical and useful ideas that
connect to their work in their districts (Teitel, 2005). Superintendents also derive motivation
from increased opportunities for social capital, or relationships with similarly situated
individuals to accomplish shared goals in these experiences (Fette, 2018).

On-going professional development programs that are based on self-identified needs and
structured as communities of practice can help to offset job dissatisfaction (Caposey, 2023;
Caposey & Wills, 2023). Additionally, mentoring offered either within a district or through
external professional organizations can be an effective professional development strategy for
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increasing one’s ability to function (Baptiste, 2023). In particular, novice superintendents seem
to benefit from superintendent mentors who serve as a professional resource and sounding board
for daily situations (Van Vooren, 2020).

As with other kinds of leaders, superintendents might be cautious about seeking advice (Hall,
2012). Reasons could include undue pride, the need for expediency, insecurity related to the
perception of weakness, the real or perceived need for control, concerns about political fallout, or
fixed mindsets about the value of one’s own judgment (Walsh, 2021). Yet, because of their job
demands and feelings of isolation, they can benefit from guidance and moral support from
trusted colleagues, whether it is other superintendents or professionals in the field (Blumberg,
1985; Carlson, 1972). These trusted colleagues could be considered critical friends who, as loyal
and honest confidants, provide help that extends beyond network-related job interactions (Fette,
2018; Jack, 2005).

Critical friends ask provocative questions, provide critiques, and serve as another lens for
facilitating self-examination (Wepner et al., 2024). They are catalysts for metacognitive
awareness (i.e., an understanding of the way in which superintendents process and act on
information) and serve as dependable sounding boards. They can help superintendents analyze
situations, discover reasons for their own actions, and formulate ways to resolve uncomfortable
and worrisome situations (Henriksen & Aas, 2021).

The idea of critical friends, which arose in both England and the United States to assist with
instruction and school improvement, has expanded across a wide range of contexts to promote
professional learning and development and school improvement for teachers and leaders
(Henriksen & Aas, 2021; Wepner et al., 2024). To date, there appears to be a lack of research
about PreK-12 leaders’ informal outreach to their own critical friends. Existing studies (e.g.,
Henriksen & Aas, 2021; Swaftfield, 2008) describe the assignment of critical friends to teachers
and leaders in formalized settings rather than the informal selection of critical friends for their
own purposes. The assignment of critical friends in formalized settings could be considered
similar to the concept of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) that have been shown to
enhance teachers’ collective efficacy when the PLCs are highly functioning (Voelkel &
Chrispeels, 2017). Our work here, however, does not address any parallels between the
formalized assignments of critical friends and superintendents’ informal outreach to those that
they might consider critical friends.

Purpose of the Study
The current study aimed to examine superintendents’ perspectives on the practice of engaging
critical friends as a source of personalized professional development. It extends research
conducted with academic deans at four-year institutions of higher education and their
perspectives on critical friend engagement (Wepner et al., 2024). That study sought to
determine who deans relied upon most as sounding boards, the topics that were discussed, and
whether any demographic differences existed among respondents in their choice of critical
friends and topics of discussion. A range of critical friends was identified for the deans, and the
topics discussed most often included personnel issues, contentious colleagues, conflict
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resolution, and feelings about their jobs. Some differences existed for those who had been
deans previously, for White deans, and for those at institutions with a wide range of academic
units.

The current study is guided by the following descriptive research questions:
1. Do superintendents engage with critical friends and, if so, to what extent?
2. With whom do superintendents engage as critical friends?
3. What topics do superintendents most frequently seek counsel from their critical friends?
4. Do demographic differences exist that are related to the way that superintendents
engage with critical friends?

Answering these broad questions, which necessitates a survey methodology, is seen as a
prerequisite to future studies of superintendents’ engagement with critical friends. More
specifically, assuming superintendents do, in fact, engage with critical friends, certain
attendant analytical questions would emerge that could be answered in future studies.

Methods
Research Instrument
The Superintendent Critical Friend Survey was created to determine the perspectives
superintendents hold on critical friends and the possible role that these sounding boards play as a
source of informal, personalized professional development. Drafts of the survey were reviewed
by seven current and retired superintendents to ensure that the prompts were appropriate, timely,
and inclusive of superintendents’ responsibilities, challenges, and professional contacts.
Feedback from these superintendents was directly incorporated into the instrument.

Our decision to employ a survey, rather than conduct in-depth interviews, to collect data from
superintendents was based on efficiency, standardization, and anonymity. First, we were
interested in reaching as many respondents as possible, across a variety of district-types (e.g.,
urban, suburban, rural; small, medium, or large; Northeastern, Southern) in a reasonable amount
of time. Interviews are time-consuming which limits the number of participants. Second, a
survey allowed for the presentation of standardized, uniform, questions to all respondents which
facilitates comparison. Third, surveys offer respondents anonymity, which might make
superintendents more willing to provide honest responses, especially on sensitive topics. We
recognize that these benefits may also yield less detailed, and perhaps nuanced, data.
Accordingly, our survey instrument also includes open-ended prompts allowing for respondents
to relay their experiences with more detail, context, and texture which, in turn, may help
corroborate some of the our standardized survey item results. Including open-ended questions in
surveys is a well-established practice in survey methodology which allows researchers to capture
richer, qualitative, data to complement quantitative data (Dillon, Smith, & Christian, 2014).

The survey gathered information about respondents’ academic background, work experience,
current school district, critical friend engagement, specific topics of consultation, and their own
role as a critical friend. The first section of the instrument asked respondents to provide basic
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demographic information, including gender, age range, race/ethnicity, and their highest degree
earned. The second section asked respondents to provide district-level background information,
including the location of their school district (e.g., urban, rural, suburban, urban/suburban), the
approximate number of students in their district, the type of school district (e.g., K-12,
elementary only, special needs), the number of schools in their district, and the geographical
region of their school district’s location in the United States Additionally, they were queried
about the number of years in their current role as superintendent; their previous roles; the total
number of years as a superintendent; the number of school districts in which they served as a
superintendent; the estimated number of employees in their district; and the approximate number
of years that they have been in the field of education. Demographic items were coded using
standard U.S. Census categories, and questions about experience, schools, and employees were
open-ended to capture the widest variation.

The core of the survey included four sections: (a) superintendents’ reported general use of
critical friends; (b) the identification of critical friends; (c) possible topics/challenges for which
superintendents sought guidance from critical friends; and (d) open-ended questions focused on
the type of critical friends who helped the most, the nature of the help, recommendations for
engaging critical friends, and any experience respondents have had personally serving as a
critical friend to other superintendents.

The first section asked the superintendents to best describe their use of critical friends overall
(i.e., I engage regularly with critical friends; I engage occasionally with critical friends; I engage
rarely with critical friends, I choose not to engage with critical friends; I do not have critical
friends with whom I can engage; I do not have critical friends but wish I did).

The second section asked superintendents to identify those who qualified as critical friends in
their role from a list of possibilities of professionals inside and outside their school districts,
along with family and friends. These 28 critical friend options included, for example, their
associate or assistant superintendents(s), principal(s), program directors/coordinator(s), teachers,
administrative staff (e.g., office manager, office staff), school board members, and parents within
their school districts. They could also specify others not listed. Likert-scale choices for items
ranged from O to 4 representing never, rarely, occasionally, often, and extensively.

The third section asked superintendents to indicate the topics for which they sought guidance
from critical friends from a list of 37 challenges, with an option to write in their own topics.
Respondents were encouraged to check all that applied to them. Examples included gaining
community approval of the district budget; communicating effectively with the community;
dealing with vocal, contentious parents; working with ineffective administrators; keeping the
schools safe; working effectively with the school board and board president; and addressing
politically charged issues (e.g., DEI Critical Race Theory, and book censorship). In the last
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section, superintendents were asked to respond to the following open-ended questions to provide
additional information:

1. When you think of the above challenges, which critical friend(s) has/have helped you
the most and why do you think so?

2. How might you characterize the nature of the help that you received from these
particular critical friends?

3. What recommendations would you have for other superintendents about finding and
engaging critical friends?

4. Have you personally served as a critical friend for a superintendent(s) and, if so, how
have you done so?

Data Collection
Superintendents in the northeast region of the United States were recruited to complete the
survey. Representatives of four different organizations helped distribute the survey: (a) the Tri-
State Consortium of Superintendents; (b) the New Jersey Association of School Administrators;
(c) the Southern Westchester Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) Chief School
Officials (CSA); and (d) the Putnam Northern Westchester BOCES CSA. The Tri-State
Consortium of Superintendents from New York, Connecticut, and New Jersey focuses on
continuous improvement in teaching and learning in public schools. The New Jersey Association
of School Administrators offers statewide support services and professional development to
school leaders. The Southern Westchester and Putnam Northern Westchester BOCES CSAs
serve the New York State Education Department to assist public schools within their respective
regions of New York State.

We composed an email message for our collaborators to send to their constituents with a link to
the survey. The email described the purpose of the survey in contributing to an understanding of
whether critical friends can make a difference in the work of a superintendent and the
approximate time it would take to complete the survey, which we anticipated would be about 15-
20 minutes. Our representatives sent the survey to their constituents between January and June,
2024.

Analytic Plan
Similar to our approach in a previous study of critical friends for academic deans (Wepner et al.,
2024), we programmed the survey into Qualtrics online software and piloted it using an
electronic link. Pilot feedback indicated the instrument was sound and no changes were needed.
When data collection concluded, we downloaded and imported the data into SPSS statistical
software. Next, we cleaned the data (i.e., recoded variables, erased duplicates, and corrected
typos) and prepared for analysis. This step also included calculating Cronbach’s alpha scores to
determine internal consistency for related measures. The Cronbach’s alpha score for items
measuring general use and specific personnel was .87, and the alpha score for items measuring
possible topics was .92. Third, we computed descriptive analyses (i.e., means and frequency
counts) of the sample characteristics and measures of interest. Then, we conducted correlational
and comparative analyses to understand whether and how measures of interest were associated
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with each other or whether or not these measures varied, based on respondent identity
characteristics or institution-level measures (e.g., race/ethnicity, sex, institution type, and prior
experience). Lastly, we employed predictive analyses using a logistic regression model to see
what measures, if any, contributed to the regular use of critical friends.

Results
Sample Characteristics
A total of 83 superintendents completed the survey in approximately 10 minutes on average. The
respondents were predominantly White and male (84% and 87%, respectively), with nearly 6%
Black, 5% Hispanic, 2% Asian, and 2% undeclared respondents. A majority of respondents
(58%) were in the 50-59 years age range, with 36% of the respondents indicating that they were
in the 40-49 years age range and fewer than 6% of the respondents indicating that they were
either younger or older. The make-up of our sample represents the national make-up of
superintendents. As many as 85% of the respondents reported holding a doctorate degree.

Slightly more than 95% of the respondents reported that they were superintendents of either
PreK-12 or K-12 school districts. Most respondents (73%) reported that they were in their
current positions for five years or less. None reported that they were serving in their current job
more than 10 years, and less than 10% had been a superintendent for a decade or more overall in
total. For 82% of the respondents, the current superintendency was their first such position. In
previous roles they had served as central office administrators (e.g., associate superintendents,
assistant superintendents, or directors) or school-based administrators (e.g., principals, assistant
principals, or department chairs). Those who had been a superintendent previously mostly served
in one other district, and most (88%) had served a total of seven years in a superintendent role.
Respondents indicated that they had worked in the field of education between 14 years and 36
years, with a solid majority (65%) serving 25 years or less.

More than half of the respondents (59%) indicated that they led suburban school districts. Some
6% served urban districts, 11% rural districts, 16% urban/suburban districts, and 7%
suburban/rural districts. More than half of the respondents (57%) indicated that their districts
enrolled between 1,000 and 4,999 students, some 31% indicated that they had between 5,000 and
9,999 students, and nearly 10% enrolled 10,000 students or more. Only 2% led districts of less
than 1,000 students. The respondents’ districts were primarily in the intended northern and
northeastern part of the United States (94%), although approximately 4% of them hailed from the
Southwest and another 2% from the Mid-west. Since our recruiting efforts focused on the
Northeast, we suspect our small subsample from outside the region came as the result of
snowball sampling where existing participants kindly recruited new participants from their
superintendent acquaintances.

Engagement with Critical Friends

To answer the first research question about whether and to what extent superintendents engage
with critical friends, we computed basic descriptive statistics to analyze their responses to the
statement that best described their use of critical friends overall. Results indicated that most
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superintendents (86%) engage either regularly (58%) or occasionally (28%) with critical friends.
About 13% percent indicated that they rarely engage with critical friends. Less than 1% specified
that they do not have critical friends with whom they engage and, again, less than 1% specified
that they do not have critical friends, but wish they did. None of the superintendents denoted that
they intentionally chose not to engage with critical friends.

Types of Critical Friends

To answer the second research question, which centered on the types of critical friends with
whom superintendents engage, we computed basic descriptive statistics on the items that
represented different types of professionals, family, and friends who would ostensibly be in their
immediate sphere of influence. As noted in Table 1, the top five types of individuals reported
were: (a) professionals outside their school district; (b) their associate/assistant superintendents;
(c) superintendents outside their district; (d) their significant others; and (e) superintendents of
the same race/ethnicity. Professionals outside their school district and superintendents’
associate/assistant superintendents tied for first position. As Table 1 also shows, the bottom five
types of critical friends selected were: (a) other members of their family; (b) one or more
siblings; (c) others such as executive coaches and former mentors that the superintendents
mentioned; (d) teachers outside their districts; and (e) their parents. Teachers outside their
districts and their parents were tied in the bottom third.

Table 1
Types of Critical Friends Selected by Superintendents
Critical Friend Connection Mean Standard
Deviation
Professionals outside my school district 3.36 1.46
My associate/assistant superintendents 3.36 1.83
Superintendents outside my district 3.34 1.49
My significant other 3.13 1.65
Superintendents of the same race/ethnicity 3.06 1.34
Superintendents of the same gender 3.04 1.33
My principals 2.84 1.56
My program director(s)/coordinator(s) 2.84 1.56
Professionals in my school district 2.67 1.74
Board of Education chair 2.67 1.49
Parents within the district 2.53 1.30
Board of Education members 2.51 1.36
My administrative staff (e.g., office manager) 2.51 1.56
External partners with the district 2.46 1.23
Regional or state representatives 2.34 1.25
Social friends within the same profession 2.22 1.34
Principals & other administrators outside my district 2.14 1.23
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My teachers 2.13 1.22
Community leaders 2.10 1.32
Social friends in a different profession 1.75 1.00
Doctoral advisor or dissertation committee 1.72 1.13
Religious leaders 1.59 .80
My parents 1.61 1.05
Teachers outside my district 1.43 72
Others (e.g., executive coach, former mentor) 1.43 1.06
One or more siblings 1.41 92
Other members of my family 1.07 34

Topics Discussed with Critical Friends

To answer the third research question, namely the topics discussed with critical friends, we
computed basic descriptive statistics on 37 items that identified possible challenges about which
they might seek guidance. As noted in Table 2, the top five challenges that superintendents
identified were: (a) communicating effectively with the community; (b) keeping their schools safe;
(c) handling crises within the district and community; (d) managing legal matters; and (e) gaining
community approval of referenda and bonding. Communicating effectively with the community
and keeping their schools safe tied for first position.

The bottom five challenges that superintendents identified, also noted in Table 2, were: (a)
managing relationships with external partners; (b) learning how to say no; (c) changing their own
negative beliefs and habits; (d) exercising self-control under duress; and (e) changing the way that
they are perceived. Managing relationships with external partners, learning how to say no, and
changing their own negative beliefs and habits equally constituted the bottom three. Exercising
self-control and changing the way that they are perceived also tied.

Table 2

Topics In Order of Importance for Superintendents’ Outreach to Critical Friends
Topic Percentage
Communicating effectively with the community 63
Keeping my schools safe 63
Handling crises within the district and community 61
Managing legal matters 59
Gaining community approval of referenda and bonding 58
Navigating new state and/or federal policies 52
Gaining community approval of district budget 48
Working effectively with my Board 48
Contending with community opposition 43
Building a culture of trust, collaboration, and innovation 43
Learning effective leadership strategies for different solutions 41

Doing my job more effectively overall 36
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Addressing politically charged issues (e.g., DEI, CRT, and

book censorship) 35
Dealing with vocal, contentious parents 33
Handling personnel issues within my district 33
Working with ineffective administrators 31
Engaging and empowering administration, teachers, and staff 30
Understanding and contending with political dynamics 30
Contending with political pressures related to curriculum and

the materials that are used 30
Handling scandals that arise within the district 28
Motivating personnel who are resistant to change 28
Dealing with social media 28
Resolving conflicts 19
Working effectively with my Board president 18
Dealing with local media 17
Increasing administrative, teacher, and staff productivity 16
Understanding the implications of my leadership style 16
Addressing achievement gaps within and between schools 15
Keeping my district financially solvent 15
Working effectively with contentious personnel within my district 12
Sharing doubts about my job 10

Achieving a work/life balance

Changing the way I am perceived

Exercising self-control under duress
Changing my own negative beliefs and habits
Learning how to say no

Managing relationships with external partners
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Demographic Differences with Critical Friend Engagement

To answer the fourth research question about any demographic differences with superintendents’
engagement of critical friends, we conducted correlational and predictive analyses. We first
conducted Pearson bivariate correlational analysis between superintendent-level characteristics
and critical friend engagement. We then conducted a binary logistic regression model (logit) to
determine what, if any, superintendent-level characteristics predicted regular engagement with
critical friends.

Variations of Engagement by Superintendent-Level Characteristics

Table 3 provides the Pearson bivariate correlational analysis for critical friend engagement and
superintendent-level characteristics. Superintendents’ years of experience in education was the
strongest factor for engaging with critical friends, specifically their associate/assistant
superintendents, program director(s)/coordinators(s), administrative staff, external partners,
significant others, and social friends within education. Prior experience as a superintendent and
number of years of experience as a superintendent were also important factors for forging critical
friendships. Prior superintendent experience and tenure as a superintendent were likewise
positively linked with associate/assistant superintendents as important critical friends.
Superintendents with prior experience indicated a greater likelihood to engage their Board of
Education chair and external partners. Those with more years of experience as a superintendent
tended to engage their administrative staff and principals and other administrative colleagues
outside their districts. By contrast, minority superintendents engaged instead more readily with
critical friends of the same race/ethnicity or gender, along with parents within the district, and
professionals outside the district. Although the age of the superintendent did not seem to be as
strongly associated as other factors, those of a significant age seemed to appreciate their
administrative staff as critical friends.

Table 3
Pairwise Correlation Coefficients for Critical Friend Engagement and Superintendent-Level
Characteristics

Years Years

Prior Age Exp in Exp as

Sup Education Sup Minority
Professionals outside my school district 32%
My associate/assistant superintendents O5HHE 37* T
My program director(s)/coordinators(s) 25%*
My administrative staff 68%* 52 53
Principals & other administrative colleagues
outside my district 31*
Board of Education chair .60%*
Parents within the district WA falol
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External partners working with the district D 3HE SQHE

My significant other R ia

Social friends within the same profession S5%*

Superintendents of the same gender 34
Superintendents of the same race/ethnicity O2HHE

All correlations are significant at the .05 level*, 01**Ievel, or .001*** level

Predicting Regular Engagement with Critical Friends

Table 4 provides the results from the binary logistic regression model (logit) examining the
relationship between superintendent-level and institutional-level characteristics and regular
engagement with critical friends. We found that those superintendents with years of experience
in education, prior experience as superintendents, and those of a certain age were more likely to
engage regularly with critical friends. We also found that minority superintendents, while a very
small percentage of respondents, were noticeably more likely to engage regularly with particular
critical friends. This finding was further corroborated through qualitative analyses of open-ended
responses as detailed below. Although drawn from a modest sample size overall, these findings
reveal that essentially veteran superintendents (i.e., prior experience in education and as
superintendents) and minority superintendents are more nearly prone to see the value of critical
friends to help them function in their roles.

Table 4
Binary Logistic Regression Model Predicting Superintendents’ Use of Critical Friends

Odds Ratio
Age 1.59*
Years as Superintendent 1.18
Years in Education 1.17*
Prior Superintendent 4.76*
Minority 1.447%**
Suburban 0.27

Statistical significance of odds ratios are noted as follows: ***P<=.001; **p<=.01; *p<=.05
Based on logistic regression classification table the overall percentage of sample predicted
correctly is 88.8%

Open-Ended Responses to Engaging Critical Friends

Our four open-ended questions served as an additional source of information about
superintendents’ engagement with their specific critical friends, the type of help that they
received, their recommendations to other superintendents about seeking and engaging critical
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friends, and whether and how they served as a critical friend to other superintendents. Some 87%
of the superintendents responded to these questions. We used a multi-faceted open coding
approach focused on emic codes (i.e., codes that focus on the participants’ perspectives rather
than a theoretical frame for the study) (Morse & Richards, 2002) to identify the main ideas and
concepts that the academic deans expressed (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).

Superintendents identified colleagues in their districts, more specifically, their associate/assistant
superintendents, as well as current and former superintendent colleagues outside their districts as
the most helpful to them. They sought help from these critical friends, presumably because they
shared similar experiences, outlooks, and perspectives; had significant grounding in the field,
and were trustworthy and reliable. One Latinx female superintendent noted that the most helpful
critical friend(s) were her “Assistant/Associate Superintendents [because] they share my
outlook/perspective on education.” A White male superintendent shared that he looked to other
superintendents as critical friends, because they “speak from experience as a leader” and are
“reassuring and affirm[ing].”

These superintendents characterized their confidants as “critical” and “helpful for strategizing.”
They saw them as mentors and thought partners who could help weigh alternatives and gain
professional insights, because of their own experiences. One superintendent shared that his
district was “going through change and I have needed help navigating that change with parents.”
The superintendents identified a range of attributes that their critical friends seemed to possess,
including their being confident, knowledgeable, honest, wise, realistic, concrete, focused, and
supportive.

Superintendents recommended that others in the role should seek out those with more experience
in education in general and in their districts specifically who are trustworthy, like-minded,
communicative, and able to provide constructive advice. Although fewer than half of the
superintendents overall had served as a critical friend to others, interestingly, all female and
minority superintendents indicated that they had served in this confidant role. They reported
having advised others on specific challenges and crises, served as a sounding board and thought
partner, and brainstormed complex issues that were impacting their friends’ school districts. As
one Black female superintendent noted, she provided “an ear, asking questions and offering
advice...I have also offered to be in this role to other POC superintendents at conferences/PD
workshops.”

Discussion and Implications
The superintendents in our study were primarily White men between the ages of 50 and 59 who
work in PreK-12 suburban districts in the northern part of the United States. Most had their
doctoral degrees, were promoted from central office or school-based administrative posts and
have been employed in their districts as superintendents for five years or less. Their limited
longevity in their current positions is consistent with reports about the precarious nature of
superintendent longevity (Domenech, 2019).
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A key finding was that most respondents reported engaging with critical friends regularly or
occasionally. Superintendents with the most years in the field of education were most likely to
interact with critical friends. These superintendents regarded members of their administrative
team, external partners, significant others, and social friends within the field of education as their
critical friends. Those with prior experience as superintendents and those who were 50 years and
older also were more likely to engage regularly with critical friends, specifically their
administrative staff. Although very small in number, the minority superintendents who
responded indicated regular engagement with critical friends, most notably professionals outside
their districts, superintendents of the same gender or race/ethnicity, and parents within their
districts. It is worth noting that this latter group of critical friends (e.g., parents) was not as
important to superintendents in general, perhaps suggesting that minority superintendents see
parents as allies. We surmise that, as with female superintendents, minority superintendents see
the value of engaging frequently with critical friends, because they continue to be
underrepresented in this position compared to White male superintendents (Stephens & Ifatusin,
2023; Tienken, 2023). They seem to be invoking their own social capital (i.e., their own network
of professional relationships) to get constructive advice about the challenges that they face.

The superintendents in general indicated that they looked to professionals and superintendents
outside their districts, their own associate/assistant superintendents, their significant others, and
superintendents of the same race/ethnicity for critical friendship. Their open-ended responses
supported their rank-order responses that those at the superintendency level, both internally and
externally, were their most prominent sources of support. They saw these critical friends as
trustworthy and reliable mentors and thought partners who not only shared similar perspectives,
but also could help them strategize about major school district issues and challenges.
Superintendents did not rank highly members of their family, mentors, or teachers outside their
districts as critical friends. Their rankings appear to fit with their perspectives that their critical
friends should have similar experiences to serve as effective mentors. One exception to this trend
was the high rankings of significant others who most likely serve as daily sounding boards for
superintendents’ comments and insights about their job challenges.

Superintendents offered that the characteristics that they personally appreciated should be the
qualities that other superintendents should seek in critical friends; specifically, trustworthiness,
like-mindedness, communicativeness, and insightfulness. While most had not served in the role
as a critical friend to others, those who did, especially minority superintendents, seemed to want
to pay it forward by providing others with the opportunity to address complex issues. They
expressed that they shared “personal experience[s],” lent an ear, offered advice, and assisted
during a crisis.

On balance, superintendents’ engagement with critical friends appears to be less about their own
self-reflection as leaders and more about effective work with their communities to keep their
schools safe, minimize crises, and manage fiscal and legal matters. Their topical preferences for
appealing to critical friends confirmed these tendencies. By contrast, precious little concern
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existed about changing the way they are perceived, exercising self-control under duress, and
changing their own negative beliefs and habits. Instead managing the many challenges that their
school districts face in this highly politicized era comprised their clear focus (Arundel, 2023).

The open-ended comments superintendents made reinforced an emphasis to involve critical
friends in helping them convey “effectively with the community,” contend with “community
opposition,” and deal with “vocal, contentious parents.” At the same time, they noted a
dependence on critical friends to counsel them on ways to motivate “personnel who are resistant
to change,” engage and empower administrators, teachers, and staff, build “a culture of trust,
collaboration, and innovation,” and work effectively with their Board. These comments indicated
their need to simultaneously continue developing their leadership skills relative to their schools
as they managed external pressures.

Superintendents with the most experience and superintendents from minority backgrounds
appeared to appreciate the value of critical friends more than the other superintendent groups.
They seemed to appreciate that their critical friends, especially those with similar experiences,
could provide empathic support, insightful assistance, and strategic know-how on community-
related challenges and personnel functioning.

These findings touch upon the concept of Social Network Analysis (SNA) by identifying those
individuals with whom superintendents engage. With SNA, visual representations of
superintendents’ connections and relationships with individuals indicate key influencers and
communication patterns (Caduff et al., 2022; Hodge et al., 2020; Rodway & Daly, 2019). While
SNA identifies connections and the frequency of such connections, it does not necessarily
address the difference between a professional connection and a trusted critical friend who may or
may not be directly or peripherally affiliated with the organization. Superintendents’ differential
reasons for engaging their critical friends and demographic differences for such engagement also
contribute to creating a profile for superintendents’ interactive tendencies with colleagues,
friends, and family related to their performance effectiveness.

As with our study of academic deans’ engagement with critical friends, this study indicated a
similar level of engagement and a dependence on job-alike colleagues inside and outside their
institutions (Wepner et al., 2024). Experience in their positions also served as a strong factor for
engaging critical friends. However, reasons for engaging critical friends differed in purpose.
Academic deans’ top challenges did not involve the community, but rather challenges with
personnel, feelings about the job, effective interactions with contentious colleagues, and conflict
resolution. Such reasons highlight the differences in roles and responsibilities. For instance,
whereas superintendents are necessarily on the frontline in working with the community, as chief
executive officers of their organization, academic deans are not. By contrast, academic deans are
positioned in the middle of the higher education administrative structure.

Another reason for variations in perceived challenges between superintendents and academic
deans could revolve around gender differences. The superintendents in this study were mostly
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White men whereas the academic deans in the comparison study were mostly White females.
Given this disparity, a survey of principals would be valuable since they serve in the middle of
the PreK-12 administrative hierarchy and have significantly more females in this position
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2023).

A notable limitation of our study was our narrow geographical reach and modest sample size.
We depended on local, suburban organizations of superintendents in the northeastern part of the
United States to distribute our survey. If we had access to national or urban organizations willing
to distribute the survey, we would likely have witnessed mildly or notably different
demographics. Still, our demographic profile does generally reflect the gender and racial/ethnic
breakdown of superintendents nationwide that has been reported (Tienken, 2023). Additionally,
we might have had a more robust sample size if we had access to a wider network of
superintendents. Nonetheless we are confident that even with our relatively limited number of
respondents, drawn from an extremely busy category of professionals, meaningful insights were
yielded. At any rate, we recommend that any follow-up study vigorously attempt to seek willing
partners who are amenable to distributing such surveys across the United States.

Unquestionably, superintendents are under enormous pressure to satisfy multiple stakeholders
within their school district communities. Especially challenging are the politics involved in
quelling parents’ criticisms about their leadership while motivating their entire staff to perform
in an exemplary fashion. Although supposedly employed in these positions for their
administrative acumen and commitment to a// students’ achievement gains, superintendents
often suffer from isolation and vulnerability because of the intensity and uniqueness of their jobs.
Their need for guidance and moral support from trusted colleagues is therefore imperative
(Blumberg, 1985; Carlson, 1972).

On this count, critical friends can provide an informal, safe, practical, and effective source of
professional development and mentoring, provided by trusted and respected individuals who help
superintendents to think, rethink, self-reflect, and problem solve about the challenges that they
are facing. Critical friends can help them to cope with and address short-term and long-term
situations and challenges that affect and possibly plague their school districts. Experienced
superintendents and those from diverse backgrounds already see the wisdom in engaging those
they appreciate and trust to provide sage advice on ways to move their school districts forward
without having to compromise their beliefs, principles, and moral compasses.

The value of critical friends would seem to be especially important for inexperienced
superintendents who might be reluctant to confront or reveal their insecurities. While, as
mentioned above, formal professional development opportunities exist to help superintendents
address challenges, there is probably nothing quite like a trustworthy, respected,
knowledgeable, and accessible critical friend who can assist a superintendent ideally at a
moment’s notice about a particular situation in their school district. This professional access is
important because to some extent each school district is unique and has special needs and
challenges. Critical friends who are or can become conversant about the district can offer
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readily available, non-threatening, and detailed strategies that can help with very specific
situations.

To date, there does not appear to be research on the importance of superintendents’ identification
of and outreach to critical friends who serve as informal mentors, coaches, confidantes, guides,
consultants, and/or advisors for their multitude of leadership and managerial challenges. As
widely understood, the job of superintendent is a lonely one and especially challenging to those
new to the position (Stephens, 2024). This study gathered information from practicing
superintendents about their views on the value of critical friends, the type of individuals that they
consider critical friends, and ways in which their selected critical friends have helped or continue
to help them with their own job performance. Superintendents’ responses to the survey indicated
that there is a place for informal, personalized, on-demand engagement of critical friends to
assist with their superintendency.

Additional research now seems to be warranted on the formation, efficacy, and sustainability of
critical friends for superintendents. Especially useful could be qualitative studies, perhaps
through focus groups or individual interviews, to advance a nuanced and in depth understanding
of superintendents’ experiences, perspectives, and interactions with critical friends. Reasons for
the frequency of interactions with their critical friends, the types of critical friends they gravitate
towards, and the particular topics they choose to discuss would contribute to answering certain
attendant analytic questions. Such research also could help to determine similarities and
differences between their professional network in general (or SNA) and their critical friends,
with specific, detailed examples of the interactions and processes used to address and resolve
professional and personal challenges.
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