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Abstract 

 

Public school superintendents face wide-ranging pressures and would benefit from im-

proved understanding of ways to manage stress. This quantitative study used the theoreti-

cal framework of Transformational Leadership to investigate whether the presence or ab-

sence of faith practices resulted in better stress management for superintendents, and 

whether the presence or absence of faith practices correlated with other demographic fac-

tors. No statistically significant associations were observed between degree of religious 

practice and degree of stress management for overall scores or for combinations of demo-

graphic characteristics. This study generally supported findings from related research 

which showed that many superintendents engage in religious practices; however, little ev-

idence supported the efficacy of those practices on stress management. More research is 

needed to better identify which, if any, stress management strategies are of value for su-

perintendents. 
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“I don’t know how people do this job without God.” This was not the first time I had heard these 

words from a fellow superintendent of schools. In fact, I had made the same statement on many 

occasions over the course of my administrative career. I regularly rely on my faith in God, daily 

Bible reading and prayer, inspirational words and music, and other spiritual practices to guide my 

thoughts, decision-making, and interactions with others. In stressful times I often pray for direc-

tion, wisdom, peace, and strength. These faith practices help me cope with the stressors related to 

my job as superintendent, and it appears that I am not alone. 

In September 2018, a dinner conversation with five superintendents turned to personal re-

ligious beliefs and impact on private lives and work. One man read the Bible every morning to 

start his day on a positive note. A woman identified herself as a “lapsed Catholic” and reported 

that, despite maintaining spiritual beliefs, she had given up on organized religion due to scandals 

in the church. A third individual was reared as a Methodist and converted to Catholicism when she 
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married, but no longer engaged in any formal or personal religious practices. The fourth superin-

tendent attended church services but did not fully engage in faith practices. The last person quietly 

remarked that she did not know how anyone could do this job without God. 

The following day, at the 2018 annual conference for the Illinois Association of School 

Administrators, a superintendent and his university advisor presented the results of his dissertation 

research regarding stress in the superintendency (Ehrman & Wolff, 2019). The quantitative study 

that formed the basis of the presentation (Ehrman, 2018) revealed significant stress for superinten-

dents, with highest levels of stress for superintendents in their mid-40s, women superintendents, 

and superintendents of larger school systems.  

For the previous two years the Illinois Association of Christian Administrators (IACA) had 

met at statewide educator conferences. Part of a multi-state organization, IACA was established in 

2014 “to provide a network of Christ-like support and spiritual growth for school leaders” (IACA, 

2019, para. 1).  The growing membership of the group suggested interest in spiritual support among 

school leaders throughout the state. 

Jeff Dillon, Superintendent of Wilder School District in Wilder, Ohio, was featured in the 

December 2018 issue of School Administrator, a publication of the American Association of 

School Administrators (Riede, 2018). The topic was innovation and the article entitled “Personal-

izing His Ministry Work in School.” Dillon, who had left his work as a pastor to enter public 

education, said “I really feel that it was a call to ministry, but ministry is different to different 

people” (p. 55). The School Administrator article stood out because it mentioned the sense of call-

ing or ministry that some superintendents report experiencing (Zaharris et al., 2017).  

Religion and its impact on K-12 public education have rarely been discussed—religion has 

not been disparaged or promoted, but often simply ignored or overlooked. Yet for many educators 

and educational leaders, religion has played a central role in who they are, and why and how they 

do their work.  

The dinner conversation with my colleagues, presentation on stress in the superintendency, 

and observations of growing conversations regarding the role of religious beliefs in the lives of 

superintendents, led me to question whether the presence or absence of personal religious beliefs 

affected the ability of superintendents to manage stress related to their job, and how the presence 

or absence of religious beliefs affected the job performance of superintendents. 

The purpose of this quantitative correlational study was to investigate whether the presence 

or absence of religious beliefs and faith practices resulted in better stress management for public 

school superintendents. The following research questions were examined: 

 

1. Did superintendents who engage in faith practices manage stress more effectively?  

2. Did the presence or absence of religious beliefs and faith practices correlate with other 

demographic factors, including superintendent’s gender, age, race, years as a superin-

tendent, superintendent’s years in current position, district’s level of funding adequacy, 

type of school district (rural, non-rural, unit, high school, or elementary), number of 

students enrolled in PreK through 12th grade, and percentage of schools achieving 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) designations of commendable or exemplary? 
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Literature Review 

 

Spirituality and Leadership 

 

 Leadership theorists and researchers, and popular leadership authors have frequently writ-

ten about benefits of spiritual guidance or character-related attributes for high-level leaders (Bass 

& Riggio, 2010; Blanchard, 2003; Cash & Gray, 2000; Covey, 2004; Frisdiantara & Sahertian, 

2012; Fry, 2003; Greenleaf, 2008; Houston & Sokolow, 2006; Jones & Sheffield, 2009; Thomp-

son, 2005a; Thompson, 2005b). “Servant leadership,” “spiritual leadership,” and “transformational 

leadership” have been examples of approaches that reportedly resulted in greater employee satis-

faction, stronger customer relationships, and long-term stability of organizations. Except for 

Covey (2004), which was based on extensive quantitative and qualitative study of high performing 

companies and matched firms which did not meet the same standard, nearly all of these publica-

tions have been in the form of essays, empirical arguments, and theoretical proposals. 

 Professional standards for educational leaders are infused with value-laden expectations 

(NPBEA, 2015). Williams & Hatch (2012) conducted a mixed methods study of Pennsylvania 

superintendents and found evidence that leaders who engaged in religious practices had a positive 

impact on school culture. Kiel (2015) and Posner et al. (1985) examined datasets for corporation 

performance for 84 and 1498 companies, respectively, and further conducted interviews with peo-

ple within organizations. They found that leaders who engaged in religious practices created a 

strong corporate ethical identity and positive financial performance for the organization. 

 

Servant Leadership, Spiritual Leadership, and Transformational Leadership Theories 

 

The concept of servant leadership was first introduced by Robert K. Greenleaf in an essay 

entitled The Servant as Leader (1970). Servant leadership was said to begin with the desire to serve 

first, followed by the aspiration to lead. The first priority of the servant leader was to ensure that 

the needs of other people are served first, and that those who were served grew in all aspects of 

their lives so that they would be more likely to become servant-leaders.  

L.W. Fry  (2003) proposed a model of spiritual leadership that embedded vision, altruistic 

love, hope, and faith in practice to create a sense of meaning purpose and holistic integration in 

the workplace. The qualities of servant leadership could be found within the spiritual leader.  

The focus on working for the greater good of the organization fit within Transformational 

Leadership (TL) Theory, which espoused and built on the qualities of servant and spiritual leader-

ship (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Burns 1978). James MacGregor Burns (1978) viewed leadership as 

either transactional or transformational. Transactional leaders relied on values such as responsibil-

ity, fairness ,and honesty to facilitate social exchange to motivate followers to achieve desired 

goals. Examples included offering financial incentives for productivity or offering a job for a cam-

paign contribution. Power and position were used to obtain results and specific outcomes. Alter-

natively, transformational leaders inspired and empowered followers to achieve goals that were 

mutually beneficial for the follower, leader, and organization. TL was based on moral commit-

ments, integrity, and altruism, and values such as liberty, equality, justice, and respect. Under TL, 

both leaders and followers lifted each other up to higher levels of functioning.  

Bernard Bass and Bruce Avolio (1994) expanded the concept of TL by defining its char-

acteristics and situating it within the Full Range of Leadership (FRL) model. Within TL, the char-

acteristic of Idealized Influence referred to transformational leaders as role models who engaged 
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in behaviors that were ethical, trustworthy, altruistic, and admirable. Followers’ needs were put 

ahead of their own. Behavior was consistent with the leader’s own values and those of the organ-

ization. The characteristics of Inspirational Motivation described leaders who were visionary, op-

timistic, enthusiastic, and inspired followers to do great things. The characteristic of Intellectual 

Stimulation described a leader’s efforts to challenge followers to learn, grow, challenge assump-

tions, and approach problems from new perspectives. Leaders did not criticize mistakes, but in-

stead encouraged others to generate solutions. The characteristic of Individualized Consideration 

described a leader who supported followers in achieving their personal goals. Leaders served as 

mentors and coaches for followers and provided them with learning opportunities. 

Bass (1998) coined the terms authentic and pseudo-transformational to distinguish between 

ethical and unethical leaders who used principles of TL. Authentic TL was said to be motivated 

by altruism, integrity, and genuine interest in the well-being and development of followers. 

Pseudo-TL leaders were said to use the approach for their own personal gain and selfish ends. 

They were motivated by greed, power, anger, and deception. Bass and Steidlmeier (1999) identi-

fied the “three pillars” of ethics in leadership: “(1) the moral character of the leader; (2) the ethical 

legitimacy of the values embedded in the leaders vision; and (3) the morality of the processes of 

social ethical choice and action that leaders and followers engage in and collectively pursue” (p. 

181). 

Transformational leaders have been said to inspire their followers to greater morality and 

motivation by serving as  role models, inspiring and motivating by communicating a vision for the 

organization, showing genuine concern for the needs and development of followers, and challeng-

ing followers to greater creativity and accomplishment through Idealized Influence, Inspirational 

Motivation, Individualized Consideration, and Intellectual Stimulation (Bass, 1998; Bass & Rig-

gio, 2010; Cansoy, 2019; Chi et al., 2011; Fadhilah Abdul et al., 2018; Tse et al., 2018; Yuan-

Duen & Chen-Tsung, 2019). TL espoused the principles within servant leadership and spiritual 

leadership, including the importance of spiritual habits and practices that support leader efficacy 

in all types of organizations, including public schools. (Crossman, 2003, 2016; Frisdiantara & 

Sahertian, 2012; L. Fry & Cohen, 2009; Houston & Sokolow, 2006, 2008; K.P, Rodrigus L.R, 

K.P.V, & Pai, 2019; Riaz & Normore, 2008; Zaharris et al., 2017). 

 

Definitions of Religion and Spiritual Practices 

 

Durkheim (2001) held that religion made meaningful connections between our own sub-

jectivities and the externalities which may threaten us. Crossman (2003) defined religion as a 

“public and institutionalized process based on sacred texts, rituals and practices” and spirituality 

as “unsystematized, individually interpreted, private experience” (p. 504). Thompson (2005a) 

identified the following spiritual practices or disciplines: prayer, meditation, scripture reading, at-

tending religious services, listening to inspirational music, journal-writing, and seeking solitude. 

Through persistent and consistent exercise, engaging in spiritual practices was said to develop 

spiritual qualities such as “faith, patience, intuition, humility, expectancy, inspiration, [and] com-

passion” which led to “stability and clarity” in stressful leadership situations (para. 3). 

Thompson (2005b, p. 5) defined spirituality as “a state of mind or consciousness that ena-

bles one to perceive deeper levels of experience, meaning, values and purpose than can be per-

ceived from a strictly materialistic vantage point” and spiritual leadership as “leading from those 

deeper levels” (p. 62). This state of mind could have possibly come from a specific religious tra-

dition, may have been unrelated to organized religion, or even non-religious in nature. Thompson 
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emphasized that in public education, one should not attempt to promote or proselytize specific 

religious beliefs, but that did not require hiding or denial of one’s spiritual identity. L. W. Fry 

(2003) similarly defined spirituality as transcending denominational doctrine and practice, to lead 

from deeper levels through purposeful actions.  

Stephen Sokolow & Paul Houston (2008) defined “spiritual” as a way of “thinking, being, 

and doing that are life-sustaining and life-enhancing both for individuals and organizations” (p. 

14). They did not use the term in a religious way but saw spiritual principles as “habits of mind 

and soul that can act as guideposts for…leadership” (Sokolow & Houston, 2008, p. 14). The habits 

included setting personal intentions that were aligned with inner values, focusing attention on the 

right things for the right reasons, using one’s own unique gifts and talents for the benefit of others 

and developing the gifts and talents of others, expressing gratitude, growing through reflection, 

cultivating a holistic perspective, being open to receive and provide truth, love, and compassion, 

and to trust and be trusted.  

Mindel and Vaughan (1978) viewed religious participation as potentially occurring in dif-

ferent ways. Active participation in organized religion was characterized by attending religious 

services or contributing money to religious activities. Other people might not have actively partic-

ipated in organized religious services but considered themselves religiously involved because they 

participated in nonorganizational religious activities, such as listening to religious services or mu-

sic on radio and television, praying alone or with family, Bible reading, and meditation. 

 

Public Schools and Religion 

 

Public schools in the United States have historically avoided the topic of religion and the 

role it played in the efficacy of school leaders (Jones & Sheffield, 2009). Increasingly, researchers 

have investigated the role of spiritual practices within educational leadership and its impact on 

school districts (Arnold & Brooks, 2013; Marshall, 2014; Pijanowski, 2017; Riaz & Normore, 

2008; Striepe, Clarke, & O'Donoghue, 2014; Zaharris et al., 2017). Zaharris et al. (2017) found 

that principals and assistant principals who demonstrated spiritually based core values also dis-

played the practices of exemplary leadership. Little information has been available on the possible 

relationship between the presence or absence of spiritual practices among district leaders and the 

efficacy of school superintendents.  

 

Role of Superintendent, Stressors, and Impact 

 

School superintendents play key roles in establishing the direction of their districts and 

implementing initiatives that support vision and goals (Forner et al., 2012; Waters & Marzano, 

2007). The pressures of many competing constituencies and interests create unique stressors upon 

superintendents (Blumberg & Blumberg, 1985; Ehrman & Wolff, 2019; Glass, 2003; Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007; Hawk & Martin, 2011; Richardson 1998, Tienken & Domenech, 2021). Those 

pressures may negatively impact superintendents’ behavior, judgment, performance, and longevity 

(Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Barling & Cloutier, 2017).  

More than half of superintendents have been in their current position for five years or less 

(McCord & Finnan, 2019, p. 13). Superintendent tenure was positively correlated with student 

achievement – with evidence of impact as early as year 2 of a superintendent’s employment, and 

correlated to long-term stability of the district through development of a shared vision for the dis-
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trict and goals for instruction, monitoring goals for achievement and instruction, identifying re-

sources to support instructional goals, and providing staff with the necessary training to implement 

initiatives (Waters & Marzano, 2007, p. 10). 

Previous studies have found evidence that school leaders used religious practices such as 

meditation, prayer, and solitude to cope with difficult times (Carleton et al., 2018; Kohn, 2008; 

Metzger, 2006). Zaharris et al. (2017) found in a qualitative study of eight building level adminis-

trators that school leaders who engaged in religious practices were deeply committed to their work 

but were less satisfied with life. Zaharris (2017) postulated that these school leaders lacked balance 

between personal and professional demands, which was stressful.  

Few quantitative studies regarding relationships between religious practices and stress 

management or leadership efficacy are available for school district leaders. Research in these areas 

has more usually employed qualitative methodologies and focused on school building level lead-

ership. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

Religious beliefs and faith practices have been shown to aid in management of stress for 

high-level executives and have been related to practices which included elements of TL, including 

moral commitment, integrity, and altruism, and values such as liberty, equality, justice, and respect 

(Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Carleton, Barling, & Trivisonno, 2018). TL encompasses and builds 

upon the principles of servant leadership and spiritual leadership. This quantitative study used the 

theoretical framework of TL to investigate whether the presence or absence of religious beliefs 

and faith practices resulted in better stress management for public school superintendents.  

 

Methodology 

 

Superintendents from Illinois were invited to take a structured survey that included demo-

graphic questions and selected items from the Baylor Religion Survey (BRS) to answer the re-

search questions. Simple and multiple regression was used for statistical analysis of questions re-

garding religious beliefs/practices and stress management.  

 

Sample 

 

The survey was sent to all 882 public school superintendents in Illinois and 143 responded 

with at least one answer. One hundred and seventeen superintendents substantially completed the 

survey and were included in the analysis, yielding a response rate of 13.3 percent. Superintendents 

were considered to have substantially completed the survey if they responded with most of the 

demographic information and completed the subscales for the BRS. Respondents with incomplete 

demographic information were analyzed when possible.  

Participants were typically male (74.4%), married (91.5%), with an average age of 50.79 

years, had served as a superintendent for an average of 9.19 years, and in their current position for 

6.29 years. All but one participant identified race as white. One male respondent identified race as 

Asian. Table 1 summarizes demographic information for study participants.  
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Table 1: Participant Characteristics 

 

Characteristic 
Participants 

(N = 117) 

Gender  

  Male 87 (74.4%) 

  Female 30 (25.6%) 

Age  

  M (SD) 50.8 (7.0) 

Race  

  White 116 (99.1%) 

  Asian 1 (0.9%) 

Marital status  

  Divorced-not currently married 7 (6.0%) 

  Married 107 (91.5%) 

  Single-never married 2 (1.7%) 

  Widowed-not currently married 1 (0.9%) 

Years as superintendenta  

   M (SD) 9.2 (5.6) 

Years in current positionb  

   M (SD) 6.3 (4.4) 
aN = 115. 
bN = 116. 

 

Most respondents served rural (65%) or suburban districts (32.5%), with 54.7% of those 

districts classified as unit, 35.9% as elementary, and 9.4% as high school districts. Districts ranged 

in size from 1-25 schools, with total enrollments ranging from 54 to 13,308 students, a median of 

908 students. Of those districts, 32.5% were categorized as Tier 1 for state funding purposes, or at 

the lowest percentage of funding adequacy, 40.2% Tier 2, 12% Tier 3, and 15.4% at Tier 4, or the 

highest percentage of funding adequacy. On average, 85% of schools within the districts served 

by the respondents received ESSA designations of commendable or exemplary. Table 2 summa-

rizes descriptive information for the school districts represented in the study. 

 

Table 2: Corresponding Participant District Characteristics 

 

Characteristic 
Participant districts 

(N = 117) 

Level of funding adequacy  

  Tier 1 (lowest) 38 (32.5%) 

  Tier 2 47 (40.2%) 

  Tier 3 14 (12.0%) 

  Tier 4 18 (15.4%) 

Type of school district  
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Characteristic 
Participant districts 

(N = 117) 

  Rural 76 (65.0%) 

  Non-rural 41 (35.0%) 

    Urban 2 (1.7%) 

    Suburban 38 (32.5%) 

    University town 1 (0.9%) 

  Elementary 42 (35.9%) 

  High school 11 (9.4%) 

  Unit 64 (54.7%) 

District enrollment including PreKa  

  Mdn (IQR) 908 (1156) 

% of schools rated commendable or exemplaryb  

  < 80% 27 (22.8%) 

  ≥ 80% 88 (77.2%) 
aN = 113. 
bN = 114. 

 

Definition of Survey Variables 

 

Degree of Religious Belief/Practices 

 

Religious practices include belief in God or a higher power, attendance at religious services 

at a place of worship, prayer, reading sacred books, and meditation. Sixteen questions from the 

BRS were included in the survey to assess religious practices. For each question, participants were 

assigned a score of 0, 1, or 2 depending on the degree of professed belief or practice. For example, 

one question stated, “How often do you turn to your religion or your spiritual beliefs to help you 

deal with your daily problems?” Response options included “Never,” “Rarely,” “Sometimes,” “Of-

ten,” and “Always”. Those that responded “Never” were assigned 0 points for this question, those 

that responded “Rarely” or “Sometimes” were assigned 1 point, and those that responded “Often” 

or “Always” were assigned 2 points. The values were added together to obtain a final score for 

Religious Practices between 0 and 32. Table 3 summarizes the point assignments for the specific 

scoring for each question. The survey questions are included in Appendix B. 

 

Table 3: BRS Religious Practice/Belief Questions and Scoring for Specific Responses 

 

 Response score 

Religious practice 

question 

 

0 

 

1 

 

2 

How religious do you 

consider yourself? 

Not Slightly, Moderately Very 

How spiritual do you 

consider yourself? 

Not Slightly, Moderately Very 
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How often attend reli-

gious services? 

Never, less than once a 

year 

Once or twice a year, 

several times a year, 

once a month 

2-3 times a month, 

once a week, twice a 

week or more 

How often do you 

pray? 

Never, certain occa-

sions 

Once a week or less, 

few times a week 

Once a day, two or 

more times a day 

How often do you read 

sacred books? 

Never, less than once a 

year, once or twice a 

year 

Several times a year, 

once a month, 2-3 

times a month, once a 

week 

Several times a week 

How often do you 

meditate? 

Never, certain occa-

sions 

Once a week or less, 

few times a week 

Once a day, two or 

more times a day 

Personal beliefs about 

God 

Don’t know, do not 

believe, have no opin-

ion 

Some doubts, some-

times believe, higher 

power 

No doubt God exists 

God seems impersonal 

to me 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree Strongly disagree 

God seems to have lit-

tle or no interest in my 

personal problems 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree Strongly disagree 

God knows when I 

need support 

Strongly disagree, dis-

agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

God is generally re-

sponsive to me 

Strongly disagree, dis-

agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

I decide what to do 

without relying on 

God 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree Strongly disagree 

When good or bad 

things happen, I see it 

as part of God’s plan 

Strongly disagree, dis-

agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

God has decided what 

my life will be 

Strongly disagree, dis-

agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

I depend on God for 

help and guidance 

Strongly disagree, dis-

agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

How often do you turn 

to your religion or 

spiritual beliefs to deal 

with daily problems? 

Never, rarely Sometimes Often, always 

 

Religious Practices and BRS 

 

The BRS is a national survey of religious beliefs, values, and behaviors that has been ad-

ministered in 2005, 2007, 2010, 2013, 2017, and 2021. Some of the questions on the BRS were 

outside of the scope of this investigation. With permission from the BRS authors, the BRS was 

modified for this research by selecting only those questions that directly related to evaluating the 

religious beliefs and religious practices, and lifestyle behaviors, feelings, and health related to 

stress levels of study participants. Appendix B displays communications with Baylor University 
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regarding permission to use the BRS as part of this study, the questions asked on the full BRS, 

which questions were omitted from the modified form used for the present study and the actual 

survey questions used for this study. 

 

Degree of Stress Management and Baylor Religion Survey 

 

Stress may involve multiple aspects of an individual’s life, including relationships, health, 

lifestyle choices, and emotional well-being. Thirty-seven relationship, lifestyle, and physical and 

emotional health questions from the BRS were administered to participants to assess stress man-

agement. Each response was assigned a score of 0, 1, or 2 depending on degree of professed stress 

management. For example, one question asked, “In general, would you say your health is: Excel-

lent, Very good, Good, Fair, or Poor?” Individuals who responded “Fair” or “Poor” were assigned 

0 points, those that responded “Good” were assigned 1 point, and those that responded “Very 

good” were assigned 2 points. The values were added together to obtain a final score for Stress 

Management between 0 and 74. Table 4 summarizes the point assignments for the specific scoring 

for each question.  

 

Table 4: BRS Stress Management Questions and Scoring for Specific Responses 

 
 Response score 

Stress management 

questions 

 

0 

 

1 

 

2 

Trust people Little, none Some A lot 

Health Fair, poor Good Very good 

Happy with your life Not too happy Pretty happy Very happy 

Trouble falling asleep Most of the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

Felt rested in the morn-

ing 

Hardly ever, never Some of the time Most of the time 

Physical health condi-

tions that limit activity 

Yes  No 

Take medication for 

anxiety 

Yes  No 

In past week:    

a. Bothered by 

things that don’t 

usually bother 

me 

Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

b. Could not shake 

off the blues 

Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

c. Felt I was as 

good as other 

people 

Hardly ever, never Some of the time Most or all the time 

d. Had trouble 

keeping my 

mind on what I 

was doing 

Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

e. Felt depressed Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

f. Felt too tired to 

do things 

Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 
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 Response score 

Stress management 

questions 

 

0 

 

1 

 

2 

g. Felt happy Hardly ever, never Some of the time Most or all the time 

h. Enjoyed life Hardly ever, never Some of the time Most or all the time 

i. Felt sad Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

j. Felt people dis-

liked me 

Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

Extent to which you 

agree/disagree: 

   

a. Looking for 

something that 

makes my life 

feel meaningful 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree, undecided Strongly disagree 

b. Have a good 

sense of what 

makes my life 

meaningful 

Strongly disagree, disa-

gree 

Agree, undecided Strongly agree 

c. I have satisfy-

ing life purpose 

Strongly disagree, disa-

gree 

Agree, undecided Strongly agree 

d. My life has no 

clear purpose 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree, undecided Strongly disagree 

How close do you feel to 

the following? 

   

a. Your family Not very, not at all Somewhat, undecided Very 

b. Your friends Not very, not at all Somewhat, undecided Very 

c. Neighbors Not very, not at all Somewhat, undecided Very 

Did any of these things 

occur in the past year? 

What was its effect on 

you? 

   

a. Had a child Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 

b. Got married Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 

c. Divorced/Sepa-

rated 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 

d. Death of loved 

one 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 

e. Lost a job Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 

f. Long-term ill-

ness or injury 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 
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 Response score 

Stress management 

questions 

 

0 

 

1 

 

2 

g. Moved Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 

h. House fore-

closed 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 

i. Crisis of faith Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 

j. Failed at some-

thing important 

to me 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 

stressful 

Did not happen, hap-

pened and not at all 

stressful 

Rate agree or disagree 

with following: 

   

a. I bounce back 

quickly after 

hard times 

Strongly disagree, disa-

gree 

Agree, undecided Strongly agree 

b. Does not take 

me long to re-

cover from 

stressful event 

Strongly disagree, disa-

gree 

Agree, undecided Strongly agree 

c. Have a hard 

time making it 

through stress-

ful event 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree, undecided Strongly disagree 

 

Demographic Questions 

 

Participants were asked to report the following personal characteristics: gender, age, race, 

total years of experience in current position, and total years of experience as superintendent. Since 

only one participant identified as non-white, the analysis of the factor of race could not be mean-

ingfully run and was removed from the study.  

Participants reported the following characteristics for the districts where currently em-

ployed: current level of funding adequacy used for calculating district state-aid payments within 

the state’s evidence-based funding system; district type as urban, suburban, rural, or university 

town; district type as elementary, high school, or unit; number of students currently enrolled in 

prekindergarten through 12th grade; and percentage of schools within their district that achieved 

ESSA designations of commendable or exemplary. A high number of respondents identified their 

school district as rural. Post-hoc analysis was conducted for categories of rural and non-rural. The 

non-rural category was comprised of participants from suburban, urban, and university town dis-

tricts. 
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Data Management and Statistical Analysis 

 

Simple and multiple linear regression were used to evaluate associations between degree 

of religious practice and degree of stress management by superintendents. Effect sizes were as-

sessed using partial correlations, rp. All statistical tests were performed at the .05 significance 

level. Confidence intervals were calculated to represent a .95 coverage probability. Planned anal-

yses by research question are summarized in Table 5. 

 

Table 5: Research Questions and Analyses 

 

Research Questions Variables Planned Analysis 

1. Is there a statistically significant as-

sociation between the degree of reli-

gious practice and superintendent 

leadership style?  

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice 

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores  

Multivariate regression with a 

predictor for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice 

1a. Is the observed association be-

tween the degree of religious practice 

and superintendent leadership style 

moderated by gender? 

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice, gender  

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores 

Multivariate regression with 

predictors for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice, gender, 

and the corresponding inter-

action 

1b. Is the observed association be-

tween the degree of religious practice 

and superintendent leadership style 

moderated by age? 

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice, age 

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores 

Multivariate regression with 

predictors for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice, age, and 

the corresponding interaction 

1c. Is the observed association be-

tween the degree of religious practice 

and superintendent leadership style 

moderated by race? 

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice, race 

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores 

Multivariate regression with 

predictors for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice, race, 

and the corresponding inter-

action 

1d. Is the observed association be-

tween the degree of religious practice 

and superintendent leadership style 

moderated by years of experience as a 

superintendent? 

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice, years of 

experience as a superin-

tendent 

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores 

Multivariate regression with 

predictors for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice, years of 

experience, and the corre-

sponding interaction 

1e. Is the observed association be-

tween the degree of religious practice 

and superintendent leadership style 

moderated by years of experience in 

current position? 

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice, years of 

experience in current po-

sition 

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores 

Multivariate regression with 

predictors for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice, years of 

experience in current posi-

tion, and the corresponding 

interaction 

1f. Is the observed association be-

tween the degree of religious practice 

and superintendent leadership style 

moderated by the school district’s 

level of funding adequacy within the 

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice, level of 

funding adequacy 

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores 

Multivariate regression with 

predictors for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice, level of 

funding adequacy, and the 

corresponding interaction 
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state’s evidence-based funding sys-

tem? 

1g. Is the observed association be-

tween the degree of religious practice 

and superintendent leadership style 

moderated by type of school district? 

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice, type of 

school district 

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores 

Multivariate regression with 

predictors for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice, type of 

school district, and the corre-

sponding interaction 

1h. Is the observed association be-

tween the degree of religious practice 

and superintendent leadership style 

moderated by student enrollment in 

Pre-K through 12th grade? 

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice, enroll-

ment  

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores 

Multivariate regression with 

predictors for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice, student 

enrollment, and the corre-

sponding interaction 

1i. Is the observed association be-

tween the degree of religious practice 

and superintendent leadership style 

moderated by the percentage of 

schools in the district achieving ESSA 

designations of commendable or ex-

emplary? 

IV: Degree of religious 

belief/practice, percent 

ESSA commendable/ 

exemplary 

DV: MLQ subscale 

scores 

Multivariate regression with 

predictors for degree of reli-

gious belief/practice, percent 

ESSA commendable/exem-

plary, and the corresponding 

interaction 

Note. DV = Dependent Variable. IV = Independent Variable. 

 

Assumptions 

 

This study assumed that questions selected from the BRS were sufficiently robust to meas-

ure religious beliefs and practices and provided lifestyle and health information related to stress 

management as reported by superintendents. This study further assumed that the volunteer sample 

was representative of the general population of superintendents, and that superintendents who par-

ticipated in the study accurately responded to the survey questions. 

 

Limitations 

 

Results may not be representative of superintendents throughout the state of Illinois as the 

study sample was 99% Caucasian and heavily weighted toward rural school systems. Items from 

BRS were used to assess stress and religious practice. BRS is not validated for this purpose, so 

results should be viewed with caution. It is possible that potential participants who were religious 

were more likely to take the survey once they saw the topic, which may have impacted results.  

A multiple regression quantitative study may provide correlation information, but it cannot 

prove causation. The survey was conducted during the 1st few months of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which resulted in statewide closing of schools from mid-March 2020 to the end of that school year. 

These changes, along with related changes in the larger society, significantly increased pressures 

and workload on school leaders and may have affected the responses to the survey for this study. 

 

Delimitations 

 

This study was limited to superintendents within one Midwestern state and focused on self-

reported religious beliefs and practices, relationship, lifestyle, and physical and emotional health. 
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Many additional factors could and should be studied, but scope was limited to key factors of inter-

est to keep the survey at a manageable length for participants. Quantitative methods were chosen 

to fill a gap in the literature, specifically the limited quantitative research related to the questions 

addressed in this study.  

 

Discussion of Findings: Stress Management and Religious Practice 

 

Religious practice scores averaged 61% of 30 possible points (M = 18.35).  Stress/health scores 

averaged 81% of 74 possible points (M = 59.66).  To answer the first research question, the asso-

ciation between degree of religious practice and degree of stress management was evaluated using 

simple and multiple linear regression (see Table 6).  

 

Table 6: Overall Association Between Degree of Stress Management and Degree of Religious 

Practice and Corresponding Interactions with Participant and District Characteristics 

 

Characteristic 
Intercept  Slope 

rp 

 

p B 95% CI  B 95% CI 

Overall 57.55 [53.98, 61.11]  0.12 [-0.06, 0.29]  .193 

Gender       .057 

  Male 56.49 [52.40, 60.58]  0.21 [0.01, 0.41] .19  

  Female 60.72 [53,88, 67.55]  -0.17 [-0.51, 0.17] -.09  

Age       .373 

Years as superintendent       .180 

Years in current position       .299 

Level of funding ade-

quacy 

      .348 

Type of school district         

  Rural/non-rural       .746 

  Elementary/high 

school/unit 

      .777 

PreK-12th grade enroll-

ment 

      .952 

% ESSA commendable / 

exemplary schools 

       

.667 

Note. Values of p in participant and district characteristic rows correspond to tests of interaction between the degree 

of religious practice and the given characteristic. 

 

No statistically significant overall associations were observed between degree of religious 

practice and degree of stress management. Further, no statistically significant interaction with de-

gree of religious practice was observed for any of the participant or district characteristics. Alt-

hough not statistically significant, some degree of differentiation in the association between the 
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degrees of religious practice and stress management was observed based on gender (p = .057). In 

particular, male superintendents who professed a higher degree of religious practice also demon-

strated a greater tendency toward stress management. Conversely, female superintendents exhib-

ited little to no association between religious practice and stress management. 

 

Optional Open-Ended Question 

 

The survey included an optional question that allowed superintendents to share any 

thoughts, comments, or anecdotes related to the topic so that related examples could bring life to 

the statistical analysis. Written comments on this item were categorized using content analysis. 

Twenty participants provided a response to this item pertaining to the research topic. Nine com-

ments (all male: four from rural, and five from unit districts) stated that a relationship with God 

was important to the work of a superintendent. One (male, rural, unit district) found purpose in 

Christ. Two (one male, one female: both rural unit districts,) said God gives people tools for more 

effective living. Three believe in a higher power and agreed that good conduct, prayer, love, and 

positive thoughts were important (two males, one female, three elementary districts: two non-rural 

and one rural). Two people gave examples of answers to prayer (one male, one female: one rural 

district and one unit district,). Three said that the COVID-19 pandemic affected their responses 

(two males, one female: two elementary districts, one unit district, two rural and one non-rural).  

 

Discussion of Findings: Stress Management for School Leaders 

 

One goal of this study was to identify potential supports for school leaders to manage stress. 

Previous studies found evidence that school leaders used religious practices such as meditation, 

prayer, and solitude to cope with difficult times (Carleton et al., 2018; Kohn, 2008; Metzger, 2006). 

Zaharris et al. (2017) found that school leaders who engaged in religious practices were deeply 

committed to their work but were less satisfied with life, possibly lacking balance between per-

sonal and professional demands.   

The present study agreed in large measure with these previous studies by finding that some 

superintendents engage in religious practices in an effort to manage the demands of their work, 

but no significant statistical association was found to validate the effectiveness of this approach. 

These outcomes suggested possible hypotheses for further study. One hypothesis is that religious 

practices do not have an impact on school leaders’ ability to do their job or manage stress. It is 

merely a placebo effect or coping mechanism but makes no difference in outcomes or performance. 

A second hypothesis is that religious individuals view their roles as spiritual callings and feel the 

responsibilities of their position more keenly, thus creating more stress for themselves than non-

religious individuals. Religious individuals engage in spiritual practices to manage this stress and 

continue with their work more effectively than if they did not engage in spiritual practices. More 

study is needed to identify ways for superintendents to effectively manage stress. 

 

Implications for Practice 

 

School boards, professional organizations, and individual superintendents should consider 

placing greater emphasis on managing superintendent stress. The superintendency is highly stress-

ful (Blumberg & Blumberg, 1985; Ehrman & Wolff, 2019; Glass, 2003; Glass & Franceschini, 

2007; Hawk & Martin, 2011; Richardson, 1998) and those job pressures may negatively impact 
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the behavior, judgment, performance, and longevity of those who hold those positions (Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007; Barling & Cloutier, 2017). To that end, it is important that we continue to 

explore the topic and identify effective methods that individuals can employ in their own lives, 

and ways for colleagues, professional associations, and school boards to support superintendents.  

 

Implications for Future Research 

 

Superintendents experience significant levels of stress in their work and need effective 

methods to manage that stress. Future studies should explore specific mechanisms used by super-

intendents to manage stress, such as specific religious practices, exercise, sleep, medication, alco-

hol, counseling, professional or other group involvement, and hobbies, and compare with stress 

levels of superintendents to determine which, if any, are effective. This would be a useful study 

for educational leaders and leaders in other fields. Future research should use validated tests for 

stress and religious practices to assess these constructs and their relationship, if any. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Public school superintendents face significant stressors from wide-ranging pressures and 

would benefit from improved understanding of ways to manage stress and effective ways to lead 

schools in stressful times. This study generally supported findings from related research that 

showed many superintendents engage in religious practices. However, little evidence supports the 

efficacy of those practices on stress management. More research is needed to better identify which, 

if any, stress management strategies have value for superintendents. 

It is this researcher’s hope that school boards, professional organizations, and individual 

superintendents place greater emphasis on managing stress. The job pressures of the superintend-

ency may negatively impact the behavior, judgment, performance, and longevity of those who hold 

those positions (Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Bartling & Cloutier, 2017). To that end, it is im-

portant that we continue to explore the topic and work to identify effective methods that individuals 

can employ in their own lives, and also ways for colleagues, professional organizations, and school 

boards to support superintendents in their vital work. 
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APPENDIX 

SURVEY DOCUMENTS 

 

Baylor Religion Survey Documents 

Communications with Baylor University regarding permission to use the Baylor Religion Survey 

(BRS) as part of this study. Questions from the BRS, Wave 5 are published at https://www.bay-

lor.edu/baylorreligionsurvey/doc.php/289167.pdf. This research study used the following se-

lected questions from the BRS: 3-5, 12-14, 17, 20, 24, 33, 37-38, 40-43, 48, 51, 65, 70, and 71. 

Results from the BRS are available at http://www.thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descrip-

tions/BRS5.asp 

 

https://www.baylor.edu/baylorreligionsurvey/doc.php/289167.pdf
https://www.baylor.edu/baylorreligionsurvey/doc.php/289167.pdf
http://www.thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/BRS5.asp
http://www.thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/BRS5.asp
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Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire Documents 

 

Permission to use the MLQ (5x-Short) as part of this study, and sample questions asked on the 

MLQ (5x-Short) 
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Survey Questions 
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