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Abstract

This research explores why women have been failing to gain headshipina
particular geographical area in which the researcher herself worked in a senior
school leadership position. It considers existing research on women and headships,
together with feminist accounts of women’s position in society and education.

It draws on feminist research traditions to make explicit the motivation for locating
the project within a feminist paradigm. By highlighting the issues faced by a
group of women striving to achieve headship positions through extended interviews
influenced by narrative approaches, the research seeks to contribute to the current

debate into the still under-researched topic of women into school leadership. The
study demonstrates that gender is and continues to be a constraint facing women
who seek to challenge the still largely male domain of secondary headship. The
idea of identity and power are central to the research analysis and findings. The
study contributes both to academic research in this field but also to the researcher’s
own professional knowledge in order to arrive at a better understanding of the

opportunity and constraints faced by women seeking leadership positions in

schools.



CHAPTER ONE
FRAMING THE CONTEXT

1.1 What prompted my research?

This research study considers the reasons why disproportionately fewer women
reach the position of headteacher in secondary schools by focusing on the issue
from the perspective of a case study of selected women holding senior positions
in secondary schools in a small Midland town. The project investigates the
reason for this situation and suggests why there is such a high proportion of
male headteachers in this particular town. As the researcher, I set out to find if
there were any specific features peculiar to this area that have resulted in this
situatton existing over such a long period of time. Here, it is not a case of under
representation in the headship, but of no female representation at all. However,
[ do not intend to take an entirely negative stance but to widen the debate to
consider the opportunities that also could be opened to women. 1 hope my
experiences, combined with those of the women I interviewed, will help
reflection on the differences and similarities we have experienced, thus

generating a deeper understanding of the issue.

I therefore examine women’s positions in the schools in a specific educational
district where I myself work. By adding to the existing knowledge surrounding
women into headship, I hope to foster a better understanding of the problem
faced by women that might point a way forward to securing a fairer access into
headship. This may be viewed as an optimistic aim, but I am nevertheless
encouraged by Paechter (2001) when she asserts that we do have the power to
bring about change, albeit over a longer, rather than a shorter, period of time. 1
recognise that there is no realistic possibility of a massive gender revolution

where women will predominately succeed to the headship of the schools in the

town in the short term. However, by challenging male dominance in the



workplace 1t may be possible to shift the present agenda. By persuading those
with influence, be it in the Local Education Authority or selection panels, to

recognise the gender inequality that exists, I may be able to suggest strategies

that could ultimately bring about change.

1.2 Autobiographical reflection

I begin by presenting my own personal experience as a career teacher, From the
outset I want to make it explicit that I will not be claiming any generalisations
from this experience, but hope it will resonate with the experience of women
who are also aspiring to leadership positions. I seek in this dissertation to

integrate research and the particularities of my own professional situation and to

generate professional learning through research, as well as scholarship and

professional knowledge.

Thirty-seven years ago I entered the teaching profession as a History teacher, in
a secondary school in the Midlands knowing I wanted to pursue a teaching and
leadership career. There was little professional development offered after the
probationary year. Idid not have a clear career path and little idea about just
how I would progress up the promotional ladder. The first step came after

spending three years in my first teaching post, when a woman who had begun

her career at the same time as I had was promoted. She happened to be an
English teacher; and the head of department had retired. She applied for the
post, and was successful. I realised that I had gained similar expertise in my
own subject area and that I too had the potential to lead a department. I decided
to apply and was successful in obtaining a post in my subject area in another
local school. Over the next few years I moved school again in order to lead a

larger department, and eventually decided to apply for more senior management
responsibilities.

Moving upwards was a gruelling experience. Women formed the majority of

the teaching force and yet few were in leadership positions. I was often the only



female candidate in the interviews, and the questions always focused on my
gender. How would I cope with unruly boys? Had I any plans to have a family,
and if so when? The realisation dawned that men seemed to have an advantage
in this profession. If I wanted to succeed I would have to be persistent. Ialso
realised that if I applied for pastoral posts rather than academic posts then I was
more likely to be successful. At that time, and to some extent even now,

pastoral posts that carry responsibilities for personal, social and health issues are

perceived as suitable for women, as it fits what is perceived by some as their

caring role.

I believed those posts that carried a responsibility for girls” welfare would
provide me with a route into a senior management position. The much more
prestigious post, that of curriculum deputy, was usually given to a man.
Eventually I applied for headship, and the situation was even more marked. By
now, the questions had changed but the mindset of the appointing panels
appeared to have remained the same. For example, I was asked: How would 1
cope with difficult parents? How would I cope if there was a fight during the
lunch hour? The implication being: Would I as a woman be able to manage
aggressive situations? It was then I began to look around and found that in this
small town in the Midlands, all the heads were men. I discovered that this had
been the case for over thirty years. The last female head had been in post at the
Girls’ Grammar School. In 1972 this school was reorganised, became a co-
educational comprehensive school, and a male head was appointed. I was
aware of the marked gender disparities in headships and headship opportunities.
It felt deeply unfair, but while I experienced this as an everyday exclusion, I

lacked the theoretical perspectives to explain the nature of the problem.

Embarking on the Doctorate of Education in 2002 I discovered the situation was

not only repeated nationally but internationally. My interest was aroused when
I looked at the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) statistics covering

the school workforce in England and Wales. The most recent figures show that



68.8% of headships are held by men compared with 31.2% for women, despite
the fact that women still form the majority of teachers, 54.3% in the secondary
sector (DIES, 2004). In 1998 the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted)
reported that there had been a 7% fall in the number of male teachers and an
increase of 2% in the number of women teachers. They also noted that the
proportion of female headteachers appointed to schools serving disadvantaged
areas was higher than for schools nationally. I would speculate that male
colleagues do not want to apply for these posts because they are often perceived
to be ‘failing schools’. The women interviewed in my study certainly believed

that they might gain headship posts in disadvantaged areas, as these posts

appear less attractive to men.

Explanations for the under-representation of women in headships have shifted
over time. Inthe 1980s the under-representation of women in headship
positions was explained and even justified in terms of women’s deficiencies
(Acker, 1994). In her critical appraisal of women’'s careers, Acker (1994)
showed that researchers at the time portrayed women as unsuitable for
leadership in terms of qualifications and motivation. By 2001, Grathan (2001)
in her research project on women in senior management was arguing that this
deficiency model was flawed and no longer acceptable. From the late 1980’s
female researchers began to focus on this under-representation and to look to
gender differences as a possible reason. It has now been clearly demonstrated
that gender discrimination is instrumental in women’s failure to reach top
positions in schools (Adler et al. 1993; Quston, 1993; Schmuck, 1987;
Shakeshaft, 1989). Throughout Western Europe, North America, and Australia
the same picture emerges. Ruijs (1993) has shown that although 50% of
teachers are women in Europe, there has been a downward trend in women
succeeding to headship. What is particularly surprising is that countries with

good social provision and explicit policies for women, namely Denmark,

Holland and Sweden, have the poorest representation of women in senior posts.



Yet, despite the introduction of equal opportunities legislation in the 1970s, it
would seem nothing has radically changed. The numbers of women in headship
has increased, but only slowly. The DfES (2004) figures suggest over the last
ten years the number of women obtaining headship has only risen by 8%. It
could be argued that this is in some respects a result of the changes in our
educational system. The 1988 Reform Act brought about a significant and
radical change to the role of headteacher. This act obliged headteachers to share
with their governing bodies responsibility for the local management of their
schools. Decentralisation and greater autonomy may, however, have favoured
more masculine styles of management. Evetts (1990) criticised the changes
brought in by this act because she saw them establishing management
approaches that could present cultural dilemmas for female headteachers. In her
opinion women would need to be autocratic, competitive and aggressive in
order to meet the requirements of these reforms. The changes in the Act
included the delegation of budgets to schools, staff appraisal, open enrolment
and greater parental choice. At the same time came the introduction of the
National Curriculum and national testing in the form of Standard Assessment
Tasks/Tests. According to Hall (1996) many of the head teachers appointed
prior to the 1988 Act were ill equipped to meet the demands and challenges it
represented. There was an increase in early retirement of head teachers.

However, women did not benefit from this situation to any significant extent as

a new breed of male head teachers was appointed.

It was this situation that sparked further enthusiasm for my research project. I

believe that women should have equity when striving for the most senior
positions in school. It is an issue of social justice, too: women have a right to
have their potential and expertise recognised by those responsible for appointing
headteachers. To deny them their share in positions of authority should be a

cause for concern amongst the policy makers, Local Education Authority

Officers and selection panels. In the 21st century we can no longer afford to



waste the talents women would bring to leadership positions; a more diverse

population of head teachers would enrich the profession.

1.3 Excluding women

The literature dealing with educational leadership and management, until
recently, assumed that all managers were male. At this point it is not my
intention to comprehensively review research on gender and school leadership:
this I do in chapter two. Nor is it my intention to review the field of leadership
in schools in general, although I may focus on this where it is relevant to the
study. My study addresses the specificity of gender and access to headship

rather than the practice of headship more broadly.

What I do wish to do now is to touch briefly on a few key features of the gender
and school leadership literature to situate my research questions and show that
they flow both from my own professional experiences and from reviewing the
literature. Adler et al. (1993) in their book on school management noted that
most of the current literature refers to managers as ‘he’. Gender differences
were largely ignored; men and women were assumed to be the same. Hall
(1993) found in her review of 140 articles that only five showed any awareness
of gender. This is perhaps not surprising as she states over 80% of them were
written by men. Connell (2002) describes this as the *patriarchal dividend’.
Gender is significant for men in the way that it privileges them; they may not be
aware of this from their position of power, so it is significant for them, but not

significant to them. Gender is certainly a significant issue for women seeking
promotion in schools.

Over two decades ago that Schmuck (1987) made a plea for women to be

included in the concept of leadership. It is perhaps also worth noting at least

some authors who have concentrated on women’s issues have seen their own

academic careers marginalised in their institutions. Marshall (1986) alludes to

this in her study on women managers:



I was wary, however, of becoming too involved with women’s studies because of
the stigma it seemed to carry.

(Marshall 1986: 198)
Leadership and the exercise of power is potentially problematic, and
Blackmore, (1999) by adopting a feminist, post-structuralist lens, has provided a
view of leadership and power from a useful and generative perspective. Gender
issues form a central part of her thesis. She has challenged privileging power
structures and the way current leadership theories and models help to sustain
them. She has encouraged me to rethink power and leadership in schools, and
ultimately challenge male domination of headship. My own study will examine
paternalistic and patriarchal discourses, as I consider these to be relevant. This,

I believe, accounts for women’s continued subordination in the workforce.

Indeed, Luke and Gore (1992) identify this as a central issue:

Patriarchal knowledge is the scaffold that supports the structural, organisational,
differential valuation of women and men, it serves to validate sexist knowledges.
Institutionalised gender inequalities marked by differentiated valuation of women
and men’s work, speech and power, reflect patriarchal knowledges.

(Luke and Gore 1992: 196)

If we accept this statement, then it follows that we have to try to influence those
responsible for the appointments of headteachers. Over the past seven years
vacancies for headships have occurred in the educational district within which I
work, and yet in 2006 we still await the appointment of a female head. Despite
the fact that the Local Education Authority has in place a well-established equal
opportunities policy which is intended to encourage women to apply for
headship posts unfortunately it does not seem to have had any major impact.
This suggests that good intentions and policies are not enough to counteract the
patriarchal values and structures that still exist in our society. The problem
remains that we not only have to pay lip service to equal opportunities, but also

need to convince those responsible for appointing headteachers that women do
have the skills for leadership.



1.4 The research questions

My research sets out to consider the reasons why there are disproportionately
fewer women reaching the position of headteacher in the secondary sector of
education. The study focuses on the issue from the perspective of one small
Midland town of which I have ‘insider’ experience and knowledge. It was
apparent that the situation in this town not only mirrored the situation of the
under representation of women nationally, but did so to a greater extent. In

other districts within the Local Education Authority (LEA) there were, in fact,

women headteachers, albeit a minority.

It was my intention to ascertain whether the women I interviewed considered

their gender to be a significant constraint when applying for headship positions.
Gendered i1dentity will therefore be a central issue in this research. If we accept
inequality is a product of gender relations and begin to address this issue, then it

may be possible to negotiate ways in which women can gain access to these

positions of power, usually occupied by men.

The research questions I addressed were:

1) What individual/biographical factors deter or encourage women?

2) What institutional or regional factors deter or encourage women from seeking
leadership in schools?

3) In what ways are structures of gender and gendered relations a significant
factor?

4) How do we account for the constraints and opportunities facing prospective
women headteachers?

5) How can women secure fairer access to headship positions?

1.5 Locating the study

To give a flavour of where this small scale qualitative research study was

conducted I include a brief description of the area. It has a population of



103,000, evenly split by gender, 48.8% male and 51.2% female. The 2001
census shows that 96% of the population is white; 4% are from other ethnic
backgrounds; 2.5% of which are Pakistani. The census also reveals that the
town has some of the poorest qualification bases in the country; over 43% of the
population (16-74 years olds) have no qualifications compared to an England
and Wales average of 29.1%. In addition, only 7.8% have qualified to degree
level while the national average is 19.8%. The main employment opportunities
within the area are centred upon retail logistics and the paper making industry.
There has been a steep decline in manufacturing, engineering and the mining

industries over the last 25 years (Learning and Skills Council, 2003).

The main providers of post-primary education in the area (2004) are six high
schools and a college of further education. All of these educational

establishments have been led by a succession of male headteachers and

principals for the last 32 years. In addition, the local education authority

representatives, district inspectors and officers, are predominantly male.

There are limited theatre and cultural activities within the town. Those that do
exist are largely confined to community projects and amateur groups.
Interestingly enough, all the secondary headteachers, with one exception, live

outside the area, where there are opportunities to visit theatres, the opera and the
ballet. In addition, the places where they have chosen to live offer a greater
variety of leisure and sporting facilities. However, there is within the town a
long-established club that restricts its membership to male professionals. A

substantial percentage of representatives on local school governing bodies,

including the headteachers, are members of this club.

1.6 The interviews

I began my field work in October 2004 by conducting a series of interviews, and

these were completed by March 2005. The group interviewed included two



female heads, four female deputy heads, two female heads of departments, a
male head and a female chair of governors. The criteria for selection was that
these women were actively seeking promotion and that access to them would
not be problematic. The chair of governors, I anticipated, would offer a
different perspective on the research questions. The ages of eight of the ten
people interviewed was between 45 and 55; the two heads of department were
in their early 30s. With the exception of the two female heads they all worked
in the town. Five of the group came from one school. The in-depth interviews,
lasting around two hours for each, were spread over a period of six months,
taking place at times chosen by the participants. All the interviews were tape-
recorded and transcribed in full. Of the ten people interviewed, only three were

unknown to me. The advantages and disadvantages of this will be discussed in
a later chapter. The study is almost entirely viewed from a female perspective.
I would suggest that, because women often feel excluded, they see things from a
different perspective, enabling them to view experiences through a double lens.

They see the female view, but also have an awareness of how the world looks

through more privileged male eyes.

The male headteacher was chosen because I felt I needed to include the views of
a headteacher who was in post in this area, to ascertain his views on the under-
representation of women. I deliberately selected a head who appeared to have a
more gender-inclusive approach. If there were gender problems around his
approach, I might then speculate that the situation could be worse elsewhere. At
the time of writing there is still no woman in a headship position within the
town. The two female heads had worked in the town but, having failed to get a
headship here, moved and were then successful. The two younger women were
included to enable me to consider whether their experiences were different from

those of the older women in the study. I discuss this in detail in chapters four

and five.
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1.7 A narrative methodology and theoretical frames

I detail my methodology and methods in chapter three. Suffice to note here that
the approach is narrative, rather than life history. Plummer (2001) usefully
shows that life history involves establishing and maintaining a close intimate
relationship with one’s subjects, often meeting them each week over a number
of years. An important feature in life history is that it must involve a series of
interviews. Irealised that the constraints of time and lack of resources would
make a life history approach impossible for me as a part-time researcher. My
approach focuses on the stories of women’s lives and seeks to represent their
voices on their experiences into leadership. I was convinced in-depth,
unstructured interviews would allow the participants to present their experiences
in the context of their wider lives, and so enable me to explore in greater detail
the compléxities which have influenced their careers. 1 wanted to explore the
early childhood and career experiences that had shaped the women’s beliefs and
values; firstly as teachers and secondly as managers. What influences and role
models had led them to follow their individual career paths? Were these women
encouraged by their partners or helped by role models? Why were they
motivated to move towards securing headship posts? And were there any key
events or times in their lives that had led them to apply for headship? How did
they perceive headteachers’ power and authority? What barriers had they faced

when pursuing their careers, and what strategies, if any, had they developed to

overcome these barriers and constraints?

Munro (1998) suggests that narrative inquify might ‘highlight gendered
constructions of power, resistance and agency’ (p.7). It might also inform our
knowledge about the way women locate themselves in school leadership
positions. The narrative approach would allow both myself and the participants

to focus on our lives as we progress through our careers. This approach does
not separate the private and the professional; it acknowledges that one impacts

on the other. I acknowledge that these narratives will be socially and culturally

11



located, as we are continually negotiating what we would like to achieve in our

careers, and even what we are afraid of achieving. Hall (1997) makes the point:

If we are to understand the meanings that leaders make of their work in
Education we need to understand the totality of their meaning frames. As people
progress through their careers, they are trying out ‘possible selves’; that is, their
ideas of what they might become and what they are afraid of becoming.

(Hall 1997: 315)

I came to realise by listening to their stories and letting the narrative speak back
that it may help me to suggest new ways of negotiating our professional lives. I
have made it explicit that I do not claim to be writing from a neutral objective

position. The research questions are rooted in my own story: a story which has

been structured as a result of my own interactions and intuitions.

I have been influenced by feminist literature and inspired by the work of Arnot
(2002), Barr (1999), Blackmore (1999), Bradley (1996), Griffiths (1998), Hall
(1996) and Munro (1998) to produce a feminist agenda. My study also
embraces a post-structuralist approach when considering and analysing the
concepts of leadership power, gender and identity. A post-structuralist
approach provides a valuable framework for analysing and understanding the

interaction between discourse and subjectivity at given times and places

(Griffiths, 1995). This theoretical position was adopted because it recognises

the value of telling, listening to, and understanding others’ stories. The concept

of difference is also useful. In this case it provides a tool to enable me to

understand the differences in leadership experience. For example, those which
exist between women and women and those that exist between men and women,

in order to view them as provisional, contradictory and complex.

1.8 Positionality |

The concept of subjectivity is also valuable to the research process as it

encourages me to think about other women’s realities as constructions. Weedon

(1987) expresses this succinctly when she writes:

12



Subjectivity is used to refer to the conscious and unconscious thoughts and
emotions of the individual, her sense of her self, and her way of understanding
her relation to the world.... Post-structuralism proposes a subjectivity which is

precarious, contradictory and in process, constantly being reconstituted in
discourse each time we think or speak.

(Weedon 1987: 32)
My research is viewed from a female perspective; it cannot claim to be
objective because it grew out of my attempts to make sense of my own career
path, and to reflect upon the way gender permeates leadership experience. My
story and those of the group interviewed will be different because of this
positionality; however, there might be aspects that resonate with each of our
hopes and concerns. A new understanding may result as I enter their space. |
do not take up a detached position, and therefore cannot claim to do so. At the

same time I make a claim to rigour through the theoretical interrogation of my
data.

[ was interested in how women negotiated their identities. I use Weeks’ (1990)

definition of identity:

Identity is about belonging, about what you have in common with other people
and what differentiates you from others. At its most basic it gives a sense of
personal location, the stable core of your individuality. But it is also about your
social relationships, your complex involvement with others.

(Weeks 1990: 88)

My intention was to make links between personal identity and professional
identity. Personal identity, or the way we construct the self, is how we perceive
ourselves and how we think others perceive us. Whereas, the professional
identity I refer to here is the way we locate ourselves in our professional lives
and how others locate us in these situations. It may account for the way women

give meaning to their gendered positions in the workplace.

Consideration is given to the ways in which gender and identity are problematic

in women’s attempts to gain access to leadership positions in school. Many of

the researchers who have embraced post-structuralist ideas have shown that this

13



can assist both theory and practice (Blackmore, 1999; Hall, 1996). This
approach provides a different way of coming to an understanding of how our
lives are structured by identity and gender. Furthermore, it opens up
possibilities which allow taken-for-granted concepts and ideas surrounding
gender and identity to be challenged: for example the supremacy of male over
female. Implied in this approach is the notion that identity is constantly
changing. Rather than having their identities written for them, as suggested by
Luke and Gore (1992), and having to conform to other people’s discourses, it
raises the question whether it is possible for women to shape their own
identities, or at least renegotiate them. If this is possible, then women may be
able to negotiate their leadership approaches on their own terms. The problem
remains that they will need to be given the same credence and recognition as

men, and this may prove to be more difficult. Nevertheless, it offers an
opportunity to explore the way identity can shape leadership aspirations, and
even limit them. The problem appears to be that leadership is not only
gendered, but so are the processes women have to go through to obtain such
positions. This led me firstly to an examination of the routes women take to
gain access to leadership positions, and secondly to an examination of the
motivation that drives them to do so. Theory offers a guide to understanding the
impact of gender. Having briefly outlined the concepts of gender, identity and

leadership, I now want to turn to acknowledge the barriers that are still relevant
to this study.

1.9 Barriers

I wanted to examine some of the cultural barriers that might affect women’s
career prospects. The concept of patriarchy is still a focus for feminist writers,
and it continues to receive attention in the literature surrounding women in
administration (Blackmore, 1999; Brooks and Mackinnon, 2001). Interestingly
enough the focus has recently shifted from questions of why patriarchal
practices cause women’s subordination, to one which asks how it causes the

situation to be perpetuated in our society (Arnot, 1993). Patriarchal practices

14



are embedded 1n the culture of our institutions and organisations. The

consequence for women means that they are treated differently (Luke and Gore
1992; Reay and Ball 2000). For example, women being given less prestigious
roles and responsibilities within the school, or being denied the opportunity to
undertake a role that would develop leadership qualities, even if they have the
skills to do the job (Davies, 1992). Do we need to look at the ways by which
schools continue to allow men to be privileged to the disadvantage of women?
In both theory and practice there is still a tendency to focus on male behaviour
and assume it is appropriate for understanding all behaviour (Grace, 2000).
Adopting a feminist framework allows me to look at the way women operate in
the workplace and their emotional attitudes and feelings towards their work,
allowing theory to be applied to the everyday practical experiences. Randell
(1990) has shown that sexist language and sexual harassment has not been
entirely obliterated. Speaking at a conference on the theme of Women in
Educational Management (December 1990), she described how sexist language
and sexual harassment in Australian Schools have prevented women seeking
senior positions. My own experience leads me to endorse this view: schools in
the UK continue to reflect male culture, and this could explain the preference

for male candidates to fill headship posts. Schools, in my experience, are

largely structured by men on the basis of their own cultural values. Women find
themselves excluded from conversations and patronised in meetings; men often

use sporting analogies that women do not understand, and tell jokes that can be

offensive.

By challenging the view of educational management and leadership as a mainly
masculine domain, I hope to extend our understanding of those processes that
might give women fairer access to headship. I share Hall’s (1996) view that the

behaviour of the women in this study can only be understood if their

socialisation, their educational experience, family, and personal commitments
are included in the research.
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1.10 Chapter Outlines

I now conclude with a brief summary outlining my subsequent chapters. In
chapter two, I review relevant current literature on educational leadership and
specifically set out to examine women’s place within it. In chapter three I
outline the methodology used in my research and offer a justification for the
approaches and methods I adopted. Chapter four and five follow with an
analysis of the data, beginning with profiles of the women in this study.

Chapter four deals with the issues and analysis surrounding, firstly, the

women’s attempt to become leaders, and, secondly, their expertences once they

have become leaders. It looks at the choices and constraints facing these
women because of their gender. Chapter five concentrates on two younger
women in one school in order to gain some insight into the interactions that
produce and reproduce gender relationships. In addition I include an
examination of the school’s culture and ethos by interviewing the headteacher
and chair of governors. In the concluding chapter I return to my research

questions and show that gender has played a significant part in these women’s

attempts to gain headship.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

This chapter considers some of the relevant literature surrounding women in
leadership and focuses particularly on studies that identify leadership as a
gendered concept. It also looks at studies that combine educational leadership
with feminism. Further, it outlines the factors that impact on women’s career
decisions in an attempt to show that the concept of gender is significant for
women aspiring to leadership positions. In the latter part of the chapter I
consider a feminist post-structuralist approach, to provide a theoretical
perspective in order to illuminate the way gender is constructed, and support a

conceptual framework for the analysis and interpretation of my data around

power, gender and identity.

This study grew out of my recognition that the educational leaders in our
schools are predominately white and male (Coleman, 2003; Riley, 1994). At all

levels of our education service women are under-represented in leadership
positions. This chapter sets out to review some of the current literature on
education leadership and women’s place within it. The purpose is to enable me

to understand the key ideas surrounding my research topic in order to construct

a conceptual framework. I believe this will generate ideas and identify
problems when examining my data. Additionally, in order to understand how

women are located in leadership I also examine feminist texts that relate to the

concepts of gender, power and identity.

2.1 Management and leadership — the same or different?

My initial search through the literature began by considering the concepts of

leadership and management (Busher, 1997: Davies and Ellison, 1997; Day et al,
2000; Fullan, 1997, Grace 1995; Leithwood et al., 1996; Marland, 1993;

MacBeath and Myers, 1999). In the annual review (2003) the National College
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for School Leadership stated that there were currently 350 definitions of -
leadership (Hollingen et al., 2006). From the outset I made a decision to view
the terms leadership and management as synonymous, even inter-changeable,
but acknowledge that Grace, (1995) argues for the distinctive nature of the two
concepts to be acknowledged. He believes that leadership is a more complex,
comprehensive and extensive concept than that of management. Leadership is
about understanding ethics, morality and spirituality. It involves commitment to
transforming the undesirable features of school life - racism, classism and
sexism in educational practice. However, Weiner (1995) suggests that it is
acceptable to use the terms of leadership and management as interchangeable.
Leadership is seen as the means to exercise power and influence over others;

management 1s recognised as the means by which is accomplished. I am also

attracted to the definition put forward by Corey and Merrill (1994) that
leadership and management are the left and right hands, for in education,
leadership and management appear to be inseparable. The Teacher Training
Agency, in fact, links both leadership and management in the standards set

down for aspiring headteachers. These standards include the requirement of

headteachers to demonstrate their professional knowledge and judgement

through their leadership skills, decision-making skills, their ability to

communicate, and their effective and efficient deployment of staff and resources
(TTA 1998a).

The literature covering educational leadership and management is extensive and
I do not claim to have engaged with the full body of writing and research that

exists on this subject. It has not been my intention to offer a detailed account of

the processes of leadership. What I did find was that much of the literature

assumed that leadership and management were gender neutral, even for writers
who claimed to b? writing from an emancipatory and democratic standpoint
(Bolam et al., 1993; Bush, 1998; Busher, 1997; Grace, 1995; Harris et al.,

2003). Inthese texts leadership and management is assumed to be a generic

subject, which does not differentiate between men and women in the
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exploration of leadership and management skills. Rather they focus on the
requirements for leadership post the 1988 Education Reform Act and what they
see as the skills needed for the 21% century, with an emphasis on school
improvement. Harris et al. (2003) claim to offer an alternative way of leading
that challenges orthodox leadership theories. Along with Fullan (2001), they
question the idea of charismatic leaders in favour of those who will establish
and nurture collaborative cultures, by encouraging positive relationships within
school. Effective leaders are seen as individuals who build a capacity for
improvement through an ability to share power. This view of leadership

challenges the idea of a powerful single leader, with an over reliance upon

commercial and business practice. Harris et al. (2003), in fact, argue for a style
of leadership which places importance on teaching and learning and staff

development in order to bring about a sustained school improvement. They

believe that ‘instructional leadership’ may offer a means of achieving this goal:

The values and beliefs that infuse successful leadership focus on learning and
empowerment. This implies a broader deeper view of learning. It is broader
because within the instructional perspective learning refers not just to the
progress of students but also the learning of teachers and leaders.

(Harris et al. 2003; 59)
This construct of leadership stresses the importance of what teachers do in their
classrooms and focuses on the quality of teaching and learning. It therefore
recognises the support and encouragement needed in order to achieve the
learning goals set for students. It is a style of leadership that is not afraid to
relinquish authority so that it is dispersed throughout the school. It advocates a
move away from hierarchical leadership to a desire to share leadership with all

members of the organisation. However, throughout the book leadership is still

viewed as a generic subject and there is no mention of gender. It was, therefore,
necessary for me to widen my search and look for texts that acknowledged and

explored leadership as a gendered concept, and it is to this that I now turn.
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2.2 Leadership: a gendered concept
Soobrayan (cited in Drake and Owen 1998) reflects that leadership is a

gendered concept, and her assumptions had relevance for my study. She has
argued that the structure, ethos and policies within organisations will need to
change in order for women to achieve leadership positions in significant
numbers. She maintains that women are excluded from these positions simply
because they are women. Addressing the British Council Brighton Seminar in
1995 on Gender and Management Issues in Education, she was surprised to find
that her assertion that gender was an issue was still a minority view. A majority
of delegates still held to the belief that leadership was a matter of personality
and could not be assessed in terms of gender. If this is the case one must ask
why there are so few women leaders. Could it be that it is not only leadership
and organisation that are gendered, but also the path to leadership? In order to

investigate these issues I began to concentrate on studies that could provide

useful insights into this problem.

Over the last decade or so more women writers have begun to focus on issues of
gender equity in school leadership and management. They have questioned the
reasons behind the under-representation of women in leadership positions
(Adler et al., 1993; Blackmore, 1999; Coleman, 2003; Drake and Owen, 1998;
Gold, 1993; Gunter, 2001; Hall, 1996; Ouston, 1993; Ozga, 1993; Reay and
Ball, 2000; Riley, 1998). This is in contrast to Adler et al., who as late as the
1990°s were still struggling to find texts that concentrated on women and
leadership. There are now a number of research studies that focus on the

subject of women in leadership. Unfortunately, the current situation for women

has changed little: too few of them either aspire to attain or succeed in attaining
leadership positions, and controversy often surrounds the leadership style of
those that do. A common experience is that women have to struggle to initiate

their own ways of leading. In Hall’s (1996) study she maintains this has been

achieved by the women she interviewed. It was, however, interesting to find

that these successful women gloss over, or refuse to recognise, the relevance of
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gender in their careers. Jenkin (1999) has criticised Hall for not exploring these
women’s denial of gender as an issue in leadership. Soothbrayan (1998) has
suggested that women are reluctant to admit to the gendered nature of the job, as
to do so may be seen as a sign of weakness. They may feel more comfortable
believing they have reached their position because they were competent people.

It may be also be that gender is such an integral part of our life that we take it

for granted, and pay little or no attention to it.

Interestingly, this contrasts with Helgesen’s (1995) research on women who run
large American corporations. The four women she interviewed suggested that
their vision of leadership had definitely been shaped by the fact that they were

women. Likewise, Marshall (1984) questions whether women could really

believe that being a woman was not an important factor in their career
development, particularly as so few of them occupy senior positions in the
publishing and retail industries. Nevertheless, she found over half of the
women she interviewed had either little awareness of gender, or thought it was
of little relevance to their career experiences. She argues that women deny this
in an attempt to lessen the potential disadvantages of being a woman in order to
conform to organisational socialisation. A smaller group of women actually
acknowledged discrimination because of their gender, while the third group had

developed a clear sense of themselves as women and accepted they were treated

differently. It is interesting to note that Blackmore reminds us that:

Women are positioned as either without gender, or having the wrong gender.
Gender is still a problem for and of women.

(Blackmore 1999: 83)
The point being that in Hall’s study, and also in Helgesen’s, (1995) Marshall’s,
(1984) and Blackmore’s (1999) work, just because gender may not be
mentioned or discussed, the subject of a headteacher or manager is nonetheless

always a gendered subject. As Blackmore (1999) underlines, society is

gendered and education is not isolated from society. We carry our gendered

biographies into the work place whether we know it or not.
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2.3 Think leader, think male

Management and leadership continue to be conceptualised as masculine; a
number of reasons have been put forward for this. Al Khalifa (1992)
maintained this was because men were in the majority of senior positions and
were able to set the standards of what is expected from a manager in masculine
terms. These include aggressive competitive behaviours, with an emphasis on
control rather than negotiation. If women continue to be under-represented then
one might argue that these expectations will be perpetuated, and women are
likely to remain disadvantaged. In addition it is apparent that at each stage in
the attempts to secure headship positions, women face a preference for men on
the part of appointing committees (Davies, 1990; Leithwood et al., 1991; Riley,
1994). Women are less likely to receive sponsorship from LEA advisers or be
given the opportunity to undertake management responsibilities that would
provide useful experience and preparation for headship (Riley, 1994). Davies
(1990) goes further by claiming management is conceptualized in a way that
excludes women, because men are given more opportunities to take ownership

of decision-making processes and are given higher status roles in the school, for

example curriculum and financial responsibilities, while women are confined to

the pastoral and personnel issues.

It appears that men are encouraged to seek promotion at earlier stages in their
careers. They also have the advantage of male heads being prepared to groom
younger colleagues for headship by mentoring and coaching them into the role

(Riley, 1994). At the same time women lack the same opportunities because

there are fewer female heads to act as the role models (Coleman, 2003; Reay
and Ball, 2002; Riley, 1998; Schmuck, 1986; Shakeshaft, 1987). It would seem
that at each step towards promotion women come up against organisational
processes which indicate a preference for males (Leithwood et al., 1991). This

is not, however, confined to the preparation for administration, but also to the

selection process, when there seem to be different expectations about female
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and male candidates. It is here that the typical stereotypes come into play.
Ousten (1993) reminds us that governing bodies are still predominantly male
and middle-aged. Coleman (2002) found in the UK over 62% of the women in

her sample had experienced sexist attitudes in the interview process. Coleman

notes:

Direct discrimination on the grounds of race or sex occurs when someone is
treated less favourably than others — not being employed on grounds of their

gender or ethnicity. Potential examples of this abound in the reports of female
headteachers, where the need for a woman to be better than a man in order to
succeed, was quite overt in some interviews.

(Coleman 2002: 41)
Women are also aware that gender stereotypes, even if not admitted openly,
influence selection panels’ views of women candidates. As Evetts (1994) has
indicated, selection panels that are predominantly male have difficulty
overcoming the stereotypes of women as linked to home and family.
Furthermore, stereotypes often depict women as less qualified and less able than

men to manage and lead schools. Despite the fact we know that stereotypes are

not accurate when it comes to women applicants, gender stereotypes still
continue to play a major part in the selection of headteachers, to the detriment of
women (Coleman, 2002). One might argue that men are assumed to be capable
and hence appointed; whereas women have to prove their capability where the

assumption is of maleness for leadership. This is tricky to do if they are not also

being appointed.

2.4 The influence of feminisms on leadership

For the purpose of this research it was useful to consider texts that combined

educational leadership and management with feminism. Studies that fit this
brief are still relatively rare. However, two texts seem to suit my criteria. They
are Hall’s (1996) study of six female headteachers and Coleman’s (2002) study
of women as headteachers. Hall’s study is based on observations and interviews

to show what leading and managing a school looks like from a woman’s

perspective. She describes how six women became heads and the way they have
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responded to the demands of headship. Coleman’s study is also based on in-
depth interviews with a number of women heads but additionally draws on data
from a large-scale survey of both male and female headteachers. She identified
a series of questions that might be asked by women who aspire to headship
positions. She traces the career trajectories of both men and women, outlines
the difficulties of balancing work and family, what women need to do to
develop their careers, and finally what it takes to be a woman headteacher.
Both studies recognise the importance of gender and examine the links between
women’s private and public lives. They look at the problem from the
perspective of women who have indeed succeeded in obtaining leadership

positions. I believe both studies provide support for, and a contrast to, the

women in my study.

The main purpose of both studies was to focus on the ways gender impacts upon
school leadership, and on the ability of women to lead and manage schools.
They examine the styles of leadership adopted by successful female
headteachers. These two authors make the claim that although their focus is on
women, their work is both relevant and useful for both men and women. Hall

and Coleman recognise the under representation of women in headship

positions. Hall successtully challenges the idea that leadership of schools is
implicitly for men. Nevertheless, she admits that as she began her research she
found it difficult to avoid using men’s behaviour as the measure against which
to describe women 1n similar positions. She maintains that as her work
progressed she came to recognise that these women were able to manage and
lead the school on their own terms; they confidently adopted their own styles of
leadership. On reading the accounts, the six women appear to have encouraged
a culture in their schools whereby hierarchy, conflict and competition are
minimised, while at the same time, collaboration and harmony were deliberately

sought and encouraged. This adds support to the view put forward by Ozga
(1993) that women prefer a people-centred and collaborative approach to

leadership and management. Furthermore, Coleman (1991) suggests women 4
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value leadership approaches that encourage ‘wider forms of knowing and doing’

(p.65).

The women in Hall’s study demonstrated this by listening to the concerns of the
staff and encouraging them to become involved both in the tasks performed and
the process involved in determining the tasks. In addition, these headteachers
provided personal support and adequate time for planning and completion of
these tasks. They placed great emphasis on involving all of the staff in the
crucial aim of enhancing the learning environment. The evidence she produces

shows that this was not just a case of rhetoric, but a reality. Hall explains:

...they attempted to ‘walk their talk’ so that what they said about leadership and
management and using power was reflected in their behaviour.

(Hall 1996: 141)

The challenge for women who have become headteachers is to redefine
leadership in their terms, and give value to their own skills. Hall maintains that
the women she studied were able to achieve this and were able to articulate their

own conceptions of leadership. They did so in a way that was different from a

dominant masculine model.

My study differs from Hall’s and Coleman’s research, in that their focus is on
women who have already broken through the glass ceiling. The women I
researched are still on route to headship. I wondered if the paths taken by Hall
and Coleman’s successful headteachers were relevant to those women aspiring

to such positions. Would the opportunities, challenges and constraints be

similar for all women? What could these studies provide that would help
women to overcome the difficulties, or alternatively to recognise and seize the
opportunities before them? Hall traces the way in which gender interrelates
with women’s public and private lives. Indeed, consideration in both studies is
given to the choices and dilemmas women face when deciding they want to seek

out headship positions. These studies have provided examples of the ways these

women had overcome the difficulties they encountered as a result of their
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gender. Although, surprisingly, the women in Hall’s study seem to deny the
issue of gender. The heads tended to say to Hall, “I wasn’t aware of being a
woman in that situation, but you may have perceived it differently” (p.179). In
fact, one woman (Diana) believed that differences were more to do with
personalities than gender. Whereas in Coleman’s study, incidentally with a
larger sample, more women recognised the impact of gender on their way to

headship, but could use it to their advantage once they had succeeded to

headship positions. Coleman writes:

Although awareness of gender is generally linked with inequality and seen as
problematic for women, many of the women in the survey saw gender

advantages in their role as leaders.....one of the positive aspects of being a
woman headteacher is being ‘noticed’ — their rarity value might open up
unexpected opportunities. One head said, because we are in a minority, I feel

officers in the county make a conscious effort to involve us in county initiatives.

(Coleman 2002: 138)

In both Hall’s and Coleman’s study it would appear that once women had

succeeded to headship positions they were able to cast off male stereotypes of

leadership and develop their own strengths and abilities.

A further reason for reviewing both Coleman’s and Hall’s study in more detail
was that, although their themes are similar, their research methods are very
different. Coleman’s gender sample includes men and women. Coleman uses
both qualitative and quantitative methods. Her research is unusual in that she

includes a large scale quantitative survey involving 670 women and 670 men

headteachers. Hall’s study, on the other had, is a small scale qualitative piece of
research based on a detailed study of six women headteachers over a two year

period. Both researchers claim that their research findings are relevant to both

men and women aspiring to become headteachers.
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Hall recognises that her study focuses only on women, and suggests that

perhaps the same sort of questions relating to gender need to be asked of men if
we are to fully understand the nature of leadership. Her point is that in future
leadership would not be seen as the exclusive property of men and some
women, but would be relevant to all future headteachers regardless of gender.
This seems to me to be a rather optimistic premise as ten years on the proportion
of women in headship positions has changed little since Hall’s research, as

DfES (2004) statistics show. In the late 1990s 29% were in headship positions
as opposed to 32.5% in 2006.

Coleman actively sought the views of both men and women in her study. She
asked her female respondents to reflect on their experiences of career paths,
combining family and career, and the stereotypes they had faced within their
organisations and from outside. She then went on to examine the advantages
and difficulties the women faced as headteachers. It was interesting to note that
the most frequent reason given by these women for their success was ‘hard
work’ followed by support from others. She also found that even successful

women had experienced isolation, sexism and resentment from colleagues, and

warns aspiring women heads to be prepared to face similar experiences.

I was particularly interested in the way these two researchers identified the links

between women'’s personal and professional lives, and the way their identities
were formed and crossed these boundaries. I was surprised that Coleman did
not examine the early childhood and educational experiences of the women in
her study. White et al., (1992) have pointed out in a study of ‘high flyers’ in
commercial and industrial settings that parental influences, especially fathers,

have influenced women leaders and likewise that their earlier educational
experiences had encouraged independence, self-sufficiency and a desire to

succeed. Coleman pays little attention to the way in which such experiences
have impacted on their professional identities as leaders, particularly on their

partners and family. Instead, she concentrates on the way social factors have
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influenced their career trajectories. For example she found geographical
location was significant. Women who applied for posts in rural or heavy
industrial areas faced the view that their place was in the home, and men were
chosen for headship posts in preference to women. The justification for
omitting the impact of early socialisation may be in the purpose of her study.
One of her aims was to consider the ways headteachers were able to strike a

balance between work and home once in post.

Hall does consider the choices and dilemmas facing aspiring women
headteachers. She suggests that her work, although confined to the education
sector, supports work done on women outside education. For example,
Marshall (1984) described career developments and lifestyles of women in
industry that resemble those of the women in Hall’s study. This suggests
gender is a significant issue for all women, regardless of the career they had

chosen. Hall poses the question as to whether successful women differ from

other women as a result of their determination to become leaders. Do these
women possess a strong belief in their own ability and have the self-confidence
to become leaders? I believe Hall provides sufficient evidence that on the
surface these women do appear to have successfully overcome the obstacles that
many of us face in our career trajectories. They appear to have successfully

- managed the pressures of home and family life and minimised the effects of
both on their professional lives. One could say that they had overcome some of
the obstacles resulting from gender, and achieved their ambition to become
leaders. Hall offers a possible reason why this is the case amongst her six

women. She suggests it may lie in the influence of role models in these

women’s formative years.

2.5 Socialisation and the influence of family

All of the women in Hall’s research appear to have been influenced firstly, by
their fathers, and, secondly, by their brothers. They also came from families

with a strong work ethic. All of the women displayed a strong desire to please
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their fathers and had a significant relationship with them from an early age. In
fact, even as successful heads they continued to look to their fathers for support
and approval. These women’s identities had been influenced by their fathers

and this had contributed to their independence and determination to succeed.

Hall (1997) commented that is because they:

.....may be exposed to a more diverse set of role options as a result of their
different conceptualisation of men and women’s roles in society .... and are able

to develop an appreciation of their own feminine strengths and abilities
(Hall 1997: 318)

[ believe that the relationships established with their fathers are a significant

factor in the success of these women, and I feel that Hall does not develop this

theme to any great extent. The women in her study do appear to have a self-

confidence that is lacking in many of the women I have encountered in my
professional life in schools. These women also have a clear idea of how they
use power, and it would seem that this stemmed from experiences in their

childhood. This gave them confidence to follow and define their own paths in

their own time. Hall concludes:

...the women heads demonstrated the possibility of an inner path to headship

based on self efficiency and self actualization; a path is chosen rather than a
response to a demand.

(Hall 1996: 62)

The danger here is that mothers are again pathologised because it is the father’s
influence that seems to count. It may be that other women have had their career

trajectories shaped by a strong and determined mother. This was true in the

case of one of the women I interviewed.

At this point I want to turn to other ways in which girls are socialised and to
consider the different behaviours, linked to gender, that might create what

Adkinson (1981) explains as women’s under-representation in leadership roles
in terms of socialisation and sex role stereotypes. Girls, she argues, are less

likely to engage in team games which help them to learn valuable social skills
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and attitudes that are crucial to leadership and management situations. But
Marshall (1984) questions the relevance of sex role stereotypes in both early
and later socialisation. She asks how useful they are to our understanding of
why women become leaders. She challenges the simplistic accounts of women
breaking the moulds of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ in order to enter the
‘male’ world of management, She asks what is meant by ‘masculine’ and
‘feminine’ and suggests that in fact it is the way women interpret the social
constraints on forming their self identities which is of more relevance. She
believes that the way men and women see and use power differently is of

greater significance in shaping their lives and the lives of others.

White et al.’s (1992) study of women ‘high flyers’, in contrast, shows childhood

and education experiences did have an impact on the successful women they
interviewed. They conclude that these women were exposed to a diverse set of

role options. As girls they absorbed some of the strength and abilities provided

by their mothers as role models, and have the ability to develop their
‘femininity’. Their fathers also had a special influence on these women: unlike
many men, they were able to take both parents as role models. They had a

choice about which aspect of each parent’s behaviour they could accept or reject

as part of their own identity,

Girls also have an ingrained gendered desire to win approval from others in
childhood and this may remain dominant throughout their lives. Walkerdine
(1990) has offered an explanation why most girls are conditioned into pleasing

and passivity. She believes it lies in the fact that teachers often attribute girls®

achievements in, for example, maths, to hard work rather than ability. Girls are
conditioned by the negative comments about their academic performance to be
passive and unquestioning. Boys are rewarded even when badly behaved in the

classroom by positive comments about their natural ability. Walkerdine argues

this fiction is perpetuated in order to preserve male power and interest because
powerful women are seen as a threat to them.
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Hall (1996) traces the educational experiences of the women in her study noting
the opportunities and constraints they faced in school. They appear to have
overcome the obstacles based on the idea that girls should be passive and have
turned such behaviour positively into an ability intuitively to assess expectations
and situations. It has not placed them in a situation of passivity or
subordination. Education had provided the structure of opportunities to support
these women’s aspirations. Five of them had attended single-sex schools where
high expectations were the norm in every aspect of their school work. These
women, as girls, were also given leadership responsibilities as prefects or form

captains. For successful women, then, family and educational experiences seem
to be a significant factor.

2.6 Factors that impact on career decisions

Even though Coleman (2002) ignored early family life factors, and instead
placed her emphasis on the way successful women’s careers influenced their

current family life, she does show clearly that women find their professional and

personal identities interlinked. Throughout her study Coleman refers to the

amount of time and hard work women put into their work. One respondent is

quoted as saying she had worked 70 hours a week for fifteen years. Needless to
say this affects private lives and it is not surprising that many women in
Coleman’s survey were either not married, or divorced, or separated from
partners. She concludes that the demands at work place a greater strain on
marriage for women than it does for men. She also found that only 51.7%
women headteachers had children compared with 94% male headteachers. This
supports Vinnicombe and Colewell’s (1995) findings that women managers, in
Europe, are more likely to stay single or to be childless than men. This study
also relates the stress women face by combining work with child-rearing. It was
also evident that some organisations compound the problem by operating

double standards for married men as opposed to married women. A married

male manager is regarded as an asset, with a stable network and support from
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home; it is assumed that he will give all his attention to work. A female
manager 1s often considered to be a liability, likely to neglect her career and put
her family first at the expense of her job. It is interesting to note that in
Aisenberg and Harrington’s (1988) study of academic women, they argue that
women have to play out gendered scripts, and that the dominant ones are:
‘work’ and ‘life’; that women have to chose work or life; to have both is

possible but demanding. By contrast, men do not have to choose between work

and life; they have a partner to look after home and family.

Coleman’s findings on conflicts which exist for women between work and
family responsibilities confirmed those of Adler et al., (1993). They described
the strong feelings of guilt women felt juggling child care and job
responsibilities. Coleman’s women saw it as their sole responsibility to sort out
child care arrangements. They had to make choices and compromises. For
example delaying promotion, or feeling guilty about putting families first.

Some women delayed having children, or decided to remain childless. Coleman

concludes,

Where women have challenged the norm in terms of the dominance of male
leadership, they are likely to face particular difficulties in reconciling home and

work and are making choices which involve the most basic human instinct of
reproduction.

(Coleman 2002: 332)

Hall, too, notes that women who place a higher priority on career rather than
parenthood still face disapproval from politicians and media, and society in
general. Aspiring to headship will have serious implications for women in
terms of family life. This becomes easier for women who do not have children,
or who decide to seek promotion as their children get older and more
independent. Younger women felt a need to work harder, to continually be
proving themselves, to ensure the); were always on top of the job. In addition,

some women felt that they had to compartmentalise family from work, never

being confident to talk about these issues. These women had to keep their

private and professional lives separate. However, Hall does acknowledge that
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women are constrained by role expectations that are derived from a masculine

definition of gender and leadership, and this conflicts with what women in her

study wanted to be. She states:

This was no more evident than in handling visibility, a challenge for all

leaders...visibility brings vulnerability. For women, school leadership is not just
about a head on display but also about being a woman on show. There Is always
the strain to present well, which meant being acceptable as a head and as a
woman. Women managers are doubly on display and doubly vulnerable, since
their authority is not automatically established through their position. It has to be
reinforced through a “sensitive manipulation of dress, speech and behaviour so
that they appear in charge, but not controlling, strong but not threatening,

(Hall 1996; 100)

It is to this issue of how gender is performed that I now turn.

2.7 Dress to impress

I want here to focus on the issue of appearance, for this is one area where
women can exert some control over how they will be responded to. It is
something girls learn to do in childhood. According to Gray (1993), dress is
important to a women'’s self-image, it can indicate authority, and it can be used
to desexualise women, but allow them to remain feminine. It can be used to
inspire confidence in oneself and help to secure the confidence from others
towards the woman leader. Gray (1993) also makes the point that most men
dress in a similar way to each other. In Hall’s study the women claimed to dress
to suit their individuality. They did not wish to play down their femininity but
recognised that the way they dressed sent out gendered signals. There was a
recognition among these women that the way they looked was often seen as
more important than what they did. Two of the women described their need to
dress appropriately, that is, dressing for a particular audience or a certain
situation. This is something males rarely have to consider in the work situation.

For example men do not have to ‘power dress’ in order to send out signals about

their authority.
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Heather and Barbara in Hall’s study described how they used their dress to
convey their values and beliefs at work, and chose a style to fit a particular
situation. They believed it sent out a message of being in control if they dressed
smartly. Heather remarked that she always dressed in a smart suit when
attending the local heads’ meeting in order to compete with the men. Barbara
was concerned to use dress asexually, although most of her staff were female.
Both women show clearly the importance they continue to have to place on their
appearance. Marshall (1984) also recognises this when she comments that
initially she had not considered dress important when she began her own study
on women managers, but had to rethink this position when she came to realise

that it was a factor influencing women’s experiences of employment. She

concludes:

If she does not actively take trouble over how she looks, the manager contravenes

basic expectations of femininity, and again raises ‘others’ anxiety about who she
Is.

(Marshall 1984: 156)

Women have to compose an image of authority and it is an issue of gender,
often having to match authority and femininity. It is problematic for women,
and they have to show by their appearance that they are in charge. I suggest that
it reflects the patriarchical values and structures in our society. Hall claims that
women in her study have made up their own rules in leading their school;

however, as far as dress is concerned they have to play the game by using the

rules of others if they are to be taken seriously as leaders.

Throughout our own lives as girls we are socialised to please others. Behaviour

linked to gender is learned in school and in the family, and although we can
make choices, certain conventions are still too powerful to break away from:
dress and appearance for these women leaders falls into this category. Sheppard

(1992), in her study of women managers, describes one woman who bought an
expensive suit to wear when she did not want anyone to be reminded she was a

woman. She concludes that the area of appearance seems to be the one where
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women feel they can most easily exert some control over how they will be

responded to.

Overall, Hall (1996) and Coleman’s (2002) studies are important because they
help challenge the idea of management and leadership as a purely masculine
concept. However, educational leadership is about power, and I do not feel that
either study really analyses this concept in sufficient depth. Both studies have
taken into account the agency exercised by these headteachers; they have
examined their aspirations and the decisions and choices they made over time.
These women have their own perceptions and a strong sense of what a leader
should be, and how they should conduct themselves. Gunter (2001) also makes
a pertinent comment when she says that we do not know enough about the
women who do not apply or give up. What happens to put them off pursuing
promotion? How women experience their lives, work and the organisation is
central to their identity and the choices they decide to make. In order to better

understand how women are located in leadership I found feminist theories

particularly useful. I want therefore to explore conceptual frameworks based in

power, identity, gender and patriarchy.

2.8 A feminist post-structuralist perspective

Blackmore (1999) believes that post-structuralist ideas can assist both theory
and practice, in that they provide a different approach to our understanding of
how our lives are structured by identity and gender. Furthermore, it opens up
possibilities which allow taken-for-granted concepts and ideas surrounding
gender, power and identity to be challenged. It makes clear that existing
knowledge is no longer adequate. Many feminist writers have embraced post-
structuralism because of this, and recognise knowledge as uncertain and
revisable. Post-structuralism helps to generate a useful conceptual framework

of power relations, identity and subjectivity. Feminist research places women

and gender in a central position in the scheme of things, and is supported by a
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desire to improve both women’s position in the work place, and also their

personal lives.

I have been influenced by feminist literature and inspired by the work of Arnot
(2002), Barr (1999), Blackmore (1999), Bradley (1996), Griffiths (1998),
Munro (1998) and Weedon (1987) to produce a feminist agenda and to embrace
a post-structuralist approach in order to employ these concepts. It is a valuable
framework because as Griffiths (1995) points out, according to the theories put
forward by Foucault and Derrida, events and situations have to be understood
‘in the interplay of discourse and subjectivity at particular times and places’
(p.226). This I believe is particularly useful for a small-scale study. I ofter a
snap-shot and theorising rather than grand theory. It is a position that
recognises the value of telling, listening and understanding the stories of others.
My research is viewed from a female perspective; it cannot claim to be neutral
and objective because it grew out of my attempts to make sense of my own
career path, and to reflect upon the way gender permeates leadership
experiences. My story and those of the group I interviewed will be different
because of this subjectivity. I acknowledged in chapter one that subjectivity is
an important concept. It is a recognition that people take up different positions
at different times. The women in my study show that at times they have -
considerable power over others, in their classrooms and when exercising their
prescribed roles. At other times they feel powerless and are in a subordinate
position to their male headteachers. They also construct themselves in different
roles, at times that of deputy head, at other times that of friend or mother. In
addition there are the stereotypical constructions, such as teacher-carer that

women have to endure. Subjectivity accounts for the way we give meaning to

ourselves and others and the way our feelings and emotions form our self

image. Weedon (1987) proposes that subjectivity is precarious and accounts for
the contradiction in our experiences.
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[ found Munro’s (1998) work useful as it is situated in feminist post-structuralist
theories. Her research interests focus on the narrative analysis of women’s life
histories and the discourses of qualitative methodology. She was drawn
towards post-structuralism because it allowed her to reject grand theories. She
believes that reality is not ‘out there’ but constructed through discourse and
language, adopting Foucault’s (1980) version of post-structuralism. He argued
that individuals are not only products of language. Institutions such as
hospitals, prisons and, in my case, schools also produce relations of power and
knowledge that serve to control and regulate the individual. Munro also rejects
the myth of neutrality and objectivity in her research. She believes that the
claims made about women are not based on some given truth but emerge and re-
emerge in the context of time and culture. These claims are subjective because
Munro’s work is inevitably a mixture of her personal experience and theoretical
position. However, she makes clear her own positionality, a pre-requisite of

post-structuralism. These themes resonate with the requirements of my own

research work.

Barr’s (1999) research also supports the claim that post-structuralist insights can
both support feminist theory and practice because it provides us with an
understanding of the way our lives are structured by gender. We do not all do

things the same way and our identities are not fixed; in fact we experience many

contradictions and conflicts within our feminist identity. She writes that her

own experiences told her:

.. In some families, including my own, fathers are caring and nurturing, mothers

distant and powerful; daughters may bond with fathers, mothers with sons; and
class as well as race made a difference.

(Barr 1999: 106)

At this point I want to consider the concept of gender. Connell’s (2002) study
on this topic shows it is an enormous theme and the literature surrounding

gender is vast. In order to understand it he suggests we have to ‘travel both
intellectually and culturally’ (p.vii).
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2.9 Reproducing gender

It is easy to take gender for granted as it is part of our social lives; we recognise
a person as a man or a woman. Gender is concerned with patterns of social
relations within which we learn to perform. In Connell’s (2002) terms gender
must be understood as a structure of social relations, ‘the way human society
deals with human bodies’ (p.10). These sets of relationships or gender regimes
exist in all organisations. They are part of life in schools and are open to change
because they mirror the gender order in society, and can reflect changes that
occur there. However, Connell (2002) argues that because gendered relations

are produced socially by power structures (and not by any biological
differences) in order to constrain individuals, they frequently appear to be static.
Schools, like other organisations, have regular sets of arrangements about

gender which determine who is recruited to do certain roles and tasks.

The constant theme running through the literature on gender is that men still
seem to be the beneficiaries of the gender orders that exist. For example,
women may have made inroads into middle management, but senior positions
are still in the hands of men. In one of the schools in my study all the major
heads of subject departments were women, whereas 10 years ago they were in
the hands of men. However, there are still no women heads. Russell (1995)
has also suggested in her work with teachers in Canada that hard work and good
qualifications has meant that women have advanced into middle management
posts. She adds, ‘but it is who you know and what information you have access
to that is critical for people who are aspiring to more senior levels of
organisational life’ (p.132). This is not only true for schools, but in
government, in the armed forces, the police force and in business and the
commercial sector: the list is endless. It is interesting, too, that although
successive governments have made claim to equal opportunities policies, Aot
(2002) has shown the contradictions that exist. She has questioned the

approaches made by governments in the last two decades of the twentieth
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century to patriarchical relations both in public and private circles and to
women’s position within these circles. She has argued that Conservative
governments from Thatcher onwards have encouraged a moral crusade in
support of the patriarchical family, while at the same time promoting the

principles of the free market society, in which all individuals are encouraged to

realise their full potential. She writes:

..contained within these contexts are the gendered roles of bread-winning
husband and dependent wife...I have argued that conservative political thinkers
have manipulated concepts of competitive individuals and equal opportunities for
their purposes, thus hiding both their own ideological confusion, and also their
continued support for patterns of male dominance.

(Amot 1992: 188)
Arnot (1992) believes that patriarchical practices exist in our educational
system, and manifest themselves through the assertion of male values in styles
of pedagogy and modes of assessment. She reminds us that the list of subjects
included in the National Curriculum is based on the traditional ‘male’ Grammar
School curriculum. Not withstanding what Arnot advances, it nevertheless
needs to be noted that since 1990 course work has been given greater
prominence in the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE)

syllabuses. This I believe provided a better fit to girls’ attitude to learning. It

suited their conscientious and diligent approach to study, and is reflected in their
examination performance. However, there have been concerns recently over
coursework and the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) is
proposing removing coursework (TES. 6. 10. 2006). The concerns centre

around internet cheating and parents doing the work. QCA has decided that a

more formal, less flexible approach is needed; coursework will be replaced in 9

subjects from 2009, either by more examinations or with set supervised

assessment tasks, marked by the examination boards. It will be interesting to

check what effect this will have on girls’ performance over the next five years.

It would be useful too, to track the careers of those women who have

experienced success out-performing their male peers in examinations at all

levels. It would be interesting to discover if these women have succeeded into
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obtaining leadership positions in greater numbers than the present generation of

WOINICIL.

Furthermore, Arnot (1992) points to the cuts that the government made in state
welfare provision in the late 1980s and early 1990s. This inevitably has had an
impact on women, who once more are required to care for young children or
aging relatives, thus reinforcing the idea that women should remain at home. 1
believe Arnot has successfully argued that the state in the latter part of the last
century was actively engaged in shoring up patriachical relations, albeit in a
different form. She concludes that the concept of patriarchy and patriarchical
practices still exist in our society. The focus may have shifted from questions of

why patriarchical practices are a cause of women’s subordination to ones that

concentrate on the looking for reasons for their perpetuation in our society.

Patriarchical practices are embedded in our schools, where girls and women
continue to be treated differently. For example women are given the less
prestigious roles and responsibilities within the school, and are often denied the
opportunities to undertake roles that develop leadership qualities even if they
have the skills to do the job (Davies, 1992). Connell (2002) refers to a
‘patriarchical dividend’ by which he suggests the advantage that men as a group
have in sustaining and maintaining an unequal status or gender order. This may
have slightly diminished as gender equality has increased, but Connell (2002)
maintains that men still continue to be the beneficiaries and therefore seek to
sustain and defend patriarchy. It is an unquestioned assumption and men do not
even pay attention to it. What Arnot (2002) refers to as the ‘New Right’ has
implemented policies that continue to allow male privilege to the disadvantage
of females. In both theory and practice the tendency is to focus on male
behaviour and assume it is appropriate for understanding all behaviour.

Women continue to struggle to gain equal value for their femaleness as opposed

to equal access to the benefits of maleness. Walby’s (1990) work has indicated

that patriarchy continues to influence women’s lives. The only chan geisa
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transition of patriarchal practices from the home to the workplace. Walby’s
model focuses on institutional inequality in gender relations in that women are
now allowed access to the public arena, but are subordinated to men by a new
form of patriarchy. This replaces the situation where women were subordinated
in the household by husbands or fathers. Connell (2002) is somewhat critical of
this model as he considers 1t to be inflexible. He therefore proposes a different

model to explain gender patterns revolving around four dimensions of gender.

It is this model I now want to examine.

2.10 Four dimensions of gender

Connell (2002) places an emphasis on power as a dimension of gender. In the
post-modernist turn patriarchy is seen by some as inadequate as a concept when
considering gendered power. The argument is that patriarchy suggests that all
power rests with men, while women are viewed as the passive participants of
male power. Connell (2002) draws on the work of Foucault (1977) in order to
question the notion of uni-directional power. Post-modernists believe that
Foucault offers an alternative approach to power relations because he proposed

that power is widely dispersed and operates diffusely through the way we write,

speak and in our actions. He argues that:

This diffuse but tenacious power operates close up, not at a distance, It impacts

directly on peoples’ bodies as ‘discipline’ as well as on their identities and sense
of place in the world.

(Connell 2002: 59)

The notion being put forward here is that alongside institutionalised power there
is also a diffused power, and this has an appeal to women because it opens up a
means of possible resistance, albeit still within some constraint. It means we
can be what we want to be and that gendered power is like all forms of power,

never totally dominant: some individuals can and do resist even extreme forms
of dominance, Foucault writes:
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We can never be ensnared by power; we can always modify its grip in
indeterminate conditions and with a precise strategy.

(Foucault 1988: 23 cited in Paechter 2001: 44)

If we accept that power is exercised in many ways by individuals themselves
through either self-discipline or self-determination, then we also need to
understand how power operates in given circumstances (Blackmore, 1999); this
in turn may open the way for change. Blasé and Anderson (1995) have
suggested that we can exercise power through earned respect and trust. it could
mean that women could use their sense of integrity and their desire to meet the
needs of others as a means of exercising power. Blasé and Anderson (1995)
describe this succinctly as using power ‘through’ and power ‘with’ subordinates
and stakeholders. Power in this context is used to encourage an expectation that
the ability to participate is a right rather than a privilege given at the discretion
of supervisors. It means involving people in the decision-making process,
allowing them to develop ideas, encouraging ownership and motivation in order

to achieve the anticipated goals. This would be a move away from the idea of

one individual’s or group’s dominance over another.

The second structure of gendered relations identified in Connell’s model is that
of ‘production’. It refers to the division of labour: that is, where certain tasks
are performed by men, others by women. In our modern society this is not
exclusively so as the gendered division of labour has moved on from that of one
gender confined to unpaid domestic work and the other to paid work. Both men
and women are involved in the economic sphere but are still largely located
differently and receive different benefits from it. This system still tends to
favour men; men receive higher incomes and gain the more senior positions in
organisations. Women, on the other hand, still tend to occupy the unskilled
part-time posts, or at least the lower paid jobs. In schools, for example, they

occupy the clerical and support posts which are offered both on fewer hours and
less money: few men are found in these positions. In addition, women still do

most of the domestic labour even when they are in full-time employment.
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If we take the term ‘production’ in a school context as the production of
knowledge, then it is largely men who are the policy makers behind the
curriculum (Arnot 2002). If we consider those who have had a significant
impact on what happens in schools today we see men like Chris Woodhead (Her
Majesty’s Chief Inspector), David Blunkett (Secretary of State for Educational
Employment) and MikeTomlinson (Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector) as having
influence in determining the curriculum, standards and assessments. This
contrasts with a woman, Estelle Morris, resigning her position as Secretary of

State for Education and Skills because of pressures being placed upon her.

We may have dispensed with the title ‘Senior Mistress’ in schools, but in
reality women are still doing the pastoral jobs and performing the ‘softer’ roles
while men still tend to occupy the more prestigious jobs concerned with
pedagogy and curriculum. Moreover, more aggressive tendencies of the
business world have crept into school management with the emphasis of value-
added performance and encouragement of continuous competition through the
numerous testing regimes. This may not square up to the idea of empowering

others; they reflect rather the idea that policies are pushed through at all costs.

The third part of Connell’s axis relates to emotional relations, an important
dimension of gender. This is concerned with relationships, attachments and
commitments and can be positive and negative. An example cited by Connell
is that of prejudice against women. In a survey undertaken for the Institute of
Management by Charlesworth (1997) women identified prejudice from
colleagues as a major barrier to their career progression. In this study women
found they were unable to gain access to influential committees within their

organisations. The notion that women are not as able as men, the so-called

deficit model, is no longer a serious consideration (Acker, 1994). Whether it

will lead to a situation where stereotypes and prejudices are also discredited is
more problematic. For as Schmuck (1996) concludes:
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...socially constructed meanings of gender, stereotypically restrict women to
subordinate roles and i1dentifies them primarily in the domestic area, men on the
other hand are located in the public area.

(Schmuck 1996: 350)
Theorising about organisations and researching into the structures of

administration has been conducted from a predominantly male perspective.

Blackmore (1999), in her study of Australian headteachers, also found that
women faced prejudice from male colleagues over their management
approaches. Hall (1996) likewise gives an example of a male deputy
challenging a female head because he did not think her way of running the
school was appropriate. For her part, she had to continuously justify her
actions. On one occasion she faced criticism from the deputy because he had
had to deal with irate parents over a playground fight while she had been in a
governor’s meeting. The implication, on his part, was that he was doing more
important work in the school. This, I believe, provides an example of the way
emotional relationships serve to reinforce the stereotypes that exist around
women in leadership positions (Schein, 1976): that women are not ‘tough’

enough to deal with serious disciplinary issues in schools.

Emotional relationships are particularly pertinent to women because this
connects with feelings of inadequacy and one’s self esteem within the
workplace. It relates to a woman’s sense of worth within the school and focuses
on what we feel we are able to achieve, and what we strive to achieve. Griffiths

(1995) argues that achievements and self esteem are by-products of gender, If

one is excluded from conversations, or one’s ideas are either ‘high-jacked’ or
ignored then self esteem is reduced. For a woman this means having to adjust

her actions and play down aspects of herself in order to be acceptable within the

group: in the case of a school, the senior management group.



Randell (1990) has shown that sexist language and sexual harassment has not
been entirely obliterated. Speaking at a conference on the theme of women in
education management she des;cribed how sexist language and sexual
harassment in Australian schools have prevented women from seeking senior
positions. My own experience leads me to endorse this view. Schools in the
UK continue to reflect male culture (Mac an Ghaill, 1994) and this could
explain the preference for male candidates to fill senior posts. Schools are
largely structured by men on the basis of their own cultural values. Women find
themselves excluded from conversations and patronised in meetings; men often

use sporting analogies that women do not understand and jokes which are

offensive. Cunnison writes:

Gender joking is almost entirely initiated by men. It is men defining women at
work in sexual, domestic or maternal terms which detract from their image as

professionals. As such it is a put down, a way of controlling and subordinating

women...and one mechanism among others which militates against their
promotion.

(Cunnison 1989: 166)
I now conclude with the fourth dimension of Connell’s (2002) model, that

concerned with symbolic relationships. This dimension centres on the making

of meaning. Connell reminds the reader that:

Society is unavoidably a world of meanings. At the same time meanings bear
traces of the social process by which they were made.

(Connell 2002: 65)
He maintains that when we talk about or think about ‘a man® or ‘a woman’ we
conjure up an overwhelming number of implications, understandings and
perceptions we have collected through our cultural experiences. This, he
argues, may be the reason why patriarchical gender arrangements may be so

difficult to break. Connell (2002) draws on the model of the structure of
symbolism provided by Lacan:
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Lacan’s (1977) analysis of the phallus as a master symbol gave rise to the

interpretation of language as phallocentric, a system in which the place of
authority, the privileged subjectivity is always that of the masculine.

(Connell 2002: 65)

This would suggest that patriarchical practices are difficult either to change or
escape from because they permeate the language, and language is also shaped
by relations of power (Spender, 1980). It is reflected in the usage because both
men and women speak and think of masculinity as superior. Bradley (1996)
asserts’that the phallocentric nature of language means that women often lack a
voice of their own and can only speak in masculine terms. Pringle’s (1989)
research into secretaries shows that it is difficult to change peoples’
expectations about gender. This study revealed that discourses on femininity
and masculinity in fact reinforced power relationships in the workplace.
Women were seen as bitchy and bossy and this reinforced the view that men
made better managers. Similarly Whetherell et al. (1987) found university
student attitudes to gender ambivalent. For, although they saw marriage as an

equal partnership they still believed that child-care responsibilities should still
be the mother’s ultimate responsibility.

Dress can also be identified as a form of gender symbolism, often representing
conformity to both organisational and masculine norms. Women, for example,
gain legitimacy because of their appearance rather than what they say or do. I
have previously touched upon the importance of dress when reviewing Hall’s
study of six women headteachers. Blackmore (1999) also found the women in
her study dressed for their job as leaders. What they actually wore and dressing

‘properly’, they believed, would lead to them being taken more seriously as

teachers and their voices being heard.

Connell (2002) speculates whether it is possible to extinguish these gendered
relations and if a gender-free society would be a way of bringing about radical

change. He believes that post-structuralist theories show that chan ge may be
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possible because of the assertion that gender categories are far from stable. A
good illustration is provided by the work of Butler (1990) who argues that the
category of woman is unstable and uncertain. Butler (1990) sets out to show
that identities are constructed in the context of time and therefore are open to

change. It is this idea of identity I now wish to consider.

2.11 A question of identity

Post-modernists stress identities are always in a state of flux because they are
shaped by numerous social elements: class, race, age, ethnicity and gender.
Stuart Hall (1996) maintains that identity is a construction, that it is always in
process, never completed. The stress here is on culture rather than structure and
consequently allows individuals to become active agents in their own lives.
Butler (1990) argues that we cannot take identity as a given: rather we
constantly perform our identity and moreover attempt to interpret the
performance of others. Women may, for example, indulge in flirtatious
performances with male colleagues. Women in powerful positions may feel the
need to do this in order to reassure themselves of their femininity. Each time

we ‘perform’ the repetition holds certain identities more firmly in place, but it
also opens the idea that we can negotiate our notion of identity (Orner 1992). 1t
allows for the possibility of switching among a range of different roles and
positions. Furthermore, it means we can begin to question the assumption of the

superiority of the male over the female. Bradley (1996) reminds us that a post-

structuralist approach allows us to look at gender analysis in terms of

subjectivity and bring the issue of identity into a central position. 1t allows for
many versions of womanhood:

Gender may fo_r feminists be a source of politicized identity which leads them to
work for equality and women causes. For other women, awareness of gender

may involve traditional ways of displaying femininity, through domestic or
caring roles, motherhood or the assertion of sexuality. Given that the gender

experience is so differently felt by women of different ethnic groups, ages,

religions, nationalities or sexual orientation, it is evident that there are multiple
versions of womanhood.

(Bradley 1996: 106)
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The point being that we are exposed to a variety of elements, all of which form
part of our individual identities. Again we cannot escape from power relations
when dealing with the concept of identity. We need to understand, as women,
our desire for power and our fear of it. It may mean that we have to make a r

determined effort to combat the effects of our socialisation. I found
Walkerdine’s (1998; 1990) work particularly useful in this respect. She
believes that post-structuralism allow;ved her to question the ‘truth about women’
(p.135). She argues that if women being powerful is threatening it is not

surprising women are reluctant to recognise power in themselves:

Women’s success appears to present such a threat to masculinity and to the

bourgeois and patriarchical power which it underpins, that it is very dangerous
for women to admit their own power.

(Walkerdine 1990: 143)
If girls are conditioned to be passive it is no wonder they grow up to have
negative connotations about power. Blackmore (1999) takes up Walkerdine’s

(1993) idea about femininity as ‘performance’ (p.267). She argues that cultural

practices tend to deny women either seeking or enjoying power. Women,
therefore, tend to have to act out a script in their leadership positions. Some
women reflect their sense of identity in terms of their connections to others, by
supporting and empathising with others, and sharing leadership. They often do
not feel comfortable with having power over others. Power for some women

has negative connotations, being associated with control and domination.

Identity is constantly shifting. Rather than women having their identities
written for them and having to conform to the discourses of others, the literature
has shown that it is possible for women to shape their own identities, or at least
renegotiate them.  If this is possible then women may be able to negotiate

their leadership identities on their own terms. It opens the way to explore the

way identity can shape leadership aspirations and limit them.
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2.12 Reflections

Theorising about organisations and researching into structures of administration
have been conducted from a predominately male perspective. 1 have tried to
redress the balance here by looking at literature which has specifically related to
women in leadership. In a recent article Groundwater-Smith (2006) reviewed a
book on leadership edited by Collard and Reynolds (2005). This book
foregrounded gender, a welcome move placing the concept at the centre of fhe
leadership debate. As the publication of this book coincided with the
completion of my dissertation it has not substantially influenced my thinking.
However, | would make the partially qualified point that a publication with an
impressive a number of researchers committed to gender equity goes some way

to ensuring that in future leadership will no longer be viewed as a gender neutral

subject.

In order to come to a deeper understanding | have engaged with feminist post-
structuralist theories in order to construct a conceptual framework in which to
analyse my data. In the following chapter I focus on my methodology and
justify the ways in which my own experiences have impacted upon the study

and relationships I sought to establish with the women involved in my research.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

In this chapter I ;et out to discuss and justify my chosen methodology and
methods. I wanted to find a methodology capable of providing me with a way
of generating fieldwork data and evidence in order to find answers to my
research questions. 1 begin with my search for a methodological ‘home’ and the
problems this generated. This 1s followed by a discussion surrounding the
decision to follow a feminist agenda. 1 was conscious that this chapter would

represent an important part of my work. Irecognise the need to be constantly
reflecting upon my particular stance throughout this crucial aspect of the

research process.

3.1 Which methodology?

I came to this research bringing my own assumptions, values and beliefs. I
believed that by understanding myself and my way of seeing the world I might
come to a deeper understanding of the experiences of the women in this study.
The question arose, where would I find a methodology which would meet my
initial assumptions and answer my research questions? For example, the
leadership in schools in the area in which I work is all too frequently identified
as male. So often male experiences are considered to be more important in
school management teams, and consequently women’s voices are ignored and

neglected. Ineeded a methodology that would enable me to address my

research questions; realising it would have to take into account a feminist
stance. My reading had indicated that methodology is crucial and would shape
everything I did from the outset and influence the knowledge I produced from

my study. Ibegan by scrutinising some texts and rejecting others. I was drawn
to texts which examined concepts of gender, identity and power centred on

women leaders (Adler et al., 1993; Blackmore, 1999: Coleman, 2002;
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Shakeshaft, 1989). This investigation led me to delve into the unequal
distribution of power in the field of educational management. At the same time
I realised my own situation, background and experiences would influence the
story I would tell. I wanted to find a methodology that would accommodate my
positionality, one that would allow me to construct my perspectives about the
world in which I work. I was acutely aware that my positionality has influenced
not only my reading, and the interpretation of the literature, but also the
methodology and methods used in this research. I would suggest that this

positionality is only problematic if it is not reflexively interrogated.

3.2 Searching for a methodological ‘home’

I was searching for a methodology informed by the same feminist substantive
ideas that I was exploring in relation to women and leadership. I was
attempting to make sense of my own experience, that of failing to secure a
headship, despite having achieved the necessary skills, qualifications and
expertise. I began with the idea that I could come to a deeper understanding of
my situation if I were able to share and examine this experience with women I
knew to be in a similar position. But I also wanted to speak for women and
communicate their aspirations to a reader. Further, I intended to investigate the
opportunities and the constraints they had encountered in their endeavour to

become leaders.

Feminist writers have argued that in knowing others we come to know ourselves
- for example, Marshall (1986). I was drawn towards feminist literature and
feminist methodology because I thought the socialisation women had had as

girls may have a bearing on this situation. From this starting point I then began

to consider the organisations in which women work. I went on to question
whether the gendered nature of schools pointed to reasons for the unequal
distribution of female headteachers in this district. I needed to place the

substantive and methodological emphasis on women’s experiences for this had

generated the original research questions. [ am therefore located in this
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research and was drawn towards a feminist stance because this provided a focus

for the existence and persistence of male domination in schools.

So much of the literature on school leadership focuses upon men, as Hall (1996)

asserts, is written by men, is about men and is for men. She explains:

Prescriptions for successful school leadership, such as those outlined in Jenkins

(1991) marginalize gender by assigning it to a special category rather than
recognising its pervasive quality,

(Hall 1996: 3)
But feminist literature and methodology places women centre-stage; it also

challenges and rejects claims of neutrality and objectivity. As Ozga (2000)
states:

There is no neutral, Olympian space from which an unbiased, objective account
of policy research can be given. We are all partisan but only some of us
acknowledge it.

(Ozga 2000: 36)
I was, then, drawn to a feminist methodology. At this point I now want to
explore some of the issues and dilemmas in feminist methodology as 1

understand them.

3.3 Objectivity and subjectivity

Feminist writers believe that a researcher does not stand outside of the research
but is part of it; consequently there is an acceptance of the researcher’s
subjectivity. This does inevitably affect both the research process and the
outcome of the research. This is a valid point in my case because I used my
own experience as a resource to identify the research questions in this study. I
found Smith (1987) justifies my stance when she claims that truly feminine
research originates from the idea that a woman’s experience emerges from a
woman'’s reality. Other feminist writers continue to question the value of

objectivity and are critical of research studies that treat people as objects for

data collection rather than subjects (Ribbens and Edwards, 1998). By doing so
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they are rejecting claims of neutrality and objectivity for both the researcher and
the process. This is difficult for I am aware that the problematising of the
concept of objectivity could provide critics with the excuse to devalue the
research findings, or at least fail to take the research findings seriously.
Nevertheless, I would argue that the emphasis researchers place on the concept
of objectivity will depend on their particular standpoint, it will be reflected in
the purpose of the research and the researcher’s value and beliefs. If one adopts
and accepts feminist beliefs then there will be a tendency to challenge the role
objectivity-as-neutrality plays in any research project. However, by doing so I
am not arguing that we collapse into prejudice or bias. It will be necessary for

me to strive for a retlexive, rigorously researched account, theoretically

informed, which nonetheless recognises the effects of positionality.

Feminists are likely to be drawn to a set of ideas that provide a conceptual
framework for the existence of male domination not only in school leadership
but in all aspects of society. 1 was attracted to the fact that many feminist
researchers are critical of research projects that treat the people being studied as
objects rather than subjects. I was encouraged to find that Ozga, (2000) does
not accept the premise that researchers can remain outside their subject or
maintain a distance from it in order to achieve objectivity. She illustrates this
point by suggesting feminist researchers will favour the interview and narrative
approach as opposed to what she calls the ‘technicist’ and distant process such
as administering a questionnaire. The interview will involve interaction and
negotiation and includes the researcher’s values. Furthermore, Clough (2002),
also reminds us that ‘we do not come in innocent to a task or situation of events;
rather we wilfully situate those events....we constitute them as an eXpréssion of
ourselves’ (p.138). I understand this to mean that the research process is not
only about ‘ways of doing’ but also involves ‘ways of being’. It allows me to
focus on the different, even diverse, experiences of women. This approach has

been recognised by femininist writers (Marshall, 1986; Mies, 1984; Webb,

2000). It is by reflecting on women’s experience that we are able to place
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women at the centre and begin to move away from the idea that male experience
is what we as women are to be measured against. It is also a rejection that -

views about male leadership can be assumed to be applicable to women.

Marshall (1986) accepts that her own research not only feeds back into her life
experiences but has led her into a deeper commitment to feminism. The
following extract certainly resonates with my own research journey. Until |
began my research programme I had a somewhat different perspective on my
work experiences and treatment. Like Marshall I had considered ‘me’ as a

person rather than ‘me’ as a woman. Irecognised my own thoughts and

feelings when I read these words written by her:

The development of my intellectual understanding, has, then, been paralleled by
the emergence of a new sense of myself as a woman in a public world structured
largely by men...this is a fact I partially ignored, certainly played down

previously... I submerged any awareness of being a woman, especially at work,
and generally hoped to be treated as a person first.

(Marshall 1986: 5)

This coincided with a realisation on my part that being a woman may have
hampered my own chances of gaining a leadership position. I began to see that

my research was going to be a journey of discovery. My personal experience

was a crucial part of the study. Mies (1984) sees personal experience not only

as an asset but a necessity. She writes,

Feminist women must deliberately .,.integrate their repressed unconscious

female subjectivity, that is, their own experiences of oppression and
discrimination into the research process.

(Mies 1984: 138)
3.4 Identity and subjectivity — a lived experience

My research required a methodology that would enable me to interrogate the

interaction between women’s private and public lives: to discover how identity
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and subjectivity affects how we perform our roles as leaders in schools. It
allowed me to tease out how our working lives are gendered. I have previously
described how this project arose from my experience as a deputy head in a high
school. The impact of this has meant the research process became a lived
experience for me, enabling me to learn both through it and with it. It is useful
to note that Reinharz (1992) maintains that feminist researchers frequently start
with an issue that concerns them personally, as it provides them with material
from which research questions can be generated. In my case it also presented
the source for identifying the people in my sample. Furthermore it led me to
trace my subjects’ experiences from their family origin, through school and
college and career experiences to discover the part these aspects of their lives

played in the choices they had made. I wanted to know if these experiences had

provided them with a basis for the type of leaders they hoped to become. In

addition, was there a relationship between who they were and how they wanted

to act as leaders?

Barr (1999) convinced me that post-structuralist insights can assist feminist
research and practice by providing an understanding of how our lives are
structured by gender, class, race and age. By its very nature post-structuralism
challenges taken-for-granted ideas and encourages the researcher to ask
different questions. For example what is the nature of power? How does power
operate? Do women experience power in a different way? Does post-
structuralist theorising allow us to distance ourselves from traditional beliefs
about power? If it does, then we can consider the concept of power in a more
critical way. In addition, it can open up a new dialogue concerning leadership
approaches and allow the researcher to question the domination of emotion over

reason. Feminists argue that you cannot separate reason from emotion in a
simplistic way. One of the arguments for not promoting women into senior

positions has been that female leadership has been perceived as emotional rather
than rational (Ozga, 1993). I agree with Paechter (2001) when she argues:
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By challenging the dominant discourses of reason over emotion, post structuralist
thinkers have made space for the discussion of the physical, visceral and

emotional factors both in power and knowledge relations and in our thinking
about the world more generally.

(Paechter 2001: 44/45)

I would contend that leadership is a highly emotional activity. This is the
reason why post-structuralism has an attraction since it can help to focuson a
diversity of social experiences, and the link between theory and practical
experience (Amot, 2002; Bradley, 1997; Griffiths, 1998; and Weedon, 1997). It
leads the researcher to question old certainties and move towards an acceptance
that all views are equally valid. The relevance of post-structural theorising for
my methodological approach is that it takes the researcher away from the grand
metanarratives and allows her to pay attention to ‘small’ narratives of regional
issues and everyday life. In my case it made it possible to explore the local
narratives of a particular group of women who were aspiring to headship
positions. It enabled me to ask how competing pressures of home and family
had impacted on their career choices; to consider whether their personal
identities have influenced the way the women have responded and developed

their careers.

3.5 A mutual dialogue

I now turn to the issues and relationship between myself and the women in the
study because I believe this to be a significant methodological issue. I was
attracted to the idea that research was an interactive and relational process. This
was outlined by Oakley (1981) in her early essay on interviewing women.
Initially I was concerned that I might be criticised for becoming too involved
with the women in my study and consequently that my research might be
considered as less valuable. Despite this concern I had already taken the
decision that I did not want to remain aloof and detached from these women
because [ felt I would not be able to fulfil the aims of my study. I was

reassured by the fact that Strivers (1993) reminds us that we do not have to

stand apart from our subjects:
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An outsider may develop a different interpretation based on her or his own sense
of significance of the events of a life, but the judgement that this outside
interpretation is closer to the truth can be based on a premise that detachment
makes it possible to ‘eliminate bias’ - The feminist interest in personal narrative
is grounded in the claim that the subject’s understanding of her life is inherently
valid, maintaining that position coherently requires recognition of the interpretive
movement in all knowledge acquisition.

(Strivers 1993: 420)

I do believe that there are advantages in being an ‘insider’ in the research
process. In my case I had an intimate knowledge of the context of the research.
In addition I had an appreciation of some of the opportunities and difficulties
facing these women within their own schools. I was familiar with the

management structures within the schools and know all of the headteachers

professionally. In fact I had spent the last ten years serving on a local
headteachers’ group on which all of the heads in this district had been members.
This gave me some insight into their management styles and personalities. 1
believe this insider knowledge at least provided an awareness of some of the

experiences, opportunities and even difficulties these women deputies might

face within their own schools.

I was drawn to the idea of narrative as a methodological tool for understanding
women’s experiences. I believed it would provide me with a method of
capturing what was ethically honest in representing women’s voices. It would
help me to understand how their experiences had been socially and culturally
constructed. Given that I wanted it to be a collaborative process I made the
decision to avoid a distanced approach because I felt increasingly it would lead
to a contrived focus on people’s behaviour. A collaborative approach was
important as 1 wanted the women to feel confident during the interviews. I
began each interview with an ‘ice-breaker’ which I hoped would enable the
women to relax and talk about themselves. Furthermore, my intention was to

make the interview questions relevant to them as professionals. The interaction
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between myself and the subjects would, I felt, generate rich material for analysis

and interpretation.

3.6 Was a narrative approach a solution?

I was searching for an approach which would allow the individual participants
an opportunity to describe their experience in their words and on their terms. In
addition I was looking for a technique that would permit me as a researcher to
explore concepts of gender, power, identity and leadership. These concepts are
an important focus for this study and can be explored through narratives
because they are not only descriptive, but also enable the researcher and their
subjects to express emotions, thoughts and interpretations; this in turn will
inevitably highlight the uniqueness of each woman. Narrative enables us to
engage in a process of interpreting ourselves and our subject as we experience

the world in which we exist. Josselson and Lieblich (1995) sum this up

succinctly when they claim:

We work then with what is said and what is not said, within the context of the
interview in which words are spoken to represent that life. We must then decide,

recognise, recontextualize or abstract that life in the interest of reaching a new
interpretation of raw data of experience before us.

(Josselson and Lieblich 1995: 1x)

Josselson and Lieblich (1995) are making the point that narrative approaches

inevitably bring the researcher closer into process than quantitative and

statistical methods can do. I would support this view, as a narrative approach

recognises subjectivity and moves away from the idea of a neutral
interpretation. 1was aware that narratives tend to open up ambiguities and

contradictions which the researcher will need to tease out in order to come to an
understanding of the data generated. This process recognises emotion and this
will produce a different kind of knowledge which will change according to the

interpretation placed upon it. Walker and Unterhalter (2004) suggest:
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...narrative supports a view of educational knowledge less as stable and
unchanging, but rather as one critiquing the stories we hear and tell, not then

making our knowledge less trustworthy, but inviting review and revisiting in the
light of new perspectives as we attempt to be truthful,

(Walker and Unterhalter 2004: 384)
This knowledge is neither superior nor inferior to any other knowledge; it is
simply partial (Griffiths, 1998). Garrick (1999), however, issues a note of
caution that the researcher needs to be aware of when he claims that
interpretation 1s a powerful shaper of knowledge about the world and lived
experience. Garrick warns that interpretative accounts can inadvertently
marginalise the voices of the subjects because of the emphasis the author puts
on these stories, adding his or her perspective and authority. However, [ would
argue that by adopting strategies of careful listening to the participants’ storics,
giving them ample time to tell their story and regarding them as important in
shaping the interpretation, this dilemma can be avoided. Furthermore, I nced to
be aware of the danger of putting my own feclings to the forefront, telling more
about myself than the women in my study. Keecping a balance between the
voices would be crucial. In fact I saw the interviews as a mutual process, one in
which I could not distance myself from my subjects. I was determined to make
sure that the women’s voices were heard in the first instance and attempted to
give them precedence over my own voice. 1 was aiming for an equal status for

each of us in an attempt to make the final story a mutually constructed story.

This is only likely to happen if a good relationship has been established between
researcher and the people involved in the study.

The attraction of narrative approach as a method is that it has cnabled me to

make life experiences both relevant and meaningful in my own study, but as

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) point out, it can be open to abuse. They refer to

the situation where the researcher ‘fakes the data’, They advise researchers
embarking on this method of inquiry to be cautious and to take note of its

critics. Where does the truth lie when we are trying to read meaning into what
people say? Perhaps if the reader is able to say ‘I recognise that, yes that
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represents my experience’, then I may claim that the reader can trust my
interpretations (Schostak, 2002). Feminists would also argue that we have a
duty to be honest and that we rely on our integrity as researchers to tell the truth
and represent our subjects fairly. This is central to the research process
whatever methods and methodology is chosen. I need to be aware and reflect
upon my analysis and interpretation, recognising when it becomes my story
rather than their story. There will be disparities between the meanings the
women made of their lives and my interpretation, but an awarcness may mean
that these can be recognised and acknowledged, though not entirely eliminated.

Nor should they be, as my researcher task is to analyse and interpret the data.

3.7 Trust and reciprocity

At this point I feel it would be relevant to discuss the relationship between
myself and the women in this study. Ibelieve the dialogue I had with them over
many years was an advantage and would provide access to their views. |
assumed that my story would resonate with theirs, and if this was the case we

could begin to negotiate meaning and tell the story as it should be: a sharing of

life experience. Nevertheless, I felt I had an awesome task ahcad of me.

I adopted a non-hierarchical position in the interviews because [ was convinced
this would add to the richness of the research material. I was fortunate cnough
to have already established a professional relationship with most of these
women, and was known by all of them before I began the study. This was an
advantage, as I did not have to spend time establishing trust because it already
existed. I wanted to create an interactive atmosphere in the interviews, but was
aware of the problems this would create. My aim was to ensure that it was their
voices that were the dominant feature in the interview: conscquently this posed
a problem. How was I to prevent the interview going off at a tangent if these
women wanted to ask me questions during the interview process, without
stifling subsequent discussion? In fact it was not a problem with the women of

my own age. However, it did prove to be more difficult with the two younger
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women who were interested in my own experiences. I was conscious here of
different power-relations: they saw me as having greater experiences and were
keen to know how I had coped with planning my own carecr. 1 found by being
honest with them and briefly relating my own situation helped to establish a
more equal relationship between us. For example, in one case we talked at
length about our experiences of overtly gendered questions in interview
situations. Nevertheless it was problematic, as I was concerned about my
relationship with these two women. 1began to question my motives at this
point. Was Iin fact in danger of telling them more about myself in the hope
they would reveal more about themselves? Ihad less concern over this issue
with the women of my age who saw me much more as a fellow deputy head

rather than a researcher, or at best very much a novice involved in the research

process.

All the time I had a strong sense of responsibility to represent them all
accurately and to let their voices, as well as mine, be heard. Mauther and
Doncet (1998) have emphasised the need to establish trust and honesty in
research interviews and from the outset I had made my own position clear. 1 did
this by making explicit my interest in feminist research and gender issues faced
by women leaders working in schools. 1did not expect them to share my
views. Atthe same time [ tended to be more cautious about my assumptions
surrounding the patriarchal influences in schools. The reason for this was I was
not sure that they would have experienced this to the same extent as myself. 1
work in a Catholic High School where partriachical influences are still very
much in existence. In my own case I had experienced the patronizing way even
younger male colleagues addressed me; using terms such as ‘love’, ‘dear*® and
‘miss’. These titles suggest that women are inferior and subordinate to male

colleagues. In my school the sign on the Head’s office door still reads

‘Headmaster’. 1 was careful not to relate these particular experiences but rather

to make explicit my feminist sympathies in more general terms. 1did this by
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being open about the purpose of the interviews: namely that they were part of

the evidence I was collecting for a doctoral thesis.

I maintain that the relationship I had with these women resulted in them being
prepared to talk openly at an early stage in the interviews. Idid not have to
spend time forming relationships with them. Many of them saw it as their role
to help me in the process. I also talked to the women at length about the
research and the wider audience it would reach by making it clear who would
read the final study. I also agreed to provide feedback from the interviews and
to let them read the transcripts. As far as it is possible I would try to protect

their identities because I knew they would be very honest about their current

situations and this would make them vulnerable to recognition.

3.8 Trust and confidentiality

[ was conscious that because most of us worked in the same local area that

confidentiality and anonymity would be a crucial issue. I decided to usc

pseudonyms as this will give anonymity to these women. 1 was made acutely

aware of my responsibility for them after one woman repeatedly asked for
reassurance about confidentiality throughout the interview. She was initially
more guarded than the others, with many silences and pauses and nuances in her
body language. I have considered these silences and asked myself why she was

holding back. She had been given a great deal of responsibility and authority by

her previous head and talked freely about her relationship with him. When it

came to the present post-holder she was much more cautious. 1 know him to be
a very competitive and aggressive character professionally. He has surrounded
himself with numerous male colleagues and her position has been marginalised.
Indeed, her vulnerability spoke through these silences. However, [ belicve that
the fact she had known me for twenty years helped sustain that interview, She
accepted my reassurances and my willingness to stop the interview and not usc

the material gained from it. Once the interview was over and the tape-recorder
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had been turned off we talked at length about our joint careers and she agreed to

let her interview be used.

3.9 Trust and masculine power

I found the interview with the male head interesting. The power-relations here
were very different. In the first instance the interview had been arranged by his
secretary and took place in his office. I had the feeing he wanted to take the
initiative throughout the interview and show me how he had encouraged the
women in his school to seek promotion. He often spoke, I thought, from a
paternalistic and hierarchical position. I felt that it was a struggle to keep the
interview as an equal and mutual process. I was acutely aware of the
differences between me, the interviewer, and the male respondent and I would
suggest this altered the dynamics of this interview. Denzin (1989) makes this
point in his work on interviewing techniques and methods. He believes
interviews between men and men, women and men and women and women will
be very different in terms of power and confidence. There was a confidence and

a self-assurance on his part in this interview that was not so pronounced in the

interviews with the women. I believe that this is connected to an individual’s
self-esteem and their estimation of our abilities. My reading suggested that
males frequently assume a confidence and a belief in their capabilities even in
situations where they lack expertise or experience failure and setbacks (Davies,
1990). In this case my respondent swiftly moved on from any difficultics he
faced and followed them up with a string of successes which he believed put the
occasional difficulties and setbacks in perspective. The women were certainly

less confident about their competencies, even in areas where they had

considerable experience and success. I felt he wanted to play the dominant part

in this interview and was there to pass on his knowledge to me.

At other times during the interview he was rather patronising towards me in
particular and towards his female staff in general. As a result [ had to be much

more covert about my intentions as I felt that my feminist stance would irritate
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him and I was less likely to gain the information I needed. But I wanted to
listen to his story, and also to be aware of my own assumptions about male
leadership, which were that it was likely to be more aggressive, competitive,

self-reliant, less open and manipulative. There were some surprises here which
[ will discuss at a later stage.

Ball’s (1990) explanation was useful when interviewing this man:

Discourses are about what can be said and thought, but also about who can speak,
when and with what authority. Discourses embody meaning and social

relationships, they constitute both subjectivity and power relations. Thus the

possibilities for meaning and for definitions, are pre-empted through the social
and institutional positions held by them who use them.

(Ball 1990: 2)
I found this quotation really summarised the power relationship I had
experienced In this particular interview. This person assumed an authority over
me in this situation, just as he did when he chaired a committee of which I was a
member. He was the authority and the expert, ready to hand on his knowledge
as superior to anything I could offer. This prompted me to consider whether |
was engaging in his discourse or dwelling in my own. Yet | had a commitment

not to make assumptions about his views before I had heard them, and to be

open to any surprises and challenges to such assumptions.

3.10 Locating ‘me’ in the research: a case for reflexivity
The discourse and practice of masculine leadership positioned my male

respondent differently from my female respondents both in relation to myself as

a female researcher and to the discourses of management and institutional

practices. Having explained the issues around trust and self-presentation in the

interviews I now turn to the methodological issue of reflexivity.

It became clear from my reading that reflexivity is an important aspect of my
methodology (Harding, 1991; Stanley and Wise, 1993). Reflexivity is not an

easy concept to define but I use the term to imply a disciplined self-reflection.
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Feminist writers have stressed and highlighted its importance in qualitative
research. Morrison (2002) has indicated two important aspects of reflexivity.
Firstly, that research orientations are shaped by and reflected in the social and
educational world in which we operate. Secondly, that rescarchers need to be
aware of the way such orientations affect the research, in every respect,
including the decisions we make about our rescarch topics. This concept
requires me, as the researcher, to consider my interpretations and values and to
interrogate these throughout the research process. Wilkinson (1988) points to
the personal aspects of reflexivity, that of reflecting on myself in the rescarch,
as a women, a feminist, as an individual. In my case my own carecr
experiences have influenced both the selection of the questions, the conduct of
the research and the interpretation of the data. It is embedded in my belief that
women are still not fairly represented in senior management posts in my
educational district. It is about my personal experience, but also reflects my
recent commitment to feminist research. This is rooted in my own position as a

woman and the treatment [ have experienced both at school and in society.

Marshall (1986) describes how her own research fed back into her life
experiences and influenced her commitment to feminism. This in fact, ‘touched
a chord’ with me as I began to reflect on my own research.  Marshall belicves
the researcher should explore and acknowledge ‘who she is’ because this will
impact on the research. Haraway (1989) suggests it is useful for us to remember
that the production of theory is a social activity, resulting in what she calls
‘situated knowledges’, and these are rooted in our social and cultural
experiences. They are shaped by the time of their telling and the particular
circumstances in which we find ourselves. She argues it is not enough to be
reflexive, but we must strive to seek knowledge that will lcad to social justice.
Griffiths (1998) also recognises that no one can hope to do perfect research and
argues that reflexivity is the process which recognises this assertion. Patai
(1994) takes a different stance when she robustly argues that there has been too

much self reflexivity and that it should be left out altogether. She writes:
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..We are spending too much time wading in a morass of our own positionings.
It’s nice to say we need to account for ourselves, that we must not hide behind
spurious invisibility or objectivity. But just how much space should we devote to
self accounting and to the methodological discourse it has sprouted.

(Patai 1994: 64)

She goes on to claim that this type of self analysis does not produce better
research: in her view, we are in danger of spending too much time
contemplating our academic navels. Nevertheless I found reflexivity useful
after | had interviewed a male head for it led me to consider the way I reacted in
this situation. In chapter one I briefly described my feelings of inferiority when
interviewing the male headteacher. Why did I feel this way? Did I begin to
change during that interview? I came to a realisation that during this interview |
needed to listen to what was being said, even though it conflicted at times with
my own ideas and beliefs. If you are to do justice to your research participants
it is as well to remember that if you are going ‘to tell it how it is you must hear
it how it 1s’ (Reinharz 1988: 15). I recognised the power dynamics in the

interview and began to listen to him and value the contribution he was making

to my study.

But I did also have to take care not to exploit my subjects. As Ball (1991)
reminds me, that even when I am dealing with sophisticated adults I must be
wary of manipulating them into revealing more than they intended. I wish to

expand this point in the next section on interviewing as a methodology.

3.11 The interviews as a methodology and method

[ have argued that I needed to find a methodology that would be judged to be
consistent with feminist values and I took a decision fairly early on in the
doctoral programme to embrace a qualitative method for my research. My main
reason for doing so was that I believed it would allow me to establish a more
human and less mechanical relationship between myself and my subjects. |

found the classic text by Oakley (1981) very useful in this respect because she

advocates the interview process as a means of achieving such a relationship. It
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seemed to offer a ‘best fit’ for my purposes, namely to find answers to my
research questions. However, I am aware that this was a personal choice and 1
do not dismiss the benefits of quantitative methods in feminist research. Indeed,
Coleman (2002) used a large survey as her research tool in her study of women
headteachers. Usher (1996) makes the point that feminist theory now uses the
full range of methods, and that there is no single, prescribed method. The
important principle should be that the researcher chooses the most appropriate

method in order to find answers to their particular research questions.

3.12 A methodology of friendship

In my particular case I chose to conduct interviews because I believed it would
allow me to explore my subjects® perceptions of their professional aspirations
and what had influenced the decisions and choices they had made during their
carecers. I felt that statistical data would be inappropriate and would not take
into account emotions and feelings. I was attracted to the ideas put forward by
Kong et al. (2000) who have taken a more radical approach to interviewing and
refer to it as a “methodology of friendship’. The idea that there is a partnership
between the interviewer and the interviewee is not a new idea; it has been

advocated by feminist writers over many years (Mauthner and Doncet, 1998;
Oakley, 1981; Reinharz, 1992; Standing, 1998). These writers have maintained
that a less traditional approach helps to create a richer narrative. In these cases

the interviewer does not distance herself from her subjects and rejects the idea
that a neutral stance should be adopted in the interview process. Oakley (1981)
argues for open engagement, wanting to establish a close relationship with the
women In her study. I share her belief that this is a decidedly feminist
approach. Iexcept Oakley’s assertion that the traditional interview method is

embedded in masculine culture and masculine traits of objectivity, detachment

and hierarchy: in her view a masculine paradigm.

I recognise Oakley’s approach could be seen as problematic because, as

Reinharz (1992) comments science is often held up as a ‘mode!’ discipline and
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its research methods should be followed by all researchers. It is accompanied
by an underlying expectation that the researcher should also be objective and
sceptical. But, if one believes that it is important to establish a relationship
between the researcher and the respondent then perhaps ‘scepticism’ should be
replaced by ‘mutuality’, and if this is the case would it necessarily invalidate
any scientific claim made for the research? I have argued that feminist theory
does not fit easily into traditional established practices. Feminists do not regard
their respondents as objects of their study, or instruments for extracting data.
They do not believe that by taking feelings or emotions into account jeopardises
the research. Thus, I began by accepting the statements made in the stories told
by the women in my study, and we began from a position of mutual trust. My

intention was to listen empathetically to their stories, which I anticipated would
be told in a truthful and honest way, necessarily shaped, however, by the time

and circumstances of their telling. They, and I, may tell our stories differently

in the future.

3.13 Interviews are not an easy option

[ have been privileged that the people in my study have been eager to share
their confidences and experiences. Experiences that have shaped their lives
included childhood experiences, routes into teaching, family relationships,
career developments and disappointments, and their future aspirations. These
women were prepared to talk openly about opportunities and constraints they
had faced throughout their careers. What was surprising was that the interviews
gave these women the opportunity, in some cases for the first time, to reflect on
their careers in some depth. There was also recognition of the ways in which

gender 1s conceptualised and lived out in their schools. It was interesting to find

that, although all saw the implications and importance of gender in their pupils,
some had not seen it as an issue in their own lives. For some of the women the

questions were challenging and required them to think deeply about work
experiences. It was also demanding for me as a novice researcher. I was

extremely nervous when I came to do the first interview and so was my subject,
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I knew I had to listen carefully, take note of their body language and facial
expressions. I needed to respect their pauses, and not jump in with my next

question. I also needed to pick up cues and respond to them but always be

careful not to put them off telling their story.

I realised at an early stage it was impossible for me to take detailed notes during
the interview. Ineeded to listen and watch. This patience had its rewards when
these women began to share some of their most personal experiences: in one
women’s case finding her mother’s body at the age of fourteen. She painfully
recalled the consequences of that unexpected death. In another woman's case it
was the failure of a marriage, being left with a son in Asia, and having to return

home to restart her life. At this point it is pertinent to give further consideration

to ethical issues.

3.14 Questions of ethics

In line with other research methodologies, consideration needs to be given to the

question of ethics. This should be a central concern for feminist researchers
because they emphasise honesty and trust as crucial aspects of their work. If
there is a desire for social justice then one might expect that ethical issues
would be taken as read. However, I cannot assume that this is the case and |
needed to be aware of the possible pitfalls and problems that were just as likely
to surface in this type of research as in any other. I found the work of Riddell
(1989) particularly poignant to my own research study. As a sociologist and
feminist researcher she writes about her dilemmas over definitions of honesty,
her concerns about the power relations between the researcher and participants
and the degree of responsibility she has for those who participate in her
research. I also needed to consider the manner in which experiences and stories
are presented. In my case these women were not vulnerable or underprivileged
and yet they are still open to be exploited by me as a researcher. I had known

most of the women in my study for a number of years but I recognised that the
way I represented them would be partial (McRobbie, 1982). Nevertheless, I
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