A Professional Development Framework for Superintendents, State and Federal Education Leaders, and

International Ministers of Education
AUTHOR PUBLISHED

Managing Partner & CEO

Executive Summary

Every student who walks through the doors of a school brings with them a set of needs, hopes, and possibilities that the education system
has implicitly promised to honor. The quality of that promise — whether kept or broken — depends more than any other single factor
on the quality of the leaders who lead those systems. And yet, across the United States and around the world, those leaders remain among

the most consequential and most under-supported professionals in public life.

This white paper draws on a rigorous qualitative research study conducted with practicing superintendents to identify what education
leaders need to grow, sustain themselves, and perform at the level their organizations require. That research — conducted through in-
depth interviews with twelve experienced leaders and analyzed through the lens of Complexity Leadership Theory — produced findings

that have proven remarkably durable.

Updated with current evidence through 2025 and extended to address education leaders at every level of the system, those findings form
the foundation of a practical framework for professional development that is long overdue. The timing could not be more urgent.
Superintendent turnover has reached historic highs. School board conflicts have intensified. Teacher shortages have deepened.
Artificial intelligence has arrived in classrooms before most leaders were prepared to lead its adoption. The gap between what educational
leadership now demands and what professional development has historically provided is not a gap that goodwill and experience alone can

close. It requires a deliberate, evidence-grounded investment in the people at the top of the organizational chart.

"People pay us for what we know. If we cease to know;, they will cease to pay.” — Lou Gerstner, former Chairman of IBM

Davis - Taylor Advisory presents this framework as both a diagnostic tool and a call to action — for district superintendents navigating

the daily complexity of leading a school system, for state and federal education officials shaping policy and pipeline, and for international



Ministers of Education steering national systems through a period of historic disruption. The challenge is shared. The framework is

universal. The investment is necessary.

About the Research

Methodology

This paper is grounded in qualitative research with practicing superintendents, analyzed through Complexity Leadership Theory. The
original study examined how experienced education leaders navigate organizational complexity, develop themselves, and sustain their
effectiveness. This updated version extends those findings to all levels of education leadership (superintendents, state officials, Ministers of

Education) and incorporates current evidence through 2025 on superintendent turnover, teacher shortages, and Al governance.

Limitations: The original research was qualitative and US-focused. International applicability requires localized adaptation to different

governance structures and pOlle contexts.

Section I: Introduction: The Weight of the Role

There is no position in public service quite like that of an education leader. The superintendent of a school district, the commissioner of a
state education agency, the Minister of Education of a nation — each occupies a role defined by its structural singularity. There is no peer
inside the organization. There is no supervisor who has done the same job at the same scale. There are boards and legislatures and
parliaments that oversee without always understanding, and communities that expect results that depend on conditions the leader cannot

tully control.

The demands are both broad and deep. Strategic vision must be paired with operational precision. Political savvy must coexist with moral
clarity. The ability to inspire must be matched by the ability to manage. Every skill required to run a complex organization must be
exercised simultaneously and in public, in a role where the consequences of poor leadership are measured not in profit margins but in

children's futures.

This is the context in which professional development — or its absence — matters most. When an education leader grows, the system
beneath them grows. When they stagnate, the system stagnates with them. When they leave prematurely, worn down by isolation and

inadequate support, the students and communities they served bear the cost of the transition that follows.

Section II: The Global Landscape: Why This Moment Demands

Action

A Convergence of Pressures



Education systems worldwide are navigating a convergence of pressures that no previous generation of leaders faced in combination. The
COVID-19 pandemic disrupted learning for more than 1.6 billion students globally and required leaders to make high-stakes decisions
— about school closures, technology deployment, public health protocols, and community communication — with incomplete

information, under extreme time pressure, and without the training that would have prepared them for any of it.

Political polarization has transformed school governance into a contested arena in democracies from the United States to the United
Kingdom, from Brazil to Hungary. School boards, historically low-profile oversight bodies, have become flashpoints for culture-war

conflicts over curriculum, books, and the identity of public education itself. Superintendents and senior officials who once navigated
primarily technical and administrative challenges now navigate environments where their professional decisions carry political

consequences that can end careers.

Artificial intelligence has entered the educational mainstream faster than any previous technology, and it has arrived before most leaders
have the conceptual framework, policy infrastructure, or professional development to lead its adoption responsibly. At the same time,
teacher shortages have reached crisis levels in many OECD nations, student mental health needs have surged, and the fiscal aftermath of

pandemic-era spending has left systems facing difficult choices about where to invest diminishing resources.
The Superintendent Turnover Crisis

In the United States, the data on superintendent turnover is stark. Among the nation's 500 largest school districts, the leadership
change rate reached 37.8 percent in 2023—24, more than double the pre-pandemic baseline of 14 to 16 percent cited by AASA. A
longitudinal study published in 2025 found that a quarter of rural districts had experienced between four and seven superintendent
changes over a fourteen-year period — a rate of instability incompatible with the multi-year consistency that meaningful improvement

requires.

The reasons behind this turnover are not mysterious. A 2025 Learning Policy Institute study found that the majority of departing leaders
cited political conflict, board dysfunction, and professional isolation as primary factors. Most had received no formal preparation for crisis
management, no training in adaptive leadership under political pressure, and no structured support for navigating the increasingly

adversarial environments in which they operated. They were expected to perform at a level for which they had never been developed.

The salary gap compounds the problem. The median annual compensation for rural superintendents was $147,000 in 2025-26,
compared to $220,000 in suburban districts — a disparity that makes it difficult for rural and under-resourced systems to compete for and

retain experienced leaders. Communities that most need stability are structurally disadvantaged in their ability to create it.
The Imperative of Artificial Intelligence Literacy

No issue more clearly illustrates the professional development gap facing education leaders today than artificial intelligence. Within
eighteen months of generative Al entering widespread public use, superintendents, commissioners, and Ministers of Education were
expected to establish institutional policies on Al use in classrooms, develop training programs for teachers who had never been prepared
to integrate the tools, address academic integrity concerns with no established precedent, navigate parent and community anxiety, and

make equity decisions about which students would benefit and which would be left further behind.

Most did so without formal preparation. A 2024 systematic review found that only 36 percent of educators reported adequate Al

training and resources — and those were teachers. Data on leader preparation was more sparse and, where available, more alarming.



Education leaders who cannot articulate a clear position on Al governance, who cannot evaluate competing vendor claims with informed

skepticism, and who cannot lead their organizations through a thoughtful adoption process are not equipped for the decade ahead.

Section III: The Research Foundation

What the Research Found: Three Organizing Themes

Theme One: Mentorship Is Not a Supplement — It Is the Substrate. Without exception, the leaders in this study identified mentorship
as the most formative professional development experience of their careers. Not a conference session, not a certification program, nota
leadership course — but a relationship with a more experienced leader who had navigated similar terrain and was willing to share what
they had learned, including what they had learned the hard way. Effective mentors in this study were practitioners, not consultants. They
had held the same role at comparable scale and in comparable political environments. They understood that the real challenges of
educational leadership — board member who undermines the superintendent's authority, a community divided over a curriculum
change, a budget that requires eliminating positions that serve vulnerable students — cannot be adequately addressed by someone who

has only studied them.

Theme Two: Peer Networking Is a Professional Development Intervention. The education leader's professional isolation is structural.
In any district, the superintendent is the only person in the organization who holds that role. There is no one to whom they can turn
internally to discuss board conflict without creating political risk, to process a difficult personnel decision without breaching
confidentiality, or to test a strategic instinct against the judgment of a true peer. The loneliness of the role is not incidental. It is built in.
The research found that leaders compensate for this isolation through peer networking — and that the quality of that networking is

among the strongest predictors of professional growth and sustained effectiveness.

Theme Three: Operational Experience Builds What Theory Cannot. The leaders in this study who felt most prepared for the demands
of the superintendency shared a common background: they had served as principals, and specifically as high school principals. That
experience — leading a complex building with a large staff, managing a full academic program, navigating parent and community
expectations, building culture under accountability pressure — developed the multi-role fluency that the superintendency demands in

ways that no preparation program fully replicated.

The Framework: Three-Tier Career Continuum

Years in

Tier Primary Development Need
Role

Early Close the gap between expected and actual role demands; build foundational competence in budgeting,
0-5

Career personnel, governance, and community communication



Years in

Tier Primary Development Need
Role
Mid- i Develop systems leadership; move from managing parts to optimizing the whole; navigate political
Career complexity and organizational culture change
Late b Build succession; mentor the next generation; contribute expertise to the field; plan sustainable
+
Career leadership transition

Section IV: The Professional Development Framework

The Three-Tier Career Continuum

Tier One: Early Career (Years o—5)

The first years in a senior education leadership role are defined by the gap between what the leader thought the role would
require and what it actually requires. This gap is universal. Early-career professional development must close this gap quickly.
Leaders at this stage need tactical grounding in the mechanics of their role: how budgets are built and managed, how personnel
decisions are made and documented, how board relationships are cultivated and maintained, how community communication
is structured to build trust rather than erode it. They need mentoring from leaders who have navigated the same political and
organizational terrain — not theory about how it should work, but knowledge of how it actually does. And they need peer

networks that provide a structured space to process the realities of the role with people who understand it from the inside.

Tier Two: Mid-Career (Years 5-12)

The mid-career leader has survived the early years and developed a working command of the role’s tactical demands. The
developmental challenge shifts. What the role now requires — and what effective professional development must build — is
systems leadership: the ability to understand and improve the organization as a whole, rather than managing its parts. This
means developing the capacity to see how curriculum decisions affect personnel culture, how financial constraints shape
instructional possibilities, how community trust — once lost — creates operational drag that no program can fully compensate

for. At this stage, leaders benefit from structured engagement with peers who are navigating the same mid-career transition —




not early-career survival, not late-career legacy, but the specific challenge of evolving from a competent manager to a systems

thinker.

Tier Three: Late Career (Years 12+)

The late-career leader's most important professional development investment is in succession. This is not a sentimental
observation about legacy. It is a practical claim about what sustains organizational performance across leadership transitions.
The research found that late-career leaders feel a genuine pull toward giving back — toward mentoring the next generation,
toward contributing their hard-won knowledge to others who are earlier in the same journey. Late-career professional
development should include formal mentoring training and matching, so that experienced leaders become deliberate and skilled

in the mentoring relationships the next generation needs from them.

Conclusion: The Investment We Cannot Afford Not to Make

There is a version of this argument that is purely economic. School systems are large, complex organizations. The quality of their
leadership determines the quality of their performance. The quality of leadership is determined by the quality of leader development.
Therefore, investing in leader development is investing in organizational performance — and the returns are measurable in student

outcomes, staff retention, community trust, and fiscal efficiency. The logic is sound. The evidence is available. The calculation is not close.

But there is another version of this argument that is more fundamental. Education systems exist to give every child access to the full range
of human possibility — the knowledge, the skills, the habits of mind, and the sense of agency that allow a person to live a full and
contributing life. The quality of that promise is determined, more than by any other single factor, by the quality of the people who lead
the institutions that deliver it. When those leaders are developed, supported, and sustained, the promise is more fully kept. When they are

isolated, under-prepared, and burned out, it is more frequently broken.

The students in every district, state, nation, and Ministry's jurisdiction are not waiting for the policy conditions to be perfect. They are in
school now, in systems led by people who may or may not have the professional development they need to lead those systems well. What
we do about that gap — how urgently we take it seriously, how deliberately we invest in closing it — is a choice about what kind of

promise we are willing to make to those students and whether we are willing to back it with the investment required to keep it.

"Leadership is at its heart a critical practice ... oriented not just toward the development of more perfect organizational structures,

but toward a reconceptualization of life practices where common ideals of freedom and democracy stand important.” — Foster

(1989)




The framework in this paper is not a final answer. It is a beginning — a research-grounded starting point for the sustained conversation
that every education system in the world needs to be having about how it develops, supports, and sustains the leaders on whom

everything else depends. That conversation is overdue. The moment for it is now.

Where This Can Go Wrong

Mentorship without structure. While mentorship is essential, informal mentorship leaves development to chance. Effective systems must
match mentors with mentees deliberately, create time and space for the relationship, and hold both parties accountable for sustained

engagement.

Professional development without systemic change. A superintendent who grows as a leader but works within a dysfunctional board or
hostile policy environment will eventually burn out. Professional development for leaders must be paired with governance reform and

systemic support — individual development alone is insufficient.

International generalization without adaptation. The framework proposed here is grounded in research with U.S. superintendents.
Application to different governance structures (parliamentary systems, centralized state education systems, private school networks)

requires localization and validation in those contexts.

Start Here: Action for Education Systems

If you lead an education system and want to invest in the leaders at every level, begin with these steps:

1. Map your leader pipeline and identify critical transitions. Where do leaders leave the system? At what career stage? Where

are the bottlenecks in advancement? Use that data to design intervention points.

2. Establish a formal mentoring program. Identify experienced leaders willing to mentor those earlier in their careers. Create
structure: matched pairs, meeting frequency, clear expectations, and accountability. Training mentors in effective mentoring

practices is essential.

3. Create peer networks by career stage. Convene early-career, mid-career, and late-career leaders separately. Provide structured

time for peer learning — not conferences, but regular cohorts focused on specific challenges relevant to that career stage.

4. Invest in crisis leadership training. Provide education leaders with explicit preparation for crisis scenarios: budget cuts,
facility failures, community conflict, rapid policy change. Most leaders face crises with no prior training — this gap is

addressable.
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