
nn Although
their numbers
are still few,
females elected
to high-level
positions bring
unique quali-
ties to job
By Dee Ann Campbell
The Choctaw Sun

BUTLER – They
make up more than 50%
of registered voters, but
only a handful are elected
to serve in positions of
power — either nation-
ally, statewide, or locally.

Yet, when they do,
studies say they bring to
the job a host of qualities
and abilities that are
unique to their gender –
qualities that are distinct
and valuable, and decid-
edly female.

For women across the
country and across the
state, climbing the ladder
to elected positions
remains a rare event. And
for Choctaw County, and
other areas of the Deep
South, the election of
women to local offices is
even more uncommon. 

Yet in the 2006 elec-
tion, two women were
elected to serve in high-
level local positions that
have traditionally been
held by men.

Circuit Clerk Donna
Murphy office became the
first female to hold the
position in the county this
year, and with the elec-
tion of Superintendent of
Education Sue Moore, the
top education position in
the county is now being
headed by a woman –
only the second to have
ever served in that office.

Times have changed
since Toreatha Johnson
became Superintendent
of Education in 1984.
From increases in stu-
dent population to new
school facilities to exten-
sive increases in state
accountability require-
ments, the role of  super-
intendent has seen mas-
sive changes.

But although the job
has changed dramati-

cally, the numbers of
women elected to that
office have not.

Since the creation of
the public school super-
intendency in the United
States in the 

mid-1800s, few
women have held the
position. In 1909, Ella
Flagg Young became the
first woman superin-

tendent of the Chicago
public schools, and the
first woman to hold the
office anywhere in the
nation. But the gains of
women in the superinten-
dency over the following
70 years have been min-
imal.

By 1928, still only
1.6% of all superintend-
ents in the country were

women, according to the
Center for Women in Pol-
itics. Most studies before
1998 report that males
constituted more than
90% of all superintendent
positions. By 1998, not
much had changed. Still
only 12% of public school
superintendents in the
U.S. were women.

Nationally, men still
hold more than 80% of all
superintendent jobs, yet
women comprise about
75% of most school sys-
tems’ workforces – a fact
that has changed rela-
tively little over the past
50 years.

On the state and
national level, women in
powerful elected positions
are still relatively few.
Since 1916, 203 women
have been elected to the
U.S. House of Represen-
tatives, and 26 to the U.S.
Senate. But eight states
have still never elected a
woman to the House of
Representatives,
including Alabama.
Another 5 states have
never sent a women to
the U.S. Senate.

Today, women make
up just over 15% of the
members of the U.S. Con-
gress — the highest per-
centage ever. But since
1789, a total of only 2% of
members of Congress
have been women.

In Alabama, 28
women have been elected
to the state legislature
since Hattie Hooker
Wilkins became the first
female state representa-
tive in 1923.

When they do
advance to high places,
women typically bring a
decidedly different
approach to leadership,
drawing on characteris-
tics such as detail-orien-
tation, the ability to col-
laborate with others, the
ability to multi-task at
detailed levels, and a
people-oriented view of
their jobs. While stereo-
typical generalizations
about gender differences
are not always true for
either gender, there are
some obvious differences

between male and female
traits that are often evi-
dent in leadership posi-
tions.

“No doubt both
women and men make
outstanding superintend-
ents and contribute a
great deal to the leader-
ship of K-12 for the state
of Alabama,” says Dr.
Susan Lockwood, presi-
dent of the School Super-
intendents of Alabama
(SSA). “Most of what is
said that is gender spe-
cific are generalizations,
and like all generaliza-
tions, not a true picture of
a particular superin-
tendent or a particular
place. Women tend to
bring a stronger focus on
the instructional pro-
gram, on the needs of
teachers in the classroom,
and on working collabo-
ratively with staff and
parents. Generally
speaking, research on
women in leadership
shows a more collabora-
tive style of working.”

When it comes to a
detailed, people-oriented
approach to leadership,
local educators see having
a woman in the superin-
tendent’s chair as an
asset for those who work
in the school system.

“I believe that women
pay attention not just to
the big picture but all the
little details,” says local
teacher Michelle Taylor,
who worked closely with
Moore’s campaign for the
superintendent’s office
last year. “They treat
every employee and stu-
dent as an individual and
not as a whole group of
people or a company.”

“Women have an
innate nurturing instinct,
the ability to comfort and
support emotionally,
organizational skills, the
ability to multitask, and
the natural ability to help
others see and bring out
the best in themselves,”
adds Dr. Dana Rolison,
School Improvement Spe-
cialist for the county
school system.

By nature, there are
definite and obvious per-
sonality differences
between men and women
that affect leadership
styles in certain situa-
tions in particular. In
times of transition, for
example – whether in a
local school system, at the
state level, or in the
national legislature –
women are often more
inclined to collaborate
with others and lean
toward a ‘shared decision-
making’ style of leader-
ship.

That style of leader-
ship may, in the case of
women superintendents,
come from a long list of
experiences at all levels
of the school system. Most
women who become
superintendents have
taught for significantly
more years than have the
men who make their way
to the top position.
Almost 60% of women
who become superintend-
ents have at least 5 or
more years of experience
in the classroom, com-
pared to less than 40% of
men.

Both men and women
superintendents often see
their primary focus as
instruction and cur-
riculum.  Both also con-
sidered the ability to
maintain organizational
relationships, interper-

sonal skills and respon-
siveness to community
groups as being impor-
tant.

But women superin-
tendents report more pro-
fessional development
activities in preparation
for such issues — in par-
ticular, in the develop-
ment of curriculum and
instruction. For example,
73% of women superin-
tendents regularly par-
ticipate in curriculum
development and leader-
ship workshops compared
to 39% of men. 

There are, however,
feminine personality
traits that can often be
detrimental to the careers
of women in high places.
Psychologists who study
personality traits see
women as less likely to
negotiate for their per-
sonal needs and more
likely to seek collabora-
tion with others. When it
comes to their careers,
women are typically less
likely to negotiate
salaries and contracts,
making them less likely
to earn salaries as high
as those of their male
counterparts. 

Society itself often
plays a role in the strug-
gles of women in high
places. Women often
struggle with career-long
difficulties in trying to
simultaneously meet soci-
etal expectations for
women and fulfill the
requirements of high-
pressure jobs. Stereotyp-
ical gender roles are often
used as a basis for ques-
tioning the abilities of
women in such positions. 

For women superin-
tendents of education, for
example, some voters
might question a women’s
competence in areas that
were non-instructional,
such as finances and ath-
letics.

According to Women
in the Superintendency
(copyright 2006 by Joyce
A. Dana and Diana M.
Bourisaw), “when women
do exercise authority or
behave in competitive or
directive ways, they may
receive negative evalua-
tions because they have
violated the feminine
stereotype.”

However, with stereo-
types of women’s roles
becoming less pro-
nounced, women like
Moore and Murphy may
be joined by larger num-
bers of other women who
hold such positions.
Advances for women in
high-level administrative
roles may be changing
dramatically in the
coming years. 

While men have dom-
inated the field of educa-
tional administration, for
example, there has been
an increase in female
enrollment in graduate
programs in educational
administration. Women
have been entering edu-
cational administration
degree programs in
increasing numbers since
the 1970s, and now make
up over half of enroll-
ments in such programs.

With the myriad of
positive character traits
brought to high-level
positions by women, and
gradually more females
seeking and gaining
elected position on a
national, state, and local
level, the playing field
may be leveling for
women in high places.
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Choctaw Sun photo by Dee Ann Campbell
Superintendent of Education Sue Moore was sworn into
office in January, becoming only the 2nd female to hold
the position in Choctaw County

Choctaw Sun photo by Tommy Campbell
Donna Murphy became the first women Circuit Clerk
when she was sworn into office for this term.

“Research on women in
leadership shows a more
collaborative style of
working.”

-- Dr. Susan Lockwood, 
SSA President


