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Whether the school district is large or small, almost 
everyone knows who the superintendent is. That also 
can mean everyone knows who the superintendent’s 

family is. It can be a little like living in the proverbial fish-
bowl. Someone’s always watching.

The effects can be especially noticeable among a 
superintendent’s children who are enrolled in the 
schools that their parent is leading.

“If you’re a superintendent’s kid, that’s part of your 
identity, whether or not you like it,” says Rachel White, 

founder of The Superintendent Lab and an associate pro-
fessor of educational leadership and policy at the University 

of Texas at Austin. “You can’t hide it for the most part.”
Even in relatively placid circumstances, the super-

intendent’s children always are under a little more 
pressure, a little more scrutiny than other children. In 
tougher times, when controversial matters are in the 
public sphere, the situation can be quite stressful. On 
the positive side, being the child of the superintendent 

can be a motivator for children to work hard and succeed 
in school and beyond.

Educators who have raised children while working in 
the superintendency say it’s possible to be successful at both, 

though not easy. And it does take some deliberate effort.

High-Visibility Effects
A superintendency is inherently a high-visibility job, especially 
if you live in the school district where you work, which is true 
for the vast majority of superintendents today. As Matt Mont-
gomery, superintendent since 2021 of the Lake Forest School 

Districts 67 and 115 in the Chicago suburbs and the father of 
four school-aged children puts it, you give up some privacy 

when you take on this kind of high-profile position.
Scott Rocco, superintendent of the Hamilton Town-

ship School District in Hamilton, N.J., says his family 

The unique stresses of being a student where 
your parent runs the school system
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often joked that they couldn’t go out to dinner 
without someone recognizing them. “The kids 
and my wife would just keep walking. They were 
used to it,” he says. “That’s just part of living in 
the town where you’re superintendent.”

The stresses of a parent’s high-profile job in 
the public sector can lead to pressures on their 

children, although several leading researchers 
in the education field say that no studies to date 
have tracked this phenomenon as it relates to 
public school leaders.

Last August, the U.S. Surgeon General released 
an advisory called Parents Under Pressure that 
noted that the well-being of parents and the 
health of their children are directly linked. “The 
stresses parents and caregivers have today are 
being passed to children in direct and indirect 
ways, impacting families and communities across 
America,” the report stated.

Recognizing the likelihood of pressure on fam-
ily members can give pause to someone consider-
ing a superintendency, especially when parenting 
school-age children and residing in the commu-
nity being served. “I worried about people treating 
my children differently — or my wife,” says Mike 
Lubelfeld, superintendent of North Shore School 
District 112 in suburban Chicago, who eventually 
did take the leap and the job.

Impactful Decisions
A superintendent’s decisions in the public sphere 
can affect a superintendent’s children in very real 
ways.

Scott Ripley took on the role of superinten-
dent of the High Point Regional High School in 
Wantage, N.J., in 2013 when his children were 
still young and just starting their school lives. He 
already had worked in the district for 16 years, 
but he hadn’t anticipated how hard the top job 
would be. He found himself wondering if there 
were times when some people took out their frus-
tration with him on his children.

Superintendents don’t work in a vacuum. They 
make decisions that affect their employees and 
students, but their decisions can affect their own 
children, too. People talk, and in the age of ever-
present social media. Just about everything winds 
up online, including the stomach-churning.

“If you’re a principal or a superintendent, you 
have to make difficult decisions that make some 
people unhappy, and that could reach down nega-
tively to your kids,” says organizational psycholo-
gist Stewart Friedman, director of the Wharton 
Work/Life Integration Project at the Wharton 
School of the University of Pennsylvania.

Aware of Scrutiny
Younger children might not be fully aware of the 
stakes of having a parent in a high-profile leader-
ship role, but they often become clear for older 
children.

Greg Denecker became superintendent of 
Bluffton Exempted Village Schools in Ohio when 

Grown Children Working 
in the Parent’s District

Edward Bouquillon became the 
superintendent of the Minuteman 
Regional Vocational Technical 

School District in Lexington, Mass., in 
2007. Not long afterward, daughter 
Erin Bordeau joined him there. The 
catch: his daughter wasn’t a student in 
the district.

Bordeau was hired as an art teacher, 
working in the same school district 
building as her father.

“My father and I developed a strict, 
albeit unspoken, boundary when dis-
cussing work,” says Bordeau. “We 
respected each other’s roles. It was 
very challenging to remain objective 
at times, but overall, I believe without 
those boundaries, our relationship 
would have suffered.”

Delicate Navigation
Working in the same district as a 
family member can be a tricky road 
to navigate for a superintendent. A 
school system leader with a daughter 
or son enrolled in school doesn’t want 
to appear to be delivering special 
privileges, and that’s also the case for 
grown children who are employed on 
the faculty or staff in the same orga-
nization.

In most places, to eliminate possible 
biases, superintendents aren’t allowed 
to be involved in the processes of 
recruiting, hiring or evaluating a family 
member.

Rachel White, founder of The Super-
intendent Lab and an associate pro-
fessor of educational leadership and 
policy at the University of Texas at Aus-
tin, says, “Superintendents do need 
to be deliberate about following poli-
cies and protocols and be transparent 
when they have a child employed by 
the same district.”

That would mean the superinten-

dent ought to disclose any family 
relationships to the school board and 
respect all requirements for documen-
tation. For example, while the principal 
of Bordeau’s school hired her, the dis-
trict still had to file disclosure paper-
work with the state.

“I also participated in additional con-
flict of interest training throughout my 
time at Minuteman,” Bordeau adds.

Sometimes Precarious
The need to be transparent with your 
school board is a requirement, says 
Bouquillon, who overlapped as super-
intendent for 14 years of his daugh-
ter’s employment in the same school 
district.

“You also have to make a conscious 
effort to make sure you’re treating 
everybody fairly,” he says. “Even the 
perception that someone is getting spe-
cial treatment because of your family 
relationship is unacceptable. So some-
times, there is extra effort or thought 
that goes into making a decision.”

Bouquillon says he always tried to 
ask himself if he would have made the 
same decision if his daughter wasn’t 
a teacher. “However, I was mindful of 
the implications of what decisions may 
impact all the teachers would certainly 
impact my daughter,” he says.

His daughter also found herself in a 
precarious spot at times.

“At first, many of my colleagues were 
wary of the connection, and it took 
time and energy to build trust. I was, at 
times and in many ways, held to higher 
standards in terms of policies and pro-
cedures, my actions scrutinized at vari-
ous levels,” she says. “As I developed 
relationships with the professionals I 
worked with, the impact of the connec-
tion did lessen, but it took time.”

 —JENNIFER LARSON

https://mgmt.wharton.upenn.edu/profile/fried44/
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his sons were elementary school age or younger. 
His younger son Luke, now 22, remembers feel-
ing that teachers kept an especially close watch on 
him when he was younger.

“I knew it would be going back to him imme-
diately if I misbehaved or anything,” says Luke, 
a recent college graduate working in the finance 
industry in Columbus, Ohio.

He deliberately chose to keep a low profile in 
high school because he didn’t want to make any 

missteps that might affect his dad. “If it reflected 
poorly on him as a parent, it could spill into what 
people think of him in his job,” he says.

Nicole Ekstrom was a sophomore in high 
school when her mother, Nadine Ekstrom, 
became a superintendent in western Massachu-
setts. Even though Nicole and her older sister 
Meaghan didn’t attend school in that district, 
they still were conscious of how people would see 
them, now that their mom was a public figure.

Under the Microscope: ‘Aware of What We Say or Do’
BY  JAC Q U E LY N  M O N TG O M E R Y

For my entire life, my dad, Matthew 
Montgomery, has been the superinten-
dent of all the schools I have attended 

since kindergarten: Waterloo Local Schools 
and Revere Local Schools, in Ohio, and now 
Lake Forest School Districts 67 and 115 in 
Illinois.

I always have loved being the superinten-
dent’s daughter, whether it is seeing him in 
the hallways and giving him a hug or get-
ting to know early on whether tomorrow is 
a snow day. Having my dad working in the 
school district makes me feel much safer.

However, being a child of someone in 
such an important public leadership role 
comes with its downsides such as being 
known as “The Superintendent’s Kid.” Imag-
ine an 11-year-old girl walking down the 
school hallway alone minding her business 
when someone comes running down the 
corridor and upon seeing you, stops to say, 
“Don’t tell your dad that I was running.” I just 
looked at her and nodded, but in my head, 
I’m thinking, “My dad does not care if you 
are running in the hallway.”

My siblings, all younger than me, have 
experienced similar things. Once, my sister, 
Elizabeth, was working on a speech with my 
dad for her 8th-grade graduation event. She 
went to school and told her teacher that she 
and dad had worked together on the speech 
the night before. The teacher read the script 
and proceeded to ask, “Will your dad be mad 
if we change this?” This made her feel that if 
dad was involved, teachers would have dif-
ferent reactions to something one of us was 
responsible for.

Extra Scrutiny
There have been moments when it feels 
as if people in school — both adults and 

students — are being extra nice to me, 
maybe hoping it’ll help them in some way. 
It’s hard to tell if they genuinely like me 
or if their behavior toward me is because 
of my dad’s position. When my little sister 
once innocently asked a teacher about the 
whereabouts of the helpful teaching assis-
tant at her elementary school, not realizing 
the assistant had been moved into a new 
role elsewhere, the teacher responded, “You 
should go ask your dad.”

Moments like these made our family create 
and use the phrase “Code Kennedy” because 
like President John F. Kennedy and his family, 
as children of the superintendent, we have 
to be extremely well behaved and aware of 
what we say or do at school events or just 
around town because of our dad’s position. 

At times, I feel I am under a microscope.
All of this being said, I think it is really impor-

tant for the children of educational leaders 
to share their stories with others because we 
each get to have such a unique experience.

For example, last summer my family and I 
had the chance to speak in front of the Mid-
west Suburban Superintendents Association 
conference about our experience being the 
children of superintendents. Taking it all into 
consideration — the good, the bad and the 
ugly — I am proud to say in my reality, I get 
to call my superintendent “Dad.”

JACQUELYN MONTGOMERY is a sopho-
more in the Lake Forest Community High 
School District 115 in Lake Forest, Ill. E-mail: 
jacquelynmontgomery27@gmail.com

Jacquelyn Montgomery, a high school sophomore, is a daughter of Matthew 
Montgomery, superintendent in Lake Forest, Ill.
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“I felt like we were always being cautious about 
what we were saying or who we were talking to,” 
says Nicole, now 30 and married.

Adds her sister Meaghan, 32: “With social 
media, it doesn’t matter where you live.”

COVID’s Effects
In the past, a superintendent might have faced 
some good-natured ribbing for cancelling school 
(or not cancelling it) on a winter day with snow 
falling. And like other superintendents’ kids, Luke 
Denecker remembers his classmates teasing him 
about it in central Ohio.

“Whenever there was a little bit of snow and 
school didn’t get cancelled or delayed, it was auto-
matic that I’d go to school and I’d hear about it,” 
he says.

But when COVID-19 hit, superintendents had 
to decide whether to cancel in-person schooling 
for a month, a semester or even longer. They were 
making decisions about attendance, going hybrid 
versus staying virtual, masking and whether or 
not to hold extracurricular activities.

There’s Good, Bad and Funny in This Complex Relationship
BY  C A I T LY N  S I L E R

Being a public school superinten-
dent’s child comes with its own set of 
complexities.

Constantly under scrutiny, we navigate a 
world where our parent’s decisions directly 
impact our life at school. We often face high 
expectations from teachers and classmates 
alike, expected to excel academically and 
behaviorally.

I spent much of life, 2nd through 10th 
grades, attending school in a Texas district 
where my mom, Jill Siler, was superinten-
dent. Now, a few years removed as a college 
sophomore, I have a keen perspective of 
what I had to tolerate then. I have a better 
understanding of what I had to deal with as a 
“superintendent’s kid.”

Privacy seemed almost nonexistent as my 
mother’s prominent professional life would 
spill into my personal experience. Balanc-
ing my parents’ expectations with my own 
desires, admittedly, was challenging. I felt 
pressure to either conform or rebel. (As a 
teenager, I often chose the former, much to 
my mom’s dismay.)

During the same time, I gained unique 
insights into education and leadership of 
schools, and I developed resilience and 
adaptability from an early age. It’s a dual exis-
tence that shapes us. There are privileges 
and pitfalls.

Expanding My Horizons
As with many complicated situations, my 
personal experience as a superintendent’s 
kid had good, funny and ugly sides.

The good was the important, new perspec-
tive I gained about what goes on, sometimes 
outside of public view, to make schools oper-
ate well and for children to receive a good 
education. I had stronger relationships with 
my teachers and a new respect for everyone 
who works in public education.

I was reminded of this recently when I was 
at a charity event. When I was younger, I had to 
go to these fancy events with my mom for her 
job. This meant a lot of talking and mingling 
with adults with a lot of repetitive questions. 
Honestly, I hated this at the time. I thought it 
was shallow and didn’t see value in it.

Eventually, I got good at dealing with 
grownups, and by the time I found out what 
networking was, the fancy events with small 
talk and LinkedIn-style jargon felt almost 
natural. The ability to talk to and connect 
with professionals in a variety of settings has 
become a valuable skill for me — not just 
in professional networking but in building 
authentic relationships. Looking back, those 
early experiences taught me how to navigate 
conversations with strangers and make last-
ing impressions, even in environments that 
once felt intimidating. Now, I view those inter-
actions as opportunities to learn something 
new and expand my horizons, whether pro-
fessionally or personally.

I find it funny how during the first week 
after my mom got her first superintendent job 
in Gunter, Texas, I told my entire 2nd grade 
class that I could get my mom to change the 
dress code. (That made me very popular, I’m 
sure.) I’m told my declaration was brought up 
in a parent-teacher conference with my mom 
where I’m positive she was mortified. But it 
makes for a good laugh now.

John J. Cabral, superintendent in Taunton, Mass., with 
daughter Sophia, a recent high school graduate. PH
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“COVID was this point in time where people 
really realized how much power superintendents 
had, because they were making these really visible 
decisions,” says White, founder of The Superin-
tendency Lab.

Many of those decisions generated criticism of 
superintendents, and the effect trickled down to 
their children in many cases.

Sophia Cabral, 18, recently graduated from 
high school in the Taunton Public Schools in 
Massachusetts where her father, John J. Cabral, is 
in his seventh year as superintendent. During the 
worst of the COVID-19 pandemic, she encoun-
tered criticism of her father’s handling of the 
public health crisis, leading her to feel defensive 
toward friends and others.

“It’s a different type of anger because it’s pro-
tective,” she says.

Sophia shared her feelings with her mother, 
about how hurtful it was to see negative posts 
on social media or overhear critical remarks at 
school. But she says she realized, “You can’t com-
ment on it and make it more of a thing.”

For the Denecker family in Ohio, any fallout 
from closing schools was somewhat minimized, in 
part because Luke was in the senior class of 2020  

and didn’t get to have a traditional high school 
graduation, a disappointment to many families 
and their graduating seniors.

“I think that probably did help me at the time. 
Nobody could say you don’t really care about that,” 
says Greg Denecker, the superintendent. “Nobody 
could say, ‘It wasn’t your kid.’ It was my kid.”

Minimizing Impact
Children may not always admit how they’re 
affected by their parent’s position, so their parents 
might not be aware of it.

“I don’t think we talk about the effects on 
family and the stress because they don’t talk 
about it. They just get quiet and fall in line,” says 
David Axner, executive director of the Buckeye 
Association of School Administrators in Ohio. 
“Superintendent kids are soldiers. They’ll be the 
ones who listen and follow the rules, but they 
may not enjoy it.”

In fact, now that his own kids are older, they’ve 
opened up about it. “They just laugh about it now, 
but they said, ‘Dad, I just kept my head down,’” 
says Axner, who has six children and spent 14 
years as a superintendent in several school dis-
tricts. “They said, ‘It was really hard. I just didn’t 

Then there’s the ugly side, which reared 
itself during my sophomore year of high 
school when a beloved yet controversial staff 
member resigned, leading to my classmates 
aggressively informing me that this disappoint-
ing action was my mother’s fault. Some went 
as far as to insult her character and post their 
unbridled comments about it on social media.

I always felt a bit isolated because of my 
mom’s position. People assumed anything 
they said to me would somehow make its 
way back to her, and that made navigating 
high school friendships really difficult. While 
only one incident of this nature stands out in 
my memory as an especially tough moment, 
it wasn’t the big encounters that bothered 

me the most — it was the constant, smaller 
things that wore me down over time.

Living in Gray
Do I think the negatives of that intense 
situation as the superintendent’s daughter 
outweighed the positives? I don’t think it’s 
fair to let one experience cancel out the 
others. We have to acknowledge this is our 
burden. While I’m deeply grateful for every-
thing my mom’s job has given me, we have 
no choice as children of superintendents but 
to live in the complicated gray area of our 
parents’ job and its political nature.

My mother’s job provided some of the best 
experiences of my life. These helped to form 
what I wanted to study in college. In a world 
where I didn’t get to see a lot of women in 
leadership positions, she taught me through 
her work that it was possible to do it all. I 
wouldn’t trade my childhood experience for 
anything else.

CAITLYN SILER is a sophomore majoring in 
public relations at Suffolk University in Boston, 
Mass. E-mail: caitlynesiler@gmail.com

Caitlyn Siler (left), a college sophomore, with her mother Jill Siler, a former superintendent.
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The Mental Wellness Struggles of Isolation
BY  E L I Z A B E T H  S T E P H E N S

Growing up as the daughter of a 
school superintendent shaped 
my identity in profound and 

often challenging ways.
My mother, Summer Stephens, 

was the superintendent of the two 
school districts in Wyoming and 
Nevada I attended from 6th grade 
until I graduated in 2019. While 
many students knew their school 
administrators only from afar, I 
lived with mine. This reality car-
ried a unique set of pressures and 
expectations, which influenced my 
academic journey and personal 
development.

The district I attended from 6th 
through 11th grades, in Upton, Wyo., 
was so small that everyone knew 
my mother was the superintendent. 
This knowledge often isolated 
me from my peers. I struggled to 
make friends and fit in because I 
was always seen as “the superin-
tendent’s daughter” rather than 
just another student. It was as if I 
walked under a spotlight wherever I 
went, a light that shone too brightly 
for comfort. This sense of isolation 
took a toll on my mental health, 
contributing to challenges that per-
sist today.

Residual Effects
My struggles with mental health, however, 
did not begin in middle school. I had symp-
toms of depression and anxiety as a young 
child, long before I entered my mother’s 
school district. In middle school, I was offi-
cially diagnosed. The pressure of living up 
to heightened expectations, combined with 
the isolation I felt at school, exacerbated my 
mental health issues. I often found myself 
overwhelmed by anxiety, worrying constantly 
about whether I was meeting the standards 
set by my mother, my teachers, my peers 
and even myself.

I felt an expectation to place into higher-
level math courses, to take the advanced 
placement courses offered, to be a high 
scorer in my coursework. I was constantly 
being asked by fellow students how I did on 
assignments and tests, and while I usually 

did well, it put additional pressure on me to 
continue to perform.

I’ve always been good at my coursework, 
but when my school district transitioned 
into personalized learning, I found myself 
unable to find my way for the first time. The 
continued expectation to perform at a high 
level in my studies was met with a deep 
struggle to understand how to be a self-
starter and learn independently. I remem-
ber crying at the dining table at home, tell-
ing myself I just couldn’t do it. Eventually, 
with support from my mother, I overcame 
these struggles and relit my passion for 
learning.

As I navigated through my school years, 
the pressure to excel academically was 
immense. From group projects with peers 
looking to me for all the answers, to being 
the first to present oral projects, to turn-
ing my test in first, I sensed all eyes were 

on me. I felt my school work was 
scrutinized more closely, that I had 
to be better than my peers — not 
just for myself, but to reflect posi-
tively on my mother’s role as the 
leader of the school district. While 
I can’t say definitively I was graded 
differently, the weight of expecta-
tion often felt like an invisible force 
guiding every assignment, every 
test and every report card.

A Growth Capacity
A mental health journey is just 
that — a journey. As a 23-year-
old adult now in graduate school, 
I continue to seek mental health 
support to navigate the ongoing 
challenges of depression and 
anxiety. I am learning and prac-
ticing coping strategies and 
managing the residual effects of 
those formative years.

Amid the challenges, however, I 
can recognize undeniable positives 
to being raised by someone in 
educational leadership. Watching 
my mother navigate her role with 
grace and determination instilled 
in me a deep respect for educa-
tion and organizational leadership. 
I learned the value of hard work, 

resilience and the importance of serving 
others. These lessons have stayed with me, 
guiding me as I pursue my own studies and 
professional goals.

In many ways, the pressures I faced as a 
superintendent’s daughter prepared me for 
the demands of adulthood. They taught me 
how to cope with high expectations, how to 
find inner strength when external support 
felt distant and how to turn challenges into 
opportunities for growth.

While the path was not always easy, it 
has shaped me into the person I am today, a 
person who understands the complexity of 
leadership, the sacrifices it demands and the 
silent strength it requires.

ELIZABETH STEPHENS is a graduate 
student in microbiology and cell science at 
University of Florida in Gainesville. E-mail: 
elizabethbrowningstephens13@gmail.com

Elizabeth Stephens (right), now a graduate student, is the 
daughter of Summer Stephens, who worked as a superin-
tendent in two districts.
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want to get in trouble because you were the 
superintendent and it would look bad.”

Based on his role directing a work/life balance 
project at the Wharton School, Friedman suggests 
public school administrators remember the fun-
damental aspect of organizational leadership is 
being responsive to what people need — and that 
applies to their own children. They can acknowl-
edge that their jobs are stressful for themselves 
and for their children. Then they can open up a 
conversation to find out what kind of supports 
their children want and need to cope.

“Which usually means finding out how they’re 
feeling and then finding ways to help them 
understand their feelings,” Friedman says, add-
ing that the next step is discerning practical 
strategies for support.

Lubelfeld, in suburban Chicago, recommends 
superintendents deliberately prepare their kids 
in advance for the possibility of hearing or read-
ing negative comments about their parents. Part 
of that process should entail explaining it doesn’t 
make someone a bad person if they disagree with 
the superintendent.

“Let me know if you are uncomfortable, but 
please know that it’s okay for people to disagree 
with dad,” he suggests saying.

Based on what she observed of her mother’s 
work as a superintendent in three upstate New 
York school systems, Madison Zehr, 20, also has 
some advice for children of superintendents who 
may encounter criticism: Remain calm and think 
carefully about how to respond.

“You can’t control what other people are going 
to do, only what you do,” says Madison, whose 
mother, Mary-Margaret Zehr, was an assistant 
superintendent and then superintendent in her 
school district while she was growing up.

“You’ve got to take the higher ground at all 
times,” agrees Mary-Margaret Zehr. “And you have 
to raise your children to understand the realities 
of the world around you and also to remain safe.”

A Parent First
A mentor once talked to Aaron Spence early in 
his career when one of Spence’s children was 
encountering some problems at school.

“He told me, ‘You only get one chance to get 
it right with your kids, and that obligation to be 
their parent doesn’t stop just because you became 
an administrator,’” says Spence, now superin-
tendent of Loudoun County Public Schools in 
Ashburn, Va. “I took that to heart. So I’ve always 
remembered that I’m a parent first and an 
administrator second.”

Being a parent first when your responsibilities 

range widely for hundreds or thousands of chil-
dren in a school community can be challenging, 
however.

“There are time constraints,” notes Edward 
Bouquillon, a retired superintendent in Mas-
sachusetts. “A lot of times, you’re torn between 
going to your own kids’ sport events and going to 
ones you’re the superintendent for. You’ve just got 
to allocate your time as evenly as you can.”

Nadine Ekstrom’s daughters, Meaghan and 
Nicole, remember her spending a lot of evenings 
in meetings in her job as superintendent when 
they were teenagers..

“It was hard when we were 16 and 18 and we 
were close to going off to college, and we missed 
those dinnertime conversations,” Meaghan says. 
But there was an upside to having a parent in a 
position of leadership. “It really did teach us a 
good work ethic to see mom working so hard.”

John Cabral says he never wanted his children 
to feel any pressure to perform or act a certain 
way because of his status. “I want them to have as 
normal of a high school experience as possible,” 
he says. “To them, I just want to be ‘Dad,’ not the 
superintendent.”

His daughter, Sophia, a student at Northeast-
ern University in Boston, says her father never put 
pressure on her but she wanted to do well any-
way. Her role as the daughter of the superinten-
dent was a good motivator to succeed in school. 
“It helped me live up to the expectations.” n

JENNIFER LARSON is a freelance writer in Nashville, 
Tenn. E-mail: larson_jennifer@yahoo.com

Nadine Ekstrom (left), a former superintendent, with her daughters Meaghan 
(center) and Nicole.
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