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Aspiring Women Leaders
Overview: 

At St Aidan’s Anglican Girls’ School, a Centre for the Development of Leadership of Women and Girls, the issue of women in leadership is considered an important one.  Over the last two years the school has developed overt programs designed to promote the attractiveness of senior leadership positions to women who are current middle managers in schools, such as Heads of Departments, Heads of Houses and Year Level Co-ordinators.


Issue:
These programmes have been influenced by the research in the literature. A number of writers (Wilson, 2004; Lacey, 2003) identify that women need to be mentored and encouraged to apply for leadership as more often than not they focus on the obstacles to their ability to lead and that many women will not consider leadership roles until someone else suggests it to them (Lacey, 2003). Wilson exhorts female leaders to ‘reach back’ and to support other females to create a critical mass of women leaders so that the issue becomes our ‘agenda’ rather than about our gender. Therefore, the Principal of the School and other senior members or staff very much champion this initiative designed to encourage female leadership.
The decline in aspirants applying for the principalship is well documented (Preston, 2002; Lacey, 2003; d’Arbon, 2004; Chapman 2005) and the literature outlines the reasons why women are often discouraged from applying for senior leadership positions in schools. This is not a phenomenon limited to Australia. Lacey and d’Arbon’s research confirms studies in Canada, the United Kingdom and United States which note that fewer people are willing to consider the principalship.  Therefore, current educators need to be concerned with ensuring that there will be a suitable supply of principals in the future. This must entail consideration of some strategies to solve the problem of “un”attractiveness of the principalship, (and senior leadership positions which provide preparation for principalship) particularly for women; the statistics speak for themselves, as the number of female principals does not correspond with the feminisation of the teaching profession. 

d’Arbon’s research (2004) revealed eight scales of disincentives for the potential applicants. These included: 

The impact of principalship on personal and family life

A perception of an unsupportive external environment, for e.g. Central Office

A concern that the Principal is meant to be a faith leader

Flawed interview process

Excessive demands of accountability

Perception that respondents lacked the necessary expertise for the position 

Perception of gender bias in the selection process

Perception that respondents would have to forfeit close relationship with children and colleagues 

Chapman’s (2005) presents a similar list of disincentives: 

Conditions in the workplace

Work load and intensification

Salary levels

Increased demand for accountability combined with declining authority to act

Expanded and restructured work roles

Changing conceptions of professional identity, and

The impact of the demands of principal’s work on individual lives and personal responsibilities.

Although these disincentives are felt by both genders, it is clear that women feel these disadvantages greatly.  The aim of the St Aidan’s initiatives is to address these concerns. The list of disincentives proposed confirms the trend in western countries of people being prepared to sacrifice career for so-called ‘lifestyle’ choices. However, women considering leadership positions note the importance of balance and flexibility as they keenly feel the need to meet ‘the responsibilities associated with the home and social relationships such as marriage, parenting and wider family commitments’ (Gatenby & Humphries, 2000, p. 47). 

Balance and flexibility for women relate to being a success in their paid work and in their families and community (Gatenby & Humphries, 2000). The difficulties with the whole notion of balance are noted by Gatenby and Humphries (2000) and for many women ‘a balance’ remains illusory and, at the very least, a dilemma. Lacey’s research reveals that more women than men commented on the difficulties with maintaining a balance between family and work and that promotion would need to wait until children were older and more independent (2004a). Women, due to commitment to children, husband or aging parents, also found it difficult to relocate to regional areas in order to take up leadership opportunities. (Lacey, 2004a) 

Women are not only actively discouraged by the modelling of present incumbents on the time commitment, but in the accession phase - the grooming and rehearsing phase. When leaders are testing their capacity to lead, women are more likely to suffer from the interruptions of raising a family (Gronn, 1999). Breaks in a career are likely to negatively impact on promotion and flexible work practices, often favoured by women, are not usually found at promotion levels in education (Lacey, 2004a). Long hours associated with the principalship are thought to be necessary, as working long hours is seen as contributing to the credibility of the incumbent and essential for success. 
Lacey refers to the particular concerns for potential female aspirants. She refers to the perception that selection panels discriminated against women (2004a). Although both men and women were critical of the selection process, the criticism differed. Women saw the interview process ‘as a judgement on them personally’ and they ‘wanted leadership experiences and programs so that they could prove they had the skills and knowledge required for the position’ (2004a, p. 9). Unlike men, women needed to be more confident that they could undertake the role before applying; this is a focus of the initiatives of St Aidan’s and there has been success where already in the last 12-18 months at least 10% of aspirants have managed to secure leadership roles after participation in either the conference or mentoring/shadowing programme. 

The Herculean model of principalship is not encouraging to prospective aspirants (Douglas, 2003). This representation of principalship ‘as a combination of extreme sport and martyrdom’ is only a partial representation of the nature of principalship (Thomson et al., 2002). There is anecdotal evidence to support the view that principalship is very satisfying; the emotional-intellectual nature of the work and the importance of leading a team working on a common purpose (Thomson et al., 2002) form the foundation of this satisfaction and the aim of the St Aidan’s initiatives is to illustrate this. Principals refer to their role as answering a calling and making a contribution, and the literature rarely focuses on the joys involved in working with others, such as students, parents and teachers and being part of a school community. In fact, data collected in Australia on why teachers applied for the position of principal revealed that intrinsic reasons and altruistic motives were much more important than any extrinsic reason (Su et al., 2003). The conference and the mentoring programme focussed on these positives, with a view to empowering women to see a way forward in determining their readiness for the role. 

The aim of the St Aidan’s initiatives is to address these concerns.

What did you do?
The aim of the conference is to provide relevant training and preparatory experiences in leadership and to demystify the application and interview process for female aspirant leaders. This is achieved by inviting experienced, practising leaders of schools to offer their insights into the leadership journey. The workshops are interactive in nature and used theory, practical knowledge and wisdom, interviews, story and time for reflection as the main learning experiences.
The process of leadership learning begins with the identification of individuals with leadership capacity (Chapman, 2005) and the aim of the Aspiring Women Leaders Conference, the follow up Staff Management Conference and the mentoring/shadowing programme is to assist potential aspirants in their development on their leadership journey.
Research into factors that impact on the leadership aspirations of women in teaching suggests that women are reluctant to put themselves forward for leadership positions unless identified and sponsored by others and encouraged to take part in leadership preparation programmes. Principals of schools were invited to suggest to appropriate members of staff for participation in this conference. Therefore, this type of conference can only assist in the goal to increase the number of female aspirants for the roles of Deputy Principal/Dean or Assistant Principal in schools. This will ultimately increase the number of female applicants for the position of Assistant Principal, Deputy Principal and Principal. 

A pre-conference survey was completed by all delegates; the results of which assisted in the formulation and personalisation of the conference program.  Key questions included: reporting lines; a consideration of characteristics of an effective leader; leadership strengths or qualities you believe you have demonstrated; and, what concerns you most about aspiring to be a leader? These concerns were addressed specifically in the conference sessions. 

A major concern of the aspirants was the sheer size of a leadership role. ‘The dominant representation of principal’s work is one of long hours, low salary, high stress and sudden death from high stakes accountabilities.’ The nature of the principal’s role is complex and, unfortunately, little attention has been given to promoting the role of principal as decision maker and leader of quality learning and school improvement (Chapman, 2005). Throughout the conference and through the mentoring/shadowing programme principals and deputies highlight these aspects of their roles to aspirants. As part of both conferences, participants were exposed to a range of strategies which assisted in determining a better balance and management of time in leadership positions.

In fact, data collected in Australia on why teachers applied for the position of principal revealed that intrinsic reasons and altruistic motives were much more important than any extrinsic reason (Su et al., 2003). The conference and the mentoring programme focussed on these positives, with a view to empowering women to see a way forward in determining their readiness for the role.

The programme focussed on the very large incentive - the intrinsic rewards derived from being a principal and pursuing leadership. The conference and the mentoring programme focussed on these positives, with a view to empowering women to see a way forward in determining their readiness for the role.
Both the Principal of the School and the Deputy Principal were the facilitators of the conference. Members of the School Council supported this initiative of the Principal, as did other members of the Education Leadership Team, by participating in the sessions devoted to surviving the interview process. In the separate mentoring/shadowing programme all members of the school leadership team have volunteered to be shadowed and have had members of staff mentored by them. 

Conference sessions included; Leadership 101, The Leadership Journey,  ‘Dressing for Where You Want to Be – Looking the Part’, Overview of School Management and Leadership Issues for Transition, An Action Plan for the Future; What do I need to do?, Where to now? Through these sessions the facilitators took delegates through educational and business literature on leadership and leadership effectiveness.

Other popular sessions included presentations from current principals who explained key features of resumes and the interview process and a presentation with current Deputies/Deans who used story as a way to share their leadership journeys. There is little doubt that those in leadership positions in schools can be the most effective mentors and facilitators of leadership learning and that aspirant leaders can benefit from this sharing of good practice and experience-based wisdom.
Other highlights included a presentation from Janine Walker, Director of the Office of Human Resource Management at Griffith University and Adjunct Professor of Griffith University’s Business School, on managing your own career.
The first afternoon concluded with a session on personal presentation by Fashion Stylist, Elizabeth Clarke predicated on ‘the need to make strong first impressions’.

The conference dinner featured an after dinner speaker who addressed one of the key issues of concern to the aspirant leaders, as revealed by their pre-conference survey: Maintaining a Work-Life Balance. 

The second day of the conference saw a focus on how the deputy role can best support the principal through a strong working knowledge of Governance and Council issues, School Finances and Risk Management.

The second session explored the ‘Seven Heavenly Virtues of Leadership’, as identified in the book of the same name published by the Australian Institute of Management.  The purpose of this session was to encourage participants in the identification of these virtues in positive staff management experiences and to provide a framework to assist them in their other major concerns as identified in their survey responses: the increasing exposure to potential conflict situations when in leadership positions and the grief associated in the potential loss of collegial/peer relationships.

Delegates confirmed that one of the most useful sessions was the opportunity to complete a twenty minute interview with an experienced principal or deputy. 

Another interesting feature was some time built into the program to allow delegates to reflect on ‘how they might be different on Monday’, and to articulate their goals for the following six and twelve months.  Sealed in a self addressed envelope these will be sent to delegates over the next twelve months.

Results:

These programmes have been so effective that in October 2008, another conference, designed to provide aspiring women leaders with a wide range of strategies for dealing with difficult staff issues was introduced. This conference responded to feedback received by women who expressed concerns with potential conflict while leading and managing others.

To date over 161 aspirant leaders from 69 independent or Catholic schools have participated in the conferences and seventeen current principals and deputies have supported the program through acting as presenters.  The Aspiring Women Leaders Conferences have been a most successful example of women mentoring and encouraging others. They were designed to be intimate, only accepting a limited number of registrations. This meant that personal concerns could be addressed.
Evaluations of the conferences have been exceptionally positive.  An overall rating of 99% of delegates advised that the core aims were “very well” to “quite well” achieved. Comments typically referred to the opportunity to consider and reflect on personal and professional skills, the present and the future. Uniformly, delegates considered that the conference created a ‘safe’ space where women could explore and share their concerns, their insecurities and their aspirations. A most powerful aspect of the conference was women talking to and supporting women and a number of participants reported feeling more energised and confident after experiencing the programme.  

To date 8 female members of the teaching staff (representing 12% of the total teaching staff) have participated in the leadership mentoring/shadowing programme. This programme allowed for observation and formal and informal discussion between mentor and mentee. 

Personal stories:

Firstly I wanted to say thanks for a great conference last weekend. It was really well organised, informative but still enjoyable and to sound like one of my students "I learned heaps."

 

Secondly, as I sit here with my Friday afternoon glass of bubbles I just wanted to let you know what i've been up to this week. My Principal and I meet every Friday for a chat about what has been happening and this week we discussed the conference and I have my first three projects. 1. A whole staff (admin and teaching) PD on Talking the Talk and walking the walk, about the three key marketing points we all need to sell the school. 2. To head a 3 person committee to overhaul the staff appraisal system and have a new one up and running for the start of next year. 3. To work on an individual program with a staff member to help her get her teaching confidence back and therefore get better outcomes for our students.

 

I also managed to have time to sort out a major issue that blew up at musical rehearsal … and to find out what our SES is. Yes Karen you would be jealous.

 

So all in all a busy but very productive and good week.

-------------------------------

Thanks for your follow up email.  I appreciate the time and effort that you have put into the mentoring of women and hope that you not only continue to experience enjoyment from it, but also gain the recognition that you deserve.

 

For the past 18 months I have been assisting the Dean of Staff by doing the daily supervision roster at our school.  Let me tell you, it has certainly produced an interesting insight into staffing and negotiation/mediation (and helped me realise that you can't please everyone all of the time and not to worry about that!).

 

Inspired by your conference, I have also commenced study on my MBA this year (something that I had always planned to do), through Southern Cross University (distance ed. program).  I received 2 subjects credit from subjects from my M.Ed, so only have 10 to complete.  I have just finished my first subject (had my exam last week) so am now 1/3 of the way through!

 

My next goal is to work towards becoming a Dean of Studies.  There have been a couple of jobs advertised and I have "thrown my hat into the ring" for those.  From coming to your conference I now realise some of the factors that go into the decision-making process from a school's point of view - I can only hope that I may get some interviews and that what I can offer "fits" the school.  I certainly received lots of valuable tips on the application process, and appreciated the opportunity for a mock interview with Marie.  

 

Thanks again for the work that you do - I hope that you realise how important it has been for people in my situation to become inspired and to have someone who is willing to help out and guide us along the way.










