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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In a world where the dreams of little girls are rapidly changing from teaching in a school 

to leading all of the teachers in a school, the topic of women in educational leadership has 

become a common discussion. The field of education is dominated by women holding the 

majority of the teaching and associated support positions. Despite that fact, the percentage of 

female leaders at the secondary public school level is still not proportionate to the amount of 

women occupying subordinate roles in education. A report from the United States (US) 

Department of Education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013) revealed that the 

percentage of public school principals who were female was 52 percent overall, 64 percent in 

primary schools, 42 percent in middle schools, 30 percent in high schools, and 40 percent in 

combined schools.  The same year, the NCES reported in 2013 that overall, schools had a larger 

percentage of female teachers (76 percent) than male teachers (24 percent). The data suggest that 

while there is a dominant female presence in education employed as teachers, there remains 

room for growth in educational leadership.  Are these statistics consistent with the growing 

pursuits of women, or are they dictated through gender bias? Is there a systematic response that 

might limit incidences of gender bias in educational leadership?  

Many argue that the growing challenge is not simply securing the position of principal at 

the secondary school level, but sustaining that position effectively. Female principals often 

encounter compounding issues relative to their gender when serving in their roles as leaders. The 

biased situations a woman principal must face may force her to adjust her position and adapt her 
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leadership style.  In this study, I will examine the leadership styles of the research participants to 

determine whether or not their gender bias experiences influences their leadership approach. 

A growing area of interest among researchers is better understanding the persistent and 

pernicious gender leadership gap in education (Nichols & Nichols, 2014). Previous literature 

suggests that despite a need to investigate issues of diversity and school leadership more broadly, 

(including the intersection of race, sexuality, and gender), gender itself is both a valid way to 

consider leadership and one which requires additional study (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). 

Though evidence suggests that the proportion of women in management is increasing, doubts 

and prejudice regarding women’s leadership skills and abilities still exist (Mollel & Tshabangu, 

2014). Females have served as the core workforce in the field of education and are steadily 

establishing a presence in educational leadership annually, but this growth is not without 

challenge.  

The research will highlight inherent biases that exist in education related to gender role 

typecasting.  Additionally, this study will examine common responses or styles of leadership 

adopted by female secondary leaders as a safeguard to any expected or experienced gender 

biases. The issues that frame the investigation stem from determining a leader’s effectiveness 

potential by applying structured leadership practices.  

This study is structured around recognizing two major realities concerning gender bias. 

There is a realization that people will inevitably engage bias in some form or another and that 

there are experiences or encounters that occur only to a certain gender. Though bias is expected 

and specific encounters may be tailored to gender, is it ever acceptable for gender bias to 
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dominate in a way that it dictates a professional’s leadership style? To help formulate an answer 

to this question, the study will involve a mixed methods approach. The study will utilize the 

Transcendental Phenomenological approach to obtain and explain the descriptive data obtained 

from the participants. In brief, the Transcendental Phenomenological (TPh) approach is an 

approach used to describe the phenomena.  Pure TPh is grounded in the concept and conditioned 

upon setting aside all preconceived ideas (epoche) to see phenomena through unclouded glasses, 

thereby allowing the true meaning of phenomena to naturally emerge with and within their own 

identity (Moustakas, 1994).  The combination of the individualized accounts of gender bias 

experiences and survey data from the participants is intended to identify trends in both 

experiences and reactions to those experiences.   

The research will summarize the experiences of five women who serve as secondary 

principals through descriptive review, while simultaneously considering the data from their 

Multi-factor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ-5X) survey to determine if commonalities exist.  

The data may show supportive trends that confirm the presence of gender biases and expose a 

common leadership style used. This research could inform leadership preparation programs and 

provide best practices for aspiring secondary female principals. 

Background of the Study 

Gender inequality in educational leadership is one example of an issue that attracts 

persistent calls for study and remediating action (Grogan & Brunner, 2005).  A key but 

overlooked component of social equity in public education is the distribution of jobs, especially 
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high-level positions in U. S. school districts. Throughout history, there have been embedded 

beliefs that characterize leadership as a traditionally masculine activity (Gedney, 1999).  Since 

the beginning of formalized education systems, it was both common and expected that females 

would occupy the majority of the teaching positions in education, regardless of level.  The rise of 

females in principal positions has only recently seen significant growth over the last four 

decades. 

Researcher studies suggest the disproportionality of the percentages of women employed 

in the field of education against the percentages of women in educational leadership.   It is 

important to periodically reexamine questions about gender equity in the area of public education 

sector job distribution.  When considering the rise of women in leadership at the secondary 

school level, it is important to note challenges that are specific to female secondary school 

principals.  In addition, there must be some consideration given to presumptive biases that exist 

and could easily be challenged as secondary leaders begin to lead their schools.  

Gender biases develop when there is an overwhelming number of one gender occupying 

a role, thereby aiding in the creation of stereotypes.  While surveys of the gender distribution of 

personnel at the school level are important, it is also important to look at such distributions by 

school districts. Employment decisions about administrators and principals are made at the 

district management level. For instance, the gender composition of district administrators may 

influence the gender composition of school principals and assistant principals. When considering 

leadership styles, it is often assumed that the environment or the people shape the reactions of 

the leaders. The study proposes that females in secondary school principal positions assume a 



13 

common leadership approach in response to gender bias encounters.  The foundation of the study 

will stem from the rise of women in educational leadership and some commonly documented 

encounters among them. 

The review of literature will be organized categorically, focusing on three prevailing 

issues: the growth of women in educational leadership, gender bias in the school setting, and the 

relationship between gender bias and leadership style.  Finally, the review of literature will frame 

the study by utilizing both Social Learning Theory and Critical Feminist Theory.  

The Growth of Women in Educational Leadership 

Teaching has long been considered to be a “feminized” profession, fitting neatly with 

traditional societal expectations regarding women’s roles as caretakers (Goldstein, 2014).  It is 

not uncommon to walk into an elementary school and see a large number of women on staff.  

Women have shown a steady presence in the field of education since its formalized inception.  

Indeed, teaching was often seen as a natural extension of these expectations with female teachers 

serving as nurturers of children’s minds (Weiler, 1989).  

Over time society and female teachers themselves came to normalize and internalize 

these views, focusing their energies on building caring and close relationships with students and 

treating administration as an endeavor to be pursued by males only (Adams and Hambright, 

2004). While there has been a consistent and substantial presence of women in education at the 

teacher level, the rise in women in educational leadership has become more prevalent in the last 

decade. The field of education has made strides that defy prehistoric norms that might favor men 
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over women simply because of gender.  Women are given opportunities to apply for high stakes 

positions and have become a competitive force for the principalship; however, even with the rise 

in women applicants, gaps still exist in terms of hired principals as compared to men holding the 

same title at the secondary level.   

The topic of women assuming roles in educational leadership has been growing in 

research.  One of the persistent challenges in studying the distribution of public school jobs by 

gender is obtaining comprehensive data that is collected over time.  Recent studies centering on 

gender equality show upward trends in women acquiring positions in educational leadership.  

The available data indicate that greater numbers of women are being hired into the top levels of 

school districts and schools.  Kowalski’s (2011) survey of approximately 200 school 

superintendents found that the percentage of female superintendents has increased substantially 

since the early 1990s.  Districts are becoming increasingly more interested in securing the 

candidate most qualified for the position despite gender. A study released by the American 

Association of School Administrators reports that in 1990, 27 percent of principal positions were 

held by women (AASA 1990).  The National Association of Elementary School Principals 

reports that there has been a substantial increase in the number of female principals between 

1998 and 2008—and that over 50 percent of elementary school principals are women (Protheroe, 

2009).   

These numbers show upward growth since initial reports just two decades ago. According 

to the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) 2011, in 2007-2008 59 percent of 

elementary public school principals were women, but only 28.5 percent of secondary public 
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school principals were women. Female teachers outnumber their male counterparts at the 

secondary level, yet there still appears to be under-representation in positions of educational 

leadership.  In 2007-2008, 84 percent of elementary school classroom teachers were women, but 

only 59 percent of secondary classroom teachers were women (NCES 2011).   If elementary and 

secondary positions are aggregated, 75.1 percent of public and private K-12 classroom teachers 

were women in 2007-08 (NCES 2011).  Under the former standard, gender equity is achieved 

when women possess roughly 50 percent of the administrator, principal, or classroom teacher 

positions.   

When reviewing the reported records of employment, women hold principalships at equal 

rates as men at the elementary level.  At the secondary level, however, there is still much room 

for growth.  Statistical data is used to confirm the growth of women in these positions.   

Gender Bias in Education 

A review of the research literature on women in K-12 educational leadership reveals 

historical gender issues that continue to persist in the 21st century (Sanchez & Thornton, 2010). 

Although there has been growth in the secondary educational setting for women principals, 

remaining subtleties or gender bias creates additional barriers to their leadership.   Given the 

historical context of gender inequities in schools and society, barriers persist despite the fact that 

many women teachers and other educational stakeholders do not recognize or identify a gender 

imbalance (Krüger, van Eck, & Vermeulen, 2005; Moreau, Osgood, & Halsall, 2007).  

Incidences of gender bias vary by school leader so it is necessary to consider the individual 
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accounts of each identified female principal and synchronize their accounts to identify common 

events.  

Even though institutional hiring practices and awareness of civil rights is greater now 

than it has been in the past, women as education leaders continue to face many challenges. For 

example, women with more experience and education than men tend to be hired into leadership 

positions and promoted at later ages (Roser, 2009).  The problem exists beyond simply being 

hired in the role as female principal.  The secondary issue is how the women principals dispel 

pre-set assumptions and respond to gender biases once in those positions.  Although leadership 

styles in educational settings are widely researched and reviewed, this study couples the topic of 

leadership style in education and gender at the secondary level to better explain biases that may 

exist. When considering gender bias from the perspective of secondary women principals, it 

becomes necessary to reflect on the experiences of men in educational leadership from a 

statistical viewpoint. The persistence of male advantage in educational leadership has been 

documented for decades, and it continues to flourish (Mahitivanichcha & Rorrer, 2006).  Fugler 

(2015) writes that Erin Davis, a gender studies professor at Cornell College, identifies our 

underlying problem as “evaluating men and women on different traits or having different 

expectations for individuals who are doing the same job (J. Fugler, personal communication, July 

02, 2015).  How society views an ideal principal has been largely determined by the evidence 

presented through research, media, and exposure; subsequently, that same exposure can be the 

springboard for biases.   
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Women principals consistently have trouble with barriers both external and internal to 

their leadership roles (Smulyan, 2000).  Barriers cited in the past range from personal and 

familial constraints to internal feelings of inadequacy.  Beyond the biases experienced are the 

typical demands associated with being a female secondary principal.  On top of maintaining their 

families, women leaders are expected to not only adopt the same leadership patterns as men but 

also perform professional tasks at the same rate as men, thus leading many to report having 

trouble with the management of increased responsibility (Loder, 2005). 

Gender and Leadership Style 

When considering how environment often dictates behaviors, one can reason that 

leadership style could simply be defined as the responses to those charged to lead.  In fact, many 

leaders argue that their style of leadership is more consistent with the situational approach versus 

any style that maintains a typical pattern or response.  Some researchers have examined the 

relationship between the evaluation of leadership effectiveness and gender-mediated differences 

in leadership style (Pratch and Jacobitz, 1996).  Gender bias often begins when expectations for 

leadership are summarized in ways that isolate responsibilities to men or women.  Women are 

typically expected to adopt a communal approach to leadership that is driven by social 

interaction. Men are expected to have high levels of common attributes, including being 

independent, masterful, assertive, and competent (Pratch and Jacobitz, 1996).  These qualities 

reflect a tendency to promote the self, especially self-competence (Pratch and Jacobitz, 1996).  

When applied to leadership, gender role stereotypes suggest that female-stereotypical forms of 
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leadership are interpersonally oriented and collaborative, whereas male stereotypical forms of 

leadership are task oriented and dominating (Cann & Siegfried, 1990).  Although collaborative 

leadership is a growing trend in educational practice, women seem to utilize this approach to 

leadership at higher rates than their male counterparts.  Eagly and Johnson's (1990) meta-

analysis showed that the tendency to devalue female leaders was larger when women behaved 

autocratically than when they behaved in accordance with any other style. 

As numerous social scientists have maintained, expectations about behavior that are 

appropriate for a leader coincide largely with beliefs about the behavior that is appropriate for 

men (Kruse & Wintermantel, 1986; O'Leary, 1974).  Although women have made many social 

advances, there is still this underlying understanding that certain roles and responsibilities are 

reserved to specific genders.  In the field of education, though women maintain a dominant 

presence as teachers, there is still much room for growth (particularly at the secondary level) for 

women as leaders.  In many studies, women report feeling constrained in their leadership styles 

or bound by public opinion.  Women also report that their leadership behaviors are scrutinized 

because of their role conflict, while male leaders are not ordinarily inhibited by the attitudinal 

bias of their coworkers. Hence, men are freer to carry out leadership in a variety of masculine or 

feminine styles without encountering negative reactions because their leadership is ordinarily 

perceived as legitimate (Pratch and Jacobitz, 1996).  Gender bias has the potential to compromise 

the legitimacy and ingenuity of the leadership style as the focus shifts from effectiveness to 

favorability.  

Statement of the Problem  
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Undoubtedly one of the growing topics in education is the rise of women leaders in the 

profession.  Over the past decade, topics involving women in leadership have grown to include 

specific interests. Many comparisons have been made between the female leader and her male 

counterpart to determine effective strategies for specific school demographics.  Other studies 

have focused on defining the characteristics of a leader with all consideration given to gender.  

This study will focus specifically on the experiences of the study participants in relation to 

experienced gender biases that could dictate the style of leadership they employ.   

Even though women have made advancements in securing roles as school leaders at the 

secondary level, the prevalence of biases still threatens to diminish their influence as school 

leaders. Even with the wealth of existing research, there is little empirical evidence or study 

focused on the connection between gender bias encounters and leadership style at the secondary 

school level.  Therefore, the primary question is whether or not there is a common leadership 

style that secondary female principals subscribe to in response to experienced incidences of 

gender biases or a safeguard against it.  Study participants will add to the research on this topic 

by providing individual accounts of gender biases and their reactions to them.  The guiding 

research questions will ensure that the information gained through descriptive form remains 

focused with an intent to identify commonalities.   

Purpose of the Study 

When considering how secondary women principals adapt their leadership style in 
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response to experiences of gender bias, there are several guiding questions associated with this 

study. There have been many studies conducted in education specific to gender equality in 

school leadership.  Likewise, there is a wealth of information on gender bias in educational 

leadership circles.  Even with the advancement of research over the associated topics, there is a 

limited connection made to the leadership styles women secondary principals subscribe to in 

response to gender bias experiences.  The research study seeks to add to the body of literature by 

identifying common leadership styles used to limit gender bias in the workplace.  

 For the purposes of delving into the experiences and presence of gender bias specific to 

women in secondary educational leadership, the researcher chose to explore the topic from a 

Phenomenological approach through a mixed method data review. Phenomenology is a form of 

inquiry that seeks to understand human experience (Moustakas, 1994). The study is designed to 

explore phenomena and how it is perceived and experienced by individuals in the 

phenomenological event (Lester, 1999).  The research establishes the rise of women in 

educational leadership roles as major phenomena itself but their experiences, which may prove to 

be common, could also establish phenomena. The women in the study possess two key 

commonalities:  their gender, and their career title.   

Despite the common characteristics that weave the women participants together at the 

forefront, it is possible that each experience yields a different reaction. Moustakas (1994) posits 

phenomenology as an appropriate tool for exploring and describing shared experiences related to 

phenomena.  Gender discrimination in the workplace is a highly researched topic, but there 

remains a subtlety associated with the gender bias that often hides in the research when 
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quantitative data is the source.  The descriptive accounts of its presence help add a sense of value 

or realness that could not be justified otherwise. 

Research Questions 

When considering the tenants of Moustakas (1994) Transcendental Phenomenology, a 

focus on the totality of the experience is essential to the process of understanding its influence.  

Allowing the research participants the opportunity to recall the essence of their gender bias 

experiences in the work place is a necessary step in the research.  As interview questions are 

developed, they are centered on three research questions: 

1. What are the experiences of gender bias in the workplace with secondary female

principals?

2. Which leadership style is most utilized amongst women who lead secondary schools?

3. Is the leadership style of the secondary principal influenced by gender bias experiences?

The initial question seeks to first establish the presence of gender bias in the educational

leadership setting, it is through this question that we delve into the experience itself.  The 

following question focuses on the typical leadership styles of secondary women principals. The 

latter question seeks to respond to the research topic by identifying common leadership styles 

subscribed to in response to gender bias experiences in their work environment. 

The study will follow a mixed method approach to investigate the experiences of gender 

bias and identify common leadership style subscriptions.  As mentioned earlier, the study is 

grounded in Transcendental Phenomenology, which is a philosophical approach to qualitative 

research methodology seeking to understand human experience.  Using data derived from 
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Schuman's three interview approach, the acknowledgment of gender bias experiences will be 

established.  Additionally, data from the MLQ-5X survey will provide the basis for the 

descriptive quantitative approach and will be used to identify common leadership styles utilized 

by the research participants. The study is chiefly interested in determining if there is a common 

response to gender bias through the adaptation of a leadership style.   

Significance of the Study 

When considering the literature on women in leadership, many female educators argue 

that there are huge disproportionalities between gender demographical statistics of an 

organization’s makeup in general in comparison to the same organization’s gender 

demographical statistics of its leaders. 

Many researchers have noted that even after a female principal is selected for a 

principalship at the secondary level, common gender biases will dictate how she functions in her 

role as principal amid experiences associated with gender bias. The research seeks to confirm the 

presence of gender biases at the secondary public school level from the female principal’s 

perspective through an individual account.  Additionally, the descriptive study will determine 

whether secondary principals share a common leadership style.  The chief goal of the 

confirmations through testimony is to identify common responses to gender bias experienced 

through structured leadership styles.  The research may aid educational programs that prepare 

aspiring principals.  The study is intended to provide administrators with training protocols and 

help them develop response techniques or common examples or more problem-solving? The goal 
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is to also to raise awareness for aspiring principals and current principals of gender biases that 

exist as a means of informing their practice. The research seeks to identify commonly 

recommended leadership styles that may combat gender bias experiences.  With further research, 

new secondary female principals may approach their positions armed with best practices and 

suggested leadership styles that would encourage staff interactions built on student success and 

absent any biases. 

Procedures 

 

 The purpose of this study is to identify common leadership styles utilized among the 

secondary female principals that participated in the study.  Akers (1996) believed that individual 

behavior reflects anticipated rewards and punishments, the anticipation of which can be learned 

directly (via operant conditioning) or vicariously, by observing the experiences of others 

(imitation).  His research supported the belief that individuals adapt behavior when 

environmental outcomes are considered.  Social Learning Theory is often used to determine how 

environment dictates reaction.  With all consideration to how leadership style among secondary 

female principals is developed as a reaction to perceived or encountered gender bias, social 

learning theory serves as the theoretical framework that enhances understanding of this reaction. 

Burgess and Akers (1966) integrated concepts derived from psychology’s operant behaviorism 

with Sutherland’s nine principles of differential association. That achievement laid the 

foundation for social learning theory (Akers 1973).  The belief that people are conditioned to 

react certain ways in response to their environment has become the underlying premise of the 
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research.  

 Previous studies have shown that gender inequity is neither evident nor concerning given 

low numbers or percentages alone, but it is manifest and substantive given the ways 

underrepresentation influences both social and organizational norms, values, and beliefs 

(Marczynski & Gates, 2013). The female principals will be given the opportunity to recall 

specific events they deemed to be incidences of gender bias in the workplace.  Using common 

interviewing techniques associated with a phenomenological study, the participants will recount 

their past experiences and any associated emotions they may have garnered.  

 While much of the research will focus on interview accounts of gender bias from the 

perspective of the secondary female principal participants, the study will also be a narrowed 

focus on coping strategies employed by the leaders, commonly referred to as leadership style.  

By focusing on the leadership style female secondary principals tend to subscribe to, the research 

can add to the literature on training protocols for new principals with a direct focus on gender 

experiences.  Leadership theory has been challenged and stimulated by those in the field who 

have been concerned about or interested in gender (Marczynski & Gates, 2013).  When 

considering the leadership styles secondary female principals adopt, a connecting focus (though 

not one that will be explored through this study) are the characteristics of the schools these 

administrators lead.   

 As noted earlier, the research will assume a mixed method approach. Transcendental 

Phenomenology (TPh) largely developed by Husserl, is a philosophical approach to qualitative 

research methodology seeking to understand human experience (Moustakas, 1994). In an effort 
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to gain perspective directly from the primary source, the qualitative approach will allow 

documentation through an interview.   The research study participants will participate in a   

multi-part interview process designed at establishing the phenomena through their accounts.  

Any incidences of gender bias will be captured from the voice of the study participant.  Giving 

consideration to both the Critical Feminist Theory and the Social Learning Theory, the 

perspectives of the research participants will serve as evidence of the causal relationship that 

exists between both frameworks.  The questions will begin first by establishing the presence of 

gender bias occurrences.  It is through the lens of the Critical Feminist Theory that we recognize 

the inherent biases that exist, either through a subtle display or overt example.  Focusing on 

established practices for phenomenological interviewing, the study will subscribe to Schuman's 

(1982) three part interview design.  Dolbeare and Schuman (Schuman, 1982) designed the series 

of three interviews that characterizes the phenomenological interview approach.  Their model 

allows the interviewer and participant to acknowledge the experience and place it in context. The 

questions listed may encourage follow up questioning during the interview process as such, these 

should be viewed as a guide. The questions are listed here to provide perspective on the nature of 

the interviews as well as details on the depth of the information the researcher seeks to solicit.  

Additionally, it prevents the reader from turning to the appendix to find these as that may 

consequently disrupt the flow of reading through the content.    

Phase 1 - Rise to the Principalship 

1. When did you know you wanted to be a secondary principal, and why did you 

specifically choose this level? 
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2. How would you define an effective secondary principal?   

Phase 2 - Gender Bias Experience 

1. Do you feel that most of your staff members subscribe to certain assumptions of an ideal 

secondary principal?  If so, what are they?  

2. Have you ever had a work-related experience where your gender was an underlying 

concern for someone (be it a staff member, a colleague or a supervisor)?  

3. At what point did you know you were being confronted with gender bias? Please detail 

the account. (Follow-up Question, as necessary) 

4. Were there any associated emotions to the gender bias experience that you can recall?  

5. Do you believe the experience you have described could only happen to women? Why or 

why not? (Follow-up Question, as necessary) 

Phase 3 – Leadership Style  

1. Which leadership style do you subscribe to most (Transformational, Passive-Avoidant, 

Transactional, etc.)?  

2. How have your past experiences shaped your leadership style? Can you provide examples 

of how your past experiences have shaped your leadership style?  

Phase 4 – Concluding Thoughts   
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1. You were recently promoted to district director over the women in secondary leadership 

department.  During meeting one with the aspiring secondary principals, you are asked to 

provide some sage advice to the future secondary leaders, what would it be? 

2. Are there any additional points you would like to make? 

 The first two questions establish the scope of the participants’ experience. They allow the 

participants to reconstruct the details of their experience within the context of its occurrence. It is 

at this point that both the researcher and the participant recognize the phenomena of their 

experience. It is also when the concept of Transcendental Phenomenology begins to surface.  

Pure Transcendental Phenomenology is grounded in the concept and conditioned upon setting 

aside all preconceived ideas (epoch) to see phenomena through unclouded glasses, thereby 

allowing the true meaning of phenomena to naturally emerge with and within their own identity 

(Moustakas, 1994). 

 The next five questions hinge on the principal's reactions to the presence or experiences 

of gender bias.  Focusing on the tenets of the Social Learning Theory, the research participants 

will help determine if the participant’s leadership style is common. Social learning Theory 

explains human behavior in terms of continuous reciprocal interaction between cognitive, 

behavioral, and environmental influences (Bandura, 1977). Through report from the participants, 

the study seeks to make correlations between participant experiences and responses.  The final 

phase of the interview process encourages the participants to reflect on the meaning their 

experience holds for them through the adaptation or refinement of a leadership style.  

 The use of descriptive statistics will serve both the qualitative and quantitative data 
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through the processes of coded interview responses and data reporting. The Multi-factor 

Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ-5X) will allow women principals to rate their leadership styles.  

Through disaggregation of data, trends in leadership style will be identified.  The MLQ-5X will 

be administered to five secondary female principals.  The principals will rate their attitudes and 

behaviors while serving in their role.  The ratings will produce a culminating score. Prevailing 

scores will range between 3 and 4 on a Likert scale.  The score will then be assigned to a 

leadership style as identified through the Multi-factor Leadership Questionnaire.   

Many studies have related leadership behaviors to leadership effectiveness while this 

study seeks to ascertain common behaviors of effective secondary female school principals.  

Indeed, the study will describe how the principals perceive themselves and their documented 

accounts of gender bias experiences. The Transformational, Transactional, and Passive-Avoidant 

leadership styles are identified through the selection of a sequence of questions designed to 

define the leader’s style (Antoniadis, Avoid, and Sivasubramaniam, 2003). The three leadership 

styles and nine subscales are defined and measured with the MLQ-5X survey through a Likert 

scale. 

When considering each component of the MLQ-5X, Transformational Leadership 

describes a leader who possesses motivating qualities encouraging staff to excel confidently 

while taking risks. The Transformational Leadership subscales focus on the behaviors of the 

leader through five subscales, which include the following: idealized influence (attributed), 

idealized influence (behavior), inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and 

individualized consideration.  
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 The MLQ-5X also focuses on Transactional Leadership as a style. In Transactional 

Leadership, leaders work within the structure of an organization, considering the skills of their 

employees and assigning roles and tasks accordingly.  The achieved outcomes are a result of this 

leader negotiating with followers in an exchange relationship of rewards for compliance (Bass, 

1985). The three transactional subscales consider how the leader responds to subordinates when 

assigning a task and ensuring task completion.  Leader responses range from criticism and 

negative reinforcement when correcting to monitoring for immediate feedback. The three 

subscales are contingent reward, management by exception (active), and management by 

exception (passive). 

 Finally, there is the Passive-Avoidant Leadership style. One subscale identified as 

"passive avoidant" reflects a leader who is noncommittal and more prone to delegate 

responsibilities to others. This leader is not as responsive as the aforementioned and does not 

usually present with an impactful presence.  In addition, the MLQ-5X includes three outcome 

factors: extra effort, effectiveness, and satisfaction (Avolio, 1999; Bass, 1998).  

 When considering the human potential to naturally react, especially when in 

environments of discomfort, one might understand how secondary female principals come to 

adapt their leadership styles.  Social perspectives on learning do not put emphasis on the 

transference of knowledge or assimilation; rather, it is the ongoing and generative processes 

unfolding between participants when we learn the most (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). 

“Learning cannot be designed” (Wenger, 1998). It is more about the negotiation of meanings that 

transpire and are nurtured between individuals. It is also about building bonds between members 
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the community who are invested in engaging in meaningful conversations (Leake, 2014). 

 

Limitations, Delimitations and Assumptions  

 

Limitations 

 A chief limitation for the study was the instrument used to determine the leadership styles 

the secondary principal chose to subscribe to most frequently.  The correlations that could be 

made between the leadership responses and the accounts of gender biases could only be validated 

or confirmed by the principals themselves.  Through their admission only, can we conclude that 

their leadership style was adjusted to respond to experiences of gender bias? 

Delimitations 

 Delimitations in this study are specific to the nature of the research.  In qualitative 

studies, the perspectives of the study participants are specific and can only serve as a personal 

account of experiences as opposed to data that can explain phenomena associated with specific 

groups.  Five female secondary principals will participate in this study on a volunteer basis.  To 

be considered eligible to participate in the study, participants need only two common 

characteristics:  their job title and gender. 

Assumptions 

 Through past experiences, the researcher approached this study assuming that all female 

principals have experienced some level of gender bias in their careers and would be able to 

convey those experiences with fidelity.  Another assumption is that the secondary principals 

could confirm that they adjusted their leadership styles as a safeguard against anticipated 
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encounters that may occur in relation to their gender.   Finally, the researcher assumed that there 

would be common experiences among all of the participants given statistical data and natural 

assumptions. For example, the disproportionality between the percentages of female principals at 

the high school level and female teachers at the same level encourage thinking that many believe 

men are more equipped to lead at this level. 

Key Definitions 

Gender Bias – unequal treatment in employment opportunity (such as promotion, pay, benefits, 

and privileges), and expectations due to attitudes based on the sex of an employee or group of 

employees.    

Leadership Style – the manner in which a leader typically provides direction and motivates 

others.   

Secondary School – a school that is intermediate in level between elementary school and college.  

Typically offered between the ages of 11-18.  

Summary 

The literature was conducted using a categorical approach. First, there was a focus on the 

rise of women in educational leadership as a whole. The research confirmed that there has been 

significant growth in women occupying the position of principal at the secondary level.  Though 

there is still disproportionality of male principals versus female principals at the secondary 

public school level, the presence of women at this level is becoming far more visible.  Second, 

the literature focused on gender bias in educational leadership. The literature found that even 
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after a female principal is selected for a principalship at the secondary level, common gender 

biases will dictate how she functions in her role as principal amidst experiences associated with 

gender bias. The focus on Social Learning Theory showed that people respond to their 

environments through set behaviors. In this instance, we consider the leadership styles these 

secondary principals adopt in an effort to minimize incidences of gender bias.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Women as principals is not a new concept. In fact, data suggests that there will be 

continued growth of women in leadership in the coming decades. As women continue to occupy 

the role of secondary school leader, the norms for describing typical behaviors of successful 

principals will begin to shift.  Theories about educational administrative behavior have primarily 

been based on studies of men in organizations with the findings then generalized to women 

(Valentine, 1995). Although that may have been the most reliable data, it was far from 

representative.  The presence and experiences of women in education is a statistic that should not 

be ignored. The stories of women in educational leadership, provide insights and deeper 

understanding of barriers that may exist for them.  In the 1980s feminist scholars questioned the 

underrepresentation of women in administrative positions in education and called for theory and 

research that would be more inclusive of women's perspectives (Edson, 1988; Schmuck, 1981; 

Shakeshaft, 1989). This study seeks to expand on work that has been conducted in prior decades.  

The experiences of the research participants will add validity and points of reference as it relates 

to how their leadership styles developed.  Moreover, the study seeks to determine if a common 

leadership style exists between the women.  

The body of literature on the topic of women in educational leadership is rapidly 

expanding. The literature examined in this chapter combined key concepts that would best 

articulate the focus of the study. At the start of the review of the literature, the research will 

concentrate specifically on the rise of women in leadership.  Once a presence for women in 
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Appendix B - INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
Principal Interview Questions 

Participant:                              Date:                                        Place: 

Title: LEADING LADIES: A STUDY OF GENDER BIAS INFLUENCES ON LEADERSHIP 

STYLES FOR WOMEN WHO LEAD SECONDARY SCHOOLS 

The interview process will be divided into a series of four phases. Feel free to be as open 

and honest as possible, however, please omit any statements that compromise the confidentiality 

of your responses.    

Phase 1 - Rise to the Principalship 

1. When did you know you wanted to be a secondary principal, and why did you 

specifically choose this level? 

2. How would you define and effective secondary principal?   

Phase 2 - Gender Bias Experience 

1. Do you feel that most of your staff members subscribe to certain assumptions of an ideal 

secondary principal?  If so, what are they?  

2. Have you ever had a work-related experience where your gender was an underlying 

concern for someone (be it a staff member, a colleague or a supervisor)?  

3. At what point did you know you were being confronted with gender bias? Please detail 

the account. (Follow-up Question, as necessary) 

4. Were there any associated emotions to the gender bias experience that you can recall?  
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5. Do you believe the experience you have described could only happen to women? Why or 

why not? (Follow-up Question, as necessary) 

Phase 3 – Leadership Style  

1. Which leadership style do you subscribe to most (Transformational, Passive-Avoidant, 

Transactional, etc.)?  

2. How have your past experiences shaped your leadership style and can you provide 

examples of how you’re past experiences have shaped your leadership style?  

Phase 4 – Concluding Thoughts   

1. You were recently promoted to district director over the women in secondary leadership 

department.  During meeting one with the aspiring secondary principals, you are asked to 

provide some sage advice to the future secondary leaders, what would it be? 

2. Are there any additional points you would like to make? 
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Appendix C - QUESTION MATRIX 
 

 

Interview Question Matrix 

 

 

Research Question  Interview Questions 

 

 

What are the experiences of gender bias in the 

workplace with secondary female principals? 

1.1,1.2; 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5,  

 

 

Which leadership style is most utilized most 

amongst women who lead secondary schools? 

2.4, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1 

 

 

Is the leadership style of the secondary 

principal influenced by gender bias 

experiences? 

2.1, 3.2, 4.1 
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Appendix D - MLQ 5X 
  Permission for Angela Coaxum-Young to reproduce 50 copies  

 within one year of July 30, 2016 

Multifactor Leadership QuestionnaireTM  

Instrument (Leader and Rater Form)   

and Scoring Guide  
(Form 5X-Short)  

  

  

  

by Bruce Avolio and Bernard Bass   

  

  

  

Published by Mind Garden, Inc.  

  

info@mindgarden.com   

www.mindgarden.com  

IMPORTANT NOTE TO LICENSEE 

   If you have purchased a license to reproduce or administer a fixed number of copies 

of an existing Mind Garden instrument, manual, or workbook, you agree that it is your 

legal responsibility to compensate the copyright holder of this work -- via payment to 



142 

 

 

 

Mind Garden – for reproduction or administration in any medium.  Reproduction 

includes all forms of physical or electronic administration including online 

survey, handheld survey devices, etc.   

   The copyright holder has agreed to grant a license to reproduce the specified 

number of copies of this document or instrument within one year from the date of 

purchase.  You agree that you or a person in your organization will be assigned 

to track the number of reproductions or administrations and will be responsible 

for compensating Mind Garden for any reproductions or administrations in 

excess of the number purchased.  

   

  

This instrument is covered by U.S. and international copyright laws as well as various state and federal 

laws regarding data protection.  Any use of this instrument, in whole or in part, is subject to such laws and 

is expressly prohibited by the copyright holder.   If you would like to request permission to use or 

reproduce the instrument, in whole or in part, contact Mind Garden, Inc. 

   Avolio and Bernard Bass.  All rights reserved in all media. 

Published by Mind Garden, Inc., www.mindgarden.com 

 

MLQ-5X  Multifactor Leadership QuestionnaireTM   Leader Form (5x-Short)   

  

My Name:  ________________________________________________ Date:  ______________  

http://www.mindgarden.com/
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Organization ID #:  _____________________________ Leader ID #:  _____________________  

  

This questionnaire is to describe your leadership style as you perceive it.  Please answer all items 

on this answer sheet.  If an item is irrelevant, or if you are unsure or do not know the 

answer, leave the answer blank.    

  

Forty-five descriptive statements are listed on the following pages.  Judge how frequently each 

statement fits you.  The word “others” may mean your peers, clients, direct reports, supervisors, 

and/or all of these individuals.  

Use the following rating scale:  

Not at all  Once in a while  Sometimes  Fairly often  Frequently,  if 

not always  

0  1  2  3  4  
 1.   I provide others with assistance in exchange for their efforts.............................................................. 0  1  2  3  4  

2.   I re-examine critical assumptions to question whether they are appropriate ....................................... 0  1  2  3  4  

3.   I fail to interfere until problems become serious ........................................................................... ...... 0  1  2  3  4  

4.   I focus attention on irregularities, mistakes, exceptions, and deviations from standards .................... 0  1  2  3  4  

5.   I avoid getting involved when important issues arise ........................................................................ .. 0  1  2  3  4  
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Characteristic      Scale Name         Scale Abbrev   Items  

Transformational      

          

  

Idealized Attributes      

or Idealized Influence (Attributes)  

IA or II(A)    10,18,21,25  

Transformational      

          

  

Idealized Behaviors      

or Idealized Influence (Behaviors)  

IB or II(B)    6,14,23,34  

Transformational      Inspirational Motivation    IM      9,13,26,36  

Transformational      Intellectual Stimulation     IS      2,8,30,32  

Transformational      Individual Consideration    IC      15,19,29,31  

Transactional      Contingent Reward      CR      1,11,16,35  

Transactional      Mgmt by Exception (Active)    MBEA     4,22,24,27  

Passive Avoidant      Mgmt by Exception (Passive)    MBEP     3,12,17,20  

Passive Avoidant      

  

  

  

Laissez-Faire        LF      5,7,28,33  

 

 

 

 

   

Characteristic      Scale Name         Scale Abbrev   Items  

        

*Outcomes of Leadership    Extra Effort        EE      39,42,44  
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Outcomes of Leadership    Effectiveness        EFF     

 37,40,43,45  

Outcomes of Leadership    Satisfaction        SAT      38,41  

  

*As the term connotes, the Outcomes of Leadership are not Leadership styles, rather they are outcomes or 

results of leadership behavior.  

  

For Dissertation and Thesis Appendices:   

You cannot include an entire instrument in your thesis or dissertation, however you can 

use up to five sample items. Academic committees understand the requirements of 

copyright and are satisfied with sample items for appendices and tables. For customers 

needing permission to reproduce five sample items in a proposal, thesis, or dissertation the 

following page includes the permission form and reference information needed to satisfy 

the requirements of an academic committee.  

 

Putting Mind Garden Instruments on the Web:  

If your research uses a Web form, you will need to meet Mind Garden’s requirements by 

following the procedure described at http://www.mindgarden.com/how.htm#instrumentweb.   

  

All Other Special Reproductions:  

For any other special purposes requiring permissions for reproduction of this instrument, 

please contact info@mindgarden.com.   

http://www.mindgarden.com/how.htm#instrumentweb
http://www.mindgarden.com/how.htm#instrumentweb
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www.mindgarden.com  
  

To whom it may concern,  

This letter is to grant permission for the above named person to use the following 

copyright material for his/her research:  

Instrument:  Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire  

Authors:  Bruce Avolio and Bernard Bass  

Copyright:  1995 by Bruce Avolio and Bernard Bass  

Five sample items from this instrument may be reproduced for inclusion in a proposal, 

thesis, or dissertation.   

The entire instrument may not be included or reproduced at any time in any published 

material.  

Sincerely,  

  

Robert Most  

Mind Garden, Inc. 

www.mindgarden.com  
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Appendix E - QUESTION MATRIX 

Data Collection Matrix 
 

 

Participant Interview MLQ-5X Survey 

Completion 

MLQ-5X Survey 

Review & Analysis 

Ms. Brady X X X 

 

Ms.  Huxtable X X X 

 

Ms. Lyon X X X 

 

Ms. Greenleaf X X X 

 

Ms. Lopez X X X 

 

 

Table 1.2: Descriptive Data  

Pseudonym Total Years’ 

Experience 

School Level Size of School  

Ms. Brady More than 

five 

Middle School 1000-1500 students 

Ms. Huxtable Less than five High School 2000-2500 students 

 

Ms. Lyon Less than five Middle School 1000-1500 students 

 

Ms. Greenleaf More than 

five 

Middle School 1000-1500 students 

 

Ms. Lopez Less than five Middle School  Under 500 students 
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Appendix F -   DATA REPRESENTATION CHART 
 

 

 

Participant 

Name 

Less than 

Five Years 

Principal 

Experience 

More than 

Five Years  

Principal 

Experience 

Leadership 

Style 

(Based on 

Interview) 

Leadership 

Style 

(Based on 

MLQ-5X 

Survey 

Results) 

Experience 

Relative to:  

(Staff, Parents, 

District, 

Community) 

 

Ms.  Brady 

 

X  Transformative Transformative 

3.90 

Parent 

 

Ms. 

Huxtable 

 

X  Transformative Transformative 

3.10 

District 

 

Ms. Lyon 

 

 X Transformative Transformative 

3.60 

Staff, Parent 

 

Ms.  

Greenleaf 

 

 X Transformative Transformative 

3.85 

Parent 

 

Ms. Lopez 

 

X  Transformative Transformative 

3.90 

Staff 

(Supervisor) 
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Appendix G - MLQ-5X INDIVIDUAL SURVEY DATA 
       Table 2.1: Ms. Brady 

Participant Mean Standard Deviation Items Scored 

Leadership Style   36 

Transformational 3.90 0.2236 20 

Transactional 2.25 1.7678 8 

Passive-Avoidant 0.75 0.3536 8 

Outcome of Leadership   9 

Extra Effort 4 - 3 

Effectiveness 4 - 4 

Satisfaction 3.5 - 2 
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Table 2.2: Ms. Huxtable 

Participant Mean Standard Deviation Items Scored 

Leadership Style   36 

Transformational 3.10 0.52 20 

Transactional 1.88 1.24 8 

Passive-Avoidant 0.63 0.88 8 

Outcome of Leadership   9 

Extra Effort 2.7 - 3 

Effectiveness 3.75 - 4 

Satisfaction 3.5 - 2 
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         Table 2.3: Ms. Lyon 

Participant Mean Standard Deviation Items Scored 

Leadership Style   36 

Transformational 3.60 0.38 20 

Transactional 2.25 1.41 8 

Passive-Avoidant 1.63 0.88 8 

Outcome of Leadership   9 

Extra Effort 3.7 - 3 

Effectiveness 3.25 - 4 

Satisfaction 1.5 - 2 
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Table 2.4: Ms. Greenleaf 

Participant Mean Standard Deviation Items Scored 

Leadership Style   36 

Transformational 3.85 0.14 20 

Transactional 2.63 0.53 8 

Passive-Avoidant 0.25 0.35 8 

Outcome of Leadership   9 

Extra Effort 3.7 - 3 

Effectiveness 3.75 - 4 

Satisfaction 3.5 - 2 
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Table 2.5: Ms. Lopez 

Participant Mean Standard Deviation Items Scored 

Leadership Style   36 

Transformational 3.90 0.14 20 

Transactional 1.50 0.71 8 

Passive-Avoidant 0.63 0.18 8 

Outcome of Leadership   9 

Extra Effort 4 - 3 

Effectiveness 3.5 - 4 

Satisfaction 3.5 - 2 
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Appendix K-   Theory to Behavior 
 

Table 3.1: Connecting Theory to Behavior 

Theoretical 

Framework 

Framework Summary Participant Behaviors 

Connected to Framework 

Critical 

Feminist 

Theory 

Feminist theory (Kramarae, 1989, 

pp. 157-60) is a generic label for a 

perspective or group of theories 

that explores the meaning of 

gender concepts. Feminist theorists 

argue that almost all aspects of life 

can be understood in terms of 

gender qualities. The feminist 

critique aims to expose the powers 

as well as the limits of the 

gendered division of the world. 

• All principals reported a 

belief that gender biases 

exist in educational 

leadership. 

• Several principals 

reported their 

experiences to be 

specific to their gender. 

• Research participants 

described their 

experiences through 

terms connected to the 

theory to include: 

oppressive, suppressed, 

discounted, etc. 

Social 

Learning 

Theory 

Social learning 

theory combines cognitive learning 

theory (which posits that learning 

is influenced by psychological 

factors) and behavioral learning 

theory (which assumes that 

learning is based on responses to 

environmental stimuli). 

Psychologist Albert Bandura 

integrated these two theories and 

came up with four requirements for 

learning: observation 

(environmental), retention 

(cognitive), reproduction 

(cognitive), and motivation (both). 

This integrative approach to 

learning was called social learning 

theory.  

• Principals reported 

reflecting on their gender 

experiences when 

considering their best 

approach or response to 

given situations 

• Principals could readily 

recall specific events that 

connects to the way they 

lead 

 


