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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 
 The continuous under-representation of women in educational leadership roles in 

spite of their significant presence in the teaching workforce highlights broader 
gender inequalities in education systems around the world. This article critically 
examines the historical and current challenges that women face in achieving 
leadership positions such as societal and cultural expectations that often relegate 
women to caregiving roles, structural barriers like the struggle to balance work and 
personal life and limited access to mentorship and professional networks. 
Furthermore, it delves into institutional biases in hiring and promotion practices. 
These practices often favour male candidates or reinforce existing gender 
disparities. 
The study acknowledges the progress made through the enactment of gender 
equity policies, affirmative action and the support of organizations dedicated to 
promoting women in leadership. It also celebrates the achievements of women 
who have successfully overcome these barriers serving as role models for future 
generations. In addition to recognizing the advancements, the article emphasizes 
the importance of implementing key strategies such as expanding mentorship and 
sponsorship programs increasing workplace flexibility and investing in leadership 
development programs tailored specifically for women. Institutional reforms 
including gender-sensitive hiring practices and measures to combat workplace 
discrimination would go a long way in restoring balance. The article concludes by 
advocating for a global sustained commitment to fostering a more inclusive 
environment that empowers women to ascend to leadership roles, enhancing the 
effectiveness, diversity and innovation to flourish in the educational systems 
worldwide. 
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1. Introduction 

 
The role of women in education has evolved significantly over the past few centuries. From primarily being the 
caretakers of the home, women gradually moved into teaching positions, becoming the backbone of the 
educational workforce globally. However, while women dominate the teaching profession in many regions, 
their representation in leadership roles remains disproportionately low. Educational leadership which includes 
roles like– school principals, college principals, district superintendents, university deans and education 
policymakers is still largely occupied by men. This gap in leadership not only reiterates broader societal gender 
inequities but also represents a significant loss of potential diverse perspectives that could enrich educational 
systems worldwide. 
Historically, education was one of the first professional fields to offer women formal employment 
opportunities, especially during the 19th and early 20th centuries. Teaching was viewed as an extension of 
women’s traditional roles of nurturing and caretaking thereby making it a socially acceptable profession for 
them. However, leadership roles within education have long been perceived as the domain for men, tied to the 
broader cultural belief that leadership requires qualities like authority, assertiveness, and decisiveness – traits 
traditionally ascribed to men. 
The objectives of this research article are threefold. First, it will explore the challenges women face in attaining 
leadership positions in education. Second, it will analyse the progress made in recent years toward greater 
gender parity in educational leadership. Finally, it will identify and evaluate strategies that can help women 
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break through the barriers that prevent them from ascending to leadership roles in education. By examining 
both the obstacles and opportunities, this article aims to provide insights into how the global educational 
community can foster more inclusive leadership pathways for women. 

 
2. Historical Perspective of Women in Educational Leadership 

 
The evolution of women’s roles in education is deeply intertwined with broader societal changes, particularly 
in the struggle for gender equality. In the early 19th century, teaching became one of the first professions open 
to women on a large scale. However, while women entered the educational workforce in substantial numbers, 
their roles were confined to teaching, particularly at the elementary level. Prevailing gender norms relegated 
the leadership and decision-making to men. 
In the early days of public education, especially in Western countries, women were considered ideal for teaching 
young children due to their supposed natural caregiving abilities. The disparity between the number of women 
in teaching and those in leadership became stark as women began to dominate the teaching profession by the 
mid-19th century, particularly in the United States and Europe. However, it wasn’t until the mid-20th century 
that significant shifts began to occur. Broader societal changes like the women’s suffrage movement and the 
labour market demands during and after World War II prompted a reconsideration of women’s roles in the 
workforce. 
This period demonstrated that women were not only capable of leadership but could excel in such roles. In the 
post-war era, particularly the 1960s and 1970s, there came the women’s rights movement, which called for 
equal opportunities in all professional fields including education. This movement, coupled with changing 
societal attitudes toward women in the workforce, led to gradual but significant shifts in how women were 
perceived in leadership roles. 

 
2.1. Milestones in Women’s Leadership in Education 

Significant milestones have marked the progress of women in educational leadership. In the United States, Ella 
Flagg Young became the first woman superintendent of a large city school system, Chicago, in 1909. Similarly, 
in higher education, women like Mary McLeod Bethune, who founded Bethune-Cookman University in 1904 
and served as its president, broke racial and gender barriers in the world of academia. In the UK, Frances Mary 
Buss was one of the first women to lead a secondary school in the mid-19th century, pioneering reforms in girls’ 
education. Similarly, in the early 20th century, women such as Margaret Bondfield, who became the first female 
minister of labour in the UK in 1929, also played a role in influencing educational policy. In many developing 
countries, women like Savitribhai Phule who established the first school for girls in Pune in 1848. Sirimavo 
Bandaranaike, the world's first female prime minister from Sri Lanka and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, the first female 
head of state in Africa, have also played crucial roles in promoting women’s education and leadership. In the 
21st century, women’s participation in leadership roles within education has seen further gains. Internationally 
women like Julia Gillard, the former Prime Minister of Australia and chair of the Global Partnership for 
Education, continue to advocate for educational leadership as a pathway to gender equity. 

 
2.2. Women in Educational Leadership in India 
India has made significant progress in education although the journey of women in educational leadership has 
been marked by challenges and triumphs. Pioneers like Begum Rokeya Sakhawat, who established the 
Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School in Kolkata in 1911, paved the way for women's education and empowerment. 
Her advocacy for women's property rights, education, and social equality challenged patriarchal norms and 
customs. 
Rokeya's contributions extended beyond education as well. She co-founded the Indian Women's Association 
with Sarojini Naidu in 1916 and participated in the Bengal Women's Education Conference in 1925. These 
initiatives played a crucial role in mobilizing Indian women and advocating for their rights. 
In the realm of school education, women have excelled as principals and educators in India. Dr. Kiran Bedi, Dr. 
Shayama Chona, Dr. Kalyani Roy, Dr. Lata Vaidyanathan and Dr. Revathi Raghavan are among the many 
women who have made significant contributions to the field. 
Women in India have also founded and led numerous educational institutions and organizations. Dr. Maria 
Zeenat established the Women's College at Aligarh Muslim University, while Dr. Rajini Rao founded the Delhi 
Science Forum. Other notable figures include Dr. Anjali Kusum, Dr. Shyamala Nagesh, and Dr. Rohini Godbole,  
who have played key roles in shaping the educational landscape. 
In recent decades, Indian women have made significant strides in higher education like Dr. Vijayshree Jayappa 
became the first woman Vice-Chancellor of Karnataka State Women's University while Dr. Shashi Banerjee was 
the first woman Director of the Indian Institute of Technology Kanpur. Other notable figures include Dr. Mrinal 
Miri, Dr. Vasudha Kamat and Dr. Sudha Rao who have held leadership positions in various universities. 
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Women have also played influential roles in Indian politics often impacting educational policies. Najma 
Heptulla, Mehbooba Mufti, Sayeeda Hameed and Shah Bano are few examples of women who have used their 
political platforms to advocate for women's rights and education. 

 
3. Current Status of Women in Educational Leadership 

 
Over the past several decades, women have made significant strides in educational leadership roles globally. 
While the landscape has improved in terms of gender representation, the disparity in leadership roles remains 
notable. According to UNESCO data, women represent approximately 70% of teachers worldwide with 
particularly high percentages at the primary education level (2020). However, when it comes to leadership 
positions the numbers show a stark contrast. In elementary and secondary schools men continue to dominate 
roles such as principals and administrators, even in the countries where women make up the vast majority of 
teachers. For example, in the United States, while women represent around 76% of K-12 educators, only 54% 
of principals are women. In higher education, the gap is even wider with only about 30% of university 
presidents or chancellors being women in the U.S., according to the American Council on Education (Wong, 
2019). 
The situation is more pronounced in developing countries where cultural, social and economic barriers further 
limit women’s access to leadership positions. In Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia for instance, women make 
up a smaller proportion of educational leaders. In India only 9.55% of the higher educational institutions are 
led by women. These disparities highlight the complex interplay between gender, culture, and socio-economic 
factors in limiting women’s advancement in educational leadership. 

 
3.1. Positive Changes and Areas of Progress 
In developed countries the number of women in educational leadership roles has been steadily increasing. For 
example, in countries like Finland and Sweden where gender equality is a key societal value, women hold a 
significant proportion of leadership positions in education. In Sweden approximately 66% of school principals 
are women, reflecting the country’s commitment to gender equality in all sectors. Furthermore, in many 
countries women are making inroads into leadership in early childhood education (ECE). In many nations 
including Australia, Canada and the United Kingdom women dominate leadership roles in ECE institutions. 
In higher education though the progress has been slower there have been notable advancements. For example, 
more universities are adopting policies to promote gender diversity in leadership. Countries like the United 
Kingdom and Canada have implemented measures such as mentorship programs, leadership development 
initiatives and gender equity policies aimed at increasing the number of women in senior academic roles. These 
initiatives have led to noticeable improvements. For example, in the UK, the proportion of female university 
vice-chancellors rose from 14% in 2013 to nearly 30% by 2021 (2024). 
Despite the progress significant gender disparities persist in many areas of educational leadership particularly 
in higher education and policy-making roles. The concept of the “glass ceiling” – the invisible barrier that 
prevents women from advancing to the highest leadership positions – remains a significant factor behind this 
issue. This phenomenon is particularly evident in higher education where women are often under-represented 
in senior roles such as deans and university presidents (Wang & Wang, 2021; Gonzalez et al., 2022). The lack 
of mentorship and sponsorship opportunities further exacerbates this issue as women may struggle to find role 
models who can guide them in their leadership journeys (Condron et al., 2023; Haber-Curran, 2013). 

 
4. Challenges and Barriers Faced by Women in Educational Leadership 

 
Research indicates that women encounter numerous obstacles in their pursuit of leadership roles in education. 
These barriers can be categorized into societal, organizational and personal factors. Societal norms often dictate 
traditional gender roles that discourage women from aspiring to leadership positions. For instance, cultural 
expectations regarding women's responsibilities in the home can limit their professional ambitions (Nguyen, 
2012; Mbalilaki & Onyango, 2022). Furthermore, organizational structures in educational institutions may 
perpetuate gender biases leading to a lack of support for women seeking leadership roles (Burkinshaw & White, 
2017 & 2024). 

 
4.1. Societal and Cultural Barriers 
One of the most pervasive challenges women face in educational leadership is the expectation that their primary 
role is that of caregiver. Societal norms and traditional gender roles often place a disproportionate burden on 
women to manage family responsibilities, including child-rearing and household tasks. The expectation for 
women to conform to traditional leadership styles can hinder their ability to lead authentically and effectively 
(Wang & Wang, 2021; Wang, 2024). This expectation is particularly pronounced in conservative or patriarchal 
societies where women are often discouraged from pursuing careers outside the home. In parts of the Middle 
East, South Asia and Africa, cultural norms heavily restrict women’s participation in public life, including 
leadership in education. 
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4.2. Structural Barriers 

4.2.1. Work-Life Balance 
Balancing work and family responsibilities remains one of the most significant structural barriers to women’s 
advancement in educational leadership. Leadership roles in education, particularly at the administrative level 
often require long hours, travel and the ability to handle crises at any time. These demands can be particularly 
challenging for women who are often expected to shoulder the majority of family caregiving responsibilities. 
The lack of institutional support for work-life balance– such as flexible working hours, parental leave and 
childcare services– compounds this challenge. Without these supports many women may be forced to choose 
between their professional aspirations and their family responsibilities, limiting their ability to take on 
leadership roles. 

 
4.2.2. Limited Access to Professional Networks 
Professional networks are crucial for career advancement, providing opportunities for mentorship, 
sponsorship and leadership development. However, leadership networks in education as in many other fields 
are often male dominated, making it difficult for women to access the same opportunities for professional 
growth as their male colleagues. First, it restricts the access of women to proper mentorship which is critical 
for developing the skills and confidence needed for leadership. Second, it prevents women from building the 
professional relationships that are often necessary for promotion into leadership roles. Without these women 
may find themselves at a disadvantage when competing for leadership positions. 
 
4.2.3. Lack of Mentorship and Sponsorship 
The absence of strong mentorship and sponsorship pathways for women is another significant barrier to their 
advancement in educational leadership. Mentorship involves guidance and support from experienced leaders, 
while sponsorship entails active advocacy for an individual’s career advancement. These are very crucial for 
women seeking to navigate the challenges of leadership in male-dominated environments. 

 
4.3. Institutional Barriers 

4.3.1. Bias in Hiring and Promotion 
Gender bias in hiring and promotion processes is one of the most prevalent institutional barriers women face 
in educational leadership. Studies have shown that women are often judged more harshly than men during 
hiring and promotion decisions, with their qualifications, experience and their leadership potential being 
scrutinized more critically. Additionally, hiring committees and promotion boards which are often male 
dominated may unconsciously favour male candidates over equally qualified women. As a result, fewer women 
are promoted to decision-making roles. 

 
4.3.2. Pay Disparities 
The gender pay gap is another institutional barrier that affects women in educational leadership. Even when 
women do attain leadership positions they are often paid less than their male counterparts for the same work. 
This undervaluing of women’s work can discourage women from pursuing leadership roles. 

 
4.3.3. Workplace Discrimination and Harassment 
Workplace discrimination and harassment are pervasive issues that affect women’s ability to rise to leadership 
positions in education. Women in leadership roles are often subjected to gender-based discrimination 
including being excluded from important decision-making processes, having their ideas dismissed or devalued 
and facing resistance from male colleagues who may not respect their authority. This may also discourage 
women from pursuing leadership roles. 

 
5. Strategies for Overcoming Barriers 

 
To create a more equitable landscape for women in educational leadership a multifaceted approach is required. 
This includes implementing mentorship and sponsorship programs, fostering workplace flexibility, providing 
leadership development opportunities, enacting institutional reforms and promoting cultural and societal 
change. Each of these strategies plays a crucial role in addressing the barriers women face and empowering 
them to reach leadership positions. 
First, educational institutions should prioritize the development of mentorship programs that connect aspiring 
female leaders with experienced mentors. Such programs provide tailored guidance, skill-building 
opportunities and essential networking connections that can significantly enhance women’s chances of success 
(Peterson, 2019; Madsen et al., 2011). Mentorship involves pairing experienced leaders with aspiring female 
educators, allowing for the sharing of knowledge, skills and insights that are particularly relevant to navigating 
the unique challenges women face in leadership. Effective mentorship helps mentees develop critical skills, 
build confidence and gain insights into the intricacies of leadership roles. 
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Second, organizations must actively work to dismantle gender biases within their structures. This can be 
achieved through the implementation of gender-sensitive policies and practices that promote equity in hiring, 
promotion and professional development opportunities (Gonzalez et al., 2022; Dhatt et al., 2017). Creating 
workplace policies that promote work-life balance is crucial for supporting women in leadership roles. 
Educational institutions should prioritize flexible working arrangements, maternity leave and job-sharing 
opportunities to enable women to manage their personal and professional responsibilities more effectively. 
Moreover, fostering a culture of inclusivity within educational institutions is essential. This involves creating 
an environment where diverse leadership styles are valued and where women feel empowered to take on 
leadership roles without fear of backlash (Ghimire, 2023; Ruan, 2021). 
Training programs focused on gender equality and leadership can also help raise awareness and challenge 
existing stereotypes (Condron et al., 2023; Kaushik, 2024). Programs specifically aimed at women educators 
are essential for building the necessary skills and confidence to excel in leadership roles. These programs 
should focus on providing training that addresses gender-specific challenges, helping women to navigate the 
complexities of leadership in predominantly male environments. 
Last but not the least is the Cultural and societal change that is critical in reshaping perceptions of women’s 
roles both in the family and in professional spaces. Educational institutions must take the lead in promoting 
gender education and sensitization at all levels, from students to faculty, staff, and parents. Workshops, 
seminars, and community events that promote gender equity can engage the entire school community in 
discussions about the importance of diversity in leadership. Additionally, media campaigns that highlight 
successful women leaders in education can help to shift societal perceptions and inspire future generations. 

 
6. Best Practices and Progress Stories 

 
While significant challenges remain for women seeking leadership roles in education, there have been notable 
strides in policies, organizational support, and the emergence of role models that collectively contribute to a 
more equitable landscape. These positive changes reflect a growing recognition of the need to promote gender 
equity in educational leadership. 

 
6.1. Change in Policies 
Many countries have begun to enact progressive policies and laws aimed at promoting gender equity in 
educational leadership. Countries like Sweden have focused on creating women-only leadership development 
programs that facilitate access to authority for women in higher education (Peterson, 2019). Countries like 
Norway and Rwanda have set mandatory quotas for women in leadership positions across various sectors, 
including education. In Norway, legislation mandates that at least 40% of board members in publicly listed 
companies must be women, a principle that has influenced similar initiatives in educational leadership. 
Rwanda, post-genocide, prioritized women's representation in all areas of governance and education resulting 
in a significant increase in female leadership roles in the country. Many other countries have enacted family- 
friendly policies such as parental leave and flexible working arrangements designed to help women balance 
professional and personal responsibilities. These policies empower women to pursue leadership roles. 

 
6.2. Organizations Supporting Women 
Non-profit organizations and advocacy groups play a vital role in promoting women’s leadership in education. 
Organizations like WomenEd and Iron Lady provide mentorship program which focuses on supporting and 
empowering women educators to take on leadership positions. UNESCO and other educational bodies have 
also recognized the importance of gender equity in leadership. UNESCO's Global Education Monitoring Report 
emphasizes the need for gender-responsive leadership in education and provides guidelines for countries to 
improve women's representation in educational decision-making roles. Organizations like the National 
Association of Women in Education Leadership (NAWE) in the United States work to connect women leaders 
and provide them with professional development opportunities. Such organizations are crucial in fostering a 
sense of community among women leaders and offering platforms for collaboration and support. 

 
7. Conclusion 

 
This exploration of women in educational leadership has highlighted the multifaceted challenges they face 
including societal and cultural barriers, structural obstacles and institutional biases. However, significant 
progress is being made through the implementation of supportive policies, the emergence of organizations 
dedicated to women’s leadership and the inspiring success stories of female leaders who have broken through 
these barriers. 
Looking ahead it is crucial to maintain momentum in efforts to empower women in educational leadership. 
Continued advocacy for mentorship programs, workplace flexibility, and leadership development initiatives 
will be essential in fostering an environment where women can thrive as leaders. Policymakers, educational 
institutions and society at large must work together to create a culture that values and supports women in 
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leadership roles. By promoting gender equity in education, we not only uplift women but also enhance the 
quality and effectiveness of educational systems worldwide. 
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