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What do NYSIR and The Council have in common?
That’s easy.  Leadership.

FOR INFO, VISIT NYSIR.ORG.  NEW YORK SCHOOLS INSURANCE RECIPROCAL, 333 EARLE OVINGTON BLVD., SUITE 905, UNIONDALE, NY 11553

Fact: We’re owned by the school districts we insure, and the superintendents who lead them help 
lead NYSIR, too. We share the same concerns about diversity, the same philosophy about professional 
development, and the same understanding of what a quality education means. That’s why NYSIR has so 
enthusiastically supported The Council’s Women’s Initiative, the Summer Institute at Harvard, and much more.

The New York State Council of School Superintendents and NYSIR.
Leaders in education… and the insurance that protects it.
 

BY CHARLES S. DEDRICK, Ed.D., EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, NYSCOSS

Thirty years ago, the New York State Council of School Superintendents set out to gather information from its members to create a 
“snapshot” of the profession here in New York. The goal of this project was not only to give insight into the unique nature of the 
superintendency, but also to provide comparative data so that superintendents could more readily advocate for themselves in 
contract negotiations.

Despite many changes over the years, the Snapshot remains a unique source of data that, when looked at longitudinally, 
chronicles how the superintendency in New York has evolved. A significant shift we have seen over time is that the job of 
superintendent, and educators in general, has grown in complexity. 

THIRTY YEARS AGO… you might have been greeted by an angry community member at the grocery store 
or a football game. 

TODAY…community members can find their way into your home via social media. 

THIRTY YEARS AGO… you might have had students asking to use the phone in the main office. 

TODAY…you need to develop and implement a student cell phone policy even at the elementary level 
because almost every student carries their own device. 

THIRTY YEARS AGO… a student playing Oregon Trail on the classroom computer for too long was a real concern.

TODAY…you must figure out, in an incredibly short timeframe, how to leverage technology to shift learning 
to a virtual model and deliver curriculum remotely to all students.

And did I mention that the time required to accomplish the job has grown as well, while the amount of time in a day has remained the same? 
The amount of data, analysis and opinion educational leaders are expected to consume, process and understand is ever-increasing. Add the 
unexpected circumstances and uncertainty that have been brought about in recent months by the COVID-19 pandemic, and it seems inevitable 
that there are more challenges ahead of us.

Suffice it to say, that the work superintendents are doing today could not even have been dreamed of when the Snapshot first began. So, to 
model the life-long learning and constant change that is expected of our members, we’ve made some significant changes to the presentation 
of the Snapshot X (2020). For this edition, we’ve scaled down our content to highlight the most salient points that we think our members will be 
interested in. We know you’re busy, so we’ve highlighted the data using infographics and tried to limit our analysis to “just the facts.” 

The new quinquennial Snapshot X gives a solid overview of where we are in the profession today, in a package that looks good and can be 
consumed quickly. For those that want to dig deeper, we will be making additional data available on our website for you to use as you see fit.

So far, 2020 has brought about more disruption in education than our current members have probably ever seen. COVID-19 has changed every-
thing, and has required a fundamental shift in how we do our jobs. Whether this is a permanent or temporary change remains to be seen. But 
what is clear, is that diversity, inclusion and equity are more important than ever and they must be at the forefront of our thoughts as educators 
as we figure out our “new normal.”  Please know that NYSCOSS is with you every step of the way as we journey down the road that is ahead of us.

Thank you all for your leadership during these difficult times — the students of New York are lucky to have you.

WELCOME TO THE SNAPSHOT OF THE SUPERINTENDENCY

https://www.nysir.org/
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BY ROBERT R. IKE, Ed.D., SUPERINTENDENT, PALMYRA-MACEDON CSD, 
SNAPSHOT COMMITTEE CHAIR & 2020-2021 PRESIDENT OF NYSCOSS 

Since its inception in 1991, the Snapshot of the Superintendency has 
served as the primary source for Chief School Officers with regard 
to trends related to the role. In 2009, a significant addition 
was made to the Snapshot to examine the Leadership Team 
(superintendents and school boards). At the time of the 
publication of Snapshot IX (2015), The Council had 
substantially increased the opportunities to gather 
information from school superintendents on a variety 
of issues. 

Between publications of the Snapshot, timely data were 
available to both inform advocacy and establish patterns 
and problems to be addressed. As such, at its March 2017 Winter 
Institute, The Council’s membership voted to amend the by-laws to 
conduct a survey of the membership not less than once every five years 
to ascertain trends affecting the school district leaders and member perspec-
tives on issues confronting schools. A move from its triennial study to every five 
years has resulted in this iteration, Snapshot X (2020). “Mini” Snapshot surveys 
and publications are now the norm and administered by The Council during the 
period between Snapshot publications. 

In addition, the Snapshot committee collected feedback from a variety of 
constituencies regarding the publication itself. Because the audience of the 
Snapshot data has substantially broadened, consumers of the study results 
encouraged a change to the style of writing so that it would be more accessible 
to a wider audience. Feedback also suggested the incorporation of visuals that 
highlighted particular attributes of the study, lessening text-based content and 
emphasizing results.

While the Snapshot X has maintained its integrity as a research study, results 
are published in a condensed format. While the superintendent remains the 
primary target audience of the results, The Council staff, search consultants, 
professors, and members of Boards of Education eagerly anticipate the study’s 
findings.

PRINCIPAL AUTHORS:
Robert R. Ike, Ed.D. 
Superintendent, Palmyra-Macedon CSD 
& Snapshot Committee Chair
Jill Aurora, Consultant

CONTRIBUTING AUTHORS:
Phyllis Harrington, Ed.D. 
Oceanside UFSD
Bill Heidenreich, Ed.D. 
Valley Stream CHSD
David O’Rourke, Ph.D. 
Erie 2-Chautauqua-Cattaraugus BOCES

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH CONSULTANT:
Amy Boehl, Ph.D., Director of Research 
Signature Partner K12 Insight

SPECIAL CONTRIBUTING AUTHOR:
L. Oliver Robinson, Ph.D. 
Shenendehowa CSD

NYSCOSS CONTRIBUTING AUTHORS:
Charles S. Dedrick, Ed.D. 
Executive Director
Jacinda Conboy, Esq. 
General Counsel
Robert N. Lowry, Jr. 
Deputy Director for Advocacy, 
Research & Communications

NYSCOSS PRODUCTION TEAM:
Theresa Wutzer Moore, CMP 
Project Manager
Dena Gauthier 
Sr. Graphic Designer

A MESSAGE FROM OUR PRESIDENT

APA style is a set of guidelines for writing in academic and professional 
contexts that are set down in the Publication Manual of the American 
Psychological Association. Snapshot 2020 authors used APA style.
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THE SURVEY WAS CONDUCTED ONLINE BETWEEN 
OCTOBER 1 AND OCTOBER 23, 2019 THROUGH K12 INSIGHT, 

A SIGNATURE PARTNER OF NYSCOSS. A TOTAL OF 
474 SUPERINTENDENTS SUBMITTED COMPLETE RESPONSES, 

YIELDING A RESPONSE RATE OF 64.8%.

THANK YOU TO K12 INSIGHT FOR IMPLEMENTING & 
ANALYZING THE SURVEY FOR OUR SNAPSHOT X (2020).
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BY THE NUMBERS

69%

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• 89% of all respondents rate their Board of Education as either somewhat effective 
or highly effective. 

• 95% of all respondents indicated that their community has either maintained the same 
or increased their focus on the importance of improving student achievement.

• 69% of all respondents reported that their Board is focused on closing the achievement gap. 
• 55% of superintendents thought the annual evaluation of their performance by the 

Board of Education improved their job performance.
• Experience matters! The three top reasons the Board hired the superintendent were 

reported to be: experience in the same district (26%), experience in other districts (26%) 
and their personal leadership style (24%). 

• Board meetings and Member Relations occupy 13% of a school superintendent’s week, 
according to respondents. 

• Typically, Boards meet twice per month (54%) with meetings lasting three hours or less 
(92%), including the executive session; 57% last two hours or less.

BOARD RELATIONSHIPS

School boards are often identified 
as a stressor for superintendents. 
Managing the relationships between 
board of education members and the 
superintendent can be challenging, 
because often, this relationship 
straddles the personal/professional 
line. And many factors that compli-
cate the relationship between the 
superintendent and board can also 
complicate efforts to establish trust. 
Happily, 91% of Snapshot X (2020) 
respondents reported that their 
Boards regularly support them and 
their actions between 81 and 100% 
of the time. They have also indicated 
by a significant majority that these 
effective Boards operate responsibly, 
reflect the feelings and attitudes of 
the community, are careful to make 
informed decisions, do not attempt 
to micromanage district operations, 
understand the school systems 
financial condition, support standard 
achievement as a priority and 
agree with the superintendent on 
most issues.

CONCLUSIONS

A trusting and positive relationship between a superintendent and board of education is 
mutually beneficial. Superintendents who trust their boards appreciate the insight and 
perspective of members who support their efforts to help all children learn at high levels, 
obtain funding and build the capacity to implement adopted strategies. At the same token, 
a board that trusts its superintendent can act as a shield against the special interests of the 
community and advocate for the work of the district. However, the best impact of good 
superintendent/board relations can be found in the classroom. There is a lot of research that 
correlates superintendent longevity with higher achievement and increased positive outcomes 
for students. We are happy to see such positive trends in this area around New York State.

THE PRIMARY REASON 
MY BOARD HIRED ME WAS:

54% 
OF BOARDS MEET 

2X PER MONTH

92%
OF MEETINGS LAST 

THREE HOURS OR LESS

RAISING ACHIEVEMENT 
FOR ALL STUDENTS

FOCUSED ON CLOSING 
ACHIEVEMENT GAP

95%
OF COMMUNITIES HAVE EITHER MAINTAINED 

THE SAME OR INCREASED THEIR FOCUS ON THE 
IMPORTANCE OF IMPROVING STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

SUPERINTENDENTS SPEND 13% 
OF THEIR TIME ON BOARD RELATIONS

 26%
MY EXPERIENCE IN THE SAME DISTRICT

26%
MY EXPERIENCE IN OTHER DISTRICTS

24%
MY PERSONAL LEADERSHIP STYLE

89%

OF ALL RESPONDENTS 
RATE THEIR BOARD 

OF EDUCATION 
AS EITHER SOMEWHAT 

EFFECTIVE OR 
HIGHLY EFFECTIVE. 

EFFECTIVE BOARDS:

OPERATE 
RESPONSIBLY

REFLECT THE FEELINGS 
AND ATTITUDES OF 

THE COMMUNITY

ARE CAREFUL TO MAKE 
INFORMED DECISIONS

DO NOT ATTEMPT 
TO MICROMANAGE 

DISTRICT OPERATIONS

UNDERSTAND THE 
SCHOOL SYSTEM’S 

FINANCIAL CONDITION

SUPPORT STANDARD 
ACHIEVEMENT AS A 

PRIORITY & AGREE WITH 
THE SUPERINTENDENT 

ON MOST ISSUES

1 2 3 4 5 6
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BY THE NUMBERS

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• 84% of respondents report having three-year or five-year contracts (36% three year and 
48% five-year). This is consistent with previous studies (2012, 2015) where just below 85% 
of survey respondents indicated they have a three- or five-year contract.

• 94% of superintendent’s report that the length of their initial contract was three years in 
duration.

• More than 80% of respondents report that their Board of Education may not unilaterally 
terminate their contract. 

• In the cases where a board can unilaterally terminate a contract, about 10% would receive 
some sort of severance.

• More senior superintendents are more likely to have better benefit packages than new 
superintendents.

CONTRACTS

Superintendent contracts differ 
from other school personnel 
contracts in that they are directly 
negotiated by individual superinten-
dents with their local board of educa-
tion. Ideally, the contract will not only 
set up a compensation framework, 
but can also be used to successfully 
articulate the district goals for the 
board of education and superinten-
dent as well as reminding each party 
of their own roles and responsibilities. 
NYSCOSS continues to provide 
support to superintendents with 
negotiation of contracts and providing 
a model contract for school board 
and superintendents to follow 
(The Council’s Model Contract, 2018). 
The data from our Snapshot X (2020) 
shows some broad commonalities, 
but also many regional differences to 
account for cost of living differences 
found throughout New York State.

CONCLUSIONS

Given the current rate of retirement for experienced superintendents, the question of providing 
an incentive to stay for a minimum number of years was included in this year’s survey. Super-
intendent longevity provides stability for a district and has been shown to increase student 
achievement. Currently 33% of survey respondents reported a combination of longevity bonus, 
health insurance post‐employment, or a combination of both as incentive. This shows a marked 
increase over past iterations of the Snapshot.

TERMINATION CLAUSE INFORMATION

83%

11%

6%

NO, MY BOARD CANNOT UNILATERALLY TERMINATE
YES, WITH SOME SEVERANCE

YES, WITH NO SEVERANCE

CONTRACT LENGTH

16%

36%

48%

5 YEAR
3-4 YEAR
OTHER

PLEASE NOTE:  Beginning with Snapshot III, reported in 1998, the survey ceased including 
questions on superintendent salaries, since that data is compiled annually by the State 
Education Department as mandated by state law. For 2019-20, the SED data reported that 
the statewide average superintendent salary was $183,850, up 2.3% from the year before. 
Over the decade, the average superintendent salary rose by 1.3% per year.

This latest version of the Snapshot did ask for salary data; responses yielded a statewide average 
salary of $181,394. Excluding salaries for positions not included in the SED data (for example, 
BOCES District Superintendents), the average salary was $181,577. Inclusion of a question on 
salaries will allow analysis of relationships between salaries and district size, region, superinten-
dent years of service, gender, and other attributes.

CONSISTENCY COUNTS
THE NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS 

REPORTING LONGEVITY PACKAGES 
HAS INCREASED OVER TIME

ANNUAL % CHANGE IN STATEWIDE AVERAGE  
SUPERINTENDENT SALARY, 2005-2006 – 2019-2020

SOURCE:  Compiled by NYSCOSS from NYSED Adminstrative Compensation data.

STATEWIDE AVERAGE SUPERINTENDENT SALARY 
2005-2006 – 2019-2020

SOURCE:  Compiled by NYSCOSS from NYSED Adminstrative Compensation data.

2020

2015

2012

2009

33%

13%

26%

29%
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BY THE NUMBERS

HOMELIFE

 PREPAREDNESS 

SUPPORT

SATISFACTION

KEY TAKEAWAYS

LIFE OF A SUPERINTENDENT

The life of a superintendent can be 
tough. There are myriad responsibilities, 
from trying to refute the latest social 
media rumors to balancing multi-mil-
lion-dollar budgets. Superintendents 
are the face of the district and are held 
the most responsible for its successes 
and failures. Superintendents spend 
time in meetings and at school events, 
navigate political minefields both 
internal and external, and still find time 
for their own families and home life. 
Superintendents must keep track of 
the latest state and federal mandates 
and meet incredible reporting require-
ments. It truly takes an exceptional 
person with a unique skillset to be 
an effective school superintendent. 
Luckily here in New York State, the right 
people seem to have found their way 
to the superintendency, as evidenced 
by the fact that the vast majority of 
respondents report a high level of job 
satisfaction. Despite the challenges, 
89% indicated that they would share 
with others that they felt their job as a 
school superintendent was satisfying, 
which is up 6% from 2015. In fact, the 
percentage of respondents that would 
encourage their own child to become 
a superintendent increased from 64% 
in 2015 to 69% in the 2020 survey.  

CONCLUSIONS

While the life of a superintendent can be challenging, the profession is a rewarding one. 
Successful superintendents have a passion for impacting the lives of students, can handle the 
stress of being pulled in many different directions and are able to achieve an acceptable work-
life balance. But they are not doing it alone. They have the help of mentors and colleagues, 
supportive boards of education and associations like NYSCOSS. The Council is committed to 
developing the skills of superintendents throughout New York State and has targeted professional 
development programs for both new and veteran level superintendents.

HOMELIFE:
• 86% of respondents report being 

married or partnered
• 45% of superintendents have 

school-aged children
• 79% are NOT required to live in 

the district where they work
SUPPORT:
• 87% of respondents can identify 

someone who has mentored them
• 94% report colleagues as somewhat 

or very collegial and supportive
STRESS:
• 63% of the respondents indicated that 

they find the job more stressful than they 
expected compared to 31% indicating 
that it was not as stressful as they were 
expecting. 

TIME:
Not surprisingly, superintendents reported 
that they split their time during the week 
performing multiple roles: 
• Curriculum and Instruction
• Public Relations
• Personnel Issues
• Board Meetings and Member Relations 
• Facility and Operations
• Legal Matters 
• Parent and Family Relations
• Union Issues
• Student Support Services
• Teacher Evaluation
PREPAREDNESS:
• 39% of new superintendents and 24% 

of veteran superintendents felt most 
prepared in the area of Curriculum and 
Instruction. 

• The area in which superintendents felt 
the least prepared was in Political 
Advocacy at both the state and local level.

89% INDICATED THAT THEY WOULD SHARE WITH OTHERS 
THAT THEY FELT THEIR JOB AS A SCHOOL SUPERINTENDENT 

 WAS SATISFYING, WHICH IS UP 6% FROM 2015.

OF RESPONDENTS REPORT BEING 
MARRIED OR PARTNERED

39% OF NEW SUPERINTENDENTS AND 24% OF VETERAN SUPERINTENDENTS 
FELT MOST PREPARED IN THE AREA OF CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTION.

THE AREA IN WHICH SUPERINTENDENTS FELT THE LEAST PREPARED 
WAS IN POLITICAL ADVOCACY AT BOTH THE STATE AND LOCAL LEVEL.

OF RESPONDENTS CAN 
IDENTIFY SOMEONE WHO 

HAS MENTORED THEM

86% 45% 87% 94%

OF SUPERINTENDENTS HAVE 
SCHOOL-AGED CHILDREN

REPORT COLLEAGUES 
AS SOMEWHAT OR VERY 

COLLEGIAL AND SUPPORTIVE

SUPERINTENDENTS REPORTED THAT THEY SPLIT THEIR TIME 
DURING THE WEEK PERFORMING MULTIPLE ROLES: 

5%

TEACHER 
EVALUATION

13%

CURRICULUM 
& INSTRUCTION

13%

PUBLIC RELATIONS

13%

PERSONNEL 
ISSUES 

13%

BOARD MEETINGS 
& MEMBER RELATIONS 

10%

FACILITY & 
OPERATIONS 

10%

LEGAL MATTERS

8%

PARENT & FAMILY 
RELATIONS

8%

UNION 
ISSUES

7%

STUDENT 
SUPPORT SERVICES 
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LIFE OF A SUPERINTENDENTBY THE NUMBERS

WHAT IS YOUR AGE?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Under 30 yrs. old

30-35

36-40

41-45

46-50

51-55

56-60

61-65

More than 60 yrs. old

12%

4%

25%

27%

19%

8%

5%

0%

0%

WHAT IS YOUR EDUCATIONAL BACKGROUND 
(HIGHEST DEGREES ATTAINED)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Masters

C.A.S

J.D

Ed.D.

Ph.D./Other Doctorate

Prefer Not to Answer

37%

44%

1%

30%

6%

0%

HOW MANY YEARS HAVE YOU SERVED 
IN YOUR CURRENT SUPERINTENDENCY?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

1st year or less

2-3 years

4-7 years

8-10 years

11-15 years

16-20 years

More than 20 years

23%

15%

36%

14%

9%

3%

1%

HOW MANY YEARS, IN TOTAL, 
HAVE YOU SERVED AS A SUPERINTENDENT?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

1st year or less

2-3 years

4-7 years

8-10 years

11-15 years

16-20 years

More than 20 years

17%

9%

30%

17%

16%

8%

4%

WHAT CAREER PATH MOST CLOSELY RESEMBLES YOURS?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

District Office Administrator --> Superintendent

Elementary Principal --> Superintendent

Middle School/High School Principal --> Superintendent

BOCES Administrator --> Superintendent

Other --> Superintendent

Prefer not to answer

41%

12%

39%

3%

4%

0%
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BY THE NUMBERS

 VACATION DAYS USED 

 VACATION DAYS RECEIVED BY CONTRACT

OTHER BENEFITS

TAX SHELTERED 
ANNUITY

LIFE 
INSURANCE

DISABILITY 
INSURANCE

57% 45% 44%

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Just over 70% of superintendents receive 21 or more days of vacation per year, 
with another 23% receiving up to 20 days.

• Sick time has seen a slight decrease from the Snapshot IX (2015), with 65% of respondents 
receiving at least 11-15 sick days, and 22% receiving 16-20 days per year.

• Personal day provisions remain consistent, with 88% of respondents receiving three or more days.
• 51% of respondents are allowed to accumulate more than 200 sick days, followed by 29% 

who are able to accumulate 151-200.
• When it comes to health insurance, nearly 80% of superintendents are covered at the 

80-100% level, however when compared with data from previous surveys this number 
represents a significant decrease in the number of superintendents covered at this level. 

• 100% coverage is down 12% from the Snapshot IX (2015). 
• 90% coverage has decreased by almost 33% since the Snapshot 2009.
• Other common benefits provided to superintendents continue to include life insurance, 

either term or whole, disability insurance and tax-sheltered annuities.
• District-provided vehicles have become less prevalent over the last decade, while mileage 

and stipend reimbursement have increased.
• Professional development is commonly identified as a top priority for both boards and 

superintendents. But, while dues for professional organizations and the cost of attending 
conferences are regularly covered, 82% of respondents report that they do not receive 
tuition reimbursement for graduate study.

BENEFITS

A common perception is that 
educators enjoy more attractive 
benefits packages than other 
professionals. However, studies 
have repeatedly shown that educator 
salaries are commonly less than what 
workers with similar skills and 
education levels make, even when 
factoring in benefits. Especially when 
factoring in the time required to 
do the job well. Many districts have 
realized that in order to attract good 
talent, they need to offer good 
benefits. However, the Snapshot X 
(2020) has identified that as costs 
have risen and unfunded mandates 
on districts have increased, benefits 
of a monetary nature have decreased. 
A noticeable trend is that superinten-
dents are contributing more to both 
medical and dental insurance premiums.

CONCLUSIONS

The amount of time off has remained consistent with past Snapshot results, however it is important 
to note that few superintendents report using all of their contractually entitled vacation time. 
This is of significant consequence when 63% of the same group of respondents consider the 
position to be highly stressful. We should also be paying close attention to the professional 
development of superintendents to ensure that growing their skills continues to be a priority 
for districts. Education is constantly changing, and superintendents need to be nimble and 
well-informed. Quality, ongoing learning opportunities allow superintendents to maintain their 
contemporary knowledge of educational trends and advance learning outcomes for students.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT COSTS PAID BY DISTRICT

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

NYSCOSS Dues

NYSCOSS Conference Attendence

AASA Dues

AASA Conference Attendence

Graduate Study Tuition Reimbursement

Prefer Not to Answer

99%

94%

65%

63%

18%

0%

37%

21%

30%

10%

23%

70%

5%1%

100% COVERAGE                     12% SINCE 2015

12%

90% COVERAGE                      33% SINCE 2009

33%

PERCENTAGES OF INSURANCE PAID BY THE DISTRICT

Individual health insurance premium

Family health insurance premium

Individual dental insurance premium

Family dental insurance premium

Individual vision insurance premium

Family vision insurance premium



19SNAPSHOT X18

BY THE NUMBERS

PUTTING THE FUTURE OF DISTRICT LEADERSHIP IN PERSPECTIVE

RETIREMENT TIERS

POST RETIREMENT PLANS

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• 30% of all respondents are over the age of 55, down from 39% in 2015.
• 55% of all respondents plan to work beyond 2024.
• 45% of respondents indicated they plan on retiring in the next four years.
• 71% report that their district has no succession plan in place.
• The number of superintendents in Tier IV of the NYS Teachers Retirement System jumped 

from 74% in 2015 to 90% in the Snapshot X as increasing numbers of superintendents in 
earlier pension tiers have retired.

• 79% of superintendents reported that the district from which they retire will pay their 
health insurance premium, either in full, or in part, after they retire.

• 20% of superintendents reported they do not have any health insurance coverage in retirement.
• 44% of boards of education contribute to a tax-sheltered annuity on behalf of their 

superintendent.
• Vacation and sick time buy back at retirement is another benefit that is also widely available 

for superintendents with 31% reporting vacation time buy back and 58% reporting sick 
time buy back.

• For the most part, superintendents do not plan to sit still during their retirement, with only 
6% responding that they do not plan to pursue any paid work.

• While 38% of respondents are as yet undecided, most superintendents want to continue 
working in education in an interim position, as a consultant or help to train the next generation 
of educators by teaching in a higher education program.

RETIREMENT

Tracking retirement projections is a 
key goal of the Snapshot, because it 
is very important to ensure that we 
have quality leadership throughout 
the state. As always, the Snapshot X 
(2020) allowed us to take a look at 
some key metrics to assess turn-over 
rates in the superintendency as well 
as post-retirement plans and benefits. 
Survey results indicate that a signifi-
cant number of superintendents 
anticipate retiring in the coming 
years, and there is a worrisome lack 
of succession planning. 

CONCLUSIONS

The data confirms that retirement projections from earlier versions of the Snapshot have 
proven to be accurate and high-turnover rates due to retirement have been occurring for 
several years. Superintendents tend to have fairly generous retirement packages, and many 
opportunities to work post-retirement, which can tip the scales towards retirement, all other 
factors being equal. To ensure that there is quality leadership in the coming years, districts 
must continue to offer substantive professional development designed to help educators 
build leadership and management skills.

HEALTH INSURANCE IN RETIREMENT VACATION & SICK BUY BACK

30% 55% 45% 71%

OF ALL RESPONDENTS 
ARE OVER THE AGE OF 55

OF ALL RESPONDENTS PLAN 
TO WORK BEYOND 2024

OF RESPONDENTS INDICATED THEY PLAN 
ON RETIRING IN THE NEXT FOUR YEARS

REPORT THAT THEIR DISTRICT 
HAS NO SUCCESSION PLAN IN PLACE

TIERS I-III – 9%

TIER IV – 90%

TIER V, VI – 1%

79% OF RESPONDENTS WILL HAVE DISTRICT PAID 
HEALTH INSURANCE (IN PART OR FULL)

20% WILL HAVE NO INSURANCE AT ALL

VACATION – 31%

SICK – 58%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Take an out-of-state superintendency

Teach at a college or take a professorship

Work as a consultant or perform searches

Not do any paid work

Work as an interim superintendent/school leader

Work unrelated to education

Volunteer

Undecided

Prefer not to answer

6%

31%

41%

15%

31%

38%

1%

28%

7%

Other 4%
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BY THE NUMBERS

GENDER OF THE SUPERINTENDENCY

PERCENTAGE OF FEMALE SUPERINTENDENTS, 
BY YEARS OF EXPERIENCE

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• The share of New York State superintendents who are women declined for the first time 
since the survey’s inception—from 30% (2015) to 27%. But examination of the distribution 
of superintendents by gender and years of service reveals that women comprise a greater 
share of more recently hired superintendents.

• Levels of gender diversity are relatively consistent throughout NYS, although percentages 
rise downstate and fall a bit in Western New York.

• More women are at the helm of suburban and small city schools as opposed to rural 
schools and BOCES.

• Women tend to take their first superintendent position between the ages of 46-60, 
while men are starting earlier, between the ages of 31-45. 

• Overall, we see a higher percentage of male superintendents between the ages of 36-55 
and a higher percentage of women leaders above the age of 55. 

• The number of single (never married, divorced, separated or widowed) female 
superintendents is higher than their male counterparts. 

• The percentage of women leaders with school-aged children increased by 12% since 2015.

GENDER DIVERSITY

In education, the teacher workforce is 
made up of almost 77% women, and 
yet women educators only hold 27% 
of the superintendencies in New York 
State. While this percentage does put 
us just above the national average of 
26.7%, it shows us that there is much 
more work to be done in this area. 
This is why The Council is so committed 
to our Women’s Initiative. The goal of 
the initiative is to support our women 
leaders, identify women in education 
who have leadership potential and 
help those women to aspire to leader-
ship roles. We look to all our members 
to support and cultivate leadership 
roles and the leadership potential of 
women in their organizations.

CONCLUSIONS

Overall, The Council’s efforts at promoting women leaders shows promise, and it is hoped that 
subsequent Snapshot studies will demonstrate gains, but it is clear that women are entering 
the job later in their career, and remain disproportionately represented as a percentage within 
the education sector. The past 10 years of data do not demonstrate improvement of this 
disproportionality, showing that there is still much work to be done in this area.

AVERAGE AGE AT FIRST SUPERINTENDENCY

PERCENTAGE OF FEMALE SUPERINTENDENTS BY REGION

40-60 31-4527.7% 72.6%

IN 1991, ONLY 8% 
OF SUPERINTENDENTS 

WERE WOMEN, COMPARED 
TO 27% TODAY

8% VS 27%
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OUR WOMEN’S INITIATIVE
BY JACINDA CONBOY, ESQ., GENERAL COUNSEL, NYSCOSS 

Research by Hewlett Packard shows that men will apply for a job when they meet 60% of the qualifications for the job 
and women will apply only when they meet 100% of the qualifications. To get at the reason for this, a follow-up article 
in the Harvard Business Review* reported on the results of a survey of over 1,000 men and women that asked, “If you 
decided not to apply for a job because you didn’t meet all the qualifications, why didn’t you apply?” 

The results were interesting. Respondents indicated that, “they thought that the required qualifications were…well, 
required qualifications. They didn’t see the hiring process as one where advocacy, relationships, or a creative approach 
to framing one’s expertise could overcome not having the skills and experiences outlined in the job qualifications.” 

This research aligns with past Snapshot studies that show that women enter the superintendency later in their career 
with more administrative experience than men. To increase women applicants, NYSCOSS has advocated for more 
descriptive job postings as opposed to a long list of qualifications which will likely limit the number of women applicants.

NYSCOSS has also made significant efforts to influence recruiting women and racially diverse applicants for leadership 
positions by advocating for language in job positions that contains the following: “Studies have shown that women 
and people of color are less likely to apply for a job when they do not meet 100% of the listed qualifications. 
The New York State Council of School Superintendents is committed to help find the best candidate for this position. 
We encourage you to apply, even if you don’t meet each and every qualification described.”

Snapshot X (2020) also shows a distinct difference in the direct recruitment of women to the superintendency by a 
District Superintendent. In fact, Snapshot X showed that 23% of women were invited to apply for the superintendency 
by a District Superintendent as opposed to men at 14%; this is a significant increase since 2015 where the numbers 
were 14% for women and 16% for men. The District Superintendents have played a pivotal role in supporting and 
co-hosting NYSCOSS’ regional Women’s Initiative programs; their involvement, knowledge and awareness of 
barriers to women applying is very likely a reason for this increase.

Perceptions about gender by superintendents are interesting to note and they reflect the gender biases that we still 
see in society today. Thirty-eight percent of women reported that their gender somewhat negatively influenced their 
career opportunities as opposed to only 2% of men who reported that their gender negatively impacted their career 
opportunities; likewise, 36% of men reported that their gender very positively or somewhat positively impacted their 
career opportunities while only 14% of women reported that their gender very positively or somewhat positively 
impacted their career opportunities.

NYSCOSS established the Women’s Initiative in 2015 to create professional development opportunities that address 
gender equity and promote women in leadership roles in education. NYSCOSS has held multiple conferences around 
the state with the goals of supporting women leaders, increasing the number of women in leadership positions in 
education and bringing awareness about the barriers that women leaders face. We look forward to continuing this 
work, and seeing its impact in future Snapshots.

*(https://hbr.org/2014/08/why-women-dont-apply-for-jobs-unless-theyre-100-qualified)
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RACIAL/ETHNIC DIVERSITY

In past Snapshot results, we have 
noted a small number of responses 
reporting ethnicity other than white. 
In 2015, that number was 17 respon-
dents. In 2019, 30 respondents 
reported ethnicity other than white. 
While that is a significant increase, 
30 of 474 respondents does not 
signify great gains overall in the 
proportion of school systems led by 
individuals whose ethnicity is other 
than white. This has significance for 
the increasingly diverse New York 
State school systems and their 
communities.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Statewide, 6.0% of superintendents are people of color (excluding from calculations 
superintendents who responded “Prefer not to answer.”)

• Superintendents of color tend to lead districts with greater student enrollment. 
For example, 69% of white superintendents serve districts with 2,500 students or fewer, 
while 67% of superintendents of color serve districts with more than 2,500 students.

• 54.7% of white superintendents first became a superintendent by age 50, compared to 
36.7% of superintendents of color. One-third of superintendents of color first became a 
superintendent between the ages of 51 and 55.

• Superintendents of color are more likely to be in their first superintendency than their 
white counterparts (80% vs. 70%.)

• Likewise, they are also more likely to be in their first year —16.7% of superintendents 
of color are just getting started as opposed to 7.6% of white superintendents.

• White superintendents are more likely to have held three or more superintendencies, 
at 10.3% compared to only 3.3% of superintendents of color. 

• 46.7 % of superintendents of color hold a doctorate compared to 33% of their white 
counterparts.

• Superintendents of color are more likely to have moved from a district office position to 
the superintendency than white superintendents, rather than from a principal position 
(63.3% vs. 40.1%.)

• Responding to the question of whether gender, race and/or ethnicity influenced career 
opportunities, approximately 46% of respondents indicated an influence. This is an 
increase of 12% since the question was posed in 2015. Black superintendents were 
most likely to say that those characteristics have had a negative impact.

CONCLUSIONS

The Council’s Commission on Diversity and Inclusivity began in 2017 and has brought increasing 
awareness and attention to the importance of culturally aware school systems, including the 
career pipelines toward teaching and school leadership. In a state where more than half of our 
students are students of color and 80% of educators are white, the work of this Commission 
is more important than ever, especially as we work to build equity in the era of COVID and 
online learning.

BY THE NUMBERS

GENDER DIVERSITY IS HIGHER 
FOR SUPERINTENDENTS OF COLOR
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RACIAL/ETHNIC DIVERSITY

BY L. OLIVER ROBINSON, Ph.D., SUPERINTENDENT, SHENENDEHOWA 
AND CO-CHAIR OF THE COUNCIL’S COMMISSION ON DIVERSITY & INCLUSIVITY

The cultivation of diversity among the members of various organizations, reflecting equity of currently underrepresented populations, 
and the fostering of an equity mindset throughout the educational diaspora is paramount. Simply put, the existence of diversity in all categories 
of educational personnel, particularly in the teaching and administrative ranks leads to parity in performance and elevates students’ agency 
and voice across all conceivable sub-groups.  

Equity in opportunities and outcomes stands as the beacon light of progress. The realization of such is multi-faceted and dauntingly complex. 
The faces of education are rapidly changing, meaning that the educational context and landscape is far more diverse and far less homogeneous, 
yet the number of diverse leaders has been stagnant. 

This is evidenced by the Educator Diversity Report commissioned and published in December 2019 by the New York State Board of Regents 
that exposed:

“As New York’s student population has become increasingly diverse, with the population of students of color topping 50%, the racial 
and ethnic composition of the teacher workforce has remained constant. Eighty percent—or a little over 170,000 of New York’s 
approximately 210,000 teachers—are White, and Latino and Black educators are underrepresented.”

Further, according to the Educator Diversity Report, “New York schools with Latino or Black principals tend to employ greater 
percentages of Latino and Black teachers, suggesting that school leadership can have an influence on the employment of teachers 
of color. Advocates have suggested that interacting with leaders of color from a young age can help reduce prejudices toward 
people from different demographic backgrounds and demonstrate to students that people of color can and should hold 
positions of authority in society. Further, increasing the number of leaders of color in school administration enhances the 
voice of historically underserved groups in decision-making, thereby bettering the representation of the diverse experiences 
and histories of all students in teaching and learning.”
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According to Snapshot X (2020) results, 63% of superintendents feel the superintendency is more stressful than they 
expected. And while 63% of respondents also noted there are sufficient opportunities for informal guidance and mento-
ring available to them, informal mentoring can only serve as the bare minimum. What superintendents need to develop 
their capacity for adaptive change and truly lead beyond 2020 is one-on-one support to help them navigate complex 
challenges faced by school districts. Leadership coaching is that strategy.

Harvard University’s Ron Heifetz often draws on the metaphor of the dance floor and the balcony.

Let’s say you are dancing in a big ballroom. . . Most of your attention focuses on your dance partner, and you reserve whatever is left to 
make sure you don’t collide with dancers close by. . . . When someone asks you later about the dance, you exclaim, “The band played 
great, and the place surged with dancers.”  But, if you had gone up to the balcony and looked down on the dance floor, you might have 
seen a very different picture. You would have noticed all sorts of patterns . . . you might have noticed that when slow music played, only 
some people danced; when the tempo increased, others stepped onto the floor; and some people never seemed to dance at all. . . the 
dancers all clustered at one end of the floor, as far away from the band as possible. . . . You might have reported that participation was 
sporadic, the band played too loud, and you only danced to fast music . . .

The only way you can gain both a clearer view of reality and some perspective on the bigger picture is by distancing yourself 
from the fray . . . If you want to affect what is happening, you must return to the dance floor (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002).

In order to achieve the levels of leadership necessary to foster change for the betterment of the children in New York State, 
we must 1) Go to the balcony, and 2) Use leadership partners.

The research on effective professional learning practices has been clear for decades. The most effective form of professional 
learning is job-embedded, needs-based, and personalized. This is exactly how leadership coaching is designed. A leadership coach 
is a great thought partner and will bring an outside perspective on a situation. Superintendents can struggle with the plethora 
of priorities and commitments on their plates. A coach can help differentiate what is important from what seems urgent, 
and help prioritize the seemingly long list of items on the “to do” list. Coaches help superintendents be true to themselves, 
while stretching their thinking.  

Mike Ford, Director of Leadership Development, LEAF, Inc. noted, “Strong leaders create strong learning ecosystems 
so The Council’s Leadership Coaching program brings value to the entire district, most importantly the students. 
“Let’s be honest, running a school is hard work but sometimes administrators feel they can’t show any 
vulnerability without their leadership being questioned, which prevents them from asking for the support 
they need,” he said. “The magic of leadership coaching is in creating an ongoing relationship which can 
become a safety-net for superintendents, allowing them to reflect on their own practice and become 
the best leaders they can be.” Leadership coaching provides the partnership necessary to go to the 
balcony and transition back to the dance floor so that New York’s students benefit.

If you are interested in learning more about Leadership Development, 
call NYSCOSS at 518.449.1063 or visit www.nyscoss.org for additional information.

LEADERSHIP COACHING
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