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Today’s Focus:

Spend time with the Society for Women Educational 
Leaders (SWEL) considering the research and data around 
women in educational leadership positions, the obstacles 

that prevent their elevation in this male-dominated field and 
how we can bring focus to this gender gap as we consider 

hiring and recruitment practices.



1.
Why Us?
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What we do
We create opportunities for  
current and aspiring women 
educational leaders to share, 
reflect, network, and plan.

Why we do it
To empower positive culture 

and climate through 
leadership.

Mercu VisionMission

Where we want to be

Educational leadership 
roles equitably represent 

and support women.

Purpose

https://www.swelofmn.org/home
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History of SWEL
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Summer/Fall 2023Summer 2022 - Spring 20232020 - Spring 2022            2014 - 20192013

Upon recognizing how different his school leadership 
experiences were from his daughter’s, Dr. Nick Miller 
initiates the first Symposium of Women Educational 
Leaders at St. Cloud University; MASSP begins acting as 
fiscal agent for SWEL

Led by a volunteer Planning Committee, initially 
facilitated by Dr. Amy Miller, the SWEL 
symposium became an annual in-person event 
with keynote speakers, breakout sessions, meals, 
and opportunities for networking

SWEL planning and 
events moved online 
due to the COVID 
pandemic; 

Events included: 
* Leading While Female
* Connections, Collaboration, & 
Confidence
* SWEL Story Circles

Focus on broadening 
conversations beyond 
affinity spaces → present 
at MASSP & MSBA

2018 - Established SWEL mission, vision, & purpose

* Celebrate 10 years of SWEL with TBD events
* Revise mission, vision, & purpose 
* Continue affinity group and broader 
conversations to diversify and strengthen 
educational leadership to support positive and 
productive learning & working environments

10th Anniversary 
of SWEL!

2021 - Name change: Society for Women Educational Leaders



SWEL 2020-2022 Participant Locations
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Some Characteristics of SWEL Leadership
⊳ By and for stakeholders
⊳ Shared leadership
⊳ Collaboration
⊳ Flexibility
⊳ Empathy
⊳ Vulnerability
⊳ Strengths-based
⊳ Both/And leadership
⊳ Step up AND step back

⊳ Collective power
⊳ Diverse perspectives
⊳ Professional is personal (and 

vice versa)
⊳ Create opportunities
⊳ Learning leaders
⊳ Focused on connections
⊳ Competence over confidence
⊳ Systems-focused
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Your name
Your role and organization

What inspired you to attend this session?

Participant Discussions
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2.
Why This?
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“everyone has benefited from the cultural 

revolutions put in place by contemporary 

feminist movement. It has changed how we 

see work, how we work, and how we love…” 

hooks, 2015, p. xv



The Importance of Gender Equality
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● Gender equity is the process of being fair to women and men. To ensure 
fairness, strategies and measures must often be available to compensate for 
women’s historical and social disadvantages that prevent women and men 
from otherwise operating on a level playing field.

● Equity leads to equality. Gender equality requires equal enjoyment by women 
and men of socially-valued goods, opportunities, resources and rewards. 
Where gender inequality exists, it is generally women who are excluded or 
disadvantaged in relation to decision-making and access to economic and 
social resources. 

● Therefore a critical aspect of promoting gender equality is the empowerment 
of women, with a focus on identifying and redressing power imbalances and 
giving women more autonomy to manage their own lives.”

https://www.unfpa.org/resources/frequently-asked-questions-about-gender-equality 

https://www.unfpa.org/resources/frequently-asked-questions-about-gender-equality
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Education & the Gender Gap in Minnesota

https://mn.gov/deed/newscenter/publications/trends/march-2018/education-gender-gap.jsp 

https://mn.gov/deed/newscenter/publications/trends/march-2018/education-gender-gap.jsp
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Education & the Gender Gap in Minnesota

https://mn.gov/deed/newscenter/publications/trends/march-2018/education-gender-gap.jsp 

“Women in Minnesota earn less 
than men, even when they have 
the same level of education.”

Chaudhuri, 2018

https://mn.gov/deed/newscenter/publications/trends/march-2018/education-gender-gap.jsp
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Education & the Gender Gap in Minnesota

https://mn.gov/deed/newscenter/publications/trends/march-2018/education-gender-gap.jsp 

“Women in Minnesota earn less 
than men, even when they have 
the same level of education.”

Chaudhuri, 2018

https://mn.gov/deed/newscenter/publications/trends/march-2018/education-gender-gap.jsp


National Educator & Educational Leader Gender Data

Teachers
76% female
Average salary - $66,397
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Principals

Elementary school principals - 69% female
Average salary - $103,900

Combined/other schools principals - 62% female
Average salary - $98,800

Middle schools principals - 44% female
Average salary - $108,700

Secondary/high school principals - 36%female
Average salary - $111,100

Superintendents
27% female
Average salary - $175,718 (MN only)

https://www.ilogroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/The-Superintendent-Research-Project_Dec-2022-Update.pdf 
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2022/2022112.pdf  
https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-change/new-from-nea/average-teacher-salary-lower-today-ten-years-ago-nea-report-finds
https://www.k12dive.com/news/survey-superintendents-still-overwhelmingly-white-male/572008/ 

https://www.ilogroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/The-Superintendent-Research-Project_Dec-2022-Update.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2022/2022112.pdf
https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-change/new-from-nea/average-teacher-salary-lower-today-ten-years-ago-nea-report-finds
https://www.k12dive.com/news/survey-superintendents-still-overwhelmingly-white-male/572008/


National Educational Leadership Data

Regional Gender Gaps Among Superintendents
Northeast - 43% female
Midwest - 31% female

West - 26% female
Southeast - 24% female

Gender-Based Pay Gaps for Superintendents
➔ Elected state superintendents, 73% of whom 

are female, make 40% less than their 
appointed counterparts. 

➔ Among elected state superintendents, women 
earn an average 26% less than men.
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https://www.k12dive.com/news/pandemic-to-blame-for-rising-turnover-rate-in-district-leaders/618403/
https://www.k12dive.com/news/geography-plays-role-in-gender-disparities-among-superintendents/622545/
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/why-arent-there-more-women-superintendents/2022/03 
https://www.ilogroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/The-Superintendent-Research-Project_Dec-2022-Update.pdf 

Federal data show that women earn around 
two-thirds of all leadership degrees in 
education, usually the foundational 
credential needed to advance to the 
principalship. There seem to be plenty of 
qualified, talented, and even credentialed 
women leaders, but relatively few of them 
ever advance to the superintendency.

Women Superintendents are more likely to 
be hired when they are internal candidates.

https://www.k12dive.com/news/pandemic-to-blame-for-rising-turnover-rate-in-district-leaders/618403/
https://www.k12dive.com/news/geography-plays-role-in-gender-disparities-among-superintendents/622545/
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/why-arent-there-more-women-superintendents/2022/03
https://www.ilogroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/The-Superintendent-Research-Project_Dec-2022-Update.pdf


Minnesota Superintendent Data
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/19gfbM7Vyc5Z3sABefS6b0BCWwNE6Hqu1/view 

2022 Superintendents By Region
Region Male 

Supts.
Female 
Supts.

1 34 8
2 20 5
3 37 5
4 34 3
5 16 2
6 32 7
7 24 5
8 29 7
9 33 21

TOTAL 259
(80%)

63
(20%)

2019 Active MN Supt. Licensures 

Male
912

(61%)

Female
652

(39%)MASA, 2022

Mortensen’s 2019 Dissertation Study Findings: 
Female Superintendent Perceptions of Challenges in Seeking and Serving in the 
Position of Superintendent of Schools (in Minnesota)
● Gender discrimination
● Credibility
● “Good Old Boys” network
● Positive school board-superintendent relationships

https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1069&context=edad_etds 

2022 MASA Members

All 
40% Female
59% Male

MASA, 2022

Superintendent 
Only MASA 
Members 

(60% 0f MASA)
20% Female
79% Male

https://drive.google.com/file/d/19gfbM7Vyc5Z3sABefS6b0BCWwNE6Hqu1/view
https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1069&context=edad_etds
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The Minnesota Principals Survey Themes

 

● Theme 1: Female-identifying leaders feel less prepared and less supported.
○ Female leaders feel less prepared by licensure programs, less supported by district leaders, and report less self-efficacy in 

management and decision-making.  They desire additional mentoring/coaching opportunities, which are currently rare, and rate 
job sustainability lower than male leaders.

● Theme 2: Female and male leaders view their work differently.
○ Female leaders were more likely to select ‘opportunity for impact’ and/or school mission & vision and describe their primary role 

as instructional leaders, engage in and develop Culturally Responsive School Leadership practices.
○ Female leaders were less likely to select compensation and benefits as reasons for seeking and continuing in their jobs, attend 

non-school-sponsored community events on at least a monthly basis. 

● Theme 3: Female- and male-identifying leaders cite similar challenges.
○ Challenges with staff mental health, creating/designing culturally responsive assessments & curriculum, student mental health, 

and engaging families were identified by female and male leaders.
○ Female leaders were more likely to report ‘motivating a majority of my staff to implement changes’ and ‘addressing staff 

performance concerns’ as their greatest challenges.

● Theme 4: Male leaders report higher engagement in state and local policy.
○ Female and male leaders both want to have great influence over district policy (76% & 78%), but male leaders report a greater 

desire to influence state policy.  More male leaders reported knowing several ways to influence both.
○ Fewer female leaders have met with state legislators, their Superintendent, or their school board than male leaders.

CAREI survey funded by the Joyce Foundation and the Minneapolis Foundation - https://carei.umn.edu/mnps
779 survey participants between 11/11/21 - 12/5/21; 623 indicated a gender identity -> 50% identified as female

https://carei.umn.edu/mnps


Minnesota’s Students Need Us
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2022 MN Student Survey
⊳ 45% of 11th grade girls report long-term mental 

health, behavioral, or emotional problems
⊳ Students reporting excellent or very good health 

decreased to 60%
⊳ Girls are more likely to skip lunch, not get 

enough sleep, consume energy drinks, and/or 
have poor general health

⊳ 21% of students reported being bullied in the 
past 30 days

⊳ 60% of 11th graders reported educational 
engagement

⊳ Students reports of being valued and 
appreciated decreased to less than 70% across 
grade levels

https://www.health.state.mn.us/news/pressrel/2022/stsurvey122322.html 

2021 MN 4-year Graduation Rates
All 83.3%
American Indian 58.5%
Asian 87.4%
Black 70.4%
Hispanic/Latino 69.3%
Two or More Races 74.6%
White 88%

https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/MNMDE/bulletins/311010e
https://mn.gov/deed/newscenter/publications/trends/march-2021/deck-is-stacked.jsp 

https://www.health.state.mn.us/news/pressrel/2022/stsurvey122322.html
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/MNMDE/bulletins/311010e
https://mn.gov/deed/newscenter/publications/trends/march-2021/deck-is-stacked.jsp
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Women’s Foundation Report: 2022 Status of Women & Girls in Minnesota

https://wfmn.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/WFMN-2022-Status-of-Women-Girls-in-MN.pdf 

https://wfmn.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/WFMN-2022-Status-of-Women-Girls-in-MN.pdf


How much did you know about the shared data 
before this presentation? 

How would you summarize what you heard for 
someone in your district/organization?

Participant Discussions
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3.
Why Now?



The 2022-2023 School Year in Context
COVID-19 Pandemic

Masking vs. Anti-Masking
Vaccination vs. Anti-Vaxxing
Racial and Social Injustice

George Floyd Murder & Trials
Anti-Racism vs. Anti-Critical Race Theory

Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion vs. Back to Basics
Remote vs. Hybrid vs. In-Person (for students and staff)

January 6th Insurrection
Schools and School Boards at the center of Politics & Ideology

Contract Negotiations & Staffing
Staff Recruitment & Retention Challenges

“Learning Loss”
Get “Back to Normal” 
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During the COVID pandemic…

Historic Superintendent Turnover
Between March, 2020 and September, 2022, 12.5 million students were impacted by 

Superintendent changes in 246 (49%) of the 500 largest U.S. school districts 

Increasing Gender Gap Among Superintendents
⊳ Of the 246 districts (219) that transitioned to new leadership by September, 2022,                  

70% hired male Superintendents

⊳ 94 female superintendents left their positions, and 66% of their replacements were 
men

Thus decreasing the % of women Superintendents
who made up less than 30% of superintendents nationwide, but 75% of teachers & more than 50% of principals pre-pandemic
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https://www.k12dive.com/news/geography-plays-role-in-gender-disparities-among-superintendents/622545/ 
https://www.ilogroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/The-Superintendent-Research-Project_Dec-2022-Update.pdf 

https://www.k12dive.com/news/geography-plays-role-in-gender-disparities-among-superintendents/622545/
https://www.ilogroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/The-Superintendent-Research-Project_Dec-2022-Update.pdf


⊳ 51 responses (13% response rate) - 24% Superintendents, 20% District Administrators, 14% Principals, 14% 
Assistant Principals, 28% other; Sent to female MASA members and SWEL event participants 2020-2022
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SWEL Survey: December, 2022
1. How important is it to decrease the gender gap among MN Superintendents?

2. What do you see that tells us we have room to improve gender equity and equality in MN school and district 
leadership?

3. What would your school district look like if there was gender equity and equality at all levels of educational 
leadership?

4. What advice would you like to share with school boards to help decrease the gender gap among Superintendents?

5. How appealing is the job of Superintendent to you?  Please share your thinking on the appeal of being a 
Superintendent.

6. Is there anything else you would like to share about the topic of Decreasing the Gender Gap Among MN 
Superintendents?

7. What else, if anything, would you like to learn about this topic?

8. What is your current role?



Importance of decreasing the gender gap 
among MN Superintendents
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What do you see that tells us we have room to improve gender 
equity and equality in MN school and district leadership?

⊳ Gender inequality in Superintendency (38%)

⊳ Hostile work environment/Boys Club/ Exclusion of 
women/ Microaggressions (19%)

⊳ Disparity between #/% of women teachers and women 
secondary leaders/district admin (17%)

⊳ Disparity between #/% of women teachers and women 
Superintendents (10%)

⊳ School Board/Community Bias (10%)

⊳ Superintendent search process (6%)

90% of respondents believed it is 
EXTREMELY or VERY IMPORTANT 
to decrease the gender gap among 

MN Superintendents



Sample Responses: What do you see that tells us we have room to improve gender     
equity and equality in MN school and district leadership?

More males in superintendent and 
secondary school leadership positions. 
More women doing the work of school 

and district leadership.

Especially in rural areas, there seems to 
be a sense of "Good Ol' Boys" clubs 

among superintendents, and although 
there is promise in working across district 

boundaries, this contributes to the 
dangers of "groupthink" as it relates to 

gender.
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Without representation, having females in 
leadership roles will continue to be the 

exception instead of the norm.

White males continue to be the most 
common gender/race in the supt role

I hear other women talk about the MSBA 
Superintendent Search process (and 

others) screening out women because of 
the nature of their screening tools being 
inherently gender biased. This tells me 
there is room to educate boards and 

search companies about how to recruit 
differently to be more inclusive of 

women's experiences.

There are very few women in district 
leadership positions. The pathway to 

female leadership typically takes much 
longer.I have seen women rejected and 

retaliated against when they have raised 
issues of harassment and hostility.  

Women leaders are judged on how they 
look and how they please people, not 

what they know and how they perform 
on the job. 

The reality is that then educational 
leadership needs more diversity-- not 

less, and women leaders are part of that 
picture. 

Districts "considering hiring" a female 
superintendent as a 'token'; teaching staff 
expressing doubts about a female leader's 
ability to manage especially in rural MN; 

board "questioning" the veracity of 
information provided by female leaders 
but accepting the same information as 
"fact" when provided by a male leader Male superintendents who operate from 

an unconscious gender bias and spend 
more time chatting about outside 

interests than educational topics at 
meetings (sports, MSHSL gossip, etc).



Appeal of the job of Superintendent 
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⊳ 39% of respondents find the job to be 
extremely or very appealing 

⊳ 100% of responding Superintendents 
reported the job to be extremely or very 
appealing

⊳ 86% of Principals, 86% of Assistant 
Principals, 70% of district administrators, 
and 50% of charter school 
administrators reported the job to be 
somewhat or not appealing

61% of respondents find the job of 
Superintendent to be 

NOT or SOMEWHAT APPEALING



What makes the Superintendency appealing 
or not appealing? (44 responses)
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NOT Appealing
⊳ Politics - 18%
⊳ Lack of work-life balance - 15%
⊳ Lack of interaction with students, Physical & 

emotional stress, & Inability to institute significant 
change - 9%

⊳ Mismatch between authentic self and expectations of 
role, Hostile work environment, Fighting bias, & 
Impacts on own family/children - 7%

⊳ Board/Community division - 5%
⊳ Lack of job security, lack of appreciation, job 

availability - 2%

Appealing
⊳ The work (challenge, changing systems, 

visionary work) - 14%
⊳ Ability to influence - 11%
⊳ Impact on student outcomes and 

opportunities - 9%
⊳ Team development - 2%
⊳ Role model for women - 2%
⊳ Flexibility of position - 2%

**0% mentioned pay or salary



Sample Responses: Please share your thinking on the appeal of being a superintendent.
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Being a superintendent provides me an 
opportunity to have an influence as an 
educational leader…[the]reach is farther 

and we are working on impacting systems 
for the betterment of all students, staff, 

and programs.

Leading a district and having an impact 
on students at a high level is appealing 

but the political culture and negativity of 
the job makes me question if this is for 

me.

I feel like I often have to push back 
against traditional beliefs about 

leadership, and that makes the position 
less appealing.  I think as a society we 

have to look more closely at our 
expectations of our employees, not only 
those in leadership but across the board.  

I am no longer interested in playing 
politics with the school board.

The role of superintendent is extremely 
important and often a thankless job. They 

have no job security, are often publicly 
attacked and really have limited authority 
and time to institute significant change.

The role of Superintendent is highly 
visible and political. If community 

members, district employees, or parents 
don't agree with a change or innovation, 
Superintendents are open targets. While 
the work can be rewarding, I have seen it 

take a physical toll on Superintendents 
from which they can't bounce back.

My heart is in the school, supporting and 
interacting with students daily. I am not 

interested in the politics that go into 
being a Superintendent.

I do have interest at times, but feel limited 
by the expectations this role would have 

of me that would likely be out of 
alignment with me expressing myself just 
as I am.  I feel I would be fighting against 
that internal dialogue all the time and that 

seems exhausting.

While I am drawn to the opportunity to 
lead a district in a student-centered 

vision, I am more likely to impact more 
districts in my current role.

I think I would have the skills to do it, but 
worry about work-life balance with 

children at home as well as the constant 
community pushback - I think pushback is 

even worse for females.



What stood out to you from the SWEL survey data?

What other questions do the data raise for you?

Participant Discussions

32



4.
What Next?



How Can School Boards Help Decrease the Gender Gaps?
34

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/why-arent-there-more-women-superintendents/2022/03
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/vision-your-house-in-order-and-an-extra-20k-what-it-now-takes-to-hire-a-superintendent/2022/03

https://www.stkate.edu/academics/women-in-leadership-degrees/blog/gender-bias-in-the-workplace  
https://www.k12dive.com/news/pandemic-to-blame-for-rising-turnover-rate-in-district-leaders/618403/  

Strengthen the Pipeline Hiring Practices Superintendent Support

Analyze gender and pay equity at all levels of 
your organization

Address pay gaps/inequities at all levels

Set goals to decrease gender gaps and pay 
inequities

Provide/support opportunities for learning, 
coaching, networking, and mentoring of 
women leaders at all levels of your school 
district (*especially in Superintendent-specific 
competencies)

Model and support leadership that offers a 
work-life balance

Develop/revise policies to add more support 
for parents and caregivers 

Participate in and provide opportunities for 
ongoing diversity, inclusion, & equity 
training/discussion

Set clear, public goals for gender equity

Ask hiring firms to include equal numbers of 
male and female candidates/Contract with 
hiring firms that attract women candidates

Be transparent and check your biases at all 
steps of the hiring process

Ensure pay equity

Develop hiring protocols focused on 
job-specific skills (*avoid popularity contest)

Aim for healthy balance between work and life

Analyze job description, application, interview, 
and hiring processes to acknowledge and 
address biases

Avoid double standards

Model good governance and respectful 
communication

Be clear about what you want

Support networking, relationship development, 
and mentoring

Create family-friendly structures and policies, 
including expanded paid sick, family, medical 
leave

Check your biases in supervision & evaluations

Beliefs > Language > Action → Outline norms 
for board-superintendent relations

Strengthen the professional networks of 
women Superintendents

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/why-arent-there-more-women-superintendents/2022/03
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/vision-your-house-in-order-and-an-extra-20k-what-it-now-takes-to-hire-a-superintendent/2022/03
https://www.stkate.edu/academics/women-in-leadership-degrees/blog/gender-bias-in-the-workplace
https://www.k12dive.com/news/pandemic-to-blame-for-rising-turnover-rate-in-district-leaders/618403/


Analyze Your Application Process For…
⊳ Caregiver Bias - Women continue to take on the majority of caregiving responsibilities - for 

children and adults - that often lead to postponing opportunities for advancement, taking 
unpaid leave, scaling back hours, seeking more flexible work

⊳ Motherhood Bias - Women who are mothers experience lower salaries, fewer promotions, 
fewer job offers (while fathers earn 119% of what men without children earn)

⊳ “Women’s Work” Bias - Society undervalues work done by women with lower salaries, fewer 
employee benefits, stricter qualification expectations than their male peers; “to advance, 
women often must significantly outperform men”

⊳ Intersectional Bias - Our visions of the “ideal” Superintendent include biases in regard to race, 
gender, ability, socioeconomic class, sexuality, and other identity characteristics. 

35

https://www.stkate.edu/academics/women-in-leadership-degrees/blog/gender-bias-in-the-workplace 

https://www.stkate.edu/academics/women-in-leadership-degrees/blog/gender-bias-in-the-workplace


What is one action you could take 
to change or influence

systems, structures, policies, or practices 
in your current context to decrease the 

gender gap among MN Superintendents? 

Sharing Out

36



Some Tools to Consider
Reflective tools for school boards, leadership 
teams, etc.

37



Cultivating Leadership: My Leadership Journey

What the cultivation of my leadership looked/felt/sounded/smelled like …

Who?

What?

Where?

Why?

When?

How?

How much?
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Cultivating Leadership: My Current Context
What this looks/feels/sounds/smells like for aspiring & current leaders in my current context…

Who?

What?

Where?

Why?

When?

How?

How much?

39



Cultivating Leadership: 
To Decrease the Gender Gap Among MN Superintendents

What it would look/feel/sound/smell like if the goal was to decrease the gender gap among MN Superintendents…

Who?

What?

Where?

Why?

When?

How?

How much?

40
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SWEL thanks the following for inspiring us 
and/or contributing to this presentation:

⊳ SWEL Planning Committee

⊳ Minnesota Association of School Administrators (MASA) 
○ Special thanks to Dr. Deb Henton, Mia Urick, & Karen Orcutt

⊳ University of Minnesota Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement 
(CAREI) 

○ Special thanks to Dr. Katie Pekel)

⊳ Dr. Michelle Mortensen

⊳ Dr. Aura Wharton-Beck

⊳ Dr. Nick Miller and Dr. Amy Miller
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Please share your feedback



Male leaders being able to make the 
final say on decision. Female leaders 

are there to support.

Assuming my “plate is too full” 
resulting in not given an opportunity 
to be “at the table” when decisions 
regarding my school were being 

made.

Some SWEL Participant Experiences with BARRIERS to Gender Equity in Educational Leadership

A traditionally male-dominated 
administration; Biases & assumptions

Men in leadership supporting other men to 
be leaders, whether or not there are more 

qualified women.

Misconceptions about my ability to handle 
disciplinary issues. The perception that my 
children will prevent me from putting in the 

necessary hours/completing work. Being told 
that I needed to act "less smart." (True story!)

The response that people have to a 
woman of color in leadership. The 

preconceived notions of who I am and 
what I am capable of, in addition, my 
actions being interpreted from a lens 

of fear and prejudice.

I have encountered the "good ole 
boys club". This group often makes it 

difficult for females to voice their 
thoughts. The group also values the 

female voice less.

White administration trying to hire BIPOC 
with only their white viewpoint being used, 

lack of support once a BIPOC is hired, 
expecting a BIPOC to be the “expert”/look 

to them to help fix or lead the focus on 
anti-racism, and there is always talk about 

hiring BIPOC, but where’s the action?

Lack of support/mentorship; inaccurate 
perceptions of skills; not being invited to 

the table or being invited but not 
welcomed

Placing women in "typical" roles 
as the "details" person or the 

"note-taker", etc. Having 
directives be questioned

Working as hard as men in leadership 
and taking longer and seems like more 

to prove to get there.

If a female leader is direct, then she is 
considered a "bitch" and for a male it is 

accepted as a part of his style. If a female 
leader is emotional, then they are perceived 

as weak rather than the emotion being a 
positive leadership trait.

If I am not a friend, then I am the enemy.

Implicit bias.
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Mentors that that have assisted in 
moving mountains and creating 

pathways for future leaders.

Having a female leader ahead of me is 
often helpful.

Network with other female 
administrators.

I have seen and experienced some 
women supporting and mentoring other 

women (or myself).

Lifting each other up, creating 
leadership opportunities, listening to all 

voices

Women leaders in my district get 
together to talk in a small group once a 

month. We support each other.

Attending 
workshops/seminars/conferences

This is my first position where I have felt 
the gap, so I am actually really interested 

to learn ways to address the gap.

Female directors and mentors that 
supported my leadership and encouraged 

me to be bold. HR directors working 
directly to address the gap.

Greater awareness of the issues and 
holding those in mind during 

decision-making.

Having conversations about the 
gender equity gap that we see within 

our system.

...women continuing to push on the 
ceiling by getting educational degrees, 
attaining leadership position, making 
room for more women in leadership 

from those positions, and empowering 
each other rather than tearing each 

other down competitively.

The SWEL events!
My school (both district level and 

building level) is also led mostly by 
females which gives me confidence and 

hope!

Not much, to be honest. But we need to 
see more women holding the door open 
for other women coming behind them.

“Grow Your Own” programs

Networking with other women and men 
who value a feminist approach in leading 

and learning and collaborating.

Gathering with other women of color 
who are leaders.

Some SWEL Participant Experiences with OPPORTUNITIES for Gender Equity in Educational 
Leadership

44



Some Useful Resources
Leading While Female

Thriving in Chaos

Story Circle Stories 

Brene Brown books & podcasts

Step In, Step Up

Why Aren’t There More Women Superintendents?

Wolfpack

Invisible Women: Data Bias in a World Designed for Men 

Street Data

https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2021/minnesotas-education-system-shows-persistent-opportunity-gaps-by-race 

https://wfmn.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/WFMN-2022-Status-of-Women-Girls-in-MN.pdf 

https://5voices.com/ 

https://nces.ed.gov/blogs/nces/post/women-s-equality-day-the-gender-wage-gap-continues 
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https://us.corwin.com/en-us/nam/leading-while-female/book266594
https://highimpacttraining.net/thriving-in-chaos-2/
https://www.amazon.com/Story-Circle-Stories-Featuring-convening/dp/0983650446
https://brenebrown.com/books-audio/
https://www.amazon.com/Step-Empowering-Leadership-Educational-Development/dp/1943874301/ref=asc_df_1943874301/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=343221129243&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=2526116400878830945&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9019660&hvtargid=pla-720023913821&psc=1&tag=&ref=&adgrpid=67797265863&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvadid=343221129243&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=2526116400878830945&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9019660&hvtargid=pla-720023913821
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/why-arent-there-more-women-superintendents/2022/03
https://www.amazon.com/WOLFPACK-Together-Unleash-Power-Change/dp/1250217709/ref=asc_df_1250217709/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=343386720390&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=7548903394586039718&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9019660&hvtargid=pla-645165149016&psc=1&tag=&ref=&adgrpid=68305357439&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvadid=343386720390&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=7548903394586039718&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9019660&hvtargid=pla-645165149016
https://www.amazon.com/Invisible-Women-Data-World-Designed/dp/1419735217/ref=sr_1_1?crid=18B3FG3LPUFGG&keywords=women+data&qid=1654869594&sprefix=women+data%2Caps%2C105&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Street-Data-Next-Generation-Pedagogy-Transformation/dp/1071812718/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2X6CEY8YY9KRJ&keywords=street+data&qid=1654869691&sprefix=street+data%2Caps%2C98&sr=8-1
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2021/minnesotas-education-system-shows-persistent-opportunity-gaps-by-race
https://wfmn.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/WFMN-2022-Status-of-Women-Girls-in-MN.pdf
https://5voices.com/
https://nces.ed.gov/blogs/nces/post/women-s-equality-day-the-gender-wage-gap-continues


Photo Images
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/education/school-board-candidates-opposed-critical-race-theory-mask-mandates-win-r

cna4420 

https://www.minnpost.com/education/2021/08/after-a-summer-of-controversy-some-minnesota-teachers-are-anxious-ov
er-the-return-of-the-school-year/ 

https://mspmag.com/arts-and-culture/artists-paint-george-floyd-mural-at-cup-foods/ 

https://www.mprnews.org/story/2020/11/30/most-mn-students-buckle-up-for-another-stretch-of-distance-learning 

https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/opinion/letters-to-the-editor/story/2022-01-06/opinion-your-say-on-the-jan-6-in
surrection-at-the-u-s-capitol 

https://www.postbulletin.com/news/local/crowd-protests-government-speech-critical-race-theory-at-rochester-school-bo
ard-meeting 
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https://www.nbcnews.com/news/education/school-board-candidates-opposed-critical-race-theory-mask-mandates-win-rcna4420
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/education/school-board-candidates-opposed-critical-race-theory-mask-mandates-win-rcna4420
https://www.minnpost.com/education/2021/08/after-a-summer-of-controversy-some-minnesota-teachers-are-anxious-over-the-return-of-the-school-year/
https://www.minnpost.com/education/2021/08/after-a-summer-of-controversy-some-minnesota-teachers-are-anxious-over-the-return-of-the-school-year/
https://mspmag.com/arts-and-culture/artists-paint-george-floyd-mural-at-cup-foods/
https://www.mprnews.org/story/2020/11/30/most-mn-students-buckle-up-for-another-stretch-of-distance-learning
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/opinion/letters-to-the-editor/story/2022-01-06/opinion-your-say-on-the-jan-6-insurrection-at-the-u-s-capitol
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/opinion/letters-to-the-editor/story/2022-01-06/opinion-your-say-on-the-jan-6-insurrection-at-the-u-s-capitol
https://www.postbulletin.com/news/local/crowd-protests-government-speech-critical-race-theory-at-rochester-school-board-meeting
https://www.postbulletin.com/news/local/crowd-protests-government-speech-critical-race-theory-at-rochester-school-board-meeting


Thank you!
www.swelofmn.org 

Please see our website to join our 
mailing list!

swelmn@gmail.com
Email us to continue the conversation 

and find more ways to connect!
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Sample Responses: What do you see that tells us we have room to improve gender     
equity and equality in MN school and district leadership?

More males in superintendent and 
secondary school leadership positions. 
More women doing the work of school 

and district leadership.

Especially in rural areas, there seems to 
be a sense of "Good Ol' Boys" clubs 

among superintendents, and although 
there is promise in working across district 

boundaries, this contributes to the 
dangers of "groupthink" as it relates to 

gender.

Without representation, having females in 
leadership roles will continue to be the 

exception instead of the norm.

White males continue to be the most 
common gender/race in the supt role

I hear other women talk about the MSBA 
Superintendent Search process (and 

others) screening out women because of 
the nature of their screening tools being 
inherently gender biased. This tells me 
there is room to educate boards and 

search companies about how to recruit 
differently to be more inclusive of 

women's experiences.

There are very few women in district 
leadership positions. The pathway to 

female leadership typically takes much 
longer.I have seen women rejected and 

retaliated against when they have raised 
issues of harassment and hostility.  

Women leaders are judged on how they 
look and how they please people, not 

what they know and how they perform 
on the job. 

The reality is that then educational 
leadership needs more diversity-- not 

less, and women leaders are part of that 
picture. 

Districts "considering hiring" a female 
superintendent as a 'token'; teaching staff 
expressing doubts about a female leader's 
ability to manage especially in rural MN; 

board "questioning" the veracity of 
information provided by female leaders 
but accepting the same information as 
"fact" when provided by a male leader Male superintendents who operate from 

an unconscious gender bias and spend 
more time chatting about outside 

interests than educational topics at 
meetings (sports, MSHSL gossip, etc).



Sample Responses: Please share your thinking on the appeal of being a superintendent.

Being a superintendent provides me an 
opportunity to have an influence as an 
educational leader…[the]reach is farther 

and we are working on impacting systems 
for the betterment of all students, staff, 

and programs.

Leading a district and having an impact 
on students at a high level is appealing 

but the political culture and negativity of 
the job makes me question if this is for 

me.

I feel like I often have to push back 
against traditional beliefs about 

leadership, and that makes the position 
less appealing.  I think as a society we 

have to look more closely at our 
expectations of our employees, not only 
those in leadership but across the board.  

I am no longer interested in playing 
politics with the school board.

The role of superintendent is extremely 
important and often a thankless job. They 

have no job security, are often publicly 
attacked and really have limited authority 
and time to institute significant change.

The role of Superintendent is highly 
visible and political. If community 

members, district employees, or parents 
don't agree with a change or innovation, 
Superintendents are open targets. While 
the work can be rewarding, I have seen it 

take a physical toll on Superintendents 
from which they can't bounce back.

My heart is in the school, supporting and 
interacting with students daily. I am not 

interested in the politics that go into 
being a Superintendent.

I do have interest at times, but feel limited 
by the expectations this role would have 

of me that would likely be out of 
alignment with me expressing myself just 
as I am.  I feel I would be fighting against 
that internal dialogue all the time and that 

seems exhausting.

While I am drawn to the opportunity to 
lead a district in a student-centered 

vision, I am more likely to impact more 
districts in my current role.

I think I would have the skills to do it, but 
worry about work-life balance with 

children at home as well as the constant 
community pushback - I think pushback is 

even worse for females.



How Can School Boards Help Decrease the Gender Gaps?
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/why-arent-there-more-women-superintendents/2022/03

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/vision-your-house-in-order-and-an-extra-20k-what-it-now-takes-to-hire-a-superintendent/2022/03
https://www.stkate.edu/academics/women-in-leadership-degrees/blog/gender-bias-in-the-workplace  

https://www.k12dive.com/news/pandemic-to-blame-for-rising-turnover-rate-in-district-leaders/618403/  

Strengthen the Pipeline Hiring Practices Superintendent Support

Analyze gender and pay equity at all levels of 
your organization

Address pay gaps/inequities at all levels

Set goals to decrease gender gaps and pay 
inequities

Provide/support opportunities for learning, 
coaching, networking, and mentoring of 
women leaders at all levels of your school 
district (*especially in Superintendent-specific 
competencies)

Model and support leadership that offers a 
work-life balance

Develop/revise policies to add more support 
for parents and caregivers 

Participate in and provide opportunities for 
ongoing diversity, inclusion, & equity 
training/discussion

Set clear, public goals for gender equity

Ask hiring firms to include equal numbers of 
male and female candidates/Contract with 
hiring firms that attract women candidates

Be transparent and check your biases at all 
steps of the hiring process

Ensure pay equity

Develop hiring protocols focused on 
job-specific skills (*avoid popularity contest)

Aim for healthy balance between work and life

Analyze job description, application, interview, 
and hiring processes to acknowledge and 
address biases

Avoid double standards

Model good governance and respectful 
communication

Be clear about what you want

Support networking, relationship development, 
and mentoring

Create family-friendly structures and policies, 
including expanded paid sick, family, medical 
leave

Check your biases in supervision & evaluations

Beliefs > Language > Action → Outline norms 
for board-superintendent relations

Strengthen the professional networks of 
women Superintendents

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/why-arent-there-more-women-superintendents/2022/03
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/vision-your-house-in-order-and-an-extra-20k-what-it-now-takes-to-hire-a-superintendent/2022/03
https://www.stkate.edu/academics/women-in-leadership-degrees/blog/gender-bias-in-the-workplace
https://www.k12dive.com/news/pandemic-to-blame-for-rising-turnover-rate-in-district-leaders/618403/


Cultivating Leadership: My Leadership Journey

What the cultivation of my leadership looked/felt/sounded/smelled like …

Who?

What?

Where?

Why?

When?

How?

How much?



Cultivating Leadership: My Current Context
What cultivation of leadership looks/feels/sounds/smells like for aspiring & current leaders in 
my current context…

Who?

What?

Where?

Why?

When?

How?

How much?



Cultivating Leadership: 
To Decrease the Gender Gap Among MN Superintendents

What cultivation of leadership would look/feel/sound/smell like if the goal was to decrease the gender gap among 
MN Superintendents…

Who?

What?

Where?

Why?

When?

How?

How much?
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