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Abstract

The focus of this research is women in educational leadership roles. It explores the topic of
women's career aspirations for headship in secondary schools in England. The study involves
investigating the career aspirations of ten female deputy headteachers, and seeks input from
five current headteachers, both male and female, to understand their perceptions of why

women may or may not pursue headship.

The primary objective of this research is to unravel the intricacies surrounding women's
aspirations for headship, the reasons influencing their decision-making processes, and any
barriers hindering their progression from deputy headteacher to headteacher roles. The
study explores the reasons the participating women give for choosing to aspire or not to aspire

to headship.

The research uses semi-structured interviews and is influenced by narrative-informed
approaches, providing a rich and in-depth exploration of participants' leadership journeys.
Through participants’ interviews, the study identifies individual experiences, revealing
perceived barriers, constraints, motivations, and enablers shaping their career trajectories
and ambitions. The research aims to understand how these experiences and perceptions

influence participants’ aspirations.

Examining three key groups within the study, those wanting to progress to headship, those
who do not want to progress, and those who are undecided, the research analyses how these
groups discuss key themes and how these impact their decision-making regarding headship.
A key finding was that women in all three groups were influenced by the same factors
including confidence in themselves, trust in educational systems including practices and
policies, and pressures related to gender, particularly those connected to family life. All the
participants called for more positive female role models and headteacher mentors to break
down the current perceptions that headship is not seen as a compatible career for women.
The group who wanted to progress to headship differed from the other groups as despite
having the same perceptions of issues and identified barriers, their motivation to want to
progress to headship was because they wanted the achievement of being able to reach the
top of their career. They have often been supported in their decision-making to aim for this

through a role model or someone who has encouraged them.



Exploring these key themes and concepts within this research sheds light on the intricate
landscape of women’s underrepresentation in secondary school headship. This thesis offers
recommendations for future practices and policies based on these identified themes, aiming

to address the persisting gender disparity in headship roles.

The findings presented in this research are crucial for stakeholders interested in reshaping
future headteacher recruitment strategies and dismantling the barriers contributing to the
unequal representation of women in secondary school headships in England. This research
contributes to the ongoing discourse on gender equity in educational leadership and calls for
concerted efforts to create an inclusive and diverse leadership landscape within secondary

schools.
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Chapter 1: Setting the scene: Why investigate women’s aspirations for secondary school
headship?

The first chapter of this doctoral submission begins with highlighting the recruitment issues
for headteachers in England followed by an explanation of my interest in the focus of this
study: women'’s aspirations for secondary school headship in England. The chapter then sets
out the research questions that guide this study and concludes with an outline of the structure

of this submission.

1.0 Introduction: Why are headteachers so difficult to recruit and where are the women?

There has been much discussion over the difficulties surrounding headteacher recruitment in
the UK. Shaw (2006:6) states that “one in three schools is failing to appoint a head teacher
when they first advertise”. Alongside this pupil numbers are projected to rise by 5% between
2018 and 2024. This is driven by secondary school pupil numbers, which are expected to
increase by 15% between 2018 and 2024 (Foster, 2019) which in turn will lead to more
secondary school places needed and potentially more leaders within the system to run them.
This situation is not unique to England as recruitment and retention of headteachers has
become a concern in Australia (Cranston, 2007), the USA (Goldhaber et al, 2008), and Canada
and New Zealand (MacBeath, 2006). Further research conducted through The School
Leadership Challenge: 2022 suggested that by 2022 England could need up to 19,000 school
leaders stating that there was underrepresentation in headship from women (2016:2). The
report claims that unless addressed, England will face a school leadership shortage with 65%
of school leaders being over 45, which will drive attrition over the next 10-15 years (ibid:7).
Similarly, Rhodes and Brundett (2005,2006 and 2009:1) also comment about a ‘looming
recruitment and retention crisis in the United Kingdom’. Research from the NAHT school
recruitment survey and TES application data FY2015 illustrates that schools struggle to recruit

headteachers in 72% of cases (The School Leadership Challenge 2022, 2016:18).

Alongside the recruitment crisis of headteachers, there has been an issue with diversity in
headship positions in the UK education system. Historically, these positions have been
disproportionately occupied by individuals from certain demographic groups, leading to
concerns about representation and inclusivity. In the UK, minority ethnic groups and women
have been, and still are, underrepresented in headship positions. For my research, | want to

specifically look at women going into headship as this is something | can personally relate to
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and can see the impact of this within my professional role. It is also an area that | believe
needs to promote inclusivity for future generations to be able to achieve, “(Gender
imbalance) issues are a particular concern in education because it is an institution through
which gendered divisions are reproduced” (Hutchings 2002: 125). If students do not see
women in place as headteachers, then they may assume it is not something to aspire to and

thus the problem continues.

Research taken from the Department for Education Characteristics and Trends report (DfE,
April 2022) looks at how women teachers are underrepresented in leadership roles compared
to the wider teaching population. The Department for Education (DfE) in the United Kingdom
plays a significant role in collecting, analysing, and utilising data related to education and
children’s services. However, this latest report shows an improved picture with 46% of
headteachers new to post being female compared to 39% of existing headteachers. The
same research also illustrated significant disparities between female and male teachers for
promotion to senior and headship levels. In 2019/2020, female teachers were 14% less likely
to be promoted to senior leadership — implying that around 17 female middle leaders would
be promoted for every 20 male middle leaders. Female teachers were 20% less likely to be
promoted to headship, implying that around 16 female senior leaders would be promoted for
every 20 male senior leaders (ibid:59). The report also illustrated that retention rates of heads
in secondary schools have declined from 2011 to 2016 but 1-year retention rates have since
increased in 2018 and 2019 (ibid:59). Data released by the Department for Education in April
2022 tracks schools’ leadership characteristics and trends from 2010 to 2020 stating that
“Women make up a high proportion of the teaching workforce but are under-represented at
leadership positions - although this is improving, especially in secondary schools” (Dfe, April

2022:72).

In their 2018 report (Dfe, 2018), it illustrated that in 2010, half of the headteachers were 51
or less, compared with half aged 48 or less in 2016. (DfE, 2018:23). The data shows that
virtually all promotions into headteacher roles were after the age of 31. A comparison of the
headteacher population from 2010 to 2016 illustrates a higher number of younger
headteachers in 2016 than in 2010. There is a particular shift in the age, from a bulge of those
aged 52 to 59 in 2010, to a longer bulge of those aged 41 to 52 in 2015. (Dfe, 2018:25).
However, despite this age shift research from The School Leadership Challenge 2022 (2016:3)
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would suggest that the supply of leaders is expected to fall by 8,000 due to retirement and
leaders leaving the profession early. This research suggests that half of the existing leadership

pool is expected to leave education in the next six years (ibid).

In trying to address this recruitment gap and the lack of future teachers coming into the
profession, several agencies are working hard to recruit and retain teachers. In addition to

this, government initiatives are working to try to solve the headteacher recruitment crisis.

Some of these agencies have undertaken educational research to try to solve the recruitment
issues. One of these is Teach First which aims to transform education by providing schools
with great teachers and ultimately future leaders and headteachers. Their work is focused on
getting more teachers into schools where it is needed, supporting school leadership, and

supporting schools with strong networks.

An additional agency working jointly with Teach First on research is Teaching Leaders and the
Future Leaders Trust who work to raise the achievement of children served by schools in
challenging circumstances. They provide expert leadership development for middle and

senior leaders, aspiring headteachers, executive heads, and chief executive officers (CEOs).

More specifically aimed at women and women wanting to progress to leadership, the
government has set up the DfE’s Women Leading in Education (WLE) website and social media
platforms. This is a woman-only network for education where women can access coaching
support, be part of regional networking groups or women can pledge to support other women
to coach them into leadership roles. Women Leading in Education is aimed at supporting
women into leadership roles, through leadership development opportunities, sharing of good
practice, and access to a range of resources. There is now a range of conferences aimed at
women only to encourage them into leadership roles and a dedicated Twitter feed promoting
their work. There has been a real shift in terms of trying to promote more women in
education and | am interested in whether some of these initiatives have had an impact on
women as deputy headteachers and whether they are encouraged by these to take on the

route to headship.

A study undertaken by Nottingham University and Dr Kay Fuller (Fuller, April 2017) has

claimed that female head teachers in England’s secondary schools will remain an under-
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represented group for a quarter of a century. Whilst the research acknowledges that the
overall proportion of female head teachers is increasing, with an increase between 2001 and
2015, from 25% to 38% there is still an underrepresentation in the proportion of women
headteachers to that of women classroom teachers. This is unlikely to change based on the
current trajectory. The research assessed the number of female headteachers in posts in
state secondary schools in England, during the academic year 2015-16. The study found that
only seven local authorities had a proportion of female secondary headteachers that matched
that of women secondary teachers nationally. (There are 317 Local Authorities within
England). Women currently account for 64% of teachers in England’s secondary schools
(Fuller, April 2017). The study also found that in academies run by large chains, the majority
of chief executive officers were men. (Academies are state-funded schools but they are
independent from local authorities meaning they are not run by councils). Fullerin her report

explains:

“In the 21t Century, women’s under-representation in headship is a matter of social
injustice, with women’s lack of parity of participation resulting in lack of recognition for
their capacity for leadership and from lack of resources with which to achieve it. Women
are not a minority. A social justice argument suggests women should be represented in
headship in the same proportion as their representation in society and/or in the same

secondary school teaching force” (Fuller, April 2017:57).

Fuller argues that schools have a responsibility to set a good example and to see women as
key decision-makers and in positions of leadership and authority. Fuller also comments on
the need for more flexible work regimes suggesting that women should be able to negotiate
complex and interacting factors that create barriers to their career advancement and that
women’s careers are interrupted and disrupted disproportionately to men’s (ibid). Fuller’s
report concludes that if we do not address the underrepresentation then we will not match
women’s representation in headship before 2040. Within my research, | would like to explore
the perceptions of a group of women deputy headteachers to understand their experiences
and to explore whether as Fuller suggests, women feel that their careers are affected by

career breaks such as maternity leave and caring for children.
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1.1 Aims and Research Questions

Having spent some time examining my interest in the research area and considering some of
the areas that have been highlighted from this, | explore some of the reasons why there is a
gender imbalance in leadership positions and whether more can be done to encourage
women deputy headteachers to progress onto headships. Specifically, the study sets out to

explore the following:

e To gain in-depth information about the leadership journey (start of career to current
position) that women have been on and to start to gain an insight into what hurdles
there are that women face in leadership positions in secondary schools in England

e Contribute to the development of theoretical understandings of the women deputy
headteachers’ experiences and perceptions in relation to leadership roles in
secondary schools in England

e Identify implications for policy and practice that would directly address some of the
issues in relation to women deputy headteachers progressing to headship in English

secondary schools

Based on this, the questions which the study aims to address are:

RQ1l: What are women deputy headteachers school and leadership perceptions and
experiences?

RQ2: How do these experiences and perceptions relate to their ambitions in wanting to
become headteachers?

RQ3: What barriers/hurdles to promotion can be identified?

RQ4: What enablers to promotion to headship can be identified?

1.2 Influenced by narrative

Having used my own reflective diaries to highlight my own journey (see 3.4.1), | feel that the
most appropriate research method for my doctoral study is to use an approach that is
influenced by a narrative inquiry approach. Narrative inquiry, or narrative research, is a

qualitative research approach that focuses on the study and analysis of stories or narratives
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as a means of understanding human experiences. In narrative inquiry, researchers seek to

explore and make sense of the stories people tell about their lives, experiences, and events.

This research aims to explore the career aspirations of women who are deputy headteachers.
Additionally, it looks to identify the reasons why women who are deputy headteachers
choose not to go onto headship and to explore whether this is due to the demands of the job
or stereotypes of what is expected from women in the job. The influence of a narrative
approach will allow me to explore my participants' lives in the same way that | have explored
my own. Using this approach will help to truly understand the individual experiences of each
of my participants if we are to understand the issues contained within my research questions.
Maclntyre (2007) believes that human actions are enacted in narratives as we all live out
narratives in our lives. Therefore, we all understand and interpret our lives in terms of the
narratives that we live and share therefore narrative is appropriate in trying to understand
their own experiences much like it helped me to understand my own experiences in my

reflection.

The subject of women in leadership and not progressing to headship is complex and a
narrative approach offers a way that delves beneath the outward show of behaviour to
explore thoughts, feelings, and intentions (Webster & Mertova, 2007:14). This helped me
understand my thoughts and feelings when | reflected on my diaries and experiences. | want
to replicate this with my participants’ and know what the women deputy headteachers'
experiences have been and how they reflect on these experiences both in terms of their

thoughts and feelings.

Webster and Mertova (2007) argue that whilst other qualitative methods can be used for
research, many of these neglect the complex areas of the phenomena under the study
because they do not have the scope to deal with complex human-centered issues. | want to
examine these complex issues such as the challenges, problems, or situations that are
intricate, multifaceted, and closely tied to human experiences, perspectives, and interactions.
| have already illustrated through analysing my narrative that it offers valuable insight into

some of the complexities surrounding the subject of women in leadership.
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1.3 Significance of the study

The findings of my study and research will be of value to the education sector in terms of
equality and recruitment issues. There is a widespread concern over teacher recruitment at
the moment in particular recruitment of headteachers and the imbalance of women as
headteachers. Research points to the lack of women in senior positions and there needs to
be an understanding as to why talented women are choosing not to pursue headship
positions. Work has begun on this with the launch of women's networks and coaching but
the first-hand experience of women within the education sector will allow me to unravel the

reasons why some women are choosing not to take their careers further.
Therefore, my thesis will:

e Addto the existing knowledge and understanding of women in educational leadership
and the patterns and trends

e Add to the knowledge of why women are choosing not to progress their careers and
look at the barriers that women perceive they are facing

e Offer and inform suggestions to take forward for policy and change within education

e Offer guidance for the Department for Education (DfE) on how issues can be tackled
within the secondary school phase and teacher recruitment campaign for encouraging

women into senior positions

1.4 Structure of the thesis

This thesis is divided into eleven sections. Chapter 1 forms the basis for the study, my interest,
and the context of the research area, setting out the key research questions. Chapter two
will discuss the existing literature on women and leadership in education. The third Chapter
explains my methodology and Chapter four presents the findings from my pilot study.
Chapter 5 looks at the main study. Chapters 6-9 examine the main themes that have emerged
from the main study. Chapter 10 discusses the main findings from the study. The final chapter
(11) discusses the research’s findings and concludes how this study can be used to drive
forward change, shape future policies and strategies to encourage women into leadership,

and improve women's representation in the role of headteacher.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.0 Introduction

In the last chapter, Chapter 1, | reflected on some of the findings and context surrounding
my research area. My literature chapter seeks to expand upon these reflections by exploring
literature related to my research questions and aims. Additionally, within this Chapter, |
explore some broader themes concerning leadership in the educational sector, encompassing

aspects such as recruitment and the role of a deputy headteacher.

Leadership in schools remains a highly debated topic with the Government’s drive to
continually drive-up educational standards within UK Schools. One of the debates lies around
the successful recruitment of headteachers to lead schools and the recruitment crisis
surrounding this. Since 2005, there has been a constant struggle to fill headteacher posts and
a decrease in the number of deputy headteachers applying for promotion (Rhodes and
Brundrett, 2006, Rhodes et al, 2009, Howson, 2011). Howson (2011) reported a national
shortage of headteachers and a rise of 28% in headteacher posts being re-advertised

nationally.

| analyse the role of the deputy as deputies play an important leadership role and are possible
candidates for head teacher recruitment (Kwan, 2011; Sharp & Walter, 2012). Deputy
headteachers traditionally go onto progress to headship and deputy headship is commonly
perceived as an important rung on the ladder towards achieving headteacher status (Harris
et al, 2003). Whilst there is a range of literature based on education and leadership there is
not a wide-ranging amount of research on deputy headship and in particular a lack of research

on women in deputy headships.

Southworth (1998:89) states “Remarkably little is known about deputy heads”. Ribbins
(1997:295) also comments “headteachers are interesting: deputy headteachers, it seems are
not. The former have routinely over the years, attracted the attention of biographers,
dramatists, and novelists; the latter have virtually been ignored.” This is an issue that has
been identified over time and whilst this literature is quite dated there is still a lack of

literature directly relating to deputy headteachers.
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Further researchers, Jansen & du Pleiss (2020) also noted that deputy headteachers is the
least studied and underrepresented and that there is a need to fully explore their leadership

journeys.

However, many deputy headteachers do not take up the post of head, hence the need to
examine the reasons behind this. In particular, women in deputy head positions do not
progress onto headship despite women dominating the teaching profession. Fuller argues
that “women’s representation in headship will not match their representation in the teaching
workforce before 2040” (Fuller, 2017: 58). This has led to several initiatives that have been

put in place to try to address this, which are discussed later.

Thus, whilst there is a host of literature on education and the leadership crisis there is limited
material based on the role of the deputy headteacher and their career aspirations to headship
and in particular a lack of literature on why women deputy headteachers decide whether or

not to progress onto headship.
2.1 Literature search terms

For my initial research, | started to examine the literature based on ‘school leadership’ using
these words as my key search criteria. Additional ‘key words’ used in the search were female
deputy headteachers, women in educational leadership, barriers for women in educational
leadership, perceptions of leadership, succession planning, and barriers to progression in

leadership.

The findings varied within the literature with some articles examining the key concepts of
what leadership is, to those looking critically at different styles and methodologies of the
effectiveness of the leadership styles and in particular differences between masculine and
feminine leadership styles. Previous studies on women within headships and some studies on
women as deputy headteachers allowed me to start to look at some key themes that | could
explore within my research. A number of categories or topics started to evolve from my
literature search, and | chose to narrow these topics down to areas that would have a direct
impact on my chosen area of interest and research questions — women as deputy
headteachers and their career aspirations and reasons why or why they do not progress to

headship. The areas within this search then left me with several areas to further explore.
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Firstly, understanding the role of a deputy headteacher and literature around understanding
their career aspirations.  Secondly, understanding what women deputy headteachers'
perceptions and experiences are including, gender stereotypes and leadership styles. The
next section considers the barriers that women face and the challenges around this exploring
the idea of family commitments, the glass ceiling, the imposter syndrome, and issues around
identity and gender stereotypes. Finally, | examined the enablers to headship and the
transition from deputy headteacher to head and the programmes and support in place to

make this transition.
2.2 What is a deputy head role?

A 'deputy headteacher’ (often referred to as a deputy principal or vice principal in some
schools) is a significant leadership position within a school’s administrative hierarchy. The role
of a deputy headteacher is to assist and support the headteacher (principal) in the overall
management and operation of the school. The deputy headteacher typically holds a
leadership role that involves both administrative and instructional responsibilities. These

responsibilities can vary depending on the school, context, and person in post.

Deputy headteachers have been cited as one of the most significant school factors affecting
student achievement (Mortimore, Sammons, Stoll, Lewis, and Ecob, 1988) and essential to
ensure that schools are achieving their objectives (Kwan, 2011; Sharp & Walter 2012).
Mortimore et al (1998) highlighted that deputy headteachers play a central role in shaping
the quality of education within a school and, consequently, student achievement outcomes;
yet research around this area is far from extensive. Jansen & du Plessis (2020) and Khumalo

et al (2018) noted the need to fully explore the leadership journeys of deputy headteachers.

Much of the research around deputy headteachers is outdated and Kwan and Walker 2010
state that “without exception, these studies called for more and better research”. Guihen
(2017, 2020) has explored the underrepresentation of women in secondary headship and
within her research and calls for more studies that focus on the heterogeneous career

experiences of this group.

Research by Tahir et al (2023) undertook a systematic literature review titled “Published

articles on Deputy Principals from 1980 to 2020” offering a comprehensive analysis of
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research trends and methodologies concerning deputy principals in educational leadership
and management (EDLM). The study evaluated 61 articles published in 24 international EDLM
and educational journals, employing quantitative and bibliometric content analysis methods.

The key findings summarised that:

1. Geographic Distribution: Researchers from the United States, United Kingdom, and
Hong Kong produced the highest number of publications on deputy principals.

2. Research Focus: Nearly half of the articles focused on the roles and responsibilities of
deputy principals, their leadership, and their professional development programs.

3. Methodologies Used: Qualitative case studies, often involving interviews, document
analysis, and observations, were the most common research methods. These were
used to explore deputy principals' leadership roles, responsibilities, and career
aspirations.

4. Knowledge Production: The review highlighted the need for further research to
enhance the understanding and development of knowledge related to deputy
principals.

The authors recommend continued efforts to expand research in this field to better support
the professional and leadership development of deputy principals and to address gaps in

current knowledge production.

The role of the deputy headteacher within schools is the natural point to look at in terms of
there being a shortage of headteachers in the UK and an important rung on the ladder

towards achieving headteacher status (Harris et al., 2003).

To understand the role and place of the deputy head in a school and the transition they would
need to make to become a headteacher, it is important to understand their role fully and to
understand any areas that they would cross over in terms of skills for future headship. In
understanding the role, it may also help us to understand why some women as deputy
headteachers do not want to progress onto headship either because the roles differ greatly
or because they are happy and fulfilled within their current role. The role of a deputy
headteacher in schools is to be one of the leading professionals in the school, working closely
with the headteacher to drive the vision and ethos of the school forward. Their role will vary

in terms of responsibilities depending on the school's need.

The National School and College for Leadership (NSCL) Report 2003, specifically looked at the

duties and responsibilities of assistant headteachers and deputy headteachers and raised the
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issue of role demarcation and by association the relationship with the headteacher. Whilst
this research is twenty years old, it does look at how in particular in secondary schools the
role of the deputy headteacher focused on pastoral or academic responsibilities whereas
primary counterparts often covered both areas. There was disparity within roles and schools
and some deputy headteachers were taking on the day-to-day running of the school in the
headteacher's absence whereas others served a more subservient role whereby the
headteacher delegated tasks to them without negotiation (ibid). These different experiences
faced by deputy headteachers could lead to different views and perceptions on what it would
mean to take on headship and to be a headteacher. This poses the question as to whether it
depends on the experience the deputy headteacher has had within their school context and

setting as to whether they aspire to become a headteacher in the future?

2.3 What are women deputy headteachers school and leadership perceptions and how do

these relate to their ambitions in wanting to become headteachers?

Understanding women's perceptions and experiences of education leadership is a
multifaceted and crucial area of study. Research has delved into this subject, highlighting the
challenges, nuances, and opportunities inherent in women's leadership roles within
educational contexts. Research by Eagly and Carli (2007) emphasises the significance of
considering the intersectionality of gender with other factors such as race and ethnicity in
comprehending women's experiences in leadership positions. Similarly, the work of Gunter
and Fitzgerald (2018) explores the complex dynamics that shape women's perceptions of
leadership in educational settings, shedding light on the impact of organisational cultures and
societal expectations. Eagly and Karau's (2002) role congruity theory, for instance, posits that
societal norms influence individuals' perceptions of leadership, potentially impacting
women's confidence and ambition for roles traditionally associated with men, such as
headship. Additionally, research by Gardiner and Enomoto (2018) highlights the significance
of organisational climates and culture in influencing women's perceptions of their leadership
efficacy and the feasibility of ascending to headship positions. The socio-cultural context and
gendered expectations within the education sector may contribute to or inhibit women's

confidence in pursuing headship roles.
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Additionally, the research by Hewlett and Luce (2005) addresses the specific challenges
women face in achieving leadership roles and provides insights into strategies for overcoming
systemic barriers. Therefore, the relationship between women's perceptions and their
ambitions for headship in education is a complex and nuanced area that warrants careful

examination within my research.

Therefore, examining women's experiences in leadership positions provides valuable insights
into how their perceptions and ambitions evolve. Smith and Smith (2010) argue that the lived
experiences of women in leadership roles significantly shape their perceptions, impacting
their confidence, leadership style, and willingness to pursue headship. Personal and
professional experiences, mentorship, and exposure to diverse leadership models can also
influence women's perceptions of their capabilities and aspirations for headship (Wolcott,
2017). Itis the lived experiences of leadership that | want to explore within my interviews so
that | can explore the impact of the above areas on my participants and how these shape their

perceptions.

2.3.1 Deputies and ambitions for headship

Existing research around deputy headteachers has used various terms to describe the varying
reasons for deputies to stay within their post or to seek career progression. Hayes (2005) uses
the terms ‘sitting tenants’, ‘rising stars’, ‘ambitious deputy’, and ‘career deputy’. Similarly,
researchers James and Whiting (1998) use a set of terms referring to ‘career anchorage’
regarding deputy headteacher and headship. Their terms are referred to as ‘active aspirant’,
‘potential aspirants’, ‘unpredictable’, ‘unveiled aspirants’, and ‘settlers’. (ibid). Whilst these
terms are not gender specific, they are useful for my research to refer to when examining why
women do or do not want to progress to headship and whether they too would fall within

some of these terms used by Hayes, James, and Whiting.

‘Career deputies’ (Hayes, 2005; MacBeath, 2011) or ‘settlers’ (James and Whitling, 1998) are
those who remain in their positions until retirement. Goldhaber et al (2008) described ‘career
deputies’ as those who do not want the responsibility of being a headteacher and leading a
school. Those who do not want the added pressure and a change in workload are referred to
as ‘sitting tenants’ (Hayes, 2005) or ‘settlers’ (James and Whiting, 1998). Those with a

definitive career plan are ‘rising stars’ and ‘ambitious deputies’ (Hayes 2005).
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However, the role of the deputy headteacher has been identified as an important role and
therefore a role that deputy headteachers may want to stay in. Research has shown that the
satisfaction derived from deputy headship can prompt deputies to make the active decision
not to pursue promotion (Cranston, 2007; MacBeath et al, 2009; Oplatka and Tamir, 2009). In
Oplatka and Tamir’s (2009) Israeli study, they focused specifically on the perspectives of
women deputy headteachers regarding their current roles and the role of the headteacher.
By interviewing women deputies who do not aspire to become headteachers, the researchers
found that these participants held the view that the roles of the deputy headteacher and
headteacher are distinct and separate. They perceived the headteacher’s role as being
centered around accountability, administrative procedures, and a ‘masculine’ form of
managerialism. In contrast, they regarded the role of the deputy headteacher as engaging,
challenging, and personally fulfilling (ibid:232). This research showed that deputy
headteachers were quite happy with their job satisfaction within their role and therefore do
not feel the need to progress further. This view is supported by Macbeath et al 2009 and
Cranston, 2007.

Adding to this, studies have shown that for some deputy headteachers aspiring to headship
is something they have rejected (National Association of Head Teachers, 2016). Draper and
McMichael (2003:194) observe that a proportion of teachers of both sexes have ‘always

rejected headship as a career goal’.

Taking this all into account, it will be important to look at the reasons why women deputy
headteachers may or may not aspire to Headship. It may be that they feel fulfilled within
their current role and feel that they play a significant role in the school’s day-to-day

management and operation of the school without progressing to headship.

At this point, it is also important to acknowledge the literature that surrounds some of these
terms used to categorise deputy headteachers and to accept that some deputy headteachers
are happy to stay in their positions and there is nothing wrong with that. As a researcher, |
need to ensure that this view is clear within my interviews and not force any ideologies of
what a deputy headteacher should do in terms of their position and promotion opportunities.
These are both points that need to be explored with the women deputy headteachers during

their interviews as it may be that they are actively choosing to remain in their roles. This links
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back to Chapter 1 when | reflect on the motivations of my participants, and this is an

important factor to consider within my research.
2.4 What barriers and hurdles to promotion are there?

Men continue to outnumber women at the secondary headteacher level (Guihen, 2017). The
national school workforce statistics in England show that only 38% of headteachers at state
secondary schools in England are women (Dfe, 2017). This statistic was taken from the time |
conducted my research. Therefore, it is important within my research to establish how
women deputy headteachers perceive the role of headteacher and to explore their

aspirations around this, just as | did in my reflections.

Existing research has tried to examine some of the internal and external barriers that women
face in educational careers and more so leadership (Brown and Ralph, 1996, Coleman 1996;

2001; Cubillo and Brown, 2003; Hall, 1996; Kruger, 1996, Young and McLeod, 2001).

Literature highlights that several external factors prevent women from applying for
headships. There is a constantly changing picture within the education environment and
external pressures are forever changing creating substantial challenges for school leadership
(Ouston, et al, 1998; Glatter, 2012; Greany, 2016). These challenging Government
expectations have been an ongoing concern over time (Gillborn, 1989; Cooley and Shen, 2003;
Glatter, 2012). Alongside, the changing government agenda there may be other factors to
consider when looking at why some women deputy headteachers do not aspire to headship,

and one of these could be the role that women play within the family unit.
2.4.1 Women and Family Responsibilities

Cultural and social attitudes towards women are complex and are likely to influence women'’s
perceptions of themselves therefore reinforcing and perpetuating their disadvantaged
position (McGivney, 1993:28). McGivney further explores the idea that women daily
experience the paradox of living in a society in which promotes and extols the primacy of their
family role (ibid). There is a pressure to undertake the family role and to see this as their
‘social identity’ (Bem, 1993; Haar and O’Driscoll, 2005). Shakeshaft (1985) explains that a
direct impediment for females in attaining administrative positions is the reality-based factor

of family responsibility (Kamler and Shakeshaft, 1999). This particular study highlighted how



27

family responsibilities were one of the key reasons why women teachers did not progress to
leadership positions (administration). Long and unsocial hours have been attributed to this
argument. Hewitt (1989) explained that personal and family impact added to the complexities
and tensions of the role. Despite this literature being dated, have things changed and is this
still the view that family responsibilities prevent some women from progressing and aspiring
to headship? The sizeable workload and a large number of meetings outside of school hours

are also all factors that could reduce valuable time with families.
2.4.2 Female leadership and identity: Glass Ceiling and the leadership labyrinth

‘Glass ceiling’ was a metaphor used and introduced in 1986 by journalists of the Wall Street
Journal to explain the number of women entering the workplace and their limited access to
leadership positions (Oakley, 2000; Weyer, 2007). The term ‘glass ceiling’ is a metaphor that
is referred to frequently when examining women within the workplace and in particular in
leadership positions and to highlight the struggle that women face. It refers to an invisible,
unspoken barrier that prevents certain individuals, from underrepresented or marginalised
groups (in this case women), from advancing to higher levels of leadership or career
advancement within an organisation, despite their qualifications, skills, and abilities. This
barrier is typically rooted in societal, cultural, or organisational biases and norms. The
concept of the glass ceiling highlights the idea that while there may be formal opportunities
and policies in place that suggest equal access to leadership roles, there are subtle or
systematic barriers that hinder the progress of certain groups. The term ‘glass’ implies that
this barrier is transparent, making it difficult to identify and address, yet it remains a
significant obstacle to upward mobility. Individuals who encounter the glass ceiling may find
themselves experiencing limitations in career growth, salary progression, and access to
decision-making roles, despite their qualifications and achievements. Weyer 2007 suggests

the glass ceiling prevents women from moving up the corporate ladder.

Within educational literature and research, Haslam and Ryan (2008: 530) explain that while
historically research into gender and leadership has focused on the under-representation of
women, they too believe that women traditionally encounter a ‘glass ceiling’ preventing their

rise into leadership.
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Moreau et al (2007) also examine the idea of the glass ceiling and their research highlights
that whilst feminization’ occurs in teaching (2007:237) this does not necessarily equate to
more career opportunities for women. The study highlights that a low proportion of women
appointed in management positions has also been identified in the annual survey of newly
appointed senior staff (Howson, 2005 cited in Moreau et al 2007). The study uses a survey
by Coleman (2005) who found that about half of the women secondary headteachers
reported experiencing gender discrimination. It will be interesting to see if this comes up as
an issue within my study. The feminist theory would suggest structural and cultural factors
and behavioural causes, such as stereotyping and preferred leadership attributes to the glass

ceiling (Noble and Moore, 2006).

A new term has been used to describe these barriers, “the leadership labyrinth” is used to
illuminate the numerous barriers through which women must pass (Eagly, 2007; Eagly &Carli,
2007; Hoyt, 2010; Hoyt & Chemers, 2008). The leadership labyrinth refers to the
unsanctioned barriers preventing women from securing top leadership roles such as
headship. The labyrinth metaphor conveys the idea that unlike the ‘glass ceiling’ there is not
just one invisible barrier but that the leadership journey is riddled with challenges throughout
and that it ultimately has the potential to be navigated. | believe this term reflects the
complexities that women face in their leadership experiences. What these challenges are

within the labyrinth will be explored in my interviews.

Shakeshaft (1998:82) refers to internal or psychological barriers as “those that can be
overcome by individual change whereas external barriers require social and institutional
change”. There is also a body of literature that explores the constraints women face on the
road to headship (Grogan and Shakeshaft, 2011). Not surprisingly, some of the factors include
family and caring responsibilities, stereotyping and gender bias, as well as a negative view of
the headteacher role. Research from Guihen (2017) explored the views of 12 women deputy
headteachers and their views on headship. Among these views, her participants reflected on
the disincentives and apprehensions of talking about the riskier reality of being a headteacher
compared to the relative stability of deputy headship (Guihen, 2017). Personal and financial
well-being, increased pressure, and the threat of Ofsted were all reasons given as

disincentives within this study.
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Draper and McMichael (1998:165) comment on the daunting elements of headship which
may in themselves prevent even the well-prepared and widely experienced deputy from

applying for promotion.

In Guihen’s (2017) study, the fear of failure was a theme within her interviews with women
deputy headteachers, with participants putting themselves down and perceiving their lack of

skills as a concern.

For some women, a lack of confidence and self-belief is something that has prevented them
from taking on a leadership role and in particular the jump from deputy to headship. This
self-belief or self-efficacy is something that Bandura (1986,1997) has linked to how individuals
have their ability to succeed and take on new challenges. Therefore, if someone has a high
self-efficacy then they are likely to believe they can do something and take on new challenges.
They see difficult tasks as challenges not impossible hurdles and recover quickly when faced
with failure or setbacks. Failure is not seen in a negative frame but something that needs
further work, skills, and knowledge all of which the individual can obtain. Those with low self-
efficacy will doubt their capabilities and skills and will avoid difficult tasks for fear of failure.
They may dwell on their deficiencies and not be able to address areas to help them upskill or
perform successfully. Bandura (1994) suggests they will be slower to recover their sense of
efficacy following setbacks or failure. In considering this, | would like to explore this further
within my interviews with women who are deputy headteachers to see whether women who
have high self-efficacy are those who strive to become headteachers and those with low are

those who are shying away from the transition.

2.4.3 The imposter syndrome

Linked to this, my reading also pointed me towards Clance and Imes's (1978) imposter
syndrome whereby they describe several characteristics that women display that fit in with

the lack of confidence and belief in themselves.

This research originally came from Clance and Imes's work (1978) where they undertook
research over 5 years with 150 highly successful women ranging from those with PhDs,
respected professionals, and those recognised for academic excellence. Despite this array of

both intellectual abilities and skills within their professional field, their research pointed to
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the fact that these women did not experience an internal sense of success and that they

considered themselves to be ‘imposters’ (ibid).

Clance and Imes (1978) within their research pose the question of why so many bright
women, despite consistent and impressive evidence to the contrary, continue to see
themselves as imposters who pretend to be bright but who are not? Their research points to
two main areas that the ‘imposters’ fall into. The first group is those who have a sibling or
close relative who it deemed the ‘intelligent ‘one of the family. Thus, therefore the women
feel they cannot live up to their intelligent relatives and will never be good enough despite
their achievements and accomplishments. In contrast to this, the second group is the women
who have faced the opposite family dynamic whereby they have been told that they are
superior in every way — intellect, personality, appearance, and talents (ibid), This then causes
issues when the women or child at the time, has experiences whereby they cannot do
everything they want to and do have difficulties. She then distrusts her parents’ perceptions
of her, and this leads to self-doubt. This self-doubt is then intensified as the child progresses
through school. The study gives many examples of their participants and early lives and
stories based on the family dynamic. This is not an area that | am going to explore within my
research, but it is perhaps an area of research that future studies could be looked at in terms
of the family dynamic and the way that the female child has grown to perceive their abilities
whether that is that they are not as good as a sibling or feel an imposter as someone who has

been told they are perfect and can achieve everything.

A study by Nicholls (1975) indicates that differential attribution of success and failure by girls
and boys is already operative by the age of ten. This study is very dated but is this something

still happening? Has anything changed?

Some of the behaviours associated with imposter syndrome revolve around diligence and
hard work. One of the main behaviours is the fear that ‘my stupidity will be discovered’ (ibid).
A second behaviour identified centres on the ‘phoniness’. Clance and Imes (1978) discuss in
their study how this involves women taking part in ‘intellectual flattery’ or not giving their
true viewpoint in a discussion for fear of being seen as unintelligent. The next behaviour
discussed was to do with using charm and perceptiveness to win the approval of superiors

(ibid). In this situation, the women seek out approval from someone she looks up to or
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admires. The constant seeking of approval therefore leads to feelings of intellectually being

a phony (ibid).

Deaux (1976) points to considerable evidence that women consistently have lower
expectancies than men of their ability to perform successfully on a wide variety of tasks.

Clance and Imes’s (1976:2) original research report looks at how:

“The findings of the research cited by Deaux are consistent with the following
principles: 1) An unexpected performance outcome will be attributed to a temporary
cause. 2) An expected performance outcome will be attributed to a stable cause. In
line with their lower expectancies, women tend to attribute their successes to
temporary causes, such as luck or effort, in contrast to men who are much more likely
to attribute their successes to the internal, stable factor of ability.”

The report goes on to explain how when women fail, they put this down to a lack of ability
whereas men on the other hand explain the failure as bad luck or the difficulty of the task at
hand. Clance and Imes (ibid) explain that “given the lower expectancies women have for their
own (and other women’s) performances, they have internalized into a self-stereotype the

societal sex-role stereotype that they are not considered competent “(ibid).

Clance and Imes explain that self-declared imposters fear that eventually, some significant

person will discover that they are indeed intellectual imposters (ibid).

Symptoms of the imposter phenomenon do not fall into a one-size-fits-all category but some
of the clinical symptoms that Clance and Imes found within their research were reported as
generalised anxiety, lack of self-confidence, depression, and frustration related to the inability

to meet self-imposed standards of achievement (ibid).

Clance and Imes (1978) in their research discuss therapy as a way to try to overcome this
syndrome explaining that a group therapy setting or an inter-actional group where there are
some other high-achieving women experiencing the imposter phenomenon is highly
recommended. They discuss how if one woman is willing to share her secret others can share
theirs (ibid). Other tools are given such as how to prepare for exams or tests by changing the
mind frame to ‘1 will do well in this exam’ rather than ‘1 will fail’. Other techniques involve
role play and stating to themselves ‘| am intelligent. | have learned and achieved a tremendous

amount”. (ibid).
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In Huecker et al (2023), their research examines how imposter syndrome is a behavioural
health phenomenon described as self-doubt of intellect, skills or accomplishments among
high-achieving individuals.  These individuals cannot internalise their success and
subsequently experience pervasive feelings of self-doubt, anxiety, depression, and/or
apprehension of being exposed as a fraud in their work, despite verifiable and objective

evidence of their successfulness.

According to some researchers, 70 percent of high achievers (both men and women) have
experienced it at some point during their life (Buckland, 2017; Goodhill,2016; Sakulku &
Alexander, 2011). It is Sakulku and Alexander (2011) who have summarised six characteristics
that Clance and Imes (1978) first identified that people suffering from Imposter Syndrome

possessed.
The six characteristics are: (Sakulku & Alexander, 2011:73-92)

1. The Imposter Cycle — confronting an achievement-related task leads to anxiety, self-
doubt, and worry, which leads to over-preparation and/or procrastination, followed
by accomplishment, a feeling of relief, the discounting of positive feedback, followed
by perceived fraudulence, increased self-doubt, depression and anxiety

2. The need to be special, to be the very best

3. Superwoman/Superman aspects — the urge to be perfect

4. Fear of failure

5. Denial of competence and discounting praise

6. Fear and guilt about success

It is important to point out that some of my participants were not born when this research
was conducted but to also highlight that perhaps not much has changed as Huecker et al
(2023:3) believe that: “While imposter syndrome is a commonly researched, experienced, and
pervasive phenomenon, there is an unknown true prevalence” (ibid). They believe that
although imposter syndrome is widely studied and many people report experiencing it, the
exact number of individuals affected by it is not known. Researchers and psychologists
frequently explore this condition, and many individuals identify with its symptoms, such as
feeling like a fraud despite evidence of their success. However, due to variations in how

imposter syndrome is defined and measured, as well as potential underreporting by those
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who experience it, the precise rate at which it occurs in the general population remains
unclear.

Imposter syndrome is also widely recognised in higher education and has been observed
among various student groups, including non-traditional, ethnic minority, and first-
generation students (Harvey & Katz, 1985; Parkman, 2016; Ramsey & Brown, 2018).
Additionally, research indicates that imposter syndrome among college students is a predictor
of mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, psychological distress, and diminished
confidence in their intellectual abilities (Parkman, 2016; Peteet et al., 2015). Linked to this,
research on imposter syndrome among first- and continuing-generation college students
highlights the roles of perfectionism and stress. The study, conducted by Holden et al. (2021),
involved 388 students, with nearly half being first-generation students. It found that both
first- and continuing-generation students experience similar levels of imposter syndrome and
stress. However, the relationship between imposter syndrome and stress is stronger for first-
generation students. Perfectionism, particularly socially prescribed perfectionism,
significantly correlates with both imposter syndrome and stress across both student groups.
This type of perfectionism involves the perception that others have high expectations of
oneself, which can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy and stress. The implications of these
findings are critical for student mental health and retention strategies and could also apply to
the women deputy headteachers within this study.

To summarise, the Imposter Syndrome is really in a simplistic form about self-doubt.
Imposter Syndrome refers to the condition where a high-achieving individual does not
recognise their accomplishments as earned, instead attributing their success to external
factors like networking, luck, timing, lowered standards, and personal charm (Bravata et al.,

2020; Parkman, 2016).

| could certainly relate to this within my professional work and my reflect on this in my diaries
in Chapter 3. The views of the women deputy headteachers will be interesting to see whether

we can apply this theory to their situations.

2.4.4 Current School Leadership Agenda

For the past ten years, concerns have been raised about the school workforce and the

difficulty in recruiting staff and teachers and more importantly securing a strong leader to
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ensure school standards are raised. Much literature debates what makes a good leader and
how the structure can improve schools and the debate lies around whether there is a
successful model of leadership that can transform underperforming schools and if this can be
replicated. Over the years, the educational landscape has changed with the introduction of
the government’s white paper and the plan to move to more Multi Academy Trust (MATS).
This structure is something that needs to be considered when looking at the educational
landscape. In the Department for Education’s white paper 2022: where are we now?, schools
with two consecutive Ofsted ratings below ‘good’ are included in the expanded intervention
powers under the statutory schools causing concern guidance. This means that if a school
meets this criteria, it can be moved into an academy trust (or to a different trust if you are an
academy). This could have implications for women deputy headteachers aspiring to headship
as they may or may not want to work as part of a MAT. Another feature within the white
paper is the commitment that all schools will be inspected by 2025 under the Ofsted
inspection framework 2019 by the end of the summer term 2025. This includes outstanding
schools. If you are a school expecting an Ofsted inspection, this potentially could be an area
that prevents deputy headteachers from progressing to headship. Taking on a new role and
school would be demanding, and they may feel that the pressure of an Ofsted inspection is
too much in the infancy of their new role. Other areas within the white paper include a focus
on improving attendance and the responsibilities of schools to improve this and a focus on
improving academic standards in literacy and numeracy. For those that work within academy
trusts, the Department for Education has published information about five ‘trust quality

descriptors’ which will be used to define ‘strong’ academy trusts. The quality descriptors are:

o High-quality and inclusive education: deliver high-quality education across your
academies, including for disadvantaged children and children with special
educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND)

e School improvement: particularly in transforming previously underperforming
schools

o Strategic governance: operate effective and robust governance, and effectively hold
school leaders to account

o Financial management: strong resource prioritisation to deliver the best educational
experience

o Workforce: training, recruitment, and retention of leaders and teachers throughout
their careers
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Whilst these measures may not directly influence whether a woman deputy head decides to
take on headship, we must consider whether the accountability and changing government
agendas add additional pressures to leaders and heads and whether this is something that

aspirant deputy headteachers would be concerned by.
2.4.5 Leadership and gender stereotypes

Elliott and Stead (2009:10) refer to Olsson (2002) and Wilson (1995) stating that there is a lack
of empirical evidence detailing women’s experiences and practice of leadership, particularly
outside business and commercial environments (Elliott and Stead 2009: 160). This gives a
biased view as to what women in leadership experience. They suggest several reasons for
this and cite Calas and Smircich (1996) who claim that predominantly American and UK-based
leadership literature adopts masculinity as the norm (Elliott and Stead 2009: 160). They argue
that much of the literature is developed by men and they cite Lamsa and Sintonen (2011) who
state that it is not surprising that this focus on male leaders’ experiences promotes male
values as the behavioural managerial norm (ibid). Whilst over twenty years old, Sherman
(2000:133) cites Shakeshaft, (1989: 150) by adding that women have not been a “part of the
construction of the ideological apparatus which selects and studies key questions, problems,

and issues” concerned with educational leadership or managerial styles.

Additionally, the "think manager-think male" phenomenon (Schein, 1973) suggests that the
default image of a leader is often male, reinforcing the stereotype that leadership is a
masculine domain. Whilst this reference is rather dated, | want to see whether the
participants view headship in this manner. Such biases have practical implications for career
progression, limiting women's access to leadership roles and perpetuating gender-based
occupational segregation. This could be a limiting factor for women if they perceive that
leadership or headship is not something that women traditionally have the natural

capabilities to do.

This links to the idea of there being different gender traits. Powell (1993) in his book “Women
in Management”, defines gender stereotyping as a belief that sees men be high in ‘masculine’
traits such as dominance, aggressiveness and dominance, and women to be high in ‘feminine’

traits such as gentleness, sensitivity to feelings of others, and tactfulness. A list of qualities
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identified by Bem (1974) and by Gray (1989, 1993) are attempts to identify such a paradigm

or ideal type.

Table 1 — Feminine and Masculine Paradigms, Gray 1993

Feminine Paradigm The Masculine Paradigm
Aware of individual differences Evaluative

Caring Disciplined

Intuitive Competitive

Tolerant Objective

Creative Formal

Informal Highly regarded
Non-competitive Conformist

Subjective Normative

Whilst this research is again dated, existing research of women as headteachers have used
these paradigms within their research to make assumptions about how women lead schools
and to determine key characteristics. Coleman (2000:15) used the paradigms within research
on leadership and management styles in female secondary headteachers, stating that “it
would appear that there is a strong identification with most of the feminine traits on the part

of the headteachers and a weak identification with most of the masculine traits”.

Chikwe, C, Eneh, N, and Akpuokwe, C (2024) examine the ‘double bind’ that women leaders
frequently encounter. This dilemma requires them to display both traditionally feminine
qualities (such as warmth and empathy) and traditionally masculine qualities (such as
assertiveness and ambition) to be deemed effective. Their study investigates strategies for
women to manage this dual expectation, aiming to dismantle stereotypes and biases for
successful leadership. They recognise the deep-rooted nature of gender stereotypes and their
detrimental effect on women's progress in leadership roles. The authors explain that women
who overly conform to feminine stereotypes may be seen as deficient in leadership abilities,
whereas those who adopt more masculine traits might be considered lacking in warmth and
likability. This double bind creates a significant challenge for women leaders, compelling them

to carefully balance these traits to achieve leadership success.
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Several feminist texts on leadership and gender work with essentialized notions of femininity
in which homogenizing conceptions of what it means to be ‘female’ depict women as
uniformly nurturant, affiliate and good at interpersonal relationships (Reay and Ball 2000:
145). Fitzgerald (2002) also notes that early studies tend to present women leaders as if they
are a “homogenized group and considerations of circumstances such as ethnicity/social

class/location and beliefs have been discounted” (ibid: 10).

They do not fully explore the role of the female leader and rarely explore the women’s power
over others. Fitzgerald (2002:15) explains that “there has not been a conscious attempt to
theorize how power is exercised and differentiated in gender”. This is an area that has not
been covered widely in academic research and literature. Sherman (2000:133) adds to this
point highlighting that little research has been carried out to investigate ways in which
females attempt to incorporate preferred, alternative leadership styles into their school

management.

Collard and Reynolds (2005: xiii) discuss in their work how the power of stereotypes is
pervasive and limiting, and that confronting stereotypes is a leadership challenge. Collard
and Reynolds (2005: xv) explain that there is now an awareness of the concept of multiple
femininities and masculinities and that this is just beginning to appear in the discourse on
educational leadership. Their work challenges the idea that men and women work and lead
in different ways. Collard and Reynolds suggest that gender does not ‘determine’ leadership
style or performance even though there are powerful stereotypes that do affect leadership

work (ibid: xvi).

The existence of gender stereotyping disadvantages women in power compared to their male
counterparts as their gender stereotype conflicts with the leadership stereotypes (Galanaki,
et al, 2009). Coleman (2005) also argues within her survey that about half of the women
secondary headteachers reported experiencing gender discrimination. In a study by Moreau
et al (2007), women interviewed highlighted several issues surrounding leadership and
management. Having to juggle work, family, and domestic responsibilities was a major
argument. Career breaks for childbirth and/or returning part-time to work were also key
factors in the underrepresentation of women in management jobs (ibid). Hutchings (2002)

would suggest that women who take statutory maternity leave or longer breaks may find
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themselves disadvantaged in promotion. Coleman’s research (2000:23) illustrates that it
would appear that women who are married and who have children, may be identified more

strongly with a domestic stereotype and implicitly considered less able to lead.

The gender discrimination that Coleman explored is something that | refer to in my reflections
in Chapter 1. | want to see in the interviews with the women deputy heads, if they have had
any similar experiences. Furthermore, the context of many schools is something that needs
to be considered, and Reay and Ball (2000:146) argue that there are “enormous difficulties in
translating what are traditionally perceived to be ‘women’s ways of working’ into senior
management contexts, especially when, as research demonstrates, such qualities are highly

context-specific”.

Whilst this has changed, there is still a tendency for people to associate certain skills with
genders. Is this something that still occurs and do participants talk about this within their

interviews?

Coleman’s (2000) work discusses the collaborative approach that female headteachers take
with her study identifying this as the most popular style of management, which was termed
‘collaborative’ (Coleman, 2000: 16). It also links into existing research on women as leaders
that points to this collaborative style being a likely way to work, working co-operatively,
empowering colleagues and characteristically making use of teamwork (Adler 1993; Hall,
1996; Jirasinghe and Lyons, 1996). Linked into this ‘collaborative’ style other researchers have
described women’s leadership style as “transformational leadership” (Rosener, 1990) and
“democratic and participative” (Trinidad and Normore 2005). Eagly and Karau (2002) suggest
that women might prefer transformational leadership because this style entails behaviours

that are considered to be more typical of women.

Different styles of female and male management and leadership have been highly debated
across the years with women seeing themselves as using transformational leadership styles
more than men (Bass et al., 1996; Druskat, 1994; Rosener, 1990). Rosener’s (1990) study
found that women managers put effort into building relationships and understanding the
people they work with so that they can adapt their style to each individual. The study looked
at women as leaders who believe that people perform best when they feel good about

themselves and their work, and they try to create situations that contribute to that feeling
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(ibid). Whilst this literature is quite dated, it is interesting to note when you consider Cubillo
(1999) who found that women'’s lack of confidence was to do more with the unfamiliarity of
tasks and the job than a lack of ability. If this is the case for women deputy headteachers
then exploring possible scenarios around exposure to everyday tasks for a headteacher could
be a possible solution. It will also be important to understand what the women deputy

headteachers say about their leadership skills and ways of working.

”

Finally, in considering how female leaders may lead, Butler (1990) discusses “performativity
when examining gender and sexuality, the construction of sex and gender is shaped by
discourse and societal norms (Bulter and Salih 2004:91). They refer to performativity evolving
in “linguistic and discursive terms” (ibid). Therefore, suggesting that gender is something we
do rather than what we are, caused by a social discourse (Butler 1990). Adding to this Fuller
(2014) also explores within her work the idea of the performance of roles, functions, and
behaviours and how they are combined into positions marked by titles. As mentioned in my
reflections in Chapter 1, Fuller’s research (2014) explores with female headteachers this idea
further and refers to a headteacher that “literally put on gendered educational leadership in
a dramaturgical sense with costume, coiffure and makeup” (Fuller 2010:2). Rather than this
just being about her exploring her ‘femininity’, Francis (2010) terms this a monoglossic
disguise under which a complex enactment of gender has been constructed based on socio-
cultural gender narratives (Paechter 2003, 2006; Fuller 2010). Fuller goes on to extend this
ideain ‘gender heteroglossia’ (2014) undercovering the nuances and conflicting constructions
of gendered leadership. This term has come out from research from Francis (2010) when
examining gender and the exploration of ‘female masculinity’ (Fuller, 2014). Fullers' research
points to the need for further work to be undertaken on breaking down stereotypes. Whilst
this research would seem dated, it is something that needs to be considered in how the

participants feel about gender and leadership.

2.5 What enablers to promotion to headship can be identified?

Within this section, | looked at how women could transition from deputy head and what
support there was for capacity building. | started by researching existing programmes in place
to support career progression to headship and then looked at any literature on flexible

working and mentoring.
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2.5.1 Programmes in place to support applications for headship from deputy

headteachers

Research on school leadership indicates that the practices of school principals are crucial for
school improvement (Lambrecht et al., 2022; Thien et al., 2022) and significantly influence
students' learning outcomes (Fullan, 2015; Leithwood et al., 2020; Ozgenel and Karsantik,
2020; Grissom et al., 2021; Kilin¢ and Gim{s, 2021). Leadership training for Principals that
pays less attention to link learning activities with actions in school practices is seen to be less
effective(Liljenberg and Wrethander, 2020). Consequently, the professional development
programmes designed to prepare deputy heads for headteacher roles are crucial to improve

school performance.

The current approach to CPD for those preparing for headship is through the government
National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH). This is a qualification run by the
Department for Education designed to develop the skills, knowledge, and behaviours that you
would need to be a high-performing headteacher. Itis open to existing headteachers or those
that aspire to be a headteacher. The qualification is centred around developing skills and
knowledge which set out what an effective headteacher should know and be able to do
alongside looking at leadership behaviours and how an effective headteacher should operate.
Before the qualification was reformed in September 2021, the content covered the following

areas:

e Strategy and improvement

e Teaching and curriculum excellence
e Leading with impact

e Working in partnership

e Managing resources and risks

e Increasing capability
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Leadership behaviours look at commitment; collaboration; personal drive; resilience;
awareness; integrity; and respect. A placement at a school with a different context to the

applicants supplements the training.

However, in September 2021, the NPQH qualifications were reformed, and they became a
blend of flexible online learning, online discussion, virtual workshops, and face-to-face
workshops, for a few hours of study each week over 18 months. The assessment element
changed to a 1500-word case study assessment in which participants need to demonstrate
their understanding of real leadership and change. The NPQH modules cover the following

topics for participants:

e Provide the strategic lead of effective teaching, curriculum, assessment, and culture
within their school

e Lead effective professional development, change, and implementation

e Manage a school’s systems and processes, working with parents and governors

e Build a stronger understanding of the participants’ strengths and areas for
development, helping to create a more sustainable and resilient approach to

leadership

There is no placement school on this reformed qualification or need to attend any other
school. The content of the course whilst it has some similarities to the previous content, there
are some noticeable differences such as the exclusion of a second school placement. It will
be interesting to see whether any of the participants discuss these qualifications or indeed

any other progression routes and professional development they have come across.

In relation to this qualification, the NCTL (2013) conducted a series of studies with NPQH
graduates to examine their motivations and to look at the impact the NPQH qualification had
on them. Whilst this data is quite old, the revised NPQH qualification is too new to have any
statistics at this point. The data provides a good insight into what the applicants felt was useful
and not useful about the NPQH qualification. An element of this research was that within
their interviews they asked all NPQH students the skills that they would like to develop these
were: Managing budgets 77%; Working with Human Resources and Legal issues 69%;

Understanding and implementing strategic change 69%; Leading and influencing others 63%;
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Engaging with the wider community 63%; Developing own confidence 58% (NCTL 2013:14).
After completing their training, the trainees were then asked to look at the skills they thought
they had developed the most and likewise areas that they felt the NPQH had enabled them
to develop the least and therefore still left some areas of training or concern. These areas
were Legal and HR; working with parents and the community; finance and budget. In scoring
systems given to the trainees after their NPQH, financial management and budgeting and HR
legal issues consistently came out with low scores (NCTL, 2013:16,26). This suggests that
perhaps these are key areas that deputy headteachers need support in and currently do not

feel they are getting adequate training.

Research suggests that effective leadership paradigms and professional development
programs are often more intricate than policymakers and educational leaders may realize
(Hallinger, 2018; Mowat & McMahon, 2019). Consequently, leadership training programs
need to be context-sensitive and specifically tailored to enhance school performance and
academic outcomes. Some studies also indicate a gap in understanding the practical
applicability of leadership training content for school leadership practices (Pannell et al.,
2015; Grissom et al., 2019). Therefore, it is essential not only to evaluate previous CPD
practices but also to continuously supervise and improve these programs for future

effectiveness.

2.5.2 Programmes aimed specifically at women

In recognising that investment is needed in women’s leadership development the DfE
(2016:49) has devoted a section of the education white paper to ‘increasing diversity in
leadership’. Women form a part of this diverse group and as a result, funding has allowed for
the setting up of ‘Women Leading in Education: regional networks’, a ‘Pledge to coach women
teachers in schools’, and further ‘Leadership Equality and Diversity Fund: for school led
programmes’ (NCTL, 2016). Whilst this has now started the process of women in education
to make links and networks, | wonder how far this has been disseminated into all schools and
whether the participants that | interviewed are part of these initiatives or want to talk about

them in their interviews?
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2.5.3 Flexible working — Co-headship

Some of the barriers for women within existing research point to the lack of flexibility within
workplaces especially for women with families. The introduction of co-headships is
something that has been put forward as a possible solution to recruitment issues
(PricewaterhouseCoopers 2007). This idea of a job share headship is something that could
offer a solution to some of the criticism made that headteachers have far too many demands
imposed on them (Gronn, 2003; Orchard, 2002). It would also utilise skills and ensure a
spread of expertise allowing the two headteachers to feel more confident within their roles.
Hertling (2001) suggests that it could also be a way of mentoring and utilising those
headteachers ready to retire, coaching the next generation of leaders. Some other barriers
within existing research such as external pressures of Ofsted and exams could also be shared

rather than taken on by one individual.
2.5.4 Mentoring and Role Models

Literature suggests that mentoring can play a crucial role in shaping the leadership
trajectories of women, offering a transformative avenue for professional development and
career advancement. Mentoring has been identified as a catalyst for career advancement,
skill development, and increased job satisfaction for women leaders (Ragins & Kram, 2007;
Scandura, 1992). Studies by Turban and Dougherty (1994) emphasise the role of mentoring
in shaping women's leadership identity, fostering a sense of empowerment and resilience in

the face of gender-based challenges.

Additionally, mentoring serves as a means to mitigate gender-based barriers in leadership.
Ibarra (1997) and Ely and Meyerson (2000) highlight the role of mentoring in facilitating
women's access to influential networks, offering them exposure to opportunities that might
otherwise be elusive. Empirical insights from studies such as those by Blake-Beard et al.
(2011) emphasise the impact of mentoring on organisational culture, demonstrating how
mentorship initiatives can contribute to a more inclusive and supportive work environment
for women leaders. Adding to this, studies, such as that by Bannister and Parry (2017), focus
on contemporary issues affecting women's leadership perceptions, including the role of

mentorship and the changing landscape of educational leadership.
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As discussed earlier in the chapter, Eagly & Carli (2007), discuss how the underrepresentation
of women in leadership roles stems in part from negative stereotypes and discrimination
against women in the leadership domain. One approach that has been discussed within
literature is to counteract these negative stereotypes through exposure to counter-
stereotypic role models, such as female leaders (Dasgupta & Asgari, 2004; Rios, Stewart &
Winter, 2010). Women who have strong mentors and mentorship opportunities indicate the
support and encouragement these situations have given them have helped them to become
successful (Fry, 2015). Developing a greater understanding of the need for goal setting is a
crucial component in social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986). Nevertheless, investigations
across a variety of domains have indicated that exposure to exceedingly successful role
models has the potential to induce self-deflating effects, particularly when their level of
success appears unattainable. (Buunk, Collins, Taylor, VanYperen, & Dakof, 1990; Lockwood
& Kunda, 1997; Major, Testa & Bylsma, 1991). | will examine whether any of my participants
discuss or talk about mentoring and role models and whether this is something that could

help with women’s perceptions of both themselves and headship as a possible career.
2.6 Conclusion

In conclusion, the relationship between women’s perceptions and ambitions for headship in
education is multifaceted. My literature review has touched upon some of the factors that
may influence this decision making such as societal expectations, organisational factors, and
individual experiences. It has also examined some of the key barriers to progression and some
of the enablers. However, a comprehensive understanding of all of the above is essential for
developing strategies that promote gender equality in educational leadership and address the

unique challenges women may encounter in aspiring to headship.

This research will involve talking to women deputy headteachers about their career
aspirations in secondary schools in England, examining their perceptions of this career, their

perceptions of themselves, and the key barriers and enablers to progression.

Within my literature chapter, | have highlighted some of the literature surrounding my chosen
research topic and highlighted that some of this literature is quite old and dated especially
the literature around confidence and self-esteem. Have things changed and moved on since

this was written or are we still dealing with the same issues surrounding women in
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leadership? The discussions with the participants will allow me to explore this further and

look at whether any additional areas of interest emerge that have not been covered within

the literature.

In the next chapter, | will discuss the methodology and research methods used in this study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.0 Introduction

This chapter explores the methodological approach adopted for this study. The chapter
begins by outlining my main aims and research questions followed by research design,
epistemological viewpoint, methodology, and methods. The chapter proceeds to look at
participants' recruitment and place of the researcher, including my own reflective journals,
before discussing ethical considerations and data protection and consent. The final part of

the chapter looks at undertaking thematic analysis.
3.1: Aims of the study

The main aim of my research was to understand the career aspirations of women deputy
headteachers. Women headteachers are significantly underrepresented in the UK and the
role before headship is always the role of deputy headteacher. However, despite this being
the natural step from deputy headteacher to headteacher, and that more women are working
within the teaching profession, there is limited research on this. A few previous studies
(Chagger, 2012; Guihen, 2017; King, 2021) have analysed possible reasons why women may
choose to not progress, and this study aimed to build on the existing research and offer insight

into the reasons for their choices.

To understand the career aspirations of women deputy headteachers | investigated reasons
why women choose or choose not to progress to headship. My research questions were
focused on trying to understand their lived leadership experiences and how these may have

influenced their aspirations for headship:

e Research question 1 (RQ1): What are women deputy headteachers' school and leadership
perceptions and experiences?

e Research question 2 (RQ2): How do these perceptions and experiences relate to their
ambitions in wanting to become headteachers?

e Research question 3 (RQ3): What barriers/hurdles to promotion can be identified?

e Research question 4 (RQ4): What enablers to promotion to headship can be identified?
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In exploring the above questions and experiences, | aimed to contribute to the development
of the existing work (Guihens 2017, Chagger, 2012, King 2021) and understanding of the
under-represented female leadership roles. Moreover, within my research | aimed to
consider how my findings could influence and shape future policies and strategies to
encourage women into leadership and improve women’s representation in the role of

headteacher.
3.2 Research design

| used Crotty’s (1998) foundations for research design; he focuses on the researcher
establishing the epistemological viewpoint within their research. From here, | was able to
determine the theoretical perspective and methodology used within my research; influenced
by narrative inquiry, constructionism, and interpretivism. Crotty (ibid) lists various

representational figures to illustrate sampling which | have adapted to structure my thinking:

Figure 1: Epistemological viewpoint and methodology

3.2.1 Constructionism and Interpretivism

Using the figure above and Crotty’s (ibid) framework, my epistemological stance is
constructionism and interpretivism. These two paradigms share a common ground in
understanding the nature of knowledge and reality through subjective experiences and social

constructs.

Constructionism, also known as social constructionism, suggests that knowledge and meaning

are constructed through social interactions and shared understandings. It suggests that reality
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is not objective and independent but rather shaped by human experiences, language, and

social contexts.

Piaget’s constructivism looks at how learners construct new understandings and knowledge,
integrating the new with what they already know (Wadsworth, 1996). Constructionism is a
theoretical perspective emphasising the role of active engagement, social interactions, and
personal experiences in the process of learning and knowledge construction. It is closely
related to constructivism, a broader educational philosophy that posits that learners actively
build their understanding of the world through interactions with their environment,

experiences, and prior knowledge.

Constructionism is more of an educational method based on the constructivist theory:“The
view that all knowledge, and therefore, all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon
human practices, being constructed in and out of the interaction between human beings and
their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (Crotty

2003:42)

Therefore, meaning is not discovered but constructed. Meanings are constructed by human
beings as they interpret the world. Understanding the participants’ interviews and transcripts
is therefore key to this process, enabling us to interpret their experiences and begin to

construct meanings.

While Piaget's constructivism as an educational theory and constructivism as an
epistemological stance share common ground in viewing knowledge as constructed, they
differ in their focus, application, and foundational principles. Piaget's constructivism is more
specific to cognitive development and educational practices, whereas constructivism as an
epistemological stance offers a broader framework for understanding the nature of

knowledge and its construction across various domains.

In interpreting my participants’ transcripts, it became important to understand how my
background may influence the interpretive approach to my study. Lambert et al (2010:34)
highlight that “One of the biggest issues a practitioner researcher faces is how their knowledge
and identity affects the collection of data”. This is why | focused on my leadership story later
on in this chapter (3.4.1) through the use of reflective journals that | have kept over the past

ten years. These journal entries have assisted in recalling the different events that have
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shaped my leadership journey, and exploring these first before undertaking interviews or data
analysis allowed me to reflect on my existing knowledge and any socially constructed views |
may have of the world. | discuss my own biases within this chapter (3.4.1). Crotty (1998:58)
explains that everyone’s experience is unique, and we all have our way of making sense of
the world. His view is that social constructionism emphasises our cultural biases, therefore
shaping the way we view things and our outlook on the world and perhaps our position within
society. This view was key within my research regarding experiences of the women deputy

headteachers.

In considering Interpretivism, this is an approach that focuses on understanding and
interpreting the subjective meanings and social construction of human experiences,
behaviour, and phenomena. Some key considerations | have taken in using this approach are
my subjectivity and my aim to recognise my participants each construct meanings and
interpretations based on their unique perspectives, experiences, and cultural backgrounds.
The contextual understanding of my phenomena, women deputy headteachers in education,
is important to consider within social, cultural, and historical contexts, providing insights into
how individuals perceive and make sense of their experiences. | used qualitative methods
within my research, discussed below, allowing me as a researcher to delve into the nuances
of human experiences and to look at language and discourse to uncover underlying meanings
and cultural constructs. | also looked at my reflexivity and personal perspectives that might
influence the research process. My approaches can be seen in the following section where |
discuss my methodology including the methods used, participants, place of the researcher,

and ethical considerations.

By combining constructionism and interpretivism this creates a robust epistemological stance
that appreciates the subjective construction of reality and seeks to understand the meanings
individuals ascribe to their experiences within their social contexts. My combined stance

involved the following:

¢ Acknowledging the Social Construction of Reality: Recognise that knowledge and
meanings are constructed through social inter