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ABSTRACT 

Obeng, Akua Anyei. Leading Under Crisis: The Decision-Making Process of Texas 
School Superintendents During the COVID-19 Pandemic. Doctor of Education 
(Executive Educational Leadership), July 2022, Houston Baptist University, Houston, 
Texas.  
 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, school district administrators faced significant 

obstacles due to the crisis’s social and health impacts on staff members, students, and 

families. As the global pandemic presented new threats to school leaders, operational 

difficulties remained. The combination of old and new threats created additional 

complications for many school environments, making it more difficult for school leaders 

to respond to daily changes. 

The study was an investigation of the correlation between the self-reported 

leadership practices of leaders of large and small- to medium-sized districts. It was an 

assessment of how demographic factors and school district size influenced school district 

administrators’ decision-making processes during the global shutdown. 

Kouzes and Posner’s Leadership Practice Inventory and Hadley et al.’s Crisis 

Leader Efficacy in Assessing and Deciding scale were the instruments used to measure 

school administrators’ self-reported leadership abilities and performances during the 

crisis. Random stratified sampling from 800 Texas school districts produced a sample of 

60 participants whose survey responses underwent analysis in SPSS to measure 

participants’ leadership skills. The study’s findings contribute to the literature on crisis 

decision-making to equip and leverage leaders’ ability during sudden, unpredictable 

events. Participants’ responses led to recommendations for future crises that were not 

limited to learning from the past but to designing a crisis decision-making framework 

suitable to a constantly evolving environment.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Unpredictable events sometimes require leaders to act within moments. Leaders 

must identify critical issues during a crisis and develop an effective solution with little 

information in a fast-changing environment. Most critically, during the COVID-19 

pandemic, “People look to leadership and leadership looks to people” (Roberts, 2020, p. 

232). During the pandemic, people relied on authority figures they knew and trusted. 

Furthermore, because of remote work, a direct manager is often an employee’s only point 

of contact with the organization (Groysberg & Abrahams, 2020). Citizens of global, 

national, and local communities could witness and evaluate their leaders’ leadership 

styles. Likewise, leaders faced the challenge of emphasizing their personal and 

organizational values, especially regarding politics, health care, and educational services.  

Most governments, businesses, and schools underwent temporary or permanent 

shutdowns during the pandemic, which was a challenge for millions of families and 

students. According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO; 2021), school closures impacted more than 1.5 billion (13.4%) 

students in 33 nations, and about 234 million learners dropped out of school. The purpose 

of this study was to evaluate the decision-making process of school district administrators 

during crises and the most successful leadership practices for surviving and thriving 

during unpredictable circumstances. 

Leaders must analyze the public’s values and perspectives with respect, fairness, 

clarity, and accountability. The public perspective contains the values prioritized the 

most. Therefore, leaders must embrace and align with personal, organizational, and 
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public values through critical decision-making. However, when leaders cannot meet 

demands and expectations, conflicts can occur with their communities. It can be 

damaging when an organization fails to provide basic services to the public but focuses 

on staff needs. Since the organization’s function is not solely to benefit the staff, leaders 

should support and equip staff while delivering services to enhance public safety 

(Roberts, 2020).  

The pandemic resulted in excessive deaths and secondary health issues, as well as 

careless responses to the mental health crisis. Additionally, unemployment devastated the 

entertainment, arts, and tourism industries. In addition, there have been economic, 

political, social, and meteorological crises. For example, the Black Lives Matter protests, 

which began in the United States in late May 2020 and quickly spread around the world, 

introduced another significant change agent. Meanwhile, globalization is at risk due to 

divergent economic strategies in the United States, China, and Europe (Groysberg & 

Abrahams, 2020). Democracy is also threatened in Ukraine. 

Educational leaders handle multifaceted activities, such as strategizing, 

administrating personnel and stakeholders’ interests, making complex decisions, and 

overseeing operations. The COVID-19 pandemic required school system leaders to 

respond to students’ difficulties, internal conflicts, and communities with deliberate 

organization. Schools had to respond quickly to constantly changing circumstances, 

sometimes without a solid plan (Netolicky, 2020). School leaders and teachers worldwide 

have had to navigate pressures with minimum upskilling and little time (Netolicky, 

2020). 
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Political, business, health care, and educational leaders have anchored shared 

values and ethics in their decision-making process. According to Netolicky (2020), the 

goal during a crisis should be to align operations with strategy. Leaders often make 

immediate decisions to address all crisis-affected spectrums, including the individuals 

they serve, the staff, the organization itself, finances, available resources, organizational 

performance, the duration of operations, and more. Leaders can make effective decisions 

if they know the environment’s details and features and remain updated about global 

contexts and the impact on local-level practices.  

This study’s purpose was to evaluate how leaders make decisions during a crisis, 

with a focus on the COVID-19 pandemic. This study centered on the various leadership 

practices that emerged during the pandemic. Although some leaders acted quickly, others 

suffered the consequences of their errors. Michael Ryan, Executive Director of the World 

Health Organization (WHO), advised that “the greatest error is not to move. The greatest 

error is to be paralyzed by the fear of failure” (Derksen, 2020). School leaders also had to 

act promptly during the pandemic. Therefore, this study focused on educational leaders’ 

decision-making during the COVID-19 crisis. 

Background of the Study 

Decision-making during a crisis requires gathering information from numerous 

sources, including a leader’s previous knowledge, while operating under government 

policies and stakeholder narratives. Leaders facing a crisis must deliberate carefully 

before implementing an idea. First, leaders must assess the crisis to understand the 

situation; however, this can be challenging when leaders lack the skills and knowledge to 

address the event (Fernandez et al., 2006). 
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Complex responsibilities, staff administration, financial budget decisions, cultural 

differences, and conflicting stakeholders’ views are regular challenges for school district 

administrators. During the COVID-19 pandemic, school district leaders continuously 

responded to evolving situations and made complex decisions that impacted their 

communities (Harris, 2020).  

Educational researchers have investigated the impact of crises on school leaders’ 

decisions. For instance, the economic recession of 2007 was a crisis that caused school 

leaders to make decisions that impacted staff and students. Similarly, in June 2011, 

school district leaders across Texas decreased teacher, librarian, and school therapist 

salaries to reduce expenditures after the 82nd Texas Legislature cut $4 billion from 

school budgets (Starrett et al., 2014).  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, school administrators committed to creating 

procedures to keep students and staff members safe without abandoning established 

academic programs. Academic and global leaders seeking to avoid reducing the quality 

of the education and experiences provided to students and their families must consciously 

and purposefully plan how to accommodate extracurricular activities while addressing 

critical health conditions (Harris, 2020). This study presented effective leadership 

behaviors that could enable leaders to operate at their best. Equipping every staff member 

to lead by example and setting a coherent intervention enables individuals to adapt and 

evolve (Harris, 2020) during any crisis. 

School Leadership During the COVID-19 Pandemic: Leading Fast and Effectively 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused drastic changes in global and national 

educational systems. All school leaders responded swiftly to the emergency by 
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restructuring, redesigning, and reorganizing educational and education-related activities 

for online learning (Zhao, 2020). The pandemic disrupted educational systems 

worldwide; therefore, leaders had to revolutionize teaching and educational practices for 

increased responsiveness and collaboration. According to Zhao (2020), leaders who only 

developed short-term solutions to address the COVID-19 pandemic failed to enhance 

schools and school systems. Leadership practices during the pandemic required quick, 

different, and effective actions to transform opportunities into successful outcomes 

(Zhao, 2020).  

In addition to social and health crises, leaders had to evaluate the pandemic’s 

disruption of more than 800 million students, many of whom continue to encounter 

disruptions to their education (UNESCO, 2021). School systems with full-time academic 

schedules in 31 countries underwent closures, with systems with part-time academic 

schedules closed in 48 countries. According to H. E. Volkan Bozkir, President of the 75th 

UN General, the global pandemic showed the unresolved educational inequalities and the 

urgent need to address social and economic disparities among nations. The educational 

disruption was not just related to students’ learning experiences in the classroom but 

relevant to the entire society.  

The COVID-19 pandemic also impacted the hierarchical concept of leadership in 

which leaders principally lead and followers obey. The new behaviors, philosophies, and 

skills introduced due to the pandemic focused on collectivism, vulnerability, and closing 

the gap between the disadvantaged and the advantaged. According to Sen (2020), 

triumphing over the pandemic was only possible when individuals perceived it as a 
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means of uniting all people and redirecting everyone to rethink the structure of guidance 

and leadership.  

During the pandemic, superintendents led school districts from their laptops, 

managing school buildings with limited students and staff and guiding online community, 

parent, and interest groups. Unfortunately, operating online resulted in distance, 

disconnection, and separation between students and their educators and the distress of 

navigating unpredictable times (Harris, 2020). There is a need to question whether the 

lessons learned during the 2008 economic crisis are relevant to the COVID-19 crisis. Did 

leaders have to relearn new strategies to lead during this crisis? According to Lawton-

Misra and Pretorius (2021), the pandemic required additional skills and competencies, 

such as mindfulness, empathy, compassion, and sensitivity. The trauma experienced by 

individuals and families indicated the need for solutions that were not a “one-size-fits-all 

response” (Lawton-Misra & Pretorius, 2021, p. 208).  

School leaders must meet their staff’s and students’ personal needs. The COVID-

19 pandemic led to the concepts of collective leadership and relinquished control, as 

leaders moved away from a top-down to a more distributive leadership approach 

(D’Auria & De Smet, 2020). During regular emergencies, organizational leaders usually 

operate on a “command-and-control structure” (Lawton-Misra & Pretorius, 2021, p. 208) 

to carry out configurated responses. Leaders face unfamiliar and uncertain situations, 

making it challenging for them to collect data to make quick and effective decisions. 

However, during the pandemic, leaders sought to create a connection among their 

employees at all levels by facilitating data collection and exercising transformative and 

collaborative leadership (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020). 



 

 

7 

School leaders had to adjust the learning and teaching to assist with flexibility 

during the pandemic. The dangers led to increased joblessness, panic, anxiety, severe 

economic devastation for some countries, and lockdowns. School leaders had to make 

rapid decisions on how to save the academic year despite continuous changes in policies 

and regulations while remaining conscious of teachers’ and students’ emotional trauma. 

Kezar and Holcombe (2017) suggested that an organization with a collaborative 

leadership model requires a vast degree of innovation, responsiveness, and flexibility. 

Allowing collaboration during a crisis was necessary, permitting employees to lead when 

the leaders could not due to catching the virus. One example is when political leaders 

contracted the virus, and cabinet members had to lead. Shared leadership is a way to 

recognize leaders’ authority while capitalizing on their ability to delegate power to 

organization experts to build an infrastructure, empower employees to discover the power 

of leadership, and create effective and strategic solutions (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). 

Statement of the Problem 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused unprecedented school district closures across 

the United States. Approximately “21 million children in childcare, 57 million students in 

kindergarten-grade 12, and 20 million college and university students” (Donohue & 

Miller, 2020, p. 845) were affected by these closures. Dolan (2006) suggested that school 

leaders often lack the preparedness to respond to campus crises. A lack of coordinated 

planning and crisis response has influenced how school district superintendents control 

their campuses, indicating the need for new leadership practices suitable for 21st-century 

society.  
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Extensive research has focused on how school district administrators respond to 

crises but not on the effectiveness of the crisis responses (Sweeny, 2008). 

Notwithstanding the challenges a crisis may present, school leaders must maintain a safe 

environment. According to Klein (2008) and Snowden and Boone (2007), most school 

district administrators addressing an issue by relying on past leadership approaches with 

some success in some circumstances rather than new strategies. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study’s purpose was to examine the diverse leadership practices and 

behaviors that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research’s goal was to 

synthesize the impact of a crisis on superintendents’ decision-making and recommend 

new leadership practices for increasing school leaders’ ability to recognize, equip, and 

control potential damage before and during a crisis. With consideration of the resources 

available to school district superintendents in managing unexpected events, this study 

occurred with the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI; Kouzes & Posner, 2003) and the 

Crisis Leader Efficacy in Assessing and Deciding Scale (C-LEAD scale; Hadley et al., 

2011). The scales were the instruments used to measure the participants’ leadership 

performance and decision-making during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study’s second 

purpose was to measure the efficacy of leaders in assessing information and making 

decisions during a crisis to establish effective strategies for growth. The data collected 

from this study could provide superintendents with crucial information for making 

decisions and selecting response options to address their school districts’ current and 

future needs effectively. 
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Significance of the Study 

This research’s significance was that it showed how leaders could initiate 

successful decision responses, especially during crises. Ensuring that “no child is left 

behind” in education is paramount, even during challenging circumstances (Netolicky, 

2020). Netolicky (2020) observed that most school leaders navigated the COVID-19 

pandemic with minimal upskilling, and most practices lacked suitability for the 

challenges presented. Consequently, this study’s results indicate how to improve 

leadership practices during unexpected adverse events. School district administrators 

could use the study’s findings to implement effective decision-making processes for their 

school districts during difficult times. Lastly, this research showed the need for school 

district administrators to initiate 

Careful decisions about how to best serve his/her communities, foster trust and 

distribute power and agency, but the nature of the crisis necessitates leaders like 

the principals to step forward to the “front” to act as a trustworthy, credible voice 

for their community. (Netolicky, 2020) 

Research Questions 

1. What was the crisis leader efficacy and ability of (small, medium, and large) 

school district administrators to assess and make decisions during the COVID-

19 pandemic? 

2. Did small, medium, and large district administrators self-report different 

leadership practices during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

3. Was there a correlation between the age of the superintendent and the 

leadership practices of the superintendent examined? 
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4. Was there a correlation between the size of a school district and the decision-

making process of a superintendent? 

Definitions 

C-LEAD scale: A leader self-efficacy scale by Hadley et al. (2011) used to 

measure two core capabilities of crisis response: assessing information and making 

critical decisions (Coombs, 2005; Wooten & James, 2008) 

COVID-19 pandemic: A severe global health emergency identified in 2019 due 

to the rapid spread of the acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2). As of 

March 16, 2020, there were more than 180,000 confirmed cases worldwide, with over 

7,000 related deaths. In addition, the pandemic caused extensive socioeconomic damage, 

nationwide lockdowns, and border closures around the globe (Dashraath et al., 2020). 

Crisis: A unique moment in the history of an organization (Ulmer et al., 2018). A 

crisis differs from other unpleasant situations based on three factors: shock, threat, and 

limited response time (Hermann, 1963). The unique times of conflict during a crisis can 

be “awakening” moments (Arnett et al., 2013).  

Crisis management. A traditional approach to managing a crisis with risk 

management and emergency management tools before, during, and after the crisis stages.  

Cynefin framework: “Helps leaders determine the prevailing operative context 

so that they can make appropriate choices” (Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 72). 

Ethics: Ethics is a traditional branch of philosophy focused on making moral 

choices and acting accordingly (Starratt, 2014). 

Financial stability: Achieved through an effective financial system, even during 

a crisis (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 2018). 
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Funds: A set of accounts used to record cash flow, financial resources, liabilities, 

and residual equities set aside for specific activities with special regulations and 

limitations (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 2019b). 

Large school districts: Contains more than 5,000 students. 

Medium school districts: A medium size district adjustment (MDA) applies to 

districts with fewer than 5,000 students. 

Risk assessment: The process of identifying threats that could negatively impact 

an organization’s business ability (Cole, 2020). 

Risk management: “Risk management reflects not only the quantification of risks 

through risk measurement but also a more profound and concrete understanding of the 

nature of risk” (Haslett, 2010, p. 75). 

Schemas: Schemas “are a collection of related beliefs or ideas that people use to 

organize their knowledge about the world” (Sweeny, 2008). 

School district administrator or superintendent: “The superintendent is the 

educational leader and the chief executive officer of the school district” (Texas Education 

Code, EDUC §11.201, 2009). 

Small school districts: A school district adjustment (SDA) applies to districts 

with fewer than 1,600 students. 

Stakeholders: A “group or individual who can affect, or is affected by, the 

achievement of a corporation’s” purpose or performance (Freeman, 1984, p. 46). 

Theoretical Framework 

Two theories comprised the framework used to explain the decision-making 

process of leaders during a crisis: the crisis decision theory and the agency theory. The 
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crisis decision theory is a means of predicting responses to unique moments of 

uncertainty at all stages of severity. All crises present with diverse and severe 

consequences; however, the crisis decision theory indicates that even the most minor 

crisis with minimal adverse effects requires substantial attention (Sweeny, 2008). 

Crisis decision theory originated from various literature on unexpected negative 

moments. Crucially, the theory is a combination of coping theory and decision-making 

literature. The theory’s purpose is to predict individuals’ responses to unexpected 

negative moments. 

This study’s goal was to find if the participants self-reported any leadership 

practices during the COVID-19 pandemic and whether there was a correlation between 

the participants’ ages and the decisions made. The study occurred with the three-stage 

process of crisis decision theory by Sweeny (2008): (a) measuring the unexpected 

negative moment’s gravity, (b) defining response alternatives, and (c) assessing response 

alternatives. These stages reflect research on coping mechanisms, risk perception, health, 

and decision-making. 

The first stage is to evaluate the unexpected negative moment’s gravity by 

accessing information about the event’s causes, comparative information, and effects. In 

the second stage, leaders define their response alternatives to determine how to control 

the unexpected negative moment and their response alternatives’ practicability. At this 

stage, leaders select a response reflective of the desired outcome. However, in the last 

stage (assessing response alternatives), leaders examine the benefits and drawbacks of the 

alternatives, response context, and potential impact of systemic processing on their 

decision process. Sometimes, leaders might not address an unexpected negative moment 



 

 

13 

in line with the three stages. Leaders can get “stuck” at a specific stage, or they might 

reconsider a previous stage after advancing to a subsequent stage (Sweeny, 2008). 

The crisis decision theory was a framework for evaluating the response options 

that leaders implemented for an unexpected negative moment that had already occurred. 

The theory is not a means of preventing such a moment. The crisis decision theory may 

include some of the same variables as the preventative behavior theory (Janz & Becker, 

1984; Kirscht, 1988), protection motivation theory (Floyd et al., 2000), and coping theory 

(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997) but differs in goals. Furthermore, the primary function of 

crisis decision theory is not to establish how leaders can improve their assessments and 

response options (although these are secondary functions) but to learn how the leaders 

could respond to unexpected sudden events and predict response alternatives (Sweeny, 

2008). 

According to the crisis decision theory, school district administrators perceive 

adverse events differently depending upon the crisis’s severity. Therefore, different 

administrators may develop a lower or higher degree of responsibility for the crisis 

(Sweeny, 2008). Consequently, superintendents of small, medium, and large districts 

might have implemented diverse leadership practices based on how they perceived the 

COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on daily operations.  

School administrators usually do not confront a crisis alone. The help of outside 

parties can enable them to determine the best response to an unpredictable event. 

Compared to small or medium districts, large school district administrators are more 

likely to have available experts with diverse experiences who can objectively assess 
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destructive situations. The experts can provide valuable information and make the 

process less complicated (Steginga & Occhipinti, 2004). 

School administrators respond to crises based on their mental schemas when 

analyzing the event (Kahneman et al., 1982). Administrators’ assessment of a crisis could 

indicate their responses. Hence, a school leader of a small-medium or large district, based 

on knowledge of a previous crisis, might have compared the COVID-19 pandemic to a 

known schema to gain more information about how to address it (Aspinwall & Taylor, 

1997). 

Rasmussen et al. (2006) suggested that motivations and goals could affect how 

leaders evaluate their response options. Therefore, school district administrators might 

compare their options with their values and goals. For example, a younger school leader 

who prioritizes empathy and collaboration might be more willing to create a more 

inclusive leadership environment with the staff and community than an older school 

leader who prioritizes academic excellence. 

Crisis Decision-Making Theory: Three Stages of Decision Making 

During an unexpected event, school district superintendents must analyze the 

event’s impact on the students, teachers, staff, and the community. Thus, the first 

decision-making stage is to measure the unexpected event’s gravity. In this stage, school 

district superintendents collect information to understand the danger. This initial stage is 

comparable to the primary appraisal stage in coping theories, in which leaders assess the 

hypothetical damage or benefits ahead of time to determine what or who is at risk 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  
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The severity and danger perceived by school district superintendents and the 

information gathered during the first stage can affect the crisis response. For example, a 

threat such as a school shooting could lead to a significant investment in school safety 

and response alternatives to protect students, teachers, and staff. Kunda (1990) found that 

individuals were highly engaged in decision-making process when they perceived the 

circumstance as highly threatening. In contrast, reacting to nonthreatening circumstances 

might require less effort. Individuals can advance to further stages in crisis decision 

theory if they consider the event sufficiently threatening.  

Coping research has suggested that individuals might withdraw or reduce their 

response efforts if they perceive the unexpected negative moment as overwhelming or 

uncontrollable (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). The correlation between an unexpected 

negative moment’s perceived degree of gravity and progression through the subsequent 

stages in crisis decision theory appears as an inverted U (Sweeny, 2008). In contrast, 

leaders facing unexpected negative moments of moderate gravity are likely to progress 

through the stages of the crisis decision theory.  

Leaders can evaluate the gravity of an unexpected negative moment by 

considering three information categories: the crisis’s origin, comparative data, and the 

event’s potential effects. School district superintendents must assess these categories 

because not every type of information applies to a specific event. For instance, the 

information about the origin of a crisis can enable school district superintendents to 

determine whether a harmful event was the result of internal or external agents (Sweeny, 

2008).  
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The second decision-making stage includes a greater degree of fear and difficulty 

in making decisions (Schwartz, 2004). Leaders can feel overwhelmed by the many 

response options they must address, which could affect their decision-making processes. 

This stage has two limitations: controllability of negative outcomes and the response’s 

feasibility (Sweeny, 2008). Leaders must generate response options based on whether the 

event has controllable outcomes and the feasibility of those options based on the 

available resources. The response options indicate the responses generated in the second 

stage and the responses evaluated in the third stage (Schwartz, 2000). 

In the third stage of decision-making, leaders evaluate the benefits and drawbacks 

of their response choices. They consider the resources needed for their response by 

considering each response’s direct and indirect consequences. At the end of the 

evaluation, leaders choose the best response. Sweeny (2008) defined direct consequences 

as the response’s efficacy, the future improvement’s magnitude, and the reversibility of 

the response’s effects. Indirect consequences include probable emotional consequences 

for oneself or others. 

Leaders select a response based on each response’s advantages and disadvantages. 

However, the individual and the situation extensively influence weighing the costs and 

benefits. Fisbein (1967) found that individuals selected their response options by 

choosing alternatives with minimum costs and negative outcomes or alternatives with 

maximum benefits and positive outcomes. The crisis decision theory presents the diverse 

predictors of the responses selected when developing a decision. Individuals either 

directly choose responses that could affect the costs and outcomes or indirectly make 

choices that can affect the intermediate stages of the decision-making process (Fishbein, 
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1967). Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) affirmed that past behaviors or responses are the best 

predictors of future behaviors or responses. Additionally, past behaviors provide leaders 

with information regarding the gravity, costs, and potential outcomes of a crisis. Some 

leaders continue with a detailed response even after receiving negative feedback, while 

others may seek alternative solutions. Crisis decision theory suggests that leaders base 

their decision processes during a crisis on their past response behaviors. Leaders also 

assess the severity of a crisis and evaluate their response options and the pros and cons of 

those responses (Sweeny, 2008). 

Critiques of the Crisis Decision Theory  

Sweeny (2008) designed the crisis decision theory by combining the coping 

theory and decision-making principles into a unique theory to predict responses to 

negative moments. Although the scholar was able to establish a crisis decision theory that 

explains how individuals process and react to adverse events, the theory has some 

limitations. The theory presents each stage broadly, with general information that could 

prevent researchers from addressing the specific issues of each domain. For instance, the 

crisis decision theory addresses the costs and outcomes of negative events but not the 

specific costs or types of consequences leaders must avoid during a crisis. 

The crisis decision theory is a framework limited to practical coping attempts 

school district administrators can use before the first stage and when evaluating response 

options after the third stage. Scholars use the crisis decision theory to analyze how 

individuals select response options to negative events. However, the theory focuses less 

on the response process (Sweeny, 2008). 
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Figure 1 

Crisis Decision Theory  

 

Note. Adapted from “Crisis Decision Theory: Decisions in the Face of Negative Events,” 

by K. Sweeny, 2008, Psychological Bulletin, 134(1), 61–76. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.134.1.61 

 
Agency Theory 

Agency theory applies to situations when school district administrators appoint 

agents to act on their behalf. The theory suggests that school district administrators 

delegate decision-making authority to the agent. A conflict between the school district 

administrator and the agent can occur when both parties are utility maximizers, which 

means that the agent does not always perform in the school district administrator’s best 

interests (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). 

In small and medium school districts, a district administrator and the agent, 

sometimes an internal expert, might have a close relationship. This close relationship 
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between a school administrator and agent might isolate other internal managers, which 

could cause an internal conflict (Ghobadian & O’Regan, 2006). However, the school 

district administrator is the primary decision-maker responsible for major decisions. 

Therefore, the school administrator’s personal traits can influence organizational culture 

and the strategic planning process (Ghobadian & O’Regan, 2006). 

Decision-making in large organizations can differ in terms of leadership style, 

organizational culture, strategy-making process, and performance. Small-medium school 

district leaders tend to have a transformational leadership style, whereas the leaders of 

large school districts likely have a transactional leadership style. In addition, large school 

districts are likely to have formal strategic plans, whereas the school administrator’s 

culture and leadership style influence small-medium school districts’ strategic planning. 

Similarly, small school districts are likely to have school administrators who act as crisis 

management leaders. The administrators of small school districts might make crisis 

management decisions according to their personal traits and values; in contrast, leaders of 

large school districts might delegate their crisis management decisions to experts or 

professionals. The administrators of large school districts who request the help of an 

external expert tend to receive guidance outside the firm; therefore, they can initiate 

innovative opportunities that internal managers cannot. 

Limitations 

The study had three limitations. First, the sample of school districts was limited to 

one state. Thus, the study might not have had outcomes generalizable to international or 

national levels. School district size was a variable based on the TEA definition. Finally, 

school district size, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the participants’ administrative 



 

 

20 

background knowledge were variables out of the researcher’s control that could have 

impacted the study. Lastly, selecting participants only from public schools was a 

limitation that did not provide insight into private or charter schools.  

 

Delimitations 

The delimitations indicated the study’s scope and purpose to better understand the 

self-reported leadership practices that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic. Gaining 

a deeper understanding of the decision-making process consisted of seeking large, 

medium, and small public school district superintendents.  

Selecting participants from public school districts provided the opportunity to 

measure their efficiency and effectiveness with crisis management. Additionally, the 

participating superintendents provided a picture of the leadership and actions that 

impacted the school system. As a result, the research required leaders with 0 or more 

years of continuous service. Finally, research on the new leadership behaviors and 

procedures for unexpected situations included only the participants who oversaw school 

districts during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Assumptions 

This study had four assumptions. The first assumption was that the participants 

honestly reported their awareness of crisis management vocabulary and concepts. The 

second assumption was that the participants accurately answered the survey questions. 

The third assumption was that the data collected for the study included the knowledge, 

involvement, and crisis management skills that the superintendents used to make 
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decisions. Finally, the fourth assumption was that the data accurately reflected the 

participants’ understanding.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

Numerous factors, including student and staff safety, financial stability, and high 

achievement, have a significant role in school district administrators’ decision-making. 

Internal and external forces can influence these factors and affect the final decision’s 

efficacy (Palestini, 1999). External forces, such as federal and local regulations, diverse 

cultures, uncertainties, and political and economic settings, are critical factors in school 

district decisions. Similarly, internal forces, such as the school district superintendent’s 

personal values, ethical behaviors, organizational goals, and interpersonal relations, can 

also contribute to decision-making process outcomes. 

Making a quality decision requires meeting the requirements and confronting the 

limitations of internal and external forces (Palestini, 1999). According to Vroom and 

Yetton (1973), a decision has two key elements: quality and acceptance. Quality can 

indicate the choice of one decision over another as more rational. Acceptance is the 

degree to which the school district administrator commits to and implements that 

decision. Therefore, this chapter addresses 

• How school district administrators analyze decisions with various parties 

(school boards, stakeholders, and community members). 

• The differences between the responsibilities of large and small-medium 

school administrators. 

• The ethical and legal processes of decision-making. 

• The effect of crisis management tools on school district administrators’ 

decision-making during a crisis. 
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• The C-LEAD scale as a measurement of performance and efficacy. 

• School district administrators’ financial decisions during a crisis. 

Leaders must evaluate how their decisions can benefit or damage all stakeholders. 

Therefore, this research focused on how collaboration with school board members, 

stakeholders, and community members could be a way to improve school district leaders’ 

decisions.  

Chapter II’s first section focuses on planning and preparation in the decision-

making process. School leaders can attain successful results if they engage in moral 

behaviors. For instance, according to Palestini (1999), leaders must focus on moral 

judgment and quality when deciding whether to cut staff or programs or support staff and 

students. Moreover, the responsibilities of large and small-medium school administrators 

differ based on the number of staff and involvement with third parties. Consequently, this 

chapter presents these differences and ethical decisions and their implications. The 

second section focuses on crisis management techniques and their importance in 

providing transparent information to staff during a crisis to support, align, connect, and 

equip school districts during unpredictable situations. The third section presents the 

importance of leaders remaining sensitive to the basic needs of their personnel and 

communities—in this case, how superintendents involve stakeholders and communities in 

their decision-making process (Gardner, 1990).  

Background of the Study 

Despite the vast number of studies on leadership methods, experts have not yet 

identified the most effective method for leading during a crisis. Early research on 

leadership practices focused on the traits of a good leader, specifically those individuals 



 

 

24 

identified as heroic leaders (Western, 2019). The trait’s approach and its high usage and 

acceptance by researchers such as Meuser et al. (2016) indicate its promise as an 

approach to learning about leadership capabilities.  

Scholars have shifted beyond the behavioral and trait approach to focus on 

transformational and transactional leadership when considering leadership practices 

(Banks et al., 2016). However, Banks et al. (2016) found that transformational leadership 

was similar to charismatic leadership. Therefore, school district administrators with 

charismatic or transformational leadership were thought to possess outstanding abilities 

and skills. Numerous studies have focused on the leadership practices used to manage a 

school district’s administrative and operational duties; however, few have focused on the 

failures and complex environments that school district administrators regularly confront 

(Tschirhart, 1996). 

Scholars have researched decision-making across various fields, such as politics, 

health, business, and education, most often focusing on individuals or groups (Hallo et 

al., 2020). Researchers such as Buchanan and O’Connell (2006) have indicated that 

decision-making is a cognitive process that could include high or less rational, explicit, or 

implicit information or a belief system. Consequently, school district administrators’ 

decision process could include procedures generated from alternatives suitable for 

implementation.  

Gross et al. (2013) investigated decisions (ethical, rational, or strategic) to 

develop assessment scales for comprehending how school district administrators make 

decisions under different circumstances. The C-LEAD scale and the LPI are assessments 

of leadership performance and behaviors during crises. This study’s goal was to gather 
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data school district administrators could use to develop strategic decisions and effective 

leadership practices to facilitate school district operations during unpredictable 

circumstances.  

Literature Review 

The Historical Role of Superintendents 

Political and cultural differences are significant societal concerns. It has been a 

challenge for administrators at the local and federal levels to find solutions to school and 

community issues. In addition, political system changes, technological improvements, 

and the evolving socioeconomic system constantly impact the role of superintendents 

(Björk et al., 2014). 

Traditionally, superintendents were teacher-scholars dedicated to improving 

educational quality. Successively, they became school managers when the size and 

capacity of school districts exceeded the capacity of school board members. 

Superintendents took on the chief executive officer (CEO) role in school districts after 

World War I. During the Great Depression, superintendents were responsible for 

involving parents in their children’s education. Today, diverse reforms and needs have 

contributed to the continuous evolution of the superintendent’s role and purpose (Björk & 

Gurley, 2005). 

Successfully administrating a school system is not based solely on elements 

internal to the school; instead, it is dependent on the superintendent’s ability to govern 

the communities’ interests, values, and resources. Two contextual scopes important to 

school administration are community resources and the tendency toward engagement 

(Snow, 1967). For instance, a community with a high level of economic and human 
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resources, such as a skilled and highly educated population, likely has personal, 

relational, and occupational benefits for local school superintendents. On the contrary, a 

community with fewer resources may not provide a better help for superintendents to 

improve their organizational skills. 

A superintendent’s responsibility is to resolve community conflict from clashing 

values, interests, and principles related to school matters that could influence school 

administration (Snow, 1967). Hence, superintendents must take more functional roles 

within the community to establish trust, build support, and contribute to an advanced 

community social life. Further, superintendents must take the lead, remain innovative, 

and initiate advanced planning to mobilize resources to improve school performance. 

Reducing conflicts could come by mobilizing social services, retired educators, youth 

organizations, business groups, and fraternal organizations showing an interest in 

education and a willingness to embrace the challenge of bettering the lives of students 

and young people (Price, 2008). Engaging these stakeholders could contribute to strategic 

planning to increase economic and human resources.  

In 2005, the Achievement Campaign for the National Urban League indicated the 

relevance of partners. The head, Velma Cobb, shared in an interview the potential 

benefits of collaborating with churches and small groups in the community with the same 

interests for mobilization agendas. For instance, the leaders of Pittsburgh’s churches used 

their Sunday sermons to promote educational issues, and Colorado Springs’ religious 

groups provided funding for yearly education summits. Similarly, the CEO of Louisville 

Urban League partnered with churches to raise funds to sponsor reading programs (Price, 

2008). 
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A superintendent’s role includes politically administrating staff, parents, and the 

community and cooperating with local and federal governments both directly and 

indirectly. The superintendent has the jurisdiction to partner successfully with these 

groups to develop policies in the students’ best interests. With these policies, they should 

advocate for students’ needs, equality, and economic opportunities and respect local and 

state standards (Oakley et al., 2017). 

Traditionally, some state leaders limited the political influence of superintendents 

because they considered schools and politics incompatible. For example, in Vermont, 

superintendents lacked the authority to hire principals until 2010. Today, most state 

leaders emphasize the need for superintendents to become knowledgeable and have 

active political roles in deciding on the needed policies, resources, and academic 

conditions for schools (Oakley et al., 2017).  

Superintendents and educational policymakers must work together on decisions 

related to curricula, educational budgets, personnel management, school facilities, and 

procedures (Hall & McHenry-Sorber, 2017). In some cases, superintendents cannot take a 

political stand or contest unfair governmental procedures. When superintendents act 

politically, they must only do so to raise funds for schools or contribute to decisions that 

can impact staff, students, and communities. For instance, in 2018, the El Paso 

Independent School District Superintendent arrived at the port of entry in Tornillo, Texas, 

to protest the separation of undocumented children from their families. Many 

superintendents use social media platforms to disseminate news and use their schools as 

centers to educate and organize communities on current issues (DeMatthews, 2018). 
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Leading During a Crisis: Planning and Preparing an Organization 

Many individuals perceive leadership during a crisis as a context for improving 

leadership skills but do not consider the fast-evolving setting, potential complexities, 

diverse interactions, decision-making pace, and the decisions’ implications (Lawton-

Misra & Pretorius, 2019). Bundy and Pfarrer (2015) defined crises as changes, 

ambiguities, and disruptions requiring leaders to take immediate actions that can impact 

behaviors, ideas, beliefs, and products.  

School district administrators must master diverse skills and remain resilient and 

open to taking risks based on the type of crisis. D’Auria and De Smet (2020) argued that 

leaders should not have predefined crisis action plans but a mindset of focusing on the 

future rather than on past achievements. Pearson and Clair (1998) focused on an 

organizational crisis, stating, “An organizational crisis is a low-probability, high-impact 

event that threatens the viability of the organization and is characterized by ambiguity of 

cause, effect, and means of resolution, as well as by a belief that decisions must be made 

swiftly” (p. 60). Preparing for an organizational crisis requires leaders to prioritize 

strategic agendas. The preparation phase requires significant reflection and planning for 

unforeseen circumstances and the allocation of resources to address the situation and 

regain control of operations during the crisis (Mitroff, 2004). 

For instance, several ideas have emerged about decision-making. According to 

Klein (2008), some leaders implement their decision-making based on a recognition-

primed decisions model. The model focuses on the outcome of a similar experience that 

occurred in the past. Therefore, recognition-primed decisions are an appropriate model 

for school district administrators who have had effective solutions in the past.  
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Leaders might adopt two decision-making processes: the intuition-based system 

and controlled cognitive activity (Kahneman, 2011). The first process is a quick decision-

making method and is usually a priority. The second, slower approach results in 

constraints during the entire thinking process and decisions that may differ from the 

initial choice. Both the first and second thinking processes relate to emotional state. For 

example, sadness and depression correlate with the second thinking process (Kahneman, 

2011), whereas impulsive behavior correlates with the first (Schutten et al., 2017). 

Nevertheless, the quality of a decision is dependent on factors indicated by the 

predictability of an environment (Kahneman & Klein, 2009). 

Simon (1956) introduced the concept of bounded rationality to describe school 

district administrators’ need to implement decisions for operating amid complexities with 

limited time and resources. According to Simon, leaders must make rational decisions 

while evaluating all the relevant probabilities and selecting the best option. Organizations 

sometimes have complex and unpredictable settings with high risks (Hallo et al., 2020). 

However, complex situations are an opportunity for current and future school district 

administrators to “make sense of advanced technology, globalization, intricate markets, 

cultural change, and much more” (Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 71). 

Crisis scholars like Boin (2008) have debated developing a positive description of 

a crisis with rigorous criteria. Scholars have also debated the similarities and differences 

between crises and other terms, such as emergencies, disasters, or accidents (Boin, 2008). 

Boin (2008) considered crises as characterized by three conditions: severe unexpected 

risks, high uncertainty, and urgent decision-making. Unfortunately, there is no universal 

guide to preparing school district administrators for a crisis; there are only guidelines and 
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good practices. The LPI presents parameters that school district administrators can use to 

evaluate their performances and practices. 

How Leaders Make Ethical Decisions Under Crisis 

The decision-making process might include an ethical element that all school 

district administrators should consider when deliberating on issues (Kouzes & Posner, 

2002). A decision based on a vision affects the implementation of organizational 

initiatives (Starratt, 2003). A vision requires a school district administrator to confront the 

complexities of a moral situation and eventually respond.  

Establishing a balance between internal and external forces requires considering 

multiple paradigms for ethical behaviors. These paradigms should focus on human and 

civil rights, fairness, equality, and justice (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005) and address the 

social issues of certain groups (Starratt, 2003) within the school districts. Developing a 

decision on the ethic of care, for instance, requires placing a higher emphasis on the 

integrity of human relationships (Starratt, 2003). According to Noddings (1984), the 

central vision of school district administrators should be policies and regulations for 

promoting the ethic of care.  

School district administrators must adhere to professional values, standards, and 

ethics during the decision-making process to safeguard the most vulnerable and meet 

stakeholders’ needs (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). Administrators need to have a solid 

internal competency and embrace the values of trust and respect because their decisions 

can impact stakeholders’ lives. School district administrators should internally resolve 

staff and program reduction decisions before conducting an absolute assessment with 

external sources (Kouzes & Posner, 2002).  
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Organizations are a combination of distinct interests, values, beliefs, and 

perceptions. As a result, school district administrators should receive training on 

managing crises of any nature and successfully negotiating with all stakeholders (Bolman 

& Deal, 2003). Lastly, administrators must encourage communication among all parties 

and reduce unproductive arguments during crises (Gardner, 1990). 

How Superintendents Manage Legal and Ethical Dilemmas 

School district superintendent oversees academic operations per established 

standards and competencies. They must make moral and ethical decisions when 

managing people and organizations. Decision-making can be complex because it includes 

regulations and laws that may cause a dilemma between a superintendent’s personal and 

professional values (Millerborg & Hyle, 1991). For instance, superintendents must abide 

by legislation laws such as the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) and 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) when managing a student’s rights and privacy (Pardini, 

2004).  

Superintendents make ethical and legal decisions depending on the issue type 

(Millerborg & Hyle, 1991). Millerborg and Hyle (1991) found that school district 

superintendents implemented more ethical than legal decisions when conflicts emerged. 

Schools have more complicated ethical relationships than other institutions due to the 

complexities of advanced technology, changes in values, morality, equal rights, and 

more. Consequently, within such settings, conflicts are inevitable.  

School district superintendents often face critical issues that require them to make 

legal and ethical decisions. Superintendents must use ethical and legal parameters 

because the law does not address all critical issues (Faily, 1980). Board members, 
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principals, and teachers depend on the superintendent to know the fundamental laws and 

legal principles related to the school system. Superintendents must know about legal 

issues to address issues regarding personnel, students, disabilities, religions, taxes, 

transportation, federal regulation, finances, frauds, and administrative issues (Stanton, 

2007). 

Crisis Management: A Tool for Risk Assessment 

Health care crises, terrorist attacks, or civil conflicts are inevitable but largely 

predictable events (Pecujlija & Cosic, 2019). The critical task of legislators and crisis 

managers is to create procedures and establish a cultural climate that enables organization 

and school leaders to cope with unforeseen threats. Boin and Hart (2003) identified 

coping mechanisms for balancing popular expectations and political realities.  

Crisis management as a field of study emerged in 1982; however, there has been 

limited empirical research (Mitroff, 2004). Crisis management enables the members of an 

organization to continue regular operations after handling uncertainties. Traditionally, 

crisis management adoption was a cost analysis approach to establishing the appropriate 

actions should a crisis occur (Mitroff, 2004). According to the Institute for Crisis 

Management (2019), about 19.6% of all crises result from management errors or the 

inadvertent failure to take early corrective actions. 

Analysts and experts such as Perry and Lindell (2003) have developed good 

practices that leaders can use to plan and develop an appropriate crisis response and 

coordinate with their organizations. Success in a crisis requires school district 

superintendents to identify two phases: crisis planning (preparedness) and crisis 

management (implementation; Pecujlija & Cosic, 2019). 
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Alexander (2005) suggested 18 emergency procedures for the planning phase, in 

which school district superintendents and their coordinators engage in crisis management 

by continuously revising every detail of the plan. Continuous revision results in greater 

satisfaction, familiarity, and awareness of everyone’s role in the planning phase. Boin 

(2008) offered a more profound definition of planning by proposing resilience strategies 

before and during a crisis. Boin identified some relevant factors school district 

administrators could consider when designing a framework to train and equip employees, 

such as crisis workshops and simulations. Superintendents can also build resilience by 

detecting weak and irregular signals and gathering and processing information to create 

systems and capacities for responding quickly and efficiently during a crisis.  

Pecujlija and Cosic (2019) argued that every methodology to address a crisis 

would result in some degree of success or failure. The scope of the decisions, 

interactions, and actions for a crisis indicates that no organization is either “fully effective 

or fully ineffective” (p. 39) in response. Even organizations with poor management and 

communication methodologies could show the appropriate performance of some crisis 

management elements. However, a school district superintendent who manages to 

overcome a crisis and learns to advance performance would still need to learn which 

elements require improvement.  

In contrast to the general assumption, organizational crisis management cases are 

viewed dichotomously as failures (Vaughan, 1990) or successes (Pecujlija & Cosic, 

2019). Organizational failures can result from a lack of resources, environmental 

catastrophes, reputational damage, and the loss of lives, all measurable issues of concern 



 

 

34 

to the public. Comparably, success outcomes can stem from the organizational members’ 

capacity to cope with the crisis and build systematic involvement to manage operations.  

Pecujlija and Cosic (2019) have examined the diverse factors that contribute to 

organizational failure or success. Crisis preparedness is an outcome indicated by how the 

executive administrators identify and take risks (Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992; Pecujlija & 

Cosic, 2019). Crisis preparedness is essential because risk identification shows the 

measures and resources that executives should allocate to prepare employees for crises 

(Pecujlija & Cosic, 2019). Martin (1992) argued that organizational cultures and values 

often influence executive managers’ perceptions. Equally, organizational leaders’ ability 

to sustain their organizations after a crisis could impact their competence when 

addressing issues outside conventional or rational parameters (Shapira, 1995). Hence, 

there is a correlation between perceptions and organizational culture during crisis 

management.  

School district administrators might implement crisis management based on their 

perceptions, cultural beliefs, and organizational values (Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992). For 

instance, if school district administrators perceive their organizations are relatively 

exempt from failure during crises, they could prepare fewer procedures and measures for 

crisis prevention. Thus, crisis management and timely precautions are not priorities for 

such organizations (D’Aveni & MacMillan, 1990). 

A systemic reassessment is a transition from a “reactive” stage to a “proactive” 

plan to protect the organization from future crises (Bogdanova, 2020, p. 35). According 

to Bogdanova (2020), success is primarily based on the context used to develop the 

strategies, as none is a one-size-fits-all solution. Nevertheless, crises are inevitable. 
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Experts’ good practices, knowledge, and experiences are valuable assets for surviving 

crises.  

Measuring the Efficacy of the C-LEAD Methodology 

Literature on the efficacy of decision-making during uncertainties shows that 

good decisions—regardless of time pressures, the stakes involved, and the context—must 

be quick (Hannah et al., 2010), include all analyzed data and all stakeholders’ efforts, and 

extend from federal officials to local personnel (Gorge, 2006). There is primarily 

conceptual research and theories on crisis leadership (Hannah et al., 2009). Scholars have 

also focused on unique events, such as the Iraq war (Bateman, 2008), and laboratory 

experiments (Halverson et al., 2004). Transformational and charismatic leadership are 

among the wide range of crisis management frameworks (Halverson et al., 2004). 

Research on how leaders respond effectively to uncertainty and assess information ahead 

of any crisis is limited (Sweeny, 2008).  

Hadley et al. (2011) developed the C-LEAD scale to measure leaders’ efficacy in 

performing information assessment and decision-making tasks under crisis. The C-LEAD 

scale is a guide for professionals to recognize, prepare, and measure their capabilities 

during crises. The C-LEAD is an empirical and rigorous measure of leadership skills. 

Although the C-LEAD is a beneficial tool for leaders in the field of crisis management, it 

is not a means of eliminating the need to measure leadership capabilities regularly 

(Hadley et al., 2011). 

The C-LEAD’s purpose is to increase leaders’ preparedness during uncertainties. 

In studying the influence of acute stress, Dickerson and Kemey (2004) found that 

individuals could relapse to their dominant reactions instead of applying their new 
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learned behaviors during crises. Therefore, the C-LEAD scale, notwithstanding its 

benefits for crisis response preparedness, could be an inadequate means of certifying that 

leaders are effectively responsive and able to make efficient decisions during a crisis.  

The C-LEAD scale and other self-report measures could be limited by self-

presentation bias. These limitations suggest there is much to learn about the role of 

effective leadership during crises. The C-LEAD is an effective tool for predicting 

leaders’ ability to analyze information and make quick decisions under pressure. 

However, the scale is not an adequate indicator of which individuals would efficaciously 

lead in a crisis. 

Hadley et al. (2011) created the C-LEAD’s nine survey questions based on 

previous research and interviews with crisis management experts. The C-LEAD 

comprises two critical forms of crisis leader behavior: “effective information assessment 

and decision making in a crisis” (Hadley et al., 2011, p. 647). The C-LEAD serves as the 

foundation for other crisis management scholars to explore theories and knowledge in 

assessing the essential aspect of crisis leadership.  

Cynefin Framework: Scientific Management and Unpredictability 

Superintendents often rely on common leadership skills that enable them to 

function in one situation; however, these skills could be limited in other situations. Some 

approaches will fail, even with all the necessary resources and logistics.  

According to Snowden and Boone (2007) a "certain level of predictability" (p. 68) 

affects how things occur; therefore, some school district superintendents may fail in their 

attempt to address a complex issue despite having access to all the tools available. This 

assumption of the predictability of Newtonian science is the basis of scientific 
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management. According to the assumption, circumstances vary; hence, simplification is 

encouraged. However, the Cynefin framework can lack success in more complex 

situations. Therefore, a sustainable form of leadership is not one-size-fits-all. School 

district superintendents must broaden their traditional views of the decision-making 

process and develop a “complexity science” (is the multifaceted ability of a leader to 

understand a variety of issues, including globalization, complex markets, cultural change, 

and modern technology; Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 68). When superintendents work 

around this framework, they gather information to address issues that affect their 

environment in ways not easily understood.  

By utilizing their organizational history, school district superintendents can learn 

how to build diverse frameworks relevant to future solutions. For instance, school district 

administrators can use a Cynefin framework to examine decisions from diverse 

viewpoints and recognize the context in which to carry out a task. Further, this 

framework enables leaders to understand their circumstances to make better decisions, 

even if they make mistakes using an unsuitable management style.  

With the Cynefin framework, school district superintendents classify, monitor, 

and act upon their perceptions as complex contexts. However, superintendents might 

oversimplify problems that occur in basic contexts. Therefore, superintendents must 

constantly analyze the information they work with, regardless of the context’s complexity 

(Snowden & Boone, 2007). 

Superintendents should train their thinking process to avoid addressing conflicts 

with old perspectives, as past experiences, practices, and successes could prevent them 

from seeing properly. Complacency can occur when operating in circumstances that 



 

 

38 

appear smooth and stable. However, the unpredictability of a crisis can result in 

catastrophic failure for an unprepared school district (Snowden & Boone, 2007). 

The Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) 

The LPI is a well-publicized tool for conducting workshops and evaluating 

superintendents’ efficacy with a formative approach. Kouzes and Posner, two members 

of the California-based Tom Peters Group, designed the LPI Self-evaluation and LPI 

360+ in the mid-1980s. The first, measures an individual’s self-awareness, on the other 

hand, the LPI 360+ is a research-based assessment tool created for supervisors (identified 

by the authors as constituents, managers, peers, and others) for further evaluations about 

a leader's efficacy, dedication, engagement, and poise toward the people they oversee 

(The Leadership Challenge, 2022). 

The authors have altered the response scale from a 5-point to a 10-point Likert 

scale and adjusted the instrument. The 5-point answer scale previously consisted of 1 = 

rarely, 2 = once in a while, 3 = sometimes, 4 = fairly routinely, and 5 = very frequently; 

the current 10-point answer scale is 1 = almost never, 2 = rarely, 3 = seldom, 4 = once in 

a while, 5 = occasionally, 6 = sometimes, 7 = fairly often, 8 = usually, 9 = very 

frequently, and 10 = almost always. Two 30-item surveys comprise the LPI. This study 

included the LPI Self-Evaluation report to measure the participants’ performance, 

excluding the Leadership Practices Inventory 360+ assessment.  

The LPI has received use in several research investigations. In the field of 

education, Garrett-Staib and Burkman (2015) found that school administrators adopted 

different leadership principles depending on the environments in which they operated. 

Louis et al. (2010) concluded that leaders’ ability to adapt their practices to situations 
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requires them to understand the problems’ underlying factors and how to react to them. 

School superintendents address a myriad of concerns based on district size and location, 

requiring different leadership skills to meet these varied needs (Garrett-Staib & Burkman, 

2015).  

The Five Practices of Examplary Leadership 

The five practices of exemplary leadership are (a) model the way, (b) inspire a 

shared vision, (c) challenge the process, (d) enable others to act, and (e) encourage the 

heart (Kouzes & Posner, 2003). Leading school districts and communities into new 

territories requires a superintendent to possess extraordinary skills. Superintendents can 

use the five practices of exemplary leadership to grow their leadership practices from 

ordinary to extraordinary. According to Kouzes and Posner (2003), the five practices of 

exemplary leadership are: 

• Model the way: Superintendents who model the way remain aware of and give 

a voice to their guiding principles and are clear about their values and what 

they stand for. Superintendents must boldly speak up for their ideals and be 

confident in their actions. 

• Inspire a shared vision: Superintendents inspire a shared vision by creating, 

enticing, and empowering possibilities through their visions of the future. 

Superintendents who inspire a shared vision draw upon the past and envision 

their desired outcomes before initiating projects. Superintendents should 

connect to what others find meaningful and generate the confidence that 

people can achieve great visions. Moreover, the superintendents remain 

committed and have a vision of what they can achieve. 
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• Challenge the process: Superintendents should be venturesome, searching 

outside themselves and their school districts for new and innovative 

procedures or ways to advance their communities. Superintendents should act 

instead of passively waiting for luck; for instance, they should test and 

question ideas when things do not occur as intended. Failure is an opportunity 

to learn. 

• Enable others to act: Superintendents who enable others to act create 

relationships and foster trust and collaboration. All parties should get involved 

in a project when initiated, and superintendents should emphasize the need for 

a team. Superintendents who practice this leadership style allow all team 

members to participate and own the project to boost their self-determination. 

• Encourage the hearts: Superintendents must recognize contributions and value 

individual excellence. Superintendents can involve one or many in building a 

community to value people’s work. Those who encourage the heart can host 

events for team members to relax and get to know each other personally. 

Additionally, superintendents should foster a feeling of community for the 

employees who do not feel sufficiently valued and lack a sense of team 

togetherness. 

How Superintendents Make Decisions With School Board Members 

In most districts, the superintendent and the school board cooperate to achieve the 

same objectives in the students’ best interest (Santiago-Marullo, 2010). Effective policies 

and decision-making require cooperation and professional relationships between 

superintendents and board members within the boundaries of their duties and roles.  
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Nelson (2010) found that in Minnesota, many superintendents positively 

perceived their relationships with their board of trustees. Integrating interpersonal 

dynamics within the working system increases effectiveness. An effective relationship 

between parties requires a clear definition between roles and relationships; confusion 

over responsibilities could result in inefficiency and disagreements.  

Traditionally, the board member’s role was to create policies, with the 

superintendent responsible for their implementation. Nevertheless, these roles have 

become diverse across the years. Today, superintendents’ duties include accountability, 

school curriculum, and school management, with the board of trustees addressing 

administrative and policy development. Unclear role definitions could result in conflicts 

if not addressed (Hanover Research, 2014). 

The Iowa Association of School Boards was one of the first to promote and 

demand effective collaboration between the board and superintendents to achieve 

successful academic achievements. The alliance resulted in five key values:  

• Principle 1: Clarification of functions. 

• Principle 2: Establish a clear communication channel. 

• Principle 3: Build trust and related respect.  

• Principle 4: Evaluation and review of both parties.  

• Principle 5: Work on enhancing the decision‐making process. 

Successful collaboration between superintendents and school boards positively impacts 

the success of low-performing districts. In 2009, the Aldine Independent School District 

published a procedures manual to build a strong communication practice between the 

school board and the superintendent. The comprehensive guidelines provided clear 
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instructions on how board members and the superintendent needed to interact to achieve 

a common goal. Their collaboration resulted in the district’s incredible success and 

receipt of the 2009 Broad Prize for Urban Education (Hanover Research, 2014).  

A superintendent creates the board agenda and recommends district operations to 

the school board. Superintendents participate at board meetings exclusively in an 

advising capacity only. The Texas Education Agency (2022b) defines the responsibilities 

of the school boards as governing bodies with control over local school districts or 

charters. School board members hire and evaluate the district CEO and professional 

personnel, set the local tax rate, hear grievances, and approve budget expenditures. 

School boards and superintendents collaborate in the stakeholders’ and school districts’ 

best interests (Weiss et al., 2018). 

The TEA indicated that the school board’s responsibility is governance, whereas 

the superintendent’s role is the daily management of funds and personnel. Adamson and 

Bailie (2012) stated, “When superintendents and school boards are aligned in common 

values and purpose and are engaged in strategic efforts to realize the desirable future of 

their districts, it leaves minimal opportunities for boardroom friction and community 

misunderstanding” (p. 10). These desirable results can occur when superintendents and 

school board members make professional development a part of their relationship.  

Adamson and Bailie (2012) suggested using professional development to remove 

school board-related generic educational issues from superintendents’ roles. Similarly, 

Gross and Thompson (2007) indicated that professional development and board training 

is a way to build meaningful relationships and trust between school boards and 

superintendents. According to Eadie (2008), a strong relationship occurs between board 
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presidents and superintendents only when the superintendent’s leadership behaviors 

include (a) a positive attitude toward working with the board president, (b) willingness to 

know the board president and members, (c) agreement on the basic division of labor, and 

(d) assistance for the board president in achieving professional goals. In contrast, 

Mountford (2004) found that relationships between the superintendent and the school 

board often end in tension and conflict. During a crisis, tension can emerge from the 

ethical differences between the superintendent and the school board. Kowalski (2013) 

suggested this tension could damage the superintendent’s and school board’s working 

relationship. A failure to collaborate between superintendents and the school board can 

also preclude the ability to lead and build relationships with stakeholders and the 

community (Fusarelli, 2006). 

How the Superintendent Engages With Stakeholders and Community 

Involving and launching training programs for public stakeholders can contribute 

to a school district’s growth. Poynton et al. (2018) conducted a hybrid study in four 

Colorado school districts and one Illinois district focused on stakeholders and 

superintendent engagement. The findings showed that the parents who participated in 

training programs increased their involvement and trust in the school district 

administration. Superintendents must bring the community together to create strategic 

solutions to strengthen the school system and improve the community. Usually, 

educational leaders and administrators avoid the public and depend on expertise and 

counselors to finalize their decision-making. Many educational leaders and 

superintendents believe that nonexpert stakeholders lack the qualifications to address 
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complicated educational issues; thus, many superintendents determine what students and 

staff need based only on their knowledge (Gurke, 2008). 

Yankelovich and Friedman (2010) indicated that shareholders could significantly 

contribute to complex issues when given the opportunity and resources. Engaging public 

participation enables superintendents and community members to collaborate to solve 

problems within their school districts and increase student academic achievement 

(Gudowsky & Bechtold, 2013). For instance, Bryk and Schneider (2002) reported an 

increase in student academic performance in elementary schools with partnerships with 

parents and stakeholders.  

Stakeholders have an essential role in public school districts because they help 

with issues and conflicts, such as standardized testing, students’ rights, bullying, 

instruction, etc. (Poynton et al., 2018). Controversial issues can result in tensions and 

incompatible values between a school district and its community. Nevertheless, the 

tension can also be a way to bring together parents, interest groups, businesspersons, 

nonprofit organizations, educational foundations, and school district administrators to 

produce innovative solutions and trust. 

Gurke (2008) claimed that stakeholders could make significant problem-solving 

contributions when provided with the data and necessary tools. Hence, school district 

administrators and boards can engage citizens by expanding public training programs 

(Gudowsky & Bechtold, 2013). Stakeholder participation in the school district correlates 

with increased trust and student achievement (Langsdorf, 2003). 

School district administrators encounter various challenges when organizing 

stakeholder meetings or group discussions. Past educators and administrators might not 
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have been exemplary leaders when “advocating for better public participation” (Poynton 

et al., 2018, p. 267). However, Daly and Finnigan (2012) advised superintendents to 

engage in “shared decision making” (p. 500), building public engagement by involving 

stakeholders in decision-making and organizational business. 

Involving parents and community members requires resources and skills. 

Consequently, school district administrators must act as facilitators of public involvement 

(Feldman & Khademian, 2007). Therefore, administrators must develop professional 

skills such as relationship skills, communication skills, and conflict resolution skills for 

problem-solving and decision-making processes (Fischer, 2009).  

The primary purposes of collaboration between school district administrators and 

the community are to build trust and increase community participation. School district 

administrators establish public participation for two strategic reasons: to provide some 

information regarding district operations and to establish social relations between 

stakeholders and district administrators. Communities are more willing to get involved in 

school district affairs when they have practical knowledge and district engagement. Some 

business stakeholders offer assistance with school finances, curricula, governance, state 

and federal legislation, innovation, and security (Poynton et al., 2018). 

School district administrators can collaborate with the community to promote 

high academic performance and community growth (Poynton et al., 2018). Efficacious 

communication between superintendents and the community is a way to initiate growth 

and strengthen existing relationships and policies (Forsyth et al., 2011). Collaborating 

with the community is a way to implement policies beneficial to individuals from diverse 
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ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. Enacting policies for advanced curriculum and 

equitable opportunities (Oakley et al., 2017) is necessary for every child and family. 

Superintendents should take the lead in initiating advanced planning and 

mobilizing resources to improve school performance. Mobilizing social services, retired 

educators, youth organizations, business groups, and fraternal organizations that show an 

interest in education is a way to improve the students’ and young people’s lives within 

the community (Price, 2008). Building trusting relationships with the community requires 

school and community leaders to cooperate with the public, which can significantly 

influence the school’s activities (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). Parents involved in school 

and community leadership are role models for their children and other parents. 

Decision-Making Process of Leaders Based on Age 

Numerous studies have focused on the environment’s impact on a decision-

maker’s performance. Theories of decision-making suggest that various decision-makers 

have different capacities for carrying out decision-making activities (Taylor, 1975). Age 

also has a role in a decision-maker’s information-processing abilities. Age can also have 

a substantial influence on decision-making processes and decision quality. Taylor (1975) 

indicated that older decision-makers are far more susceptible to the negative 

consequences of information overload. This finding emerged from studies of older people 

who were no longer employed; therefore, the implications for managerial decision-

depend on the degree to which the impairments occurred within the typical managerial 

age range. Taylor also found that age significantly correlated with experience in 

personnel decision-making and years of managing—an understandable finding since the 

older managers frequently had more management experience and opportunities to make 
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personnel decisions. However, age and management level did not correspond in this 

group. 

Taylor (1975) found that the ability to integrate information for precise decision-

making had an inverse connection with age. Age was associated with the propensity to 

seek out more information, deliberate more thoroughly, and take longer to make 

decisions. Therefore, the findings showed no evidence that older decision-makers 

satisfied their information search or absorbed information more slowly. Although age 

was associated with differences in information processing and decision-making skills, 

Taylor found it difficult to explain why age did not affect decision-making in terms of 

developing a compensating method to deal with information overload. Instead, the older 

individuals appeared to seek out and quickly and accurately assimilate information 

actively. 

Kirchner (1958) hypothesized that relatively poor decision-making performance 

could have resulted from inefficient information organization. The older managers also 

indicated having little faith in their decisions. Overall, Taylor (1975) found that younger 

age had a more significant influence on decision-making performance than older age. 

Sedek et al. (2022) examined motivational factors and individual differences in 

complex decision-making and judgment related to age. The authors conducted a literature 

review focused on changes in cognition and motivation in complex decision-making. 

Findings of the study showed that on a relationship existed between the items, intellectual 

helplessness, information and communication technologies, and age. 

The decision-making research on younger adults might not apply to older 

individuals (Strough et al., 2011 ). Thus, expanding the research on age could show how 
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age-related changes in emotion and cognition affect decision-making processes. 

Researchers have traditionally prioritized the cognitive and deliberative aspects of 

decision-making. Currently, there is an increasing theoretical and empirical interest in 

how emotions and age influence decision-making. 

Comparison Between Large and Small-Medium School District Administrative 

Roles 

Superintendents at small and large school districts face diverse challenges 

regarding staffing, demographic changes, and financial and political pressures 

(Henderson, 2016). However, there has been little to no research on the challenges related 

to superintendent leadership roles. Similarly, Hentschke et al. (2009) found that the 

superintendents of small districts faced greater pressure that caused them to exit their 

roles earlier. The pressure mainly resulted from expectations that the superintendent 

would participate in everything within the community.  

Leadership roles in small-medium school districts tend to be more demanding. 

These districts lack middle management to support school district administrators; 

therefore, the administrators carry out all the responsibilities (Wood et al., 2013). A small 

district administrator’s obligations might include developing a district’s comprehensive 

plan, directing the human resources department, and drafting and implementing 

policies—challenging and unappealing tasks, especially when a superintendent must 

work with limited resources and a reluctant community (Palladino et al., 2007). 

In contrast, the superintendents of large school districts often receive diverse 

administrative support (Lamkin, 2006) that their rural counterparts do not have. 

Nevertheless, superintendents of large school districts face unique challenges. Political 
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pressure affects superintendents of both large and small school districts. Politics are an 

important variable in the hiring process and the financial benefits of small-medium and 

large school districts (Fuller et al., 2003). 

A limited budget can pose a barrier to hiring more teachers and employees. 

Funding is a key concern in smaller districts because student enrollment is the criterion 

for school funding (Bolla, 2010). Thus, managing financial resources in small districts 

can be a challenge. 

When administering a school system, superintendents of large school districts 

frequently focus on the business side rather than the educational aspect. Superintendents 

of large districts often prioritize community relations over instructional activities. In 

contrast, small-medium school district superintendents tend to focus on internally 

managing and directing community affairs.  

Large school districts often face high dropout rates, absenteeism, and low 

standardized test achievement scores. Large school districts also tend to have more varied 

school demographics when compared to smaller school districts. Hence, issues associated 

with the achievement gap across races and socioeconomic statuses often cause many 

students to fall below the required standards (Bolla, 2010). 

Fuller et al. (2003) observed that superintendents of large school districts do not 

have control over their own agenda. Instead, they endure interference from the demands 

and policies of other groups, including school boards, teachers’ unions, and community 

members. Finally, large school district administrators face the obstacle of physical 

presence at every school facility. Large school districts have school sites dispersed 

throughout the district, and superintendents cannot be everywhere at once. As a result, the 
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superintendents of large school districts tend to rely heavily on subordinates to run daily 

school operations. Additionally, large school districts have a greater need for financial 

resources for each site, leaving fewer funds available for educational purposes (Bolla, 

2010). Despite the diverse challenges, superintendents must maintain positive and 

understanding working relationships with school board members (Wolf, 1988) and their 

communities. 

How Superintendents Make Financial Decisions 

Scholars of corporate finance, such as Modigliani and Miller (1958), have 

examined how leaders make capital structure decisions (e.g., Myers, 1984). Modigliani 

and Miller (1958), have also sought to understand the financial contracting theory, which 

suggests that some characteristics, including risk and investment opportunities, can affect 

financial decisions and contract costs. Further, costs can impact how leaders decide 

between forms of finance, including debt and equity, and fixed-claim finance, such as 

debts and leasing (Beattie et al. 2006). Most scholars of capital structures have 

approached organizational behaviors from a broad consensus perspective. However, 

researchers have yet to identify the diverse behaviors of adopting various capital structure 

policies and the outcomes of finance decision-making. 

The capital structure theory indicates that organizational leaders weigh the tax 

shield benefits of debt as more advantageous than debt-related bankruptcy cost (Myers, 

1984). The complex approach includes multidimensional analysis. According to Simon 

(1956), not every factor merits consideration under the capital structure decision process, 

the outcomes of which reflect organizations’ slow adaption to changes in their 

environments (Hannan & Freeman, 1984). Crisis decisions are more likely to result from 
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diverse complex processes, but the capital structure theory does not address these 

complexities.  

Educational funding has been a topic of discussion among taxpayers for many 

years. Taxpayers often believe that schools receive enough funding and do not require 

additional monies for educational expenditures. However, school district administrators 

and principals report receiving insufficient educational funds for school programs. 

Decreased school funding causes distress to the leaders of school districts constantly 

fighting to receive extra funds. 

The economic theory indicates that education is an essential element of the 

production function. Diverse empirical studies have shown the positive returns that 

education provides society related to advanced productivity and wages in professional 

fields (Angrist & Krueger, 1991); however, there are diverse restrictions in budgeting and 

funding. Superintendents develop their financial decision-making processes by 

establishing a limited number of priority goals and involving community members and 

staff. 

Countless factors, including student safety and academic attainments, are ongoing 

imperatives that superintendents must address when establishing financial priorities.  

Burnett (1998) noted that public school leaders spend each dollar assigned to them 

instead of saving money for future use.  

Public school leaders use budget committees, advisory committees, and numerous 

procedures to determine expenditure allocations. Unfortunately, many superintendents 

lack specific budgetary model references and have insufficient college preparation to 
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manage multimillion-dollar budgets. The difficulties they face vary based on budgetary 

circumstance (Burnett, 1998). 

In 2005, Dick Maxwell, Executive Director of the Buckeye Association of School 

Administrators, proposed that superintendents consider the following: 

Legal issues, personnel benefits, distance learning opportunities, professional 

development, student/teacher ratio, extra-curricular activities, food service, 

transportation, the needs of the community, use of technology, administrators, 

purchases of academic materials and all the factors that impact students’ 

achievement. (Personal communication, January 10, 2005) 

Dlott (2006) stated that a superintendent’s primary role is to manage all district financial 

matters, even when facing financial situations out of their control. If a superintendent 

makes errors, the school board and community will lose faith in how effectively the 

superintendent can run the district. 

Researchers such as Sharp and Walter (1997) have identified a need for districts, 

even small-medium ones, to hire corporate managers to assist superintendents with their 

highly demanding roles. Superintendents in small-medium school districts might also 

serve as corporate managers because district leaders cannot afford to employ both. 

Regardless of district size, the individual responsible for a district’s financial activities 

has significant accountability. The individual who handles a district’s financial activities 

must deal with personnel costs, benefits, liquidations, partnerships, labor contracts, and 

the costs of raw materials (Sharp & Walter, 1997).  

According to Texas Education Code, Chapter 31 Sec. 31.0215 (b) (2019), 

beginning on or after September 1, 2023, during any state fiscal biennium school districts 
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may request not exceeding 75% of the total amount funding budget to fund instructional 

materials and technology allotment under Section 31.0211. Public school leaders might 

allot only 3–5% of the budget to fixed costs, including utilities, supplies, and other 

mandatory costs, and use the remaining funds for discretionary expenditures (Stabile, 

2003). Public schools lose funds, students, or employees to competitors (private and 

charter schools) at high rates due to changes in the economy. School leaders have 

advocated for legislators to increase school funding due to the challenges of a constantly 

changing economy and financial budgeting. 

Superintendents and Financial Accountability 

Diverse school districts in the United States have struggled to keep up with their 

expenditures while balancing revenue. Consequently, school district leaders often focus 

on developing educational programs and services based on their financial constrictions. 

According to the 21st Century School Fund, school district leaders spend less than $46 

billion yearly on school maintenance than on promoting a healthy academic environment 

(Richmond, 2019). Many school district leaders face constant financial pressure or 

tremendous borrowing costs. There are several reasons for this financial crisis. For 

instance, Justin Marlowe, a professor at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 

explained that strong competition with charter schools and tight state financial budgets 

have adversely affected district schools financially (Shepardson & Chambers, 2013). 

School districts’ survival requires district leaders to focus on improving their 

educational visions and missions to obtain high student performance. District leaders 

must also strive to develop systems to support their facilities, staffing, nutrition services, 
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transportation services, budgets, financial accountability, and operations based on rules 

and regulations (Argon, 2007).  

Most school district leaders struggle with building and financially supporting the 

needs of 21st-century schools that align with their missions and have successful facilities 

and academic programs. According to TEA (2019b) guidelines for developing stable 

financial systems, school district leaders must use a standardized financial accounting and 

reporting system to fairly disclose their funds and financial operations with acceptable 

accounting principles. Further, school district leaders should use financial accountability 

and reporting system to comply with the legal and contractual requirements. Fund use 

should follow defined objectives in accordance with laws and regulations.  

According to the Governmental Accounting Standards Board Codification Section 

1300, a fund is  

A fiscal and accounting entity with a self-balancing set of accounts recording cash 

and other financial resources, together with all related liabilities and residual 

equities or balances, and changes therein, which are segregated for the purpose of 

carrying on specific activities or attaining certain objectives in accordance with 

special regulations, restrictions, or limitations. 

The assignment of funds and assets to school districts is based on objectives and legal 

necessities. Therefore, district leaders must balance their debits and credits according to 

the accounting system for each fund. District financial records and operations must align 

with statutory and federal regulatory requirements (TEA, 2019a). 
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Chapter 44, Subchapter A of the TEA Financial Accountability and Reporting 

System (1995) presents the state requirements for the fiscal management and financial 

reports of Texas school districts. These requirements include: 

• §44.0011 Establishing the fiscal year for school districts. 

• §44.0002 Guiding school districts in preparing a budget for every fiscal year. 

• §44.0005 Filing financial records according to the TEA standards. 

• §44.06 Prohibiting altering the budget and spending public funds before the 

budget is adopted.  

• §44.0007 Implementing a standardized accounting system. 

• §44.0008 Filing an annual audit report with the TEA. 

School District Administrators’ Approach to Past Economic Hardships 

Economic crises have affected most industries and the stability of the nation’s 

educational system. An American Association of School Administrators (2008) survey 

found that about 67% of superintendents from 836 U.S. school districts admitted to 

having inadequately funded academic programs due to economic crises. Further, 

approximately 74% of school district superintendents across the country released some of 

their staff. 

In 2009 and 2010, 93 school principals across the Midwest metropolitan region 

and 100 superintendents from four states participated in a survey on the economic 

downturn’s impact on their roles as school leaders (Ginsberg & Multon, 2011). On a 

scale of 1–10, the principals and superintendents reported scores as low as 3.17 and 3.62, 

respectively, for personal time and 5.77 and 5.96, respectively, for work satisfaction. The 

principals reported dealing with some concerns more than superintendents due to budget 
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cuts; these were relational struggles with employees, job satisfaction, and work settings. 

At the same time, the superintendents faced the challenges of leadership roles, the 

implementation of innovative systems, relationships with faculties and staff, and the 

services offered to communities. Despite the challenges, Ginsberg and Multon (2011) 

found that although the school district administrators encountered ongoing difficulties 

related to their personal lives, physical health, and innovative reforms, they continued to 

support faculty and staff morally. Other challenges encountered by the superintendents 

included political or legislative limitations, funding, the diverse demographic and 

socioeconomic status of students, a lack of qualified professionals, and the provision of 

high-quality instructional and academic materials for students.  

Lawmakers sought to improve and reform public schools by implementing new 

testing standards and regulations to increase students’ academic achievement (Goodman 

& Zimmerman, 2000). However, they did not consider that school district leadership and 

governance are significant concerns in the public school system. High-performing 

organizations require school district administrators to build a paradigm to sustain and 

motivate teamwork (Leithwood et al., 1993). In addition to these strategies, school 

district administrators must constantly respond to challenges to stay viable (Bennis & 

Nanus, 1985).  

Carter and Cunningham (1997) affirmed that superintendent turnover results 

mainly from the position’s challenges. Superintendents need long-term tenure to bring 

about positive organizational change. Effective change can occur when school district 

administrators operate in a state of stability and positive influence.  
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Changes occur constantly and rapidly. Unfortunately, school leaders have had a 

slow response to these changes as they continue to operate with the bureaucratic 

management model developed in the late 1900s by Max Weber. According to the model, 

interactions between employees and top management occur in a traditional autocratic 

approach (Bass & Avolio, 1994). 

Research into superintendents’ impact on education is limited (Bridges, 1982); 

therefore, the role’s impact remains unknown. Glass (2000) highlighted that scholars 

have not adequately measured the influence of superintendents on their school districts 

due to a lack of extensive research on the subject. School administrators also face the 

additional pressure of improving the academic performance and equality of students from 

diverse backgrounds. Superintendents’ leadership role remains in crisis due to teacher 

and principal workforce shortages, inadequate funding, and declining facilities at public 

schools (Trevino et al., 2008). The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these concerns. 

Superintendents and lawmakers strive to balance all groups’ needs and demands 

while providing programs for student improvement. The U.S. Department of Education 

(2003) found that political and governance issues were not the most significant challenge 

superintendents faced; instead, they struggled to obtain adequate funding and highly 

qualified personnel. Lastly, according to Gallup  Organization (2018), despite enthusiasm 

about their districts, many school superintendents remain uncertain about the future of K–

12 education due to the challenges of employing and retaining highly qualified teachers 

and dealing with declining budgets. Legislators must ensure a better future for students 

by developing policies to engage diverse cultures. 
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School Districts Administrators’ Approach to the COVID-19 Pandemic 

The COVID-19 pandemic presented new threats to school administrators and 

leaders in addition to the unsolved, remaining operational difficulties. The combination 

of old and new threats created additional complications for many school environments 

and difficult tasks for school administrators and leaders (Bogdanova, 2020). The 

pandemic was an unpredictable threat to school administrators and leaders worldwide, 

indicating the need to strategize for future catastrophes. Changes in the educational sector 

provided additional value for student experiences in a short period via face-to-face 

learning, distance learning, and hybrid lectures. According to Bogdanova (2020), these 

changes led to a framework for improving the educational environment and an innovative 

form of knowledge and collaboration between schools and businesses. The new approach 

to solving educational crises resulted in a demand for the higher competency of school 

administrators and leaders and partnerships with organizations to address the needs and 

demands of students and staff.  

Stoller (2021) conducted a strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 

(SWOT) analysis on the pandemic’s disruptive effects on health care organizations, 

individuals, and the educational sector. The study showed that as “disruptive as the 

pandemic has been” (p. 1), it also presented many research opportunities. From a clinical 

perspective, some of the pandemic’s beneficial products included innovation and a 

rapidly gained understanding of complex ventilation. Educational administrators, leaders, 

and staff also learned to rapidly transition from traditional teaching to virtual instruction 

during the pandemic. Despite the disadvantages of reduced educational mobility, 

isolation, fewer practicalities, and fewer celebratory events such as graduations, the 
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school environment benefited from innovative distance learning strategies, improved 

online teaching practices, increased online job opportunities, and an obligation to act 

honorably.  

The COVID-19 pandemic produced the need for innovative education, creative 

practices, and new talents. The pandemic was also an opportunity for educators and 

school administrators to develop organizational resources to face future threats. Although 

the pandemic suggested the irrelevance of physical school resources, such as libraries, 

classrooms, and halls, it indicated the need to rethink the reallocation of spaces at 

institutions for other opportunities and protect the resources necessary for educational 

and administrative use (Stoller, 2020).  

Short- and Long-Term Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic 

During the pandemic, the members of public school systems and communities 

united to feed children and families who previously relied on school meal programs. 

Some district administrators organized meal deliveries to students’ homes or set up grab-

and-go meals at central locations in their districts (Starr, 2020). In some school districts, 

administrators collaborated with organizations such as local food banks, mental health 

clinics, and homeless shelters to provide social services to students and families in every 

neighborhood. The collaboration between district administrators and local organizations 

succeeded based on school district leaders’ and communities’ long-standing engagement 

in helping families in need (Starr, 2020). Solutions for addressing the pandemic should 

include constantly encouraging and reaffirming organizational purposes to encourage 

individuals (Groysberg & Abrahams, 2020). 
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Despite their work to provide for students’ health and safety, superintendents 

must acknowledge the long-term health crises and economic damages caused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Legislators and administrators must consider the pandemic’s 

impact when designing future education structures. There is a need to structure school 

system budgets, healthy school environments, and educational resources to address short- 

and long-term challenges (Starr, 2020). 

Planning for long-term projects requires considering cost-saving opportunities, 

such as virtual classes, potential financial difficulties that could result in layoffs, and 

maintaining community engagement. The American Association of School 

Administrators (2020) presented short-term and long-term solutions for reopening 

schools: 

• Address short-term and long-term physical, psychological, social, and 

emotional needs: School district administrators must consider the 

psychological, social, financial, and emotional needs of students, families, and 

staff in their decision-making. Administrators must develop solutions to foster 

the safety and emotional well-being of all members. 

• Budget and fiscal management issues: School district administrators must 

anticipate financial difficulties and shortfalls and reallocate the budget for 

health and sanitation supplies.  

• Human resources management and practices: Administrators must restructure 

salaries and work contracts for health, economic, or family obligations. 

• Solutions for trauma impact: School district superintendents should organize 

professional development programs to inform staff of the various forms of 
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trauma that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic to ensure a safe space 

for all groups. 

• Create a new paradigm for public education: Superintendents must reinforce a 

new system to transform schools and the educational system and eliminate 

inequities among cultural and social groups. 

• Ensure equitable access to technology for virtual learning: All students must 

have access to the internet and related hardware for virtual learning. The 

American Association of School Administrators donated $4 billion to the 

Federal Communications Commission’s Schools and Libraries Program 

through the E-Rate program to provide students with internet connection 

during the pandemic. 

Leadership Practices During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

During the pandemic, school district administrators practiced diverse leadership 

styles to support teachers and other school personnel. This section presents two styles: 

talent-centered education leadership (TCEL; Tran, Hardie, & Cunningham, 2020) and 

distributed, collaborative, and networked leadership (Harris, 2020). The school district 

administrators used the two styles during the pandemic to identify, acknowledge, and 

prioritize staff, teacher, and principal needs. 

The TCEL Strategy. Tran, Hardie, and Cunningham, (2020) designed the TCEL 

method to empathize with employees and meet their needs. TCEL indicates that school 

district administrators should put their employees first by supporting teachers and other 

school workers to focus on students’ needs. Prioritizing employees does not suggest that 

school officials should make students a lower priority when making decisions; instead, it 
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indicates that all stakeholders should get involved in superintendents’ decision-making. 

Examples of support are transparency in decision-making, instructional materials, 

professional development, advocacy, and effective communication. For instance, during 

the pandemic, Superintendent Albert of Sheffield School District met with all principals 

to provide a framework for handling the pandemic. After the district meeting, the 

principals conducted a school-level meeting to solicit teachers’ feedback on the district’s 

plan for transitioning from in-person to virtual classrooms.  

The leaders displayed TCEL by recognizing the teachers’ contributions and 

honoring their knowledge through various channels, including teacher surveys of how 

long teachers should spend online with students per week (Tran et al., 2020). The leaders 

integrated the feedback into district office guidelines. The superintendent also shaped the 

organization’s response to the pandemic by conducting faculty advisory council meetings 

and question-and-answer sessions with teacher representatives from each school and 

grade level. Further, the superintendent showed appreciation for teachers by inviting 

them to participate in the pandemic-response process. The district leader recognized that 

active teacher involvement was a way to retain better instructors and prepare the district 

for the crisis. 

Distributed, Collaborative, and Networked Leadership. Distributed leadership 

focuses on leadership relationships rather than acts and addresses that all leaders, not only 

school leaders, face changing realities. Distributed leadership indicates the need to 

mobilize people to lead by engaging in communal participation and action rather than 

controlling people and resources (Harris, 2020). This leadership style is a way to shift the 

focus from leaders’ actions toward their relationships with others for shared engagement 
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and practice. School district administrators should focus their leadership practices on 

engaging others in a shared and collective relationship. The COVID-19 pandemic caused 

a fundamental transformation in the leadership practices of school district administrators, 

showing the need for collaborative partnerships in the educational system. 

Summary of Literature Review 

This literature review presented research on how school district superintendents 

make decisions during crises, notably the COVID-19 pandemic. This study contributed to 

the previous research by focusing on the self-reported leadership practices of school 

district superintendents. Current and future school district superintendents constantly seek 

new approaches to make strategic decisions, which might come from this study. The 

literature review of crisis management presented basic guidelines for school district 

superintendents when making decisions during crises. Changes in the global economy are 

significant factors in school districts’ economic hardships.  

This chapter focused on research on leadership practices, particularly the planning 

and preparation processes during crises. There was a discussion of research on the ethical 

decision-making processes of leaders in the school environment. Additionally, the 

chapter presented crisis management and the C-LEAD scale for risk assessment. Further, 

Chapter II indicated how superintendents at large, medium, and small districts collaborate 

with school boards, stakeholders, and communities when making decisions. Also 

presented were the financial decision processes of school district superintendents and the 

challenges that superintendents encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

A superintendent’s relationship with the staff, community, and school board can 

positively impact the decision-making process of an organization during a crisis. 
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Therefore, school district superintendents should receive training on implementing crisis 

management and self-observation tools to plan for and address a crisis. Superintendents 

face numerous challenges, such as school board relations, goal-setting, and managerial 

and accountability issues, necessitating training to address multiple and complex issues 

during unpredictable events. Lastly, school district superintendents must collaborate with 

experts who can help them overcome risks and uncertainties. Superintendents need the 

support of every entity and organization within their districts to obtain successful 

outcomes. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presented the methodology used to test this study’s research 

questions. The study had the following research questions:  

RQ1: What was the crisis leader efficacy and ability of (small, medium, and 

large) school district administrators to assess and make decisions during the COVID-19 

pandemic?   

RQ2: Did small-medium and large district administrators self-report different 

leadership practices during the COVID-19 pandemic?  

RQ3: Was there a correlation between the age of the superintendent and the 

leadership practices of the superintendent examined?  

RQ4: Was there a correlation between the size of a school district and the 

decision-making process of the superintendent? 

This quantitative study addressed the primary circumstantial factors in school 

leaders’ decision-making process during the COVID-19 pandemic. The C-LEAD scale 

was the instrument used to elicit the participants’ leadership practices and promptness 

with decision-making during the crisis. Additionally, the LPI by Kouzes and Posner 

served to measure the administrators’ leadership styles and attributes. Chapter III 

addresses the study’s participant selection, instrumentation, data collection, and data 

analysis.  

Selection of Participants 

The study’s target population consisted of male and female superintendents of 

large (more than 5,000 students) districts, medium (fewer than 5,000 students), and small 
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(fewer than 1,200 students) districts from diverse ethnic backgrounds in Texas. As of 

August 2014, the Texas Education Agency (2022a), affirms that Texas oversees 

approximately 1,247 public school districts. The TEA Ask TED (Texas Educational 

Directory) provides a guide and email information for Texas public schools, including a 

list of the school district superintendents. The study included superintendents who led 

school districts between 2019 and 2020, as the research focused on school district 

superintendents who performed during the pandemic. Further identification of the 

superintendents occurred based on district name, which resulted in a target pool of 1,020 

superintendents.  

Instrumentation 

C-LEAD 

The C-LEAD scale is a standardized nine-item measure of leaders’ self-efficacy 

in assessing information and making decisions during a crisis. Hadley et al. (2011) 

developed the instrument to predict leaders’ self-efficacy. The authors found the tool 

more efficient than the Crisis Leadership Efficacy scale developed by Samuel et al. 

(2015). 

The C-LEAD focuses on two critical leadership behaviors: the capability to 

evaluate critical information and the capacity to make decisions under crisis. The 

instrument has a Likert rating scale, from 1 (at all times) to 7 (never). However, this 

study included a Likert scale that ranged from 1 (almost always) to 5 (almost never). The 

computation of the participants’ responses included frequency counts, means scores, a 

summated mean score, and the summated total scores. Multiple response computations 

occurred for a total summated score and a mean summated score. Cross-tabulation of the 
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responses with the independent variables occurred for the most commonly selected 

responses. 

LPI 

The LPI is an instrument used in diverse organizations to measure leadership 

behaviors in organizations during crises (Kouzes & Posner, 1995). The scale consists of 

30 individual observation questions for self-evaluation with psychometric properties 

aligned with the five practices of exemplary leadership presented in Chapter II. In 

addition, the LPI 360+ includes both an individual and external evaluation. This study 

included the LPI as a self-assessment tool for participants to obtain a perspective about 

their leadership styles and how they could improve how they Model the way, Inspire a 

Shared vision, Challenge the process, Enable others to act, and Encourage the heart 

(Kouzes & Posner, 1995) for future crises.  

Responses measurement was on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1= almost never, 2 

= seldom, 3 = occasionally, 4 = usually, and 5 = almost always. The scores were added 

together to obtain a leadership composite variable. A higher score on the leadership 

composite variable indicates greater self-assessed leadership skills in a crisis. Further, a 

cross-tabulation occurred between the score and the school districts. The results showed 

the most-used leadership practices in the various school districts. 

The Test for Reliability and Validity 

Posner (2016) defined reliability as consistency or repeatability, meaning that 

every instrument of analysis should provide the same result each time. A reliable 

instrument above 0.60 is good, and above 0.80 is very strong. The C-LEAD scale and 

LPI had strong Cronbach’s alpha coefficients greater than the criterion, as shown in 
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Appendix D and E. Previous scholars have used Cronbach’s alpha reliability to measure 

the C-LEAD scale, finding scores between 0.81 and 0.88 (Hadley et al., 2011). Samuel et 

al. (2015) also affirmed a Cronbach’s alpha reliability of 0.917.  

The C-LEAD scale and the LPI are reliable measures of leaders’ performance and 

attitudes, especially during crises. The C-LEAD scale is a more accurate predictor of 

results than other leadership tools (Hadley et al., 2011; see Appendix D). Similarly, the 

validity and reliability conducted by Kouzes and Posner (2003) resulted in the following 

Cronbach’s coefficient alpha results: challenging the process (.86), inspiring a shared 

vision (.91), enabling others to act (.86), modeling the way (.84), and encouraging the 

heart (.91). Internal reliability for the LPI conducted by Posner (2016) resulted in the 

Cronbach’s coefficient alpha results shown in Appendix E. 

Data Collection 

The research study occurred with the C-LEAD scale and the LPI of Kouzes and 

Posner. The two surveys were a means of obtaining more information for the 

conclusions. Quantitative data collection was a means to examine the factors in the 

participants’ decision-making process during the COVID-19 pandemic. The Houston 

Baptist University (HBU) Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the study, 

including the use of human participants (see Appendix I), before participant recruitment.  

The data collection took approximately 60 days. Of approximately the 800 

superintendents in Texas who received invitations via email, 60 school district 

administrators responded. A random stratified sampling method was the approach used to 

select the school districts. The participants were male and female superintendents 

between 25 and 80 who led school districts during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
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potential participants received invitations to participate and the questionnaires via email 

and had 60 days to respond to the invitation. Data collection occurred in three phases. 

First, approximately 100 or more superintendents received emails each week. The second 

phase was a telephone follow-up, and the third step entailed reevaluating the strategy 

from Phases 1 and 2. 

Ethical practices for this study included not providing the participants‘ identities 

if they did not grant permission. The participants received a consent form (see Appendix 

H) in the survey indicating the voluntary nature of participation and the right to withdraw 

at any time or refuse to answer any question they found invasive (see Lunenburg & Irby, 

2008). Additionally, in the consent form, the participants responded to questions based on 

their actions during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The survey contained three sections. The first section was the C-LEAD scale, 

which required approximately 5 minutes to complete. The survey’s purpose was to gain 

insight into the participants’ perceptions of crisis management and the factors in their 

decision-making during the pandemic. The second section was a self-examination 

questionnaire of leadership practices. The last section included six demographic items on 

the participants’ race, age, educational background, crisis management training, and 

number of years as superintendents. Only the participants who led school districts from 

2019–2021 completed the self-evaluation questions. 

Data Analysis 

This study had a quantitative method of data collection and data analysis.  
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Quantitative Method 

The quantitative study included nine items from the C-LEAD scale (see Appendix 

A) and 16 of 30 items from the LPI due to the limited time. The 16 statements included 

three items from the Model the Way category, two from Inspire a Shared Vision, five 

from Challenge the Process, four from Enable Others to Act, and two from Encourage the 

Heart. The selected items best addressed the study‘s topic (see Appendix B).  

The participants’ survey responses and demographic data were input into SPSS 

and rated on a scale from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always) to obtain a mean for each 

group. Statistical analyses occurred to affirm the validity of the agency and crisis decision 

theories. A breakdown of participants’ demographic and school district size followed 

using descriptive statistics. Items underwent examination by calculating the mean of the 

participants’ responses to the six-item questionnaires. One-way analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) was a means to compare the significance of the means of the large, medium, 

and small school districts. Finally, there was a Pearson correlation computed to determine 

correlation strength. 

The level of significance for the ANOVA was p = 0.5. The total variance of the 

school districts underwent examination for age (25–40, 41–55, 55–80) and school district 

size (large, medium, and small). The expected value for the samples is the difference 

between the group means. The participants underwent examination according to the 

qualities significant to the study’s purpose. The composition of one group did not impact 

the other because there were independent observations of both groups. 

The survey’s second section consisted of 16 LPI questions on the participants’ 

leadership skills. The C-LEAD scale responses were itemized into preparedness, role-
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taking, and divergent thinking (Hadley et al., 2011). Grouping the LPI responses was on 

the factors of Model the Way, Inspire a Shared Vision, Challenge the Process, Enable 

Others to Act, and Encourage the Heart (Kouzes & Posner, 2003). Lastly, the participants 

answered six demographic questions on their age, educational level, crisis decision 

experiences, leadership training, and the number of years as superintendents. This study’s 

purpose was to obtain information about how the participants made decisions that 

affected their school district campuses during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Data Storage 

This study followed HBU data storage guidelines. The data collected in this study 

were used for dissertation purposes, and if necessary, the data could be used for future 

research. The HBU guideline was the 3-2-1 rule: (a) three password-protected copies of 

the data, (b) two copies with two storage options (one copy on my personal laptop and 

one copy on a USB drive at personal residence), and (c) one copy kept at HBU’s Center 

for Research and Doctoral Studies. Therefore, the principal investigator will keep two 

copies of the data for 2 years at her home. The Center for Research and Doctoral Studies 

also received a copy. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the study’s methodology and purpose. The participants 

were a stratified random sample of public-school superintendents in Texas. Next, the 

chapter presented the approach used to email a targeted pool of 1,020 participants. There 

were discussions of the test for instrument validity and reliability and the procedure for 

data collection. Finally, the data analysis section presented the means used to evaluate 

and compare the responses. Chapter IV includes the results of data analysis. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The study’s goal was to examine school district administrators’ leadership skills 

during the COVID-19 pandemic with the C-LEAD and Kouzes and Posner’s LPI. This 

study consisted of comparing the online survey responses of 60 large, medium, and small 

district superintendents in Texas. Chapter IV presents the data analysis outcomes for the 

four research questions, including the descriptive statistics for the mean comparison and 

one-way ANOVA of the dependent and independent variables. Sixty participants 

participated in the study to 

• Examine crisis leader efficacy and performance practices during the COVID-

19 pandemic. 

• Examine self-reported leadership practices during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Examine the correlation between superintendent age and leadership practices. 

• Investigate the correlation between school district size and the decision-

making process of a superintendent. 

The chapter comprises four sections to address the research questions: 

demographic variables, C-LEAD score descriptive statistics, LPI descriptive statistics, 

and inferential statistics. The study’s results are presented in relation to the demographic 

questions and the research topic. 

Demographic Variables 

The demographic information presents the participants’ relevant characteristics. 

This school district size variable was as defined by TEA: large (more than 5,000 

students), medium (fewer than 5,000 students), and small (fewer than 1,200 students). 
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The demographic data included the participants’ age, school district size, educational 

level, years as a superintendent, crisis leadership training, and previous crisis decision-

making experience in education. Table 1 shows the frequency count for the selected 

demographic variables. The study included superintendents (N = 60) from large (5%), 

medium (28.3%), and small (66.7%) school districts with the age ranges of 25–40 (1.7%), 

41–55 (60%), and 55–80 (38.3%)1. The participants had bachelor’s degrees (1.7%), 

master’s degrees (51.7%), and doctoral degrees (46.7%). The breakdown for years as a 

superintendent was 0–5 years (35%), 6–10 years (28.3%), 11–20 years (33.3%), and 20 

or more years (3.3%). 

Of the participants, 23.4% had not received any crisis management training, 1.7% 

had received some training as a result of having parents who were superintendents, 3.3% 

were former law enforcement or military veterans, 5% had received some training but did 

not specify the type, 1.7% received a school crisis management course for crisis training 

after 9/11, and 1.7% had received training during the pandemic. Most participants 

(61.5%) had received specific training, including Crisis Prevention Institute (CPI) 

training, restorative practices, FEMA and active shooting, National Incident Management 

System (NIMS) training, Texas School Safety Center training, standard response protocol 

and threat assessment, digital threat assessment, emergency operations planning, and 

school crisis management.  

 
1 Percentages and totals are based on participants’ responses. 
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Table 1 

Frequency Computations for Demographic Variables 

Categories n 
 Large Medium Small 

Educational level    
Bachelor’s 0 1 0 
Master’s 0 5 26 
Doctorate 3 11 14 

Age    
25-40 0 0 1 
41-55 3 9 24 
55-80 0 8 15 

How many years as a superintendent    
0-5 years 1 6 14 
6-10 years 0 4 13 
11-20 years 2 5 13 
20 years and above  0 2 0 

Crisis leadership trainings2    
Formal trainings offered onsite or outside 1 5 16 
Former law enforcement, military service 0 1 1 
Personal experience or training from a 

superintendent parent 
0 0 1 

Previous crisis decision-making experience in 
education 

   

During COVID-19 0 2 1 
Principal, assistant superintendent, etc. 2 5 18 
Crisis management trainings 0 1 0 
National threat 0 0 1 
None 0 3 3 
Missing data 1 6 17 

Overall score 3 17 40 

Note. N = 60 

 
2 Participant responses were grouped under three main themes; however, an unidentified 
category response indicated a crisis leadership training as Maxwell. 
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Descriptive Statistics C-LEAD  

The C-LEAD consisted of nine items sorted by the highest and lowest mean. The 

participants’ responses were rated on 5-point scale: 1 = almost never, 2 = seldom, 3 = 

occasionally,  4 = usually, and 5 = almost always. Sixty participants answered seven 

questions, and 59 participants answered two questions. The variable with the highest 

mean was, “I can modify my regular work activities instantly to respond to an urgent 

need” (M = 4.8, SD = .46). The variable with the lowest mean was, “I can estimate the 

potential deaths and injuries that may occur as the result of my decisions or 

recommendations at work” (M = 3.0, SD = 1.4; see Table 2). 

Table 3 shows the C-LEAD scores by three independent factors with the highest 

and lowest mean values (school size, age, and educational level). A low standard 

deviation indicates value dispersal over a broad range far from the mean, while a high 

standard deviation suggests values closer to the mean. The standard deviation reflected 

the discrepancies between the raw scores and the average distribution scores reported by 

the participants. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics C-LEAD Scale 

Scale item N Mean SD 
I can anticipate the political and interpersonal 

ramifications of my decisions and actions. 
60 4.1833 .65073 

I can summarize the key issues involved in a 
situation to others regardless of how much 
data I have. 

60 4.0167 .70089 

I can make decisions and recommendations 
even when I don’t have as much 
information as I would like both before and 
during Covid 19-pandemic. 

60 4.1500 .81978 

I can assess how the members of the general 
public are being impacted by my unit’s 
actions or inactions during times. 

60 4.0333 .75838 

I can determine which information is critical 
to relay to other units in advance of them 
requesting it. 

60 4.0500 .76856 

I can keep others abreast of my work 
activities without over-informing or under-
informing them. 

60 4.1333 .85304 

I can make decisions and recommendations 
even under extreme time pressure. 

59 4.5424 .62483 

I can estimate the potential deaths and injuries 
that may occur as the result of my decisions 
or recommendations at work. 

59 3.0339 1.35145 

I can modify my regular work activities 
instantly to respond to an urgent need. 

60 4.7667 .46456 



 

 

77 

Table 3 
 
Descriptive Statistics of C-LEAD Scores With Highest and Lowest Means by Selected 
Independent Variables 

Dependent variable Independent 
variables 

District size N Mean SD 

I can modify my regular work 
activities instantly to respond 
to an urgent need. 

District size Large 3 4.66 .57 
Medium 17 4.64 .49 

Small 40 4.82 .44 

Age 25-40 1 3.0 . 
41-55 36 4.7 .45 
56-80 23 4.91 .28 

Educational 
level 

Bachelor’s 1 5.0 . 
Master’s 31 4.77 .50 
Doctorate 28 4.75 .44 

I can estimate the potential 
deaths and injuries that may 
occur as the result of my 
decisions or recommendations 
at work. 

District size Large 3 3.0 1.73 
Medium 16 2.81 1.22 

Small 40 3.12 1.39 

Age 25-40 1 2.0 . 
41-55 36 2.91 1.47 
56-80 22 3.22 1.15 

Educational 
level 

Bachelor’s 1 2.0 . 
Master’s 31 3.19 1.35 
Doctorate 27 2.88 1.36 

 

 
Descriptive Statistics LPI scale 

Table 4 presents 16 of the 30 LPI items. The school district superintendents rated 

the frequency of their thoughts or engagement as leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic 

based on five metric points: 1 = almost never, 2 = seldom, 3 = occasionally, 4 = usually, 

5 = almost always. Examining the frequency counts for both the highest and lowest mean 

provided insight into the data in Tables 4 and 5. Of the participants, 75% reported they 
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were almost always clear about their philosophy of leadership (M = 4.75, SD = .44), 

whereas 30% claimed that they almost always experimented and took risks, even when 

there was a chance of failure (M = 3.88, SD = 0.98). 

Computation for the LPI mean score occurred for each subscale. The summated 

means scores shown in Table 6 differed from the mean summated LPI total scores3. In 

this table, Inspire a Shared Vision had the highest mean (M = 4.52, SD = .528) with two 

behavior statements, and Challenge the Process had the lowest mean (M = 4.24, SD = 

.567) with five behavior statements. 

 

 
3 Summated mean score for C-LEAD total score (M = 37, SD = 3.98)  
Summated mean score for LPI total score (M = 70, SD = 6.96) 
Model the way (M = 13, SD = 1.2), inspire a share vision (M = 9, SD = 1.1), challenge the 
process (M = 21, SD = 2.9), enabling others to act (M = 18, SD = 2.01), and encourage 
the heart (M = 8.6, SD = 1.4).  
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Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics LPI Scale 

Categories N Mean SD 
I spend time and energy making certain that the 

people I work with adhere to the principles and 
standards we have agreed on. 

60 4.23 .87 

I ask for feedback on how my actions affect 
other people’s performance. 

60 4.28 .76 

I am clear about my philosophy of leadership. 60 4.75 .44 
I talk about future trends that will influence how 

our work gets done. 
60 4.43 .70 

I always give a “big picture” as far as what I 
want to accomplish. 

60 4.60 .56 

I seek out challenging opportunities that test my 
own skills and abilities. 

60 4.15 .84 

I search outside the formal boundaries of my 
organization for innovative ways to improve 
what we do.  

60 4.37 .80 

I always challenge “What can we learn?” if 
things do not go the way we wanted it to be. 

60 4.43 .77 

I make certain that we set achievable goals, 
make concrete plans, and establish measurable 
milestones for the projects and programs that 
we work on. 

60 4.38 .61 

I experiment and take risks, even when there is a 
chance of failure especially. 

59 3.88 .98 

I actively listen to diverse points of view. 60 4.62 .55 
I support the decisions that people make on their 

own. 
60 4.42 .70 

I give people a great deal of freedom and choice 
in deciding how to do their work. 

59 4.39 .70 

I ensure that people grow in their jobs by 
learning new skills and developing themselves. 

60 4.42 .67 

I make it a point to let people know about my 
confidence in their abilities. 

60 4.47 .72 

I make sure that people are creatively rewarded 
for their contributions to the success of our 
projects. 

60 4.10 .70 
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Table 5 

Frequency Count for LPI Scores 

LPI item Valid Frequency Percentage 
LPI scores with highest means (4) Usually 15 25.0 

I am clear about my philosophy of 
leadership 

(5) Almost always 45 75.0 
Total 60 100.0 

LPI scores with lowest means (1) Almost never 2 3.3 
I experiment and take risks, even 

when there is a chance of failure 
especially 

(2) Seldom 1 1.7 
(3) Occasionally 17 28.3 
(4) Usually 21 35.0 

 (5) Almost always 18 30.0 
 Total 59 98.3 
 Missing system 1 1.7 

Total  60 100.0 
 
 

Table 6 

Descriptive Statistics for LPI Subscales 

 N Range Min Max Mean SD 
Model the Way  60 2.00 3.00 5.00 4.47 .464 
Inspired a Shared Vision 60 2.00 3.00 5.00 4.52 .528 
Challenge the Process 60 3.00 2.00 5.00 4.24 .567 
Enabling Others to Act 60 1.67 3.33 5.00 4.46 .460 
Encourage the Heart 60 3.50 1.50 5.00 4.28 .715 
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Testing the Research Questions 

RQ1. What was the crisis leader efficacy and ability of small, medium, and large 

school district administrators to assess and make decisions during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

The first research question focused on the school district superintendents’ crisis 

leader efficacy and ability to decide during the COVID-19 pandemic. The participants 

answered nine questions on the C-LEAD with a Likert scale that ranged from 1 (almost 

never) to 5 (almost always).4 Each question was a means of testing a leader’s capability 

to evaluate critical information and make decisions during crises. All nine responses 

underwent analysis with cross-tabulation for multiple responses. Although 60 

superintendents participated in the survey, only 56 answered all the questions.  

Large School Districts 

Of the large district superintendents, 66.7% reported almost always on the items 

“I can make decisions and recommendations even when I don’t have as much 

information as I would like” and “I can modify my regular work activities instantly to 

respond to an urgent need.” Further, 33.3% selected almost always for all other items 

except “I can summarize the key issues involved in a situation to others regardless of how 

much data I have.” Notably, 0% of the large school district superintendents indicated 

almost never for the items. 

 
4 Responses presented in this discussion were only group tabulated at Values 1 (almost 
never) and Value 5 (almost always). 
 



 

 

82 

Medium School Districts 

For the responses tabulated almost always, 64.7% of medium school district 

superintendents responded, “I can modify my regular work activities instantly to respond 

to an urgent need,” while 5.9% indicated, “I can estimate the potential deaths and injuries 

that may occur as the result of my decisions or recommendations at work.” The highest 

and lowest responses for almost never included 17.6% of the participants indicating, “I 

can estimate the potential deaths and injuries that may occur as the result of my decisions 

or recommendations at work.” Additionally, 5.9% agreed with the item “I can make 

decisions and recommendations even when I don’t have as much information as I would 

like.” 

Small School Districts 

For responses of almost always, 85% of the small district participants indicated, “I 

can modify my regular work activities instantly to respond to an urgent need,” while 20% 

indicated, “I can determine which information is critical to relay to other units in advance 

of them requesting it.” For responses of almost never, 15% indicated, “I can estimate the 

potential deaths and injuries that may occur as the result of my decisions or 

recommendations at work.” 

RQ2: Did small, medium, and large district administrators self-report different 

leadership practices during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

The second research question focused on the participants’ self-reported leadership 

techniques during the COVID-19 pandemic. The LPI 360+ enabled the participants to 

understand better how they perceived themselves and their leadership practices during the 

pandemic. Finding an answer to the research question consisted of performing a 
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frequency computation for multiple responses for 16 LPI questions on a 5-point scale, 

with two to five behavioral statements for each of the five practices. The response scale 

ranged from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always), with the cross-tabulation group 

mainly showing 1 (almost never) and 5 (almost always). For each school district, the four 

self-reported leadership practices with the highest percentages almost always were 

chosen for further research. 

Large School Districts 

Most large school district superintendents indicated they were likely to model the 

way, inspire a shared vision, and enable others to act (see Figure 2). The participants 

were less likely to challenge the process and encourage the heart. Table 7 shows the 

behavior statements with the highest percentages. 

Medium School Districts 

Most medium school district superintendents indicated they were likely to model 

the way, inspire a shared vision, enable others to act, and challenge the process. These 

participants were less likely to encourage the heart (see Figure 2). Additionally, 70.6% of 

the medium school district superintendents reported almost always on the behavior 

statements presented in Table 8. None of the medium school district administrators 

reported almost never to any of the statements. 

Small School Districts 

Most small school district superintendents indicated they were likely to model the 

way, inspire a shared vision, enable others to act, and challenge the process (see Figure 

2). These participants were less likely to encourage the heart. Table 9 presents the 

behavior statements with the highest scores. 
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Table 7 
 
Self-Reported Leadership Practices of Large School District Administrators With the 
Highest Percentage Scores 

Behavior statements Almost never Almost always 
 N Percentage N Percentage 

I am clear about my philosophy of 
leadership 

0 0.0% 3 100% 

I always give a “big picture” as far as what 
I want to accomplish 

0 0.0% 2 66.7% 

I talk about future trends that will influence 
how our work gets done 

0 0.0% 3 100% 

I give people a great deal of freedom and 
choice in deciding how to do their work 

0 0.0% 3 100 % 

Overall score  0.0%  91.6% 
 
 

Table 8 
 
Self-Reported Leadership Practices of Medium School District Administrators With the 
Highest Percentage Scores 

Behavior statements Almost never Almost always 
 N Percentage N Percentage 

I am clear about my philosophy of 
leadership 

0 0.0% 14 82.3% 

I always give a “big picture” as far as what 
I want to accomplish 

0 0.0% 10 58.8% 

I actively listen to diverse points of view 0 0.0% 12 70.6% 
I search outside the formal boundaries of 

my organization for innovative ways to 
improve what we do 

0 0.0% 12 70.6% 

I am clear about my philosophy of 
leadership 

0 0.0% 14 82.3% 

Overall score  0.0%  70.6% 
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Table 9 
 
Self-Reported Leadership Practices of Small School District Administrators With the 
Highest Percentage Scores 

Behavior statements Almost always 
 N Percentage 

I am clear about my philosophy of leadership 28 70% 
I always give a “big picture” as far as what I want to 

accomplish 
26 65% 

I actively listen to diverse points of view 26 65% 
I always challenge “What can we learn?” if things do not go the 

way we wanted it to be 
25 62.5% 

Overall score  65.6% 
 
 

Figure 2  
 
Self-Reported Practices of Large, Medium, and Small School District Superintendents 
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RQ3: Was there a correlation between the age of the superintendent and the 

leadership practices of the superintendent examined? 

As shown in Table 10, there was a significant relationship between the 

superintendents’ ages and the items indicated by the one-way ANOVA. The associations’ 

strength and direction underwent examination with bivariate analysis. The variables had a 

positive association; however, Pearson’s correlation showed that the correlations were 

not strong.  

Furthermore, a bivariate correlation found no relationship between the 

superintendents’ age and how they made recommendations under pressure. This finding 

does not align with the results from the ANOVA. The difference in correlation was 

mostly due to the correlational significance assessed among the group means. 

Consequently, Pearson’s correlation was restricted to only three decision-making 

processes:  

• “I can anticipate the political and interpersonal ramifications of my decisions 

and actions” (r = .29, p < 0.5). 

• “I can keep others abreast of my work activities without over-informing or 

under-informing them” (r = .31, p < 0.5). 

• “I can modify my regular work activities instantly to respond to an urgent 

need” (r = .36, p < 0.5). 

One-way ANOVA between age and the LPI found a statistical significance 

between how the participants viewed giving a “big picture” of what they wanted to 

accomplish (p < 0.05) and how they actively listened to diverse points of view (p < 0.05; 

see Table 11). Further, cross-tabulation between age and each question occurred for the 
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total number of observations for each category. Table 12 shows the cross-tabulation of 

the responses for each age group for the highest C-LEAD mean. Regarding age, one 

participant identified as 25–40, 36 identified as 41–55, and 23 identified as 55–80. 

Twenty-six participants aged 41–55 and 21 participants aged 55–80 indicated that they 

almost always modified their regular work activities instantly to respond to an urgent 

need, while one participant occasionally modified regular work activities instantly to 

respond to an urgent need.  

 
Table 10 

Positive Correlations Between Age and C-LEAD Scale 

Scale items ANOVA df Mean 
square 

F Sig. 

I can make decisions and 
recommendations even under 
extreme time pressure. 

Between groups 2 1.218 3.377 .041 
Within groups 56 .361   
Total 58    

I can anticipate the political and 
interpersonal ramifications of my 
decisions and actions. 

Between groups 2 1.378 3.532 .036 
Within groups 57 .390   
Total 59    

I can keep others abreast of my 
work activities without over-
informing or under-informing them. 

Between groups 2 3.241 5.069 .009 
Within groups 57 .639   
Total 59    

I can modify my regular work 
activities instantly to respond to an 
urgent need. 

Between groups 2 1.843 11.607 <.001 
Within groups 57 .159   
Total 59    

*p = 0.05 
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Table 11 

Positive Correlations Between Age and “Big Picture” 

Scale items ANOVA df Mean 
square 

F Sig. 

I always give a “big picture” as 
far as what I want to 
accomplish. 

Between 
groups 

2 1.538 5.722 .005 

Within groups 57 .269   
Total 59    

I actively listen to 
diverse points of 
view. 

Between 
groups 

2 1.499 5.628 .006 

Within 
groups 

57 .266   

Total 59    

*p = 0.05 
 
 

Table 12 

Cross-Tabulation Between Age and C-LEAD With Positive Correlation 

 I can modify my regular work activities instantly to 
respond to an urgent need. 

Total 

 (3) Occasionally (4) Usually (5) Almost always  
Age     

25–40 1 0 0 1 
41–55 0 10 26 36 
55–80 0 2 21 23 

Total 1 12 47 60 
 
 

RQ4: Was there a correlation between the size of a school district and the decision-

making process of a superintendent? 

Answering this research question consisted of performing a one-way ANOVA 

between school district size and the C-LEAD Scale and school district size and the LPI. 

The results (see Tables 13 and 14) showed a positive and significant association between 
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school district size and how all the participants made decisions and recommendations 

under pressure during the pandemic. There was also a statistically significant relationship 

between school size and the participants’ perceptions of how future trends might affect 

how they completed their work. Tables 15 and 16 show the cross-tabulation between the 

correlations in Tables 13 and 14. As shown by the cross-tabulation in Table 15, the 

participants of small (N = 24), medium (N = 10), and large (N = 1) school districts made 

decisions and recommendations under extreme time pressure.  

Similarly, in Table 16, the participants of small (N = 17), medium (N = 13), and 

large (N = 3) school districts discussed future trends and their impact on their work. A 

dichotomy group tabulated at 5 (almost always) showed that most superintendents of 

large school districts claimed that they analyzed future trends when making decisions. In 

contrast, most superintendents of small school districts admitted to making decisions 

under pressure. 

 

Table 13 

Positive Correlations Between School District Size and C-LEAD Scale 

Scale items ANOVA df Mean 
square 

F Sig. 

I can make decisions and 
recommendations even under 
extreme time pressure. 

Between groups 2 1.212 3.356 .042 
Within groups 56 .361   
Total 58    

*p = 0.05 
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Table 14 

Positive Correlations Between School District Size and LPI Scale 

Scale items ANOVA df Mean 
square 

F Sig. 

I talk about future trends that will 
influence how our work gets done. 

Between groups 2 2.087 4.844 .011 
Within groups 57 .431   
Total 59    

*p = 0.05 

 
Table 15 
 
Cross-Tabulation Between School District Size and C-LEAD Scale 
 

 I can make decisions and recommendations even 
under extreme time pressure. 

Total 

 (2) 
Seldom 

(3) 
Occasionally 

(4) 
Usually 

(5) Almost 
always 

 

Size of your school 
district 

1 0 1 1 3 

Large 0 0 7 10 17 
Medium 0 1 14 24 39 
Small 1 1 22 35 59 

Total 1 0 1 1 3 
 
 

Table 16 

Cross-Tabulation Between School District Size and LPI Scale 

 I talk about future trends that will influence how our 
work gets done. 

Total 

 (3) Occasionally (4) Usually (5) Almost always  
Size of your 
school district 

    

Large 0 0 3 3 
Medium 0 4 13 17 
Small 7 16 17 40 

Total 7 20 33 60 
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Additional Analysis 

Table 17 presents the C-LEAD’s and LPI’s total scale scores and psychometric 

characteristics. The Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was α = .75 for the C-LEAD 

total score (M = 4.2, SD = .47)5. The LPI total score was α = .86 for the (M = 4.4, SD = 

0.42)6. These findings suggest that both scales had good internal reliability. Bivariate 

correlation for the C-LEAD and LPI total scores of Spearman’s correlation (r = .34, p = 

.007) and Pearson’s correlation (r = .30, p = .019) showed a significantly significant 

correlation between C-LEAD and LPI total scores at the p < .05 level. Specifically, LPI 

total score and C-LEAD total score moved in the same direction at a lower magnitude. 

 

Table 17 

Psychometric Characteristics for C-LEAD and LPI Total Scale Scores 

Instrument Items M SD Min Max α Item total 
correlation 

C-lead score 7 4.2 .47 2.8 5 .75 .302 
LPI score 16 4.4 .42 2.8 5 .86 .302 

 
 

Summary 

The study’s results showed that more than one-third of small school district 

superintendents had received crisis leadership training before or during the COVID-19 

 
5 Mean and SD were calculated on seven items. 
 
6 Mean and SD were calculated on the summated means of C-LEAD scale and LPI 
scores. 
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pandemic compared to the other school district administrators. All the participants from 

large school district administrators had doctorates compared to two thirds and more than 

one third of medium and small school district administrators. All the large school district 

administrators were between 41–55 years of age; more than one third of the medium 

school district administrators and more than two thirds of the small school district 

administrators were between 41–55. 

When evaluating school districts’ crisis efficacy and performance, more than 

three fourths of the small school superintendents reported that they almost always 

modified their regular activities to respond to emergencies, compared to more than half of 

the medium and large school superintendents. Further, more than half of the large school 

district administrators almost always made decisions or recommendations without much 

information during the COVID-19 pandemic, compared to less than half of medium and 

small school district administrators. However, more than half of small school 

administrators indicated that they could make decisions under pressure or estimate 

potential deaths or injuries, compared to more than one fourth of medium and large 

school district administrators. 

An analysis of the self-reported leadership practices showed that the small and 

medium school district administrators almost always modeled the way, inspired a shared 

vision, enabled others to act, and challenged the process during the pandemic; however, 

they did not encourage the heart during the COVID-19 pandemic. The large school 

districts modeled the way, inspired a shared vision, and enabled others to act but did not 

challenge the process or encourage the heart. Lastly, a statistical correlation between 

groups showed that school district size correlated to the participants’ decisions, 
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recommendations, and perceptions of future trends. On the other hand, the findings 

showed a statistically significant correlation between the school district administrators’ 

ages and their thoughts or perceptions of the big picture. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter provides additional insight into the study’s results, leadership 

practices, and suggestions for superintendents during unforeseeable events. Chapter V 

contains a summary, a discussion of the findings, implications for practice, 

recommendations for further research, and a conclusion. Specifically, the chapter 

presents the study’s essence and scope. 

Overview of the Study 

The following presents the purpose, structure, research questions, literature, 

theoretical framework, methodology, and findings related to crisis decision-making 

theory and leadership practices. The section includes the conclusions drawn from the 

findings and how they related to the definitions, significance, and the theories of crisis 

decision-making and agency. The following also presents the findings, implications for 

practice, and recommendations for further research.  

The study’s purpose was to examine school district superintendents’ diverse 

leadership practices and crisis efficacy. The study was also a means of quantitatively 

investigating the crisis decision-making theory, which focuses on the various predictors 

of the decisions made during crises. The study included the C-LEAD scale (Hadley et al., 

2011) and the LPI (Kouzes & Posner, 1995), which have Cronbach’s alpha reliability 

above 0.80 (Hadley et al., 2011; Posner, 2016). The participants (N = 60) rated items 

from the C-LEAD (nine items) and the LPI scale (16 items) to assess their behaviors and 

decision-making abilities during uncertain times. The findings showed that the LPI had 

Cronbach’s alpha reliability of α = .86, and the C-LEAD had Cronbach’s alpha reliability 
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of α = .75. Quantitative analysis of the participants’ responses occurred to test the validity 

of the crisis decision-making theory and the agency theory. 

The participant recruitment occurred with a random stratified method from the 

TEA Ask TED. The quantitative sample consisted of three large district superintendents, 

17 medium district superintendents, and 40 small school district superintendents. The 

demographic data included age, school district size, education, years as superintendent, 

crisis leadership training, and previous crisis decision-making experience in education. 

The correlations between the predictors and the instruments showed the research 

questions’ validity.  

The study had four quantitative research questions: 

RQ1: What was the crisis efficacy and ability of (small, medium, and large) 

school district administrators to assess and make decisions during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

RQ2: Did small, medium, and large district administrators self-report different 

leadership practices during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

RQ3: Is there a correlation between the age of the superintendent and the 

leadership practices of the superintendent examined? 

RQ4: Is there a correlation between the size of a school district and the decision-

making process of a superintendent? 

The participants ranked their responses on a Likert scale from 1 (almost never) to 

5 (almost always). Multiple response cross-tabulation occurred to compare the frequency 

counts for 1 (almost never) and 5 (almost always) in response to RQ1 and RQ2. One-way 

ANOVA was the statistic used to compare group means to respond to RQ3 and RQ4. 
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Pearson’s correlation occurred for the strength and direction of frequency levels. Cross-

tabulation for additional analysis was a means to expound on the correlations. 

Discussion of the Findings 

Experts in crisis management theory have agreed that crisis preparedness 

indicates an administrator’s ability to identify risks and take appropriate actions 

(Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992; Pecujlija & Cosic, 2019). School district administrators who 

use crisis management for decision-making can perform regular operations even when 

dealing with unexpected events. The study was a statistical examination of how 60 large, 

medium, and small district administrators in Texas made decisions during a crisis, 

particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

This section presents the findings’ implications for each research question.  

Research Question 1 

What crisis leader efficacy abilities did school district administrators utilize in 

assessing and making decisions during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

The findings from RQ1 indicated that all superintendents showed the crisis leader 

efficacy of divergent thinking (see Hadley et al., 2011). Superintendents from all school 

districts could modify their schedules to respond to any crisis and any circumstance. 

However, in an examination of each district individually, the data showed that large 

district superintendents demonstrated crisis leader role-taking (Hadley et al., 2011) skills 

by taking on leadership roles they could confidently achieve. Medium district 

superintendents showed divergent thinking, such as providing alternative solutions to a 

problem. In contrast, the small school district superintendents demonstrated crisis 

preparedness by anticipating deaths or injuries during a crisis. Crisis leadership training, 
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previous experience during a campus crisis, and capability to face an unknown situation 

influenced each participant’s responses. Lastly, these responses indicated how crisis 

leadership training enables administrators to anticipate the ramifications of a crisis. 

The results for RQ1 aligned with the crisis decision theory theoretical framework, 

which suggests that school district superintendents assess the seriousness of an 

unexpected or unfavorable situation in three decision-making phases. Some 

superintendents (such as the small school district participants in this study) concentrate 

on the planning stage while thinking about and selecting alternative responses. If the first 

alternative fails, some superintendents, such as the medium school district participants in 

this study, often return to a phase. Last, superintendents from large school systems might 

consult specialists before making decisions. 

Research Question 2 

Did small, medium, and large district administrators self-report different leadership 

practices during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

The results for RQ2 showed the self-reported leadership practices the participants 

used during the COVID-19 pandemic. All 60 participants reported modeling a way, 

inspiring a shared vision, and enabling their staff to act. The large district superintendents 

did not challenge the process. Specifically, they reported being explicit about their 

leadership philosophies, providing a “big picture” of what they hoped to accomplish, 

discussing how future trends could affect their work, and allowing individuals freedom 

and choices in their approach to work. 

The middle and small school district administrators described their leadership 

practices as challenging the process. Specifically, these participants reported being clear 
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about their leadership philosophies, providing a “big picture” of what they hoped to 

accomplish, actively listening to the different staff viewpoints, looking outside formal 

organizational boundaries for creative ways to improve, and asking, “What can we 

learn?” when things did not occur as planned. No participants reported encouraging the 

heart, potentially due to the personal struggles during the pandemic. Additionally, when 

superintendents encourage the heart, they typically organize team celebrations. The 

COVID-19 pandemic restricted gatherings to online tasks, which could have contributed 

to superintendents’ reduced use of this leadership style. 

These findings align with the agency theory, which indicates that, occasionally, an 

administrator may appoint agents to act on their behalf. The agents could be internal or 

external experts who perform in the school district’s best interests (Jensen & Meckling, 

1976). Specific departments may have a role in large district administrators’ crisis 

decision-making. However, small- to medium-sized school district administrators might 

not have access to middle management for help with decision-making. Lastly, a small-

medium district administrator might have to create the district’s overall plan, manage the 

human resources division, and create and enforce policies. These duties can be 

challenging, particularly when operating on a tight budget.  

This study’s findings also aligned with Garrett-Staib and Burkman (2015), who 

stated that superintendents handle a range of issues based on district size and location. 

Superintendents use several leadership styles depending on the situation. For example, 

small-medium school administrators often handle small uncontrollable events, such as 

weather and health crises, and large uncontrollable events, such as shootings and global 
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economic crises, by looking for innovative solutions outside of their operations or 

questioning what they could do better. 

Research Question 3 

Was there a correlation between the age of the superintendent and the leadership 

practices of the superintendent examined? 

The literature review showed that age had a greater impact on performance than 

previous decision-making experience. The idea that older managers are less skilled at 

processing information and making decisions was not one supported by Taylor (1975). 

The study’s results showed that age had statistical significance in how the school district 

administrators anticipated their decisions’ and actions’ political and interpersonal 

ramifications, kept others abreast of work activities without over-informing or under-

informing them, modified regular work activities to respond to urgent needs, 

communicated the “big picture” of what they wanted to accomplish, actively listened to 

diverse points of view, and made decisions under pressure. The implications are that age 

could affect superintendents’ choices or leadership styles. Age and the remaining 19 

variables did not statistically correlate, suggesting that other factors besides age might 

have impacted those choices or behaviors. Additionally, a particular age group could 

have benefited more from the survey questions than others. 

Research Question 4 

Was there a correlation between the size of a school district and the decision-making 

process of a superintendent? 

The literature suggests that superintendents from small, medium, and large school 

districts face diverse challenges related to staffing, demographic changes, and financial 
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and political pressures (Henderson, 2016). The study’s results aligned with Hentschke et 

al. (2009), who concluded that small district superintendents face more pressure than 

medium- and large-district superintendents. The pressures resulted mainly from 

expectations for the superintendents to participate in everything that occurred within their 

communities.  

The results showed a positive and significant correlation between school district 

size and the superintendents’ decision-making and recommendations under pressure and 

perceptions of the effect of future trends on their work. The study found that small district 

administrators were more familiar with making decisions under pressure. In contrast, 

medium and large school district superintendents focused on how future trends could 

impact their decisions. However, the sample size could have impacted the results. More 

small-district superintendents participated in the survey than medium and large district 

superintendents. Therefore, sampling an equal number of small, medium, and large 

district superintendents could result in different findings. 

Additional Findings 

The summated LPI and C-LEAD total scale scores’ Cronbach’s alpha reliability 

coefficients indicate that both measures have adequate internal dependability. A 

significant Spearman’s correlation indicates that higher agreement on the C-LEAD total 

scores correlates to higher LPI total scores. 

Implications for Practice 

The study’s conclusions could have repercussions for many U.S. school district 

administrators. The study found numerous connections between crisis decision-making 

and leadership practices. School district leaders, such as board members or local 
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government leaders, could find the patterns between decision-making and the essence of 

crisis leadership training useful. 

This research showed how school district superintendents could benefit from 

establishing crisis efficacy practices and training during crises. Additionally, this study 

might provide administrators with an understanding of how they could benefit from 

training for unforeseen events and self-accessing their crisis leadership preparedness 

when seeking effective ways to revitalize schools after a tragedy. The demographic 

analysis of the participants’ crisis leadership training and crisis decisions suggests that all 

superintendents need rigorous training and regular self-report inventory tools regardless 

of district size. 

An abundance of research has focused on leadership practices; however, the ideal 

way to lead during a crisis remains unknown. Crises are unpredictable, and there is no 

one-size-fits-all approach for every uncertain situation. However, scholars should focus 

on identifying the failures and complex environments that school district administrators 

confront (Tschirhart, 1996) regularly, such as mass shootings or health and financial 

crises, rather than create only administrative and operational strategies for success. 

Therefore, this study suggests that all superintendents should incorporate crisis 

management practices into their wide range of leadership techniques. The results indicate 

that providing all superintendents with crisis management training could help them boost 

their performance as leaders during crises.  

The significance of data distribution and analysis in crisis decision-making was a 

significant discovery. Too little or too much information can impact decision-making 

processes. Gurke (2008) concluded that leaders could make significant problem-solving 
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contributions when they have the necessary data and tools. Hence, the study’s results 

showed the significance of community engagement for school district administrators and 

school board members when gathering and interpreting data. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, leaders had limited or no access to information 

and struggled to make decisions quickly. Some school district administrators collaborated 

with local organizations to help families in need (Starr, 2020). This study showed that 

some school district administrators struggled to make decisions or suggestions when 

faced with limited information and pressure. Therefore, school district administrators 

could mitigate their decision-making challenges by regularly working with board 

members, stakeholders, and community members to gather data or develop crisis 

management strategies. 

Lastly, federal and local legislators should estimate how crises could impact 

school districts and their communities when designing frameworks for future education. 

Leaders must have plans for gun shootings, financial crises, healthy schools, or 

pandemics to create successful school environments. Local and federal lawmakers can 

also develop frameworks for future education by estimating the impact of crises on 

school districts and their communities. Lawmakers who allot structural and financial 

resources, including professional development training for all administrators, can 

establish an effective educational environment.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

This study’s goal was to examine the diverse leadership practices and behaviors 

that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study consisted of testing four 
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research questions by gathering and examining data and drawing conclusions. The study 

results are significant for decision-making. However, the study has limitations.  

• A limitation is insufficient sampling. Biases could have resulted from a low 

response rate and a sample that was not sufficiently representative of all 

groups.  

• The study’s design could have resulted in limited conclusions. The structured 

survey questions did not provide a comprehensive understanding of each 

participant’s experiences. Open surveys or interview questions in future 

studies could enable participants to share their perspectives on their routines 

and difficulties. 

• The researcher could have offered the participants a list of crisis leadership 

training in the study’s demographic phase to reduce a vast amount of missing 

data or to facilitate reply mapping.  

• Another inquiry could be whether superintendents of large and medium school 

districts have experience as administrators in small school districts or whether 

they had started their careers in their current districts. 

• Further research should provide more specific data on the participants’ 

educational backgrounds and length of time as superintendents. A quantitative 

researcher could address whether there is a correlation between each 

participant’s educational background, number of years as superintendent, and 

decision-making process.  

• The study included the assumption that all the participants made decisions on 

crisis efficacy. Hence, future researchers could investigate whether the 
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participants have internal or external departments in charge of crisis decision-

making. 

• Although the C-LEAD and LPI Self-evaluation provided information on crisis 

leader efficacy skills and leadership practices, future researchers could offer 

specific examples of how the superintendents made those decisions. Future 

scholars could also use the full set of 30 questions or LPI 360+ to obtain a 

comprehensive picture of crisis leadership. 

• The demographic analysis showed that some superintendents were better 

prepared due to the lessons learned from September 11, 2001. Therefore, a 

follow-up study could address whether the lessons learned from the 2008 

financial crisis affected the participants’ decision-making, something this 

study could not show. 

Conclusions 

This study contributed to the research on leadership practices and crisis decision-

making. Although all participants changed their schedules to meet their districts’ 

demands, they made decisions differently based on age and school district size. Large 

school district superintendents focused on modeling the way, inspiring the vision, and 

enabling others. In comparison, the small and medium district leaders focused on 

modeling the way, inspiring a shared vision, enabling others to act, and challenging a 

procedure. 

The demographic analysis showed that many large district superintendents in the 

study lacked the formal crisis leadership training needed to make decisions during crises. 

The assessment tools and self-report inventory indicated that the participants sought to 



 

 

105 

anticipate their decisions’ political and personal ramifications, keep others abreast of 

decisions without under- or over-informing staff, provide the “big picture,” and actively 

listen to staff perspectives. Additional analysis showed that the small school district 

superintendents concentrated on quickly responding to issues or pressures; however, the 

large and medium district superintendents focused on studying future trends that could 

impact their work. 

According to the crisis management leadership theory, leaders make decisions 

based on their values and character traits. As a result, superintendents engage in decision-

making based on their age, experiences, school district size, individual beliefs, and 

community or school district values. The leadership techniques identified in this study 

were role models, transformational leadership, and strategic leadership.  

Decisions are frequently the result of lessons acquired from others. Accordingly, 

the study also showed that some superintendents relied on advice from role models when 

making decisions; therefore, role models influenced some participants’ decision-making. 

One participant said his parent had taught him how to make judgments during a crisis, 

and another reported that a crisis management class influenced decision-making.  

In light of this study’s results, I would also like to discuss how my father’s advice 

influences my decisions. As a young girl, I taught a Bible study class at a youth event, 

and my father prepared me for this big event. He quoted Ecclesiastes 12:1: “Remember 

your Creator in the days of your youth before the days of trouble come and the years 

approach when you will say, ‘I find no pleasure in them.’” Decision-making should 

include consideration of both good and bad days. My father asserted that uncertainties are 

uncontrolled and immeasurable; therefore, school district superintendents must weigh the 
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positives and the negatives to make wise choices in times of crisis. Contrary to Snowden 

and Boone (2007), the act of analyzing a decision allows superintendents to reduce 

failure and potentially control predictability with the right tools.  
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APPENDIX A 

THE CRISIS LEADER EFFICACY IN ASSESSING AND DECIDING (C-LEAD) 

SCALE QUESTIONNAIRE 

Please answer all questions in both surveys considering your actions during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

Below are nine item questions, please indicate whether you almost never (1), 

seldom (2), occasionally (3), usually (4), or almost always (5) agree with each of the 

following statements  

Item Question Almost 
never 

Seldom Occasionally Usually Almost 
always 

1 I can anticipate the political and 
interpersonal ramifications of 
my decisions and actions. 

1 2 3 4 5 

2 I can summarize the key issues 
involved in a situation to others 
regardless of how much data I 
have. 

1 2 3 4 5 

3 I can make decisions and 
recommendations even when I 
don’t have as much information 
as I would like before and 
during Covid 19-pandemic 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 I can assess how the members 
of the general public are being 
impacted by my unit’s actions 
or inactions  

1 2 3 4 5 

5 I can determine which 
information is critical to relay to 
other units in advance of them 
requesting it.  

1 2 3 4 5 

6 I can keep others abreast of my 
work activities without over-
informing or under-informing 
them. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Item Question Almost 
never 

Seldom Occasionally Usually Almost 
always 

7 I can make decisions and 
recommendations even under 
extreme time pressure  

1 2 3 4 5 

8 I can estimate the potential 
deaths and injuries that may 
occur as the result of my 
decisions or recommendations 
at work. 

1 2 3 4 5 

9 I can modify my regular work 
activities instantly to respond to 
an urgent need.  

1 2 3 4 5 
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APPENDIX B 

LEADERSHIP PRACTICE INVENTORY – SELF OBSERVATION FORM 

Leadership 
practice 

Item Question Almost 
never 

Seldom Occasionally Usually Almost 
always 

Model the 
Way 

6 I spend time and energy 
making certain that the 
people I work with adhere 
to the principles and 
standards we have agreed 
on 

1 2 3 4 5 

16 I ask for feedback on how 
my actions affect other 
people’s performance 

1 2 3 4 5 

26 I am clear about my 
philosophy of leadership 

1 2 3 4 5 

Inspire a 
Shared 
Vision 

2 I talk about future trends 
that will influence how 
our work gets done 

1 2 3 4 5 

22 Always give a “big 
picture” as far as what 
you want to accomplish 

1 2 3 4 5 

Challenge 
the 
Process 

3 I seek out challenging 
opportunities that test my 
own skills and abilities 

1 2 3 4 5 

13 I search outside the formal 
boundaries of my 
organization for 
innovative ways to 
improve what we do 

1 2 3 4 5 

18 Always challenge “What 
can we learn?” if things 
do not go the way we 
wanted it to be 

1 2 3 4 5 

23 I make certain that we set 
achievable goals, make 
concrete plans, and 
establish measurable 
milestones for the projects 
and programs that we 
work on 

1 2 3 4 5 

28 I experiment and take 
risks, even when there is a 
chance of failure 
especially 
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Leadership 
practice 

Item Question Almost 
never 

Seldom Occasionally Usually Almost 
always 

Enabling 
Others to 
Act 

9 I actively listen to diverse 
points of view 

     

19 I support the decisions 
that people make on their 
own 

     

24 “I give people a great deal 
of freedom and choice in 
deciding how to do their 
work 

     

29 I ensure that people grow 
in their jobs by learning 
new skills and developing 
themselves 

     

Encourage 
the Heart 

10 I make it a point to let 
people know about my 
confidence in their 
abilities 

     

15 I make sure that people 
are creatively rewarded 
for their contributions to 
the success of our projects 

     

 
Source: The Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership, by J. Kouzes and B. Posner, 2003. 
Copyright 2003 by Pfeiffer & Co. 
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APPENDIX C 

SIX DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 

1. Age (25–40, 41–55, 55–80) 

2. Educational level (bachelor’s, master’s, doctoral degree) 

3. Size of their school district (large, medium, small) 

4. How many years as superintendent? (0–5, 6–10, 11–20, 20 and above) 

5. Crisis leadership training (if any)  

6. Previous crisis decision-making experience in education 
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APPENDIX D 

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN THE C-LEAD SCALE AND OTHER SELF-

EFFICACY VARIABLES, INCLUDING THEIR PSYCHOMETRIC 

PROPERTIES  

 1 2 3 4 Mean SD 
C-LEAD Scale .83    4.99 .94 
Leadership Self-Efficacy (LSE) .54** .95   5.77 .82 
Procedural Preparedness 43** . 61** .76  5.18 .96 
General Decision Difficulty -.13* -.27** -.16** .51 1.83 .55 

From “Measuring the Efficacy of Leaders to Assess Information and Make Decisions in a 
Crisis: The C-LEAD Scale,” by C. N. Hadley, T. L. Pittinsky, S. A. Sommer, and W. Zhu, 
2011, The Leadership Quarterly, 22(4), 633–648. 

Note. N = 282 for all correlations. Reliability coefficients (alphas) are presented along the 
diagonal. 

*p < .05, **p < .01  
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APPENDIX E 

INTERNAL RELIABILITY (CRONBACH’S ALPHA COEFFICIENTS)  

FOR THE LPI 

Respondent category Leadership practices 
 Model Inspire Challenge Enable Encourage 

Leadership (Self) 0.810 0.901 0.843 0.825 0.898 
Observers (360) 0.857 0.921 0.877 0.874 0.922 

From “Investigating the Reliability and Validity of the Leadership Practices Inventory,” 
by B. Z. Posner, 2016, Administrative Sciences, 6(4), Article 17. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci6040017 
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APPENDIX F 

REQUEST AND PERMISSION TO USE C-LEAD SCALE 

 
-----Original Message----- 
 
From: Akua Obeng obengaa@hbu.edu 
Sent: June 17, 2021 5:29 PM 
To: Hadley, Constance N. cnhadley@bu.edu 
Cc: Vickey M. Giles vgiles@hbu.edu 
 
Subject: C-LEAD INSTRUMENT PERMISSION 
 
Message: Hello Ms. Hadley, Mr. Pittinsky, and Ms. Sommer, 
 

I am a doctoral student at Houston Baptist University, currently writing my 
dissertation on “Leading under crisis: The decision-making process of Texas school 
district superintendents during the COVID-19 pandemic.” under the supervision of my 
committee chair, Dr. Vickey Giles.  
 

After reading your article “Measuring the Efficacy of Leaders to Assess 
Information and Make Decisions in a Crisis: The C-LEAD Scale.” I believe that the C-
lead scale is the appropriate instrument to investigate leaders’ self-efficacy in my 
research study.  
 

I would like to ask you and your team the permission to use the instrument for my 
current study under the following conditions:  
 

• I will use the survey instrument only for my research study purposes and not for 
any commercial purposes.  

• I will provide on all the copies of the instrument a copyright statement.  
• For the purposes of my research, I would like to modify the instrument, 

acknowledging the original scale.  
 
Thank you in advance for your help.  
 
Sincerely, 
Akua Obeng. 
Graduate Assistant to Dr. Jeffery Green, PhD 
The Center for Research and Doctoral Studies 
Houston Baptist University 
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-----Original Message----- 
 
RE: C-LEAD INSTRUMENT PERMISSION 
 
From: Hadley, Constance N. cnhadley@bu.edu 
Sent: June 17, 2021 9:39 PM 
To: Akua Obeng obengaa@hbu.edu 
Cc: Vickey M. Giles vgiles@hbu.edu 
 
 
Thank you, you have our permission to use the scale. Attached is a User’s Guide that can 
help facilitate your use.  
 
The only request we have is to learn more about your findings from using the C-LEAD 
Scale in your research. Please share them when complete! 
 
Good luck in your research! 
 
Connie 
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APPENDIX G 

PARTICIPANT SURVEY REQUEST EMAIL 

-----Original Message----- 

From: obengaa@hbu.edu 

Sent: March 9, 2022 7:26 AM 

To: participants 
 
Subject: A Request to Participate in an Online Survey 
 
Dear Superintendent,  
 
My name is Akua Obeng and I am a doctoral student at Houston Baptist University, 
currently conducting research and writing my dissertation on “Leading under crisis: The 
decision-making process of Texas school district superintendents during the COVID-19 
pandemic,” under the supervision of my committee chair, Dr. Vickey Giles. I would like 
to request your participation in a brief online survey which will take about 5 minutes.  
 
Your participation is completely voluntary, and the responses you provide will be kept 
confidential. Your responses will add to the body of knowledge about effective decision-
making processes that may help guide school district leaders through difficult times.  
 
The HBU Institutional Review Board has approved this survey; however, please feel free 
to contact me at obengaa@hbu.ed or 956-XXX-XXX, if you should have any questions 
or comments.  
 
Please click this link to access the survey webpage.  
 
Thank you for your cooperation. Your feedback is very important to this study.  
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
Akua Obeng. 
 
Graduate Assistant to Dr. Jeffery Green, PhD 
The Center for Research and Doctoral Studies 
Houston Baptist University 
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APPENDIX H 

CONSENT OF SUBJECT PARTICIPATION 

 This survey refers to decision-making during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate, you may stop at any 

time; you may also choose not to answer specific questions that make you feel 

uncomfortable.  

 All answers remain anonymous. Records or data will remain confidential and will 

be destroyed after being used.  

By submitting this form, you indicate that you have read and agree to the requirements. 
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APPENDIX I 

NOTICE OF IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX J 

CITI TRAINING CERTIFICATE 
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