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Abstract
In this cross-provincial Canadian inquiry, the life world of the superintendent of a large urban
public education system is revealed, creating understandings of what it means to be in this
experience. The existing research literature hinted at what it means to care, set purpose, lead, and
govern a large urban public education system, but it did not address it to the depth and breadth
required for deep understanding of this work. This hermeneutic inquiry seeks to understand “What
is the truth about being a superintendent of a large urban public education system?” The revealing,
the uncovering, and the concealing help us to understand differently by illuminating the complex
nature of the experience. The paradox within Gadamer’s book Truth and Method is not unlike the
paradox within this study, for the kind of “truth” of which Gadamer wrote, could not be revealed
by any kind of method (Jardine, 1994). Truth is constantly being revealed – in a state of aletheia
(Moules et al, 2015, p.76)—unlike the notion of truth as equated with frequency, reoccurrence,
and control the natural sciences have carried for years.
In examining the experience of three superintendents, there was an opportunity to open up and
reveal parts of our experiences that, as Jardine would say, were concealed or closed, to enliven
that which seemed routine, deadened, or lethal, and to remember many of things that were
forgotten along the way” (p. 120). It was the opportunity to say “Really?” to the world.
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Prologue

The etymology of the word prologue according to the Oxford Dictionary, is that prologue
is from the Greek prologos, from pro —meaning before—and logos —meaning word. It is the
opening, the introduction that establishes the context, and gives background details and often an
earlier story that ties into the main one. What follows in this prologue foreshadows the content of
this hermeneutic dissertation.
My context was always teaching. I was a teacher for more than 30 years. I still am. My
experiences have included working in three different provinces, and in rural, urban, regular
education, special education, ESL education, in a K to 12 environment. In Calgary, I have
worked in all four quadrants of the city in roles such as teacher, vice principal, specialist,
assistant principal, principal, director of special education, area director, deputy chief
superintendent, and chief superintendent. Through this work, I have been afforded many
opportunities for professional learning for which I am truly grateful.
When I was a principal, I was asked to represent the Alberta Teachers Association at a
Disputes Inquiry Board, which averted a teachers’ strike in Calgary, a very emotional experience
for me and for the other principals representing the Alberta Teachers’ Association. I will always
remember the experience.
I am particularly proud to have attended the University of Calgary for my Masters and
doctoral work. The three opportunities I had to attend Harvard Educational School, in
Cambridge, Mass. USA, were mind-altering for me. The opportunity to meet and work with Dr.
Richard Elmore was a gift that provided me with the opportunity to change the Calgary Board of
Education immeasurably. This work, integrated with the University of Calgary, began to change
the learning environment for over 100,000 students.
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The coherence of the Administration, the Board, and the Province seemed the best it had
ever been in all the years with the Calgary Board of Education. Not that we were necessarily
heading in a straight line, but we were sharing a purpose, cohering, all the while maintaining a
minimal separation from all our colleagues. We were moving through the chaotic world of
education in this province, as well as responding to an ever-changing global context.
I have never experienced a negative evaluation in all my years of work; even the yearly
evaluations by the Board when I was the Chief Superintendent were always successful, right up
to my resignation. Student achievement increased each year and we were making some progress
with the students on the margins. After all, the Calgary Board of Education is the average in the
province, and by every measure our student results were above the average. Except for our
Indigenous students.
During the 5 years that I was the Chief Superintendent, the context of the world changed.
I had always believed in Margaret Wheatley’s notion of chaos theory; this became the
opportunity to put it to use. With the advent of social media, low voter turnout, the erosion of
character in the politicians, and all bureaucracies vying for control, the work of the
superintendent seemed more and more impossible.
As a member of the College of Alberta School Superintendents (CASS), I always had an
opportunity to talk to colleagues. There were always opportunities for “happy talk”, through golf
games, hockey games, and wine and cheese events, but there were never many opportunities for
the deep conversations I longed for about the work. So, I began pondering if the work of a
superintendent in a large urban public education system was somehow a different and unique and
contingent experience.
This thesis is birthed from the question: What is the truth about being a superintendent of
a public education system.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Inquiry
Fragments and Echoes
We are connected in a continuous thread with our past, with traditions and with our
ancestors. We are living out traditions that have been bequeathed to us by others, and
although we may be taking them up in different ways, they are still the source of who we
are and how we shape our lives. The echoes of history are always inadvertently and
deliberately inviting us into both past and new ways of being in the present. The address
of tradition is not just something arching from before, for we are in tradition. (Moules,
2002, p.2)
The life world of a school superintendent is complex, filled with contingencies for those
who are in the game. In this study, I seek to examine my own singularity of hermeneutic
experience, my own knowing as an interpretative being, a superintendent at the centre of a large
urban public education system.
What, then, is the truth about being a superintendent of a large urban public education
system? There are very few people in this world who are privileged to have the experience of
leading an organization of 14,000 employees and 125,000 kids. Not many have had the
experience, and not many have really written about it at all. How could they, really? It is an “inbetween” space where one is the only employee of the Board of Trustees; one reports to the
Minister of Education, according to the Alberta School Act. He signs off on every appointment
to superintendent across the province. A superintendent has many responsibilities, including
those of Chief Executive Officer and Chief Education Officer of the organization. The work,
from my perspective, was to influence the principals to improve the quality of learning and
teaching in the district. Talk about being sandwiched. Hermes had it lucky! There were no
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newspapers and no social media in his day. All of these bosses and all of these relationships
create centripetal and centrifugal forces on the superintendent. The purpose of this work was to
investigate the “in-between” space the superintendent occupies to discover the constellations of
understanding within the experience.
In considering the centripetal and centrifugal moments of insight and experience
throughout this journey, the relationship between part and whole in order to gain selfunderstanding opened up the experience, the contributions, and the importance of the
superintendent of the public education system. According to the Oxford Dictionary,
etymologically, centripetal forces are those forces that are directed toward the centre; they are
centre- seeking; they develop outside; and they seek the centre or the purpose of the individual
and organization. Board policy or governance in general was defined for the purpose of this
paper as a centripetal force in the life world of a superintendent of schools.
On the other hand, etymologically, according to the Oxford Dictionary, centrifugal forces
are centre-fleeing forces that are moving or directed outward from the centre or purpose of the
individual and the organization. Values and leadership are examples of centrifugal forces, for the
purposes of this inquiry.
I included three perspectives from other superintendents so that their stories can be seen
clustered with mine. We had a tale to tell. This inquiry is about the call of a topic; it is not about
me—it is about the life world of the superintendent. This experience transformed me: I became
lost to the experience and it changed who I am. I wanted to know whether or not this was the
case for others in this role.
It is important to acknowledge that one never enters a dialogue, an inquiry, and an
interpretation without a set of pre-understandings. In each of our lives, there are stories that are
incomplete; tales that have never been told, and fragments and scattered pieces that, if patterned,
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will provide moments of insight for the researcher. “Any study pursued in the name of
hermeneutics should provide a report of the transformation undergone by the researcher through
the process” (Smith, 1999, p. 38). This statement suggests “the profoundly ethical aspect to
hermeneutic inquiry in a life-world sense, which requires the researcher to be prepared to deepen
her own self-understanding throughout the inquiry” (p.38). In order to do what Smith suggested,
it was important to consider some of the parts, some of the fragments, in order to pattern the
experience of transformation of a public education superintendent.
This study has several pieces. Chapter 2 is a conversation with scholars who have
impacted my work to a certain degree. I have been fortunate to meet with many of them face–toface and have experienced deep conversations with them about the work. The third piece is about
hermeneutics and why I chose this philosophy to capture the patterns, the insights, the
experiences that send me back to the work, and consequently, lifted me from the blur and flow of
daily things. In Chapter 4, I link David Jardine’s values to the historically effected consciousness
of the participants in this study. The section “Understanding Moves” elaborates on the idea of
spiel, the game of public education, which is bigger than all of us. Chapter 6 presents some of the
centripetal forces that impact the role of the superintendent, and the next chapter exposes one
centripetal force in particular – the Board of Trustees. Findings are presented in Chapter 8
through the superintendents’ voices so that I can paint a collective portraiture of the participants.
Chapter 9 asks the question, Now what?, in light of the realization that we can no longer pretend
not to know what we know. And finally, the epilogue extends an invitation to all of us who care
deeply about education.
Nicholas Rothwell, (2013) spoke to these scattered pieces in his work, Belomor. He
wrote,
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To find the scattered pieces that belong together. To make our way through time,
searching constantly, seeking for the echoes that come to us, the parallels, and then,
maybe, patterns appear; a sight, a sound sends us back, or we sense through them what
will come once more-that we can be lifted from the blur and flow of daily things. (p. 31)
These are some of the fragments through time that I have lifted from the blur and flow of daily
things.
Fragment one. School was out. It was July and it was time to do the long drive home so
that I could go to university. It was the summer tradition. My daughter, barely six, and I usually
managed the drive in a day, as the roads across the prairies were flat and straight. The miles
flew by, Alberta, Saskatchewan and finally Manitoba. We were just about there. She asked,
“When are we going to hit the stones?” It took me a minute to understand that she meant,
“When are we going to arrive at the gravel road on the way to the farm?” We would be home
for the next 6 weeks, remembering and creating the fragments of experience to pattern our lives.
The fragments of rock on the road and the crunching sound against the tires gave us a sense of
what the days ahead would be like.
The first third of my life was spent on the farm. I remember as a young girl, walking in
the pasture to bring the cows in for milking, the sun on my face and the warm wind blowing
gently. The sky was a vivid blue with wisps of white clouds floating by. I remember thinking
that life could not be better; that I did not have a care in the world. The echo of this feeling and
the blue of the sky sent me back there, as I often go back in my thoughts when I need to be lifted
out of the daily stress and grind. I am from “The farm.” I lived on the farm before there were
rock fragments on the gravel road; just black Manitoba gumbo that rolled on the tires so thickly
that often the wheels would not turn before we got to the highway. I went to school in a small
town about four miles away and when the road was soaked with rain, my Dad had me ride our
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work horse to the end of the mud road so I could be picked up by the school van on the highway.
I never missed a day of school, because it was deemed so important by my family. I worried
about the abandoned horse, but Dad used to say that horses always come home. And she did the
mile and a half on her own, returning without fail.
Lyndsay Butler, a young Alberta songwriter caught my attention with a song she wrote
about a gravel road. It goes like this: “Everywhere I wander, everywhere I roam, I leave my
heart at home. One more turn and four miles to go, I’ll meet you at the end of this gravel road.”
(Butler, 2014)
My life journey has been based on the fact that home is at the end of that gravel road and
that is where I belong; where my heart is, just like that horse and just as Lyndsay Butler sang. At
the end of the gravel road, I was fortunate to develop a way of knowing that has fragments
generations old, based on the connection to the land, the farm and the values of the generations
of people in the first third of my life. Like the Indigenous people, my identity is tied to the land.
My connection to the farm is emotional, visceral, all-encompassing, and contested. The farm
“plays” me every time I hit that gravel road because I know what is at the end of it – the first
third of my life— and I immerse myself in it all over again. It is about the five generations of
people who have called this place home and how their voices have ebbed and flowed over the
years and have patterned the last two thirds of my life. It is about the smell of the land when the
spring thaw begins, the harvest moon, the smell of fresh alfalfa, and the wheat pouring from the
hopper. It is my home, and it has forever changed the pattern of experience of my life. The
sights, the sounds, the conversations, the traditions are all fragments that have helped me make
my way through time; they are my centrepiece. As Nicholas Rothwell (2013) says “fragments:
what else but your centrepiece” (p. 215)?
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My grandfather, who first settled there, was a free spirit who lived on the same property
as I did. He used to recite the poems of Robert W. Service to me by heart. His voice in
particular is woven in to the different layers of my experiences. He was an intellectual—a man
with a Grade 3 education. He was a risk taker and a rebel, creating his own spaces from England
to small-town Manitoba. He was the leader of his family — his mother and four siblings. His
father had died of pneumonia when my grandfather was 12 years old. He had been in the cavalry
in WWI and so I was blessed with learning to ride on an army saddle on a horse that I loved.
She was my friend and constant companion. My dad chose to farm alongside my grandfather
after he returned from WWII. My dad was anxious, intense and afraid for his children. His voice
is also woven in to this text.
My father was the center of the community, so the family farm was a gathering place for
many of our rural neighbours, and around our kitchen table there were fierce debates about the
issues of the day. Although there were differences of opinion about many things, democracy and
public education were some things upon which they all agreed. They linked public education
with a democratic society—the society they had a fought for in the wars. Because they
understood that public education served as the backbone of our society even generations ago,
they shared a common purpose — that of living together peacefully, leading productive and
fulfilling lives, and ensuring a sustainable future for generations to come. I listened intently to
their conversations, never interrupting because at that time children were to be seen and not
heard. Their visceral reaction to their land and to democracy and their deep care for public
education made an indelible imprint on my soul and I will be forever grateful. The farm was key
in creating the centripetal force in the basics of my learning. My commitment to public
education has not wavered over the years because the centripetal forces that had their roots in the
rural life have been part of my horizon until this day and it has formed my centrepiece. I will
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ever be propelled forward by the values my rural upbringing fostered. Lillian Smith (2009), in
Life Writing and Literary Métissage as an Ethos for our Times, wrote: “There is no going alone
on a journey. Whether one explores strange lands or Main Street or one’s own back yard, always
invisible travelling companions are close by…” (p. 3).
The invisible travelling companions from the farm taught me the basics. And in Back to
the Basics of Teaching and Learning, David Jardine (2008) made the case for re-imagining the
basics. I was fortunate to be immersed in learning these basics that he re-imagines in the first
third of my life. Jardine et al., (2008) described these basics as “relation, ancestry, commitment,
participation, interdependence, belonging, desire, conversation, memory, place, topography,
tradition, inheritance, experience, identity, difference, renewal, generativity, intergenerationality,
discipline, care, strengthening, attention, devotion, transformation and character” (p. xi).
These are the fragments that have formed my centrepiece. These are the fragments that
have set me to translating the purpose of public education throughout the years.
Fragment two. The next third of my life was spent as a teacher and a school
administrator. The centripetal forces that progressed inward and became part of my core initially
caused me great distress in this role. The bureaucratic requirements of being a teacher did not fit
with my values, my pre-understandings from the farm that had influenced my core. My basics
did not align with the basics of time and assembly lines. I was shocked. I felt that I had been
had. Why did the lessons from the farm not fit with what I was being asked to do? Scope and
sequences, readers, workbooks, percentages — I was played by the cult of efficiency without
really knowing how I had arrived there.
The school district called me one Saturday in October and told me to go to this school on
Monday morning. I had a job after moving half way across the country! No interview, nothing,
just a phone call. I had been assigned a class of Grades 2, 3, and 4 with a teaching partner. I
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was relatively new to teaching and certainly still overwhelmed by the bureaucracy of the work.
This type of class was known as a split grade and this one was very split —three grades in one
classroom! Those were the days when each grade was taught separately, so that each group
would receive a third of the teacher’s time. I was a master orchestrator of this three-ring circus.
There were the prescribed basal readers for each of three grades; there were math textbooks and
workbooks for each grade that had to be marked and their mistakes corrected, so that I could
clip the bottom of the page and so I could move on to the next day’s work. I loved the students; I
did not love the work that was defined by the bureaucracy. It did not fit with my concept of what
public education was supposed to be. I contemplated leaving the profession because I was bored
and the students were disengaged. If this is what teaching was supposed to be, I did not want to
do this for the rest of my life. The principal fell asleep when he was doing my evaluation in the
back of my classroom.
One particular day during the rest of my life, I was teaching language arts to one of the
groups of students. There was a meta-conversation going on in my head as I was speaking to the
students, preparing them to read the story assigned for the day. My meta-thoughts were
influenced by the blank uninterested looks on each one of the children’s faces, sitting in their
rows so obediently and so wordlessly; passive spectators in learning. The students were as
disappointed with school as I was. I wondered, “How do we go on from here?” My thoughts
started to wander to the “what ifs?” What if we discarded these readers and workbooks? If we
did this differently, would the children learn to read? If I did not follow the textbook, would
someone come and fire me? What if the children were released from my influence of control,
manageability and surveillance in order to create a classroom culture where we could
participate in daring intellectual pursuits?
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I had the students line up and place their readers and workbooks in piles by the garbage.
Then we moved the desks out of rows and created multi-grade grouping clusters. Now what? We
had become rebels. We had taken a risk. I wondered who was watching. I felt like the free spirit
my grandfather had been described as; I was energized by the possibility and by the abundance
of opportunities that could be created by this group of students, the curriculum, and my own
imagination. Fragments from my distant life intermingled and cohered with the situation that
addressed me. Together we would prosper, I was convinced. Horizons had fused.
As this fragment illustrates, I had experienced something over and above my wanting and
doing. Jardine et al. (2008) described this as “when we experience something worthwhile, we
experience something over and above our wanting and doing. We experience something being
asked of us” (p. 227). I was being asked to change my practice. To quote the philosopher HansGeorg Gadamer: “Understanding begins when something addresses us” (1960/1989, p.299). I
had been addressed. Assembly-line schooling with all its bits and pieces was not a worthwhile
experience for me as a new teacher or for the children of the world. I would treat my work
differently and the whole nature of my classroom would change. My interest in public education
and in teaching was reawakened as I came to recognize that I was in the middle of this mess. I
was in between the students and “the man”. Public education had chosen me once again. The
historical reality of my being would call me to examine my prejudices, so I would return to the
basics of the farm, for there were many parallels between the basics learned there and the basics
in a robust, generous classroom. The echoes were calling me back to the mess; they had
addressed me and implicated me in the in the revolution of the profession. I went forward with
high spirits; I was willing to be controversial and work with people in radically open ways. The
future was possible; however it was not predictable with any certainty. There was no guarantee
that I would not be a victim of censorship and reprimand. Hans-Georg Gadamer (1992), in On
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Education, Poetry and History: Applied Hermeneutics, wrote, “We should have no illusions.
Bureaucratized teaching and learning systems dominate the scene, but nevertheless it is
everyone’s task to find his free space. The task of our human life in general is to find free spaces
and learn to move therein” (p.59). I had found a free space, and now I had to learn to move
therein.
Fragment three. This was my fifth year as a school principal, and my work had become
a source of joy for me. I had the good fortune to be a principal in two very different but very
complex schools. The staff was learning, the children were learning and I was learning. I had
not lost my love for public education and we were revelling in the messiness of it all. We had
managed to escape the image of basics as breakdown (Jardine et al., 2008, p. xi) to some extent
in our school; however, I was being censured as a school principal because I would not comply
with the cookie-cutter bureaucratized approach to reading and writing. Things were heating up;
I was getting restless and my thoughts were in motion. Disquiet was everywhere in this free
space.
In the spring of that fifth year of the principalship a new superintendent of learning was
hired from another province to work in our organization. This superintendent had two director
positions open. I was called one day by my supervisor to let me know that it was time for my
leadership to extent past the individual school to the district. Once again, I had experienced
something over and above my wanting and doing. Jardine (2008) described such a time as
“when we experience something worthwhile, we experience something over and above our
wanting and doing. We experience something being asked of us” (p.227). I was being asked to
change my practice again, as I was asked to work in a different capacity with some of the most
vulnerable students in the district. “Understanding begins when something addresses us”
(Gadamer, 1960/1989, p.299). I had been addressed once again. My dedication to public
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education was reawakened as I came to recognize that I was in the middle of a larger mess.
Public education had chosen me once again. The historical reality of my being would have me
become lost to public education; it was changing who I was, and my thoughts were in motion.
The echoes were calling me to the next mess; they had addressed me and implicated me once
again in the revolution of the profession. I was searching for another free space.
My thoughts were in motion, and I was driven by disquiet, thinking that I would never get
to the bottom of the work at this school, that there was always more to be learned. I gathered
myself together. I remember the day I stood over the fax machine with my résumé in hand. I fed
in the paper and pressed send. I remember thinking that I had just stepped over a precipice.
Once again, something had found me and changed my path. The tensions had become obvious. I
attuned myself to what was already in play, but not without the help of the warm sun and the blue
sky and the basics of the farm, the risk taking and free spaces of my teaching, and courage of the
principalship.
I was reminded of Davey’s (2013) remark that the world is unfinished. I went forward
with optimism; I was willing to be controversial and work with people in radically open ways.
Once again the future was possible, but emergent; however, it was not predictable with any
certainty. Fragments from my distant life intermingled and cohered with that by which I was
addressed. Public education would prosper, I was convinced. Horizons had fused once again.
Fragment four
I was a director for 10 years. The first 4 of those years my work was to care for children
on the margins, to make sure they received the education to which they were entitled. This work
was complex, controversial, emotional and visible to the public. I learned a great deal during
those four years, probably more than ever before in my life. The experiences tested my care for
public education and what it meant. So many times I had to grapple with what was good for the
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individual versus what was best for the whole. The learning over these four years cemented my
commitment and I went to the next directorship, strong and dedicated to the children.
I had convened a meeting with about 45 principals and had invited the Board Chair and
the trustee for the area. The Board Chair was talking about public education and its
responsibilities and hence the responsibilities of the principals and of me as director, as
stewards of this organization. She was saying how remarkable it is that public education is the
only organization that welcomes all children. Regardless, we take them all. I thought to myself,
“I wish.”
In fact, the Board’s policies stated:
•

Each student, in keeping with his or her individual abilities and gifts, will
complete high school with a foundation of learning necessary to thrive in life,
work and continued learning.

•

Each student will be literate and numerate, able to integrate and apply the
knowledge, skills, attitudes and competencies acquired across all academic
disciplines.

•

Each student will be a responsible citizen.

•

Each student will identify and actively develop individual gifts, talents and
interests.

•

Each student will demonstrate good character.

These policies guided our work as principals and directors. My leadership was to
translate and enact these policies on the ground in every school, in every classroom in my area
for each student. As a director, I played a vital role in leading public thought in this
responsibility of welcoming all children. The policies begin with “Each student.” It took us
awhile to grapple with this; the implications for us were huge. It was not about each student
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except for…. that student; it was about each student. The accountability was not about providing
a number of programs (inputs); rather, it was the accountability for each student’s success –
outcomes for each and every student. This was an experience worthy of rest and repose (Jardine
et al, 2008, p.223) and the whole organization spent years reflecting about why this was
important. Jardine (2008), in his article “On the While of Things,” inquired, “What makes
classroom experiences worthwhile? What makes some experiences worthy of rest and repose,
worthy of returning and being careful, worthy of tarrying and remembering, of taking time, of
whiling away our lives in their presence?” (p. 223). The underlying question was how we were to
teach each student how he or she learns best. All of them. There were no throw- away kids. The
challenge was how we were to support the adults in an organization to understand that this
experience of each student was “worth lingering over, remembering and returning to” (p. 223).
This is the work of centrifugal forces of values and leadership.
A colleague said to me that any experience except a public education experience is a
diminished one because this is where each student is welcomed. The context is richest when they
all are there. Public education helps our youngest citizens, including our most vulnerable
citizens, discover and pursue their passions, make successful transitions into adulthood, and
become lifelong learners contributing to their world. We create purpose, inspire passion,
encourage growth, and connect learning to our democratic society. Education is a process of
inquiry and discovery, and through this process we focus on the attitudes and knowledge needed
by citizens in a rapidly changing world. We recognize critical and creative thinking skills,
problem solving, innovation, collaboration, civic engagement, digital literacy, and
communication skills as critical competencies. We create purpose, inspire passion, encourage
growth, and connect learning to the world. For all children. Regardless. The Board said so
through their policies. These policies were an enormous centripetal force directed at the central
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purpose of our work and I was still in the middle, in between the politicians and the masses in the
middle of the mess.
The Call
The purpose of this tale is to explain something of my interpretation of the life world of a
superintendent and to examine the interplay of the horizons of other superintendents with my
journey. Many contested areas played with my vision, my values, and the choices I encountered
during my 5-year term. My experiences as a teacher, a principal, and a director always involved
a tension between public values, and I came to understand that there are no single-value
problems. No one value is always better than other values, but since I had my own strongly held
values, traditions, and a fierce care for public education I was able to love the work throughout
my career up to this time. The fragments had helped to broaden my horizon and strengthen my
centrepiece over the years. So, how did I get to be a superintendent when I did not apply in the
first place?
One weekend a few years ago, all the senior leadership team was called to a meeting on
Monday morning at 8 a.m. The superintendent of the day announced his retirement effective
immediately and the Deputy Chief was appointed as the interim superintendent. I was appointed
as Acting Deputy Chief Superintendent. The job posting for Chief Superintendent was publicized
a couple of weeks later and, in fact, the search firm who was handling the file came to talk with
the senior leadership team about the qualities necessary to do the work of the superintendent. As
the conversation progressed, I remember thinking to myself, “Whoever applies for this position
is crazy.” The international posting required a doctoral degree, and I remember being relieved
that I did not have such a degree. I did not apply. The weeks passed and the rumours swirled
and public education became more and more complex. The application and interviews were well
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underway. We heard that individuals from all over had been interviewed, and we were expecting
an announcement of the new superintendent any day.
Then came the phone call. It was one of the trustees telling me that (s)he was surprised
that I had not applied and was wondering why I had not. I responded that I did not have a
doctoral degree and that I was sure that I did not desire this level of complexity in my life at this
time. “Well,” (s)he said, “We need you to apply because you are stronger than any of the
applicants. Please consider this carefully, as public education in this city is critical and now is
the time to step forward.”
When the community invites one in, it is an address that is so strong and powerful that one
becomes open to its influence. The past, present, and future of public education was an open
invitation to me through this trustee who represented the community. Public education had found
me once again. Throughout history, I had become lost to it and it had changed my life. So once
again, this time through electronic application, I pressed send and I jumped off the next
precipice. However the approach by one trustee was not a decision by the Board. There were
still several interviews by the entire Board, and a reference check to discover whether or not
others supported me.
“We would like to offer you the job of chief superintendent. Will you accept?” I was
powerless within the grasp of public education and completely open to its influence. “I accept,”
I said. My future circumstances were contingent upon the centrifugal forces and the centripetal
forces and the strength of my being, the cohesion of the fragments of my life. Echoes were
everywhere.
Importance of the Topic
It took courage to write from life experience. However, “Experience as a whole is not
something that anyone can be spared” (Davey, 2006, p. v), and it can be shared. Experiences
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today in public education for a superintendent of schools are out of joint. Districts are political
and ideological institutions, in which each generation of adults battles within itself in
determining the purposes, goals, and directions. Public education today is out of joint. Hannah
Arendt (1969) puts it like this:
We are always educating for a world that is or is becoming out of joint, for this is the
basic human situation, in which the world is created by mortal hands to serve mortals for
a limited time as home. Because the world is made by mortals it wears out; and because it
continuously changes its inhabitants it runs the risk of becoming as mortal as they. To
preserve the world against the mortality of its creators and inhabitants, it must be
constantly set right anew. The problem is simply to educate in such a way; that a settingright remains actually possible, even though it can, of course never be assured. (p.192)
Today, superintendents are mere worn mortals because they are constantly setting things
right anew; they are confronted by a set of circumstances that “plays” them. Their authority is
fuelled by how they hold public education in their hands and how deeply they care for its future.
Superintendents are faced with an entitled public of adults who believe in personal freedom at all
costs and who have demanded an array of choices for parents and students, not as citizens but as
consumers of education. In providing comparative data and greater freedom of choice, we have
diminished the responsibility of parents to be accountable for and to public education. There is
little effort to forge a sense of “we,” of connection.
The topic of this study is grounded in the field of the practice the superintendent. The
rationale and significance of this study are immense because little is understood or written about
the practice and much is assumed and unquestioned about the role. What might be true in how a
superintendent suffers the contingent centrifugal and centripetal forces that assault her core, her
centrepiece? How does a superintendent hold public education in her hands, how does she care
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enough about each student, how does she care about each staff member, how does she lead the
public through the contested areas in education and lead the public education system itself to
create a stronger democracy through supporting people to understand and participate in decisions
that affect them, their families, and their society? How does she interpret the statement of the
gods (governance policies written by the Board) and then translate that to the mere mortals in
order to while over them (leadership of the superintendent)? These practices of the
superintendent often go unnoticed and unexamined, and the role is often taken for granted.
Gadamer’s view of “truth” (aletheia) was an extension, exploration, and explication of
Heidegger’s work (Moules, 2002 p.11). Warnke (1987) wrote that by “truth” Gadamer “means
that an aspect of human experience has been separated out from others, given an emphasis of its
own and thus illuminated for all. It marks an uncovering of some aspect of the world, our lives,
a text or the like that was previously occluded...; it also means the covering up of other aspects of
the world” (p. 57). In this case, I have chosen the life world of a superintendent as this
contingent, changing experience.
Gadamer’s Truth and Method was originally published in 1960, with the first English
translation in 1975. The paradox within in its name is not unlike the paradox within this study,
for the kind of “truth” of which Gadamer wrote could not be revealed by any kind of method
(Jardine, 1994). Unlike the notion of truth as equated with frequency, reoccurrence, and control
the natural sciences have carried for years.
Gadamer’s (1960/1989) regard of “truth” is that is can always be understood differently,
and one understanding is not absolutely better that another. He maintained that
interpretation carries the expectation that it will encounter both meaning and truth,
without which understanding is not possible. Both are not absolute; they are contingent,
preferential, referential, and changing. (Moules, 2002, p. 11)
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Truth as described by Gadamer (1960/1989) is an event of meaning …‒ a living event; it
is changing, not stagnant, and is expansive and full of possibilities. It is not a judgement
of worth; it is always being worked out and one truth is not intended to reprimand all
others, but to show the eventfulness of a topic. It occurs in keeping something open, in
not thinking that something is known, for when we think we already know, we stop
paying attention to what comes to meet us. The sign of something being true is not that
something is repeatable, but that it lasts, lingers, and even changes (Moules, 2002, p. 11).
Truth is constantly being revealed – in a state of aletheia (Moules et al, 2015).
Through the experience of three superintendents, there was an opportunity to open up and
reveal parts of our experiences that, as Jardine would say, “were concealed or closed, (to enliven)
that which seemed routine, deadened, or lethal” and to remember many of things that were
forgotten along the way (p. 122). It is the opportunity to say “Really?” to the world.
A fresh perspective is necessary and this study is what Moules et al. (2014) might call
“an act of truth seeking- of looking for what might be true in and of the topic” (p. 75). This
study’s attention will be directed towards understanding the truth about the role of
superintendent as it is lived by three individuals in the role and by me. The actual notion of truth
is difficult and tricky, and some may consider it absolute. The hermeneutic notion of truth does
not mean to imply that there is one truth to be known about superintendents, but that we stay true
to the work of aletheia (a Greek word meaning “the event of concealment and unconcealment”
(Caputo, 1987, p.115)) in considering the role in all its messiness and richness, and what it
means to be in the world of the superintendent in a particular way. The three individuals and I
were deeply involved in our practice, and it is only through the practical, everyday involvement
that the truth, the meaning of the role of superintendent, became available to me. What is the
truth about being a superintendent of an urban public education system? This question opened
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up something among the superintendents, it called on them to remember why certain things
mattered, and it asked them to focus on the practical and particular, bringing things to life in the
here and now. One superintendent ended our conversation saying, Thanks for asking. No one has
cared enough before to ask me what it was like.
Conclusion
From the beginning, I knew that this study was going to be hard. Hermeneutic inquiry
offered promise and pitfalls. The promise for me held particular appeal. I knew that my
knowledge was largely held tacitly in holistic forms and that this inquiry would allow me new
ways to understand the experience of a chief superintendent. Communicating through story
increased the opportunity for me to understand through my many publics. Issues that directly
affect the ways in which the public experience the contested areas in education are wrapped up in
the stories they hold. One story is that democracy’s strength lies in people’s ability to
understand and participate in decisions that affect them, their families, and their society. We look
to public education to sustain and reflect the promise of democracy by giving all children,
regardless of race or class or language, access to high quality schooling that prepares them for
well-being and engagement in society. Governance and leadership were not two separate stories
in this process that shaped two distinct areas of practice, but were two intertwined plot lines in a
larger story. Governance and leadership were the two forces, centripetal and centrifugal, that
defined the game of public education. The superintendent was a significant presence in this story
and was part of the in-between, intertwined and interdependent. The presence of the
superintendent set purpose for how we cared about our work. The presence of the Board should
lead the public thought about the importance of educating our children well.
There is very little written in the literature about governance and the metaphors about
governance are notably impoverished. The link between public education and democracy is so
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deep that, if one fails, so might the other. True public governance promotes democracy and
revitalizes social institutions. Public engagement is viewed as a way to rebuild public life. The
challenges facing our current public education system require fundamental shifts in our thinking;
what we do today in education will create the democracy of tomorrow. Many are sceptical about
the value of public boards in general. In The National Post on Monday Dec 23, 2013, Chris
Eustace wrote,
Provincial governments should ditch elected school boards. They are anachronistic
institutions, which have no pedagogical, economical, or cultural value to any school and
cannot keep up with our high-tech communications world. Characterized by puny voter
turn at school election time, which contribute to their arrogance, negligence, and
extravagance, spendthrift boards are no friend to the student nor the taxpayer.
There are a multitude of books and articles today written about leadership “of which at
last count, there were some fifteen hundred and theories of leadership of which there are around
forty” (Kellerman, 2012, p xxi.). In fact, the review of the literature includes some of this work.
However extensively I read about leadership, there really was a dearth of information about the
importance of the presence of the superintendent. In fact, when leadership was viewed as a
position such as superintendent, it was difficult to acknowledge that leadership is contingent, it is
ever-changing, and it is about presence and the fragments one brings to the work. The power in
leadership is not about being right or being described as a type of leader; rather, it is about being
real, it is about understanding the “other.” It is about pulling away from needs to control, to use
power, and to use force. So then, with this backdrop the question becomes clearer. What is the
truth about being a superintendent of a public education system?
The future of democracy is so inextricably linked to the quality of public education. The
challenge is that the likely conservative stakeholders will not easily embrace insights drawn from
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such work that is hermeneutic is probable. David Smith (1999) also lets us know that “modern
students of hermeneutics should be mindful that their interpretations could lead them into trouble
with authorities” (p.27). The greatest promise this research holds is what I will learn about the
experience of being a superintendent through this process and illuminate my question, What is
the truth about being a superintendent of a public education system?
The next chapter describes some of the conversations with scholars along the way,
marking some of the influences and contradictory counsel that existed amongst them, attempting
to gain insight through their knowledge about what it means to care about public education and
what it means to set purpose in the work, what it means to lead and what it means to govern. In
my life world as superintendent, I had the opportunity, not only to read their work but also to
interact directly with them in deep, sustained conversations.
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Chapter 2: Conversations with the Scholars
Turning Words
As Jardine (2012) so beautifully wrote:
This struggle to become who I am in the midst of this convivial world—is a task that
is always abundantly full of ancient voices and signs of ancient ventures and
contradictory counsels right at the moment and in the very same gesture that it is also
singular and brand new (p.7).
One of the ancient voices that Jardine described set me on a path. The voice of this
superintendent was a harbinger of the emergence of a past that was at play but not known to be at
play within my understanding, with the yet-to-arrive future reaching into our present-day
conversation. In this conversation I was susceptible to those turning words that can suddenly
transform our sense of the meaningful.
I remember the conversation as if it were today. One of the senior leadership team who
had been somewhat a mentor for me took me out for lunch to discuss my appointment as Chief
Superintendent. The person was asking me how I was feeling about my appointment and so I
described some of the things I was looking forward to and some of the things about which I had
trepidation. The individual said to me that he had observed my great care for public education,
my dedication to the community and to the children especially. He said that because I had such
great care and dedication, the work for me as superintendent was simple. Create a purpose
around which people could rally, take great care of the people inside the system (leadership) and
contribute greatly outside the organization (governance).
The turning words in our conversation that set a sense of anticipation, which began to tease
at my future as superintendent were “care,” “purpose,” “leadership,” and “governance.” The
past at play, my pre-understandings from the farm, from my teaching, from being a principal and
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a director along with all the incomplete stories, fragments, and echoes in my understanding
brought some personal authenticity to the work. The historicity with the unfolding narratives,
anticipations, and dimly sensed meanings were all at work within my awareness, within my past
horizon, within the current horizon, and within the future horizon.
This review of the literature considered some of the influences and contradictory counsel
that existed in the literature, in an attempt to gain insight around what it means to care for public
education; insight around how to set a purpose around which to rally in a large urban school
district and what it means to lead thousands of employees and to govern with a Board of
Trustees. I found that these gestures of care for public education, purpose, leadership, and
governance were ever-changing and constantly brand new, even though each was full of their
own ancient voices and influences and were at play within my own self-understanding. I
discovered that what I understood in the past was not what I understood the future to be. My
understanding of what it meant to care evolved. I also discovered that what it meant to lead did
not go deep enough into the work of superintendent. I discovered that what it meant to govern
was never actually put in to practice. Caputo (1987) stated, “Truth means disclosedness,
uncovering” (p.74). The literature identified by the discoveries above would uncover the
narratives already at play within my self-understanding of the life world of a superintendent in
mediating our famous but fragile public education system. Most of the words in the literature did
not suddenly transform my sense of the meaningful. However extensively I have read about care,
about purpose, about leadership and about governance, there is really a dearth of information
about the importance of the superintendent.
For the purposes of answering the question, “What is the truth about being a
superintendent of an urban public education system?” I will examine the literature from the care
theorists (centrepiece); consider points of view regarding the setting of purpose in a public
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education system (centrepiece); look at the current writing regarding leadership (centrifugal
forces) and the writing on governance (centripetal forces). Many of the scholars in this study I
included because of actual encounters I have had over the years with them while I worked with
the Calgary Board of Education.
Context
What does it mean to care? I met Dr. Noddings at Teachers’ Convention one year. She
was the motivating factor for me in my Master of Arts thesis called A Study of Care in Two
Elementary Classrooms (1995). Dr. Noddings (1984) noted that the Oxford Dictionary tells us
that “care” is a state of mental distress or uncertainty, a state of worry or engrossment. To care is
to be in a burdened mental state, one of anxiety, attention, or solicitude. Also, to care is to be
charged with the protection or supervision of someone or something (p. 9). She writes about
caring enough to understand what is going on in a student’s head and then think about what is the
best next right thing to do to help that student progress. Upon reflection, this connection with her
through text, through presentation, and through reading her work, helped me understand the
notion that we must teach each student how he or she learns best.
Ethics of care is a normative ethical theory, which is a theory about our moral imperative
that makes actions right or wrong. It was a theory that was developed by feminists in the last
half of the 20th century. Ethics of care emphasized the importance of response and obligation. It
changed our question from, “What is just?” to “How do I respond?” The basic beliefs are that all
individuals are interdependent for achieving their interests. However, those who are particularly
vulnerable to our choices and their outcomes deserve extra consideration of the contextual details
in the situation. This care is all about how we treat our children, including the ones on the
margins so that each child can be the best he or she can be, regardless of circumstance. For me,
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this is what public education stood for, and what I understood and what I still understand, a
superintendent was to do each day.
Noddings (1984) described care as having these elements.
In one sense, I may equate “cares” with “burdens.” In another sense, I care for someone if
I feel a stir of desire or inclination toward him. In a related sense, I care for someone if I
have regard for his views and interests. In the third sense, I have the care of an elderly
relative if I am charged with the responsibility of his physical welfare. But, clearly, in the
deep human sense that will occupy us, I cannot claim to care for my relative if my
caretaking is perfunctory or grudging. (p. 9)
The German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) described Dasein as the very
being of life. Care embodies Dasein as a whole. Heidegger describes it in three ways: ahead of
itself; already in the world; and alongside entities within the world. The notion of care embraces
and integrates what we know about Dasein, the being of life, and it is “correlative to the
significance of the world” (Inwood, 1997, p. 59).
Martin Heidegger’s use of the term is very broad, covering an attitude of solicitousness to
other living beings, a concern to do things meticulously, the deepest existential longings,
fleeting moments of concern, and all the burdens and worries that belong to human life.
From his perspective, we are immersed in care; it is the ultimate reality of life. According
to Heidegger, in this deepest sense of care, we care what happens to one another, we
wonder if there is life after death, whether there is a god for all of us, whether we are
loved, whether or not we belong, what will we become, who am I, what kind of person will
I be. (Noddings, 1992, p. 15)
This is the burden of the superintendent, to care about public education and the children therein.
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Because public education is an institution which plays a central role in the production and
reproduction of the reality of life, it has a great role in determining what kind of person each one
of us will be. It is a symbolic system, creating the mirrors in which we see ourselves reflected
and through which we define our identity. To be the superintendent of such a system is a
daunting proposition. The public education system is dynamic and those within the education
system are continuously produced, reproduced, and resisted. Public education contributes
significantly to the maintenance, development, and resolution of existing ambiguities,
contradictions, and tensions on a societal level, transmitting values, attitudes and skills and
knowledge from one generation to the next. For too long, people have been prepared to accept
that education is benign and neutral. It is not.
So, if we care for public education, it must be handled it differently. Today, the many
opportunities to exclude students from public education cause inequities that do not create a just
and viable democracy. A colleague (personal communication, February, 2013) said that every
individual should be exposed to a diversity of perspectives in order to be able to make informed
judgements about how they wish to live their lives in a pluralistic society. Denying individuals
this process has negative repercussions from a societal point of view. The educational
experience that attunes individuals to what is in play in our society is the public education
experience.
Dr. David Jardine taught me about the notion of “holding” (personal conversation, 2012).
We talked a lot about our responsibility to “hold” public education in the esteem it deserved
trying to keep it safe from dogmatic and rational understanding.
Ruddick (1989) wrote about the notion of “holding.” She described holding to “minimize
risk and to reconcile differences rather than to sharply accentuate them. Holding is a way of
seeing with an eye toward maintaining the minimal harmony, material resources, and skills
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necessary for sustaining a child in safety” (pp. 78-79). “Holding” is the beacon of public
education; it is truly about the notion of care. As superintendent, I held the fragility of education
in my hands with the greatest of sensitivity and care. The responsibility of each superintendent
was to hold and care for public education, to grasp the importance of the bedrock in education,
and to understand that the terrain was contested, complex, interpreted, intentional, and
meaningful and “asserts the inescapable subjective in human inquiry” (Bernard, as cited in
Slattery,1996, p. 8).
“It requires a logical and coherent political education, deliberately considered and
developed in children not through mere osmosis or exposure, but through active and deliberate
thought processes and engagement about civic virtues and the political structures in society”
(Gereluk, 2010, p.132). Public education has a duty to develop particular dispositions that will
foster the ability of individuals to deliberate, critically engage, and respect those who may have
drastically different moral religions or political viewpoints.
John Dewey (1915) stated: “What the best and wisest parent wants for his own child that
must the community wants for all of its children. Any other ideal for our schools is narrow and
unlovely; acted upon, it destroys our democracy” (p. 5). As Superintendent, my challenge to
hold and to care about public education and the democracy it births was, as Jardine (2012) wrote,
“that I might have some hand, some however small say in the setting right of the world and the
shape of our learning to live therein” (p. 6).
It was apparent in this research that our citizens had a challenge to care about public
education in this century, and that they were reluctant to acknowledge that public education
today situated in the global context. They were reluctant to create an image of why public
education needs to transform to meet the needs of this century. The unforeseeable explosions in
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our world should motivate the public to discern a new framework in which public education can
present itself. Attitudes, beliefs, and orientations need to change.
In a lecture in Calgary, Alberta, Nicholas Davey said that “the world is different than we
expected and we are far too accustomed to the same menu everyday” (July 2014). Regardless,
the “back to the basics” movement in Alberta has been jumped on by the politicians. This was
an insight into the tensions and complexity that exist within a public education system on the
move, especially a large urban system.
My experience as a superintendent uncovered many reasons for advancing the public
education agenda; however, it was not easy to do so, for I came to understand what is already in
play, the preconceived notions, and the history and the traditions. It was easy to observe that
many gestures of schooling are largely unchanged from a hundred years ago, while many
gestures of society have changed dramatically. As has been often pointed out, schools embody
an industrial model of organization in a post-industrial world, and an authoritarian and
hierarchical character in a world where networks and negotiations are increasingly prevalent. In
an article in the Globe and Mail titled “Toward Canadian Public Education 2.0” (March 11,
2013), Kevin Lynch, Vice Chair of BMO Financial Group wondered, “In a demographically and
technology fuelled world, where talent and ideas are the new wealth of nations, are we
adequately focused on the role of a strong public education for our future success in Canada?”
Like Lynch, many authors have contemplated this question and, particularly in this
province where an entire consultation process focused the populace on Public Education 2.0,
have asked the question, “What does an educated citizen look like in 2030?” Lynch referred to
this new version of public education as 2.0, modelled after the concept of Web 2.0, the new
version of the World Wide Web. Inspiring Education: A Report to the Community (Alberta
Education 2010) clearly represented the voices of many people who moved our thinking to the
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next version of public education —Public Education 2.0 There is a segment of our population
who would like to take school “back to the basics”. There is much more required today than the
basics of even a year ago, and the basics of tomorrow are much more than the basics of today.
The current provincial government of the day has concealed the work of Inspiring Education
and, according to a colleague (personal conversation, 2016), members of the bureaucracy of
Alberta Education were forbidden to talk about this innovative work. The innovation of Inspiring
Education has disappeared at the direction of the current government, dishonouring the work of
so many to articulate that vision for public education. Innovative work is fragile.
The movement of public education is situated and informed by global, national, provincial
and local perspectives. The global movement towards the personalization of learning —
teaching each child how he or she learns best— has placed public education at centre stage.
There is widespread support for strengthening public education to develop well rounded,
creative, innovative and compassionate citizens who problem solve, collaborate, network
and contribute to society both socially and economically. (Living a Creative Life, 2014).
I still hope that citizens care about society and about one another even in the midst of
malaise and fear. There is a sense of urgency, across so many spheres, for education reform that
embeds creativity and innovation and design as key components. However, there is much
inquietude regarding what has already been started and I found myself in the midst of ironic and
conflicting positions in public education. Today’s superintendents have the unfolding narratives
of the past, present, and future, as well as the structures of identity of public education already in
play. It was an enormous challenge to hold and to set right anew the foundations of creativity,
innovation and entrepreneurship, critical thinking, collaboration, communication, character,
culture, and ethical citizenship as a superintendent.
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The modern public education system needs to offer learning opportunities that are relevant
to today’s students Inspiring Education: A Report to the Community (Alberta Education 2010).
The parents and the public, with their open and unresolved and dimly-sensed meaning, are
always at work in their awareness and must understand that much has changed in this regard
since they attended school. We are living in the knowledge and digital age, already nearly two
decades into this century: Public Education 2.0 should be farther along. Although some are
experiencing pockets of innovation in our education system, they are not adapting to the new
reality soon enough even though globally, nationally, provincially, and locally it has been
recognized that an accelerated pace of change is imperative. I lived and experienced this; it is
difficult to articulate a process when you are involved in it. This dissertation inspired me to try
to understand what is at play in this hermeneutical experience. It takes a strong, ethical, and
caring superintendent, “a being in motion, constituting finitude and historicity” (Lecture. Davey,
July 2014) to withstand the pressures for transformation that this century has offered. The
question for me was, “Did I care enough to find out what the truth is about being a
superintendent of an urban public education system?”
What about purpose? I was sitting in a lecture hall at university—not just any university,
but Harvard University— with five colleagues from our school system. I was listening to Dr. Ted
Sizer talk to us about public education and the children. Nancy Faust Sizer was sitting in the
back row knitting and contributing occasionally to the lecture. It was very informal but you
could feel the anticipation in the room. Dr. Richard Elmore, another professor from the school
was in attendance and he and Dr. Sizer were the leaders of our week’s session. I had not heard
of Dr. Elmore before. The room was full of educators, mostly from the USA and scattered
through the audience were superintendents from the Eastern Seaboard, many involved in the
Coalition of Essential Schools group. This was an experience that by week’s end would re-
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pattern my thinking and re-embolden my commitment to public education. The dogs were about
to be let out! We were in motion.
At this time in my career I was struggling with the direction of the school system. The
trustees were working with “goals” that changed every year; the goals had to do with alternative
programs and technology, and little to do with governance. The current superintendent kept
producing lists of things to do and talking about “gyres.” None of it spoke to me except to say
that something was profoundly missing in the purpose and direction of our school system. When
Dr. Sizer (1999) began to speak about a “profound moral contract with our students” (Sizer &
Sizer, p. xviii), it was like an opening in the forest with the light shining through; I felt that I was
entering another free space. Dr. Sizer talked about insisting that each student become a
thoughtful, informed citizen, and that the role of educators and a public education system was to
model such citizenship. He spoke of verbs and specifically gerunds. Checking. Modeling.
Grading. Failing. Grappling. Bluffing. Sorting. Shoving. Fearing. Daydreaming. These gerunds
are the routines and rituals of our school systems. He talked about our struggle to be civilized,
and the profound need for institutions that will nurture our humanity and a worthy way of life.
Dr. Sizer went on to say that our contract with even the most unlovable, snotty-nosed kid was
still profoundly moral. We must care about each one; each one is our burden; such is the work of
a superintendent. Our purpose must be to change these verbs as their lens creates the structures
that reproduce the next generation of democracy. I was listening hard. I had my work cut out
for me. If Dr. Sizer painted a picture of “what”, Dr. Elmore painted a picture of “how.” Dr.
Elmore said, “Improvement, then, is change with direction, sustained over time, that moves
entire systems, raising the average level of quality and performance while at the same time
decreasing the variation among units, engaging people in analysis and understanding of why
some actions work and others don’t” (2000, p. 13).
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During the afternoon of the first day Dr. Elmore, through a conversation regarding
accountability introduced us to the work of Martin Buber and the primary words I, Thou, and It.
Buber wrote that “primary words do not signify things, but they intimate relations” (Buber,
unpaginated). Dr. Elmore used this to parallel what he described as the primary words that
make up the critical significant relationship in education – the relationship between the teacher
(I), the student (Thou) and the content (It). It dawned on me during that presentation that most of
us see these primary words in education as signifying separate things, not as an ever changing
and shifting intimate relationship.
Davey wrote that “Dialogical exchanges can both trigger developments within and
transform the narrative structures of the understanding already at play within us. Appreciating
the hermeneutic effect of words within dialogue is the key to grasping how transformative
understanding can occur” (personal communication, July, 2014). I found myself listening to Dr.
Elmore’s point of view, hoping that his words would be illuminating and transformative. I was
trying to bring a well-tempered openness to the experience, trying to transcend my own
understanding of the purpose of the educational experience.
The next day I was in a mixed group of educators, none from my own district. I had been
placed with John, one of the superintendents from the Coalition of Essential Schools Group. The
conversation was not about the “what”; it was still about the “how”. How do you take the
thinking of Sizer and Elmore and bring their work to scale in a large urban school district? How
did he do it? John talked a lot about the quality of the principals in his district and how he
influenced their thinking through focused conversation. He talked about the importance of their
role in understanding the purpose of their work as leaders of learning and how he focused on the
I, Thou, and It relationship in his district. He had a standing date with principals every Monday
morning for three hours.
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My understanding grew as I listened to these three individuals. I came to understand that
our district needed to emphasize a learning model that was data informed, have a leadership
development strategy for our principals, particularly one that is job-embedded, and to enhance
cohesion within the organization through a well-defined purpose focused on each student.
Through collaborative action, the district needed to become a school system rather than a system
of schools. All that said, the most important factor in all our work was the student and the IThou - It relationship. This relationship defined in such an intimate manner hit me like a ton of
bricks. It was so simple, yet so complex. I had come to understand that there was, increasingly
less relevance for many young people in school, that there is a growing gap between what
students need to be able to understand and do and what we have traditionally taught in schools
(Senge as cited in Fullan, 2010, p. xi). The district was going about its work without really
talking about the students and what they were asked to do at all. Was the work in our district
worthy? The district through its principals needed to focus on quality and achievement through a
well-defined and articulated personalized learning model with the I-Thou-It relationship
(instructional core) as its foundation. This foundation would provide the purpose around which
our district could rally for it would take us back to the reason teachers joined the profession.
Quinn (2004) wrote that a purpose moves others because it is deeply in touch with their reality
and their hopes. That is why they respond. And it is credible because they can see that it is not a
castle in the air, but that it is grounded in their lived experience, in bread and salt.
As I was leaving at the end of the week, Dr. Elmore and I spent a brief minute in
conversation. He told me that he loved working with Canadians; he said that to get a district the
size of ours all pulling together working on the instructional core was a monumental task and
that this week at Harvard would provide fodder for district learning for years.
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He was so right. The purpose, the bread and salt, of our work would become strongly
influenced by the work of Richard Elmore and colleagues (City et al., 2009; Elmore, 2004; 2005;
2006; 2008; 2009; 2010).
What does it mean to lead? There is tension in the literature about this question. There
are many ancient voices, ventures and contradictory counsels in this field. While the ancient
voices have long been interested in leadership throughout history, for the most part, it has been
relatively recently that leadership theories have emerged. The literature has given significant
attention to the qualities that distinguish leaders, and also considers context, situational factors,
and skill. Similar to the gerunds that Sizer listed as creating the structures of our school systems,
leadership literature is full of adjectives that create images of what a leader is. Kellerman
(2012), in her book The End of Leadership, wrote that at last count there were some 1500
definitions of leadership and around 40 theories of leadership. She says that “leading is, as we
know by now, different from what it was before, even a decade or two ago” (p. xxi).
The Oxford Dictionary indicates that lead means “to guide.” It derives from the Old
English laeden, “cause to go with one, lead, guide, conduct, carry, sprout forth; bring forth pass
[one’s life], from West Germanic laidjan [cf Old Saxon lithan, Old Norse lioa ‘to go’. Old High
German ga-lidan “to travel”, Gothic ga leiban, “to go” and from PIE leit “to go forth”.
When I met with Richard Elmore on several occasions (personal conversations, 2004,
2005, 2006, 2008) and in his writing, he (2000) he was of the opinion that
Leadership tends to be romanticized in American culture, especially in the culture of
schooling, both because we subscribe heavily to trait theories of success – people succeed
because of their personal characteristics, more than because of skill, effort and knowledge
– and because we like our heroes to have qualities that we think we don’t have. The
problem with this romanticized theory of leadership is that the supply of character traits we
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associate with good leaders is, by definition, limited, or we wouldn’t envy and admire them
so much in other people. Also, character traits are much less amenable to influence by
education, training, and practice than are knowledge and skill. De-romanticizing leadership
would have a very positive effect on the quality of schools. (p. 13)
In my work as Chief Superintendent, I came to know that there were leadership theories
that people are born with the necessary characteristics such as charisma, confidence, and
intelligence that make them natural leaders. These theories state that the leader is born not made
(Lynch, 2013). People such as Mahatma Gandhi and Abraham Lincoln emerged to take control
of their situations, and led a group of people to safety and success. They were the heroes of their
time.
My finding in other research points to particular characteristics that leaders inherit that
make them better suited to leadership (Allport, 1936). Much research already attends to
leadership influence (Hallinger & Murphy, 1986; Leithwood, 2007; Leithwood & Louis, 2012;
Northouse, 2004; Peterson, 2002; Robinson, 2011; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003).
Robinson (2008) emphasized the need to focus on the tasks leaders do.
There are also contingency theories of leadership (Leithwood, 2012) that focus on
particular variables related to the environment that might determine which particular style of
leadership is best suited to the situation. According to this view, no leadership style is best in all
situations, as leadership success is dependent on a number of variables within the circumstances
(p. 57). For example, one might use a democratic style of leadership or an authoritarian type of
leadership if the group is less skilled.
Other theorists, like Stephen E. Anderson (Leithwood & Lewis), describe leadership as
rooted in behaviour and complex patterns of people, tasks and goals where people can learn to
become leaders based upon teaching and observation (p. 42). On the other hand there are
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theorists, (Leithwood & Lewis, 2012) who believe in the concept of participative theory,
leadership distribution within the learning community where the leader encourages participation
and contributions from others and helps the group feel more committed to the decision-making
processes (p. 11). There are also management theories of leadership that focus on the roles of
supervision, organization, and group performance. This system is based on meritocracy and
consequences.
Finally, there are those theories based on relationship and the connections formed between
leaders and followers (Hargraves & Fullan, 2011). People are motivated and inspired by
recognizing a moral imperative in their work, as well as the opportunity to fulfill their own
potential. In fact, I used many of these epistemological (study of knowledge) theories in my
work with principals. However I came to understand that these theories do not address the
ontological (study of being) part of the work.
I found that Kellerman (2012) offered a contrary point of view regarding leadership and its
history.
Over the course of human history, power and influence generally have devolved from the
top down. Still, for whatever reasons, the leadership industry ignores this critical history
nearly entirely, as if it were irrelevant, or unimportant, or maybe both. One of the several
inevitable results is that leaders continue to be overvalued and followers undervalued. The
same can be said of the contemporary context—which remains similarly unappreciated and
poorly understood. This deprivation serves no one, least of all those learning how to lead.
(p. 23)
Kellerman (2012) questioned our old assumptions about leadership and through her
writing tried to stimulate a new discussion about leadership practice today. I tried to do just that
in my work with principals and directors. She wrote that becoming a leader is a “mantra” and
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that “leading is the path to power and money, a medium for achievement and a mechanism for
creating change” (2013, p. 136). Her book tells two tales. The first tale is about the cultural
revolution and the technological revolution that have shifted the balance of power between
leaders and followers. The second tale is about the leadership industry itself, and asks if it is
truly a scholarly pursuit and a set of practical skills. Here, the author wonders if there are ways
of teaching leadership that take in to account the vicissitudes of the present. As a superintendent,
I wondered about the same question, knowing that educational discourses are interpretive and
hermeneutic endeavours.
The superintendent leadership architects are committed to building capacity within people
so they will have the strength of identity, integrity, and presence that support a sustainable lifegiving culture to the institution of public education in a context that is changing at warp speed.
Superintendents were able “to inspire [by painting a mental picture of authentic moment in
leading], to illuminate [by shining a light on the actions of leaders], and to instruct [by
suggesting practical strategies to put into immediate use to find your own voice while inspiring,
supporting, and guiding others to discover and express their uniqueness]” (Irvine & Roger, 2006,
p. 8).
But, is this enough? To be a superintendent who can be “on the court” and play in real
time, rather than observe from the stands, is a challenge for all of us today in most public sector
educational organizations (Erhard, Jensen & Granger, 2012).
As a superintendent, because I believed that leadership was a presence on the court as
opposed to a position in the stands, I had to take a hard look at how to create meaningful
communities of interpreters working together in mutually corrective and mutually collaborative
ways to understand the context of public education. Erhard et al. (2012) provided me with some
insight into creating the environment for a thriving public education system. How might
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superintendents be created for what is needed in this complex and ever changing world? Their
perspective was more ontological than the more prevalent epistemological points of view offered
by most scholars writing in the educational leadership literature. Erhard et al. (2012) talked about
four foundational factors on which being a leader and the effective exercise of leadership are
built. The four factors are integrity, authenticity, being committed to something bigger than
oneself, and being the cause in the matter. They wrote that without integrity one can forget about
being a leader, and that being a person of integrity is a never-ending endeavour; it is a mountain
with no top. Integrity is achieved by honouring your word and it is key in developing trust. I
found that there were always centripetal forces trying to force fixed and rational points of view
upon me and to move me away from my word.
When Erhard et al. (2012) talked about authenticity, they meant that a leader’s actions are
consistent with who the leader claims to be, both for others for herself or himself. When leading,
being authentic leaves one grounded, able to be straight with oneself and straight with others
without using force. Authenticity, like integrity, is a never-ending endeavour. It was a challenge
to be straight with myself and to be straight with others, but with a deep commitment to care for
public education and, having a purpose built on the values of the Board and coherence with
Alberta Education and Inspiring Education, I was encouraged to be strong about authenticity.
Problems arose when others did not lead up to their commitment (the Board, especially).
Public education is about creating the next level of democracy. I visited America where I
met people from different states. One of the school districts did an analysis of Grade 6 reading
levels, which were all around the Grade 2 level. I could not imagine what the next level of
citizenry would be with that kind of achievement. Democracy and a healthy society are bigger
than public education but they are inextricably linked. Erhard et al. (2012) described “being
committed to something bigger than oneself” as a way that shapes one’s being and actions so that
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one is in the service of realizing something beyond one’s personal concerns for oneself —
beyond direct personal payoff. As they are acted on, such commitments create something to
which others can also be committed and have a sense that their lives are also about something
bigger than themselves (p.16).
The governance model for districts is about the superintendent being the only employee of
the Board; therefore, one is accountable for everything that happens in a large school district.
“Being the cause in the matter” is a declaration of the stand one takes for oneself and one’s life;
and one acts from that stand. The authors state that this simply means that “you can count on me
(and I can count on me) to look at and deal with life from the perspective of my being the cause
in the matter. When a leader has taken this stand, that you are the cause of the matter in your life,
it means that you give up the right to assign cause to circumstance, or to others, or to the waxing
and waning of your state of mind” (Erhard et al., 2012, p. 17). There were many opportunities to
assign cause to circumstance, or to others, or to the waxing and waning of my state of mind. I
reflect upon being called to a “special board meeting” during the summer to be questioned by the
Board to be accountable for a successful grievance launched by a particular group of employees.
One Board member who was in cahoots with the Communication lead had been informed,
without my knowledge, that the grievance was successful and that the cost was several hundred
thousand dollars. I was responsible for the decision that the Human Resources Superintendent
made and I took the heat for that. I was the cause in that matter.
Of course, merely knowing that these four foundational factors are required or even
understanding each is not enough to be an “on-the-court” leader. The authors state that the
qualities must be part of one’s natural self-expression as a leader and as they are lived. “The four
foundational factors form the base of the context that once mastered becomes the context that
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leaves one being an “on the court” leader and exercising leadership effectively as one’s natural
self-expression” (Erhard et al., 2012, p. 18). Complex.
How is “on-the-court” knowledge-building provided to help our leaders know themselves
well enough so their response to their work is high level and intuitive and their leadership
practice is lived with integrity, authenticity, and commitment to higher moral imperative, and
that they stand from the place that they are the cause of everything? This is an ontological
endeavour that is never accomplished unless the individual understands that leadership is more
than an epistemological pursuit.
Dimmock (2012) wondered “how leaders may best be prepared and trained for such
turbulent environments?” He recognized that “leadership is a social influence process guided by
a moral purpose with the aim of building capacity by optimizing available resources towards the
achievement of shared goals” (p. 7). The complexity of becoming a superintendent cannot be
underestimated; the intense intellectual and emotional labour that is necessarily invested in each
contingent task requires that leaders first and foremost know themselves well in order to wrap
their spirits around the moral imperative of the organization. The work of the superintendent is to
care deeply about the essence of public education and its moral imperative. If this is so, then
“What is the truth about being a superintendent of a large urban school district?”
The definition of moral imperative according to the Oxford Dictionary, is that it is
something that must be done because it is the right thing to do. It is the proper behaviour of a
person in society and it is something that must happen next. The repositioning of public
education through its superintendents was what must happen next; it was an imperative, a
command, a preparedness situated and informed by global, national, provincial, local and
individual perspectives. The global movement towards the personalization of learning —
teaching each child how he or she learns best— had placed education at centre stage because
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education has been vested with a trust and responsibility by the public. There is widespread
support for strengthening public education to develop well-rounded, creative, innovative, and
compassionate citizens who problem solve, collaborate, network, and contribute to society both
socially and economically. The Calgary Board of Education Review of Research and Emerging
Trends in Arts Education, (2016) emphasized that “there is a sense of urgency across so many
spheres, including and perhaps especially in the business community, for education reform that
embeds creativity and innovation and design as key components” (p. 3).
Understanding and committing to the moral imperative of our work is the work of the
superintendent and he or she must gather fellow leaders around. In a personal encounter I had
with Dr. Ted Sizer (1999), he spoke of our moral contract with each student. Dr. Michael Fullan,
in many personal encounters and in his writing (2011), described the moral imperative as having
…widespread urgency in all areas of human life —in finance, in politics, and in all
respects how we treat one another. It is at the very heart of the wellbeing of the
individual, the society, and the global world. It is not about religion, but about the
purpose and fulfillment of human and social life. (p. ix)
In a lecture at the University of Calgary, Walker and Donlevy (2005) supported Fullan.
They asked, “What are the common ethical principles that form the basis for decisions, the
attitudes and actions of various educational leaders in their various roles” (p. 15)? How can a
superintendent be trustworthy, respectful, responsible, just and fair, caring and act as a good
citizen, while also helping other leaders to have similar ethics in order to “transcend cultural,
religious and socioeconomic differences” (Josephson,1992, p.1). I experienced a heavy burden
of care as a superintendent “holding” the next generation of democracy in my hands to address
the widespread urgency in all areas of human life. The Oxford Dictionary defines this ethical
responsibility in education as actions adhering to its moral imperative. Its moral imperative, to
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have the character to do what is right next, was my ethical responsibility as superintendent and
was a huge burden of care in my actions.
In this politicized world, action to reposition public education was an ethical responsibility
in order to uphold the moral imperative situated and informed by global, national, provincial and
local and individual perspectives. I believed there needed to be a change in the nature and the
role of superintendents to adhere to the moral imperative of public education and to uphold the
corresponding ethical responsibility in their actions.
Bottery (2006a) described how the paradoxes of globalization are profoundly affecting
education, creating a situation where professional work is “increasingly controlled and
increasingly fragmented” (p. 1). In another article, Bottery (2006b) suggested that a “globalizing
world is now the context within which educational leaders need to frame their work and that
there are a number of forces at the global level that profoundly affect education” (p. 1).
This context produces a complex and difficult world particularly when the forces interact
with one another causing the whole context to be greater than the sum of its parts. Such a context
erodes the concept of the public good, and a sense of responsibility for one another.
Superintendent leaders have a significant responsibility in maintaining the “we” of our citizenry
as global influences may take us in the opposite direction.
In other words, an “on-the-court”, competent superintendent should be able to focus
efforts on the moral imperative and ethical responsibilities of the organization. The etymological
root of competence quite literally means the “sufficiency to deal with what is at hand.” (Oxford
Dictionary). As such, a competency is more than just knowledge and skills. Tardif (2006)
defined competency as “complex knowing how to act supported by the effective mobilization
and combination of a variety of internal and external resources within a family of situations”
(p.54). It is a person’s ability to mobilize all the appropriate resources in various situations. The
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work of the OECD (2005), extended by Tardif (2006), highlighted the fundamental differences
between competency and skills. It emphasized that becoming competent requires the
development of skills, but that skills are not synonymous with competency. This becomes
exceptionally evident when one examines Tardif’s extensive conceptualization of competency.
Today, questions are asked about competencies in curricula for our students. I would also
suggest that it is a worthy topic of conversation for superintendents who are on the court.
The investment in my education and development brought dividends to the Calgary Board
of Education. Success within education increasingly depends on learning, yet “most people
don’t know how to learn” (Argyris, 2008, p. 1). This perspective that the development of
intellectual capital has influence as an architect of creating leaders has provided me some “Intel”
regarding the interaction of well-educated, high-powered, high-commitment professionals as the
district created new leaders in our organization.
Argyris (1991) also offered a perspective not from education but from psychology, and
contributed much to the leadership discussion. He enhanced the knowledge-building claims of
Scardamalia and Bereiter (2006) and provided further support for the work of Erhard et al.
(2012). Argyris’ (1991) idea at work indicated that people often profess to be open to critique
and new learning, but their actions would suggest a very different set of governing values or
theories in use. My theory was that the desire of the individual to remain in unilateral control, a
need to maximize winning while minimizing losing, the belief that negative feelings should be
suppressed, and a desire to appear a rational as possible are all evident to a degree in traditional
leadership development programs. It was time to create something bigger and better. Creating
intellectual capital for on-the-court leaders needed careful thought and planning along with
supportive infrastructure, evidence, philosophy, and systems to leverage the moral imperative
that we have been able to create.
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Intellectual capital. If the truth be known, it was my perspective that developing
intellectual capital required imagination, debate, creativity, innovation, and learning at work.
The creation of leaders needed to support those developing abilities in problem-solving,
creativity, and innovation. Hargreaves and Fullan wrote that intellectual capital
is about knowing your subject and knowing how to teach it, knowing children and
understanding how they learn, understanding the diverse cultural and family circumstance
that the students come from, being familiar with and knowing how to sift and sort the
science of successful and innovative practice and having the emotional capabilities able to
empathise with diverse groups of children and also adults …. It is about possessing the
passion and the moral commitment to serve all children and to want to keep getting better
in how you provide that service. (2012, p. 89)
Knowing oneself as a complex, opaque, and changing superintendent and then knowing what
one needs to be best connected to the moral imperative was all about individual competence.
Social capital. Social capital, according to James Coleman (as cited in Hargreaves &
Fullan, 2012, p. 90) “exists in the relations among people” and, like intellectual capital, it
contributes to productive activity particularly in groups where there are high levels of trust.
Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) suggested that the development of social capital as a strategy has
not yet caught on in the education business (p. 91). They described the importance of individual
learning but they also described how truly remarkable learning is when people try things out,
when leaders support one another, when feedback is given, when someone picks another up
when he or she makes a mistake, when someone else is there to take responsibility for change
with another. The key, then, to creating leaders was the degree to which a jurisdiction can
develop social capital amongst its members. Learning was the work, social capital, “the assets
accrued by a person by virtue of his/ her relationship with other persons or networks of persons”
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(Leithwood & Steinbach, 2009), fuels the working. As a superintendent of a large urban
education system, my networks included the profession, colleagues across Canada, elected
politicians both at the provincial levels and the federal level, partners in the community,
universities, police, fire, and global players such as France, South Korea, China and many others.
This was the life blood of the work which brought us in to the 21st century.
Decisional capital. The essence of professionalism in leadership is the ability to make
discretionary judgements. When one puts a difficult decision in front of a leader, often he or she
must make decisions when the evidence is not conclusive. Professionals acquire and
accumulate—through structured and unstructured experience, practice and reflection—capital
that enables them to make wise judgements in circumstances where there is no fixed rule or piece
of incontrovertible evidence to guide them. Decisional capital is enhanced by drawing on the
insights and experiences of colleagues. So, intellectual and social capital enhances the decisionmaking capital of leaders. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) stated:
Decisional capital is sharpened when it is mediated through interaction with colleagues.
The decision gets better and better. High yield strategies become more precise and more
embedded when they are developed and deployed in teams that are constantly refining and
interpreting them. At the same time, poor judgement and ineffective practices get
discarded along the way. And when clear evidence is lacking or conflicting, accumulated
collective experience carries much more weight than idiosyncratic or little experience at
all. (p. 96)
The next part of the leadership question for me as superintendent was about mediating this
famous, magnificent organization in the midst of “an environment of unprecedented change to
create and manage stability, consistency, and equilibrium” (Walker & Donlevy, 2005, p. 20).
Leaders, each on-the-court, will need to know where they stand, because integrity authenticity,
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and commitment to moral purpose trumped everything. In searching for the answer to the
questions What am I to do? What does it mean to lead? What is the truth about being a
superintendent of an urban public education system? I found the questions that Walker and
Donlevy (2005) offered for on-the-court leaders when discerning their courses of action to
ethical decision-making to be inspiring:
•

Is this decision aligned with a short list of carefully defined and commonly held ethical
principles (i.e. honesty, caring, promise-keeping etc.)?

•

Is this decision one that expresses my own positive self-regard (high view of my own
integrity and the importance of sustaining it) and my deep commitment to the dignity
that I know ought to be unconditionally afforded other human beings (whoever they are
and independent of what side of the issue they are on)?

•

Is this decision in line with how my most respected colleagues and I have come to see
our professional purposes, stewardship of the public trust and fiduciary responsibilities
to each group of constituents we seek to serve?

•

Is this decision attuned to an honest, unfettered and clear sense of right/wrong, good/bad,
virtuous/vicious, proper/improprietous? In other words, does my conscience agree with
the prospective decision and do I have an internal green light to proceed?

•

Is this decision consistent with the professional convictions I have forged over the years
and have come to believe, with all my heart, to be important (perhaps nonnegotiable)
(pp. 21-22)?

In principal meetings, I used Walker and Donlevy’s principles, with Donlevy’s permission,
to motivate and to raise the standard of decision making in the district. This got me into
significant problems with the media, as one of the principals accused me of using Donlevy and
Walker’s material without reference. Regardless, their standards are extremely high and are very
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hard to live up to and probably a particular principal was threatened by the expectations so he
went directly to the media.
A growing body of evidence suggests that superintendents, by shaping conditions and
environments in which teaching and learning occur through intellectual, social, and decisional
capital, have an important role to play in student learning. (Hargraves, Fullan, Levin, personal
conversation, 2012). As superintendent, I was challenged to be intellectually and socially
competent and to make decisions that were competent. This was a singular and brand-new
challenge, full of ancient voices, ventures, and current complexity. This challenge moved me
from me to we, from an educational consumer to a public intellectual who grappled with how to
be a good citizen who understood how public education influenced our society.
Furman (2004) supported Donlevy and Walker’s premise. She proposed the idea of an
ethic of community to enhance and extend other ethical frames used in education such as justice,
critique, and care. She made the argument that educational leadership is a moral endeavour and
cited several authors in support of this concept. For example, Goldring and Greenfield (as cited
in Furman, 2004, p. 215) in their work on the roles, expectations and dilemmas of leadership,
stated that the moral dimensions of educational leadership and administration constitute one of
the special conditions that make administering schools different from the same type of work in
other contexts. This notion is interesting as several trustees felt that the district should be run as
a business. Further, Furman (2004) wrote that educational leadership falls in at least three
distinct but overlapping strands which include moral leadership theory, the moral purposes of
leadership and ethical leadership practice (p. 216). She went on to say that “scholars who write
in this area argue that values are a central part of all leadership practice and that the proper foci
of leadership studies should be the values and ethics held by leaders themselves (p. 216). Never
in my experience as a superintendent was I involved in a conversation initiated by the Board
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about ethics or moral imperatives. They talked about values and how they were inherent in the
Board policies. And to give the Board credit, their values were clear, and right on. Their values,
stated through their policies, provided the much-needed direction, a direction administration
could build on and use to help the 14000 employees to understand their work.
On another note, Sir Ken Robinson (2009) stated:
Businesses everywhere say they need people who are creative and can think
independently. But the argument is not just whatever work we do. For our students
to develop their full potential, they need to discover their element—the place where
the thing you love to do and the things you are good at come together. (p. 6)
My values, morals, ethics, the thing that I loved to do and the things that I was good at all came
together in my centrepiece when I was superintendent. I believed that what I did as
superintendent mattered.
In my practice as superintendent, I had to establish a greater understanding of the political,
and develop ecological awareness of my professional practice that would lead to more
transparency, openness, and accessibility for all citizens. As a superintendent, I was resolute
about the public good, wrapping my heart and mind around the moral imperative of public
education, and aspired to be the purveyor of hope for each child. Superintendents also must
understand their role in creating the next generation of democracy and expressing the vision for
public education that will bring vis-à-vis the political and social change that is all around us.
Although this is inferred in the literature, there is little written about cultivating the next
generation of democracy through public education. Elshain (1998) stated:
A thin line separates an awareness that education is never without political context
(and therefore content) from a willingness to politicize education actively. Education
is always cast as the means whereby citizens learn how to live with one another. It
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always reflects a society's views of what excellent, worthy, and necessary. These
reflections are continually reflected and reshaped as social definitions and objectives
shift as a result of democratic contestation. In this sense, education is necessarily
political. But this is different from being directly and blatantly politicized. (p. 265)
As the years went by, I experienced three election cycles and as the 5 years progressed, the
politicians became more directly and blatantly politicized despite the quality of their policies.
Sophisticated accountability in the defence of the public domain was my experience.
Expertise in building trust occurred by doing the work together in collaborative ways and by
building constituencies. I had to practice deep listening and understand the other; I needed to be
suitably humble; and had to understand that others had significant input in order to develop
partnerships that were imbued with a genuine significance.
As a superintendent I was professionally reflective, practicing the hermeneutic circle and
developing a greater appreciation of global, national, provincial and local forces. And, most
importantly, I needed greater self-knowledge about integrity, one’s authenticity, and one’s
commitment to the moral imperative of public education. One must know where one stands in
the world. It is relentless, all-consuming work. It was like climbing a mountain and never
getting to the top.
“Life seeks organization, but it uses messes to get us there” (Wheatley, 2005, p. 27). I
experienced real problems and frustrations in dealing with contested areas in public education
and the messes they produce. The causes of these messes are complex and interconnected. There
were no simple answers and no one individual can possibly know what to do. And the Board
seemed to be reluctant to acknowledge these complex realities. In an attempt to solve the
leadership dilemma which often involved single loop learning, I attempted to preserve and
expand our knowledge about public education democratic processes. This is the double loop
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leaning that Argyris (1991) wrote about. As a leader in public education, I needed to have a
significant understanding of this as I went about my work. It is significant in the creation of the
next generation of democracy. Democracy is fragile and subject to incremental erosion through
an increasing focus on individual political spin. It is therefore essential that democratic
principles and processes are deeply embedded in the social fabric so that they become habituated
and the shared point for engagement. As an educational leader, I had a fundamental role to play,
as my practice needed to create the next generation of democratic thinkers both in the public, the
politicians, and our senior staff as well. All our leaders needed to understand and practice onthe-court leadership.
Wheatley and Frieze (2011) stated:
For too long, too many of us have been entranced by heroes. Perhaps it is our desire
to be saved, to not have to do the hard work, to rely on someone else to figure things
out… It is time for all the heroes to go home…It is time for us to give up the hope
and expectations that only breed dependency and passivity, and that do not give us
solution to the challenges we face…It is time to face the truth of our situation—that
we’re all in this together, that we all have a voice—and figure out how to mobilize
the hearts and minds of everyone in our workplaces. (p. 1)
Anderson and Grinberg (1998) suggested this will require us to “stop promoting (the field
of educational leadership) as a science, an art, or a craft and to begin to understand it(self) as a
disciplinary practice” (p. 347) in the democratic process. Democracy is not a leadership trait; it is
a way of life. Public leaders share a collective responsibility to uphold our fragile democracy.
Their leadership practices must reflect this in all they do, particularly in public education,
because without public education, democracy fails.
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Some days, I thought that it might be nice for this narrative to be more neat and tidy.
However contingent leadership practice has become, I have come to understand that the scope of
the work needs to be wide enough so that we may resist the urge to simplify everything into its
smallest piece, even if it is easier to live with that way. Leadership practice is imperfect, and it
requires a tremendous spirit of reflection and introspection, both as an individual and as a team. I
came to know that it is predicated upon an orientation toward ongoing discovery and intelligent
risk taking. Such is the deep knowing of leadership. There is little written about this in the
literature.
What does it mean to govern? In the etymological explanation of the word “govern,” the
verb (old French) means to direct, rule, guide or from the Greek, to steer or pilot a ship according
to the Oxford Dictionary. Governance, the noun, emerges from the old French late 14th century
“gouvernance,” which describes the act or manner of governing, government, rule,
administration, or rule of conduct. I was the superintendent of a public school system that was
governed or guided by public funds within an urban jurisdiction according to all the relevant
statutes and regulations, using funds provided to them by the province. The Board of Trustees
provided facilities, transportation, programs, and services, and managed the risks associated with
the operation of a school board, whose budget is 1.2 billion dollars annually. All of these
fragments, centripetal forces, put pressure on my work as the superintendent. These forces from
the outside-in were the responsibility of the superintendent to translate the impact on each
student and his or her learning, and to make sure that even with budgets, transportation, and
politicians, the student was still at the centre of all we did. Chait et al. described this type of
governance as “Type 1: fiduciary governance, whose distinctive characteristics are bureaucratic,
hierarchical leadership, whose central purpose is stewardship of tangible assets, to ensure
accountability, and to oversee operations and the performance metrics were facts, figures,

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

52

finances and reports. The outside-in impacts are discussed and debated at public and private
board meetings” (2005, p. 49).
Over the years, Board meetings were fraught with disagreements, dysfunctions, lies, and
turmoil, and had been used as a platform for advancement in politics. Boards had governed the
jurisdiction’s operations for more than 125 years in this way and because the trustees are locally
elected by the public, they are what make public education “public.” Over time, and really
fairly recently in the 125 years, there has been a shift from the responsibility for providing
educational opportunities for all students whose right it is to attend school, to the responsibility
for the educational outcomes of each and every student in our care. This shift came through an
enlightened effort at creating policy that moved the focus from the inputs (program) to students
and their outcomes. Effective local policy development and local governance was essential to
achieving the desired outcomes for each and every student. I realized that the link between the
Board itself and the achievement of outcomes for each student was not well understood.
Ultimately, we have a legion of 14,000 people who work in this district in support of student
learning outcomes. It was a long through line between the student in the classroom and the
Board of Trustees. My work as superintendent was to identify the through line that connected
the two.
This shift in focus from the responsibility for the provision of educational opportunity for
all students to the responsibility for the learning outcomes for each student was major and
required a nuanced shift in understanding. In fact, the five major policy statements of the
jurisdiction began with the words “each student.” Effective local policy and governance were
essential for clarity and shared understanding of roles, responsibilities, rules and reporting so that
the learning outcomes for each student can be achieved. How public education leaders made
sure the governance system is optimized for student learning outcomes and fundamental fairness
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for all was a big question for all of us.
John and Miriam Carver (2009a; 2009b) support boards in policy development. The
Policy Governance (Carver) model is based on the functions rather than the structure of a
governing board. It is primarily a set of common sense principles about governing that fit
together into an entire system. The practices of the Policy Governance board, which are
consistent with the principles, allow it to control without meddling, focus on long-term
organizational outputs, powerfully delegate to a CEO and staff, and discharge its
fiduciary responsibility in a visionary and strategic manner. Because the model is a total
system, it does not fulfill its promise when used piecemeal. (Carver & Carver, 2009b,
inside cover)
Miriam Carver was coming to visit our jurisdiction. There was a trustee on our Board
who always used to say that the Board’s model was “sort of Carver,” which translated on the
ground to when it was convenient for the Board they abided by the principles of John Carver,
and when it didn’t work for them they could go anywhere in their decision-making. It was crazymaking for the one employee of the Board —the Superintendent. Miriam Carver’s visit would
propel them to a new discussion. Miriam is a petite British woman who does not mince words.
The more traditional board members were offended; however, the staff loved her clarity,
precision, and honesty. The next thing I was told was that the Board would be sending out an
RFP for consultants to present new models of governing. The Carvers were no longer working
with the Board.
The Board of the time had several years of working with Policy Governance® –2005 and
had indicated that they had not been disciplined to the Carver model. When they described their
practice as “sort of Carver,” the Board had not heeded the Carvers’ advice that “Because the
model is a total system, it does not fulfill its promise when used piecemeal” (Carver & Carver,
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2009b, inside cover).
The Carvers themselves wrote,
So if you are a board member you must appreciate that responsible and disciplined
governance is every board member’s responsibility. Most Policy Governance boards
have Governance Process policies requiring their members to attend meetings and
training, be prepared for meetings, and refrain from undermining the authoritative
voice of the board. You not only have to follow these policies yourself, but speak up
when others do not follow them. (2009a, p.15)
The Board had strayed from its own policies, using the model in a piecemeal manner, and
it was obvious that personality conflicts had started to interrupt the proceedings of the Board.
What was also evident is that they had never become a true “board” but rather a collection of
individuals advocating for their own wards. They were undisciplined in using the model they
adopted.
Two new Board members were elected in the fall of 2010 and with their arrival, the
Board of seven considered their model of governance and their policies as they had indicated
after the Miriam Carver visit. They worked with a consulting group independent of me, to
consider several policy frameworks and reviewed the literature on each one. This was when they
went in a different direction. After several months of deliberation, the Board agreed that they
would adopt the model of Coherent Governance® established and written about by Linda
Dawson and Randy Quinn. The focus on policy development can change the dominant discourse
in a district and force into action a debate on choice versus equity, financial expedience, and
creation of alternative programs and more. The Coherent Governance® model is built around
four different but interrelated types of policies each serving a distinct purpose but crucial to the
whole: Results, Operational Expectations, Board-CEO Relations and Governance Culture. The
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Results Policies and the Operational Expectations are the Board’s stated values about operational
conditions and actions, and learning outcomes. They rigorously monitor compliance with the
Operational Expectations and progress towards the Results, and so they insisted on Reasonable
Interpretations, including indicators and measures, that helped them understand what we thought
they meant when they wrote the policy before the end of June, 2013. The Board wanted this
completed before the election of a new Board in October of 2013, when new voices would join
the narrative.
Results policies “describe the outcomes the organization is expected to achieve for the
specific clients or customers it serves. Results policies are the performance targets for the CEO
and the organization, and for the basis for judging the success of both” (Dawson & Quinn, 2011,
p. 4). This development was encouraging to me because the framework once again focused us
on outcomes of learning rather than opportunities for learning—a debate that some Board
members kept having. So the Board moved from ends to results. There are several important
things to note about the passing of governance policies. The first is that the Results Policies take
a district to the place where their work is about outcomes for each student as opposed to
opportunity; the Board was now in the realm of results rather than means in their governance
work. The second thing to note was that this set in motion an unprecedented job for
Administration to write a reasonable interpretation for each one of the Results Policies and
Operational Expectations. We needed to help each Board member confirm what he or she meant
when writing each of their policies. The third thing to note is that each of these polices had to be
measured and in the case of the Results, demonstrate reasonable progress or in the case of
Operational Expectations, compliance with what had been the Boards’ expectation. Fourth, the
performance of the CEO was the same as the performance of the organization.
The administration was now handling the fiduciary responsibilities better, as well as
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growing our strategic characteristics of governance. Our policies took us to a more open system
where our leadership was more analytical, with a strategic partnership between Board and
Administration, where the pieces all fit through the policies and the strategic plans. Progress had
been made in the area of governance at this stage of the tenure.
Most boards want to remove themselves from the preoccupation of the day-to-day work
of the organization, but still need to feel that they have operational accountability to their
owners. This type of policy served that purpose. According to Dawson & Quinn (2011):
“Operational Expectation policies allow the Board either to direct that certain actions occur or
prohibit those conditions and actions the Board would find unacceptable” (p. 4). There are two
components to these policies: “do this” and “don’t do this.” These four interrelated policies were
adopted by the Board at a public meeting on January 24, 2012.
Through this framework of Coherent Governance®, I was now required to comply with
the Operational Expectations they had written. These policies were the subject of much debate
as the Board made decisions to delegate significantly more power to the me as Superintendent in
three key areas: finance, the firing of teachers, and the charging of fees to parents for services the
organization provides. This caused much play in the media and across the province and had
great influence on the emotional state of the Board of Trustees. As time went on, I was spending
more and more time with the trustees and less and less time attending to the role as Chief
Educational Officer. One of the Directors said to me, “I miss you Naomi.”
There are several important things to note about the passing of these policies. The first
was that the five Results Policies maintained the position of the Board where they had put in
policy that their work was about outcomes for each student as opposed to opportunity — their
values had not changed. The second thing to note was that this set in motion an unprecedented
job for Administration to write a Reasonable Interpretation for each one of the Results Policies
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and Operational Expectations. Again, the Administration needed to help each Board member
understand what they meant when they wrote each of their policies. The third thing to note is
that each of these polices had to be measured and in the case of the Results, demonstrate
reasonable progress or in the case of Operational Expectations, in compliance with what had
been the Board’s expectation. Fourth, the performance of the CEO was the same as the
performance of the organization. Fifth, and a significant step forward for the Board, were
community engagement meetings regarding their policy framework. One group of thought
leaders (mayor, chief of police, presidents of universities, faith leaders, environmental leaders
etc.), whole- heartedly expressed support for the Results that the Board was expecting for K-12
education. One university president said: “These are right on!” Policy change number two had
been accomplished.
I was now trying to handle the fiduciary responsibilities with less meddling from the
Board, as well as growing our strategic characteristics of governance. The policies took us to a
more open system, where our leadership was more strategic and analytical. In theory, there was
a strategic partnership between Board and Administration, where the pieces all fit through the
policies and the strategic plans. Progress had been made towards governance as leadership
where signs of “learning and discerning” are emerging (Chait, 2005, p. 132), particularly with
more meaningful community engagement occurring. We had come to a place where the policies
were guidelines that were consistent, reliable, and trustworthy.
Fortunately, most of the trustees, and therefore the majority of the Board, were brave and
tender-hearted and public intellectuals. Unfortunately, some were unethical, dishonest, and
suffering from “leader egoism” (K. Walker, personal communication, July 18, 2013). Their
sense of self was more important than those served. These individuals believed that because of
their elected position, they did not have to live up to the Board’s policies, procedures, and codes
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of conduct that they themselves were participants in creating.
This destroyed confidence in their policies in the local news media, who were leaking
untrue information from private Board meetings, speaking against the Board’s position,
undermining the Board’s relationship with the public and the Local 38 of the Alberta Teachers’
Association. It was reported that trustees were meeting on a weekly basis with the media, who
were off-side and lazy journalists. The next day, the public would frequently see twisted, halftruths in the newspapers. Some examples are in the following headlines from the Calgary
Herald: “Public School Trustees Reveal Secret Plan to Revamp Their Duties” (McClure, 2012,
January 16); “CBE Trustees Revamp their Role; New Rules Lack Accountability, Critic
Charges” (McClure, 2012, January 17); “CBE Trustees Vote Today on Governance Plan; Critics
Say Rules Shift Responsibility To Administrators” (McClure, 2012, January 24); “CBE
Approves Governance Plan; Trustees Vote For New Policy Despite Objections” (McClure, 2012,
January 25).
McClure in his article on January 17, 2012 in the Calgary Herald wrote:
Larry Leach, president of the Association for Responsive Trusteeship in Calgary
Schools, said he’s worried the new rules would mean controversial deals like the
board’s 285 million lease of a 10-storey office building would receive even less
public scrutiny. “By the time trustees found out about these deals, it might be too
late,” Leach said. The general public expects elected officials to look at every penny
that’s spent. The lack of accountability at present has upset people. To have less of
it is going to upset them even more.” (p. 33)
From this statement, it was obvious that Mr. Leach had never read the Operational Expectations
of the Board, nor did he understand the role of policy. He declared that he was running for
trustee under the values of accountability, transparency, and efficiency. He lost the election.
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The pressure in the media caused the Board of trustees to be more and more
dysfunctional. My time as superintendent shifted radically from being the Chief Education
Officer to managing the trustees. An example of this was that one day the trustees and the
communication department were all in an uproar. Three trustees had been informed that three
websites had been created which included their worst possible photographs and many of their
words presented totally out of context. Lawyers had no success in finding the author of those
websites, but traced the source back to an organization in Utah. It was the same organization
that one of the current trustees had as a website. No names were identified; however, all the
individuals were linked to the Association for Responsive Trusteeship in Calgary Schools
(ARTICS). The Board was rattled and the administration was gobsmacked by what was going
on.
As noted in the Calgary Herald, ARTICS was a group for whom transparency,
accountability, efficiency, financial expedience and the political spin of the day was a mantra.
Many times these controversial issues offered opportunities to rediscover and reclaim the public
in public schools, and as an educational leader it was my work to promote dialogue that
supported progress through how and why the education of our children is so important. “We are
anchored in the belief that public schools serve as the public institution by which we transmit our
collective knowledge and shared values of the good life to each generation” (Boyle & Burns,
2012, p. 2). Our leadership and governance practice was to promote the dialogue that supports
democracy and consider the ways to resolve problems that is compatible with democratic values.
I was often unable to find a way to democratic dialogue within the immoral, unethical context
created by the Board of Trustees in which the administrative work was done.
It was my belief that democracy’s strength lies in people’s ability to understand and
participate in decisions that affect them. The links between democracy and education are so
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deep that if one fails, the other surely will. So, when a board attempts to solve issues in a
technical, unethical way, it does not help the public to understand their part in a story about
democratic processes. The trustees approached their work through what Argyris called single
loop learning rather than double loop learning, and they looked at the external environment to
correct the errors, rather than to reflect and look inward. Argyris (1991) and his “idea at work”
illuminated what to consider as the district moved forward. He stated that people often profess
to be open to critique and new learning, but their actions would suggest a very different set of
governing values or theories in use. My theory that the desire of the individual to remain in
control, a need to maximize winning but minimize losing, the belief that negative feelings should
be suppressed and a desire to appear as rational as possible will be evident in our future
discussion about policy (p. 8). This was true for elected officials who do not really care about
their current work; this was true for those trustees who are looking at the next level of politics.
The board’s policies of this large urban school district were created by those elected by
the public. They are policies worthy of public defence. After all, who can argue with “Each
student, in keeping with his or her individual abilities and gifts, will complete high school with a
foundation of learning necessary to thrive in life, work and continued learning” (Calgary Board
of Education, R-1). Chait et al. (2005) wrote that the governance regime is not playing the
simple role of financial sentinel. It is also the place where the points of view of the different
stakeholders get integrated. An effective governance regime goes further and is the locus of
discernment and of meaning-making. It provides a mental map of the organization, of its
environment, its mission, its projects, and it proposes the sort of transformations, innovations,
and reframing likely to bring the organization beyond its limits, to renew itself. This generative
governance unfolds through a multilogue, much experimenting and prototyping and social
learning, and a congealing of a community of meaning.
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This is what the single employee understood the gods wanted. Imagine the surprise and
disappointment when one of the trustees said, “There is too much bling in this organization.”
The focus on policy development and governance did change the dominant discourse in a
large urban school district and forced into action a debate. This search for a better way to make
sense of what was going on, resulted in a new conceptual framework, a new institutional order
for problem definition and problem solution. Gilles Paquet wrote,
In a world so complex and turbulent that nobody can be said to be in charge, where the
economic process has drifted from energy and natural resources dominance to
information and knowledge dominance, and where power, resources and information are
widely distributed the new dynamic calls for a new institutional order, based on
cognition, coordination, collaboration, and social learning. (2009, p. xvii)
A tall order for all of us.
Conclusion
The past voice of the Alberta Commission for Learning stated that “education is the most
important investment we can make as a society” (2003, p. 4). This would indicate that in
Albertans care about public education and hold it in high esteem because our education system
not only shapes individual students’ lives, it shapes the very nature of our society. A strong and
vibrant public education system—a system that values each and every individual, instills positive
values, and builds tolerance and respect—is critical to develop social cohesion and the kind of
civil society citizens want for the future. The children of today within our education system
become the good citizens of tomorrow, developing their future contributions and understanding,
the social cohesion, and the kind of civil society that people want for the future. The children of
today also become the poor citizens of tomorrow, committing crimes, growing up unhealthy,
vulgar, self-centred, atomistic and not contributing to a civil democratic society. The care for
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public education seems at times perfunctory and grudging when one considers the parallel
systems that are in place. Private schools galore, charter schools, and Catholic systems dot the
horizon. Each time one breaks away from one universal system of public education, it is
diminished and children experience something totally different from community in a true
democratic society.
Do these discussions demonstrate that citizens “care” about public education and that
citizens “hold” it in the highest esteem?
Predictability did not guarantee that all children have the real opportunity to live well and
have a real opportunity to enter good ways of life other than those into which their parents seek
to induct them. This view is a backward and superficial response by the education community.
Educational communities in our context today, in order to engage our learners, must be dynamic
and ever-changing, far from predictable—and we do need to care about that.
Through some schools, we are exacerbating the issues of power, culture,
economics, politics, and inclusion, and are further politicizing education in our
democratic society. We were back to the view that is so prevalent, that we are not caring
for public education nor are we holding it in the esteem it requires. We are taking public
education for granted.
These views are indicative of the contested landscape in education. The work to care, to
rally around a purpose, to lead, and to govern is the complicated, contingent space of the
superintendent. I discovered that there is little in the literature that would bring us to a deeper
understanding of what the role of the superintendent is really to be.
Next, chapter three illustrates my subjective place in this path of hermeneutic inquiry. By
choosing this philosophy, the choice brought me closer to the whole lived experience of a
superintendent.
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Chapter 3: Research Practice
The Question of Method: Why and What is Hermeneutics?
Why hermeneutics? “Hermeneutics begins with the premise that the world is
interpretable” (Moules, 2002, p.4); that is, it is about insight, speculation and anticipation. The
life-world of a superintendent of an urban school district is interpretable too, even though when
one is in the middle of the mess there is genuine difficulty in understanding how to deal with the
fragments and how to position those fragments within the whole. “One can’t ‘while’ over
disconnected fragments (Jardine, 2012, p.175). Therefore, working at the question, What is the
truth about being a superintendent of an urban public education system? means not being
disconnected and fragmented and distanced. It means to be close to the whole lived experience
of a superintendent.
Being a superintendent was about growing up, using insight and anticipation to interpret
the “texts” whatever they were. It was about becoming experienced and knowledgeable in and
about the world, and it was about learning to take responsibility for the way I made it through
that life and that world. It was about having the courage to use my own understanding, whatever
the circumstances. I perceived that the best of us have amassed considerable knowledge and
know the verified truth about all the world. But was it about verified knowledge and verified
truth? Hans–Georg Gadamer asked the same question.
The hermeneutic phenomenon is basically not a problem of method at all. It is not
concerned primarily with amassing verified knowledge, such as would satisfy the
methodological ideal of science —yet it too, is concerned with knowledge and with truth.
But what kind of knowledge and what kind of truth? (Gadamer, 1960/1989, p.xxii)
Jardine (2012) explained,

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

64

hermeneutics is interested in our ‘hermeneutic conditionedness,’ that is, the convivial
lives we lead, the life everything in the world lives, full of its multifariousness,
casualness, ambiguity, interdependency and doubt. It resists the grandiose exaggerations
and simplifications that often pass as knowledge, and resists too, the in-the-end
unfounded belief that we can definitively secure ourselves against our interdependent
being in the world. (p. 93)
He went on to say that modern science along with political regimes and surveillances
…still leave us in a finite world with finite lives, each of us responsible for the future.
We are still left having to understand what is going on and what to do in this difficult
convivial world of ours that inhabits us as much as we inhabit it. (p. 93)
It seemed to me that this inquiry was a task to be taken up, a dedication whose
consequences must be suffered because “in ‘whiling’, things start to regard us and tell us about
ourselves in ways we could not have experienced without such ‘whiling’. And we become selves
that recognize themselves in the recognition of the world” (Jardine, 2012 p.182).
This hermeneutic inquiry into the work provided the opportunity to reflect, to have time
and memory gather together, to tarry over events and to compose my understanding in the face
of what I had encountered as a superintendent. This inquiry also gave me the opportunity to
have a conversation with three other colleagues who have been in this work in large urban school
districts and then to discern whether or not there are constellations of understanding amongst us
about knowledge and truth about being a superintendent of an urban public education system.
“Our historical situatedness as superintendents, does not only limit what we can know with
certainty; it can also teach us how to remember and integrate what we must not forget” (Warnke,
1987, p.174).
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What is hermeneutics? The hermeneutical approach asked the researcher to engage in
a process of self-reflection, “where the biases and assumptions of the researcher are embedded
(and) essential to interpretive process” (Laverty, 2003, p. 17). I was called, on an ongoing basis,
to give considerable thought to my own experience as chief superintendent of schools and to
explicitly claim the ways in which my position and experience relate to the question being
researched: What is the truth about being a superintendent of an urban public education system?
“Hermeneutics comes from the Greek word hermeneuein, which means “to interpret” or “to
translate.” Today, it refers to the science, theory and practice of human interpretation” (Porter &
Robinson, 2011, p.2). Nicholas Davey (2006) remarked,
Philosophical hermeneutics is not a philosophical method, but a philosophical practice
with a discernible grammar to its reasoning. Its intelligent intuitions concerning the
finitude of thought and experience, the unfinished nature of meaning, the function of the
hermeneutic differential, the incomplete nature of the subject matters and the speculative
characteristics of language, all operate with characteristic dialecticity. (p. 26)
The work of a superintendent in a large urban school district was always caught in the
moment, always in a place that is never fully decided, and there was a challenge to find patterns
in the fragments that addressed me. As Gadamer (1960/1989) wrote,
Contemporary hermeneutics offers an understanding of human life, not as an object
with properties, but as constituted by a lifelong movement of interpretation and reinterpretation of reading and re-reading that is always caught in the moment of arriving,
always yet to be [fully] decided. (p. 311)
Hermeneutic research requires following the question to where it takes one, developing
processes as they are called for working with the epistemology and the ontology of human
science. “Epistemology has to do with what it means to know something —rooted in the Greek
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word episteme, to know. Ontology has to do with what it means to be something —from the
Greek work ontos, to be” (Jardine, Friesen & Clifford, 2006, p.87). “Epistemologically,
[hermeneutic inquiry] holds that there is a relationship between the knower and the known.
Ontologically, hermeneutic inquiry supports the belief “in the existence of not just one reality,
but of multiple realities that are constructed and can be altered by the knower” (Laverty, 2003,
p.26). However, as Davey (2006) wrote, “Philosophical hermeneutics has not been its own best
advocate and therefore there is good reason to articulate the specific philosophical commitments
that underlie its operation” (p. 5). He remarked that “philosophical interpretation is the proper
handmaid of experience” (p. 5), and presented several theses to deepen the sense of what is
implied by a certain experience —in this case the experience of a superintendent of a large urban
school district.
In the first place, philosophical hermeneutics does not suppose that understanding occurs
when an individual’s grasp of a text is the same as the authors. “To the contrary, understanding
requires and perpetuates a mode of differentiation, the hermeneutic differential which sustains
understanding as an enduring task,” …specifically, “the revelatory moment when it becomes
apparent that I can no longer think the same as I did about a person or a text or the other does not
think the same as me” (Davey, 2006). The life of a superintendent was a constantly
transformative experience, a constant process of learning and becoming. As a superintendent of a
large urban school district one would expect that even though it was not written on the job
description per se, the superintendent should be able to move back and forth in the space
between the events and the whole. This in-between space was also the space of Hermes who was
able to communicate with the gods and the mortals as he was directed, but was not able to
communicate this in-betweeness to either.
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Gadamer rejected the notion of methodology, according to Davey (2006). Rather, he
believes that philosophical hermeneutics “reinvokes the value of experience and its acquired
wisdom (paideia),” and that “what is learned from experience extends beyond the strictures of
formalized method” (p. 35). As a superintendent, acquiring a sense for the weakness of hasty
judgements, or the inability to make timely decisions, or for the vulnerability of initial
interpretations required long exposure to experience, and led to skilled interpretive practice,
rather than a prescribed methodology. After much consideration, I too rejected the notion of a
scientific methodology for this inquiry, because the actual experience of a superintendent could
not be wrapped in a parcel and tied with a bow. Given the disclosure, this question took me many
places in this process. The experience of a superintendent defied methodology and revealed
shortcomings and oversights. Experience was never private, but was often lived out in public—
glaring, published, and incomplete.
Davey (2006) described hermeneutic realism as not only learning form a text, but also
learning from the character of the encounter with the text, or the other, as well. The character of
an encounter can reveal the extent of previous oversights and misunderstandings. This
experience becomes “an individual experience of finitude in which the …limits of [one’s]
understanding are encountered. … It strived to articulate what method neglects; that is, the
wider, more complex, dimensions of human encounter, experience, and learning” (pp. 6-7).
There was an otherness with the historical in philosophical hermeneutics. To recognize
the integrity of this otherness was fundamental to preserving the reality of other horizons of
meaning that are not our own. To sharpen the difference between horizons preserves the
opportunity to think and see differently the problems that preoccupy us and to reflect on the
answers to problems that we have always produced.
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Transcendence was integral to the experience of understanding and philosophical
hermeneutics. Understanding is the process of coming to understand that when we understand,
we understand differently. This difference between what I understood in the past and what I
understand now is understood. I acquired new coordinates and I had reconfigured accordingly.
It is about coming to know, to think, and to feel differently (Davey, 2006). Certainly, after 5
years in the role of Superintendent of Schools in an urban public education system, I had new
coordinates and had reconfigured my knowing and being on so many levels.
Hermeneutic experience was inseparable from an ethical recognition of the other:
different language horizons, different cultures, persons, and otherness. “The hermeneutic
experience grounds a civility among those who have come to know what it is to become different
to themselves and who realize that they are indeed mutually dependent upon each other for
expanding the possibilities within their understanding. Understanding is far from an individual
achievement” (Davey, 2006, p. 12). In a large urban school district with seven trustees, 14,000
staff and 125,000 students and all the parents associated with them, as well as several levels of
government, there was always the opportunity to expand the possibility to understand. I was
challenged to find the patterns, the echoes, the resonances that would help me on the path to
understanding.
Philosophical hermeneutics indisputably aligns itself with the Heideggerian argument
that understanding is a mode of being. Gadamer articulates this mode as a ‘being inbetween’ and … proposes that the ontology of the in-between attempts to articulate what
occurs within the process of understanding…the differential space that emerges when
two parties engage with one another… It is ontologically generative…. In the eyes of
philosophical hermeneutics to be a subject is always to be in between, a being, a
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superintendent for example, is a subject whose being is always open, vulnerable and in
question. (Davey 2006, pp. 15-17)
Once again, this reminded me of Hermes who translated the words of the gods to the mere
mortals. It was as superintendent, my inability to describe this “in-between” to others, this
absence of language to describe, that makes the work so solitary and as Gadamer (1960/1989)
wrote in Truth and Method, “It is from language as a medium that our whole experience of the
world, and especially the hermeneutic experience, unfolds” (p. 453).
Legacies: Historical Voices and Language Ontology—More Turning Words
That understanding is inspired by a holy source, hermeneutics is living out of legacies, a
series of ontic disclosures. “The term hermeneutics came in to modern use in the seventeenth
century in the context of biblical studies and their interpretation. The actual explanation of what
a biblical text means is known as exegesis” (Crotty, 2010, p. 5). Since then, hermeneutics has
been used in interpreting other texts as well as human experience in an attempt to read these in
ways that bring understanding. Crotty (2010) says that
We are essentially languaged beings and that language is pivotal to, and shapes, the
situations in which we find ourselves enmeshed, the events that befall us, the practices
that we carry out and, in and through all this, the understandings we are able to reach.
(p.87).
Moules (2002) in her writing about the philosophy of hermeneutics, described the history,
the ancestral tale of inviting in the ghosts of hermeneutics. This provided the reader a picture of
how hermeneutics has evolved over time.
The first ghost was a theologian and philosopher—Augustine.
Legacy 1: Augustine (354 – 430). In this study, I learned that traditional hermeneutics is
the empirical science of interpretation of liturgical texts. Augustine assumed the literal sense of
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language. Both Heidegger and Gadamer credited him with the legacy of the theories of enacted
meaning; “that one can never say all that lies in inner speech and for the place of tradition in
language” (Moules, 2002). Hermeneutic inquiry was almost exclusively empirical prior to the
19th century (Slattery, 1996) and based on religious texts.
Legacy 2: Martin Luther (1483-1546). Martin Luther was a central figure in the rise of
Protestantism who had great influence on the church and ideas. His legacy was confined to
scriptural interpretation and exegesis (Moules, 2002). Through his discipline in interpreting
religious texts, Luther attempted to conduct hermeneutic studies, assuming that the
subjectiveness and prejudices of the hermeneut can be eradicated. This of course is impossible.
Legacy 3: Friedrich Schleiermacher (1786 – 1834). Schleiermacher, a Protestant
theologian, was a professor in Germany. He brought the next generation of hermeneutics –
conservative hermeneutics through his evaluation of exegesis. For him, rather than interpreting
the text literally, reading a text was very much like listening to someone speak. “He has been
considered the father of contemporary hermeneutics” (Moules, 2002). His legacy was through
the writing of many manuscripts, and providing many lectures on hermeneutics, which
influenced hermeneutic thought and practice. Moules (2002) wrote,
“(he) viewed himself primarily as a theologian, saw interpretation both as being loose, as
in casual reading and understanding, and as being strict in the rigorous, methodological,
and reconstructive science of hermeneutics, a technique when applied correctly, leads to a
“right” interpretation. …Schleiermacher did, however, leave an important legacy of three
themes in hermeneutics: the place of creativity in interpretation, the role of language in
understanding, and the movement between part and whole in the process of interpretation
which later became known as the hermeneutic circle. (p.4)
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Slattery (1996) says that “before a historical linguistic study of classical texts, and exegesis of
sacred texts predominated. However, the goal of universal truth remained intact even though the
value of the individual interpreter began to gain ascendancy in philosophical hermeneutics”
(p.27).
Legacy 4: Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911). Wilhelm Dilthey was Schleiermacher’s
biographer and is hailed as one of the most eminent biographers of the late 19th century. He was
a professor for many years at the University of Berlin and gathered many disciples around him
even in the later years of his life. What he emphasized was the twofold message that he preached
throughout his career: life and history are inextricably intertwined (Crotty, 2010). Life and
history form a worldview that guides our actions that is grounded not in the intellect but in
historical life; for me, the life of the farm, the teacher, the principal, the director and the
superintendent. Dilthey did not abandon the quest for an objective knowledge of the human
world. Nevertheless, Dilthey believed objectivity and validity could be increasingly achieved as
more comes to be learned about the author and the author’s world, and the interpreter’s own
beliefs and values are given less play. According to Gadamer, Dilthey’s hermeneutics is
“insufficiently concerned with the ontological event of truth, and inadequately considers how the
interpreter and [his or her] interpretations are not outside of tradition, but occupy a position
within it” (Laing, 2013). Gadamer (1960/1989) was critical of Dilthey’s approach to
hermeneutics, accusing it of being overly method-oriented and in imitation of the natural
sciences.
Legacy 5: Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and Phenomenology. Edmund Husserl is
often referred to as the father of phenomenology (Laverty, 2003). “Husserl’s work changed over
time, from attending to mathematics to pure phenomenology as equally objective and subjective.
Phenomenology is essentially the study of lived experience or the life world” (p.4).
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Husserl introduced the concept of the “life-world.” The life-world, according to Husserl,
“refers to what we experience pre-reflectively, without resorting to categorization or
conceptualization, and often includes what is taken for granted, or those things considered
common sense. The study of these phenomena intends to return and re-examine these taken for
granted experiences and perhaps uncover new and/or forgotten meanings” (Laverty, 2003, p.4).
The attraction of the phenomenological method was, for Husserl, (1970) in its promise as
a new science of being. Through this methodology, disclosure of a realm of being when
presented itself with absolute certainty, arising from experience seemed possible.
Husserl proposed that one needed to bracket out the outer world as well as individual
biases in order to successfully achieve contact with essence. This process is about
suspending one’s judgement or bracketing particular beliefs about the phenomena in
order to see it clearly through exemplary intuition, imaginative variation and synthesis.
(Laverty, 2003, pp. 5, 6)
Legacy 6: Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) and hermeneutic phenomenology. Post
structural hermeneutics is inspired by Martin Heidegger. “Here, interpreting, like reading, is
more a case of playing or dancing or ruminating… rather than an application of methods”
(Slattery, 1996, p.33). The hermeneutics of Martin Heidegger is seen as “hermeneutical
phenomenology concerned with the life world or human experience as it is lived” (Laverty,
2003, p.7).

“For Heidegger, hermeneutics is the revelatory aspect of ‘phenomenological

seeing’ whereby existential structures and then Being itself come in to view” (Crotty, 2010,
p.96). Moules (2003) expressed,
As a result, understanding is deeply entrenched in the profound ontological make up of
Da-sein: care, existence, temporality, and being (Heidegger, 1996). Heidegger
maintained that human life is not given to us as a phenomenon which requires our
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explication, but as a question, an address, as something which is revealing and
concealing, coming and going, present and absent – and the work of hermeneutics is
entering into the interpretation of these things. (p.7)
Caputo (1987) wrote of Heidegger: “He thus recommitted phenomenology to the
difficulty of life, rooted in an ontology of care, and so fashioned what has come to be known as
‘hermeneutics’ in the contemporary, post-Diltheyian sense” (p.59).
In Heidegger’s opinion (1927/1962), all understanding is connected to a given set of forestructures; including one’s historicality that cannot be eliminated. One, therefore, needs
to become as aware as possible and account for these interpretive influences. This
interpretive process is achieved through the hermeneutic circle which moves from the
fragments of experience to the whole of experience and back and forth again and again to
increase the depth of engagement and the understanding of texts. (Laverty, p. 9)
Heidegger pointed out the importance of bringing the fore-structure of understanding to a
conscious level (fore-having, fore-sight, and fore-conception). Gadamer agreed with Heidegger
saying that “the recognition that all understanding inevitably involves some prejudice gives the
hermeneutical problem its real thrust” (1960/1989, p. 272).
Legacy 7: Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics and Discernible
Grammar. “Born in 1900, Hans-Georg Gadamer was a student of philosophy at Marburg and
Freiburg in the 1920s. It was there that he was influenced by the work of Husserl and Heidegger
and moved to extend Heidegger’s work in to practical application” (Laverty, 2003, p.10).
Gadamer’s work is known as philosophical hermeneutics, which attempts to look at
understanding and interpretation (Palmer, 1969). “In his reading of Gadamer, Madison (1988)
identified three central theses to Gadamer’s hermeneutics: that all understanding is
interpretation; that all understanding is integrally bound with language; and that understanding is
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inseparable from self- application to the current situation of the interpreter” (Moules, 2002,
p.10).
There is always a piece of phenomenology present and at play in hermeneutics but,
whereas Husserl suggested attending to the phenomenon itself and describing it as richly
as possible, hermeneutics argues that experiences of something are not isolated but are
eventful, ongoing, emergent, forming and generative. (Moules, 2002, p. 6)
“Understanding proves to be an event” (Gadamer 1960/1989, p.308). Gadamer’s hermeneutics
argues that experiences of something are not isolated but are eventful ongoing, emergent forming
and generative” (Jardine, 1992, 1994). “Hermeneutics without phenomenology is interpretation
without context, without situating it in the world” (Moules, 2003, p. 6).
“Philosophical hermeneutics is the term that Gadamer used to navigate what happens to
us when we are addressed by an event that can’t be ignored (Davey, 2011, p. 39). Pamplin
(2015) understood that Gadamer viewed hermeneutics as a practice, and for the purposes of this
inquiry, as in her study of the principalship, hermeneutics was promising as I reflected on this
research question and the practice of the superintendent. Hermeneutics is concerned with the way
we read our world, the way in which we come to understand, but it does not seek to predetermine
the course of understanding.

However, Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics proposes that

subjectivity enhances the possibility of emancipation and understanding in the interpretive
process.
“Its work is not to develop a procedure of understanding, but to clarify the conditions in
which understanding takes place” (Gadamer, 1998, p.295). In order to clarify the conditions in
which understanding takes place, there exists a “discernible grammar” (Davey 2006, p.26) in
Gadamer’s hermeneutics. There are several concepts that Gadamer identified in his work that I
have chosen to use for the purposes of this research that emerged in Chapters 1 and 2 and will

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

75

intentionally re-emerge in subsequent chapters in order to add insight to the interpretations. It is
interesting that the fragments shared in the previous two chapters highlight the appropriateness
of the hermeneutic approach for this research study in particular and for educational research in
general. And now to the “discernible grammar” into which I have chosen to dig deeper.
Discernible Grammar
Historicity of understanding. Moules (2002) suggested that “Gadamer took up the
notion of historicity, arguing that we can understand historically because we are historical and
we belong to history” (p. 11). He contended that “understanding, as it occurs in human sciences,
is essentially historical” (Gadamer, 1960/1989, p.309), and that the interpreter and the topic are
living out a history. For Gadamer then, hermeneutical understanding is historical understanding
(Crotty, 2010, p.101), which mediates past and present. Hermeneutical understanding brings
together the horizon of the past, and the horizon of the present.
Gadamer envisioned historicity as a folding back upon itself where things are
meaningful only against a backdrop of their own history. Gadamer embraced time and
temporality as an extension in to the future, and furthermore, embraced temporality as an
extension of the past in to the present. (Moules, 2002, p.11)
Palmer (2007) spoke of identity much like Gadamer speaks of historicity. Palmer described
identity as “an evolving nexus where all the forces that constitute one’s life converge in the
mystery of self” (p. 13): one’s genetic make-up, the nature of one’s family, one’s culture, one’s
experiences of others, love and suffering. Being a superintendent of an urban public school
system was part of one’s identity. For this research, my understanding of what is means to be a
superintendent reached far back to the backdrop of my early days on the farm, and the early days
of teaching where I was constantly searching for those free spaces, to when I was a principal and
director straining to hold on to my values and finally as a superintendent who was played by the
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complicated, contingent, environment. Each time I was placed in a new environment, my identity
was negotiated again and again by centripetal forces and the spiel, changing my horizon and
adding to the history. Gadamer stated that in fact “history does not belong to us; we belong to it”
(p. 278). Long before we understand ourselves through the process of self-examination, we
understand ourselves in the self-evident ways for example, of the farm, the teacher, the principal,
the director, and the superintendent. Gadamer wrote “that is why the prejudices of the
individual, far more than his judgements constitute the historical reality of his being” (p. 278).
Fusion of horizons. Gadamer built on the notion of “horizon” previously considered by
Husserl and Heidegger. Gadamer wrote that the concept of “horizon” suggests itself because it
expresses the superior breadth of vision that the person who is trying to understand must have.
“To acquire (an alien) horizon means that one learns to look beyond what is close at hand—not
in order to look away from it, but to see it better within a larger whole and in truer proportion”
(p. 304). When we think of a “narrow horizon” or the idea of “broadening one’s horizon” we are
referring to the relative range of openness of thought. Our horizons are what we understand,
based on our history experiences, traditions, and prejudices. My basis for encounters with others,
fusing horizons, is achieved tacitly, through being open, learning from others, rather than
following a prescribed methodology. What I brought as a superintendent and what others brought
as superintendents can be dialogically engaged to produce a condition where understanding is
achieved. This requires and openness to the other and to take responsibility for oneself. Being
open to the other requires that I changed my prejudices when they were shown to be wrong or in
need of revision. My horizons were constantly changed as I learned, grew, thought, and
remembered. “I always bring myself along whenever I understand” (Grondin, 2003, p. 115) —
and that was certainly true for me as a superintendent.
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Prejudice. Gadamer went to great lengths to rehabilitate the concept of prejudice and he
acknowledged that there are legitimate prejudices. He wondered what distinguishes legitimate
prejudices from the countless others which it is the undeniable task of critical reason to
overcome. He made great efforts to extract the word prejudice from its negative connotation.
He defined prejudice as a “judgement that is rendered before all the elements that determine a
situation have been finally examined (Gadamer, 1960/1989, p.273), and noted that it was not
until the Enlightenment that the word acquired the negativity associated with it today. Gadamer
noted “the division of prejudices into those of “authority” and those of “overhastiness” (p.279).
Authority does not have to do with command and obey, but rather, according to Gadamer, has to
do with knowledge and a broad horizon. Overhastiness, on the other hand is “the source of
errors that arise in the use of one’s own reason” (Gadamer, 1960/1989, p.279). There is no
escaping our history or prejudices (Grondin, 1999/2003). They are the prerequisite for
understanding to occur in the first place and are always already there. Moules (2002) offered that
one cannot shed prejudices; rather, there is an acknowledgement that our prejudices, whether we
are aware of them or not, are always at play and influence in all we interpret. Gadamer,
(1960/1989) was very clear when he wrote,
A person who believes he is free of prejudices, relying on the objectivity of his
procedures and denying that he is himself conditioned by historical circumstances,
experiences the power of the prejudices that unconsciously dominate him…a person who
does not admit that he is dominated by prejudices will fail to see what manifests itself by
their light. (p. 360)
The prejudices that I and the other superintendents brought to this inquiry defined our broad
horizons and form the prerequisites for each of our understandings of the work.
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Tradition. Gadamer stated, “We are always, already affected by history. It determines
in advance both what seems to us worth inquiring about and what will appear as an object of
investigation” (1960/1989, p. 300). We are our history, and understanding always occurs within
the context of that history. Moules (2002) wrote,
We are connected in a continuous thread with our past, with traditions, and with
ancestors. We are living out traditions that have been bequeathed to us by others, and
although we may be taking them up in different ways, they are still the source of who we
are and how we shape and live our lives. The echoes of history are always inadvertently
and deliberately inviting us into the past and new ways of being in the present. We live
in a world that recedes into the past and extends in to the future, rather than pitting
ourselves against history, and therefore we need to remember, recollect and recall it.
This is not an epistemological quest but an ontological one as we are historical. The
address of tradition is not just something arching from before, for we are in tradition.
(p.2)
The interpretive being in the in-between, in this case the superintendent, has laid out stories of
the fragments and echoes of her history in the first chapters which form her centrepiece and
identified the centrifugal and centripetal forces that shape and live the life of the leader of an
urban public school system. I belong to the tradition of being a superintendent and I am
constantly working and reworking and reinterpreting what has been experienced. The
continuous thread with the past of three other superintendents was a personal experience
connected with their traditions and their ancestors, which were always at play in all they
interpret. In fact, not one of us really was the topic of the research, but rather the experience of
being a superintendent in a large urban school district was the topic of the study.
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Spiel—the whole spiel. The “whole spiel” was an expression used often in my family;
why, I am not sure. No one ever stopped to ask or talk about what it meant, so I had inferred that
it was about something so big that it included everything. So when we began to talk about
Gadamer’s notion of play (spiel), it had a familiar ring to it and I was eager to understand more.
The language horizon was fusing. Something in remembering started to form, to shape around
my topic and question. The “to and fro” of spiel started to become a work that somehow began
to stand there with a life of its own (Jardine, 2012). This turning word, spiel, guided this study.
Gadamer (1960/1989) wrote that “play fulfills its purpose only if the player loses himself
in play” (p. 102). “It is the game that is played —it is irrelevant whether or not there is a subject
who plays it” (p.103). “The rules of the game exist regardless who plays it. Players lose
themselves in the game; its “rules” determine how they act, and the “world” in which they live”
(Thiselton, 2009, p.213). Gadamer (1960/1989) wrote that “play itself contains its own, even
sacred, seriousness. Play exists in a world determined by the seriousness of purposes” (p.102).
The world of education, public education contains its own, even sacred, serious purposes; and
there were many days as a superintendent of an urban public school system that I was lost in the
game, or that I was played by the rules of the game. It occurs to me that this is what an “on-thecourt leader” (Erhardt et al. 2012) experiences when the primacy of the play of the game takes
over the consciousness of the player, in this case the superintendent. This is quite different from
the attitude of the spectator or the leader in the stands where every game presents the man who
plays it with a task (Erhardt et al, 2012). Thiselton (2012) wrote that “a child gives himself to the
game; for the adult, it is more serious as each becomes absorbed” (p. 213). “Play has drawn him
into its domain” (Gadamer, 1960/1989, p. 102). Gadamer (1960/1989) also wrote,
The appeal of the game, the fascination it exerts, consists in the fact that it becomes the
master of the player. Even when games are concerned in which one tries to fulfill tasks

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

80

one has set oneself, it is the risk, the questions whether it ‘works,’ ‘succeeds,’ or
‘succeeds again’ that exercise the game’s attraction. The actual subject of the game is not
the player but the game itself. (p. 95)
The Research Process
This inquiry proceeded in the way of hermeneutic research as guided by Hans Georg
Gadamer’s philosophic hermeneutics. It illustrated how a superintendent negotiated several
aspects of his or her existence through language, history, and everyday being and practice. This
research cycle embraced the coming of what we cannot see coming, as Caputo muses in the
introduction to Conducting Hermeneutic Research (Moules et al. 2015). What we cannot see
coming is a mystery that occurs in the movement back and forth that occurs in play. This
research process “aims to keep the play in play and to keep itself in the play while
simultaneously trying to uncover what is hiding” (Moules et al., 2015, p.7). There was no rigid
procedural method, but rather the inquiry’s strength and credibility “lies in its history and
ancestry, in being citatious, in being literate, accountable to, and able to speak to these things
with competence and grace” (p. 7).
Role of the Researcher along the Path
“We always take ourselves along whenever we understand” (Grondin 2003, p. 115).
Accordingly, I do not search for narratives, but instead I am a presence in their creation (Neander
&Scott, 2006, p.297). Caputo (1987) added that philosophy must begin by putting Being as
presence in question — and by holding it there. Heidegger wanted to try something new,
something revolutionary: “to raise the question of Being as presence and let it hang there and to
resist the temptation to cut it down when it starts to look a little blue” (Caputo, 1987, p.2).
Within Gadamer’s thinking, the role of the researcher takes on a particular place in this work.
The strength of presence lies in the belief of the “interpretability of the world and our openness

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

81

to other and to allow ourselves to be read back to us. Hermeneutics demands that we proceed
delicately and yet wholeheartedly, and as a result of what we study, we carry ourselves
differently, and we live differently” (Moules, 2002 p.12). “Smith reminded us that the writing is
by us, but it is not about us” (Moules et al., 2015, p. 120); for me, it is about leading the life “inbetween” with my superintendent Being as presence in the middle. I had a responsibility to
listen to the participants, to the other superintendents, to what I heard them say, and to how I
interpreted what I heard. I had a responsibility to raise the question of Being a superintendent as
presence and, as Caputo wrote, “…let it hang there and to resist the temptation to cut it down
when it starts to look a little blue” (1987, p. 2). Caputo says that “hermeneutics is for the hardy.
It is radical thinking, which is suspicious of the easy way out. It does not try to situate itself
above the flux but rather to get up the nerve to stay with it” (Caputo, 1987, p.3).
Participants along the Path
“Hermeneutics chooses the best players, on purpose. Still, it is significant to recall that that
the topic is not the individual participants, nor is the writing a portrait of the participants”
(Moules, 2002 p.14). For the purpose of this inquiry, this writing will describe three pivotal
pieces held in the particular and held individually, but also held in common. The pivotal pieces
form a picture of the experiences of the superintendent of a large urban public education system.
The superintendents provided their lived experiences as texts to be read. Their lived lives
provided the foundation “examining the topic under study and the fullness and depth to which
the interpretation extends understanding” (Moules, 2002, p. 14). For the purposes of this study,
three superintendents of urban public education systems in Canada from three different provinces
were involved in the data generation. I am also included in the portraiture. What follows is a
common uncovering of the truth.
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Understanding and Listening: Data Generation
Hermeneutics is concerned with the process of the creation of interpretive understanding
(Verstehen). It is how the understanding of parts relates to the larger whole and vice versa. The
movement back and forth between the parts and the whole in the process of understanding is
described as the hermeneutic circle. Gadamer argued,
Every word breaks forth as if from a center and is related to a whole, through which alone
it is a word. Every word causes the whole of the language to which it belongs to resonate
and the whole worldview that underlies it to appear. Thus, every word, as the event of a
moment, carries with it the unsaid, to which it is related by responding and summoning.
(Gadamer, 1960/1989, p. 458)
When one enters into the circle, it is not without the bringing of culture, gender,
understandings, experiences, prejudices, anticipations, expectations, and changing
biological structure, which in the end determines what can be received and brought forth
as understanding (Maturana & Varela, 1992). There is an inherent process of immersion
in, and dynamic and evolving interaction with, the data as a whole and the data in part,
through extensive readings, re-readings, reflection and writing. (Moules 2002, p. 15)
Aware of the intertwining of subject and object, self and other, I committed to listen with
openness, earnestness, deference and respect. By keeping a reflective journal, I had found my
hermeneutic task of interpretation is then undertaken in language. Gadamer (1998) wrote,
“Language is the universal medium in which understanding occurs” (p.389). Language is the
medium through which my thoughts emerged and found form, and through which I reached
understanding with other superintendents who also brought tradition, prejudice, experience, and
history to the hermeneutic circle.
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In this hermeneutic study, data was generated through semi structured interviews with
participants (see Appendix A for the starting questions I used). The interviews were an open
process, not defined by directive questions. While the interviews were unstructured, “they were
purposefully conducted and thoughtfully directed with the understanding that a skillfully
conducted interview will produce data rich in meaning and ready for interpretation” (Moules,
2002). All interviews were recorded digitally using an IPad. The audio files were then sent for
transcription and the data, along with the context, tone of voice, pauses, sighs, tears, and
expression in language and emotion were considered as data. The participants corresponded with
me by email, face-to-face conversations, and informal conversations over lunch. I purposefully
flew to each of the three cities so I could be an observer of facial expressions and body language.
Some of the participants dedicated a day to the conversation, others several hours, and they
included me in a meeting of the Board. The superintendents were very generous with their time
and seemed to speak openly and freely, and with enthusiasm, about their lived experience. The
conversation that emerged arose through the linguistically constituted tradition that is shared
amongst all of us. The particulars and the common ground amongst us helped to disclose and
conceal the meaningful interpretation of the data collected and created a fusion of horizon, the
coming together of three understandings of the topic coupled with the curiosity of the researcher
to understand the topic in a different way. This helped to further understand the question, “What
is the truth about being a superintendent of a public education system?”
Listening is a linguistic act of openness, working to open understanding and further it.
Heidegger (1996) used the word “hearkening” to refer to a hearing that is thoughtful, to a hearing
that understands, to listening that is an event of understanding. As one listens, one attempts to
listen for echoes, for fragments of something that might expand possibilities of understanding.
Such listening is open to truth as (aletheia) to the temporality of revealment and concealment.
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Moules (2002) stated that this is “distinct from a search for themes.” She goes on to say
hermeneutics, rather, pays attention to the instance, the particular, the event of something
that does not require repetition to authenticate its arrival. The search for interpretations
rather than themes is an attempt to escape the practice of fracturing the data.
Examination always exposes only part of itself. We get a glimpse of one aspect, while
the rest withholds itself for further discovery. (p. 14)
Listening as an event of understanding is hermeneutical and plays a dual role in this
inquiry. It is both the content and the conduct of this research; what to understand and how I
seek to understand it.
Conducting Conversations
Gadamer (1960/1998) understood hermeneutics as a process of co-creation between the
researcher and the participant, in which the very production of meaning occurs through a
circle of reading, conversations, reflective writing and interpretation moving back and
forth between parts and the whole until a time where one has reached sensible meanings
of the experience of co-creation. However, Caputo (1987) cautions that coming to a place
of understanding and meaning is tentative and always changing in the hermeneutic
endeavour. (Laverty, 2003, pp.22-23)
Conducting a hermeneutic conversation involves giving oneself over to it, along with the
participants, allowing oneself as the researcher and themselves as the participants to be guided
by the conversation. This conversation gives a sense of our participation in something exceeding
our own design, something beyond the scope of the researcher and the participants, ina place that
may not yet exist, but whose possibility draws us in. This conversation in which we participate
—the researcher and the participants—is dependent on our ability to hear and attend to what we
hear. It is a conversation that is filled with the fragments and echoes and legacies of the past; the
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reading we have done, the experiences that we have had (Bildung). Each participant and the
researcher have contributed truths about about being a superintendent of a large urban public
education system that are not singular or insular, but particular and held in common. The
meaningfulness of all the contributions is in their plurality, in a sustained conversation with
other. Each one finds new strength in being read with the others as we seek to understand the
contingent role of the superintendent.
Geanellos (1999) has helped explicate the practice of understanding, listening, and
conversing. As she noted, Gadamer wrote that he “did not seek to produce a manual for guiding
understanding in the human sciences because he saw hermeneutics as transcending method. His
concern was ‘Not what we do or what we ought to do, but what happens over our wanting and
doing (Gadamer 1960/1989, p.xxviii). Hermeneutic interviewing is interpretive and not
governed by predetermined questions. I used this practice when I was in conversation with the
participants. I did not seek to eradicate my presence as a co-creator, but attempted to address it
and interpret it, willing to be speculative and open and willing to be influenced to another point
of view, to another horizon. Geanellos (1999) wrote that Gadamer reminds us that “the essence
of the question is the opening up and keeping open of possibilities” (p. 266). Hermeneutic
interviewing seeks understanding through interpretation because the meaning is co-created.
There is a need for intense listening and spontaneous interpretation in order to keep doors open
rather than close them.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are central in any hermeneutic inquiry. Although ethical review is
mandatory (Appendix A) for all research with human participants the relational ethics of a
hermeneutic inquiry need special consideration. “Inquirers must deepen the end of what it
means to live in relation in an ethical way. Ethical considerations permeate inquiries from start

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

86

to finish; at the outset as ends-in view are imagined; as inquirer-participant relationships unfold,
and as participants are represented in research texts” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 6).
Relationships developed, trust formed, experiences were shared, stories were told, and
the ways in which lives are connected evoked an “ethic of care” (Noddings, 1992) for one
another that goes beyond the ethical considerations of any formal research process. When
researchers take people’s stories and place them into a larger narrative, they are imposing
meaning on participants’ lived experience. Good practice says that researchers share their
ongoing narrative constructions (Appendix A, Appendix B). Participants can never be quite free
from the researcher’s interpretation of their lives. The effects of re-storying are powerful.
Hermeneutic Experience
What is insight? What are the words we use to describe it? And how might we
understand better? Davey wrote that the hermeneutic experience is the intersection between
centripetal and centrifugal moments of insight (presentation, July 2014, Calgary, Alberta).
“Hermeneutics” comes from the Greek hermeneuein, which means “to interpret” or “to translate
(Porter & Robinson, 2011, p.2). For the purposes of this paper, it refers to our social, historical,
and biological influences. Hermeneutics is an attempt by researchers to pay close attention to our
cultures, languages, and traditions. It is often associated with the Greek god Hermes, a character
in ancient Greek myths. One of his roles was to deliver messages from the gods to the mortals.
He was a medial figure who worked in the “in between” as an interpreter of the gods,
communicating a message from the mountain so humans might understand the meaning. Hermes,
son of Zeus, was responsible for fostering genuine understanding – comprehension - which
required more skill than interpreting letter for letter, or word, for word without any modification.
Moules (2002) explains that
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Hermes entices interpretation. Hermes has the character of complication, multiplicity,
lies, jokes, irreverence, indirection and disdain for rules; however, he is the master of
creativity and invention. He has the capacity to see things anew and his power is change,
prediction and the solving of puzzles. (p.2)
According to Porter and Robinson (2011),
Hermes had to interpret the meaning of the messages on behalf of his listeners and in
doing so had to go far beyond merely repeating the intended truth. He had to re-create the
meaning that would connect to his listener’s history, culture, and traditions in order to
make sense of things. (p.3)
Davey (2006) remarked,
The position of Hermes was truly unenviable. On the one hand, he had to translate the
wishes of the gods in to terms that mortals could understand, and on the other hand he
had to transpose the language of humans in to an idiom that the immortals might grasp.
Though he could communicate with both gods and humans he could not communicate his
particular predicament of being caught in between in terms that either party would
understand. (p. 171)
In a like manner, this hermeneutical inquiry tried to describe the mediation of insight
and understanding of a superintendent of public schools where meaning “does not emerge as a
mere exchange of symbols, a straightforward interpretation of a binary code or a simple yes or
no, rather, meaning happens by virtue of the “go-between” superintendent who bridges the
strange with the familiar, connecting cultures, language, traditions and perspectives that may be
similar or years apart” (Porter & Robinson, 2011, p.3). The go between was the activity of
understanding of the superintendent who tried to gain insight into the centrifugal and centripetal
forces of the world. This was an intricate and complex activity that sometimes got things wrong.
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The goal of this inquiry was to consider some of the ways that a superintendent can improve
her or his chances of getting some of the major interpretive issues of the day right through focus
on the question, “What is the truth about being a superintendent of an urban public education
system?” I needed to look at the areas of contestation and about how we grapple with the values
of opportunity, fairness, citizenship, justice, access, and choice (Alberta Education, 2010) in a
society that is becoming less homogeneous than any other. The contested issues become more
and more visible as our society becomes more diverse. They are all positioned within the
context of the values of Inspiring Education. Although our values became a blueprint for action
for the years to come, the contested issues provided a challenging landscape for debate and
discussion and movement forward. Superintendents were played by the past, present, and future
of public education. The Superintendent was constantly “setting it right.”
Conclusion: Reflections on Hermeneutics
Through the different legacies, we come to understand that hermeneutics has an extensive
and abundant history extending back through time at least as far as Augustine, rising in the
reading of theological and legal works, travelling through the methodology of interpretation
characterized by the enlightenment of the 18th century, the continued methodology of
reproduction of Romantic hermeneutical thinkers such Schleiermacher and Dilthey, and onward
now in the phenomenological hermeneutics of Heidegger and Gadamer. The understanding of
hermeneutics that I brought to this research was primarily informed by the philosophical
hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer (Crotty, 2003; Davey2006/2013; Grondin, 1991/2003;
Thiselton, 2009; Warneke, 1987; Weinsheimer & Marshall, 2012) that has emerged as part of
this history. It is through the understanding of Gadamer’s work that I found understanding in my
question. Gadamer’s text, in conversation with my experiences and understandings, allowed my
understanding of the world, my work, and my place within it to reflect, and grow. The
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discernible grammar (Davey, 2006) found in Gadamer’s writing gave me language with which to
understand, a way to transcend the thinking of the world, and to reflect on how I belong with all
my fragments to the larger world. The understanding of my topic, of myself, and of
hermeneutics has huge implications for knowledge and the truth, and for looking at the question
“What is the truth about being a superintendent of an urban public education system?” The
characteristics of hermeneutic language and discernible grammar can be used as tools of thought
to facilitate understanding of the lived experience of the superintendent. Hans-Georg Gadamer
helped me read this world and the world of three other superintendents.
In the next chapter, the characteristics of hermeneutic language and discernable grammar
were used as thoughts to interpret the lived experience of the superintendent participants. This
discernable grammar and hermeneutic language illuminated the historically effected
consciousness of the superintendents. Hans-George Gadamer through his hermeneutic
philosophy helped me read the lived worlds of three other superintendents vis-à-vis my own.
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Chapter 4: Historically-Effected Consciousness
Time, Place, and Memory Gather Together
“To begin a story, someone in some way must break a particular silence,” (Wiebe &
Johnson, 1998, p.3). Three courageous superintendents agreed to share their story with me and
break their particular silence. They made themselves available for a deeper insight into what our
presence in the role of superintendent holds. What follows is derived from the words of the
superintendents as interpreted by me. The text provided in italics, was drawn from the transcripts
of the hermeneutic conversations and has, at times, been slightly modified for ease of reading
and to ensure anonymity of both the superintendent and the school district.
The purpose of this hermeneutic research is not to recount what each participant has said,
but rather to focus on moments, events, or incidents in their particularity to delve into how they
inform our understanding of the topic. Through the interpretive process, the to and fro from the
part to the whole, images are created, connections are made to other research, ideas, and
experiences; and understanding of the topic evolves. This inquiry was not about a multiplicity of
facts, but the conditions around what makes these facts possible.
In this chapter, this portrait is painted with the past, the memories, and the bloodlines of
the superintendents. The past is still with us; it is woven into the fabric of everyday life of the
work. According to Faulkner, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past” (1951, p.3). This
chapter is about the history, the tradition, and the prejudice that is so entwined with the present,
so commonplace in each of our lives that we only become aware when we begin to tease apart its
enduring strands. Gadamer (2012) talked about temporal distance (the past) as being not
something to overcome but rather a “positive and productive condition enabling understanding”
that “is filled with the continuity of custom and tradition in light of which everything that is
handed down presents itself to us” (p. 297). The past is woven into the fabric of everyday life.
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The participants in this study are practitioners, educators, who have described the delicate
art of their practice and the practical wisdom (phronesis) that was demanded of them as they
made their way along the path to truth (aletheia) in their everyday lives as superintendents. The
words exchanged during the interviews were gentle words from the heart; in some cases, broken
hearts. Each of their situations was different, although the conditions that provided predictive
power were experiences that had already taken place and were, in some ways, similar. The
experiences revealed ranged over the length and breadth of their personal and professional lives.
Their gracious, difficult work, the time, place and memories were recounted willingly and
openly. I listened deeply.
I travelled by boat, by train, by car, and by airplane to meet with the superintendents,
conscious of the fact that the text was not only what they said, but also their lived experience. I
needed to look into their eyes as they told their stories, as they broke their silence. It was worth
the “while, the rest and repose worthy of returning and being careful, worthy of tarrying and
remembering, of taking time” (Jardine et al., 2002, p. 223). Two superintendents were able to
dedicate whole days with me; the other, several hours while a protest was organizing outside the
education center. No computer software was used in the analysis of the conversations.
The superintendents commented on the quality of the question which identified the topic
clearly for them, while at the same time leaving it open, which is a nice departure from the
highly structured interviews or focus groups which I am familiar with. This has the potential for
some interesting insights in terms of the work we do and our experience, how we live out life
itself, the fullness of our lives experiences, cultural traditions, and how the generations have
permeated our thoughts. One superintendent remarked, I really like this topic and feel really
good about delving in to it. H.R. Johnson, in his book Firewater (2016), reminds us that “We do
not know anything for certain. Everything we think we know comes from the stories we have
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been told or the stories we tell ourselves. These stories in one form or another have been told
ever since we learned language” (p. 56).
All superintendents told stories of their ancestors, most of whom were immigrants to
Canada. In fact, many of the superintendents were first-generation Canadians with a different
language spoken in their homes. Some even began school here not speaking English. Some of
their ancestors were skilled tradespeople, who developed a very strong community and became a
wealthy community, which was really a problem following the Revolution. So my grandfather
had the insight to keep moving the family farther and farther west. My parents bought a
homestead from the Hudson’s Bay Company and around us there were many people who spoke
our language, so I grew up with English not as my first language. The commitment to renewal
and to intergenerational success through moving to another country illustrates what comes first,
what is valued, and what will count in their lives ahead.
Some ancestors were members of a profession: My dad was a family doctor in a fairly
urban area and decided he wanted to move because he was fed up with the medical system, so he
went to the medical journal and picked Canada out of the commonwealth countries and picked a
job in a very small community, sight unseen. So he picked up the family, three kids, off we go.
And my mom was dragging her heels the entire way because she knows what she was giving up.
For us three kids, though, it was an adventure. So we moved into a very different world. This
decision had a very significant effect on how they lived out life itself, and especially how they
lived out life with their children. The deep care for the planet, the attention to excellence in a
profession, the devotion, and the transformation required in moving to another country, into rural
Canada, caused the future to burst with unseen potential.
Another superintendent was an ESL student. My parents did not speak English, but they
were born in Canada. Where I have come from in my roots is really a mosaic; I’m going to say a
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true collection of very wide walks of life. I’m going to say a continuum of life experiences but
also life gaps, right. So like am I really a member or not? – my mom not being able to help us
and we would always go to the store and these people would all be sitting around doing their
homework. And my mom would always bake whatever she baked and bring it over. An
understanding of other was important, even for the mother who did not speak English. And I
guess that was the right way of exchanging, give my kid a few hours of support with homework
and I will bake for you. And that is why my heart goes to the community hubs, which help
people.
Their historically-effected consciousness (Gadamer, 1960/2004) brought out some
awareness of their traditions and prejudices for every superintendent. One talked about growing
up in this open space, lots of time to play and then we also had to learn to work and physical
labor was the most valuable kind of labor because there was productivity. I have even
apprenticed as an electrician for a period and decided I didn’t want to be pulling wires when I’m
50 or 60 years old. Hard work and tangible results were important, even as children.
Another spoke of early years in a rural community that helped bring me, ground me a
little more in the people; just like farm life, there were hardworking families who really
depended on the resource industry to make a living. And the ups and downs of that of course
transcended people coming and going. And yet their little town was a place where you could
leave your doors unlocked at night and everyone knew and trusted everyone. This spoke of the
relationships among people and the virtuousness of the community in that place at that time.
Hard work was a tradition for each superintendent. One mused that Dad was a doctor,
but not one of us went into medicine. We saw how hard he worked. He was an old style doctor;
delivering babies on Christmas day, then doing house calls around the delivery. And so he
worked way too hard, and then I look at my life now. I swore I would never do that, but of course
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I do. This person recognized that what you understand about the past is ever changing, as
circumstances change, and that even though we promise ourselves that we are starting from a
blank slate, we can never disregard tradition.
Doll (2008) writes in the forward to Back to the Basics of Teaching and Learning that
there are a “host of ethical issues about how we treat the planet with which we live, how we treat
those who are other to us (ourselves as others, other to us), how we treat our children, and how
we treat that which we call knowledge” (p. x). Our lives and history are inextricably linked. We
all have a worldview that guides our actions; this worldview is grounded in our lived experience,
“the long threads of living, vulnerable, contested ancestries and bloodlines that we have
inherited” (Jardine et al.,2008, p. xix).
The lived experience of the superintendents created a worldview of how they treated
those who are, as Doll described, “other” to them. I think about often that in our rural
community if there was something going on everyone just picked up and helped the neighbour. It
wasn’t a hardship; it was just how we did things. And that whole sense of we’re in this together
and we’re here to help everybody and that sense of generosity and that spirit of care and
graciousness towards the neighbours was just how we did things. These were really foundational
experiences that I keep going back to my entire career. These memories exemplify the
experience that offered this individual the possibility of the transformation of a personal horizon
in the recognition of other and how that other changes their own horizon.
This superintendent gives another example of being open to “other” and “other to us.” I
got a sense early on about this notion of justice and how we looked at the world and how we
looked at other people. It didn’t matter who you were, or where you came from, there was a
place at our table. To this day, the superintendent talks about the notion that everyone’s in, who
are the kids on the fringes? Rather than finding ways to help them get out, how are you finding
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ways to help bring them in, invite them in, let them in, don’t let them get away? There is always
a place at his table for all of the children based on the deep commitment to social justice that was
formulated in his daily life.
In a small town, you grow up and you work and you get to know the community where
there are working people, hard-working people, tough life, say they do very well with what they
have, that helped shape me. My parents are social justice supporting people and very much value
driven, and in that sense helped shape what I became as superintendent. In this case, as well,
values became a blueprint for action for years to come for this individual.
All participants had a rural experience, and some had also worked in other countries and
provinces. My first job was in a native reserve in Manitoba. I just got in the car with a friend,
and went out there, opened the paper and we both got a job and we lived on the reserve and it
was the best experience in my mind. I love what I am doing, what I do in terms of kids, and that
is to be celebrated. All four of us superintendents talked of a relentless pursuit of success for
every learner, founded our own historical consciousness of being on the margins.
All of the superintendents had another career before they became teachers. Some took up
other careers because there were no teaching jobs when they graduated. Some took other jobs
because there was a visible product at the end of a project. One had a house-building business,
but at the end of the day they all left their first careers behind and chose teaching because of their
love for learning, for children, the intellectualism of the profession of teaching, and their deep
commitment to democracy. In each case, their values, morals, and ethics came together as a
centrepiece around the thing they loved to do most and did best. Each of the superintendents in
our conversations, through voice, eyes, and expression, exuded a deep spiritual way in their
work. There was such a reverence expressed that it was easy to see that for all of them this was
no longer just a “job”—it was an all-consuming 24/7 identity. Their sense of the meaningful,
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created through the past unfolding narratives of tradition and the prejudice that created their
structures of identity, had transformed their sense of what was meaningful, and they had become
“other” to whom they had been. They were all aware this transcendence was something
extraordinary to experience and understand. Their invisible travelling companions, like mine
from the farm, taught the superintendents the basics. Each of the superintendents, whether it was
because he or she spoke a second language, were coming from another country, or living in
isolation, experienced “the margins” as part of his or her historically-effected consciousness.
These are the fragments of dimly-sensed meanings that have formed the centrepiece of
the superintendents. As I listened for patterns in the words, I listened to the basics in the words
of the others. Just as Jardine et al. (2008) have described, the fragments of relation, ancestry,
commitment, participation, interdependence, belonging, desire, conversation, memory, place,
topography, tradition, inheritance, experience, identity, difference, renewal, generativity,
intergenerationality, discipline, care, strengthening, attention, devotion, transformation and
character emerged (p.xi) in the historicity, prejudices, and traditions in the lifeworld of the
superintendent stories. So, these were the slates to start from —a true company of adventurers.
Their understanding of the importance of the past was already there; and as I engaged in the
conversations, the “whole” was widened and became deeply connected to the world. The
assemblage of meaning through my fragments in Chapter One and the past of the superintendents
created some sense of the centrepiece and the centrifugal forces each “throws” out to the world.
These are the fragments, the basics, the sensed meanings, that set me about translating the
purpose of public education throughout the years where time, place, and memory gathered
together. Our pasts were always travelling with us as we played the game of public education
each day. The values, the fragments, the intersections of insight influenced the sense of the
meaningful in the narratives of our work. The truth was that our values, our sense of the
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meaningful, was what made the work so hard for each of us as superintendents of large urban
public education systems.
Each superintendent talked of the primacy of his or her work and about being swept
along by the game of public education, all the while trying to interpret who they were in the
midst of the ebb and flow, the cross currents and decision making in each of their work, as well
as that of the “other” players in the game. Each individual came to understand that there was
something larger than themselves that was sweeping them along. In the next chapter, the turning
work “spiel” describes how the game became more than a subjective experience for each of us.
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Chapter 5: Understanding Moves
The Spiel —the Whole Spiel: Superintendent as Player in the Game
In Chapter 3, I wrote that “spiel” is one of those turning words, a word that is part of my
past, part of the present, and would link to my future. It added a new dimension to my
understanding of the work of the superintendent and, after dialogue with others, I see the world
differently now. Something in remembering started to form, to shape around my topic and
question. The “to and fro” of spiel started to become a work that somehow began to stand there
with a life of its own (Jardine, 2012).
“For Gadamer, the significance of spiel or play is that when one is fully involved in the
play, it takes one outside of oneself and a game becomes more than the subjective experience”
(Moules et al, 2015 p.424). This turning word —spiel—gave birth to my topic and my question.
The whole spiel. Each superintendent talked of the primacy of his or her work and about
being swept along by the game of public education, all the while trying to interpret who they
were in the midst of the ebb and flow, the cross currents and decision making in each one’s
work, as well as that of the “other” players in the game. They were in dialogue with me about
their singular histories and although we all understood in a different way, this reconstruction of
our collective historical horizon can be expanded to address the question, What is the truth about
being a superintendent of a large urban public education system? In this process of
understanding, a real fusion of horizons occurs “which means that as the historical horizon is
practiced, it is superseded” (Gadamer, 2012, p.306) by the present.
Gadamer wrote that “Play fulfills its purpose only if the player loses himself in play” (p.
102). “It is the game that is played —it is irrelevant whether or not there is a subject who plays
it” (p.103). “The rules of the game exist regardless who plays it. Players lose themselves in the
game; its “rules” determine how they act, and the “world” in which they live” (p.213). Gadamer
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says that play itself contains its own, even sacred, seriousness. Play exists in a world determined
by the seriousness of purposes.
Public education contains its own, serious, even sacred, purposes and there were many
days as superintendents of an urban public school system that we were lost in the game; we were
played by the rules of others in the game, all the while trying to focus on the sacred purpose of
public education. We were beings in motion, in a world in motion; beings constantly being made,
unmade, and remade, in world undergoing the same kind of ceaseless constitution and
reconstitution. The superintendents looked to public education to sustain and reflect the promise
of democracy by giving each child the opportunity to learn and to be the best they can be even in
a world of “unquiet” nature (Davey 2006) - where the superintendent is constantly caught up in
the play and the action in the life-world of public education and where the game of “public
education serves as the public institution by which we transmit our collective knowledge and
shared values of the good life to each succeeding generation” (Boyle & Burns, 2012, p.2). Many
times, issues offer us opportunities to rediscover and reclaim the public in public schools, and the
superintendents promoted dialogue that supported progress through acknowledging how and why
we educate our children. The participant superintendent leaders were caught up in promoting a
dialogue that supports democracy. They considered ways to resolve problems that were
compatible with democratic values even when they were confronted with undemocratic
behaviour. It took a Herculean effort to continue to believe that democracy’s strength lies in
people’s ability to understand and participate in decisions that affect them, and that the links
between democracy and education are so deep that if one fails, the other surely will also. The
participants in this study, through their narratives, demonstrated that they had a deep
understanding of this link. Their invisible travelling companions, like mine from the farm, taught
the superintendents the basics. And in Jardine et al. (2008) they make the case for reimagining
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the basics. We were all fortunate to be immersed in learning these basics that Jardine re-imagines
in the first third of our lives.
These were the fragments that formed the centrepiece of the superintendents. These were
the fragments that set us about translating the purpose of public education throughout the years
where time, place, and memory gathered together. This centrepiece provided us with the
backbone to become on-the-court leaders in the whole spiel of education. Without the
intersection of the traditions, prejudices, and pre-understandings already in play from our past,
we never would have understood the broken stories, incomplete perspectives, and forces of the
game of public education as an on-the-court leader—a leader with authenticity, integrity, and
bravery.
It occurred to me that this is what an “on-the-court leader” (Erhardt et al. 2012)
experiences when “the primacy of the play of the game takes over the consciousness of the
player” (Gadamer, 1960/1989, p.104), in this case the superintendent. This is quite different
from the attitude of leader as the spectator in the stands where every game presents the man who
plays it with a task (Erhardt et al.,2012).
Thiselton (2009) wrote that a child gives himself to the game; for the adult, it is more
serious as he or she becomes absorbed. Play has drawn him or her into its domain. Gadamer
(1960/1989) wrote that the appeal of the game, the fascination it exists in the fact that it becomes
the master of the player. Even when games are concerned in which one tries to fulfill tasks one
has set oneself, it is the risk, the questions of whether or not it “works,” “succeeds,” or “succeeds
again” that exercise the game’s attraction. The actual subject of the game is not the player but
the game itself, and in this research, the selves and the portraiture of the superintendents are
being interpreted in the light of the work or the game, even while the work is interpreted. The
acknowledgement that the role was not a job but an identity required the understanding by each
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of us that we were not “the boss” of the game, but were being played by the game itself. Rilke
wondered, “Who are we to hope to master what has always captured us until now?” Does true
power not come from elsewhere in this 24/7 life-world of the superintendent? He is cited in The
Philosophy of Gadamer by Jean Grondin (2003)
Only if you suddenly capture the ball which an eternal playfellow has
thrown to you alone, in the core of your being, in a fair throw, in one
of the arches of God’s great bridges, then, only then will the ability to
capture become power, but it will not be your power, it will be that of the
world. (p.17)
Each superintendent in this study who captured the ball thrown to each alone, at the core
of his or her being, not always in a fair throw then, had experienced the powerlessness when the
power was of the world, not of their own.
Public education might be considered as one the “arches of God’s great bridges.” Just
like Hermes, whose world came from gods and from mortals, the superintendents lived in a
world that came to them from elsewhere. They were projected into the midst of a game where the
superintendent’s own ability to capture and to have power is tested minute by minute in ways
they had not seen before. But it is never just on our own, but always in that world we live, and
which contains us as superintendents, that the seriousness of purpose of public education was
lived out. Public education is foundational to an intelligent society, and the ball is thrown to us
by eternal playfellows. The question of how to live with others in a world that is filled with
plurality and difference was on all of the superintendents’ minds. One superintendent stated, I
think public education is one of the great equalizers of the world giving opportunities for all
kids, and if it were a private system it would fragment society and create a much greater divide
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between schools and create a two-tiered system, which would produce a further divide between
the haves and the have-nots.
Another talked of their background value system, their interactions over the years that led
him/her to public education and stated that his idea of public education was kind of a conserving
function that people of many interests could still participate and have the kind of education that
would meet the standards of the province. But I had an opportunity to teach in another country
and that really opened my eyes to the fact that there are different understandings of public
education and what it’s for. Their encounter with otherness and difference gave them a chance to
consider to what and to whom is other. Education does a really good job of reproducing itself,
reproducing society, and it is a very stable structure; it has a strong structural component. And
so from a functional perspective it is doing what it is supposed to do in terms of maintaining
stability. What I actually experienced in this other country was streaming students at a very
young age. I was offended by that and questioned how you can decide this for people at such a
young age. I saw this as a harsh system that was taking away potential, and once the students
settled in, they moved forward and accepted the vision that their version of public education had
for them — again a stable structure that educated people, perhaps not to their full potential. So
until we get those kids on the margins, on the fringes, and actually participating and learning,
what we are recreating is inequity.
Another superintendent mused, Why public education? Because I do believe that it cares
for an abundance of people and the people believe that it is going to be the platform for
opportunity; it does not stream, it does not have filters, it takes all children and that it is the
platform for opportunity. It should not have barriers. Public education brings a strong vision of
hope and action to the masses. Biesta (2006) wrote,
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We all come in to the world as unique individuals and it is the responsibility of the
educator to cultivate “worldly spaces” in which the encounter with otherness and
difference is a real possibility, but that it extends to asking difficult questions: questions
that summon us to respond responsively and responsibly to otherness and difference in
our own unique ways. (p. ix)
The superintendents in this study were all teachers who had a “sense of plenitude wherein
the panics of schooling were cooled in favour of good worthwhile work” (Jardine et al., 2002,
p.223). Traditions from their young lives instilled traditions and prejudices which focused on
bringing in the children on the margins and supporting teachers to do just that.
It was when I was able to bring forward the notion of everyone’s in — who are your kids
on the fringes? And rather than find ways to help them get out and leave, how are we finding
ways to help bring them in, invite them in and let them in? There is research on early leavers
that says they are really early resistors who are getting away, not leaving. Everyone’s in,
everyone is a participant, and we have a communal responsibility to the kids.
The words of the superintendents showed their commitment to developing democratic
citizens in a world of difference and developing worldly spaces where students —all students—
could help to develop a democratic society.
The superintendents who were the subjects in this study were in the middle of many
things in this game: they were the CEOs of large organizations; they were the very visible
leaders of a public office that symbolizes community commitment to education; they were the
agenda setters for the improvement of student achievement and the improvement of public
schools, which can never be good enough; high level operators who created and implemented
policies and contractual obligations, and assigned budgets of billions of dollars in a large
complex, corporate and community enterprise. These were drastically high stakes in a web of
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entanglements and demands of competing power brokers and ambitious politicians at the local,
provincial, federal, and union levels. Let us imagine, as Heidegger did, that our lives as
superintendents are something that cannot be explicated, and that they are a question, something
presented to us that is constantly revealing and concealing, coming and going, present, absent, a
thrownness by which the superintendent is constantly addressed during the game of public
education, and is then trying to interpret (Heidegger, 1927/1996, cited in Moules et al., 2015).
Their understanding moved as the game was played.
So, who were the “eternal playfellows”, the centripetal forces in the lives of the
superintendents on this great bridge? How did their historically-effected consciousness have
them respond to this “other,” these centripetal forces? The superintendents identified that they
were deluged by the unfolding narratives and structures of identity of so many groups. These
were the centripetal forces, the groups about which they wanted to converse: the unions, the
staff, the public, federal and provincial mandates, their families, and the Board. Chapter 6 of this
research is about the stories of these forces. However, no matter what the conversation, the
comments of all the superintendents returned to the Board of Trustees. Therefore, for the
purposes of this hermeneutic research, Chapter 7 is dedicated to stories about the Board alone, as
well as the actions of individual trustees.
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Chapter 6: Centripetal Forces
The Unions: Playfellow 1
Every school district in this study had tens of thousands of students and thousands of staff
members. In every case, the superintendent was working with several union groups and a few
non-unionized employees who always seemed to be the last to get any attention, even though
their work was frequently exceptionally good. This part of the workforce, non-unionized, was
noticed at budget time because it was relatively simple for the Board not to give them an
increment in the process of trying to balance the budget. I experienced heated discussions with
the Board over this, questioning them on the ethics of their behaviour.
In particular, in all provinces in this study, the Teachers’ Union was identified as a barrier
to progress. “…everyone, including the Teachers’ Union genuflects at the altar of student
achievement, but most prayers are offered up around the politics and economics of the districts”
(Fuller, et al, 2003, p.73). All three superintendents agreed, indicating that the unions had
focused so exclusively on economic issues and teacher welfare issues, such as class size and
numbers of children with exceptional needs in classrooms, that unions and their elected
representatives had lost sight of the educational mission of the districts. Many felt that the local
leadership of the association did not take responsibility for education, that they were stuck in past
practices, and that they focused on the needs of adults as opposed to student learning. This focus
on working conditions is an old world conception of the relationship between the employer and
the employees and it needs to be questioned. What is the benefit of the union who is paid by the
citizens’ taxes, which the governments are supposed to be managing? It seems that this is a
conflict of interest that needs to be questioned.
One superintendent told the story of being confronted by the teachers’ union president
about not involving the association in conversations in the district about assessment and
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curriculum. The superintendent responded that all the focus groups were led and facilitated by
district teachers. The union president responded that they were not elected members of the local
association and therefore they did not count. It should be noted in this example that the union
leadership was actually a barrier for teachers striving for professional autonomy and progress.
The relationship between the union and the teachers as a professional autonomous group should
not be shaped by the ideals of long ago. Teachers must lead the way in the development of
curriculum, and especially assessment practices, if they truly want to be a professional
autonomous group. All teachers are members of a professional association and should be
respected as such.
Staff: Playfellow 2
All three superintendents, as well as I, had a commitment to worldly experiences for
students (Biesta, 2006, p. ix) through curriculum and assessment practices. They cherished the
work of the staff, acknowledging especially the critical role of the school principal in developing
this worldly experience for students. One superintendent related that we have had excellent
staffing and years of positive action. The reports have said that the achievement is good, and we
are achieving because the staff are good. One has to let them have the freedom and the
opportunity to do the work. All the superintendents espoused their commitment to increasing
teachers’ knowledge base, the degree to which they collaborate with one another or work in
isolation, and how they exercise the best professional judgement on pedagogy, curriculum, and
assessment. One superintendent mused: How do you have staff feel that as adults they have a
sense of belonging? How do you design teacher development to create a sense of engagement in
terms of sense of belonging? Another commented that the design of curriculum and assessment
should not be in the hands of the politicians or the bureaucrats, at the federal, provincial, or
local level, but should be in the hands of the teachers themselves. All three superintendents were
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leaders of research-based pedagogy throughout their careers, understanding that research based
pedagogy is the heart of the teachers’ work. As a superintendent, I found that some staff and the
union were resistant to research, and some days, progress was like dragging a piano up a muddy
hill.
All three superintendents were steeped in the idea of a curriculum where teachers assert
their own professional knowledge and autonomy based on each of the students. The
superintendents understood that learning and assessment are highly integrated processes whereby
teachers plan for and engage in a continuous cycle of instruction, assessment, and adjustment,
and they led their districts in service of this purpose. They were committed to the collaboration
of the teachers with one another to develop learning experiences grounded in deep disciplinary
understanding and an understanding of each learner. They were committed to their teachers,
supporting them in making increasingly reliable interpretations and evaluations of student
learning that could be used to inform instructional decisions. The superintendents understood the
leadership required for each staff member to plan for, attend to, and respond to student learning
with highly sophisticated professional judgement. Through this pedagogical watchfulness, the
superintendents understood that the central purpose would be achieved: the success and wellbeing of each and every student on their watch. I couldn’t agree with them more.
However, the internal challenge identified by some superintendents was the resistance to
change by some staff members. Some superintendents particularly identified the resistance of
high school staff and principals as a huge impediment to change. We have some secondary folks
who weighed in on the problem I was having with a teacher, who didn’t understand assessment
in the first place. The person under review should not have been in front of students anyway,
and we achieved that goal, but it wore me out. We gained a better understanding through the
process of what assessment and evaluation are in a K -12 system.
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These staff members are often wedded to traditional ways of doing things, are heavily
ensconced in the industrial model of education, and will wait out the career of any
superintendent. They are often associated with the union; and the inertia within the schools soon
gobbles up any progress that might be attempted. So, the unionized teachers group, and many of
them supported trustees in the election. I am currently dealing with a situation today which
teachers don’t like, so they go right to the trustees. If you don’t give them the answer they want,
they go directly to the trustees. If they don’t like what the superintendent did, the discussion then
goes to the media and the media plays right along with them.
There is also the story told by a superintendent about having three schools in one site
where the technology infrastructure was the most advanced in the district, partly due to the
choice agenda. The principal of the regular high school refused to “turn on” the switch to
wireless network because the principal felt that the teachers could not manage the learning
curve. So, the students missed out because of that judgement. The principal never acknowledged
that the students were missing out because he concealed the incident.
Another superintendent quipped that supporting teachers and the needs of teachers is
always kind of a mindful balance for the superintendent. Traditional high school doesn’t meet
the needs of the students. This superintendent elaborated, saying, there must be a range of
expressions on the part of both the teacher and the students to protect the conditions under
which each student can find his way. Public education is the most important institution and
teachers are doing the most important work in our democratic society. It is important that
teachers get it right. Professionalism is about commitment and capability that seeks to support
all students. All three superintendents voiced this opinion and I concur.
One superintendent spoke about the bad hires made in key places like communications,
legal, finance etc., and how difficult it was to get the educational agenda placed first before the
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budget, the media, or how the law could actually support the progress of the district as opposed
to blocking the strategic plan. All three superintendents spoke about how the Board would
consider these individuals their own employees and would go directly to them for advice,
completely circumventing their own policy, which says the Board has one employee and that is
the superintendent. This was evident in every one of the hermeneutic conversations. The Board
consistently circumvented the superintendents when The Board or Board Chair went to these
employees directly, and this only added to the undisciplined nature of the governance.
Whipsawed
The real challenge of the game becomes most difficult when the authority of the
superintendent was not only resisted by boards, unions, and individual staff members, but also
when these “eternal playfellows,” these competing power structures, united to block the change
that was vital to learning and to the school system. A study called “An Impossible Job,” funded
by the Wallace Foundation, July 2003, introduced the word “whipsawed” as the authors
described the view from the urban superintendent’s chair. The word whipsawed is defined as
being subject to a difficult situation or opposing pressures at the same time; a very succinct way
to describe the opposing forces pressuring a superintendent.
Whipsawed from within would be one way to describe this game of ongoing and
multifarious negotiations. The centripetal forces from the organization become exponentially
influential when they align their power. One superintendent talked about how the undisciplined
governance connected back to a unionized group of teachers who supported the candidates as
they ran for trustees. So if they didn’t like something administration was doing, after they were
elected, they go directly to the trustees and the media. All superintendents described how
individual trustees would be calling up principals and senior staff. Just like Hermes, the
superintendent was in the middle of opposing pressures, and was unable to describe what it truly
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was like to be in the middle. In conversations with all three superintendents, there was agreement
that whipsawed felt like the perfect word to describe the circumstances of being in the middle.
There was nothing easy about being whipsawed. All the superintendents in this study related to
the feeling of being whipsawed.
The Public: Playfellow 3
In the game of education, there are many groups with different agendas for district
change. All the superintendents acknowledged that they needed public support to create a
coherent plan for public education. “Public schools serve as the public institution by which we
transmit our collective knowledge and shared values of the good life to each succeeding
generation” (Boyle & Burns, 2012, p. 2). One superintendent stated that your role as a public
servant is to actually talk with the public to build connections and bridges. Many times,
controversial issues offered us opportunities to rediscover and reclaim the public in public
schools, and superintendents promoted dialogue that supported progress through how and why
we educate our children. The stated goal of the superintendents in this study was to promote the
dialogue with the public that supported democracy and considered ways to resolve problems that
were compatible with democratic values to avoid conflict and find constructive ways to build
bridges and connections. “Democracy’s strength lies in people’s ability to understand and
participate in decisions that affect them” (Oakes & Puriefoy, 2011). Leading public thought was
a key strategy for each of the superintendents because they believed that the links between
democracy and education were so deep that if one failed, the other surely would. Education does
a really good job of reproducing itself, reproducing a society; it is a very stable structure, which
maintains stability in a society. However, the public part of being a superintendent is all
consuming and people burn out, not because they don’t love their jobs, but the human sacrifice
takes a large toll on an individual superintendent.
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The superintendents were willing to engage in a conversation about the purposes, goals
and aspirations of public schools and saw it as part of their responsibility to lead public thought
in this way. We believe that these purposes, goals, and aspirations that are at the core of public
schools are also at the core of ourselves as people and a democratic nation. Public education
does not only serve the public— it creates the public. It is in this process of enlightenment and
discovery that there was an opening for participation. On a macro level, this was an immense
challenge, because the changing and fickle demands of the public were hard to follow at times.
Outside forces from the community (the public), were a blessing or a curse, and of course there
were conflicting views amongst community groups about what public education should be. It
was important to understand that all the citizens, not just the parents, are a big part of public
education. It was a challenge for superintendents to lead the public’s thought in this direction.
The superintendents were all working hard to be part of their communities and
purposefully built alliances with mayors, universities, police chiefs, advocacy groups, business
leaders, religious leaders and, in some cases, identified thought leaders in their urban
communities. My heart goes out to the community connection, the partnerships. I love this
district because it really does reach out in to the community, and we have several hundred
partnerships where people are helping people. In my work, I spend a lot of time with these
community groups and bring members of the Board together with the community to write
motions for Board meetings. Each of the superintendents had a moral orientation toward the
good of the communities they served.
It required effective leadership to manage community support to the benefit of public
education. This support was extremely useful and often becomes a superintendent’s ally in
encouraging change.
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Federal and Provincial and Board Mandates: Playfellows 4
A system of tangled authority. It is commonly believed—and it is legislated—that
public institutions have someone in charge, someone to set the policies and the strategic plan,
and who is accountable for the results. If one were to sketch an organizational chart of how any
of the school systems in this study fit in with the Boards, with any of the provincial governments
or, in some cases, the federal government, one would discover that there is no real line of
authority. Upon completing the sketch, one would likely discover that if there ever was a line of
authority, it had become increasingly tangled over the years, and it was more and more difficult
to make sense of what is going on, particularly from the public’s vantage point. Governments
responded by becoming more and more prescriptive in their demands to school district
administrators, and had become trapped by the zeitgeist of our times in a world that became so
complex that old ways of battening down the hatches were impossible. But that was what we
continued to do and the superintendent was in the middle of the lack of any institutional order.
Every superintendent in this study spoke of the tangled web.
One superintendent optimistically said as long as the government gives proper authority
to the board to do its governance work, I think this is a reasonable democratic institution. I
think there is a real possibility in it and I think that it’s truly local in the sense that people in
different regions are able to have a say in how things are done. Although we have some
ministers who view concentration of power at the Ministry level to be extremely important, and I
think that this causes some ongoing issues. I think that this is why we have some dichotomy
between the Minister and the Boards —because this is built into the legal structure. Especially
because the Superintendent reports to the Board and to the Minister. It’s crazy-making, this
being in the middle. With all the different responsibilities but without the real authority
necessary to do the work when you’d answer to the Board and then the Department of Education
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comes to visit and you’d answer to them and then the Minister would phone every once in a
while and give you another set of directions.
One asserted that any kind of direction coming from the Ministry, the Board does not like.
However, public confidence belongs to all of us. You have to help us – the superintendent and
the Board——not just tear us down. You can’t have audit after audit, 85 recommendations over
two years. I have inherited the PWC audit, the Blackstone audit, the Wilson audit, three more
with the previous superintendent, and prior to that another superintendent had the same thing.
So, if we are that dysfunctional, it is a problem, but more recommendations telling what you are
doing wrong are not going to help us. Like I think that there has to be a more mutually
respectful and collaborative relationship between the Ministry and the Board. There are too
many layers of bureaucracy.
Well, we should not forget the city politicians: Yes, I report to the Minister, but the
other layer is the city counsellors. So when the Ministry announces capital spending, they do not
tell the superintendent, they tell the counsellors and the counsellor works with the trustee to
make the announcement. So when I am questioned at the Board meeting about the capital
announcement, I don’t know where that is coming from or anything about it. I am embarrassed
and once again caught in the middle. This reflects an active politicization on the part of city
politicians and the Board of Trustees.
In Canada, matters of education have been delegated to the provinces. One of the
superintendents recognized that this is particularly problematic with the federal initiatives with
regard to on-reserve education. And I think it’s a little bit at cross purposes in the sense that
education is a provincial jurisdiction; therefore, indigenous education is a provincial
jurisdiction off reserve and federal jurisdiction on reserve. The funding piece is problematic in
that we have two tiers of government funding the same system, and that’s confusing. All in all, I
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think we have a pretty good and excellent school system across Canada with excellent
international indicators. But all levels of government have their fingers in the educational pie
with no real national direction. The thought that the educational standards in Newfoundland are
different from the standards in Alberta, and different again from the standards in Ontario, and in
every other province, rings the educational alarm bell for me.
Mandates from the provinces provided the superintendents with the outside push to focus
their districts on improving learning, which was not an easy task. The opportunity for the
superintendent to align the work of the Ministry, the goals of the Board and the district’s threeyear education plan to support student learning, was not to be missed. The coherence of a
common purpose for districts this size was a Herculean accomplishment because of the tangled
web of bureaucracy in public education.
Family: Playfellow 5
All the superintendents told stories of being directly confronted by people who were
angry, deceitful, and interested only in their own needs; all of them struggled to find ways to
work amidst so much anger, distrust, and pettiness. Even so, there was a generous remembering
that human goodness exists. In trying to change a deeply structured institution such as public
education, all of our lives and relationships were called into question —with loved ones,
especially with our children. The higher you are in the organization, the more is required of you
personally. One superintendent related that there was something flashing across the TV this
morning about the burnout rate ‒ people burn out not because they don’t love their job, but
because physically the human energy to be out seven nights a week or to be out five nights and
then go home to weekend events where there is an expectation that you participate. Like every
weekend I could be out at job-related events.
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Another superintendent said, I have slept with my cell phone on beside my bed for five
years because you are not just the superintendent during the day—it is a 24/7 identity. There is
agreement amongst the group: It is an identity, you can’t relax, and you can’t go to a restaurant
and have too much wine because you are on all the time. In the district, there was a controversy
over power lines and the parents were upset about the impact of power lines running across the
school property. The media got involved and actually showed up at my home and I thought I
was drawing the line between my private life and my professional life. You become 24/7 being
very careful about what you say and how you act in public because, in a way, even though you
are not a movie star or a sports star, there is a certain identity that needs to be shown when you
are the CEO of a large public school district.
Shielding their own children from public scrutiny was important to all of them, but
impossible. I have two daughters who are teachers in another school system, so they have never
revealed that their parent is the superintendent. I have always taught them that in order to
survive. The greatest sad impact of this came from one of them when she asked me, “Can I be
your daughter today?” We were having company who were my colleagues, so she asked, “Can I
be your daughter today? What she meant was, “Can I let people know you are my parent?” And
rightly or wrongly, I was always the protector, because in this work something can go wrong in
an instant.
Children took on the role of parent and protector, attempting to run interference for them.
For example, an individual having her/his home phone number and a family member answered
the phone to an individual on the end of the line just screaming hysterically. Another story was
about the son watching the Twitter feeds and phoning to say, “Don’t look at the Twitter feeds
today: you know you don’t need to do that.”
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Another superintendent talked about driving home one night when one trustee would call
me and of course you are driving in the car with the speakerphone on and the kids take the call.
One of my daughters was really traumatized by the shouting and screaming of the trustee. I said
to her, “Don’t ever take that, just don’t.” She turned to me and said, “That was so hurtful to
you.” I said again, “Don’t ever take that.” She said, “You did.” I thought, “What am I
modelling for them?”
One superintendent talked of a daughter, who is 30, and has a value system exactly what
I would have hoped for. She always tells me to bring my conversation down, not in a bad way,
but to be more casual. She always says talk your normal talk not your superintendent talk. My
son is still in university, but he will never be a teacher. Like I did, they look at how hard their
parent works in education and think that they will never work that hard. The superintendent
speaks of a small dispute about borrowing the car and an argument that ensued. The
superintendent said to him “Don’t raise your voice like that, that’s not nice” - and he stared
right back at me and said, “What do you know? You are never home.”- And for me that was
true. I was shocked, but it was true. I used to coach soccer but I gave up coaching because of
the work, and I think it’s just part of the understanding of the role of superintendent that in some
way you give up a lot of your own life, your social and family life, because the job is so allconsuming.
On the other hand, one other superintendent recalled how one day his/her daughter came
home from university saying, “I am not going to law school. I am going to the Faculty of
Education.” The heartfelt response to that young adult was” Oh no!” because the work impacts
the heart and mind to such a significant degree.
Some people don’t know that I have moved on from the district and the public
interference still goes on and there are of course some people with mental health issues who are
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still out there using my name; and if there are certain things that come along, don’t read the
newspapers or go through it because it can hurt you and affect your family too. The public
scrutiny can be extremely mean. So, the impact on family does take its toll.
In my observations, it seemed that all the superintendents ached because of the hurt they
caused their family in their role as superintendent. Each superintendent suffered because they
understood the suffering they caused their family and were powerless to alter the game, the spiel.
Now, for the ultimate playfellow, the Board. This next chapter, Chapter 7, intertwines the
lived experiences of the other three superintendents with their Boards, with my experiences as
described in Chapter 2 with the Board in Calgary.
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Chapter 7: The Ultimate Playfellow—the Board—Directly and Blatantly Politicized
The ultimate “eternal playfellow” identified by all superintendents was the Board of
Trustees itself, as well as individual trustees. In Chapter 2, I referred to my own experiences with
the Board of Trustees. In this inquiry, the superintendents were involved with four Pan-Canadian
Boards, including mine, with a total of 45 elected trustees, which often in their play, often not in
“fair throws,” strayed from policy oversight and budget development into micromanaging the
day-to-day administration. All three participant superintendents expressed this view over and
over again in our conversations. The interference and the micromanaging of the Board was the
most common concern superintendents discussed regarding internal challenges. The
superintendents understood and expressed their knowledge that a school board functions as a
legal entity and exercises its authority as a single corporate body; therefore, individual Board
members do not possess any authority as individuals. Also, all the superintendents came to
understand that even though they were the CEO, they as superintendents were not “the boss,”
even though the staff traditionally understood that to be the case. It was the duty of the Board to
provide leadership and oversight and to be “the boss”. They were “the boss” in leading public
thought in support of the importance of their diverse public education systems.
Elshtain (1998) stated:
A thin line separates an awareness that education is never without political context
(and therefore content) from a willingness to politicize education actively. Education
is always cast as the means whereby citizens learn how to live with one another. It
always reflects a society's views of what is excellent, worthy and necessary. These
reflections are continually reflected and reshaped as social definitions and objectives
shift as a result of democratic contestation. In this sense, education is necessarily
political. But this is different from being directly and blatantly politicized. (p. 259)
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This chapter is a taste, a sample, of the lowness, the cunning and brazen methods deployed
under the guise of democracy, because Boards are elected by the public. As Rex Murphy
remarked of American politics, I might also say that The Boards were a “wretched stew to
emulate in the name of democracy. Where is the dignity, the courage, courtesy, respect, integrity
and truth that we hope play in our democracies to be found in these degrading, selfish, vulgar,
and gruesome petty exchanges?” (Murphy, 2016, p. A13). Gadamer wrote that the words that
carry or do not carry the concepts of community “…are not firm markers and signals through
which something can be univocally designated, as in the systems of mathematics and logic and
their applications. They originate in the communicative moment of human interpretation of the
world, a movement that takes place in language” (Gadamer 2007, p.66).
Superintendents spoke of the directly and blatantly politicized language from the Boards,
from the outside-in. The superintendents understood that it was their responsibility to translate
these centripetal forces without losing sight of the students and to make sure that even with
budgets, transportation, and politicians, each of which have the potential to impact negatively
each student and his or her learning, that student learning was still at the centre of all that
superintendents did.
There was a gap between those who make policy—the politicians—and those who were
responsible for the success of each student—the superintendents. “Effective school districts do
this by de-emphasizing and delegating perfunctory administrative and buffering processes while
creating the conditions for schools to focus on what Elmore (2004) describes as the ‘technical
core’ of teaching” (Galway, Sheppard, Wiens, & Brown, 2013, p.1). All three superintendents
agreed with my identification of this gap, and the willingness of their boards to actively politicize
public education.
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In the mediating of high profile, famous, magnificent organizations in the midst of “an
environment of unprecedented change to create and manage stability, consistency, and
equilibrium” (Walker & Donlevy, 2005, p. 20), the superintendents, each of us, relied on our past
experiences, our historicity of understanding, that underpinned our professional convictions, our
centerpieces, because integrity, authenticity, commitment to moral purpose trumped everything
in how we engaged with the “other.”
Ethics
In searching for the answers to “What am I to do? What does it mean to lead?” “What is
the truth about being a superintendent of a large urban public education system,” the questions
that Walker and Donlevy (2005) offer for leaders when discerning their courses of action to
ethical decision-making give us guidance about being in public office. These were referenced in
Chapter 2.
The superintendents in this study, by shaping conditions and environments in which
teaching and learning occur, through intellectual, social, and decisional capital had an important
role to play in students’ learning. The superintendents were challenged deeply to be intellectually
competent, to be socially competent, and to make decisions that are competent knowing that the
future is always contingent and can never be totally predicted. They were all concerned with
being criticized publicly by the board, the unions, and the province in their work. Every
superintendent felt his or her identity to be a singular challenge, full of ancient voices, ventures,
and current complexity. This challenge of being a public intellectual dragging the “spiel” from
me to we, moving from educational consumers to public intellectuals who grapple with how to
be good citizens and understand how public education influences our society is an enormous
contingent task.
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Unfortunately, the Boards and their members did not have the ability and the will to lead
in this way. Often, they did not protect the district or the superintendent from political pressures;
rather, they were often a conduit for such pressures, making it difficult to focus on the delivery
of an excellent system. As a superintendent, I know I have paid a personal and professional
price because of the Board’s behaviour, which the Minister has been bold enough to tell them to
shape up. My colleagues know this and respect me, but if you talk to the trustees about this as a
superintendent, it is crossing the political line. They don’t want to listen to this.
When one of the “others” is the Board of Trustees and individual trustees, surely it should
be expected of them to focus on the delivery of an excellent system as well, when they provide
leadership in public sphere. Galway et al. (2013) related that “In recent years, there has emerged
a growing constituency that believes that school boards have become wasteful hierarchies whose
role in promoting student learning is negligible. They are “no longer the voice of the people”
(pp.1, 2).
One of the superintendents recounted that the Board chair often said publicly “use words
that ‘we’ understand. Don’t talk about pedagogy and public assurance, curriculum, assessment
practices, etc. We don’t understand them and I am sick of hearing them over and over again.”
It seemed that it was considered that education wasn’t a profession, that we should be able to
dumb down all we do in order to please the politicians. Sahlberg (2016) agrees saying that
“terms such as pedagogy, curriculum, professional responsibility, equity and ethics should
belong to a common language in education because words convey meanings and meanings steer
our thinking and action” (p. 37). Superintendents agreed that anyone who is involved in leading
public education must have a responsibility to communicate the value of the profession and
communicate the worthy work of teachers and understand the common language of the
profession.
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Leadership of the Board Chair
The moral responsibility of the Board Chair as per much of the governance literature was
to lead districts in moral and ethical ways based on a defined system of values identified in
policy. Every superintendent spoke of the importance of this position. Furman (2004) echoed
Donlevy and Walker’s premise of ethical questions to understand this unusual role. She proposed
the idea of an ethic of community to enhance and extend other ethical frames used in education
such as justice, critique, and care. She argued that educational leadership is a moral endeavour
and cited several authors in support of this concept. For example, Goldring and Greenfield (as
cited in Furman, 2004, p. 215) in their work on the roles, expectations, and dilemmas of
leadership stated that the moral dimensions of educational leadership and administration
constitute one of the special conditions that make administering schools different from the same
type of work in other contexts. Further, Furman (2004) wrote that educational leadership falls in
at least three distinct but overlapping strands, which include moral leadership, the moral purpose,
and ethical practice (p. 216). She continued, “Scholars who write in this area argue that values
are a central part of all leadership practice and that the proper foci of leadership studies should be
the values and ethics held by leaders themselves” (p. 216). The values from the historicallyeffected consciousness of the superintendents were represented in Chapter 4.
During the hermeneutic conversations with the superintendents a very different story
emerged, that the values in the leadership practice of the Board did not align with the moral
leadership, the moral purpose, and ethical practice of the superintendent. This was particularly
true of the role of the Chair of the Board. Although the expectations of the Board of Trustees are
that they will follow and value the law, with high ethical standards and integrity, in order to
model the behaviour for the citizens, employees, and the students of the district, this was not
always the case. Correspondingly, this would have built confidence in public education and
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credibility with the community. It is the role of the Chair of the Board to support this amongst
their trustees. The Board Chair must ensure faithful compliance with the policies and must
understand the gravity of non-compliance. The loss of confidence in the Board’s ability to
govern effectively was noted by all of the superintendents, and many acknowledged that the
Board Chair did not do the work.
When I first got to be a superintendent I felt that this behaviour [of the Board] didn’t
seem right; maybe they were just having a bad day. But this was the norm that they had set for
themselves. Boards must have a strong chair whose leadership is strong and you must have a
superintendent who can motivate and manage the team of employees. If there is something that
goes wrong on the Board, you need the Board chair to manage the Board. This was often not the
experience described in conversations with the three superintendents and neither was it my
experience, as I illustrated in Chapter 2
Board members were expected to maintain confidentiality regarding issues and
information that would compromise the integrity of the Board, especially those items talked
about in private session. They were also expected to exercise honesty in all written and
interpersonal interaction, never intentionally misleading, surprising, or misinforming. Well, some
trustees would call you and say this is urgent, I need to talk to you. It’s 11 o’clock at night and
I’ve been up since 5, but I knew that if I didn’t take the call it would be quite traumatic for me.
So I talk with him; it is not urgent, but he goes on for two hours and he will be sitting in that
chair waiting for me the next morning. They take away the joy of the job because you are
spending all your time managing their emotional needs.
A superintendent said, I did not like the politicians who did not tell the truth, who leaked
things to the media, totally out of line with their policies — totally undisciplined and not aligned
with the duties of the Board. For four years, they gave themselves a failing grade on meeting
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their conduct requirements. Even they as a Board recognized they had failed the citizenry, but
they seemed powerless to do anything about it, especially the Chair of the Board.
Conflicts within the Board appear to be endemic. This is one of the most challenging
issues for the superintendent, because of the Board’s enormous demand on the energy of the
superintendent. An example is provided by one superintendent: One day, a trustee was running
up and down asking us to call the police when I was just leaving the building. My counsel and
my two senior staff said, “Don’t go back in there,” but I said, “We can’t just walk out.” So I
walked in the Board office and said, “Break this up, you need to quit this.” This was a mistake.
They never trusted me after that, so now I never meet with the Board Chair alone.
One superintendent related: I think that was the toughest piece I had to do to have to go
and charge a Board member with workplace harassment, but I received dozens and dozens of
letters from witnesses and I felt I had this moral imperative to whatever I needed to do at a high
personal cost. There was high emotional harm because it was a daily occurrence for people.
Someone told me this was the culture in today’s society, that they did not know how to behave
any differently because no one called them on it. So when a trustee comes around and yells at
people for countless hours, people are traumatized — that is whom we report to. I felt a moral
imperative to put a stop to it, but once that occurred, the achievement agenda was derailed
because the focus was on the big bad superintendent that caused all of this. That was a tough
call to make and the Board marches on, and we have excellent staffing and years of action but
the conversation in the Boardroom has such a negative tone. This conversation spilled over into
the media and because the information was confidential and personnel-related, the
superintendent had no recourse and no response.
The voice of one superintendent explained that over the years, Board meetings have been
fraught with disagreements, dysfunctions, lies, and turmoil and been used as a platform for
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advancement in politics. The common understanding is that the trustees are locally elected by
the public; they are what make public education “public” and democratic. Over time, and really
fairly recently, there has been a shift from the responsibility for providing educational
opportunities for all students whose right it is to attend school, to the responsibility for the
educational outcomes of each and every student in our care. I realized that the link between the
Board itself and the achievement of outcomes for each student is not well understood by anyone,
especially the Board. It is a long through line between the student in the classroom and the
Board of Trustees. My work as superintendent was to identify the through line that connected
the two. I was wondering all the while whether or not the effort was worth it, or whether the
Board was just overhead.
It was also identified that the local politicians often supported each student’s achievement
in policy, while in private, trustee’s interests often aligned with the union’s issues about pay and
working conditions. An example provided by one superintendent described a weekly gathering
after the in-camera private Board meeting for beer and wings between some trustees of the
Board and the union presidents to share the information that was designed to be private (land,
legal, labour). It was reported that a trustee who had declared a conflict of interest at the Board
meeting because of labour issues (spouse was an employee) attended these gatherings. The
media was often part of the meeting so the public often read about the private meeting in the
newspaper the next morning before or if details could be legitimately released. Another
superintendent said that the district had become the media’s tabloid.
The Board chair was crucial, critical in getting the alternative program path started
within our district and even I was not aware of how much money was going into these programs
and I realized they were touted as cost neutral and they were not by any stretch of the
imagination and particularly when you add in the cost of busing. This is an example of active
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and blatant politicizing of the work of the politicians, for there was great hue and cry in the
districts about the idea of equity versus choice. Many of the superintendents saw the notions of
equity and choice as incompatible.
One of the superintendents talked about the conflict this created with experience, the past
horizon, the commitment to justice and fairness, and their value system. I think in terms of the
Board, let’s just look at the challenge for the superintendent —the boards of the day shape the
practice of the superintendent. For example, the district was very much an entrepreneurial board
and so the sort of direction that comes from the board had a focus on academies: for example,
sports academies and other academies in the district. These were fee-paying, so the question of
equity was always in the back of my mind, but definitely this was the direction from the Board
Chair, who was very much a business person. I did see the choice opportunity for kids who were
very good at certain sports and the entrepreneurial nature of the Board helped shape the sort of
direction, and the superintendent and the senior team. Board policy and board direction,
especially from the Board Chair, very much ran on a number of positions, and one was an
inclusionary approach to education, and it was a mutual direction between the Board and me
that we would begin to eliminate these time out rooms that were basically cells. It is not the right
practice in today’s society, but we are not 100% there yet—the boards of the day shape the
practice of the superintendent. This comment underlined the fact that the Board and the Board
Chair saw themselves as the “boss” of the organization and, even though the values of the
superintendent conflicted with the values of the Board, the Superintendent was powerless to do
anything about the Boards’ positions. In all of our cases, the conflict in values was a significant
factor in the turmoil of our work.
Policy and Election Cycle
Effective local policy and governance were essential for clarity and for a shared
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understanding of roles, responsibilities, rules, and reporting so that the learning outcomes for
each student can be achieved. How did we make sure our governance system was optimized for
student learning outcomes and fundamental fairness for all?
John and Miriam Carver (2009a; 2009b) support Boards in policy development, and all of
the superintendents were pretty well versed in their model of governance. They knew that “the
Carver model is based on the functions rather than the structure of a governing board. It is
understood that it is “primarily a set of common-sense principles about governing that fit
together into an entire system. The practices of the Policy Governance board, which are
consistent with the principles, allow it to control without meddling, focus on long-term
organizational outputs, powerfully delegate to a CEO and staff, and discharge its fiduciary
responsibility in a visionary, strategic manner. Because the model is a total system, it does not
fulfill its promise when used piecemeal” (Carver & Carver, 2009b, inside cover). This is a
significant intersection of insight that all of the superintendents realized.
All the Pan-Canadian boards had years of working with Policy Governance® –2005,
either formally or informally, and had indicated in some cases that they had not been disciplined
to the Carver model. They described their practice as “sort of Carver.” The boards had not
heeded the Carvers’ advice that their total system does not work best when only pieces of it are
employed.
All the boards had strayed from their own policies, using the model in a piecemeal
manner. What was also evident was that really they had never become true “boards” but rather a
collection of individuals advocating for themselves. They were undisciplined in using the model
they had adopted. One Board Chair was very impatient for how we achieved equity of
opportunity and had their own Band-Aid politicking kind of fix for this problem and the things
that the Board Chair did were the lowest common denominator of what I thought good
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governance to be. They operated on a modified model of governance, which meant that they
could do whatever they wanted whenever they wanted. There was no self-discipline or group
regulation; they were really in it for themselves. The individual trustees were using their
positions as baby steps to higher political positions.
Another superintendent described how the Board as a whole ran on several positions and
the electorate was the city, whereas wards or areas of the city elected some trustees. This
particular Board Chair ran on an inclusionary approach to education, which was a mutually
compatible direction with the senior team and me. The Board really does shape the practice of
the superintendent. Sometimes, values align; many times in practice, they do not.
When new board members were elected, they considered their model of governance and
their policies. This was common throughout the school districts. In one case, they worked with a
consulting group independent of one superintendent, to consider several policy frameworks and
reviewed the literature on each one. This was when they went in a different direction. After
several months of deliberation, the Board agreed that they would adopt the model of Coherent
Governance® as established and written about by Linda Dawson and Randy Quinn. The focus
on policy development can change the dominant discourse in a district and force into action a
debate on choice versus equity, financial expedience, and creation of alternative programs and
more.
Another superintendent said that to me working with the Board is like walking on
eggshells—you never felt really safe because you always felt that in their political arena, their
job, their mandate is to get elected again. And when they are in election mode, it makes a
difference in how you can lead the staff. The timing of what you inherit in a Board really
depends on the election cycle. When values and purpose clashed, the dialogue became strained
and contingent.
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We have a nine-person Board that isn’t based on individual votes, but they are elected to
run the entire city and politically they run on slates in conjunction with the City and Parks
Board. This is very complex to navigate. Our Board is no longer a member of the School
Trustees Association. Trustees said we are cutting everything, including our own membership,
which was a significant political point to make between rural and urban. Once again,
superintendents believed the boards did not protect the district from political pressure; rather,
they acted as a conduit for such pressures because of their naivety and inexperience.
When boards stray from policy oversight and budget development into the nuts and bolts
of day-to-day administration, their lack of focus makes them a problem for the district and never
a solution. Most boards, if they understand what it means to govern, want to remove themselves
from the preoccupation of the day-to-day work of the organization, while still needing to feel that
they have operational accountability to their owners. I see a real split in trustee associations, a
real split between urban and rural. Life does not prepare you for everything, so we see people
moving from rural to urban and it’s a shock. It is hard for them to adjust, if they do adjust at
all.
One group of thought leaders (mayor, chief of police, presidents of universities, faith
leaders, environmental leaders etc.) wholeheartedly expressed support for the policies that the
Board was expecting for K-12 education. Their sense of self was more important than those they
served. Boards did not know how to close the gap between policy, practice, and politics. The
individual boards did not hold one another accountable to the vision of the Board as a whole.
These individuals believed that because of their elected position, they did not have to live up to
the Board’s policies, procedures, and codes of conduct that they themselves were participants in
creating.
One superintendent talked about all the trustees wanting to be the superintendent.
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Another described this almost idealist idea of being an elected official, that because you have
been elected or have been put into a role that somehow you suddenly know more that you did the
day before. Trustees think that education is too important to leave to the educators alone; hence,
we have elected officials who know nothing about education but who are governors of it. This
sense of being an elected official gives you all these rights and responsibilities and it’s like a
pure right of being elected. “Image becomes more important than substance, and personal
agendas may dominate public ones. Truth may become a casualty of political convenience”
(Savoie, 1999 as cited in Levin 2005, p.7).
As outlined earlier, the dysfunction of the Boards destroyed confidence in their policies
in the local news media whose reporters, when individual trustees leaked untrue information
from private Board meetings and spoke against the Board’s position, undermined the Board’s
relationship with the public and the unions. In one district, it was reported that trustees were
meeting on a weekly basis with the media representatives, who were off side and lazy journalists.
The day after private Board meetings, the superintendents frequently saw twisted half-truths in
the newspapers. I, as superintendent, provided some examples of headlines from the Calgary
Herald: “Public School Trustees Reveal Secret Plan to Revamp Their Duties” (McClure, 2012,
January 16); “CBE Trustees Revamp their Role; New Rules Lack Accountability, Critic
Charges” (McClure, 2012, January 17); “CBE Trustees Vote Today on Governance Plan; Critics
Say Rules Shift Responsibility to Administrators” (McClure, 2012, January 24); “CBE Approves
Governance Plan; Trustees Vote For New Policy Despite Objections” (McClure, 2012, January
25). I met with the local papers about the accuracy of the reporting to the public. We were
warned that individual trustees were providing information in secret to reporters, although they
were not willing to actually divulge their sources. There were no commonly held ethical
principles of honesty, caring, and promise keeping.
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Internal conflict amongst board members was a common denominator. It was so much so
that the work of the Board was jeopardized when this conflict existed. One superintendent
described the intergenerational conflict that occurred because some of the trustees were more
contemporary than others. The administrative staff often witnessed the conflict and was
traumatized by it, for unlike a board, there would have been no tolerance for the poor behavior
amongst staff. The superintendent felt that a moral imperative existed to address the behaviors
and the conflict. The addressing of this problem blew up in the media and the superintendent was
blamed for not ‘managing up’ by the province to get the behavior of the trustees under control.
Truly, the behaviour of the trustees was the work of the Board Chair who failed to bring control
to the situation.
The Scapegoat
All superintendents experienced the relationship with the Board of Trustees as an endless
bombardment of issues, events, reports, picayune financial questions and strategy. The chorus
was of accountability to the “taxpayer”, not to the “citizens”, recorded in media through partial
truths. Image had become more important than purpose for the boards, and personal agendas of
the Board members became more important than public education. It was a challenge to direct
the professional purposes of the district and foster the public trust with constituents with all of
the competing forces. All superintendents agreed that it was difficult to maintain or sustain their
own identity under this circumstance.
Many times, controversial issues offered us opportunities to rediscover and reclaim the
public in public schools. Educational leaders promoted dialogue that supported progress through
how and why we educate our children. “We are anchored in the belief that public schools serve
as the public institution by which we transmit our collective knowledge and shared values of the
good life to each generation” (Boyle & Burns, 2012, p. 2). Our leadership and governance
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practice should be to promote the dialogue that supports democracy and considers the ways to
resolve problems that are compatible with democratic values. All superintendents in this study
were challenged to find a way to democratic dialogue amidst the immoral, unethical context in
which we worked. The bickering, the nit-picking, the board conflict and misbehaviour, and the
personal interests created spin-off effects and a drain on the psyche of each of the
superintendents.
As previously stated the superintendents had a tradition of knowing that democracy’s
strength lies in people’s ability to understand and participate in decisions that affect them. If a
board attempts to solve issues in a technically unethical way, we would not be helping the public
understand their part in a story about democratic processes. If the trustees approached their work
through what Argyris would call single-loop learning rather than double-loop learning, they
would look at the external environment to correct the errors. Argyris (1991) and his “idea at
work” illuminates what we might consider as we move forward. He stated that people often
profess to be open to critique and new learning, but that their actions suggest a very different set
of governing values or theories in use. This author’s theory that “the desire of the individual to
remain in control, a need to maximize winning but minimize losing, the belief that negative
feelings should be suppressed and a desire to appear as rational as possible” will be evident in
our future discussion about policy (p. 103). This is true for elected officials who do not really
care about their current work; this is true for those trustees who a looking at the next level of
politics.
The policies of these large urban school districts were created by those elected by the
public. They were policies worthy of public defence when they were practiced. After all, who
can argue with a policy that states that “Each student, in keeping with his or her individual
abilities and gifts, will complete high school with a foundation of learning necessary to thrive in
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life, work, and continued learning” (Calgary Board of Education, R-1)? Chait et al. (2005) wrote
that the governance regime is not playing the simple role of financial sentinel, but is also the
place where the points of view of the different stakeholders are integrated. An effective
governance regime goes further and as the locus of discernment, of meaning-making, provides a
mental map of the organization, of its environment, its mission, and its projects, and proposes the
sort of transformations, innovations, and reframing likely to bring the organization beyond its
limits, to renew itself. This generative governance unfolds through a multilogue, much
experimenting and prototyping and social learning, and a congealing of a community of
meaning.
I enacted the vision of the Board with a lot of sweat. I think it was through conversations
with the board chair primarily because this was a very important person who was chair of the
board at that time in the election cycle, that I could work with really well, who himself was a
former teacher and administrator. They agreed with the notion that everyone’s in and that we
have a communal responsibility to all of these kids. The board was saying that we’ve got a
craving for equity of outcomes and good strong advocates for inclusivity and that sort of thing,
but very impatient for how we get there and he had his own vision of band aid politicking kind of
fix this problem over here and fix that one over there, which was kind of in my mind the lowest
common denominator of what I thought good governance ought to be.
Gilles Paquet (2009), wrote,
In a world so complex and turbulent that nobody can be said to be in charge, where the
economic process has drifted from energy and natural resources dominance to
information and knowledge dominance, and where power, resources and information are
widely distributed the new dynamic calls for a new institutional order, based on
cognition, coordination, collaboration, and social learning. (p. xvii)

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

134

Our governments, in this case the Boards of Trustees, lost their basic legitimacy in the
eyes of the citizens. Politicians embody our hopes for ourselves as a society and are expected to
be about the public good in a way that private organizations are not. We expect better behaviour
from them than we do from other organizations and are bitterly disappointed when it falls short. I
was surprised and shocked at the depth of feeling for the loss of legitimacy these superintendents
felt for their boards and the time they were willing to devote to describing this loss of legitimacy,
this demand for power, authority, and assumed expertise by the Board of Trustees and individual
trustees, and their propensity to not throw “fair throws” at the superintendent and the senior staff.
The deliberate feeding of the public fear by individual trustees often revealed their unethical
motivations.
Boards across Canada were deeply involved in educational politics, even though they had
no real accountability for the results for each child’s achievement. The Boards allowed that
accountability to rest squarely on the shoulders of the superintendent; under this tangled
structure, boards had a scapegoat in the superintendent, and so the superintendent had an
impossible job.
So, who is this superintendent? What are the fragments, the patterns, the intersections of
insight in this portraiture? Who would want this job anyway? Chapter 8 represents the
constellations of understanding gleaned from the hermeneutic conversations with the
superintendents. It is presented as one portrait to maintain the anonymity required of this
inquiry.
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Chapter 8: Findings
Portrait of the Superintendent
“What is the truth about being a superintendent of a large urban public education
system?” was the question of inquiry for this study. Although the truth is always understood
differently, there were patterns in the fragments and intersections of insight in the conversations
with all the superintendents in their life worlds. This chapter will move the individual texts of the
superintendents to the whole text of the superintendent of a large public education system and, in
the process of interpretive understanding, uncover how the understanding of the parts, namely
the individuals, related to the understanding of the whole portrait; that is, the collective identity
of the superintendent. Heidegger (2002) offered that self-understanding and world
understanding are inseparably woven, which was obviously the case for each superintendent.
Historically-Effected Consciousness: Personal Horizons
In this educational game, or spiel as Gadamer would say, I found that the characteristic
spirits of the three participant superintendents’ large urban public education systems were deeply
and irremediably implicated. It was a 24/7 identity. The superintendents had experienced
powerlessness when the power was of the world and not their own. However, common strength
and fortitude, meticulous sense of obligations, belief that life has a chance, and the courage to
continue despite the agonies, propelled the superintendents forward even though they were
caught in the middle. The superintendents I spoke with exuded a spirituality that propelled each
to take creative steps into the future at all possible times despite the risks. This forward
movement required the moral knowledge that comes with wisdom in life. The superintendents
were honest, caring, and promise-keeping (Walker & Donlevy, 2005). Each of the
superintendents was an exceptional person who had aligned her or his values, historicallyeffected consciousness, with how he/she lived their lives and did their work. This wisdom in life
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formed a capacity for judgement of what was fitting, what was just and fair for that
superintendent. Gadamer associated the nature of historical knowledge with the Aristotelian idea
of practical wisdom. “It is not a matter of learning the rules, but of wisdom in life; further this
virtue is not taught, it is formed or cultivated and can adapt to particular situations” (Grondin,
p.27). The historically-effected consciousness of each superintendent brought significant
phronesis —practical knowledge —to his/her work. “Phronesis reveals the real structure of
understanding; not as a knowing subject grasping an object but as an experience through which
prejudice, habits, traditions encourage the strange and the new” (Lawn, 2006 p.134, cited in
Pamplin, 2014, p. 185).
One superintendent revealed, Phronesis was my twitter handle, which is the wisdom that
comes from experience. It is not that I am taught to be wise but that I gained my wisdom from the
experiences I encountered along the way. Phronesis is “intimately concerned with the timely,
the local, the particular, and the contingent, what should I do now, in this situation, given these
circumstances, facing this particular person, at this time” (Schwandt, 2007 p.243 cited in
Pamplin, 2014, p.185). This wisdom in life formed a capacity for judgement of what was
fitting, what was just and fair for that superintendent. Gadamer associated the nature of historical
knowledge with the Aristotelian idea of practical wisdom. “It is not a matter of learning the rules,
but of wisdom in life; further this virtue is not taught, it is formed or cultivated and can adapt to
particular situations” (Grondin, p.27).
Phronesis, then, is wisdom at the centrepiece of the kind of superintendent that one was, is,
and is becoming. The superintendents understood their past, recognized the similar and the
different, and responded adaptively from the mess in the middle. Phronesis formed their
centrepiece, their value system. However, the intersection of phronesis (historical wisdom) and
praxis (excellence in practice) was a significant point for all participants. Each superintendent
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was a true leader of learning in his or her practice, attempting to have a laser focus on the district
purpose in which quality teaching and learning could occur in collaboration with respected
colleagues, in order to realize the professional purpose set for the district, their stewardship of
the public trust, and their fiduciary responsibilities. The necessary intersection of phronesis and
praxis, and the excellence it produces, was a significant finding in this research.
The superintendent had a personal code based on past prejudices and traditions as a
centrepiece that is lived, always listening and learning from the “other.” The past prejudices and
traditions created a value system in the superintendent that was unshakable and would not be
compromised, even at great personal expense. The values became a blueprint for action for years
to come for this individual. At great personal cost, the superintendent was able to resist the
culture of lying, duplicity, and misrepresentation that now seems omnipresent, although very
glossy, in a media-driven environment.
The intersection between past and present created a value system, a personal horizon in
each individual that was rock solid. All three superintendents believed that education was the
most important investment one can make in a society. While caring about public education,
holding it in high esteem, the superintendents knew that the education system not only shaped
individual students’ lives, it shaped the very nature of our society. Each had the political will and
personal commitment to stay the course rather than succumb to the lure of a quick fix for their
districts — they were there for the long game. As Walker and Donlevy (2005) described, the
superintendent was attuned to an honest, intellectual sense of what is right/wrong, good/bad,
virtuous/vicious, proper /improper. The superintendents had professional convictions, which had
been forged over the years, and that they believed with all their hearts to be important. Each
superintendent displayed a moral orientation to the good of community that was developed
through the traditions of their lives.
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However, the participant superintendents also understood the possibility of the
transformation of a personal horizon in recognition of the “other” and how that changed the
horizon of self. Each superintendent had a diverse background with a broad horizon and wanted
a new engagement with “other” that was, more friendly, honest, and true, and with deep insight
into what the present moment holds.
The Whole Spiel: Superintendent as Player in the Game
The superintendents were critical to a strong and vibrant public education system—a
system that valued each and every individual, instilled positive values, and built tolerance and
respect—in order to develop social cohesion and the kind of civil society wanted for the future.
The three superintendents knew that the children of today within our education system become
the good citizens of tomorrow, developing their future contributions and understanding, social
cohesion, and the kind of civil society that is wanted for the future. The children of today also
become the poor citizens of tomorrow, committing crimes, growing up unhealthy, vulgar, selfcentred, and atomistic —and do not contribute to a civil democratic society. The care for public
education seemed at times perfunctory and grudging, but the superintendents persisted because
of his or her understanding of the link between education and democracy even when they were
part of the larger spiel.
The superintendents stayed the course, each for a minimum of five years, to focus on
purpose, all the while rocking the boat with imagination, exploration, learning, and
experimentation. The superintendent was the lead learner in the district. The superintendent
understood that predictability did not guarantee that all children had the real opportunity to live
well and have a real opportunity to enter good ways of life other than those into which their
parents seek to induct them. This view was a backward and superficial response by the
education community. Educational communities in our context today, in order to engage our
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learners, must be dynamic and ever changing, far from predictable; and we do need to care about
that. As the superintendent was the leader of learning, each superintendent persisted with that
purpose, regardless of whether or not there was an exacerbation of issues of power, culture,
economics, politics, exclusion, and further politicizing of education in our democratic society.
The superintendents built bridges, and embraced uncertainty and error in this dynamic situation.
Centripetal Forces: Playfellows in the Game
As leaders of research-based pedagogy, the superintendents were a model for the heart of
teachers’ work, recognizing the interconnectedness and interdependence of the professional,
removing barriers for them, and freeing them to act better. The superintendents were of the
opinion that anyone who is involved in leading public education must have a responsibility to
communicate the value of the profession and communicate the work of teachers. The
superintendents supported the autonomy of the teachers — the freedom of the teacher, the
educational professional, to use their expertise to meet the needs of the students in their care.
Each superintendent believed that teacher practice had to be research based, not simply buffeted
by public opinion and popular culture, unlike the government of the day.
The superintendents were concerned that there was not enough care for public education,
nor that it was held in the esteem it requires. Public education was taken for granted. Amidst the
contested landscape in education, the work to care, to rally around a purpose, to lead, and to
govern was the complicated, contingent space of the superintendent of a large urban public
education system. The superintendents struggled to guard against failing to provide the
necessaries of life-long learning for the students and for the practitioners in their care.
The superintendents in this study acknowledged that the Board was elected to be the
educational leader of the district and acknowledged there was a gap in understanding between
those who made policy and who are supposed to lead—the politicians—and those who are
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responsible for the success of each student —the superintendents. The superintendents were
aware that the Board actively politicized public education and strayed from a governance model
that was a total system, and knew that the system did not fulfill its promise when used piecemeal.
The female superintendent understood that most people live in a world of
heteronormativity, she and I both identified that we lived a life outside that norm, a life that
contradicted the expectations of a heteronormative society. The female superintendent described
how people encouraged me for leadership, but I never really felt I fit in being a woman and
more. When I got this job one of my friends said to me that they were afraid for me because I am
soft-spoken and because of the preconceived notions of being a woman. To me, the job has
nothing to do with gender and a person should be selected on their wisdom and their skills as an
educator. So it was a little more challenging for me with some of the trustees; especially, when I
did say no, it was hard for them to receive. I think gender had a role in that perception. This is
an opportunity for further study.
All three superintendents identified that some trustees caused the media to be organized
to produce mass public deception. Common manipulation of the public served to narrow vested
interests, often an outrageous scandal aligned with particular interpretations of political interest
that obliterated the lines between fact and fiction. “This depth of social pathology is one from
which only the most enlightened and determined of souls are able to heal themselves” (Smith,
1988, p.4). The superintendents are still healing.
The superintendents in this study lived in the middle. Just like Hermes, the
superintendents were always in between, in the middle. This tension required the ability to
suspend certain things while holding other things in attention. This was not an easy venture and
it was necessarily one that was navigated personally with care and promise. The superintendents
operated in a tangled web of authority, whipsawed from the centripetal forces of the context, the
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game. All three superintendents acknowledged that it was a significant challenge to maintain and
to sustain personal identity under this circumstance.
The leadership literature did not capture how to lead from the middle. It did not foster
understanding of the leadership needed for a large urban public education system, for it is
impossible to develop such an understanding unless it is lived. The superintendents did not share
their success stories, except to say quietly in all cases that that the achievement of students
improved under their watch. There were limits placed on their success and though they did not
say, each experienced and accepted that the next experience was on the way, and as Gadamer
(2004) wrote, “We can never have the same experience twice” ( p.348).
To be brave was a choice that each superintendent made. Their decision was to enter the
fray, no matter how illogical and crazy the life-world of the superintendent was. Each was
surrounded by people, events, and circumstances that offered proof of how bad things were and
how bad some people were —irrational, unpredictable, and insane. The superintendent still
remained sane and available, dedicating service to working with the good people and the noble
cause of public education.
So, given what we know about being a superintendent of an urban public education
system, now what?
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Chapter 9: Now What?
Moments of Intersection and Insight
In the last chapters, I offered my interpretation of the conversations I had with three
superintendents of large urban public education systems in Canada to address my inquiry, “What
is the truth about being the superintendent of a large urban public education system?” I
interpreted their words and looked for patterns and insights as they explored the centripetal
forces that buffeted them in their work, knowing that meaning and truth are contingent upon
preferential and referential circumstances. I also interpreted their pasts, considering what their
historically-effected consciousness brought to their work, and the centrifugal forces each one
threw out into the world. Chapter 8 illustrated a collective portrait —a constellation of patterns
— of the three people in this inquiry and of me.
As observed from the participants in this study, the life-world of a school superintendent
is complex, filled with contingencies, for those who are in the game, the spiel. In this study, I
sought to look at my own singularity of hermeneutic experience, as well as the experiences of
three other superintendents, at our own knowing as interpretative beings. All superintendents in
this study persevered, “walking the undulating edge between hope and fear, success and failure,
praise and blame, love and anger” (Wheatley, 2010, p. 131). There were moments of insight in
the intersection of the forces in the game.
Few people in this world have the experience of leading an organization of thousands of
employees and thousands of kids. And fewer still have written about the experience. So, really
then, “What is the truth about being a superintendent of a large urban public education system?”
At least four of us had the experience, and now, one has written about this “in-between” space,
where you are the employee of politicians at many levels of government and many levels of
administration, causing a tangled web in the space. Hermes had it lucky! There were no
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newspapers and no social media in his day. All of these bosses and all of these relationships
created centripetal and centrifugal forces on the superintendent. This inquiry was to investigate
the “in-between” space the superintendent occupied, to discover the constellations of
understanding within the experience.
As for me, I will be able to live in the world differently now that I have completed this
study, knowing that my experience was not only a singular one, because I have been open to the
“other” stories. Now that I know what I know, I cannot deny the insight, and I am ethically
obligated to make recommendations in my final thoughts. The burden of public office has been
immense for all of us. As one of us said, I am just tired out. Also, I personally feel apprehensive
about what kind of response this story will receive when it is read, for it implicates many. But
maybe only a few will read it. The constellations and insights beg the question, “Why on earth
do superintendents do what they do? Why bother?”
The paradox within in its name, Gadamer’s Truth and Method, is not unlike the paradox
within this study, for the kind of “truth” Gadamer wrote of couldn’t be revealed by any kind of
method (Jardine, 1994). Unlike the notion of truth as equated with frequency, reoccurrence, and
control the natural sciences have carried for years, Gadamer’s regard for “truth” was that it could
always be understood differently, and one understanding is not absolutely better that another. He
maintained that interpretation carries the expectation that it will encounter both meaning and
truth, without which understanding is not possible. Both, however, are not absolute; they are
contingent, preferential, referential, and changing (Moules, 2002, p. 11).
Events of meaning, living events are Truth as described by Gadamer (1960/1989); this
whole inquiry is about the change, never stagnant, but the expansive and full of possibilities lifeworld of a superintendent of a large urban public education system. As Moules stated, “It is not a
judgement of worth; it is always being worked out and this truth is not intended to reprimand all
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others, but to show the eventfulness of a topic. It occurs in keeping something open, in not
thinking that something is known, for when we think we already know, we stop paying attention
to what comes to meet us. The sign of something being true is not that something is repeatable,
but that it lasts, lingers, and even changes” (Moules, 2002, p. 11). It is constantly being revealed
— in a state of aletheia.
This inquiry is what Moules et al. (2015) called “an act of truth seeking—of looking for
what might be true in and of the topic” (p. 75). This study’s attentiveness was about
understanding the truth about the role of superintendent as it was lived by three individuals and
me in large urban public education systems.
The actual notion of truth is difficult and tricky; some may consider it absolute. The
hermeneutic notion of truth does not mean to imply that there is one truth to be known about
superintendents, but that we stay true to the work of aletheia (a Greek word meaning “the event
of concealment and unconcealment,” (Caputo, 1987, p.115) in considering the role in all of its
messiness and richness, and what is means to be in the world of the superintendent in a particular
way. We four individuals were deeply involved in our practice, and it was only through the
practical, everyday involvement that the truth, the meaning of the role of superintendent, became
available to us. The question for this inquiry opened up something among the superintendents, as
it called on them to remember why certain things mattered, and it asked them to focus on the
practical and particular, bringing things to life in the here and now. One superintendent ended
our conversation saying, Thanks for asking, no one has cared enough before to ask me what it
was like. Through the experience of three superintendents, there was an opportunity to open up
and reveal parts of our experiences that were concealed or closed, to enliven that which seemed
routine, deadened, or lethal, and to remember many of things that were forgotten along the way.
It was the opportunity to say “Really?” to the world.
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The superintendents were generous with their comments, ideas, and questions; and their
stories were clustered with mine. We have told a tale in this inquiry about the life-world of the
superintendent.
This experience of being a superintendent in a large urban public education system
transformed me: I became lost to the experience and it changed who I am; and I found that this
was the case for others in this role as well. The hermeneutic process also changed who I am, as I
learned that each of us felt that the work was impossible and that we were on a journey
seemingly without end.
It is important to acknowledge once again that one never enters a dialogue, an inquiry, or
an interpretation without a set of pre-understandings in play. In each of our lives, there were
stories that were incomplete; tales that had never been told; and fragments and scattered pieces
that if patterned provided moments of insight for the researcher. In Pamplin’s thesis (2014, p.
10), she quoted Smith (1999), stating
Any study pursued in the name of hermeneutics should provide a report of the
transformation undergone by the researcher throughout the process. This demonstrates
the profoundly ethical aspect to hermeneutic inquiry in a life-world sense that requires
the researcher to be prepared to deepen her own self-understanding throughout the
inquiry. (Smith, 1999, p.38)
In order to do what Smith suggested, it was important to consider some of the parts, some of the
fragments, and so pattern the experience of transformation of a public education superintendent.
The traditions, the prejudices, were written in Chapter 4 of this study.
It took courage to speak and to write from life experience. However, “Experience, as a
whole, is not something that anyone can be spared” (Davey, 2006, p.v). The four of us were not
spared, and our stories have been shared in this dissertation. The superintendents in this study
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conveyed clearly and consistently that the experiences today for a superintendent of schools in a
large urban public education system were out of joint. All of the districts were political and
ideological institutions where each generation of adults battled amongst themselves in
determining the purposes, goals, and directions. Public education today, in all four districts, was
out of joint. On page 16, I quoted Hannah Arendt (1959):
We are always educating for a world that is or is becoming out of joint, for this is the
basic human situation, in which the world is created by mortal hands to serve mortals for
a limited time as home. Because the world is made by mortals it wears out; and because it
continuously changes its inhabitants it runs the risk of becoming as mortal as they. To
preserve the world against the mortality of its creators and inhabitants, it must be
constantly set right anew. The problem is simply to educate in such a way; that a settingright remains actually possible, even though it can, of course never be assured. (p.192)
I found that the superintendents were mere worn mortals, because they were constantly
setting things right anew; they were confronted by a set of circumstances that played them.
Their only authority was fuelled by how they held public education in their hands and how
deeply they cared for its purpose and its future, amidst the forces that played them. When one
was a superintendent at the centre, in the middle of a large urban public education system, each
and every day, one made a choice not to give up.
As the topic of this study was grounded in the field of the practice the superintendent, the
rationale and significance of this study are immense for little is understood or written about the
practice and much is assumed and unquestioned about the role. Superintendents were often
faced with an entitled public of adults who appeared to believe in personal freedom at all costs
and who demanded an array of choices for parents and students—not as citizens—but as
consumers of education and as taxpayers. It was evident in each of the conversations that
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comparative data and greater freedom of choice had diminished the responsibility of parents to
be accountable for and to public education. There was effort to forge a sense of “we,” of
connection, often to no avail.
From my perspective, the leadership literature offered in Chapter 2 offered limited insight
in explicating how superintendents thrive in a role where the contingent centrifugal and
centripetal forces assault their core, their centrepiece, their identity. One of the superintendents
offered, Michael Fullan books? I am tired of quick fixes! The excruciating work of all the
superintendents was to hold public education in their hands, caring enough about each student,
caring about each staff member, leading the public through the contested spaces in education; as
well as leading the public education system itself to create a stronger democracy through
supporting people to understand and participate in decisions that affect them, their families, and
their society. All were challenged to interpret the statement of the gods (governance policies
written by the boards) and then translate that to the mere mortals in order to “while” over them
(leadership of the superintendent). These practices of the superintendent often went unnoticed
and unexamined, and the role was often taken for granted.
This study marks an uncovering of some aspect of the world, our lives, a text or the like
that was previously occluded. In this case, the stories of the superintendents provided the
opportunity to uncover the human experience of the role, which has been separated out from
others, given an emphasis of its own, and thus illuminated for all. The life world of all the
superintendents was a contingent, ever-changing experience.
This dissertation was hard for me to write. Revealing and uncovering the actual
experience of what it was like to be a superintendent of a large urban public education system
will have consequences. Smith (1999) observed that “modern students of hermeneutics should
be mindful that their interpretations could lead them into trouble with authorities” (p.27). I
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worked hard to maintain others’ anonymity, but of course, because I am the author of these
stories, my own identity is now once again public. Through the review of the literature, I found
there were a multitude of books and articles today written about leadership, “of which at last
count, there were some fifteen hundred and theories of leadership of which there are around
forty” (Kellerman, 2012, p xxi.). However extensively I have read about leadership, there really
is a dearth of information about the importance of the presence of the leader or, in this case, the
superintendent. In fact, when we view leadership as a position, such as superintendent, we are
not able to acknowledge that leadership is contingent, it is ever-changing, and it is about
presence and the fragments one brings to the work. The power in leadership is not about being
right or being described as a type of leader, it is about being real, it is about understanding the
“other.” It is about pulling away from needs to control, to use power, and to use force. It is about
the intersection between phronesis – practical wisdom—and praxis—research based practice.
“What is the truth about being a superintendent of a public education system?” was the question
that the participant superintendents in this study were invited to ask themselves. Each understood
that the system was really supposed to be about the Board providing this leadership. However,
in most cases, the Board did not have the ability to lead in this way and the superintendent really
did not have the authority to do so. Perhaps the emphasis in governance should have been placed
on the Superintendent, who has the staff and is equipped to deal with educational matters, and
maybe, just maybe, this emphasis would take the politics out of public education.
Leadership and governance were two major forces — centripetal and centrifugal— that
played the superintendent in the game of public education. The superintendent had a significant
presence in this game and was the “in between” in this intertwined and interdependent
relationship. The presence of the superintendents set purpose for how we cared about our work.
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The presence of the politicians should lead public thought about the importance of educating our
children well.
However, governance and leadership were not two separate stories in the life-world of the
superintendents, not two distinct areas of practice, but rather were two intertwined plot lines in a
larger story: the game of public education and the creation of a democratic society. Democracy’s
strength lies in people’s ability to understand and participate in decisions that affect them, their
families, and their society. We look to the leadership in public education to sustain and reflect
the promise of democracy by giving all children, regardless of race or class or language, access
to high quality schooling that prepares them for well-being and engagement in society. It was a
challenge for all superintendents to watch their boards struggle with the leadership required to
reflect the promise of our democracy.
There was very little written in the literature about governance and the metaphors about
governance were notably impoverished. The superintendents seemed to understand that the link
between public education and its governance and democracy is so deep that if one fails, so might
the other. They also seemed to understand that true public governance promotes democracy and
revitalizes social institutions. Public engagement is viewed as a way to rebuild public life.
Many politicians, through their actions, demonstrate a lack of will or understanding of the
importance of public engagement. The challenges facing our current public education system
require fundamental shifts in our thinking: what we do today in education will create the
democracy of tomorrow. Many are sceptical about the value of public boards in general. In the
National Post on Monday Dec 23, 2013, Chris Eustace wrote, “Provincial governments should
ditch elected school boards. They are anachronistic institutions, which have no pedagogical,
economical, or cultural value to any school and cannot keep up with our high-tech
communications world. Characterized by puny voter turn at school election time, which

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

150

contributes to their arrogance, negligence, and extravagance, spendthrift boards are no friend to
the student nor the taxpayer.”
Final Thoughts
The purpose of this study was to reveal the experiences of a superintendent of a large
urban public education system that were previously concealed. In this inquiry, I found some
measure of truth (aletheia) and now can ask, REALLY? In conclusion, I need to offer up what I
learned, and I am called to make suggestions about what to do with that learning. Moules (2009)
asked the question “What is the utility of the findings? What now” (p. 1)? This hermeneutic
study was conducted in search of an understanding of the human reality of being a
superintendent of a large urban public education system. Through understanding, through the
interpretation that brings further understanding of the complexity of their lives in public
education in four of our big cities, invitations for change most often reside. It was evident in all
of our cases that the very visible and contested leadership of the superintendent should have been
stabilized and shored up by the political forces that impacted the person in the role.
This hermeneutic understanding was hard —and at the heart of it was my capacity to
know and live differently. At first, I was reluctant to put the superintendents’ words to paper —
because the words were honest, spoken from their hearts. Because my experience intersected
with theirs, I was attuned to what might address me in the writing. I spoke with a respected
professor about this and he said, “They said it, you must write it.” And I have.
Many days as a superintendent, I felt very alone and very humbled by the enormity of the
work. I was severely challenged by the degree of dysfunction in the educational world that
conflicted with my values. This inquiry illustrates that I was not alone in my experience and that
action needs to be taken to guard public education from its demise. I no longer believe that I was
incompetent in my work, because three others had similar patterns of experience. It is my hope
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that this study will create a space for the needed change in the leadership and governance
practices of public education, and that it has elucidated that what we have currently is not the
path to progress for anyone, especially for the children in our care. Public education needs to be
moving at white-water speed, but instead it is riddled with conflicts, bureaucracies, and power
struggles that strengthen the inertia that exists everywhere you look. These conditions impede the
achievement of the children—especially the children on the margins.
How does one become a superintendent who is ready for anything? The truth is that it
seems to be impossible. In the process of revealing the experiences that were once concealed by
many, aletheia has emerged. The truth about being a superintendent of a large public urban
education system is in constant, dynamic interaction within the context of time, place, and the
historical horizons of the individual’s life. The superintendents have similar, but unique and
deeply sensed meanings. The responses to the experiences of the superintendents are tentative,
open, and humbling, for of course there is no one answer once and for all. Hermeneutics
“concentrates on the question of what happens to us when we understand” (Davey, 2006, p.ix).
The messiness in the middle that is created by politicians who challenge our values is a hard
place to be and really, it is inexplicable to those who have not had the experience, for they cannot
“understand” (Davey, 2006, p.ix). We must consider what is at stake here and what the personal
price to pay is, knowing that we are participating in a game, a spiel that constantly sends unfair
throws. Really.
The current political structure of elected boards has served public education for most of a
century, but we must ask if the notion and reality of Boards is now out of date. These structures
were designed in an era when cars, airplanes, smartphones, and computers had not been
invented. The structures create conflict around who controls the resources, who gets what,
where, when, why, and how, and who is accountable. This is the dominant discourse in the
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current political environment. Far less time is spent on the educational goals and the
achievement of the children. Does the model we have developed for public education have to be
the model we hold for education as we move forward? It is well worth remembering the
comments in the National Post.
Provincial governments should ditch elected school boards. They are institutions which
have no pedagogical, economical, or cultural value to any school district and cannot keep
up with the high-tech communications world. They are characterized by puny voter turnout which contributes to their arrogance, negligence, and extravagance. (December 23,
2013)
What action needs to happen here?
We need to question why the election of a board implies the embodiment of democratic
ideals, and ask if this is just a myth. Democracy may begin with a vote, but it must endure in the
processes of how we work with one another for the greater good. The organization and
governance of the school board “is a political and organizational invention, not a natural and
inevitable phenomenon” (Anderson, p.3, cited in Galway et al., p.2). Conflicts between the
values of these four superintendents and the elected boards of the day were significant. The
insight these individuals possessed because of their phronesis and praxis was often at odds with
the blatant politicization of the educational hierarchy in Canada. Today, the election of a trustee
is often seen as a baby step to a political future. In one case, the Minister of Education and the
Premier of the province were members of the Board before they proceeded to higher office.
Something must happen to these structures, if society is to fulfill its moral and ethical
responsibilities by allowing the superintendent the authority to lead and change their school
systems to benefit each student.
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The conflict that was so evident in each of the superintendents’ stories implied that
governance needs to be reshaped. Many groups will need to take action—the public, the
provinces, the federal government, policy groups, and foundations policy groups. We need to
examine other ways of running schools and not entrench all that is worst about the education
bureaucracy, the tangled web of hierarchies in education. Is the Board just a part of the wasteful
hierarchy whose role in supporting student learning is negligible? The children are all in; should
not the adults be as well? The moments, events, and incidents described by the superintendents
illustrate the gap between stated practice and actual action.
The superintendents’ stories revealed that we also need to question the dominating power
of the unions. Do the unions need to become professional associations, leaving the bargaining
and working conditions rhetoric behind? Teachers are professional, competent individuals who
need to break free from the shackles, so that they are allowed to grow, to become respected and
revered contributors to society.
All of us in education— and especially the politicians—need to shed the pomposity, the
claim to know it all, and have the courage to tackle difficult topics and build our capacities for
meaning-making, always remaining open to what comes to meet us. Collaboration rather than
confrontation, based on a reasonable amount of meaningful data and not conjecture, is needed at
the systems level to lead a better learning reality for each student.
Education is at the point at which we decide whether we love the world enough to assume
responsibility for it and by the same token to save it from that ruin, which, except for
renewal, except for the coming of the new and young, would be inevitable. And
education too, is where we decide whether we love our children enough not to expel them
from our world and leave them to their own devices, nor to strike from their hands their
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changes of undertaking something new, something unforeseen by us. (Arendt 1977a,
p.196)
Boards who see themselves as cheerleaders and superintendents who don’t have the
courage to rock the boat to improve the conditions for student learning should reconsider their
roles. The happy talk needs to end: education is a serious business. The three participant
superintendents in this study loved the world enough to assume responsibility for it at great
personal sacrifice.
The End and the Beginning
‘The important thing’ Ursula K. Le Guin (2015) wrote (in contemplating the cultural role
of speculative fiction and the task of its writer), ‘is not to offer any specific hope of
betterment but, by offering an imagined but persuasive alternative reality, to dislodge my
mind, and so the reader’s mind, from the lazy, timorous habit of thinking that the way we
live now is the only way people can live.’ In doing so, she argued, imaginative
storytelling can intercept the inertia of oppressive institutions, perilous social mores, and
other stagnations of progress that contract our scope of the possible. (Popova, 2016, para.
1)
I do not have a persuasive alternative to reality. The conversations from the
superintendents were special because they were still dealing within the scope of what is possible.
They have provided the opportunity to transmit the stories and ideas from one generation of
superintendents to the next. We cannot lose them, for we will lose our shared history and what
makes us human in public education and in public life. These stories have put me inside the
minds of other people and have given me the gift of seeing the world through their eyes. Their
stories have told me things, over and over, about what the truth is about being a superintendent
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of a large urban public education system. I have learned that I was not alone in my experience
and that the structures surrounding public education must change if it is to survive.
It is my hope that this study was worthy of the rest and repose given. The whiling away
over the words, the language of the superintendents, that this hermeneutic practice afforded me,
encouraged an openness, a willingness to receive that which was encountered by all of us,
attuned to what addressed us even when it came from negative experiences.
I started with the gravel road back to the farm. Each superintendent had a “farm” of
sorts, a free space where they grew and developed their centrepieces and learned to move
therein. Because we all experienced moving in our free spaces when we were young, and
throughout our careers, all along the way we managed to cultivate that free space up until the
time we were superintendents of large urban public education systems. There was no guarantee
that we would not be a victim of censorship and reprimand, but we were brave even though we
could not find free spaces. Hans-Georg Gadamer (1992) in On Education, Poetry and History:
Applied Hermeneutics wrote “We should have no illusions. Bureaucratized teaching and
learning systems dominate the scene, but nevertheless it is everyone’s task to find his free space.
The task of our human life in general is to find free spaces and learn to move therein” (p.59).
None of us in this inquiry discovered how to find a free space at the level of
superintendent of a large urban public education system, and this signals the impossibility of the
way we live now in this work. It is not the only way we can live in public education.
Epilogue
According to the Oxford Dictionary, the epilogue is a piece at the end of the work,
usually used to bring closure to a piece of writing – an outro as opposed to an intro. It is
supposed to reveal the fates of the characters who were participants in the study.
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Today, none of the participant superintendents in this study are currently CEOs of large
urban public education systems. I think it is safe to say that each one of us was worn out from the
complicated experience in public education. Each of us experienced the dissolution or near
dissolution of our Boards and had little voice in that process. The participants remained steadfast
and persistent, no matter what came to greet them. Even with betrayals and setbacks the
superintendents still kept going, working for what they cared about.
I am happy to relate that every one of the former superintendents has found a different
place in public education and not one of us has compromised our moral values, our ethics, or our
purpose in spite of the turmoil we all experienced as superintendents. We were free floaters,
who dared to seek on the margins of society as Thomas Merton described, in Margaret
Wheatley’s Perseverance (2010), offering small messages of hope to our communities.
For Free Floaters
I stand among you as one who
offers a small message of hope…
there are always people who dare
to seek on the margin of society,
who are not dependent
on social acceptance,
not dependent on social routine,
and prefer a kind of free-floating
under a state of risk
Thomas Merton (p. v).
The superintendent participants in this study, always under a state of risk, were able to
speak with competence and grace and, as I conclude this writing, I am reminded of Vaclav
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Havel’s (1992) Summer Meditations, where he wrote about politics, morality and civility. He
wrote that “as ridiculous or quixotic as it may sound these days, one thing seems certain to me:
that it is my responsibility to emphasize again and again, the moral origin of all genuine politics
to stress the significance of moral values in all spheres of social life, including economics, and to
explain that if we don’t try within ourselves, to discover and cultivate what I call ‘higher
responsibility’, things will turn out very badly indeed for our country” (p.1). There is an
invitation in his words for all of us who seek and understand the higher responsibility in public
education and the moral origin of all genuine politics concerned with this institution.
At one principals’ meeting, I offered just that — an invitation to higher responsibility. I
did this through the words of the Hopi Nation that follow.
From the Elders of the Hopi Nation Oriabi, Arizona, June 8, 2000
Here is a river flowing now very fast.
It is so great and swift that there are those
who will be afraid, who will try
to hold on to the shore.
They are being torn apart and will suffer greatly.
Know that the river has its destination.
The elders say we must let go of the shore.
Push off into the middle of the river,
And keep our heads above water.
And I say see who is there with you
And celebrate.
At this time in history,
we are to take nothing personally,
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least of all ourselves,
for the moment we do,
our spiritual growth and journey come to a halt.
The time of the lone wolf is over.
Gather yourselves.
Banish the word struggle from your attitude
And vocabulary.
All that we do now must be done
In a sacred manner and in celebration.
For we are the ones we have been waiting for. (unpaginated).
This invitation caused a stir all across the province with the external playfellows in the
game. The principals were expecting a Merry Christmas message and, surprisingly, they were
called to a higher responsibility.
Speculative Questions
Ray Bradbury in Fahrenheit 451 thought about speculative questions. To end this
inquiry, consider some of these questions for public education and the superintendent’s role in
society.
“If this goes on …. in public education, how will our life be changed and how will our
thoughts and behaviors predict the actual future in all its messy confusion?”
“What if ….. the work of the superintendent in public education was all we wanted it to be?”
“If only ….. we could explore the glories and dangers of tomorrow for superintendents of the
future and help them find their free spaces.”
In this time of uncertainty, difficulty and occasional insanity, I implore professional
educators to seek possibilities and an invitation in these questions, in hope that our work and life

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT
in public education will contribute to making things better, and that superintendents of large
urban public education systems will find their free space and learn to move within.
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Appendix A

Informed Consent Form
Title: The Life World of the Superintendent of Schools: The Whole Spiel
Name of Researcher, Faculty, Department, Telephone & Email:
Naomi Johnson, Doctoral Candidate
Faculty of Education Graduate Division of Educational Research
(403) 264-0267 or inglewood1@telus.net
Supervisor:
Dr. Sharon Friesen, Vice Dean
Faculty of Education
(403) 220-5625 or sfriesen@ucalgary.ca

______________________________________________________________________________
_______________
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Dear
Thank you for indicating your interest in participating in this research. Receiving your
informed consent is an important part of the research experience. Please read this carefully as it
outlines in detail the purpose of this study, what you will be asked to do, the type of data that will
be collected and how the data will be managed. It explains the process that will be followed to
ensure that your name, school district, city and information remain confidential.
This consent form is only part of the process of informed consent. It should give you the
basic idea of what the research is about and what your participation will involve. If you would
like more detail about something mentioned here, or information not included here, please ask.
Take the time to read this carefully and to understand any accompanying information. You will
receive a copy of this form.
The expected time frame for the collection of data from you is from the beginning of
October 2015 until the end of November. The data will be compiled and with the estimated
completion date of my doctoral dissertation in February 2016. I anticipate one meeting of
approximately 3 hours that will occur at a time and place that is mutually agreeable. The
meeting will be a face-to-face meeting in your home city. There may be a request for a follow up
phone conversation at your convenience.
What is the purpose of the study?
This study is being undertaken as part of an Ed (D) study. The purpose of this study is to
understand the complicated nature of being a superintendent of a large urban public education
system. Your participation in this study will support the broadening of understanding of this
topic in educational research, school system leadership, potentially assist with policy
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development, reforming school system structure, and reshaping of school district governance.
Your participation will assist me in the collection of data for my doctoral dissertation.
What would I have to do?
Should you be willing to participate in this study, you will be asked to relate a story about
your work that will serve as a starting point for our conversation. The conversation will take
place at a time and place that is convenient for you and should take approximately 3 hours.
Depending on the understanding that emerges, follow up phone calls may be requested by me.
Each conversation will be audio recorded. A third party, who will have signed a confidentiality
agreement, will then transcribe the recording. Only the investigator, Naomi Johnson, and a
professional transcriber will have access to the notes and recordings. The information will be
kept anonymous.
What are the risks?
There is no anticipated harm or predictable risks associated with participation in this
study. However, since the focus is on the experience of a superintendent, pseudonyms will be
used and the data will be aggregated in a manner that conceals the identity of individual
participants. No city or school district will be identified in the final reporting of the data or
linked to you in any way.
Will I benefit if I take part?
If you agree to participate in this study, there may or may not be a direct benefit to you.
You are in this study because your experience is that of a superintendent of a large urban public
education system. The information we get from this study may help future superintendents in
their work in public education systems.
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Do I have to participate?
Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may refuse to participate
in the study in whole or in part and you may choose to withdraw at any time.
Will my records be kept private?
The information gathered would be used as a textual record from which I will interpret
meaning. Recognizing that more than one meaning is possible, the interpretation created is mine
and will be acknowledged as such. The research is on the complex nature of the superintendency,
as it is lived in the day-to-day experience. All information gathered will remain confidential.
Should you choose to participate you will be sharing stories about what it means to be a
superintendent. My interest is in the phenomenon of the superintendency, not a portrait of the
individual people. You will be asked to stay in the first person and avoid the use of anyone else
by name in the conversation.
It is anticipated that what you share will be included in the chapters of my dissertation.
You will be given the opportunity to read the written transcripts of the conversation prior to its
inclusion in the interpretive process. Upon receipt of the transcripts you will have a week to
indicate any changes that you would like to make. No response will indicate approval for the
transcript to be used as is. All data gathered will be stored in a secure location for the duration of
the study. Upon completion of all university requirements, all electronic, audio recordings and
hard copy data will be erased or destroyed.
Signatures
Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the
information regarding your participation in the research project and agree to participate as a
participant. In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the investigators or involved
institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. If you have any concerns about the

LIFE WORLD OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

184

way you’ve been treated as a participant, please contact the Research Ethics Analyst, Research
Services Office, University of Calgary at (403) 210-9863; email cfreb@ucalgary.ca.
If you have further questions concerning matters related to this research, please contact:
Dr. Sharon Friesen (403) 220-5625
or
Naomi Johnson (403) 264-0267

Participant’s Name

Signature and Date

Investigator/Delegate’s Name

Signature and Date

Witness’ Name

Signature and Date

The University of Calgary Research Ethics Board has approved this research study.
A signed copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for your records and reference.
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Appendix B
The Hermeneutic Conversation. The Questions that Began our Conversation
Title: The Life World of the Superintendent of Schools: The Whole Spiel
Name of Researcher, Faculty, Department, Telephone & Email:
Naomi Johnson, Doctoral Candidate
Faculty of Education Graduate Division of Educational Research
(403) 264-0267 or inglewood1@telus.net
Supervisor:
Dr. Sharon Friesen, Vice Dean
Faculty of Education
(403) 220-5625 or sfriesen@ucalgary.ca

______________________________________________________________________________
________
Process
I am hoping that we can have an open conversation: this will not be a typical interview
where I ask questions and you answer them. The style of conversation will be based on the
hermeneutic interviewing process developed by Rene Geanellos (1999) and written about by
Moules, McCaffrey, Field and Laing (2015). My research question is what is the truth about
being a superintendent of a large urban public education system? To begin, I will share a brief
description of my experiences and how they led me to my research question.
It should be explained that what I mean by the word truth is not some discovery about a
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fact about being the superintendent of a large urban public education system, but it is about a
second kind of truth that Martin Heidegger calls “aletheia” (Moules et al. 2011) which is the
truth as in disclosure or unconcealment that I am after in my hermeneutic work. Superintendents
have existed as beings in motion, constantly being made, unmade and remade in an environment
undergoing the same kind of ceaseless constitution and reconstitution as they travel the path of
the superintendency. Because we share the experience with the topic, it is my hope that this will
create the common ground, the rough ground for understanding between us.
As you know, I will be audiotaping our conversation so that it can be transcribed. I will
then analyze the text and interpret possible meanings from it. I will choose parts of the text that
represent particular events or incidents that stand out. As a researcher, I am not looking for any
life experience, but rather specific moments in the life of the superintendent that emerge from the
stories you tell. I will then look for not individual portraits of superintendents, but constellations
of understanding amongst all four of us.
I also will be keeping a reflective journal containing field notes to assist in the process of
refection and interpretation, so you may see me writing things as we talk. These notes will be
about the environment, the tone of the conversation, emotions, or any other contextual aspect
that may seem relevant. I will use a pseudonym in my notes to ensure confidentiality is
maintained. If you share any documents with me, I will remove any identifying information and
hold them in confidence.
Interpretations will be developed from the information revealed in the transcribed version
of the interviews, field notes, and personal reflections.
Background to the Research
In my doctoral work I have written about the “in-betweenness” of the work of the
superintendent. Because superintendents are many things, they are caught between the
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government, the Board, the unions, the public, and others, with all kinds of responsibility but not
the needed authority to really do the work of learning and teaching. They are chief executives of
large organizations; occupants of a public office that symbolizes community commitment to
children’s education; agenda setters for the improvement of schools that can never be good
enough; and high level managers charged with implementing policies and contractual obligations
set by legislatures, provinces, national agencies, community boards, and the judiciary. They also
hold the responsibility for creating the next generation of democracy. Responsibilities are wideranging and complex.
I have focused my writing in four ways. First of all, why care about public education at
all? Then, if you do care, what is its purpose and how is it translated to a school district to reform
school system culture? What does school system leadership look like for a superintendent? And
finally, what is school district governance and is the current day structure working for public
education and does it need to be reshaped?
Key Questions for the Hermeneutic Experience
What have you learned about yourself and what were the experiences, family
background, values, situations, interactions, and literature, and research that led you to public
education?
What have you learned about the purposes of public education and what events,
interactions, situations, literature and research have you experienced that translated to the
purpose of your district?
What have you learned about leadership and what were the experiences, situations,
interactions, and literature, and research that led you to become the leader you are?
What have you learned about governance and what were the experiences, situations,
interactions, literature, and research that informed that learning?
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Ongoing Conversation
Following the initial sharing and questions, the conversation will emerge. I look forward
to listening carefully to your stories in hopes that some of the interpretations found in this
hermeneutic work will beckon to us with advice as to how to proceed with our practices and
lives. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. I look forward to engaging with your
stories further and interpreting possible meaning from them.
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