Do You have a Ph.D. or an Ed. D.? 

Aspiring superintendents occasionally ask whether possessing a Ph.D. or Ed.D., or at least working toward such a degree, is crucial to landing a superintendency. The answer is that some boards do place a significant emphasis on these degrees in their search. Some will require the degree. Others will indicate a preference for candidates possessing a Ph.D. or Ed.D. Still others place less emphasis in this area. However, rarely does possessing or actively working toward a Ph.D. or Ed.D. hurt a superintendent candidate.
Still, stalling after finishing all but a dissertation or being “A.B.D.” for a long period of time can be viewed as marginally negative by some school boards. The risk is that coming so close without finishing can be seen as a sign of a lack of commitment or follow through. However, a reasonable explanation and a consistent track record of professional achievement usually can counter this potential vulnerability.
The value of having earned a Ph.D. or Ed.D. typically is higher for school boards in larger and suburban school districts. If you have an interest in serving in a school district with this profile, you increase your chances of success by getting your degree. Certainly, you will want to avoid having built a successful career only to be eliminated from consideration for the job you really want because you failed to earn a terminal degree. This prospect may not seem fair, but it is often a reality. 
On the other hand, some communities, particularly those in smaller and more rural areas, will not pay as much attention to the final degree a candidate has earned as long as he or she is eligible for a district administrator’s license. 
Interestingly, school boards do not necessarily view candidates with Ph.D.’s or Ed.D.’s as smarter or even as superior managers. They do sometimes see these candidates as more achievement oriented, placing a higher value on intellectual pursuits and bringing higher status to the school district and community.
One caution: candidates for the superintendency can hurt their hiring chances by securing a degree from an institution with a suspect reputation as a “diploma mill.” Often these institutions offer all of their classes online with minimal demand or rigor or through independent study or grant significant credit for life experiences. In fact, some board members are likely to view this type of a degree as potential evidence of lack of work ethic and achievement orientation. In extreme cases, inclusion of such a degree on an application or resume can even be seen as an attempt to look better prepared or more attractive as a candidate than is truthful.
Most school boards will not hold the lack of a Ph.D. or Ed.D. against a candidate for a first superintendency, particularly if he or she is in a program and making progress. In some cases, school boards will want to place provisions in the employment contract indicating a date by which the degree will be finished. In other cases, boards may just encourage completion. However, completing a degree during a first superintendency can be a challenge. New demands, responsibilities and pressures compete with classes, research, writing and thinking time. So, completing your degree before beginning your career as a superintendent typically will be easier on your family and better for your career than waiting until later.
A final thought: don’t even consider presenting yourself as having finished a degree you have not earned, even if you are very close to finishing. Verifying educational attainment is easy to do and false statements almost always terminate a candidacy. If the false claim is not discovered until the hire is complete, it can seriously damage your career. You may think no one would commit such a mistake, but it still happens more often than it should or most people think.   
The bottom line is that, on balance, a Ph.D. or Ed.D. is more often sought in larger, more urban school districts and less so in smaller more rural school districts. However, the additional learning and skill development associated with an advanced degree can contribute to greater long term career success and give greater flexibility and opportunities throughout your career.
