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Abstract  
 

While teachersô trust in principals is the most commonly studied trust relationship between and among 

school stakeholders, left largely unexplored is trust between leaders within a school system.  Findings 

presented answer the question: What are indicators of superintendent trustworthiness as experienced 

and perceived by elementary school principals?  Four broad themes were found to capture 

superintendent characteristics relating to trustworthiness: 1) the nature and strength of a 

superintendentôs support; 2) the extent to and ways in which a superintendent engenders a sense of 

autonomy in a principalôs school-level leadership; 3) a superintendentôs presence in the work of the 

principal and the principalôs school; and 4) a superintendentôs openness. Principalsô perspectives of the 

role of superintendent trustworthiness in their school leadership is explored. 
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Prior investigation has brought to our attention 

the important role that matters of trust hold 

between and among school stakeholders. The 

extant literature provides strong evidence that 

teachersô trust in a school principal has a 

positive impact upon such things as student 

achievement (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 

2015; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Sweetland & 

Hoy, 2000), school climate (Tarter et al., 1989), 

collaboration among teachers (Tschannen-

Moran, 2001), collective teacher efficacy 

(Goodard et al., 2000), organizational 

citizenship (Tschannen-Moran, 2003), shared 

decision making (Forsyth et al., 2011), school 

mindfulness (Hoy et al., 2006), and school 

improvement efforts (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; 

Forsyth et al., 2011).   

 

Sergiovanni (2005) points out that trust 

is ñthe tie that binds roles together and allows 

for the creation of role sets that embody 
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Figure 1  

Indicators of Superintendent Trustworthiness 

 

 

 

 

 

While the Indicators are represented separately, 

I emphasize that they were found to be 

interrelated and overlapping with one another 

and at times contradictory to one another. 

Support, for example, stands juxtaposed and in 

tension with autonomy.  

 

Superintendent support promotes a 

sense of superintendent trustworthiness only to 

the extent to which the perception of support 

does not violate principal autonomy. Carol got 

to the heart of the connection between support  

 

and autonomy commenting upon perceptions of 

trustworthiness in superintendents who 

ñprovide lots of space for me to lead the way I 

feel like is my style, but with lots of support if 

need be.ò 

 

As expressed by the participants, each 

of the Indicators and exemplars have an 

inherent range. ñTaking action,ò for example, 

can contrast with ñnot taking action.ò 

Depending upon a principalôs interpretation, 

this might engender or detract from perceptions 
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of trustworthiness. Principalsô interpretations 

are situationalðwhile in one moment taking an 

action (e.g., providing reinforcement or 

protection) may be interpreted as 

superintendent support, in another moment the 

same action might be interpreted as 

diminishing a principalôs sense of autonomy.  

 

Furthermore, the principals of this study 

referred both directly and inferentially that their 

understanding of trust includes a reciprocity 

that either strengthens or diminishes their 

perceptions of superintendent trustworthiness.   

 

Michaela noted, ñIf trust doesnôt go 

both directions, itôs not a true trusting 

relationship.ò Jan suggested, quite simply, 

ñYou have to give some to get some.ò   

 

The following subsections elaborate 

upon each of the Indicators. While they are 

identified separately for the purposes of 

description and presentation, it is important to 

note that there is overlap as the Indicators 

frequently interact with one anotherðshaping 
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conflicted with Jamesôs own vision and values 

of school leadership.  

 

James recognized, however, that in 

seeking and following through with this 

superintendentôs guidance, he could achieve the 

intended, and in his opinion, necessary 

outcome of terminating an ineffective teacher:  

 

His level of control was do it his way and 

heôll support you.  Donôt do it his way and 

heôll tell you, óYou didnôt do it my wayô.  

For example, the teacher who we ended up 

firing é We sat down and I just said to 

him, óTell me what you want me to do.ô He 

told me, I did it, and he fired her. We both 

got what we wanted.  

 

Michaela noted that perceptions of one 

superintendentôs trustworthiness were in part 

shaped by his competence and guidance; she 

shared an example of where she was struggling 

with ñsome really difficult custodial issuesò 

and what her superintendent offered to her: 

 

The follow through of what needed to 

happen and his thoughtful thinking behind 

the steps I needed to take é He was just 

making sure that the plan was effective, 

meaningful, and going to potentially have a 

lasting effect. I wasnôt just gonna hang out 

there with this individual.  

 

While James perceived his request for 

guidance as simply the most effective way to 

achieve an end, Michaela perceived her request 

for guidance as one of support to resolve a 

problem.  

 

On Michaelaôs account, her 

superintendentôs guidance prompted growth in 

her problem-solving skillset, and furthermore, 

his support indicated trustworthiness in his 

attention to Michaelaôs vulnerability in the 

situation and his willingness to take action to 

help.  

 

Taking action   

The principals in this study perceived 

trustworthiness when their superintendents 

acted to support them by either mitigating or  

taking control of a situation. The principals 

interpreted such superintendent action as: 1) 

reinforcing the principalôs decisions or courses 

of action, and/or 2) protecting them from 

potential negative consequences.  

 

Michaela shared an experience of a 

superintendent who did not take any action in a 

moment when Michaela perceived that she 

needed the additional authoritative leverage 

inherent in the superintendentôs role to resolve 

a personnel problem.  

 

Michaela spoke with exasperation about 

an incident involving a custodian who was not 

following through with identified job 

responsibilities and clear directives she had 

given him. She was confused and surprised by 

the superintendentôs inaction when she pleaded 

for support in addressing the issue and help in 

resolving the problem. 

 

You just couldnôt turn a blind eye to the 

custodian. He wasnôt cleaning. Like if 

people would poop on the bathroom floors 

or whatever, he would just lock the 

bathroom up. He wouldnôt put salt down on 

sidewalks in the winter.   had people fall 

and crack their heads. Weird things like 

thatðone thing after another. So, Iôm 

thinking, óThis is an easy one.ô  I can just 

remember the night I called my 

superintendent. óI need your help!ô and I 

can remember him going off on me like, 

óThis is your school and this is your job and 

you need to deal with it.ô  Iôm like, óOkay.  

Iôve tried.ô  
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On Michaelaôs account, the 

superintendent failed to reinforce the course of 

action she was taking to protect the wellbeing 

of the school community and only further 

deepened Michaelaôs sense of vulnerability and 

distrust.  

 

Building a supportive district team   

The administrative team a superintendent 

builds at the district level and the extent to 

which this team is perceived to assist principals 

emerged as another kind of superintendent 

support.  

 

James, for example, pointed out, the 

district-level team is ñour support system. They 

help us navigate the law, they help us navigate 

state requirements, they help us navigate 

curriculum, because they can pull lots of people 

together or they can bring in people to support 

us.ò  

 

Michaela also heighted her impression 

of how a superintendent ñbuilt such a great 

teamò noting: 

 

I would say that the role of support from the 

district has continued to just get stronger, 

and again I think itôs with the hiring of just 

more and more amazing individualsé 

Whether itôs the bus liaison or whatever, 

our superintendent has been very clear with 

everybody that their role is to allow 

principals to do what they need to do, 

which in turn is do whatôs needed for kids. 

 

Autonomy 
Autonomy includes ways in which 

superintendents make room for principal 

leadership that includes volition, role 

boundaries, and validations of a schoolôs 

unique context.  

 

For the principals of this study, 

superintendents are perceived to be 

trustworthy when they provide a balance of 

support to a principal while also respecting a 

principalôs need for some freedom to enact 

building level leadership. A superintendent 

who strikes this balance sends a powerful 
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always know that I had that support if I 

needed it.  

 

Role boundary 

Closely related to perceptions of volition, role 

boundary refers to principalsô perceptions of 

the specific job responsibilities of 
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understand the triumphs and struggles of 

day-to-day life in an elementary school.   

 

Alternatively, perceptions of another 

superintendentôs trustworthiness were 

compromised and consistently reinforced as he 

rarely visited school and when he did, the 

perceived purpose of the visit was not aligned 

with reasons that James would expect. 

 

When he walked through the door at my 

school I was always surprised. I just didnôt 

expect to see him there. When he did come,  

it was never to see a classroom é It was 

delivering something or talking with 

someone or following up on something é 

but it wasnôt about education.   

 

Fredôs account of superintendent 

visibility also links presence and purpose 

noting that it necessarily includes building 

relationships: 

 

I donôt think that you build relationships 

superficially. I think that you have to show 

youôre open. You have to come over and 

watch the kids in some kind of a 

performance or some kind of presentation 

that we have. Get involved with them. I 

know it has to be hard because there are so 

many schools in the district, but they need 

to be out there. They canôt just be sitting in 

their office mandating things.  
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Fred perceived that this superintendent 

demonstrated trustworthiness by 

acknowledging vulnerabilityða limited 

understanding of elementary schoolsðand by 

asking questions and listening opened himself 

to ñmeaningful conversation.ò 

 

Honesty, clarity, and transparency   

Three closely related ideas regarding 

superintendent communication were expressed 

by principals in the study help to illuminate the 

theme of openness and promote perceptions of 

superintendent trustworthiness: 1) honesty, 2) 

clarity, and 3) transparency.  

 

Although participants did not talk at 

extended length about their interpretations of 

superintendent honesty, it was clear that for 

each participant honesty was an important 

characteristic of superintendent trustworthiness.  

 

Fred noted of school leaders: ñIf weôre 

not honest, we wonôt last very long in our 

jobs.ò He shared the details of one 

superintendentôs early departure from the 

district with the School Board terminated his 

contract before its end.   

 

He wasnôt truthful, and he was pretty 

ineffectual. Put those two together and 

it catches up with you pretty quickly. 

He would tell people that he was doing 

things that he was not doing. People 

know whatôs happening so if you start 

telling stories and donôt keep óem 

straight, which nobody can really do for 

a long time, youôre going to get 

caughté and he got caught.  

 

Carol addressed the challenge she felt in 

having honest and open discussions in her 

interactions with one superintendent. Carolôs 

collected interpretations of interactions led to 

suspicion in what the superintendent shared 

with her and with other school constituents:  

I wonder how [the work Carol was 

doing at her school] got represented to 

the Board. I felt like there could be 

some problems with, I mean, 

manipulation is a really negative word 

é I did not trust what she was saying to 

me. I never felt like I could trust what I 

said to her to be relayed in any kind of a 

form that I meant it in. 

 

For Carol, the growing perceptions of 

dishonesty were amplified by the other 

challenges she interpreted of her interactions 

with this superintendent. In turn, this compelled 

her to be cautious in the extent she was open 

with the superintendent. With lack of trust in 

the relationship, ñThere were too many 

indications that it was unsafe to share anything 

other than what I had to with her.ò  

 

James commented directly about his 

perceptions of superintendent trustworthiness 

and the importance of clarity in superintendent 

communication and leadership: 

 

Iôll go back to what I said, trust is 

saying what you mean and doing what 

you say. I think thatôs at the heart of it. 

When a superintendent is clear with 

their vision and clear with their 

structures, so you know where youôre 

operating within the structure of the 

wholeðyou get to carve out and do 

what you doðunderstanding the 

expectations. But when theyôre not 

clearðwhen they say one thing to one  

crowd and another thing to another 

crowd and when youôre talking to them 

individually itôs another message, itôs 

just too much. You have a real hard 

time trusting.  

 

Role of ssuperintendent trustworthiness 

In addition to findings which answered the 

research question, related findings emerged as 
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salient and their importance warrants 

discussion.  

 

In this section, I turn to the voice of the 

principals as they shared how their perceptions 

of and experiences with superintendent 

trustworthiness play out in their own school 

leadership. 

 

While each of the principals indicated 

that superintendent trustworthiness is important 

and a quality they desire in their leader,  

 

Michaela was most emphatic as she 

concluded, ñI have to have it in order to be able 

to work and be successful.ò She made a clear 

connection between her experiences of 

superintendent trustworthiness and her own 

employment decisions: ñI quickly left those 

schools because of the element of trusté Those 



22 
 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

Vol. 19, No. 4 Winter 2023                                                 AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice 

 
 

superintendents that you have or you work 

around them. I meanðthatôs the reality of the 

situation.ò   

 

James poignantly noted, ñI donôt think 
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deeper understanding of trust in the principal-

superintendent relationship. How do indicators 

mailto:justin.benna@ndsu.edu
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