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School Administration: the Feminist Context

Introduction:
The central concern of this paper is to promote consideration of the 
feminist context of school administration.  In order to exemplify the 
possibilities and to encourage reflection upon current practice, the 
experiences of women and the development of feminist pedagogy will be 
drawn upon.  The examination of this broader experience supports one of 
the basic tenets presented in the paper, namely: that women tend to 
approach decision-making and problem-solving in creative ways which 
differ from the usually  functionalist-causal approach adopted by men.  
In order to facilitate resistance against the growing wave of technicism 
in educational administration, it becomes necessary to  consider 
alternative strategies.

To begin to challenge the status quo in educational administration 
appears, at first glance, to be a monumental step.  As Gray (1989) 
indicates, "there has been no significant discussion in educational 
writing of the implications of gender considerations in the study of 
schools as organizations" (p 38). However, Reece (1991) points out that:
the history of teachers' work is the history of 
intellectual struggle.  It is the struggle of 
educationalists to exercise intellectual autonomy 
in the face of overpowering forces of conformity 
and control.  The traditions of scientific 
positivism, bureaucratisation and professional 
development have served the interests of dominant 
social and political groups.   

(Reece, 1991, p 
1) 

The history of teachers' struggle then, serves as a fitting 
backdrop to the continuing resistance of women to inequitable and 
sciolistic conventions which limit their growth as professional 
educational administrators.

The Context:



The notion of turning the feminist spotlight on various aspects of 
education is not new.  Indeed, in Australia during the 1980s a 
series of conferences was held on issues of women in educational 
management (See, for example, Randell, 1983, 1985).

Much of the consideration of educational administration in 
feminist terms, even at these conferences, emphasised the lack of 
numbers and participation of women in senior management positions 
in schools and the perceived blocks against the promotion of 
women.  Although the historical blocks to the advancement of women 
in educational administration are no longer given legitimacy in 
terms of employment or promotion, nevertheless, they continue to 
be legitimated by the relative exclusion of women from the higher 
management structures and what O'Brien (1985) referred to as the 
'truth by consensus'.  As such, the preconceptions and the social 
constraints against the promotion of women continue to be well 
embedded in an ideology of biological determinism - the things 

that women were expected to do because of the way "they are made".  

In seeking to develop feminist practice in any field and perhaps, 
particularly, in educational administration, consideration should 
be given to Weedon's (1987) response to suggestions of biological 
determinism.  She calls for the application of feminist 
poststructuralism which, she says,
refuses to fall back on general theories of the feminine 
psyche or biologically based definitions of 
femininity which locate its essence in processes 
such as motherhood or female sexuality.  (Weedon, 
1987, p 167)

The struggle of women against these social forces is not 
unique to the education profession.  Hawkins (1991) points out 
that because of societal expectations,
female experts in technological fields often experience 
their personal lives to be in conflict with their 
personal and/or family lives and identities.  Some 
of these conflicts give rise to deep feelings of 
marginalization and "otherness", such that women 
feel they have to over-compensate, and to be better 
than their male colleagues.   
(Hawkins, 1991, p 2)

The societal expectations that have given rise to these feelings 
of confusion and guilt are long-standing and based firmly in a 
patriarchal model of the world.  Ryan (1983) writes that, "Moral, 
social and legal codes have been based upon myths and traditions 
which had scant relevance to reality but have served to reinforce 



power.  In the last twenty years women have been searching for 
evidence, exploding myths and rewriting history."  (Ryan, 1983, p 
7)

Despite this, the feelings of powerlessness are ingrained. The 
continuing effects are that amongst women in Australia, many women 
underestimate their own worth and don't apply for positions 
because they feel they don't deserve them (Chapman (1985)).   
Chapman goes on to say that:
In many respects these attitudes reflect a sense of 
powerlessness and 'distance' from the real sources 
of power.  Clearly women have high expectations of 
senior positions and of themselves in those 
positions
(Chapman, 1985, p 36)

In the last decade or so, particularly, women have begun openly 
resisting the constraints that have been applied to their teaching 
and their progression through the teaching profession.  This has 
been evident in the trend towards development of feminist 
pedagogies (Maher, 1987).  Feminist pedagogies are forms of 
emancipatory praxis, that is, they represent statements about how 
women view their own roles and conduct in the profession they have 
chosen.  Women have reflected upon and begun to break down the 
ideologies which have underpinned education and thus represented 
oppressive and repressive forces on their workplace.

As part of developing feminist pedagogy in the first instance, the 
teasing out of underlying ideology clarifies the male agenda in 
operation.  An early outcome here is one of 

'consciousness-raising'.  This begins to enhance the "visibility" 
of women's experiences so that one can begin to think about and 
reflect upon situations from an alternative perspective.   

Kenway and Modra (1989) caution that such a process can so often 
become, 'reflection without action'.  However they proceed by 
saying:
On the other hand, critical consciousness facilitates 
analysis of the context of problem situations for 
the purpose of enabling people together to 
transform their reality rather than merely 
understand it or adapt to it with less discomfort.   
(Kenway and Modra, 1989, p 12)

The development of feminist pedagogy has two implications for the 
field of educational administration.  First, the notions of 
critical analysis become more accessible  such that one is more 
likely to ask, "Whose interests are being served by the status 



quo?" and secondly, it allows women the power to focus on their 
own experiences either as administrators or teachers from their 
own point of view, unfettered by the patriarchal expectations.

Yet there is no consensus about what constitutes feminist 
pedagogy.  Maher (1987), for example, highlights two quite 
different approaches:
The first is the "liberation" model of pedagogy, 
expounded by Paulo Freire and others, which seeks 
the classroom empowerment of oppressed and silent 
groups in opposition to the dominant exploitative 
ideology. ... The second educational model is what 
I call here a "gender" model of education, based on 
recent theories on women's development.  The 
proponents of this model find in women's experience 
(namely as nurturers and rearers of children) a 
different, more expressive, subjective, and 
participatory mode of learning than is validated by 
traditional models of education. (Maher, 
1987, p 92)
 
Neither of the approaches explained by Maher quite meets the need 
of looking at the alternatives to models of educational 
administration currently in existence but each provides some 
insight into the 'how' and the 'why' of the oppression and 
domination that occurs in the field.  Indeed even those aspects of 
the "gender" model that are taken as being positive experiences - 
the nurturing and rearing of children - need to be considered from 
the "liberation" perspective before being taken as the panacea for 
oppression. Although Maher is referring here to women as the 
receivers of education, her insights can be directed also to 
feminist practice in the administration of education.

Gender Differences in School Management:

Though the impact of feminist thinking on school management has, 
to this point, been limited, nevertheless some writers are raising 
gender issues for consideration.  Gray (1989) for instance, writes 
in the context of 'human resource management' in education and 
points out that "schools have been historically more sex conscious 
than almost any other form of organization, except prisons" (Gray, 
1989, p 39) but they are rife with contradictions over gender.  
Children are viewed monolithically as 'boys' or 'girls'.  The 

curriculum is largely gender-differentiated and even space in the 
playground is usually divided on gender lines, yet administrators 
will claim that education is equal for all students.

Whilst contradictions abound so far as children are concerned, 



Gray claims that the biggest contradiction of all is in the 
general principles of school management.  The contradiction arises 
between the declared intentions of schools and the reality of 
management practices.  Whereas schools declare their intentions as 
'nurturing' institutions, as respecting individuality and 
difference and as encouraging openness and honest dialogue, these 
features are essentially incompatible with the demands of 
technical-rational management where 'efficiency' is the key 
criterion of success.

Furthermore, if schools need to be caring, nurturing, maintaining, 
supportive, understanding etc., they will be seen to require a 
form of management that for many (men in particular) is a 
stereotype of femininity.  Given the male domination of 
administrative positions, there are inherent ambiguities for many 
principals and managers in practising a form of management that is 
seen to be feminine rather than masculine.  Gray (1989) points out 
that there are often different expectations for heads of primary 
schools, where feminine characteristics are more 'acceptable', 
than for secondary schools where they are not.

As gender is not biologically determined but socially constructed, 
an individual may have a very clear identity as a male while 
having a largely feminine behaviour repertoire.   Raising a gender 
analysis of school management, therefore does not question the 
'sexuality' of male principals but draws attention to their 
actions as principals.  If their management actions are 
inconsistent with the needs of children and schools, it is 
appropriate to point out the contradictions.

Blackmore (1989) writing from a more explicitly feminist 
perspective, also raises gender issues in school management and 
leadership.  Blackmore argues that, "whilst the conceptualization 
of leadership in education is seen to be unproblematic, there is 
little hope for education becoming a site for emancipatory change 
(Blackmore, 1989 p 94).  She points out that a particular view of 
leadership as based upon "abstract individualism and bureaucratic 
rationality" has become dominant in educational administration and 
that this is derived from men's experience.  In consequence, 
leaders in education display attributes and possess principles 
which are generally associated with masculinity.  Women have been 
effectively displaced and made invisible in administrative 
practice.

In arguing for a "feminist reconstruction of the concepts of 
leadership" (Blackmore, 1989, p 94), Blackmore proposes a 
multi-dimensional, empowering and relational view which is 
concerned with communitarian and collective activities and values.  
Such a view , it is argued would overcome some of the 
contradictions of the masculine approach to leadership in 



educational contexts in that it would be both educative and 
conducive to democratic processes.

For the purposes of the argument of this paper, it is suggested 
that Blackmore's approach is of particular significance because 
she seeks to go beyond conventional explanations and solutions.  

Explanations of the gender imbalance in leadership positions based 
on women's deficiencies, for example, lack of self-esteem or lack 
of career aspirations can be seen to be clearly inadequate as are 
the solutions based on affirmative action simply to increase the 
number of women in those positions.  What is required is a more 
fundamental analysis of the nature of the problems in terms of the 
masculine dominance over the very concept of leadership which has 
given rise to a limited and essentially one-dimensional view of 
the process.  As Blackmore puts it:
It is necessary to go a step beyond having women 
'represented' in administrative positions and to 
undertake a more radical critique from a feminist 
perspective of the very nature of educational 
administration and leadership.

(Blackmore, 1989, p 96)
 
Feminist Practice in Educational Administration:  A Direction
In the very early stages of this paper, it was pointed out that 
development of feminist approaches may well provide alternative 
strategies to deal with the mobilisation of the new managerialism 
in educational administration - the borrowing from the business 
sector those elements which demand accountability, efficiency and 
cost-effectiveness (Retallick et al, 1990).  The basis of concern 
here is that none of the reforms offered by the new wave of 
managerial structures suggests any alteration of the gendered 
power relationships in education.  As Reece (1991) points out,
Models of administration founded on such traditions, 
themselves, work to serve the interests of school 
and social hierarchies.  (Reece, 1991, p 3)

In other words the fundamental status quo is maintained.  Trends 
towards economic rationality in the administration of education 
act to limit the broadening of educational focus thus 
disadvantaging the discipline of education as a whole and 
censoring the experiences offered to children.

Perhaps the solution resides in a reversal of traditional 
educational trends.  Instead of educating all children to think 
and act and solve problems in the way that males do, perhaps 
careful attention should be given to feminising male thought.  In 
the real world of education, there is not one, right and perfect 
panacea for all social and economic ills.  Thus the male fixation 



on finding the right answer, even in male terms, is contradictory.  

It's time to take stock.  The female approach of seeking the best 
of a variety of possible solutions, drawing upon a varied array of 
gendered, cultural and ethnic experiences suggests far greater 
hope for the future of educational administration.  As was 
indicated earlier, women in a variety of fields seek creative, 
contextual solutions.  Women tend to acknowledge that conflicts 
remain and thus their solutions tend to be more flexible.

It is this flexibility of the feminist approach to educational 
administration which will lend credibility to the restructuring of 
education into the future.

Amongst the rhetoric of feminist reform, the existence of the 
numbers of males in our profession should not be ignored, nor 
should feminist teachers play the patriarchal game of repudiating 
differences as being of little value.  Indeed development of the 

profession as a whole should include the care and reflection of as 
large a body of educational administrators as possible.  In this 
regard, credence could be lent to the suggestion of Shapiro 1981) 
who states:

Tendencies toward a sexual division of labor in our 
profession, however, require critical reflection 
more than they require epistemological 
justification or a new source of ideological 
support. 

(Shapiro, 1981, p 
125)

Reflection, careful consideration and seeking the alternatives 
must be the hallmarks of the future of educational endeavour.  All 
of these should have the properties of flexibility and creativity.  
Critical practice might be the beginning but feminist practice 
will become the standard.
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