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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Leadership in Independent Schools:  

The Pathway for Female Senior Level Administrators 

 

by 

 

Laura Mehren Hotchkiss 

Doctor of Education 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2019 

Professor Robert Cooper, Chair 

 

Independent schools need to address the pending leadership crisis as well as the gender gap in 

leadership due to the growing need for new leaders.  With the high turnover of independent 

school heads in the next decade due to 68% of sitting heads reaching retirement age, schools are 

in competition with one another for qualified leaders (Kane & Barbaro, 2016).   

This study focused on the leadership pathway for female independent school senior level 

administrators.  This project used a qualitative research design to understand the experiences of 

female senior level administrators in independent schools who are on the pathway to becoming a 

head of school.  

Findings support the need for multiple levels of support to push women forward on their 

pathway as well as opportunities for women to be “tapped” and invited to step forward.  

Additionally, women are held back due to family responsibilities and gender bias regarding 
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“good” leadership.  Developing confidence and risk taking in women encourages women to be 

seen as “good” leaders and to self-promote.  Finally, senior level administrators perceive the 

head of school job differently than heads of school in two key areas – board relationships and 

student contact.  The head of school job is seen as a barrier to senior level administrators due to 

the demands of the job, which contributes to senior level administrators not moving forward into 

the head of school role. 

The crisis in independent school leadership needs attention, as there is a shortage of 

qualified candidates to become heads of school, creating intense competition for leaders among 

schools.  Although there are experienced senior leaders in independent schools, the number 

applying for head of school positions is low.  This research contributes to the literature on 

leadership in independent schools in at least three ways.  First, this research examined 

perspectives on the senior level administrative pathway to head of school jobs.  Secondly, this 

study adds to the research on how to address structural and personal barriers for women pursuing 

leadership.  Finally, this study adds to the literature and conversation about the head of school 

job as perceived by senior level administrators and experienced by heads of school and how the 

perception of the job affects women pursuing head of school positions.   
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CHAPTER ONE: PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The 2016 presidential race included the first female candidate as a contender for the 

position of President of the United States, an indicator of progress for women in leadership.  

However, women continue to be underrepresented in leadership positions in all sectors of the 

workforce. Although women are viewed as just as capable as men, women are not equally 

represented in Fortune 500 companies, on non-profit boards, or in government (Parker, 

Horowitz, & Rohal, 2015).  The gender leadership gap persists, as evidenced by the American 

Association of University Women 2016 report, which states that only 5% of CEOs at S&P 500 

index companies are female; in addition, women hold only 12% of state governorships and 14% 

of seats in Congress (Hill, Miller, Benson, & Handley, 2016).  The imbalance exists despite 

evidence that women improve the bottom line for earnings in the financial sector and hold boards 

to high ethical standards (Hill et al., 2016).  A 2015 McKinsey Report shows that companies 

with gender diversity are 15% more likely to outperform their competitors in terms of financial 

returns.  In addition to financial benefits, gender diversity brings other gains such as new 

perspectives in leadership discussions, more openness to different viewpoints and solutions, and 

challenges to the status quo (Hunt, Layton, & Prince, 2015).  At the university level, women are 

earning more degrees than men, but continue to lag behind men in tenured positions and full 

professorships, which affects opportunities for women to lead in higher education.  Women hold 

only 26% of the leadership positions at the college and university level (Hill et al., 2016).   

Background of the Problem  

In the education sector, the most recent American Association of School Administrators 

Study (2000) reported that 72% of public school teachers in K-12 are women; however, only 

14% of public school superintendents are women (Glass, 2017; Glass, T. E., Bjork, L., & 
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Brunner, C. C., 2001).  Although these numbers reflect a slight increase in the percentage of 

female superintendents in the past decade, there continues to be a vast disparity between the 

number of women educators and those filling the top positions (Brunner & Grogan, 2007).  The 

United States Census Bureau called the superintendent position the most male-dominated 

executive position of any profession (Björk & Keedy, 2001).  

Further exploration of gender stereotypes reveals barriers that limit women’s access to 

school leadership.  Tallerico (2000) studied hiring practices and school leadership expectations, 

concluding that gender stereotypes persisted.  The majority of studies on gender in school 

leadership identified men as stronger leaders, offering further evidence of the structural barriers 

to attaining gender equity in school leadership (M. Coleman, 2003; Gill & Arnold, 2015).  

Leadership qualities, perceived as masculine, are cited as necessary for school leadership, 

include but are not limited to problem-solving, confidence, and competitiveness (Hoang, 2009; 

Newton, 2006).  With structural barriers in place, women were at a disadvantage because they 

were not seen as having these necessary leadership traits.  In addition, female leaders were more 

likely to be criticized by their subordinates than men and less likely to step up to be considered 

for leadership, significantly diminishing the pool of female candidates (Feibelman & Haakmat, 

2010).  Although Coder and Spiller (2013) cited theory and research to support a move away 

from gender stereotypes in leadership, based on the AAUW Study (2016), women are not 

making strides in winning leadership positions in the education sector (Eagly, 2007).   

The leadership challenge faced by independent schools is parallel to the issue in other 

sectors such as public schools, corporations, and government.  Women are underrepresented in 

the top positions in independent schools.  In 2009, the National Association of Independent 

Schools (NAIS) leadership survey reported that 31% of independent school heads were women 
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and that this percentage remained stagnant from 2002 to 2009 (Feibelman & Haakmat, 2010; 

NAIS, 2009).  Looking at the pipeline from lower school leaders to heads of schools, women in 

leadership positions declined from 86% in lower school to 52% in upper school (NAIS, 2009).  

Although women were in the pipeline as senior level administrators, there were only 31% in the 

head of school role in independent schools, indicating that they were not moving from senior 

level positions to the top position. 

Possible Barriers 

Research indicated that factors affecting women applying for head of school jobs are 

rooted in culture and process; relevant factors include: lack of confidence, no financial 

management expertise, and lack of experience with legal negotiations (NAIS, 2009; Thomson, 

2016).  Specific skills such as financial management and legal negotiations were seen as barriers 

by women who had not practiced these skills in their current positions and were reluctant to enter 

a process unless they had all of the requisite skills (NAIS, 2009).  In contrast, men were more 

willing to take risks and apply for positions whether or not they had the requisite skills (Hoff & 

Mitchell, 2008).  Female stereotypes also contributed to the list of barriers for women such as 

family responsibilities and the ability to move due to a spouse’s job, which hold women back 

from pursuing opportunities because of the perceived obligations (Handy, 2008).  If women are 

not invited into the process and/or are not stepping forward and men keep stepping forward and 

being promoted, there will not be room for women in the application process.  

Statement of the Problem 

With the high turnover of independent school heads in the next decade due to 68% of 

sitting heads reaching retirement age, schools are in competition with one another for qualified 

leaders (Kane & Barbaro, 2016).  Independent schools need to address the pending leadership 
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crisis as well as the gender gap in leadership due to the growing need for new leaders.  In the 

approximately 100 searches per year for independent school heads in the United States, one-third 

of schools hire a sitting head and two-thirds hire another type of educator, such as a public 

school principal, college administrator, or independent school administrator (Underwood, 2006). 

The NAIS 2009 leadership survey found that only 22% of current senior level 

administrators (12% women) were interested in pursuing head of school jobs.  This low number 

offered further evidence of the leadership crisis since 80% of appointments to head of school 

jobs come from the senior administrative level (Ring, 2015).  Individual barriers such as 

perception of the job as lacking work-life balance, the assumption of the need for specific skills 

such as financial management, as well as the dynamics of the hiring process, prevented women 

from pursuing headships (Torres, 2016).  Female heads of school cited additional structural 

barriers such as the old boys’ network, the reluctance of search committees and boards to hire 

non-traditional candidates, and the proverbial glass ceiling (NAIS, 2009).  Clouser (2018) 

surveyed 42 female school leaders, three search firms, and four heads of school; the results of 

this study further supported the notion that there are significant impediments to women serving 

as heads of school.  Themes emerged around perceived bias in the hiring process and a lack of 

understanding among the three groups (female school leaders, search firms, and heads of school) 

regarding the qualities needed to be a head of school.  By creating a better awareness and 

understanding of the position among all three groups, Clouser suggested that women would be in 

a better position to determine next steps on the leadership pathway.  Clouser concluded, 

“Without structural changes that address these biases, women will continue to face difficulty in 

achieving a headship position” (p. iii). 
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Research Questions 

This study focused on the pathway for female senior level administrators in independent 

schools to become heads of school by studying three possible career choices and what informed 

those choices as it relates to becoming the head of school: seeking to become a head of school, 

did not desire to be a head of school, or undecided.  To understand these career choices, I 

investigated what factors female independent school senior level administrators identified as 

affecting their career path, including what factors motivated to pursue a head of school position 

and what factors discouraged them from doing so.  In addition, I examined how senior level 

administrators perceived the head of school job.  To provide a counterpoint to the senior level 

administrators, I interviewed current heads of school about the realities of head of school job.  I 

wanted to understand why women were not going beyond the senior administrative level in spite 

of being on the pathway to a head of school job in terms of years of service, degree earned, and 

career path.  In comparing responses from women who were senior level administrators and 

women who were heads of school, I examined responses for themes that provided possible 

answers to my research questions.  The research questions that guided this investigation were as 

follows: 

1. What personal and professional factors do female senior level administrators in 

independent schools say impact their career path? 

2. What perceptions do female senior level administrators in independent schools have 

about the head of school job and how do those perceptions compare to the head of 

school job as reported by current female heads of independent schools? 
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Overview of the Research Design  

This project used a qualitative research design to understand the experiences of female 

senior level administrators in independent schools who were deemed likely to be on the pathway 

to becoming a head of school based on years of service, degree earned, and career path.  A 

qualitative design, which focused on in-depth interviews, was selected since the goal of the study 

was to gain an understanding of how women described their career paths, and interviews 

provided the opportunity to probe into personal experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  A 

selection survey was sent to female senior level administrators at independent schools in 

California to identify 15 participants for in-depth interviews.  The sample also included six 

current female heads of independent schools.  I analyzed the data from the interviews with heads 

of school and senior level administrators for themes. The triangulation of data from these sources 

provided a well-rounded accounting of findings.  Triangulation was used as a validity procedure 

to search for convergence among different sources of information to support themes in the study 

(Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

Survey participants included women who were senior level administrators—defined as 

Middle School Directors, Upper School Directors, Assistant Heads of School, and Associate 

Heads of School—at schools that were members of the California Association of Independent 

Schools (CAIS).  From this pool of women, I identified 62 participants to complete a selection 

survey to gather demographic data about years of service, career path, and degrees earned so that 

I could select a diverse group of women to interview.  Additionally, the survey participants were 

asked to indicate which of the following best described the next step of their career path: seeking 

to become a head of school, did not desire to be a head of school, or undecided.  Based on survey 

responses to “next step on their career path,” I chose 15 women to interview.  The sample was a 
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stratified non-random sample with five women per career group, representing the three 

categories for “next step on their career path.”   

The selection of the six heads of school represented current heads of school at different 

types of schools (co-ed, single gender, grade levels [K-12, 7-12, 9-12]).  Heads of school were 

identified through senior level administrator participants’ recommendations and by asking 

participating heads of school to recommend their head of school colleagues.  I emailed the 

referred heads of school to invite them to participate in my study.  

Significance of the Research 

The crisis in independent school leadership needs attention, as there is a shortage of 

qualified candidates to take the lead role in schools, creating intense competition for leaders 

among schools.  Although there are experienced senior leaders in independent schools, the 

number applying for head of school positions is low.    

This research contributed to the literature on leadership in independent schools in at least 

three ways.  First, this research examined perspectives on the senior level administrative pathway 

to head of school jobs.  Secondly, this study added to the research on how to address personal 

and professional barriers for women pursuing leadership.  Finally, this study added to the 

literature and conversation about the head of school job as perceived by senior level 

administrators and experienced by heads of school and how the perception of the job affects 

women pursuing head of school positions.   

My research findings were shared with all participants in an executive summary.  In 

addition, the NAIS, CAIS, and National Coalition of Girls’ Schools expressed an interest in 

reviewing my findings.  The associations asked me to share my research by writing an article, 

creating a blog post and presenting at conferences.    
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this literature review, I examine how women are perceived as leaders in public and 

independent K-12 schools and why women are underrepresented in leadership positions in public 

and independent K-12 schools.  This literature review is organized into six sections.  The first 

section is an overview of the history of women in K-12 teaching and administration.  The second 

section reviews the current status of women in public and independent schools and the pathway 

for women in school leadership.  Preparation and career paths for women leaders of public and 

independent K-12 schools are examined in section three.  Section four explores the gender gap in 

leadership in education.  Finally, section five provides a conceptual framework for my study 

using feminist theory, gender role identity, and role congruity theory, which provides context for 

professional and personal barriers for women pursuing leadership. 

Historical Overview of Teaching and Educational Administration 

Public Schools 

In public schools, the majority of teachers were women, yet men dominate the 

superintendent position (Montz & Wanat, 2008).  A review of the history of educational 

administration provided a background for looking at the current status of women in public school 

leadership. 

American public school education was founded on the ideals of Horace Mann’s 

leadership of Massachusetts schools in the 1800s (Spradling, 2009).  Teaching was a man’s 

profession from the late 1700s until the early 1800s, at which time men left teaching to pursue 

business and industry.  According to Shakeshaft (1989), women entered the field of teaching at 

the end of the 1700s to teach the youngest children ages four to seven.  Women were paid one-

fifth the salary of male teachers and were afforded little career status.  From 1840 to 1860, men 
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left the teaching profession for business ventures, during a time when the number of school-age 

children increased due to immigration.  Women became teachers to fill the shortage, causing a 

drop in the number of male teachers from 60% to 14%.  Women were recruited to teaching for 

two reasons: to prepare them to be wives and mothers and as a source of cheap labor.   

In the 1900s, teaching and administration were hierarchically separated, with different 

credentials for administrators.  Women were pushed away from administration as men entered 

the field to lead and manage schools as they had with businesses.  As was the case in many areas 

of their lives, women also suffered exclusionary practices in schools.  In 1900, 90% of female 

teachers were unmarried because married women were barred from teaching. Even when the law 

banning married women from teaching was repealed, 60% of school districts would not hire 

married women.  However, during World War II, women were needed to fill the classroom 

vacancies as men went off to war.  Societal stereotypes affected women during the 1940s; 

married women were now favored as teachers and viewed as more reliable than unmarried 

women, who were discouraged from entering the teaching profession (Shakeshaft, 1989). 

Independent Schools 

The first private schools in the United States opened in the 16th century by Catholic 

missionaries in Florida and Louisiana.  Schools were a collaboration of church and state with 

parental support.  Some schools were free, some were supported by a combination of financial 

sources, and some relied solely on tuition.  Several types of private schools existed, such as 

proprietary schools, which taught trades; New England town schools; dame schools, taught by 

literate women in their homes; and writing schools.  By the end of the colonial period, the 

institution of private schools was firmly established and bore little resemblance to Mann’s 

concept of secular, free, compulsory, universal schooling (Hamid, n.d.; Sizer, 1964).   
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In the 1800s, in response to Horace Mann’s common schools, private schools emerged 

with a different purpose than public schools.  Mann was not supportive of private schools, 

claiming that they undermined his premise of standard education for all and diverted funds from 

public schools (Spradling, 2009).  Private schools provided children of the elite with an 

exclusive, cultured, privileged, and demanding education (Lee, Marks, & Byrd, 1994).  As the 

19th century began, schooling was widely available without a government mandate.  In 1879, the 

enrollment in K-12 private schools made up 73.3% of the total number of students enrolled in 

schools, both public and private.  With the growth of public secondary education in the 1880s, 

the percentage of students enrolled in private schools dropped to 31.9%.  By 1900, 7.6% of the 

total school enrollment was in private schools (J. Coleman, Hoffer, & Kilgore, 1982; Hamid, 

n.d.).   

The decade following World War I (1914-1918) looked to schools to instill loyalty and 

civic virtue in its youth.  U.S. Supreme Court decisions in the 1920s demonstrated the conflict 

between government regulation and parental rights. In Pierce v. Society of Sisters (1925), the 

Court declared that parents had the right to send their children to private schools that provided 

religious as well as secular education (Coons & Sugarman, 1978).  In Farrington v. Tokushige 

(1927), the Court limited the rights of the government and protected the rights of parents and 

private schools (Klicka, 1998).  

During the depression era of the 1930s, many private schools began calling themselves 

independent schools, as the word private was associated with privilege.  Instead, independent 

meant that schools were free from government regulations (Powell, 1996).  Until the 1960s, most 

private schools were also single-sex schools.  
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By 1962, the NAIS served over 900 independent elementary and secondary schools in the 

United States and abroad that were non-profit and tax-exempt (Lee & Marks,1992).  The schools 

in the organization included 66% single-sex and 33% co-ed institutions (NAIS, 2012).  Thirty-

eight NAIS member schools were founded before 1800 (Esty, 1991).  Although independent 

schools vary widely in philosophy, plant, mission, tuition, endowments, and date of founding, 

schools share six common characteristics: self-governance, self-support, self-defined curriculum, 

self-selected students, self-selected faculty, and small size.  Additionally, independent schools 

are governed by a Board of Trustees and are organized as non-profit institutions, supported by 

tuition and fundraising.  High academic standards, commitment to equity, and accountability to 

parents and accrediting agencies are hallmarks of independent schools (NAIS, 2012).  Success of 

independent schools is not measured by state testing but by college matriculation lists, average 

SAT scores, and Advanced Placement pass rates.  Teacher education and certification is not 

required in independent schools.  Hiring practices value subject mastery and field specific 

degrees with pedagogy learned in the classroom (Kane, 1991).  Independent schools are 

developed around a mission statement unique to each institution.   

In 1973, NAIS established its first task force on women in education to discuss awareness 

of and responsibility to support women educators.  In 1978, the task force on women in 

education re-formed as the Council for Women in Independent Schools (WIS), becoming action-

oriented and focused on developing women as leaders.  In 1993, WIS became the Committee for 

Women and Girls in Independent Schools, paying particular attention to attitudes, policies, and 

practices that increased fair treatment (NAIS, 2012).  In 1997, NAIS published the Great 

Balancing Act, which presented a case for equitable education for girls and boys.  In 2000, 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) completed a 10-year study comparing public, 
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private, independent (i.e., NAIS member schools), and Catholic school graduates.  Graduates of 

NAIS member schools performed exceptionally well on SATs, led the nation in strong 

professional careers, and were skilled in the technologies of the 21st century (NAIS, 2004).  In 

addition to the work around women in schools, NAIS conducted task forces on hiring practices, 

trustee guidelines, and leadership preparation (NAIS, 2012). 

Current State of Women in Educational Leadership Positions 

Public School Leadership: Superintendents 

In 1909, Ella Flagg Young became the first female superintendent of Chicago Public 

Schools and was hopeful that other cities would follow suit and appoint women (Shakeshaft, 

1989). The feminist movement aimed to gain power and leadership in all areas for women, 

organized female teachers around issues, fought for and won women’s right to vote, and 

advanced the economic position of women.  In 1930, women held 11% of overall superintendent 

positions, but 25 states had no female superintendents (Blount, 1998).  Women were not viewed 

as strong managers because members of the public generally perceived them as unable to balance 

a budget and manage their emotions (Grogan & Brunner, 2005).  After the 1930s, women’s role 

as superintendents declined, due in part to negative attitudes toward women as leaders, the 

perception that women’s physical characteristics led to weakness, and bias of board members 

toward women in leadership (Shakeshaft, 1989).  A century after Ella Flagg blazed the trail for 

women, little had changed in terms of the structural barriers impeding women’s movement into 

superintendencies.  In 2018, only about 13% of U.S. school districts were led by women 

(Stringer, 2018). 

The typical path to a superintendency is high school or middle school teacher to assistant 

principal to principal to central office to superintendent (Styles, 2010).  High school and middle 
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school teachers had more chances to become assistant principals: a path to a principalship and 

then to district leadership.  However, women hold 75% of the nation’s elementary teaching 

positions, which do not offer typical paths to superintendency because of the lack of assistant 

principal jobs and other school leadership opportunities (Glass, 2017).  In addition to women 

being heavily represented in elementary schools, women delay entering administration, which 

negatively affects their career advancement.  Women continue to have responsibilities in the 

home, want to be better prepared before seeking leadership positions (credentials, degrees, and 

experience), and are less geographically mobile (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008).    

Additional barriers were reported to exist for women as a result of the search process for 

superintendents, which related to a lack of networks and mentors for women (Fisher, 2010).  

Boards and search consultants set the standards in a search process and did not actively recruit 

women.  These gatekeepers did not invite women into the process due to societal norms about 

leadership (Handy, 2008).  Hoff and Mitchell (2008) found that boards perceived that men 

handled school politics and budgets better than women.  According to Glass (2017), even though 

women represented more than 50% of the graduate students in educational administration 

programs, only 10% of the women earned a superintendent credential.     

When did women have an advantage in public school leadership?  Glass (2017) found 

that when boards identified the need for an instructional leader, women were hired since they had 

more classroom experience than men.  Brunner and Grogan (2007) reported that when women 

had mentors (male and female) providing support and access to professional networks, women 

were more successful in advancing in leadership.  However, boards were often more concerned 

with budget and finance even though schools needed instructional leaders at all levels (Glass, 

2017).   
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Independent School Leadership: Heads of School 

The NAIS (2009) leadership survey was conducted as an online survey for current 

independent school heads and administrators.  Two surveys were administered: one to heads of 

school and one to senior level administrators. All responses were collected anonymously.  Of the 

1,359 heads of school surveyed, 548 completed the survey, producing an overall response rate of 

40%. Seventy-four percent of respondents were male and 26% were female.  Of the 1,543 senior 

level administrators surveyed, 514 participated in the survey, producing an overall response rate 

of 33%. Thirty-nine percent of responding administrators were male and 61% were female.  The 

survey found that the pathway to a head of school job in independent schools was classroom 

teacher to Division Head to Associate/Assistant Head of School, which was considered a 

traditional climb up the educational career ladder.  Women were represented in positions that led 

to head of school jobs such as Division Head (84% Lower School, 49% Middle School, and 37% 

Upper School), Assistant Head (53%), and Associate Head (47%).   

One area of differentiation between head of school and senior level administrator was in 

degrees earned.  The vast majority of heads had a graduate school education; 41% had a master’s 

degree in education, 11% had a doctorate in education, and 12% had a doctorate of philosophy.  

Senior level administrators were less likely than heads of school to report having a graduate 

degree in education; 21% had a master’s in education and only 1% had a doctorate in education.  

In Table 1, the degrees earned by heads of school are compared to degrees earned by other senior 

level administrators, showing that heads of school earn more advanced degrees at each level 

(NAIS, 2009). 
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Table 1 

Academic Degrees for Heads of School and School Administrators 

Academic Degree 
Head of School 

n= 484 
School Administrator 

n = 441 

M.Ed. 41% 21% 

MA/MS 51% 33% 

Ed.D. 11% 1% 

Ph.D. 12% 4% 

 
According to the 2009 NAIS leadership survey, at the time, the profile of the independent 

head of school was a White male in his 50s: relatively unchanged from the 2002 NAIS 

leadership survey.  There was little evidence of that changing because only 12% of the female 

respondents to the 2009 NAIS leadership survey said they planned to apply for head of school 

positions (NAIS, 2009).  Feibelman and Haakmat (2010) found that the greatest challenges for 

female leaders had little to do with leadership skills and more to do with the existing gender 

stereotypes and structural barriers for women in leadership.  

Another factor that negatively affected women on their path to lead was their lack of 

mentors who were current heads of school and who knew how to lead independent schools, 

navigate the leadership path, and enter into a head of school search (Torres, 2016).  Without 

mentors, women did not receive feedback and coaching as they prepared to pursue leadership.  

This lack of feedback was further affected by male leaders who were reluctant to coach women 

because of the perception that women would respond in an emotional way.  As a result, women 

did not get the feedback they needed in order to grow (Chira, 2017; LeanIn.Org & McKinsey, 

2016; Torres, 2016).  Additionally, women viewed the workforce as fair, meaning that they 

believed hard work would get noticed and promotions would follow.  However, the last step to 
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achieving leadership roles required women to understand that further obstacles existed for 

women, which was information best shared by a mentor.  Torres (2016) and Orem (2017) 

concluded that women needed to find mentors who would actively pave the road, provide direct 

feedback, and promote their candidacy in head of school searches. 

Preparation to Lead Schools 

As the job requirements and expectations for superintendents and heads of school 

evolved, how were superintendents and heads of school prepared?  Programs and research 

existed in the public sector regarding principal training programs that prepared school leaders. 

These programs had a consistent set of components: a research-based curriculum, curricular 

coherence, field-based internships, problem-based learning strategies, a cohort structure, and 

ongoing mentoring and coaching (Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr, & Cohen, 

2007).  Fewer programs existed for training independent school leaders. Although the NAIS 

2009 leadership survey identified classroom teaching and working in independent schools as 

essential background for school leaders, classroom teaching was not enough preparation for 

dealing with the varied responsibilities of a school administrator.  

Preparing to Lead Public Schools 

         Superintendent and principal leadership programs are offered at over 500 universities and 

48 out of 50 states required certification for school leaders (King, 2016).  These programs offer 

courses on management, school law, human resources, organizational change, and a small 

portion on effective teaching and student achievement (Levine, 2006). University based 

administrator preparation programs are under pressure to develop leaders to address the 

challenges facing the nation’s public schools and the issues in public school achievement (King, 

2016).  
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         The Stanford Educational Leadership Institute completed a study focusing on programs 

that emerged for developing principals, outside of the university programs.  These additional 

programs were offered by school districts, not-for-profit and for-profit organizations, and 

partnership programs to provide training to school leaders.  District programs focused on what 

specific districts needed in leaders.  Not-for-profit organizations such as the Principal Residency 

Program, New Leaders for New Schools, and the Wallace Foundation developed programs to 

prepare leaders for the challenges in today’s schools.  For-profit organizations, such as online 

universities, created courses that were innovative and creative, but not as relevant to what 

schools needed and what skills leaders wanted (Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & 

Meyerson, 2005).  School leaders improved school performance and needed to be prepared to 

support student learning and promote a school culture for learning.  Exemplary programs such as 

Bank Street, Delta State University, and University of San Diego provided leaders with research-

based content, curricular coherence, and field-based internships (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007).  

In addition to pre-service programs, in-service programs provided opportunities for 

leaders to practice what they learned through a strong network of support from experienced 

school leaders (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007).  Since 2000, many states had instituted new 

learning-centered leadership standards that increased principal certification rules and provided 

more compelling leadership training.  For example, the New York City Leadership Academy 

looked at student achievement scores as a measure of program success for leaders.  In 2002, 

Jefferson County, Kentucky partnered with the University of Louisville to offer a high-quality 

program, which resulted in a 70% drop in principal turnover from 2005-2010.  By improving the 

quality of the programs and increasing the selectivity of candidates for training, principals 

became more skilled at creating a climate for excellence in teaching and learning; managing 
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people, data, and processes to foster school improvement; and positively affecting teaching 

quality (Mitgang, 2012).  Schools and districts with a higher turnover rate for principals resulted 

in schools underperforming and lowering student achievement (Clifford & Chiang, 2016).  

Preparing to Lead Independent Schools 

Although many elements of public school leadership are similar to independent school 

leadership, independent schools have the additional burdens of attracting students, raising 

money, and being held accountable to tuition paying parents.  Preparation programs ranged from 

master’s and doctoral programs at universities to partnerships with state and regional 

associations such as the New York State Association of Independent Schools Emerging Leaders 

Institute to NAIS collaborations with member schools (Mann & Swain, 2014).  

Cole (2010) identified seven university programs that are specific to independent schools 

in contrast to approximately 500 university programs targeting public schools.  These programs 

were offered at: Harvard University, Johns Hopkins University, Columbia University, University 

of Pennsylvania, Vanderbilt University, University of Richmond, and University of Hawaii.  The 

format for these programs varied in length from 3 days to 2 years.  Four of the seven programs 

offered graduate degrees and others offered certification.  Faculty were associated with the 

university, had expertise in leadership research, and served in independent schools.  For 

example, at Vanderbilt’s Peabody College of Education, the program concentrated on political, 

social, fiscal, and moral dimensions of independent school leadership through an academic 

program committed to studying governance, board structure, admissions and financial aid, 

teachers and teaching, data-driven decision making, school law, and several other areas (Brasher, 

2014).  



 
 

 19 

Other preparation options included state association programs.  One such program existed 

in New York, sponsored by the State Association of Independent Schools and the Emerging 

Leaders Institute, which had four major components: working with seasoned professionals, 

analyzing and improving schools through accreditation, collaborating with peers, and identifying 

and solving an existing school problem (Mann & Swain, 2014).  In California, the California 

Teachers’ Development Collaborative offered the Women Rising Program for women in 

independent schools who were aspiring to leadership. Classroom teachers, deans, department 

chairs, and other school leaders were invited to participate in a non-selective program.  

Participants reviewed current trends and research, built networks with peers and mentors, 

practiced public speaking, and worked through school challenges (Clouser, 2018).  Despite the 

many different options for preparing to lead, Clouser (2018) discovered in her interviews of three 

search consultants that programs like Women Rising were not considered during a head of 

school search process, whereas degrees earned were a significant factor.    

Organizations within the independent school network also offer preparation programs. 

The NAIS Fellowship for Aspiring School Heads was funded by the EE Ford Foundation 

(Frankel & Schechtman, 2010).  NAIS leaders selected a small cohort of applicants to participate 

in a yearlong fellowship while in their current positions.  At the midpoint of the fellowship, 

participants presented their action research projects at the national conference.  This preparation 

program included active participant-centered instruction; teaching strategies that included 

problem-based learning, action research, and field-based projects; and knowledgeable program 

leaders and engaged mentors (McCulla & Degenhardt, 2016).  In addition to problem solving 

and leadership development, participants received a sitting school head as a mentor, who offered 

career counseling and a view into the head of school search process and job (Orem, 2017).  Since 
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1985, the Heads Network (n.d.) sponsored seminars led by and for women leaders in 

independent schools.  Participants included heads of schools, teachers, division heads, and other 

school administrators.  The seminars aimed to build mentor and peer relationships while 

exploring topics such as the way women lead, school culture, finance and fundraising, board 

management, and the independent school search process.  McCulla and Degenhardt (2016) 

concluded that preparation programs that merged personal exploration of one’s values, goals, and 

vision alongside management, communication, and financial skills allowed leaders to advance 

along the path to leadership.   

Gender and Leadership 

Gender Gap in Leadership 

According to Eagly (2007), there is a new era of leadership emerging in the 2000s.  

Women needed to take advantage of this change as contemporary views of leadership include 

valuing teamwork and collaboration; empowering, supporting, and engaging workers; reducing 

hierarchy; and being mentors (Juhel, 2016; Wolfram & Gratton, 2014).  These views of 

leadership align well with the way women lead: collaborative, shared, and inclusive (Eagly & 

Carli, 2003).    

However, a wide gender gap still exists in the 2000s and persists in leadership across 

industries, despite evidence that gender balanced leadership teams reported higher returns on 

investments, more ethical decision making, and a stronger sense of social responsibility (Eagly & 

Carli, 2003).  Hill et al. (2016) investigated why women were lagging behind men.  Their 

findings included the following: “good” leadership was seen as masculine, with stereotypes 

persisting and supporting men in leadership; and women in leadership were viewed as too 

aggressive, too decisive, too strong, and too emotional.  Studies suggested that leadership roles 
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were becoming more gender-neutral, but masculine constructs continued to be pervasive (Carli 

& Eagly, 1999; Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell, & Ristikani, 2011). 

Gender Gap in School Leadership 

In examining the gender gap in postsecondary education, from 1993 – 2013, men 

outnumbered women as deans, provosts, and presidents (Finkelstein, Conley, & Schuster, 2016).  

The magnitude of women’s growth in full-time and tenure-track appointments was modest in 

comparison to their growth in part-time appointments (144.2%) and full-time, non-tenure-track 

appointments (121.8%), with less than one in 10 academic women achieving full professorship: 

the ultimate goal.  During this 20-year period, women made some gains in tenure-track jobs, 

however, the proportion of women who were on the tenure track declined from 20% to 16%.  

The percentage of women in part-time appointments increased from 48% to 56%.  Women 

continued to be less likely than men to hold full-time appointments (43.9% of women compared 

to 51.5% of men) and were less likely to be tenured; only one-sixth (16.1%) of women compared 

to one-quarter (25.9%) of men were tenured.  The proportion of women among all full-time 

faculty members who were full professors more than doubled from 14.8% to 36.1%.  However, 

in examining the cohort of women who were full professors as a proportion of all women 

faculty, the change was modest — rising from 6.1% to just 9.1% from 1993 to 2013. The 

conclusion was that while women were gaining in some ways, less than one in 10 academic 

women had achieved full professorship (Finkelstein, Conley, & Schuster, 2016). 

Hill et al. (2016) concluded that women had long tenures in the workforce, but were not 

advancing into leadership roles due to workplace bias.  Women faced stereotypes and bias due to 

perceptions about family responsibilities, a lack of networks and mentors, and implicit bias in 

hiring.  These sexist assumptions and sex-role attributes negatively influenced women stepping 
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up to lead.  Although women had to negotiate the dual roles of mother/caregiver and 

professional, women were held back by choosing to stay behind the scenes, by being judged 

more harshly than men, and by relying on male leaders to give them promotions based on merit 

(Stufft & Coyne, 2009).  In asking the tough question about where the women in leadership 

were, research revealed that women were just as capable to lead; however, bias and stereotypes 

got in the way.   

Conceptual Framework 

 My study was shaped by the interaction of gender identity and role congruity theory, 

which related to the impact of gender on leadership for women and was supported by feminist 

theory.  I studied how factors described in these theories affected leadership attainment as 

women progressed along their career path.  Women were challenged to find a path to be accepted 

as leaders.  As the theories supported, women had a double bind in leadership.  If women led in a 

way that was inconsistent with gender, they were viewed as too masculine, which had a negative 

influence on how subordinates evaluate their leadership.  If women led in a way consistent with 

their gender, they were not viewed as “good” leaders, since masculine traits were associated with 

strong leaders (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Wolfram & Gratton, 2014).  There was a negative 

association between women and leadership that emanated from gender bias and pushed women 

to overcompensate by acting more masculine, which resulted in poor evaluations by subordinates 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002).  When women established a balance between masculine and feminine 

traits, which was defined as androgynous, subordinates received them well as leaders (Kark, 

Waismel-Manor, & Shamir 2012).   
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Feminist Theory 

 Clouser (2018) used feminist theory as her conceptual framework to promote equity in 

leadership by exposing forces that supported oppression and injustice and by showing how 

objectification and power were used against women.  In particular, structural feminism and 

neoliberal feminism framed Clouser’s study on women in school leadership.  Structural 

feminism explored women’s experiences through the lens of structural oppression, societal 

constructs, and power relations.  Based on the works of Foucault, structural feminism explained 

the traditional belief about a “good” school leader, especially in regard to masculine leadership 

(Adams St. Pierre, 2000; Clouser, 2018; Olssen, 2014).  Structural feminism recognized gender 

as a legitimate category of analysis and challenged accepted norms, such as the traditional head 

of school being White and male (Frost & Elichaoff, 2014; Grogan, 2000).  In her literature 

review, Clouser (2018) established that White men created the concept of good leadership in 

America.  Using structural feminism, one could deconstruct and reconstruct the system of school 

leadership and society to be more inclusive.  In contrast to structural feminism, neoliberal 

feminism moved equity issues from structural problems to individual problems.  Although 

structural feminists believed that society needed to be rebuilt in order for substantial equity to 

occur, neoliberal feminists believed that individuals moving into leadership eventually would 

change the long-held gender biases that existed.  This allowed women the chance to develop 

creative solutions in order to overcome barriers and find success in gender-biased societies 

(Ferguson, 2017; Rottenberg, 2014).  According to Clouser (2018), “This ability to be 

responsible for oneself and one’s potential may inspire women to pursue leadership positions 

that they previously thought were closed to them” (p. 13). 
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Gender Role Identity 

Gender role identity theory examines the ways that stereotypes of leadership are seen as 

more masculine and the negative influence on women leaders when they adopted masculine 

characteristics.  Leaders, both male and female, are perceived more positively by subordinates 

when they combine masculine and feminine traits, exhibiting androgynous behaviors (Kark et 

al., 2012).  Kark et al. (2012) completed a meta-analysis of 69 studies that examined the extent to 

which stereotypes of leaders were masculine.  Looking at masculine, feminine, and androgynous 

styles, the researchers further defined gender role identity and its relationship to leadership 

effectiveness.  Stereotypical feminine traits were irrelevant or antithetical to success in a 

management role, creating obstacles for women in leadership.  However, male and female 

leaders who were identified by their followers as blending feminine and masculine traits 

(androgynous) received positive reports and better outcomes from subordinates.  Furthermore, 

gender role congruence, acting in alignment with stereotypical gendered behavior, influenced 

how leaders were evaluated.  Leaders who behaved in a way consistent with gender were more 

highly evaluated than those that were gender incongruent.  There was a strong stereotype that 

linked leadership with masculine traits, as well as androgynous behaviors, which were viewed as 

highly effective.  The prevalence of gender and leadership stereotypes as masculine resulted in 

qualified women having to overcome the prejudice that women were not equipped to lead.   

Wolfram and Gratton (2014) examined how good leaders combined two key leadership 

styles: transactional, more male-dominated, reliant on meeting self-interests; and 

transformational, more female-dominated, focused on moving beyond self.  Women who 

demonstrated masculine and feminine leadership qualities were seen as more successful but 

walked a very fine line in order to succeed and be liked.  Krüger (2008) stated that women 
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promoted a more participatory and democratic style of leadership and were well positioned to 

lead schools by turning the perceived disadvantages of women leaders to their advantage.  

Female leaders in schools focus on improving instruction, rewarding good teaching, and 

investing in professional growth.   

Juhel (2016) interviewed 16 heads of school (six female, 10 male) in New York City with 

at least 10 years of experience to determine the skills and practices they used to lead and manage 

their schools.  Leaders reported that they needed to manage teams, communicate effectively and 

empathetically, and build relationships and trust.  By combining traits and styles 

(transformational style, management skills, relational skills, and instructional leadership skills), 

leaders were able to meet the various demands of the job.  Transformational leaders empowered 

individuals, aligned teams to work collaboratively, nurtured and respected a diverse range of 

perspectives, and took ownership of vision and strategy.  A successful leader had a strong set of 

management skills to staff the school and balance the budget effectively and efficiently.  The 

success of transformational leaders supported feminine leadership traits. 

Role Congruity Theory 

Role congruity theory posed that gender stereotypes separated men and women into types 

of leaders: agentic and communal (Eagly & Karau, 2002).   Eagly and Karau (2002) used role 

congruity theory to explain why female leaders became targets of prejudice when they acted in 

an agentic way, which further clarified the relationship between gender and leadership (Wang, 

Chiang, Tsai, Lin, & Cheng, 2013).  Gender stereotypes defined behaviors for men as agentic 

and women as communal.  Agentic behaviors are described as aggressive, ambitious, dominant, 

and competitive.  In the workplace, agentic leaders compete for attention, made problem-focused 

suggestions, and influenced others.  Communal leaders demonstrate characteristics such as 
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empathy, supportiveness, kindness, and gentleness.  In the workplace, communal leaders accept 

direction, do not draw attention to their work, and contribute to solutions (Eagly & Johannesen-

Schmidt, 2001).  When women demonstrated agentic leadership, their followers saw the 

incongruence between male and female characteristics, therefore judging women unfavorably.  

The perception of incongruence between gender and leadership had an unfavorable impact on 

female leaders, with subordinates reporting a high level of prejudice related to the disconnect 

(Wang et al., 2013).   

 Hoff and Mitchell (2008) studied the persistence of gender norms and gender congruity, 

which limited roles women pursued and how followers saw women in these roles.  Their study, 

conducted across the state of Maine, included male and female administrators from rural, 

suburban, and urban areas. Surveys were sent to all female superintendents, high school 

principals, middle school principals, and district middle level administrators.  The researchers 

used stratified random sampling to balance representation from the selected groups.  The study 

was extended to men using the same sampling technique.  The total number of participants both 

in Phase A (women) and Phase B (men) was 682.  The return rate was 58% for women and 60% 

for men, for a total of 404 respondents.  The researchers determined that in school settings, 

leadership roles were influenced by gender bias such that men were seen as more capable of 

handling school discipline, political issues, and fiduciary duties, which require agentic behaviors. 

Likewise, women had to balance the demands of work and family, which meant that women had 

lower expectations for career goals.  As a result, Hoff and Mitchell found that women were 

overlooked, isolated from professional networks, and less likely to self-promote.   
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Conclusions 

This project used a qualitative research design to understand the experiences of female 

senior level administrators in independent schools who were most likely on the pathway to 

becoming a head of school based on years of service, degree earned, and career path.  I wanted to 

understand why women were not going beyond the senior administrative level in spite of being 

on the pathway to a head of school job. Table 2 summarizes leadership characteristics and job 

skills as identified by gender role identity and role congruity theory, which were used in the 

development of interview protocols and in data analysis. 

Table 2 

Factors in Leadership Associated with Gender Stereotypes 

Factors in Leadership Male Stereotype Female Stereotype 

Leadership Characteristics Transactional 
Promote self-interests 

Aggressive 
Ambitious 
Dominant 
Confident 

Competitive 
Problem-focused  

Transformational 
Beyond Self 
Empathetic 
Partnerships 
Participatory 
Democratic 
Relational 

Solution-focused  

Job Skills Student disciplinarian 
Political 

Fiscally responsible 
Fundraiser 

Management skills 
Communicate effectively 

Goal driven 
Legal experience  

Raise money 

Master teacher 
Balance family and work 

Instructional leader 
Collaborative 

Invest in professional growth 
Communicate empathetically 

Builds trust 
Respects diverse views 

Fewer networks 
 
 As shown in Table 2, these leadership characteristics and job skills were derived from 

gender role identity and role congruity theory, in terms of gendered characteristics such as being 

aggressive, confident, communal, and empathetic.  In-depth interviews allowed for more 
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questioning about experiences and stories that further explored the impact of gender stereotypes 

and role congruity in career attainment.     
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

This research examined the pathway for women in independent schools to the head of 

school position.  In 2009, the NAIS reported that only 31% of school heads were women.  

Additionally, the number of female heads of school from 2002 to 2009 was stagnant, remaining 

at 31%.  Looking nationally at the pipeline from lower school directors to heads of schools, the 

percentage of women occupying leadership roles declined from 84% in lower school to 37% in 

upper school to 31% in head of school positions (NAIS, 2009).  Although women were in the 

pipeline, they were not moving from senior level administrative positions to the top position, 

head of school.  The topic of women in independent school leadership was a topic at the recent 

CAIS Head-Board Conference in January 2019 and is one that is discussed frequently at 

conferences for school leaders (NAIS, 2017).  Women and men who are leaders in independent 

schools are interested in finding out more about the gender gap in independent school leadership.   

This dissertation studied three possible career choices for female senior level 

administrators in independent schools and how those choices were informed—seeking to become 

a head of school, did not desire to be a head of school, or undecided.   To understand these career 

choices, I investigated what factors female independent school senior level administrators say 

affected their career path, specifically the professional and personal factors that motivated and/or 

discouraged them from pursuing a head of school job and how they perceived the head of school 

job.  In addition, I interviewed current heads of school to understand their description of the head 

of school job.  I wanted to understand why female leaders were not going beyond the senior 

administrative level in spite of being on the pathway to a head of school job in terms of years of 

service, degree earned, and career path.  The research questions that guided this investigation 

were the following: 
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1. What personal and professional factors do female senior level administrators in 

independent schools say impact their career path? 

2. What perceptions do female senior level administrators in independent schools have 

about the head of school job and how do those perceptions compare to the head of 

school job as reported by current female heads of independent schools? 

Research Design and Rationale 

This project used a qualitative research design to understand the experiences of female 

senior level administrators who were on the pathway to becoming a head of school and to gain 

an understanding of the perceptions and realities of the head of school job (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018).  A survey was used to select female senior level administrators for the in-depth 

interviews.  By gathering demographic data about age, career path, degree earned, and tenure, I 

identified a group of participants who could respond to the research questions guiding this study. 

Through in-depth interviews, the study identified personal and professional factors that affected 

leadership attainment, as perceived by women at the senior administrative level.   

In addition, a series of in-depth interviews were conducted with current heads of school 

to capture the perceptions and the realities of the head of school job.  This methodological 

approach allowed me to probe into deeply into these women’s challenges and successes as 

leaders (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Maxwell (2013) described qualitative research as an 

explanation based on an analysis of how some situations and events influence others, which 

described the way my study proceeded in capturing the complex reasons women cited on their 

career path that motivated and/or discouraged their pursuit of a head of school job.   
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Strategies of Inquiry 

Site and Population Selection 

I studied women in senior level administrative positions at independent schools in 

California who were members of California Association of Independent Schools, CAIS.  Senior 

level administrators were defined as Middle School Directors, Upper School Directors, Assistant 

Heads, and Associate Heads.  The independent schools selected were members of the CAIS, with 

grades K-12, 7-12, or 9-12.  There is considerable variation in describing these schools in regard 

to size, location, and mission.  There are 224 schools that belong to CAIS, with 92 schools 

having grades K-12, 7-12, or 9-12.  Of these 92 schools, 62 had a female senior level 

administrator in the 2018-2019 school year (California Association of Independent Schools 

[CAIS], 2017).   

In addition, I interviewed current heads of school about their experiences in their job to 

understand their description of the head of school role.  The selection of six female heads of 

school represented a diverse group of current heads of school.  The schools represented were 

members of the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS); had students in grades K-

12, 7-12, or 9-12; and were different in regard to type (co-ed and single gender, boarding and 

day).  Heads of school were identified through senior level administrator participants’ 

recommendations and by asking participating heads of school to recommend their colleagues.   

The NAIS (2009) leadership survey identified the pathway to a head of school position as 

teacher to senior level administrator (most often Upper School Director) to head of school.  This 

finding supported choosing women in senior level administrative roles, as they were on the path 

to head of school jobs.  Table 3 provides the number and percentages of women in these senior 

level administrative positions, showing the decline in women from Elementary School Director 
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(86%) to Associate Head (57%).  This data shows the leadership gap as women move towards 

the head of school position (NAIS, 2018).  

Table 3 

Women in Senior Leadership Positions in CAIS Schools 

Positions 
Number of Schools 

with Position 
Number of Women 

in Position 

Percentage of 
Women in 
Position 

Associate Head 14 8 57.0% 

Assistant Head 34 19 55.9% 

Upper School Director 46 24 52.2% 

Middle School Director 38 24 63.2% 

Elementary School Director 36 31 86.1% 
 
Gaining Access 

 By using the NAIS/CAIS database, I identified 62 schools that were K-12, 7-12, or 9-12 

with women in senior level administrative positions.  I accessed school websites and the CAIS 

directory to obtain contact information for these women.  To encourage women to participate in 

the survey, I prepared a short introductory email to my project, emphasized confidentiality, and 

clarified that the purpose of my study was to help women in leadership roles understand the path 

to the head of school job.  The schools represented in my sample were different in regard to 

grade level and type (co-ed and single gender, boarding and day).   

Heads of school were identified in two ways: by senior level administrators who were 

participating in my study and by heads of school in my study who recommended their 

colleagues.  Heads of school were at schools that were members of the NAIS.  I sent an 

introductory email inviting heads of school to be interviewed for my study. Once one head of 

school agreed to be interviewed, I asked her to recommend another possible head of school for 
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my study.  Through snowball sampling, I had a diverse group of current heads of school.  The 

selection of the six heads of school to be interviewed were representative of women who 

currently serve as heads of school at independent schools nationwide.  Four of the heads of 

school were in their first headship, one in her fourth month of her second headship, and one in 

her second headship. 

Data Collection Methods 

For this qualitative study, I used a short selection survey to identify participants for in-

depth interviews. 

Selection Survey 

A survey was sent to 62 female senior level administrators at independent schools in 

California (NAIS, 2018).  The schools were secondary schools with grade levels K-12, 7-12, or 

9-12.  The survey was used to select women to interview who were in one of three career groups 

(seeking to become a head of school, did not desire to be a head of school, or undecided).  I 

created a Google form to administer the survey via email.   

Prior to administration, I piloted the survey with one female senior level administrator 

(expert) who did not work in California.  I used a cognitive interview and expert review as my 

methods to understand how the respondent was comprehending the questions and answers.  A 

cognitive interview allowed me to question the respondent while she was completing the survey, 

to get immediate feedback for revisions and clarification, and to ask the expert to think out loud 

while completing the instrument (Fowler, 1999).  Using an expert to review a self-administered 

survey allowed me to understand the behavior of the respondent, specifically what was 

happening inside the respondent’s head (Fowler, 1999).  After the survey was complete, I 

questioned the expert to determine the following: whether the questions were understandable, 
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whether the answers aligned with the questions, and whether the survey response options were 

clear.  I established a set of probing questions to determine the level of understanding of 

questions, how answers were determined, and any missing or unclear information in the 

recruitment email or survey.  The expert was encouraged to think out loud while responding to 

the survey, which allowed me to follow up with questions about definitions and scale.  I 

scheduled a Zoom session with the expert in order to complete the evaluation of the survey.  

Once the survey was modified and finalized, based on the piloting of the survey, I sent a 

recruitment email to the 62 identified participants, which included an overview of my study, the 

purpose of my study, my commitment to maintaining confidentiality, a request for participation, 

the IRB consent form, and a link to the survey.  The first email was followed up with an email 

reminder weekly for four weeks.  I did not offer an incentive for survey participation.  

The survey had nine questions and took less than 10 minutes to complete.  The survey 

was used to gather data about age, career path, degrees earned, and tenure in leadership 

positions.  In addition, the participants were asked to indicate which of the following best 

described the next step on their career path as it relates to becoming a head of school: seeking to 

become a head of school, did not desire to be a head of school, or undecided.  Survey 

participants were asked to indicate if they were willing to be interviewed.  If so, they provided 

contact information.  I monitored the survey responses sand sent follow up emails for 1 month.  

Once the selection survey results were in, I had a list of potential interview participants.  By the 

end of the month, I had 27 potential responses, with 21 agreeing to be interviewed.  Table 4 

provides an overview of the women who responded to the survey. 
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Table 4 

Survey Respondents: Senior Level Administrators 

Survey 
Respondents 

Current 
Job Title 

Current 
School 

Number of 
Years Senior 

Level 
Administrator 

Career 
Path 

Highest Degree 
Earned 

Age Next 
Step 
on 

Career 
Path 

Willing to 
be 

Interviewed 

#1 Assistant 
Head 

coed, 
k-12 

16-20 T - 
SLA 

Masters 41-
45 

HoS No 

#2 Assistant 
Head 

coed, 
k-12 

11-15 T-
DH-
SLA 

Ph.D. 46-
50 

Und Yes 

#3 Associate 
Head 

coed, 
7-12 

16-20 T-D-
SLA 

Masters/MBA 46-
50 

HoS Yes 

#4 Middle 
School 

Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-D-
DH-
SLA 

Masters 36-
40 

HoS Yes 

#5 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
7-12 

16-20 T-
SLA 

Masters 56-
60 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

#6 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
k-12 

16-20 HoS - 
SLA 

Ph.D. 46-
50 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

#7 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-D-
DH-
SLA 

Masters 46-
50 

Und No 

#8 Assistant 
Head 

all 
girls, 
9-12 

11-15 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 46-
50 

HoS Yes 

#9 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
k-12 

11-15 T-
DH-
D-

SLA 

B.S./B.A. 56-
60 

HoS Yes 

#10 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-
DH-
SLA 

B.S./B.A. 46-
50 

Und Yes 

#11 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-
SLA 

B.S./B.A. 41-
45 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

#12 Middle 
School 
Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-
SLA 

B.S./B.A. 41-
45 

HoS Yes 

#13 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
7-12 

1-5 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 31-
35 

HoS Yes 

#14 Upper 
School 
Director 

all 
girls, 
7-12 

1-5 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 36-
40 

HoS No 
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#15 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
9-12 

26+ T-
SLA 

Masters 60+ Not 
HoS 

No 

#16 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-
DH-
SLA 

Masters 31-
35 

Und Yes 

#17 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-
SLA 

Masters 56-
60 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

#18 Lower 
and 
Middle 
School 
Director 

all 
girls, 
4-12 

16-20 T-
SLA 

Masters 60+ Not 
HoS 

Yes 

#19 Assistant 
Head 

coed, 
9-12 

21-25 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 56-
60 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

#20 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
7-12 

6-10 CC - 
SLA 

Masters 46-
50 

Und Yes 

#21 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
k-12 

11-15 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 51-
55 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

#22 Academic 
Dean 

all 
girls, 
9-12 

16-20 other Masters 41-
45 

Ubd Yes 

#23 Assistant 
Head 

coed, 
9-12 

6-10 T-
DH-
SLA 

Ph.D. 46-
50 

HoS No 

#24 Middle 
School 
Director 

 coed, 
k-12 

6-10 T-D-
SLA 

B.S./B.A. 36-
40 

Und Yes 

#25 Assistant 
Head 

coed, 
k-12 

6-10 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 41-
45 

HoS Yes 

#26 Upper 
School 
Director 

coed, 
6-12 

1-5 T-D-
CC-
SLA 

Masters 46-
50 

Und No 

#27 Middle 
School 
Director 

 coed, 
k-8 

1-5 T-
DH-
SLA 

Masters 31-
35 

Und Yes  

Note: Career Path Choices- T (Teacher), D (Dean), DH (Department Head), CC (College 
Counselor), SLA (Senior Level Administrator); HoS = Head of School 
 
Interviews 

My primary method of data collection was in-depth interviews with female senior level 

administrators at independent schools in California who agreed to participate based on survey 

responses.  Additionally, I completed in-depth interviews with six current heads of school.  
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Because I was interested in the way women who were on the pathway to leadership were 

motivated and/or discouraged to pursue head of school positions, interviews allowed me to hear 

from women about their personal experiences along the path.  Seidman (2013) advocated for the 

use of interviews as a way to hear stories and find meaning, which connected to my project about 

hearing women’s voices.  The interviews gave me an understanding of what personal and 

professional factors motivated and discouraged these women on their career path, a highly 

personal experience.   

The interviews provided data to answer the two research questions.  I developed two 

interview protocols—one for female senior level administrators and another for heads of 

school—by using the literature, my theoretical framework, and my research questions.  The 

interview included 11 questions using a standard, open-ended strategy.  I piloted the female 

senior level administrator interview protocol with one female senior level administrator (expert) 

in a school outside of California.  I piloted the female head of school interview protocol with one 

female head of school (expert).  I tested my protocol by asking the experts about the clarity of 

questions, length of survey, and any missing questions.  Once the pilot was completed, I edited 

and prepared the protocols to make sure the participants had the opportunity to share and 

elaborate on their experiences.  Interviews were conducted via Zoom and on the phone, 

depending on geographic location and technology, and took 30-60 minutes.  I recorded the 

interviews with Zoom (when I used Zoom) and with a back-up on an iPhone. 

In surveying 62 female senior level administrators in California independent schools, I 

had a sample of women that fit the criteria for my study in terms of gender, senior level 

administrative position, and type of school.  The survey asked women to indicate if they were 

willing to be interviewed as a next step in data gathering.  Twenty-one women indicated they 
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were willing to be interviewed.  From this pool of women who were willing to participate, I had 

a group of participants with a diverse range of experiences in terms of age, career path, degrees 

earned, and tenure in position. The tenure of CAIS administrators in these positions ranged from 

7 to 13 years with a minimum of 1 year and maximum of 36 years, which I used in selecting a 

pool of women to interview (NAIS, 2018).  The NAIS (2009) leadership survey identified the 

pathway to a head of school position as teacher to senior level administrator (most often Upper 

School Director) to head of school.  I invited the 21 women to be interviewed.  I ended up 

conducting 15 interviews.  Of the six women who were not interviewed, one woman got ill and 

declined to participate, one woman was serving as an interim and decided she did not want to 

participate as she was not continuing in her role, one woman was in a k-8 school and did not fit 

the criteria, and three did not respond to three requests to schedule an interview appointment.  

The 15 women who were interviewed represented the three career groups with five women per 

category.   

In addition, I wanted to hear from current female heads of school about the head of 

school job.  Four of the six women who were interviewed were in their first headship.  Two of 

the women were in their second headship, though at different stages in their second school.  

Paige was in her second headship and had served for 14 years at her first school and was now in 

her fourth year at her second school. Kelly was in her second headship with 7 years at her first 

school and in her fourth month at her second school.  One of the heads in her first headship had 

served for 16 years.   

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis involved moving deeper into understanding the data, representing the data, 

and making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  
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This process of analysis identified the data that answered the study’s research questions 

(Merriam, 2009).  In this analysis, I made meaning of events, situations, and actions by providing 

context that focused on contemporary phenomena through detailed description and explanation 

(Maxwell, 2004).  Miles and Huberman (1994) identified three steps in analyzing qualitative 

data.  The first step is redirection, which includes the selection of themes from the data by 

focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and transferring from the transcripts, literature, and theoretical 

frames.  Secondly, the display of data requires condensing the information and drawing 

inferences that connected the information to make it understandable.  Finally, after initial data 

reduction and creation of displays, the researcher should review and re-assess the themes, 

engaging in an iterative process of looking for convergence and re-examining conclusions.   

I analyzed the data from the in-depth interviews through a process that started with open 

coding of all data to look for themes (Merriam, 2009).  Themes were grouped into larger 

categories, looking for connections and answers to the research questions.  The themes emanated 

from the literature, the theoretical framework (feminist theory, gender role theory, and role 

congruity theory), and observation of data, which provided an expansive list of options 

(Maxwell, 2013).  From the literature, themes included supports, barriers, traits, leadership style, 

and preparation.  From the theoretical framework, possible codes included feminine 

characteristics such as collaborative and relational, masculine characteristics such as confident 

and assertive, structural barriers such as type of school and gender, and personal barriers such as 

family and geography.  Using the theoretical framework helped me interpret the narratives 

(Merriam, 2009).  This was an iterative process in which data were also examined through the 

lens of the three career groups (seeking to become a head of school, did not desire to be a head of 

school, or undecided) to look for themes.  
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Surveys 

Survey data were collected through a Google form, downloaded into a Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet, and used to select a diverse group of participants to interview in terms of age, career 

path, degrees earned, and tenure in position.  Based on survey responses, participants were 

divided into the following career groups as it relates to becoming a head of school: seeking to 

become a head of school, did not desire to be a head of school, or undecided.  

Interviews 

In-depth interviews with female senior level administrators and heads of school were 

recorded using an iPhone and Zoom for Zoom meetings, and an iPhone for phone meetings.  

Each interview was transcribed by Rev.com and reviewed for accuracy by me within 72 hours.  

Once the interviews were transcribed, notes and observations were added to the margins to 

inform the context and clarify details such as body language or tone of voice.  Each interview 

was analyzed after transcription through open coding with an expansive list of potential themes 

from data collection, observations, literature review, and theoretical framework (Maxwell, 2013).   

A first level analysis of responses from the senior level administrators included a 

comparison and analysis of emergent themes in relation to supports, barriers, preparation, and 

traits.  From there, subcategories were identified such as professional growth, personal/structural 

barriers, leadership style, personal traits, experiences, personal supports such as family, and 

structural support such as mentor or network.  Once this coding of interviews was completed, I 

created a chart to look at themes within and across the three career groups as it relates to 

becoming a head of school: seeking to become a head of school, did not desire to be a head of 

school, or undecided.  I used a chart to gather quotes from the transcripts that supported the 

themes.  This process allowed me to summarize the findings supported by the interviews, answer 
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research question 1, and find connections among the three career groups.  By using a chart to 

track quotes, each “chunk” was linked to a theme and categorized by career group.  In analyzing 

themes across the three career groups for senior level administrators, patterns emerged in the 

following four areas: leadership path and preparation, characteristics and traits, supports, and 

barriers.  Table 4 provides an overview of the categories and coding framework.   

Table 5 

Categories and Codes for Senior Level Administrators 

Preparation 
Traits and 

Characteristics Supports Barriers 

Growth Opportunities 
● Formal 
● On the job 

 
Career Path 

● Planned 
● Unplanned 
● Traditional 
● Non-Traditional 

 
Situations 

● Positive for 
Growth 

● Setbacks to 
Growth 

 
Professional 
Development  

● Workshops 
● School 

 
 

Leadership Style 
● Feminine 
● Servant 
● Collaborative 
● Relational 
● Empowering 
● Mentoring 
● Direct 
● Empathic 

 
Personal Characteristics 

● Risk Taker 
● Confidence 
● Self-Advocate 
● Prepared 
● Extrovert 
● Trustworthy 
● Patient 
● Compassion 

 
Experience 

● Academic 
● Student Life 

Personal 
● Role Models 
● Mentors 
● Heads of School 
● Networks 
● Family 
● Parents  
● Spouses 

 
Structural 

● Type of School 
● Size of School 

 
Experiences 

● Time 
● Feedback 
● Tap 

Personal 
● Gender 
● Family 
● Age 
● Geography 
● trailing 

spouse 
● Perception of 

Readiness 
 
Structural 

● Gender 
● Crisis 
● Type of 

school 
● Size of 

school 
● Age of school 
● Skill set 

 
 Across the three career groups, the women participated in professional growth and 

leadership experiences to expand their leadership and skills, exhibited female leadership traits as 

defined by gender role identity and role congruity theory, and identified personal and structural 
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supports and barriers aligned with gender norms, family responsibilities, and structures in 

schools.   

Next, for research question 2, I studied the interview responses from the senior level 

administrators and heads of school that focused on the head of school job.  I analyzed the head of 

school job as perceived by senior level administrators and experienced by heads of school.  

Themes included challenges such as time, crises, gender; experiences such as circle of influence; 

public persona; responsibilities including money, board, and vision; and finally, the search 

processes.  I analyzed how responses aligned or diverged in relation to head of school 

perceptions by senior level administrators and the realities of the job. Table 5 provides the 

themes identified in analyzing the interviews with the 15 senior level administrators and six 

heads of school. 

Table 6 

Head of School Job: Perceptions and Reality  

Challenges Experiences Responsibilities Metaphors 

Time 
Crisis 

Gender 
Personal Care 

Structure 
Board 

Removed 
Lonely 

Circle of 
influence 

Public persona 
Career Path 

Job Attainment 

Fundraising 
Business 
People 
Board 

Visionary 

Balcony 
Dance Floor 

Orchestra 
Pastor 

 
Ethical Issues 

All study participants were given an overview of the study, how the study would be 

conducted, and how the results would be reported.  Ethical issues that needed to be considered in 

this study included ensuring confidentiality and anonymity of the participants.  The survey data 

was anonymous.  Pseudonyms were used for all research participants.  If a survey respondent 
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agreed to be interviewed, she indicated contact information on the survey response, which was 

removed from the data collection once the interview was conducted.  I addressed confidentiality 

by using pseudonyms for anyone who was interviewed, along with pseudonyms for the 

institutions.  Interviews were conducted remotely.  Participants were not required to inform their 

site of their participation as this was a study of individual voices and I did not contact any sites 

directly.  The participants were not individuals in my school. All documents were stored in the 

cloud with password protection.  All transcripts were coded with pseudonyms and will be 

destroyed within 6 months of the final report being submitted for approval.  Surveys will also be 

destroyed in a timely manner.  

In conversations with women in these positions, they were receptive and excited about 

my study.  I have an enthusiasm for hearing these women’s voices and am able to share that 

enthusiasm when speaking to colleagues and potential participants.  I formally thanked the 

participants who agreed to be interviewed for their time and provided an executive summary of 

my findings in which the schools and participants were not identifiable. 

By following an interview protocol, I gave each person the chance to share her 

experiences.  I was mindful that although my experience may have been similar to those of the 

participants, I needed to be professional and hear their stories, not mine. 

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

Perhaps the biggest areas that threatened the credibility of my study were my role as a 

senior level administrator, my long tenure (28 years at my school), and my career aspirations.  I 

was aware of my assumptions and biases such as structural barriers for women in leadership and 

the lack of support that women offer to other on women in my workplace.  Additionally, I aspire 

to be a head of school, so my research could be seen by other women as self-serving to promote 
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myself as a head of school candidate.  By recording the interviews, keeping thorough notes 

during interviews, and adhering to an interview protocol, I continuously examined how my 

experience influenced my research.  Finally, I triangulated the data from interviews of the two 

constituent groups to provide multiple voices to validate my findings. 

Another area that threatened my study’s credibility was reactivity in the participants.  It 

was possible that the women would react to my questions and tell me what they thought I wanted 

to hear. It was possible that my position and tenure could influence their responses in some way.  

I engaged with the participants in an honest and open manner to encourage them to be honest 

with me.  I adhered to my interview protocol so that all participants were asked the same 

questions.  

Another area that threatened credibility was insufficient evidence to support my 

conclusions because of the size of my sample.  My interview protocols provided a rich picture of 

these women’s experiences.  With 62 survey respondents, I aimed for 50% survey response rate.  

In fact, my response rate was 43.5%.  I conducted 15 interviews with five women in each career 

group and six heads of school.  Twenty-one senior level administrators agreed to be interviewed, 

but due to personal conflicts for two women, not fitting the criteria for one, and calendaring for 

three, I completed 15 interviews.  With the heads of school, I scheduled seven interviews to 

make sure I achieved my goal of five and ended up with six completed interviews.  One head of 

school kept rescheduling and never found a time that worked for us.  

Throughout my data collection, I put measures in place to counteract any credibility 

threats due to sloppy procedures.  Prior to each interview, I reviewed the interview protocol and 

ensured that adequate time was scheduled with the participant for probing questions.  After each 
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interview, transcripts were transcribed within 72 hours and reviewed with the recording for 

accuracy.  Additionally, in listening to transcripts, I improved my interviewing techniques.  

In Chapter Four, I will present my findings from my study.  In choosing a qualitative 

methodology, I listened carefully to the stories of these women in leadership and to their account 

of their pathway in order to better understand how women in leadership describe their career.  

Heads of school are the exemplar of women who persisted and attained the top job.  Their stories 

provide examples for senior level administrators. 

  



 
 

 46 

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

In 2009, the NAIS reported that only 31% of school heads were women.  Looking 

nationally at the pipeline from lower school directors to heads of schools, the percentage of 

women occupying leadership roles declined from 84% in lower school to 37% in upper school to 

31% in head of school positions (NAIS, 2009).  Although women were in the pipeline, they were 

not moving from senior level administrative positions to the top position, head of school.  This 

study focused on the leadership pathway for female senior level administrators in independent 

schools.   

This chapter presents the findings from my study.  Data were collected from 15 

interviews with female senior level administrators and six interviews with current female heads 

of school.  The findings in this chapter specifically address the following research questions:  

1. What personal and professional factors do female senior level administrators in 

independent schools say impact their career path? 

2. What perceptions do female senior level administrators in independent schools have 

about the head of school job and how does that compare to the head of school job as 

reported by current female heads of independent schools? 

To understand the career path for women in senior level administrative positions, I investigated 

personal and professional factors female independent school senior level administrators said 

affected their career path.  The 15 female senior level administrators were asked to indicate the 

next step on their career path as it relates to becoming a head of school: seeking to become a 

head of school, did not desire to be a head of school, or undecided.  I interviewed five women in 

each of these categories and compared their responses across career groups to gain an 

understanding of the pathway for women to the head of school position.  I wanted to see if 
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women in the different career groups reported differently on personal and professional factors on 

their pathway to help to understand their choices.  

In addition, I interviewed six female heads of school to understand the head of school job 

as reported by them.  I examined the head of school job as a professional factor for senior level 

administrators to consider on their career path.  I compared the perceptions that the 15 female 

senior level administrators in independent schools had about the head of school job to the actual 

job as described by the six current female heads of school.  In comparing across career groups, I 

examined responses by the female senior level administrators to determine if the perceived job 

duties affected career path decisions. 

This chapter is divided into three sections.  First, there is a discussion about the female 

participants, including an overview of the 15 senior level administrators and six heads of school.  

Second, there is a discussion about the personal and professional factors that affected the career 

path for female senior level administrators.  I will compare and contrast findings across career 

groups in an effort to identify personal and professional factors that explain the career path for 

the 15 senior level administrators.  This section will answer Research Question 1. Third, there is 

a discussion about the head of school job as perceived by the senior level administrators and 

experienced by the heads of school and how this affected the career path for female senior level 

administrators.  This section will answer Research Question 2.     

Participants 

Senior Level Administrators 

The selection survey was sent to 62 women in California who were Associate/Assistant 

Heads of School, Upper School Directors, or Middle School Directors.  The response rate was 

43.5% with 27 women completing the survey.  Of the 27 women, 21 (33.8%) agreed to be 
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interviewed.  I invited 21 senior level administrators to be interview and 15 completed the 

interview process.  Two women had personal conflicts, one did not fit the criteria, and three 

women did not respond to repeated requests for an interview appointment.  Each interview lasted 

30-45 minutes and was recorded using Zoom with a backup on an iPhone.  Table 7 outlines the 

selection process for the senior level administrators that participated in the interview process.  

Table 7 

Interview Selection Process for Senior Level Administrators 

Position of Female Senior 
Level Administrator Sent Survey 

Responded to 
Survey 

Agreed to be 
Interviewed 

Completed 
Interview 

Associate/Assistant Head 15 6 4 2 
Upper School Director 23 14 10 10 
Middle School Director 22 5 4 3 
Other 2 2 3 0 
Total 62 27 21 15 

 
The senior level administrators interviewed were asked to indicate the next step on their 

career path as it relates to becoming a head of school: seeking to become a head of school, did 

not desire to be a head of school, or undecided.  I selected five senior level administrators in each 

career group for a total of 15 senior level administrators.  The NAIS (2009) leadership survey 

identified the pathway to a head of school position as teacher to department head or dean to 

senior level administrator (most often Upper School Director) to head of school.  Of the 15 

senior level administrators interviewed, two women followed a different path.  Both of these 

women were undecided about being a head of school.  Of the five women who wanted to be a 

head of school, all of them followed the path from teacher to a mid-level administrator to senior 

level administrator.  Four of the women who did not want to be heads of school went directly 

from teacher to senior level administrator foregoing a mid-level administrative position such as 

dean or department head.   
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When looking specifically at degrees earned across the career groups, nine out of 15 

senior level administrators had a masters, two out of 15 were in an Ed.D. program, and four had 

a B.S. or B.A.  For the women who wanted to be a head of school, four out of the five had a 

Master’s degree, whereas in the other two career groups there were two women in each group 

that earned a B.A. or B.S.  Ten women across the three career groups had an advanced degree. 

In identifying the next step on the career path, I was looking for evidence that women 

who wanted to be a head of school would be more strategic in their degree completion, in finding 

mentors, and in recognizing traits of a leader.  Additionally, if women were not on the path to 

becoming a head of school, I wanted to understand what affected that decision in terms of 

personal and professional factors.  Table 8 provides an overview of the women who were 

interviewed, with their pseudonyms and characteristics. 

Table 8 
 
Senior Level Administrators: Interview Participants 
 

Interview 
Participant 

Current Job 
Title 

Current 
School 

Number of 
Years Senior 

Level 
Administrator 

Career 
Path 

Highest 
Degree 
Earned 

Age Next 
Step on 
Career 
Path 

Willing to 
be 

Interviewed 

Cathy Assistant 
Head 

coed, 
k-12 

6-10 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 41-
45 

HoS Yes 

Liz Middle 
School 

Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-D-
DH-
SLA 

Masters 36-
40 

HoS Yes 

Samantha Assistant 
Head 

all 
girls, 
9-12 

11-15 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 46-
50 

HoS Yes 

Ruth Upper 
School 

Director 

coed, 
k-12 

11-15 T-
DH-
D-

SLA 

B.S./B.A. 56-
60 

HoS Yes 

Alice Upper 
School 

Director 

coed, 
7-12 

1-5 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 31-
35 

HoS Yes 

Sydney Upper 
School 

Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-
SLA 

B.S./B.A. 41-
45 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 
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Candice Middle 
School 

Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-
SLA 

B.S./B.A. 41-
45 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

Cara Upper 
School 

Director 

coed, 
k-12 

11-15 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 51-
55 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

Penny Upper 
School 

Director 

coed, 
9-12 

21-25 T-D-
SLA 

Masters 56-
60 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

Jan Upper 
School 

Director 

coed, 
7-12 

16-20 T-
SLA 

Masters 56-
60 

Not 
HoS 

Yes 

Lily Upper 
School 

Director 

coed, 
7-12 

6-10 CC - 
SLA 

Masters 46-
50 

Und Yes 

Tammy Academic 
Dean 

all 
girls, 
9-12 

16-20 other Masters 41-
45 

Und Yes 

Layla Middle 
School 

Director 

 coed, 
k-12 

6-10 T-D-
SLA 

B.S./B.A. 36-
40 

Und Yes 

Darlene Assistant 
Head 

coed, 
k-12 

11-15 T-
DH-
SLA 

Ph.D. 46-
50 

Und Yes 

Amy Upper 
School 

Director 

coed, 
k-12 

1-5 T-
DH-
SLA 

B.S./B.A. 46-
50 

Und Yes 

Note: Career Path Choices - T (Teacher), D (Dean), DH (Department Head), CC (College 
Counselor), SLA (Senior Level Administrator); HoS = Head of School 
 
Heads of School 

The six female heads of school represented a diverse group of current heads of school 

who were at schools that were members of the NAIS.  The schools were different in regard to 

grade level and type (co-ed and single gender, boarding and day).  Heads of school were 

identified through senior level administrator participants’ recommendations and by asking 

participating heads of school to recommend their colleagues.  The six heads of school were 

interviewed for about one hour via Zoom and a back-up was recorded on an iPhone.  Four of the 

six heads of school were in their first headship, with two of the women in their first headship 

having less than 3 years of experience.  One head, who was in her first headship, had been a head 

for 16 years.  Two of the six heads of school were in a second headship, one for 7 years and 4 
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months and the other for 19 years.  All of the heads of school had advanced degrees.  Table 9 

provides an overview of the heads of school, including years as a head of school, number of 

headships, and degrees earned.  Who are these heads of school?  In a series of vignettes, I will 

tell their leadership stories that will illuminate who they are in addition to the information 

provided in Table 9. 

Table 9 

Heads of School: Years, Headships, and Degrees 

Head of School 
Years as Head 

of School 
Number of 
Headships Degree Earned 

Cami 3 1 Ed.D./Ph.D. 
Jane 
Alex 

2 
2 

1 
1 

Master’s 
Ed.D/Ph.D. 

Dana 15 1 Master’s 
Kelly 
Paige 

7 
19 

2 (7 years, 4 months) 
2 (15 years, 4 years) 

Ed.D./Ph.D. 
Master’s 

Cami - Head of School: 1st headship, 3 years, day, coed, k-12.  Cami started her 

teaching career as an English teacher at a k-12 independent school in Los Angeles after earning a 

Master’s in English.  Over 25 years ago, she accepted a job at her current school as an English 

teacher.  At the time her current head of school was eager to keep young teachers engaged and 

challenged, so he offered Cami the opportunity to be the publications director and a grade level 

dean.  Cami found that she liked the mix of teaching and administration and was appointed as the 

English department chair. The role of middle manager suited her well as she was present to 

students and able to work with adults. Following her career path, Cami became the admissions 

director, which was a job she held for 2 years as a full-time administrator and young mother.  In 

this first full-time administrative job, she discovered that she missed the students and academics. 

She felt like she was on the periphery of the school.  Luckily, her head of school developed a 

new role for her as the academic dean, which supported department heads and division directors 
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on the horizontal and vertical articulation of the program and allowed the head of school to focus 

on fundraising and the completion of a campus master plan.  Her head of school continued to 

mentor her and support her in her growth and Cami was promoted to assistant head of school.  

Her head of school began asking her about her aspirations, "Cami, when do you want to be a 

head of school? You'd be great. You should be head of school."  However, Cami was not 

convinced that she wanted to be a head of school.  As is the case with women in leadership, she 

had her hesitation with young children at home and the perception of the job focused on 

fundraising and business.   

For Cami, the retirement of her head of school was a turning point.  The search 

committee was not in support of Cami’s candidacy so she opted out of the search and remained 

the Assistant Head and helped the new head of school in his transition. She eventually left the 

school to do consulting and was unexpectedly approached by the Board to serve as an interim 

head of school when the new head left.  Since leaving her school the first time, both of her 

children had graduated and she was open to serving the school in this way.  Once again, the 

search committee did not ask her to be a candidate, so she embraced the time as a chance to give 

back to a community that she loved and to test out being head. To Cami’s surprise, the search 

committee came to her late in the search process and asked her to be a candidate.  While Cami 

wanted to help the school, she was conflicted about the process.  The search committee gave her 

48 hours to decide if she would be a candidate.  Cami shared, “I went to my husband. I was up 

all night long. And I was like, "You know what? I don't really like the way this whole thing has 

unfolded. It feels kind of unprofessional and I don't like the bait and switch." Her husband ‘s 

voice of reason helped Cami decide on her next steps, "You know, how often does a school you 

love where you have deep, deep roots ask you to serve as its head and you know enough to say 
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that you like the work and you've drafted the strategic plan in your first year? Cami, why 

wouldn't you say yes?" So, Cami leaned into the moment and is currently serving in year 3 of her 

first headship. 

Jane - Head of School: 1st headship, 2 years, day, all girls, prek-12.  Jane started her 

teaching career at a boarding school as a triple threat - teacher, coach, and dorm parent.  She was 

a collegiate athlete and majored in sociology and history.  After just a few years at the boarding 

school, she decided to go back to school to get her Master’s degree in private school 

leadership.  Life beyond teaching interested her and she wanted to be prepared for administrative 

leadership.  While getting her Master’s degree, Jane worked in the admissions office at her alma 

mater, an independent day school.  Upon completion of her Master’s degree, she landed a job as 

the admissions director at a small independent school.  After a few years, Jane decided to go 

back to school to get her Doctorate at Teacher’s College and moved to a larger school k-12, coed 

school as the director of admissions and financial aid.  While she liked admissions, Jane wanted 

to be seen as an academic and moved into academic administration as the middle school director 

at a k-12 coed school.  This was a pivotal shift in her career as she shifted to the academic side of 

the school.  In this role, she found a strong mentor in her head of school who said, “you very 

much have head of school makings."  Jane grew under his mentorship, testing out her 

leadership.  While she was the middle school director, family obligations led her to a new 

position as the middle school director at all girls’ school, her first encounter with all girls.  Jane 

recognized this move as significant in that the school was strong academically and positioned her 

to bridge her experiences from admissions and academics. She also found another mentor in her 

new head of school, who was in the business of preparing young administrators to lead.  Her 
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career at this all girls’ school included roles as the middle school director, upper school director, 

and assistant head of school.  

While Jane reflected that her career path to head of school was slower than 

administrators, she was the primary caregiver for her children and needed to take time for her 

family while advancing her career.  As a new head at a prek-12, all girls’ school, she is grateful 

for the wisdom and experiences she had in the various schools.  She brings a wide range of 

experiences to her current role so that she can meet the demands of the head of school job.  

Alex - Head of School: 1st headship, 2 years, boarding, coed, 9-12.  Alex self-reported 

that her career path was unorthodox as a pathway to an independent school headship.  While in 

college, she worked for the Coalition of Essential Schools.  Once she graduated from college, she 

became a public school teacher.  She actually had two jobs: one was to help start a school and the 

other was teaching history and English at a public school.  She was designing curriculum for the 

new school, while teaching and creating lesson plans for her teaching job.  After this experience, 

Alex decided to get her certification as a public school principal and pursue a doctorate in local 

politics and school reform.  She spent 7 years on this work and during that time got married, had 

children, worked in charter schools, planned professional growth, and did other general 

consulting.  After some soul searching about what she wanted to do next, she became an assistant 

principal at a large public high school.  In this role, she worked closely with her principal, who 

like her, was inexperienced in leadership.  They learned on the job and supported each other on a 

daily basis with the running of the school.  After this role, Alex became a principal at a large 

public high school.  Alex loved the big school feeling, the community aspect of leading, Friday 

night football, and even budgets. However, this was the time of the rise in standardized testing 

and mandated teacher evaluations from the state.  The rules and regulations were daunting, 
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teaching and learning were taking a back seat to the politics.  At the same time, the 

superintendent was likely going to retire, leaving a clear path for Alex to take over.  However, 

that job seemed more about politics and less about kids. 

While Alex was considering her next career move in the public school sector, she was 

contacted by a search consultant who placed administrators in independent schools.  Alex had 

familiarity with independent schools as her husband was an administrator at an independent 

boarding school.  The search firm approached her about an iconic independent school with a 

strong academic program and focus on diversity and innovation.  The school appealed to her and 

to her family.  In fact, her family moved across the country so she could become the upper 

school director.  Her husband quit his job and worked part time, spending more time with the 

children.  Alex shared about the experience of moving to an independent school and some of the 

challenges she faced, working under a very strong head who had been at the school for a long 

time.  Her leadership and vision were stymied by the head and she could not move her vision 

forward.  She began to question her leadership so when her contract was up for renewal, she 

decided to search for other opportunities.  Alex landed her first headship at a 9-12, boarding 

school.   

Dana - Head of School: 1st headship, 16 years, day, coed, prek-12.  Dana started her 

teaching career overseas where her husband was playing professional sports.  When she and her 

husband returned to the states, they ended up at her husband’s alma mater - an independent 

school, all boys, boarding and day school.  Dana was nurtured as a teacher and young mother by 

mentors at the school who engaged her about teaching and learning and encouraged her to 

expand her skills.  In particular, she reflected on the dean of faculty who asked her to develop 

programs and mentor young teachers.  Her mentors knew she had a Master’s in secondary 
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education so they asked her to step up.  When the director of studies left unexpectedly, Dana was 

asked to take on the job.  She was clear with her administrator in saying, “I made a decision to 

have babies now. And so, I'm not going to alter that decisions based on my job.”  Dana moved 

from director of studies to middle school director. While she and her husband were successful 

administrators, they had a young daughter who would be needing a school soon, so they decided 

to get on the job market.  Dana landed the lower school head job at a new school and moved her 

family to a new city to start a new position.  She almost didn’t accept the job due to fear of a new 

job with an age of student that was unfamiliar, but her mom and best friend pushed her to see her 

strengths and to take on the challenge. Dana recounts the experience of making this pivotal 

career decision and deciding to move the family and start over at a new school.   

Dana embraced her challenges, taught new courses, led interesting initiatives, and built 

the foundation of trust with the faculty.  In addition to her success as a leader, Dana was clear 

that her partnership with her spouse was integral to each and every new challenge she 

encountered.  She expressed joy and excitement in her new job which led her to be considered as 

an internal head of school candidate.  Dana was committed to providing a model of lower school 

educators leading even though lower school head to head of school was not a traditional 

pathway.  She entered the search along with another internal candidate which at the end resulted 

in neither internal candidate getting the job.  Actually, the school had a failed search and 

appointed an interim head of school.  The school entered a search the next year, but this time 

Dana was not a candidate.  In the final stage of the search, the search committee chair 

approached Dana and asked her to be a fourth candidate, “You're the whole package. You now 

have lower, middle, upper, curriculum. You're going be this school's next head of school." Dana 
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was skeptical, she had been in the last search and wasn’t sure she was up for it again.  But, with 

her spouse by her side, she gave it her best shot and became the head of school. 

Kelly, Head of School: 1st headship, 7 years, day, coed, 7-12; 2nd headship, 4 

months, day, coed, prek-12.  Kelly started as a high school teacher teaching religious studies at 

a Catholic high school, before going back to graduate school and completing a couple of 

Master’s degrees - one in education and one in medieval history.  She returned to the high school 

classroom at her alma mater, an all girls’ Catholic school.  Kelly planned to stay at her alma 

mater for the long term, teaching history and following in the shoes of her high school mentor. 

But she realized that maybe she was meant to do something more or be somewhere else.  Kelly 

moved from teaching high school, to being the middle school director, to the director of the one 

to eight division. Her head of school encouraged her leadership and allowed her to make 

decisions and try new programs.  He was somewhat hands-off which meant that in her early 

stages of leadership she moved quickly, maybe too quickly at times.  Kelly graduated once again 

from her alma mater and left to become the assistant head of a coed, k-12 school.  Her new head 

of school was nearing retirement and was a very intentional leader and mentor, who spent a lot of 

time thinking out loud, talking about systems, and valuing bold thinking and action.  He allowed 

Kelly to run many aspects of the school with his guidance and support.  Both of her heads of 

school asked her directly about her aspirations to be a leader.  Her second head was strategic in 

working closely with her about preparing her to be a head of school.  Both of these mentors were 

men.  Kelly did not have many women in her background who encouraged her and in fact found 

some of her biggest challenges to be with female colleagues.  

Kelly landed her first headship as the second head of a young 7-12 coed school. 

Currently, she is in her second headship at a well-established, coed, prek-12 school.  
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Paige, Head of School: 1st headship, 14 years, day, coed, 9-12; 2nd headship, 5 

years, boarding, coed, 9-12.  Paige’s path to leadership started as a teacher in a small arts 

academy where she was a voice instructor.  She became the music department chair because in 

small schools whoever raised their hand got the job.  Paige found that in a small school, she had 

more opportunities to lead. There are the same needs that all schools have, but fewer people to 

do the work.  She was encouraged to take the opportunities presented and to take on challenges 

that appealed to her.  Paige moved into the role of assistant head of school to support a new head 

who was coming in with little arts background.  When he retired, Paige debated about being an 

internal candidate for the head of school job.  The board chair approached her and asked to apply 

and consider the job.  As the search unfolded, Paige realized that the board needed some 

direction as to what the school needed, so she laid out her plan and how she would do the 

job.  She led the school for the next 14 years.  When the board appointed Paige, they thought 

there would be a continuation of the same style and leadership from the past head of school. 

However, Paige had a very quick showdown with the board because they really wanted to 

interfere with curriculum and not allow Paige to lead.  When Paige decided to leave her school, 

many were surprised.  But Paige felt the time had come to move on and gave notice.  She 

accepted her current position 1 month later. 

Paige reflected on her experience with balance as an area of challenge for leaders.  Paige 

is married and does not have children.  Since she doesn’t have children, she has found less 

support from leaders who talk about the challenge of balance. However, she is still working for 

balance, because a headship is all-encompassing.  Paige brings her big smile and passion for the 

arts to her job every day.  She has participated as a faculty member for NAIS new heads, 
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mentored women of color in leadership, and found ways to nurture her arts passion through her 

leadership and mentorship. 

Female Senior Level Administrators: Personal and Professional Factors 

Finding 1:  Multiple levels of support systems needed to be in place to push women forward 

along the pathway to leadership. 

 The first finding of this research is that multiple levels of support systems are needed to 

be in place to push women forward along the pathway to leadership. Regardless of their career 

group, the 15 female senior level administrators recognized the importance of people and 

mentors along the way.  Whether the person was a parent, spouse, head of school, former 

teacher, or current colleague, they indicated that their promotions and personal development 

were supported by individuals who demonstrated care and interest in their leadership.  Parental 

and spousal support were personal factors that affected the career path of female senior level 

administrators.  Head of school support was a professional factor that motivated senior level 

administrators to push themselves in leadership. 

Family support: Personal factor.  Thirteen of the 15 senior level administrators 

received support from their family.  Parental and spousal support of career decisions were 

reported as a positive marker in determining a career path.  For six out of the 15 senior level 

administrators, parents were mentioned as a significant personal support.  Of the six women who 

cited parental support, three specifically mentioned mothers who had challenging and rewarding 

careers, providing a key role model and support person.  Alice (seeking to become a head of 

school) shared the following about her mother: 

My mom is the CEO of a company, a biotech company...when I was in my late teens, she 
transitioned into more of the business side and ended up getting mentored to take over a 
company. Pretty unusual, in the world of science anyway, to have a female leader...all 
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through my late teens and 20s, getting to see her start one company and then 
another...made me really interested in thinking about leadership.  

 
Darlene (undecided) also watched her mother take on challenges and grow: 

My own mother changed careers and sort of moved up through the ranks a great deal as I 
was growing up, and I was watching her doing this…When she was 50, she started her 
PhD. Making that kind of courageous decision, having a role model in my own mother.  
 
Spousal support was mentioned by two of the 15 participants, who also mentioned 

receiving support from their parents.  Darlene (undecided) shared the following about children 

and indicating the importance of her spouse:  

It’s important that mention that I don’t have kids. I’ve never wanted kids. I think that that 
has been a great advantage. Just in terms of that personal life, I’m still happily married to 
the man who I started going out with at 18, and having that sort of support is just hugely 
important in self-confidence as a human being.  

In regard to career groups, four of the five women who were seeking to become a head of 

school indicated family as a personal factor pushing them forward in their career.  One senior 

level administrator who wanted to be a head of school did not mention family, but explained that 

she was unmarried and without children, so she did not indicate family as a factor.  For senior 

level administrators who did not want to be a head of school, four out of five women recognized 

the personal support of family along their career path.  Finally, all of the women who were 

undecided on next step on their career path spoke about the personal impact of family, even as 

they were in discernment about the next step.  Amy (undecided) recognized that family was 

likely a factor for women in leadership, stating, “I can imagine that for a lot of women, family 

and home obligations are a huge barrier to taking on the role of head of school.”  Family 

support—whether parental or spousal—was a personal factor for 13 out of the 15 senior level 

administrators regardless of their career group. 

Head of School Support: Professional Factor.  Outside of the family support network, 

senior level administrators cited heads of school as providing positive support and guidance on 
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their career path.  All of the senior level administrators reported receiving support from current 

or former heads of school.  Though not all women called their head of school a mentor, they 

were encouraged and supported by their heads of school.  Liz (seeking to become a head of 

school) was inspired by her first head of school, who was a role model as a working mother and 

provided her with support: 

The first head of school I worked for as a middle school divisional director was just very 
inspirational in terms of being a female head of school. She’s the same age as I am. She 
had young children. And she was very encouraging in terms of saying, you can absolutely 
have a career and have children. You’ll be very busy, but you’ll be very happy.  You can 
totally handle that. So that was really instrumental.  
 

Candice (did not desire to be head of school) had great support and guidance from her head of 

school who offered guidance as she adjusted to her new role:   

Honestly, my current head of school has been a really great mentor as well. She’s always 
available for me to talk to, and she’s been in this position before, where she was the 
middle school director. And so she knows the things that come up can be pretty tricky, 
and she knows...she’s just always great at giving advice.  

 
Heads of school supported women in leadership and were influential in guiding and 

supporting women along their career path.  These relationships fostered confidence, provided 

feedback on leadership, and encouraged young leaders to take risks.  Nine senior level 

administrators received support from male heads of school, six received support from female 

heads of school, and four were mentored by male and female heads of school.  Liz (seeking to 

become a head of school) shared her experience with her head of school, which was a sentiment 

shared by the women who received support from a head of school: 

In my current job, my current head of school is very supportive. I feel totally like he’s got 
my back, but also that he knows and understands me and my aspirations…he thinks 
having someone in this position who aspires to do more is actually a great thing. So that’s 
awesome.   

Across the career groups, the senior level administrators encountered male and female heads of 

school as professional factors on their career path.    
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Networks: Professional Factor.  Senior level administrators reported that informal 

networks supported their growth.  The administrators identified the development of formal 

networks to support women in their leadership development as an area of focus.  Eight senior 

level administrators cited this as an area in which they would like to grow, as a way to receive 

more direct leadership support and ongoing connections to others in similar jobs.  Alice (seeking 

to become a head of school) elaborated on her desire for a formal network, a sentiment shared by 

the eight senior level administrators; “One of the things I don’t have a ton of is a larger network 

in the education realm. I think it’s healthy...not just to have your whole network made up of your 

professional team at your workplace.” Two out of 15 women reported on established networks 

that existed through their schools or professional organizations. Jan (did not desire to be a head 

of school) had been in several schools, so she had a network, but currently lacked a mentor. She 

stated, “I have people for certain topics that I call... I don’t really have a current person that I’m 

regularly interacting with. Which I actually would like to have.”  

Two of the 15 senior level administrators valued networks, established networks, and 

mentored others as a way to keep an active network.  Lily (undecided) built a network of women 

whom she used consistently for help on a wide range of issues:  

I also have worked with a group of women leaders, just a small ad hoc. There’re like 
seven of us, that have met every year for the last, I don’t know, how many numbers of 
years. But just because it’s people who we trust. We sit around at a conference table at 
somebody’s school and we just talk...like we throw out problems that we’re having, or 
issues, and give each other advice.   
 

Darlene (undecided) offered her view on networks as not just receiving, but also providing 

mentoring to women as a way to develop her leadership; “I also mentor others...There’s probably 

15 young women in independent leadership who call me whenever they’re making a transition in 

their career, or whenever they hit a crisis or something like that. I love doing that.”  
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Across career groups, senior level administrators commented on networks, citing the 

need for networks and the desire for more formal networks.  For senior level administrators who 

wanted to be a head of school, four out of five mentioned networks as a part of their career path.  

For women who were undecided on their next step, three viewed networks as part of their 

leadership development. Tammy (undecided) identified mentoring as an important element of 

her leadership growth: 

I would say there’s been a ton of women and men I think who have helped me along the 
way. I can go back to Girl Scouts. I can go back to working at the YWCA. I can go back 
to [ABC School] where I had great a head and assistant head that were very helpful. Even 
at Able College, if it wasn’t my direct boss, there were definitely other people that I 
believed in finding and seeking out if I wasn’t getting the answers or the support. I was 
very good about trying to navigate and build bridges elsewhere…I’m a lifelong learner.  
 

Finally, only two women who did not want to be a head of school mentioned networks.  

Networks for professional growth and leadership development were important for those women 

who were seeking to become a head of school and less important for the other two career groups.  

Table 10 provides an overview by career group on support systems that senior level 

administrators reported were factors in supporting their leadership development. 

Table 10 

Personal and Professional Factors that Supported Senior Level Administrators 

Career Group 
Family 
Support 

Head of School 
Support 

Network 
Support 

Want to be a Head of School (N = 5) 4 5 4 
Do Not Want to be a Head of School (N = 5) 
Undecided (N = 5) 

4 
5 

5 
5 

2 
3 
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Finding 2:  For senior level administrators, the “tap” was a moment on their career path 

when a leader recognized their potential to lead and pushed them forward on their career 

path. 

For senior level administrators, the “tap” was a moment when a leader or mentor 

recognized their potential to lead, expressed confidence in them as a leader, and pushed them 

forward on their career path.  This finding is consistent with research in the field that suggests 

women wait to apply for jobs until they perceive they have all the skills necessary for the 

position (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008).  Many of the women in this study who were well prepared and 

well suited for a job often held back until they felt totally prepared for all aspects of the job.  To 

be compelled forward, women needed to see themselves as prepared, even if some areas of the 

job were not as familiar.  Amy (undecided), who was an experienced administrator, provided 

perspective on being prepared and wanting to have additional experiences before jumping into a 

head of school position: 

So I think that a next step for me if I were to stay in independent schools, would be an 
associate head or head of school...the biggest struggle for me in those positions would be 
some of the bigger picture things I have very little experience with. So development and 
fundraising. I have been involved with strategic planning but I certainly haven’t led the 
development of a strategic plan. I’ve done accreditations and I’ve helped write 
accreditation reports, but I haven’t necessarily been a part of that from the perspective of 
head of school. So, I think that a big area of growth for me is getting more experience 
with sort of the big picture part of leading an organization. I have great middle 
management skills at this point.  

The tap provided senior level administrators with a “vote of confidence” in their 

leadership.  In hearing from the 15 senior level administrators, the tap played a role in the career 

path for each person.  These women came into schools to teach and work with students; 

however, along the way they were identified for leadership and tapped to apply for jobs in 

administration.  Fourteen out of the 15 senior level administrators did not express aspirations to 

lead or to move into administration, but their supervisors asked them to step up.  This 
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“unplanned” move into leadership inspired each woman to examine why she was chosen and to 

be more planful in the next step up.  Penny (did not desire to be a head of school) spoke about 

her unplanned move into leadership and how she adjusted to the new role: 

I do feel as though, for me, there was a learning curve. I mean, I had no administrative 
experience, and suddenly I became the head of the upper school. So, there was a steep 
learning curve, but now I feel that I am sort of seasoned, in a way.   
 

For the 15 senior level administrators, eight senior level administrators received a tap from a 

female head of school, whereas seven senior level administrators received the tap from a male 

head of school.  For the 15 senior level administrators, the first step was the result of a tap.  Ray 

(undecided) reflected on her path to her current job and the way she was tapped: 

I was encouraged by a couple of key people…who said I think you can do this. I don’t 
think I would’ve gone for this role [Middle School Director] if a couple of people hadn’t 
pulled me aside and said we think you can do this and we hope you’re going to put your 
name in the hat.  
   

Ruth (seeking to become a head of school) shared the following about how she got tapped: “I got 

my hand raised and became a department chair before I wanted to be a department chair.”  

Ruth’s (seeking to become a head of school) head of school saw her as a leader and asked her to 

step up and run programming that gave her skills and confidence to lead: 

When I was a learning specialist, the head of middle school put me in charge of a whole 
K through 12 scope and sequence. There I was able to build curriculum and the head at 
that time said, you’re going to do faculty professional development and give X amount of 
workshops on ADD, or whatever it was. It allowed that growth of leadership to come 
from what I know, but also, I think grassroots.  
 

In Samantha’s (seeking to become a head of school) case, the act of being tapped was the first 

step in recognizing herself as a leader.  When she was in her second year of teaching and was 

asked to chair the self-study, she pointed to that moment as “the beginning of people actually 

think[ing] I have important, valuable skills...It was just that first moment that I had that insight 

that maybe I have something more to offer than just teaching.” Cara’s (did not desire to be a 
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head of school) comment was consistent with all of the senior level administrators in terms of her 

path and how the tap encouraged her to move forward into leadership and “really, just taking 

advantage of opportunities as they’ve come up.”  Cara (did not desire to be a head of school) was 

asked by her head of school, “’Can you do this? We need somebody to do this.’… I can do it, I 

can step up and do that. Even though I had never done it and I had no idea what I was doing.”  

In regard to career group, all women received a tap regardless of their career path 

aspirations.  The tap was important for the 15 senior level administrators to get to their current 

leadership position.  For the five women who did not want to be a head of school, they cited a 

high level of satisfaction in their current role, Sydney (did not desire to be a head of school) 

shared in the following statement: “I think people have always had confidence and can lean on 

me, …we have an incredibly supportive parent group, too. So, knowing that they have 

confidence in me...if they didn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”  Cara (did not desire to be a head of 

school) expressed her commitment to her school and had no desire to leave: 

Since I’ve spent more than half my life here, my kids have all gone here K through 12, 
my husband’s been involved since before I was. It’s not as if I’m looking to be elsewhere.  
I have no interest in going to another school and working anywhere else...People tend to 
stay for a long time but again, given that I don’t have aspirations to advance my career.... 
I’ve been doing this for 12 years now.  

The senior level administrators described the tap as an “aha” leadership moment recognizing that 

they had been seen as a leader.  The tap required women to be seen by their head of school or a 

member of their community who recognized their potential and pushed forward. 

Finding 3:  Female senior level administrators perceive that they are held back along the 

leadership pathway due to family responsibilities and gender bias in leadership. 

Family responsibilities: Personal factors.  In the 15 interviews with senior level 

administrators, the women identified personal barriers on their career paths.  The literature cited 

stereotypes such as family responsibilities (children and spouse) as factors that affected women 
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applying for the head of school job (Handy, 2008; NAIS, 2009).  Trailing spouses were spouses 

that needed to find a new job while “trailing” the spouse who was making a geographic move to 

be a head of school.   

For 12 of the 15 senior level administrators, personal barriers focused on family 

responsibilities and were considered a barrier on women’s career paths.  Cathy (seeking to 

become a head of school) reflected on her parental duties, “I have a two-and-a-half year old right 

now. That is a big factor for me and I think it’s an important factor in terms of when I make that 

move.” Sydney (did not desire to be a head of school) commented on the demands of the job and 

parenting as a potential barrier: 

I think really the biggest barrier is just the balance of really wanting to be present, have 
time at home with my family, my children. Be able to do all the things with them after 
school. And luckily, we’re a really small school and so our head of school, as best she 
can, has tried to help make that possible for me.   
 
Of the three women who did not report on family responsibilities as barriers, all three of 

the women did not have children and two of those women were unmarried.  Darlene (undecided) 

recognized the “freedom of not having kids” as critical to her career path.  Ruth (seeking to 

become a head of school) also reported on the lack of family as a positive for her career 

advancement in that she was exposed to many elements of school life:  

It may be luck or not. I’ve never been married...I don’t have a family or a cat or a dog or 
a plant. Even as a young dean or even as a head of guidance, I was the one who always 
got to go on the trips, work Saturdays, or come to this extra thing.  

In addition to children, a trailing spouse was an impediment to women who were 

considering leadership positions in new locations.  A trailing spouse was an added burden as the 

spouse needed to find a job in order for the move to be viable for the family.  For eight out of 15 

women, they had to consider their spouses’ careers alongside their own.  Samantha (seeking to 

become a head of school) indicated her desire to be a head of school, but also the constraints of 
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her trailing spouse as “huge. I cannot leave this area. My husband is an engineer.... I can’t 

imagine telling my husband who feels passionate about space exploration that my work is more 

important.”  Although Darlene is undecided about her next career step, she shared a similar 

constraint due to her spouse, “I’m looking in Los Angeles because my husband...has this 

fabulous position, and there’s no way that he’s going to leave that.”  A counter to the trailing 

spouse was Lily’s (undecided) situation.  Her spouse was a math teacher, which provided her 

with a strong support system and flexibility in her career choices: 

It helps to have a spouse who’s an educator, right?... He’s a math teacher, which is super 
employable.... So, it helps that he made that decision, and we kind of made it together 
that when we got married that we wanted a life where we had a lot of time together.... 
And having both of us being on an academic schedule...helped a ton. To know that I have 
a spouse that is comfortable having me being the person that drives our career moves, 
that’s helpful. And he’s totally happy with that.  
 
When breaking down the responses by career group, the personal barrier of a trailing 

spouse was reported by three out of three married women who were seeking to become heads of 

school.  Liz’s (seeking to become a head of school) statement was reflective of the three women 

in her career group who reported on their spouse as a personal barrier: 

I’m not unencumbered, so I would have to weigh all those things. I think if it was the 
right opportunity, and it was the right school, and the right location, then we [spouse and 
I] would be willing to consider other things. But so far, I’ve been really lucky to stay in 
Los Angeles. This is where I’m from, and this is where my family is, so I’d like to do 
that.  

 
Although three out of five women with spouses who did not desire to be heads of school reported 

on their spouse and his job as a barrier, they were not concerned about this impact on their career 

path.  They did not want to move into a head of school role and recognized the role they needed 

to play with their family.  Candice (did not desire to be head of school) made this clear in her 

statement about how she balanced her career and her family: 



 
 

 69 

Well we have one child.  She’s also a student at my school, ...I don’t have to worry about 
before-care or aftercare. She’s always here. This is kind of her second home. My 
commute is less than 10 minutes…and that was intentional. Honestly, we were lucky that 
we could live so close to the place that I work, but I do feel, as a mom, you’re always 
pulled in a lot of different directions. You’re the keeper of information.  I’m in a place 
where we really encourage people to follow their passions and support them in that, and I 
think I’ve been able to do that.   

Finally, two out of five women with spouses who were undecided on next step cited their 

spouse’s career as a barrier.  When examining family, specifically children, as a personal barrier, 

nine out of 11 senior level administrators with children reported children as a personal barrier.  It 

did not matter what career group they were in; their family responsibilities as related to their 

children were reported as an impediment to their career.  Tables 11 and 12 provide an overview 

by career group of how the women reported on the personal barriers of a trailing spouse and 

children. 

Table 11 

Trailing Spouse as a Barrier by Career Group 

Career Group Trailing Spouse 
Seeking to Become a Head of School (N = 3) 3 
Do Not Desire to Be a Head of School (N = 5) 
Undecided (N = 5) 

3 
2 

 
Table 12 

Children as a Barrier by Career Group 

Career Group Children 
Seeking to Become a Head of School (N = 3) 3 
Do Not Desire to Be a Head of School (N = 5) 
Undecided (N = 4) 

2 
4 

 
Gender bias in leadership: Professional factor.  Professional factors related to gender 

bias were identified and reported as an impediment to the career path for 10 out of the 15 senior 

level administrators.  The conceptual framework of gender role identity and structural feminism 

hypothesized that constituencies valued traditional male leadership more than feminine 
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leadership.  According to Clouser (2018), structural feminism recognizes gender as a legitimate 

category to examine when determining “good” leadership and recommends challenging this 

definition of “good” leadership in order to be more inclusive of female leaders.   

Of the 15 senior level administrators interviewed, 10 encountered gender bias in their 

schools that affected their leadership and their career path.  However, when initially asked about 

structural barriers, the senior level administrators were quick to comment on their perceived lack 

of structural barriers.  When questioned further, these women did cite instances of gender bias 

along their career paths.  Amy (undecided) witnessed gender bias during salary negotiations for 

her current head of school: 

I can just tell you that I know for a fact that there was a conversation with the Chair of 
our Board, when they were negotiating my head’s salary, where the Chair of the Board 
said to her, who by the way was a woman,...you know, we don’t feel like you need to 
earn that much money because of how much money your husband has, being retired from 
the company that he’s retired from.  
 

Lily’s (undecided) experience was echoed by other senior level administrators who encountered 

a male superior or equal suggesting a detour from leadership due to the demands of being a 

mother: 

I went to our Head of Upper School at time, who was a man, to say, I’m not fulfilled and 
I want other opportunities .... And he actually said to me, basically, your children are 
young. Like you’re really busy right now. You should maybe wait until they’re older, and 
it’s a lot to manage.  And I was so angry. And he meant, as many, you know, men do, he 
meant it kindly. He wasn’t trying to be a jerk. He was trying to be supportive.  
 

In contrast to the women who reported on gender bias, Samantha’s (seeking to become a head of 

school) statement was representative of the senior level administrators who reported a lack of 

structural barriers:  

I don’t think I’ve ever been in a school that had any specific structural barriers. … I think 
the barriers would be more of the life part of being a woman in leadership. I haven’t 
particularly felt that I can’t advance because of any structures set in place in the 
institutions where I’ve worked.  
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Professional factors created barriers for women in attaining leadership roles as reported by senior 

level administrators.  Amy (undecided) faced structural barriers because she “didn’t have a 

Master’s degree and hadn’t done graduate work...hadn’t pursued that higher level of education.”  

When looking at reports of gender bias by career group, four out of five women who 

were seeking to become a head of school cited gender bias as a barrier.  Three out of five women 

who did not desire to be a head of school and three out of five women who were undecided 

encountered gender bias.  Gender bias was a professional factor that discouraged 10 out of 15 

female senior level administrators on their career path.  Women encountered people who 

questioned their commitment due to family obligations and challenged their leadership due to 

perceptions of feminine and masculine norms. Table 13 provides an overview by career group of 

how the women reported on gender bias. 

Table 13 

Gender Bias as a Barrier by Career Group 

Career Group Gender Bias 
Seeking to Become a Head of School (N = 5) 4 
Do Not Desire to Be a Head of School (N = 5) 
Undecided (N = 5) 

3 
3 

 
This study provided evidence to consider when looking at the barriers that women faced 

in leadership.  Ten out of 15 senior level administrators reported professional barriers on their 

career path, which aligned with the literature in regard to gender bias as a factor in defining 

“good” leadership (NAIS, 2009).   
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Finding 4:  Women who self-identified as risk takers were seen as confident and ambitious 

by their constituencies and were compelled to move forward in their leadership. 

Senior level administrators who expressed a readiness and willingness to take risks and 

were excited by the challenges in their current job and those on the horizon saw themselves as 

risk takers in their leadership.  Thirteen of the 15 senior level administrators were willing to take 

on new experiences and embrace the challenges of a new job.  One example of risk taking came 

from Cathy (seeking to become a head of school), who took a leap when she changed jobs and 

found a new challenge by combining her work in college counseling with teaching, realizing that 

she had to leave her institution in order to grow.  Her colleagues expressed “a little shock that 

someone would only be there 2 years and say thank you for your time, but I’m going to go 

elsewhere.”  This story of needing to leave in order to grow was repeated by Darlene 

(undecided), who made several career changes and took a less familiar path in order to take on a 

new challenge and expand her repertoire of skills and land in a school that needed fixing because 

she “could make a difference.”   

Although being confident is often described using masculine traits such as ambitious, 

aggressive, and dominant, and constituents can view confident women in a negative light, the 13 

senior level administrators who commented on confidence self-reported that they were well-liked 

and appreciated in their positions.  Amy (undecided) reported that the support of her community 

for her career advancement was instrumental in her ability to take risks and be confident: 

I feel like the people within my school community were always really supportive of the 
fact that I was ambitious and wanted to move up. And so, I always felt well supported by 
the people within my school community. And I was encouraged not to give up on those 
goals even though we’re such a small school and there’s not often open positions. I 
always felt encouraged by the people within my school community to continue that path.  

Additionally, Candice (did not desire to be a head of school) shared about her community’s 

impact on her confidence and ability to lead: 
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I would say that I have had an incredibly supportive team of people around me who have 
always lifted me up and always been, I think, sometimes more confident in my abilities 
than I was, and knowing that I have such a strong teaching faculty...So, I think just the 
people that I’m around make life very easy for me, which is ... it’s a gift, honestly.  
 
Moreover, confidence to pursue the next step on one’s career path counters the feminine 

stereotype of not “feeling ready” to lead.  Thirteen of the 15 senior level administrators 

expressed confidence in their leadership.  Samantha (seeking to become a head of school) 

exuded confidence, describing her next steps as “a natural extension” of her path and a result of 

the “skill sets” that she developed over her career, which was consistent with the women in the 

“seeking to become a head of school” career group.  Additionally, this sentiment expressed by 

Samantha (seeking to become a head of school) was aligned with others in her career group, “I 

don’t think I ever went into this, thinking that is where I would end up, but it just keeps pointing 

in that direction.” Lily (undecided) shared about her readiness for her new role, “there’s nobody 

who’s more motivated ... nobody more qualified...I have the background. I’ve got the skills.”  

Lily’s assessment of her readiness was consistent with women who were confident in their skill 

development and recognized that they were qualified for the job. 

The trait of confidence and the characteristics of being a risk taker were reflected in the 

literature as indicators of “good” leadership (Hoang, 2009; Hoff & Mitchell, 2008; Newton, 

2006; Thomson, 2016).  Women needed more support in developing their confidence and in 

taking risks so they could be seen as good leaders.  Liz (seeking to become a head of school) 

reported on her realization that the school she was in was not the place for her to grow, 

demonstrating her confidence in her ability to lead by looking elsewhere: 

I had been a grade level dean for a couple years. And they were hiring for a dean of 
students for the middle school. And I thought that was really a great fit for me. And 
actually, an aha moment. Not necessarily in a positive way, with the head of school, 
where they actually hired for the job, they didn’t even really open it up to anyone...And 
she just gave me feedback that, “I just don’t see this for you.” ...I sort of left that meeting 
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going, Oh, wow. I don’t really agree with that...And if that’s how she feels about it, then 
that kind of tells me everything I need to know about how far I can go in this 
institution...And I moved on to another school.  
 

When Liz and other senior level administrators identified school settings that supported growth 

and offered advancement, they were self-reflective on how they were seen as leaders.  In 

exhibiting confidence and risk taking, they were seen positively by their constituents and given 

more chances to lead.  Being confident and taking risks were factors that motivated senior level 

administrators on their career paths.  

Further evidence of confidence and risk taking in leadership existed when looking at the 

two career groups of senior level administrators: seeking to become a head of school and 

undecided.  Ten out of 10 women in these two career groups made statements indicating that 

they had a high level of confidence in their leadership.  Additionally, the 10 women in these two 

career groups shared examples of being risk takers along their career paths.  All of the women in 

the “seeking to become a head of school” career group and all of the women in the “undecided” 

career group reported on risk taking while in their current position.  Ruth (seeking to become a 

head of school) shared about risk taking when she was charged with making significant changes 

in the early stages of her new job:  

When I got my job here I was actually asked in my first year. I did a whole 
reconfiguration of the administrative model of the upper school. While it was my brain 
child, I also hired certain people that were not so traditional to be deans and had a non-
traditional advisory system in a weird way.   

Ten of the 10 senior level administrators (five who were seeking to become heads of school and 

five who were undecided) expressed confidence in their leadership.  Layla’s (undecided) 

statement demonstrated her confidence in her approach: 

I think I feel confident leading in terms of setting tone and culture, which feel really 
important to me, maybe not particularly, but in a middle school as we think about how we 
want our kids to be, so I feel confident about how to set tone and culture and about what I 



 
 

 75 

can do to influence that setting of tone and culture. Yeah, I think those are some major 
areas, yeah.  

However, two out of five senior level administrators in the “did not desire to be a head of 

school” career group did not make a statement about confidence.  When pushed, women in the 

do not desire to be a head of school were willing to share experiences of risk taking and 

confidence, but did not immediately see themselves as possessing these traits.  Cara (did not 

desire to be head of school) described the limits she had on her career in this statement that 

shows her lack of confidence in her leadership: 

Maybe a little bit of that, like imposter thing. Can I really do this or not? I haven’t wanted 
this, am I good enough for this? Does it mean if I didn’t want it that therefore I shouldn’t 
have it, or I won’t be good enough?   

The senior level administrators who did not desire to be head of school expressed satisfaction 

with their role and no need to move or even put themselves on the job market. Jan (did not desire 

to be head of school) stated the following:  

The barrier part came, for me, in my personal situation, I didn’t really want to move 
[schools or cities]. I didn’t really want to start a search, and go out there, and start feeling 
like I needed to write something that probably everybody else had already thought of, but 
I needed to write it. I was happy in my job.  

In this finding, the “did not desire to be a head of school” career group expressed differences in 

their confidence from the other two career groups: seeking to become a head of school and 

undecided.  Traits of confidence and risk-taking were personal factors that compelled women 

forward in their leadership. 

Perceptions and Realities of Head of School Job  

The in-depth interviews with the heads of school provided a lens into the head of school 

job and the head of school pathway.  For the most part, heads of school reported satisfaction with 

their job, excitement by the challenges, and a readiness to step out of the senior level 

administrative job into the head of school role.  Heads of school recognized that the job required 



 
 

 76 

many hours and often difficult decisions, however they expressed satisfaction with their impact 

on the community.  The senior level administrators were more fearful of the head of school job 

and more concerned with the hire/fire possibility from the board.  The two findings below 

elaborate on the perceptions and realities of the head of school job. 

Finding 5:  Perception and Reality of Head of School Job as it Related to Board 

Management - Not Aligned 

 Heads of school reported that relationships with board members were a critical 

component of the head of school job and integral to a successful headship.  Although senior level 

administrators recognized the importance of the board as it related to fundraising, they did not 

have a realistic view about the day to day job of managing board members and perceived the 

board as a negative component of the head of school job.  

 Heads of school: Reality.  The six heads of school reported on the significant amount of 

time that they spent with their boards and board chairs.  Although the heads of school knew from 

their prior senior level administrative positions that the board played an important role for a head 

of school, not one was aware of the time and care that the board would require when they 

became heads of school.  The heads of school reported on this as a critical part of the job with 

regard to head of school evaluation, crisis management, relationship building, fundraising, 

strategic planning, and vision.  All heads of school reported being underprepared for this role and 

the time it required on a daily and weekly basis.  Alex shared her experience as a new head of 

school in the following statement: 

But managing a board, nobody mentioned as something that would take a lot of time and 
it takes a huge amount of time. I would say close to a quarter of the time I spend is on 
board relations and working with them. And that might be because we’re in the beginning 
of figuring out our strategic initiatives and all of that, so that might be why it feels like 
it’s so much of the job, but that was more than I expected it to be.  
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Kelly reported on the board and her role with them: 

So, … one of the things I definitely underestimated was just how much time I would 
spend with the board, and what it means to really build a board that is yours, but not 
yours, as the Head. Understanding what it is to have 22 or 27 bosses, whatever that 
means. And you know, and to leverage, again, use the relationships that we can build, and 
leverage those relationships in such a way that we really are moving the school forward, 
and not getting caught in the weeds. That is exponentially more difficult than I originally 
imagined it would be.  

 
The six heads of school reported being underprepared for the management of the board.  They 

cited the lack of open communication with their former heads of school who did not share about 

the realities of this relationship.   

Senior level administrators: Perception.  For the senior level administrators, 11 out of 

15 reported that the board was a part of the head of school job as it related to setting vision and 

fundraising.  However, senior level administrators did not have an accurate understanding of the 

relationship between the board and the head of school.  Cara’s (did not want to be a head of 

school) statement captured the sentiment of the 11 senior level administrators in describing the 

head of school relationship with the board:   

The fundraising piece, the board piece, strategically making sure that things are on track, 
and having to do even more of that kind of big picture thinking than you have to do as a 
principal, and that’s always a challenge, I think in this position, to be thinking of the big 
stuff plus just all the little stuff that you’re doing all the time. And I know that would be 
the case with a head job as well, but I think you’re probably more sort of big picture stuff.  
 

Liz (seeking to become a head of school) also reflected on her view of the head of school job as 

one necessitating vision and strategy:  

I think the closer I get to the job, the more exposure I get to what it really looks like on a 
day-to-day basis…I think the part that appeals to me, and the part that I observe is the 
more strategic thinking. So, really sort of having a vision for the school, really crafting a 
plan, and thinking about, “Okay, what do the next 5 years look like for this school?” And 
then, working towards that. So, really thinking about the fundraising that has to happen 
for that to work. And the infrastructure.   
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For the 11 senior level administrators who reported that the head of school job involved working 

with the board, eight senior level administrators cited working with the board as a barrier to 

wanting the head of school job.  Darlene (undecided) summarized her sense of working with a 

board as follows: 

It’s really scary to think about reporting to a board…. I just think anytime that you’re 
reporting to a group of people is hard. If they’re a group of people who have their own 
internal politics, their own agendas who are not experts in your field, that is probably the 
part of being a head that I dread second most. The first one is being up there being looked 
at all the time, and the second one is reporting to a board of trustees.  
 

Upon further reflection, Tammy (undecided) also recognized the challenges of the job related to 

the board: 

I just see a lot of stress and I see a lot of, I want to say wishy-washiness, but this idea that 
you think you’re the head and you have the final say and really, they’re seeing a sense of 
the board of trustees really having the majority of the say...We have a lot who are in 
business and finance and they don’t know the education world, but they believe they do.  
 
Perception versus reality:  Not aligned.  In the examining the career groups, four out of 

five senior level administrators who were undecided and two out of five who were seeking to 

become head of school saw the board as a barrier to their career path.  Of the four senior level 

administrators who did not mention the board, two of the four indicated that they were seeking to 

become a head of school.  

In order to prepare women for the head of school role, the six heads of school recognized 

that more training on the board and head of school relationship was an area of focus in helping 

women in senior administrative positions successfully transition into the head of school role.  

Jane summarized her readiness in this statement: 

So, if you ask me what do I wish I had more experience in, it is how you manage a board 
as well. So, I have 28 trustees, how do I manage them all well? And how do I utilize their 
strengths to move our institution forward without letting them get in the weeds. So, I 
would say the board management, board leadership, I wish I had more experience.   
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This was an area that heads of school knew well, so their acknowledgement of this lack of 

insight and experience for senior level administrators was critical to finding ways to provide the 

necessary training for women aspiring to the head of school position. 

Finding #6:  Perception and Reality of the Head of School Job as it Related to Student 

Contact and Community Engagement – Not Aligned 

 Senior level administrators perceived the loss of time with students and a reallocation of 

time to the business of the school as negative components of the head of school job.  However, 

the heads of school reported being satisfied with the job in terms of engaging with students and 

serving in a pastoral role for the community.   

Senior level administrators: Perception. Senior level administrators perceived that the 

head of school role would move them away from student life, which they viewed as a downside 

to becoming a head of school.  For 11 out of 15 senior level administrators, the move away from 

being with students “on the dance floor” was a barrier to becoming a head of school.  In addition, 

11 out of 15 senior level administrators spoke about their love of students, teaching, and student 

life.  Cara (did not desire to be a head of school) summarized the job in this statement: 

I see it being even less in touch with kids than I am now, although here everybody 
teaches, so you know. That would be the same, say here, right, whether you were a head 
of school or not? It’s less of the day-to-day running [of the school].  

Caroline (seeking to become a head of school) shared her perceived sense of loss in not knowing 

all the day-to-day inner workings of student life: 

Trust in that you are several steps removed from the teaching and learning that takes 
place and so not taking all the merit or stories at face value, but taking that time to not 
show your cards, but to listen to that person and then do your inquiry and then come back 
and figure out what [happened].  

Jan (did not desire to be a head of school) continued with this perceived sense of loss for a head 

of school:  
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I think for me, it was not so much a barrier as I just didn’t want to do what felt like a sort 
of artificial thing that I thought I would have to do to become a head of school...It didn’t 
feel authentic to me and my interests. Honestly, I mean, ...it just wasn’t that attractive to 
me.  
 

Finally, Tammy (undecided) emphasized the lack of connectedness she felt as a result of the 

pressure of the business side of the school:  

I do hear her say the same thing, which is I can’t tell you what we’re doing in this school 
because I have to go out and fundraise and go out to all these lunches and dinners.... I’m 
never in the now, never in the moment.  
 

Senior level administrators perceived that the head of school had a broad circle of responsibility 

and influence that took them away from student life and academics.   

Head of school: Reality.  Heads of school reported feeling satisfied with their level of 

student engagement and commented on the expanded circle of people that they now managed 

and influenced such as alumnae, community members, parents, board members, faculty, and 

students.  Alex reported feeling fulfilled with her job, which was a sentiment shared by all heads 

of school. Alex said: 

I do everything and I still teach. I teach a class, so I do everything in a day from teaching 
to fundraising to dealing with personnel issues to managing to board to dealing with 
budget questions and so it’s never boring.  
 

Paige shared about the need for heads of school to transition to the “balcony” and allow others to 

do the jobs that they have been assigned: 

You have to do what only the head can do. So, when there’s board work to be done, only 
the head can do that. When there’s a vision that needs to be set, only the head can guide 
you there. And that truly is ... That has to be the job. And so, nothing prepares you, 
because you’ve never done that role before.  
 

Given the head of school position, the job required the heads of school to make the transition off 

of “the dance floor” to “being on the balcony.”   
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The heads of school were less engaged in the students’ day to day lives but reported 

feeling fulfillment in the job.  The six heads of school shared about providing pastoral care for 

their community at a high level and in many types of situations with parents, students, faculty, 

board members, and alumni.  As the head of school, they were often called upon in times of 

crisis in the school or in other ways that touched the community.  In response to dying parents, 

school shootings, national emergencies, and the #metoo movement, heads of school were 

expected to be the voice of reason and to provide answers in all types of situations.  Dana shared 

the sheer immensity of this part of the job, which was aligned with comments from all the heads 

of school: 

For me, the one thing I was, in all my neurotic be-preparedness, that I was not prepared 
for, was the more pastoral aspects of the position. And that’s happening in America 
anyway, where families are looking to other constructs for support; whether it’s 
synagogues, churches, other institutions. I had a mom of a fifth grader who was 
diagnosed with stage-four cancer and wasn’t going to make it. And I didn’t know her 
super well but I knew her little boy,…and her husband comes in and says, Her big ask, 
what she really wants, is she needs you to sit with her for 3 days.  

 
This particular part of the job was emotional and time-consuming for the heads.  The heads 

shared that along their career path to the head of school position, they developed leadership and 

fiscal skills, but did not realize the importance of relational skills and coping mechanisms.  They 

were often called upon to be the person in the community who celebrated both the joyful events 

and mourned the losses.  Dana had insight on this as a key part of the job: 

There’s a lot of the nuts and bolts that you figure out, that you learn as the Division Head 
or an Assistant Head...But very rarely, can we lean into whether its religious or 
psychological spaces, and I would say that’s most of the job. ...In hindsight, the English 
major was only going to get me so far, but the psych degree, probably has the higher 
value, I would say. For the actual work.  

Perception versus reality: Not aligned.  Pastoral care and preparation for the high level 

of engagement expected by the head of school was an area that senior level administrators did 

not perceive in the same way as reported by heads of school.  Jane described the difference 
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between the two jobs—senior level administrator and head of school—in the following 

statement: 

A lot of my career I would say…I was like on the back porch of a grand home. That’s 
very elegant, that porch, by the way. And I always wondered what the front porch looked 
like. And I felt like, because I had all the skill sets to be on the back porch, it wouldn’t be 
that different to be on the front porch, because I was in the house, I was a part of the 
construct of the house. It wasn’t until I got to the front porch that I wrote people [heads of 
school] who were on the front porch going, “Thank you.”  

Although senior level administrators saw the head of school job as the “mayor” because “they 

know everyone,” they did not speak to the pastoral role in the same way as heads of school did.  

Senior level administrators did not comment on the pastoral aspects of the job, indicating an area 

for growth and focus on the path to the head of school job.  

Conclusion 

The first set of findings from my study addressed the personal and professional factors 

that female senior level administrators encountered on their pathway to leadership.  Women 

reported on a range of support from family, heads of school, colleagues, and networks as a factor 

that supported their leadership.  Additionally, women who were tapped to lead by supervisors or 

colleagues described this as a key moment in seeing themselves as leaders.  Gender bias and 

family responsibilities were reported as barriers to their leadership, with pathways being 

challenged by these barriers.  Finally, women who were risk takers and demonstrated confidence 

in leading were well received by their constituencies.  

The second set of findings from my study addressed the perceptions and reality of the 

head of school job.  The perception of the head of school job as reported by senior level 

administrators did not align in two key areas to the actual job as described by heads of school.  

Perception and reality differed in terms of the amount of student contact and the day-to-day 

board management.  Heads of school identified these as key elements of the job; however, they 
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were not aware of their importance when they were senior level administrators.  These two areas 

were cited as reasons that senior level administrators did not want to be heads of school.  Senior 

level administrators perceived board relationships and lack of student contact as negative aspects 

of the head of school job.   

In Chapter Five, I will discuss these findings and connect them to the literature presented 

in Chapter Two.  Chapter Five also includes a discussion of the study’s limitations and 

implications of the findings, as well as recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

In 2009, the NAIS reported that only 31% of school heads were women.  Looking 

nationally at the pipeline from lower school directors to heads of schools, the percentage of 

women occupying leadership roles declined from 84% in lower school to 37% in upper school to 

31% in head of school positions (NAIS, 2009).  Although women are in the pipeline, they are not 

moving from senior level administrative positions to the top position: head of school.  The crisis 

in independent school leadership needs attention as there is a shortage of qualified candidates—

both male and female—to take the lead role in schools, creating intense competition for leaders 

among schools.  Although there are experienced senior leaders in independent schools, the 

number of women applying for head of school positions is low (NAIS, 2009).  This study 

focused on the leadership pathway for female senior level administrators in independent schools.  

The research questions that guided this investigation were: 

1. What personal and professional factors do female senior level administrators in 

independent schools say impact their career path? 

2. What perceptions do female senior level administrators in independent schools have 

about the head of school job and how does that compare to the head of school job as 

reported by current female heads of independent schools? 

This study supported and expanded what has been reported about women in leadership 

and the pathway for senior level administrators to the head of school position.  In listening to 

their stories and probing into their decision making, this study supports the literature findings 

regarding female leaders and elaborates on the factors for women along their career path.  The 

findings address the personal and professional factors that female senior level administrators 

encountered on their pathway to leadership.  First, support from family, heads of school, 
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colleagues, and networks was reported as a factor that encouraged women on their leadership 

pathways.  Secondly, women identified being tapped to lead by supervisors and colleagues as a 

key moment in seeing themselves as leaders.  Third, barriers connected to gender bias and family 

responsibilities were reported as factors along the pathway to leadership for women.  Finally, 

women who were risk takers and demonstrated confidence in leading were well received by their 

constituencies and more likely to push forward in pursuing leadership opportunities.  

In addition to hearing from female senior level administrators, I interviewed six heads of 

school about the head of school job.  These findings addressed both perceptions and reality of the 

head of school position.  Perceptions of the head of school job as reported by senior level 

administrators did not align to the actual job as shared by heads of school in two key areas.  

Perception and reality differed in terms of the amount of student contact and day-to-day board 

management.  Heads of school identified these as key elements of the job; however, they were 

not aware of the importance of these factors when they were senior level administrators.  Board 

relationships and lack of student contact were perceived as negative aspects of the head of school 

job by senior level administrators and cited as reasons that senior level administrators did not 

want to be heads of school.   

First, I will discuss my findings and connect them to the literature presented in Chapter 

Two.  Secondly, I will discuss the limitations of my study.  Finally, I will present 

recommendations for practice and implications for future research.   

Summary of Findings 

Support Systems - Personal and Professional Factors 

Multiple levels of support systems needed to be in place to push women forward along 

the pathway to leadership.  Regardless of the next step on their career path, women recognized 
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the importance of people along the way.  Whether the person was a parent, spouse, head of 

school, former teacher, or a current colleague, participants indicated that their promotions and 

personal development were supported by individuals who demonstrated care about and interest 

in their leadership.  Parental and spousal support were personal factors that affected the career 

path of female senior administrators.  Support from heads of school and colleagues were 

professional factors that motivated senior level administrators to push themselves into leadership 

roles.  The stories of these leaders and their career paths indicated the important role of people 

who pushed them forward.   

The personal support system of parents was reported as an important factor on their 

journey.  Women who grew up with working mothers reflected that their mothers served as 

mentors by acting as role models from a very early age.  Fathers were reported as cheerleaders 

for their daughters, encouraging them to give new jobs a try and serving as champions of their 

leadership.  The impact of personal support systems on these women was a part of their decision-

making process to be leaders, as well as a factor in seeing themselves as leaders.   

Professional support for female senior level administrators indicated that heads of school 

and colleagues were important components of the leadership pathway.  Although women pointed 

to specific people as supportive, they were reluctant to identify mentors.  The women found 

support when they needed it and felt comfortable asking for guidance.  However, they did not 

have a systematic method for working with a mentor.  Furthermore, the women reported lacking 

formal colleague networks and identified building networks as an area for growth to provide a 

professional support system for leadership development.   

This finding offers evidence of the need for more formal professional networks and 

mentorship programs to encourage women on their leadership pathways.  In 2009, the NAIS 
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leadership survey reported that 31% of independent school heads were women; this percentage 

had remained stagnant from 2002 to 2009 (Feibelman & Haakmat, 2010; NAIS, 2009).  The low 

percentage of women leaders in schools means there are few women leading who can be role 

models to women who would like to become leaders.  By increasing the number of women in 

leadership, more women will see images of themselves and be more willing to push forward into 

leadership roles.   

Additionally, the 2009 NAIS leadership survey described the profile of the typical 

independent head of school as a White male in his 50s, relatively unchanged from the 2002 

NAIS leadership survey.  There was little evidence of that status changing in the future, because 

only 12% of the female respondents of the 2009 NAIS leadership survey said they planned to 

apply for head of school positions (NAIS, 2009).  Although the women reported having both 

male and female mentors, the literature suggests benefits to women being mentored by women as 

a step-in seeing women in leadership and acting as role models (Chira, 2017; LeanIn.Org & 

McKinsey, 2016; Torres, 2016).  Without mentors, women do not receive feedback and coaching 

as they prepare to pursue leadership.  This lack of feedback was further influenced by male 

leaders who were reluctant to coach women because of the perception that women would 

respond in an emotional way.  As a result, women did not get the feedback they needed to grow 

(Chira, 2017; LeanIn.Org & McKinsey, 2016; Torres, 2016).  Torres (2016) and Orem (2017) 

concluded that women needed to find mentors who would actively pave the road, provide direct 

feedback, and promote their candidacy in head of school searches.   

The “Tap”  

For senior level administrators, the tap was a moment on their career path when a leader 

recognized their potential to lead and pushed them forward on their career paths.  The tap refers 



 
 

 88 

to the moment when a supervisor or other leader expressed confidence in the senior level 

administrator as a leader.  The research indicated that women wait to apply for a job until they 

have all the skills necessary for the position (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008).  In reflecting on the stories 

that I heard from the female senior level administrators, the tap played a role in the career path 

for each person, helping then see that they were ready.  These women came into schools to teach 

and work with students; however, along the way they were identified for leadership and tapped 

to apply for jobs in administration.  Most did not express aspirations to lead or to move into 

administration, but their supervisor asked them to step up.  This “unplanned” move into 

leadership inspired each woman to examine why she was chosen and to be more planful in the 

next step up.  Likewise, the senior level administrators described the tap as an “aha” leadership 

moment, recognizing that they had been seen as leaders.   

The role of the tap is one more factor in pushing women forward into leadership.  There 

is a connection among support systems, networks, and the tap.  These three findings place 

women in a position to be recognized as “good” leaders.  Women hold back; men step forward.  

If women are not pushed forward, men will continue to take the leadership roles.  The literature 

cited perceived lack of skills as a factor that affected women applying for the head of school job 

(Handy, 2008; NAIS, 2009).  This cycle can only be interrupted by professional networks and 

supervisors being strategic and thoughtful about who they ask to lead and how they invite 

women to step up. 

Family Responsibilities and Gender Bias 

Female senior level administrators perceived that they were held back along the 

leadership pathway due to family responsibilities and gender bias in leadership.  This finding 

offers additional evidence to support the literature, which cites stereotypes such as family 
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responsibilities, trailing spouses, and gender bias as factors that affect women applying for head 

of school jobs (Handy, 2008; NAIS, 2009).  For the women in my study who had families, 

children and spouses were seen as impediments to their leadership growth.  Although society 

might profess that progress has been made in terms of the home duties of wives and mothers, 

most of the women in my study were the primary caregivers for their children.  They managed 

carpools, sick children, and day care.  Family as a barrier was reported for most of the women 

who were qualified to be heads of school. Some of the women had consciously or unconsciously 

decided not to pursue a head of school job due to the impact on their family duties.  One woman 

reported that her husband was worried about “her new job impacting their ability to have 

summers off.”  The literature states that women face stereotypes and bias due to perceptions 

about family responsibilities.  These sexist assumptions and sex-role attributes affect women 

stepping up to lead.  Women repeatedly negotiate the dual role of mother/caregiver and 

professional (Stufft & Coyne, 2009).  

In addition to family constraints, women reported on professional barriers related to 

gender bias.  Biases around gender were present even in schools where female teachers 

outnumber male teachers.  Women had to work harder, be better, and prove themselves.  Even 

when they were seen as leaders, they had to find ways to balance family expectations with 

leadership.  Women who were farther along in their leadership, having served in multiple schools 

or in different roles, had more agency to fight against biases because they had more experience.  

Female stereotypes also contributed to the list of barriers for women, such as family 

responsibilities and trailing spouses (Handy, 2008).  Hill et al. (2016) concluded that women had 

long tenures in the workforce, but due to workplace bias were not advancing into leadership 

roles.  Tallerico (2000) studied hiring practices, school leadership expectations, and societal 
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values, concluding that gender stereotypes persisted which impacted women being seen as 

leaders.  The majority of studies on gender in school leadership identified men as stronger 

leaders, offering further evidence of the structural barriers to attaining gender equity in school 

leadership (M. Coleman, 2003; Gill & Arnold, 2015).  

Risk taking, Confidence, and Ambition  

Women who self-identify as risk takers were seen as confident and ambitious by their 

constituencies and were compelled to move forward in their leadership.  The trait of confidence 

and the characteristics of risk taking were reflected in the literature as “good” leadership (Hoang, 

2009; Hoff & Mitchell, 2008; Newton, 2006; Thomson, 2016).  Women need more support in 

developing their confidence and taking risks so that they will be seen more often as “good” 

leaders.   Although being confident is often described using masculine traits such as ambitious, 

aggressive, and dominant, and constituents can view confident women in a negative light, the 

female senior level administrators who demonstrated confidence self-reported that they were 

well liked and appreciated in their positions.  Additionally, these women exhibited the 

confidence to pursue the next step on their career path, which countered the feminine stereotype 

of not feeling ready to lead (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008).  Senior level administrators who expressed 

a readiness and willingness to take risks and were excited by the challenges in their current job 

and those on the horizon, saw themselves as risk takers in their leadership.   

The conceptual framework of gender role identity and structural feminism hypothesized 

that constituencies valued traditional male leadership more than feminine leadership.  In 

Clouser’s (2018) research, structural feminism recognized gender as a legitimate category to 

examine when determining “good” leadership.  The definition of “good” leadership needs to be 

challenged in order to be more inclusive of female leaders.  In my research, the senior level 
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administrators who exhibited confidence and risk taking reported being seen positively by their 

constituents and being given more chances to lead.  Being confident and taking risks were factors 

that motivated senior level administrators on their career paths.  Additionally, women in my 

study who exhibited male traits of ambition, confidence, and risk taking reported receiving 

positive reviews from constituencies.  This finding contradicts the premise of role congruity 

theory, which states that women who act male are not rated as strong leaders.  These women 

found ways to be seen as strong leaders by blending male and female traits.  As the theories state, 

women face a double bind in leadership.  If women lead in a way that is inconsistent with their 

gender, they are viewed as too masculine, which has a negative impact on how subordinates 

evaluate their leadership.  If women lead in a way that is consistent with their gender, they are 

not viewed as “good” leaders, since masculine traits are associated with strong leaders (Eagly & 

Karau, 2002; Wolfram & Gratton, 2014).  When women find a balance between masculine and 

feminine traits, which is defined as androgynous, subordinates report positively on women’s 

leadership (Kark et al., 2012).   

Head of School Job: Aligned or Not Aligned 

 The head of school job is a factor for senior level administrators when deciding whether 

to move forward to a head of school job or remain as a senior level administrator.  For senior 

level administrators, there is a perception that the head of school job is 24-7, relentless, and full 

of unpleasant tasks.  In particular, I found a lack of alignment in two areas.  First, the relationship 

between the board and the head of school was perceived and experienced differently by heads of 

school and senior level administrators.  Secondly, the amount of student contact for a head of 

school was reported as a significant loss by senior level administrators, but as satisfactory by the 

heads of school. 
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Heads of school reported that relationships with board members were a critical 

component of the head of school job and integral to a successful headship.  Although senior level 

administrators recognized the importance of the board with regard to fundraising, they did not 

have a realistic view about the day to day job of managing board members and perceived the 

board as a negative component of the head of school job.  Heads of school reported that board 

relationships were critical components of the head of school job and integral to a successful 

headship.  This was an area of the head of school job where perception and reality differed.   

Senior level administrators reported the loss of time with students and a reallocation of 

time to the business of the school as negative components of the head of school job.  However, 

the heads of school reported being satisfied with the job in terms of engaging with students and 

serving in a pastoral role for the community.  This was another area of the head of school job 

where perception and reality differed. 

These findings are extended by Clouser (2018), who surveyed 42 female school leaders, 

three search firms, and four heads of school, and further demonstrated the lack of understanding 

among three groups (female school leaders, search firms, and heads of school) as to the qualities 

needed to be a head of school.  By creating a better awareness and understanding of the head of 

school job, Clouser suggested women would be in a better position to determine next steps on 

the leadership pathway.  

Senior level administrators and heads of school used metaphors to explain the head of 

school job, which reflected the seriousness of the position and the hesitancy of senior level 

administrators to take on the job.  The head of school job was described in a positive light as 

“being the mayor of a small town,” “the storyteller in chief,” “being on the balcony, not the 

dance floor,” and “an orchestra conductor.”  Representing a more fearful view of the head of 
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school job, the position was described as “the lead officer ready to stand your ground with a 

charging army” and “the figurehead.”  As well, this statement from a current head reflected the 

sentiments of many participants: 

It’s like being under water every day. Because when you’re underwater, you can see, but 
things are kind of blurry. You can move, but you’re slow. And you can hear, but it’s 
muffled, right? And so, I think for that first year, in particular, that’s what I felt like most 
days.  

 
 Although the perception of the job is more negative than positive, heads of school 

reported experiencing job satisfaction.  As the caregivers of the community, the heads of school 

shared powerful stories of providing pastoral care in times of crisis.  The heads of school 

reported receiving a high level of support from their communities and a high regard for their role 

in elevating conversations and providing calm in times of sadness and crisis. 

Limitations 

 Although every study has limitations, they do not take away from this study’s findings 

about women in leadership.  Even though my study is rich in description and allowed the women 

to share their stories, this study would have been strengthened by more voices. 

Sample  

The participants were from California and represented a stratified non-random sample by 

career group.  In the women’s stories, experiences overlapped and showed consistency in what 

factors women encountered on their pathways.  I did not find significant differences among the 

career group paths.  This was surprising as I thought that the three groups would have different 

experiences that set them on a particular path.  If I had interviewed more women and heard more 

stories, I might have found more variability in the “why” of a particular career path group and 

discovered more reasons why women selected a certain path. In thinking differently about career 

paths, I could have expanded my research to include women who failed to be promoted.  This 
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would have expanded my data set to determine if the leadership pathway showed different 

barriers and support systems for women who did not get promoted or did not become a head of 

school job. 

The ability to generalize is often cited as a limitation of qualitative studies.  Although my 

findings represent the voices of the women in my study, are supported by literature, and are 

found repeatedly in the data, my study is limited to my sample.  However, I find my study to be a 

strong report of women’s voices and experiences that often go unnoticed.  This study captured 

their voices and resonated across the type of school and their role in the school.  In addition, my 

study was about independent school leaders, which represents a small portion of schools in the 

United States which is another factor that affects generalizability. 

Method 

In reconsidering the method of my study, a case study approach would have provided an 

opportunity to triangulate data from senior level administrators, heads of school/mentors, and 

direct reports, providing further information about each leader’s perceptions and reality of the 

leadership role.  In selecting multiple sites and interviewing people in similar positions at each 

site, I would gather information that extends the study beyond self-reporting on perceptions of 

leadership.  This would have given the study a broader accounting of the leadership pathway for 

the women, the perceptions and experiences of their leadership, and additional reasons for their 

career choices.  A case study approach would have highlighted the women’s voices while 

providing perspective beyond self-reporting. 
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Recommendations for Practice 

Networks for Women in Leadership 

The female senior level administrators identified the need for the development of 

networks that provide them with a cohort of women in similar positions as a resource for 

leadership development and problem solving.  Although NAIS, CAIS, and some local 

organizations have networks for heads of school, there are not organized networks for women in 

mid-level positions.  In California, the California Teachers’ Development Collaborative offers 

the Women Rising Program for women in independent schools who are aspiring to leadership. 

Classroom teachers, deans, department chairs, and other school leaders are invited to participate 

in a non-selective program.  Participants build networks with peers and mentors and work 

through school challenges (Clouser, 2018).  Another program for network development is 

sponsored by the New York State Association of Independent Schools, the Emerging Leaders 

Institute, which has leaders working with seasoned professionals and collaborating with peers 

(Mann & Swain, 2014).   

I would recommend that local organizations provide women in senior level 

administrative positions with resources to hire a trained facilitator who plans meeting agendas, 

organizes professional development, and provides time and space for women to work together.  

Women in my study recognized the value of networks as professional and leadership 

development forums. 

Development of a Formal Mentoring Program 

Senior level administrators who aspire to be heads of school need access to current heads 

of school to better understand the difference between the two positions.  The heads of school 

reported a lack of preparation around board relationships and the level of pastoral care for the 
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community.  They shared that their former head of school did not prepare them for these 

elements of the job.   

Although the NAIS Fellowship for Aspiring School Heads provides participants with a 

sitting school head as a mentor who offers career counseling and a view into the head of school 

search process and job, this relationship is limited to the duration of the program (Frankel & 

Schechtman, 2010; Orem, 2017).  Likewise, the Heads Network has sponsored seminars led by 

and for women leaders in independent schools.  Participants include heads of school, teachers, 

division heads, and other school administrators.  The seminars aim to build mentor and peer 

relationships while exploring topics such as the way women lead, school culture, finance and 

fundraising, board management, and the independent school search process (Leadership 

Seminars, 2017).  

These professional development workshops are a few of the offerings for independent 

school leaders and provide mentoring as a part of the program.  However, these are not long 

lasting and sustained relationships.  Women need to establish mentoring relationships with heads 

of school who can provide them with guidance on leadership development, the head of school 

job, and the search process.  This will serve to address the gap between the perception and reality 

of the head of school position.  Additionally, with a formal mentor in place, women in leadership 

will have an advocate who can provide the tap to help them step up and lean into leadership 

opportunities. Torres (2016) and Orem (2017) concluded that women need to find mentors who 

actively pave the road, provide direct feedback, and promote their candidacy in head of school 

searches.  The opportunity for an aspiring head to be mentored by a head of school beyond the 

confines of a program in a manner that develops trust, allows for on-the-job training, and 
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supports shadowing would provide more insight into the head of school job.  Programs should 

focus on the head of school and board relationships and what pastoral care looks like in schools. 

Implications for Future Research 

Mentorship: Male versus Female Mentors 

One area for further research is mentorship and how to identify the best mentor for a 

female leader.  In my study, women were mentored by both men and women and did not indicate 

a preference.  Women who did not have a mentor recognized that this was an area in their 

leadership development that needed attention.  A mentor provides women in leadership with 

knowledge about how to lead independent schools, navigate the leadership path, and enter into a 

head of school search (Torres, 2016).  Without mentors, women do not receive feedback and 

coaching as they prepare to pursue leadership.  There is some evidence that male leaders are 

reluctant to coach women because of the perception that women might respond to feedback in an 

emotional way (Chira, 2017; LeanIn.Org & McKinsey, 2016; Torres, 2016).  Research into 

whether male or female mentors provide better feedback and mentorship to female leaders would 

provide valuable insights into the mentor-mentee relationship.  I suspect that the comment about 

women being emotional in response to feedback is the result of gender bias and not actual data 

from experience and research. 

Experience of Male Senior Level Administrators 

 My study did not address the experience of male senior level administrators.  Research 

into the male experience and the male leadership pathway might provide insights into elements 

of female leadership.  To understand how professional and personal factors affect men’s 

leadership paths would provide more information on how to chart the path for women.  The 

literature reinforces gender stereotypes, identifying the typical independent school head as a 



 
 

 98 

White man in his 50s (NAIS, 2009).  I am interested to see how these men describe supports and 

barriers on their career path.   

Although the literature supports a contemporary view of leadership that values female 

leadership traits such as teamwork, collaboration, empowerment, and engagement, women are 

not moving into leadership positions (Juhel, 2016; Wolfram & Gratton, 2014).  Coder and Spiller 

(2013) cited theory and research to support a move away from gender stereotypes in leadership, 

but women were not making strides in earning leadership positions in the education sector 

(Eagly, 2007).  I recommend further research into how gender stereotypes present in school 

settings and how the ways that men lead are viewed in schools.  

Experience of Women of Color 

 When researching female senior level administrators, I was aware of the lack of women 

on color in my pool of participants.  My selection survey did not ask the women to identify their 

race or ethnicity, but in my interviews two senior level administrator and one head of school 

spoke about being a person of color.  Research into the experiences of women of color in 

independent schools would further expand the understanding of independent schools in terms of 

equity and inclusion which includes race and gender in leadership roles.  Further understanding 

of how independent schools develop leaders, support leaders, and allow gender and racial 

stereotypes to persist would add to the literature on the topic of the lack of representation in 

independent schools.  When I meet other school leaders and discuss faculty recruitment, the 

recruitment of people of color to teach in independent schools is a top priority.  Just as suggest 

more women as role models in leadership will encourage more women to lead; the same could be 

said for recruiting people of color to teach and lead.   
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Conclusion 

During the process of interviewing women who were in leadership positions, my 

experiences of teaching in a girls’ school and preparing my students for the world beyond high 

school were constant reminders of the challenges that women face due to personal and 

professional barriers.  To teach leadership is to teach my students the necessary skills to get 

ahead in the world and to reach their fullest potential.  The value of role models and personal 

support systems were reported as critical to leadership development and persistence.  I translated 

this into my work with young women who will benefit from an adult mentor on campus who is a 

go-to for academic support, emotional support, and leadership development.  Even more 

powerful is a female mentor on campus. 

As a woman in leadership who aspires to be a head of school, this project allowed me to 

hear from other female leaders, strengthen my voice as a leader, and find a network of leaders to 

support me professionally.  In reading the literature about how women do not feel ready to lead 

until they have all the requisite skills for a position, I realized I was guilty of doing just that.  

Even though my experiences in leadership and feedback on my leadership indicated I was ready 

to lead, I was waiting to practice all the skills listed for a head of school such as fundraising and 

fiscal management.  I participated in a leadership development opportunity that prepared me to 

present myself as a head of school candidate and provided me with detailed feedback on my 

leadership style.  The assesment revealed that I was a great collaborator and gave credit to my 

team for successes.  On the negative side, I had only been in one school which was perceived as 

providing me with fewer opportunities to expand my decision making and to engage in nuanced 

situations.  In preparing for the next step, an interview, I was instructed to be more confident in 

presenting what I accomplished and elaborate on how I led initiatives as a way to mitigate the 
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my experience in only one school.  This meant speaking more from the “I” perspective and 

taking credit for accomplishments.  However, in an interview setting, I received feedback that I 

was “too confident” and might benefit from “appearing ruffled” in a crisis. I could not help but 

reflect on my research regarding women appearing too masculine and the gender bias in judging 

“good” leadership.  Would a man applying for a head of school job ever be criticized for being 

confident or be told to appear more “ruffled?”   

In sharing my project with my participants and interested colleagues, I was excited by 

their enthusiasm to think more deeply about the leadership development of young women in 

schools, both teachers and students.  I have made a commitment to support female teachers in 

their leadership development through identifying professional growth opportunities and offering 

to be a mentor.  Additionally, I speak directly with supervisors about the value of the tap for 

teachers who would make great deans, department heads, and school leaders.  As I found in my 

research, these women are teachers, and do not see themselves as leaders.  Supervisors need to 

provide mentorship and opportunities for the tap to propel women forward.   

The statistics show that women are not equally represented in leadership across 

professional sectors, even though, women represent at least half of the population.  With 68% of 

sitting heads retiring in the next decade, this is an opportunity for women to step into leadership 

and become heads of school (Kane & Barbaro, 2016).  Search committees will need to look 

beyond sitting heads and White men in their 50s to fill the high number of openings.  It is time to 

mentor and support women in senior level administrative positions, so that they are ready to lead 

and willing to step up and not wait to be ready.  I am committed to sharing my findings broadly 

in an effort to guide and support women to grow in their leadership and find the personal and 

professional support systems. 
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APPENDIX A 

Recruitment Email Senior Level Administrator Selection Survey  

Dear Participant, 
 
My name is Laura Hotchkiss and I am a doctoral student at UCLA.  I am reaching out to you to 
ask for your participation in my research project about the leadership pathway for women in 
independent schools.  This dissertation will study three possible career choices for female senior 
level administrators in independent schools and how those choices are informed -- want to apply 
for a head of school position, do not want to apply for a head of school position, or undecided.   
To understand these career choices, I will investigate what factors female independent school 
senior level administrators say impact their career path, including what motivates and/or 
discourages them from pursuing a head of school position and how they perceive the head of 
school position.  
 
Statistically, the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) reports that two-thirds of 
the current heads of schools will retire by 2019.  NAIS has determined based on the pipeline to 
leadership and characteristics of head of school searches that this will lead to a leadership void in 
schools.  The data indicates that one-third of the head of school openings will be filled by “sitting 
heads” and two-thirds of the openings will be filled by individuals familiar with independent 
schools such as senior level administrators, public school principals, and college administrators.  
In addition, 31% of current heads are women, indicating a gender disparity at the head of school 
level.  Understanding how you describe your leadership path and next steps for your career will 
inform my study. 
 
The survey will take about 10 minutes.  Your confidentiality will be maintained when the data is 
compiled, as neither your name nor your school’s name will be identified in the report.  If you 
are willing to participate in the survey please review the attached consent form prior to accessing 
the survey through this link.  If you have any questions about the survey before making a 
commitment, please let me know.   You can contact me via email at 
laura.hotchkiss@marlborough.org or on my cell phone 323-376-1415. 
 
At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you would be willing to participate in a follow-up 
interview.  I appreciate your input and participation and look forward to sharing the results of my 
project with you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Laura M. Hotchkiss 
Doctoral Student 
Graduate School of Education & Information Study 
UCLA   
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APPENDIX B 

Consent Form, Senior Level Administrator 

University of California, Los Angeles 
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 

Leadership For Independent Schools:  The Pathway for Female Senior Level Administrators 
 
Laura M. Hotchkiss, candidate for Ed.D., sponsored by Dr. Robert Cooper, from the Graduate 
School of Education and Information Sciences at the University of California, Los Angeles 
(UCLA) is conducting a research study. 
 
You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you are a female senior level 
administrator in a California Association of Independent School (CAIS) that has grades k-12, 7-
12, or 9-12.   Senior level administrator for this study is defined as Middle School Director, 
Upper School Director, Assistant Head of School, or Associate Head of School.  Your 
participation in this research study is voluntary.   
 
Why is this study being done? 
This study is being done to examine the pathway for women in independent schools to the head 
of school position.  This project will study three possible career choices for female senior level 
administrators in independent schools and how those choices are informed -- want to apply for a 
head of school position, do not want to apply for a head of school position, or undecided.   To 
understand these career choices, I will investigate what factors female independent school senior 
level administrators say impact their career path, including what motivates and/or discourages 
them from pursuing a head of school position and how they perceive the head of school position.  
I want to understand why women are not going beyond the senior administrative level in spite of 
being on the pathway to a head of school job in terms of years of service, degree earned, and 
career path.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, the researcher will ask you to do the following: 
● Complete a selection survey.  

o The survey will be completed using Google Forms.   
o The survey will have about 10 questions and will take 10 minutes or less to complete.   
o The survey will gather baseline data - age, career path, degrees earned, marital status, 

and tenure in position.  
o In addition, to the baseline data, the participants will be asked to indicate which of the 

following best describes the next step on their career path:  want to apply for a head 
of school position, do not want to apply for a head of school position, or undecided.   

o Survey participants will be asked to indicate if they are willing to be interviewed. 
● Participate in an interview.  

o Indicate willingness to be interviewed on the selection survey.   
o Fifteen participants will be interviewed in person or via Zoom.   
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o There will be about 15 interview questions using a standard, open-ended strategy and 
will take no more than an hour.   

 
How long will I be in the research study? 
Participation includes completion of a 10 minute survey and if selected participation in a one 
hour interview.  
 
Are there any potential risks or discomforts that I can expect from this study? 
Data will be gathered through an anonymous survey and in-depth interviews.  
The survey will be anonymous.  If a survey respondent agrees to be interviewed, she will 
indicate contact information on the survey response, which will be removed from the data 
collection once the interview is conducted.  If a survey respondent does not want to be 
interviewed, she will indicated that without including any personal contact information.   
 
Interviews will be conducted off site or remotely in a setting that is private so that privacy of 
responses can be maintained.  Participants will not be required to inform their school site as this 
is a study of individual voices.  All interview participants will be coded using pseudonyms for 
the individual and for any institutions mentioned in the interviews.   
 
There are no risks or discomforts anticipated for this study. 
 
Are there any potential benefits if I participate? 
You will not directly benefit from your participation in the research.  However,  
the results of the research may address the crisis in independent school leadership as there is a 
shortage of qualified candidates to take the lead role in schools, creating intense competition 
among schools for leaders.  If you anticipate or indicate that you want to be a head of school, this 
research will inform the career path for women in your position. 
  
What other choices do I have if I choose not to participate? 
You may ask for an executive summary or the full dissertation once the research is complete. 
 
Will information about me and my participation be kept confidential? 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can identify you will 
remain confidential. It will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
Confidentiality will be maintained in the following ways:   

● The survey data will be anonymous.   
● If a survey respondent agrees to be interviewed, she will indicate contact 

information on the survey response, which will be removed from the data 
collection once the interview is conducted.   

● Pseudonyms will be used for anyone who is interviewed, along with pseudonyms 
for the institutions.   

● All interviews will be conducted remotely or off-site.   
● Participants will not be required to inform their site as this is a study of individual 

voices and they will be contacted directly by researcher.   
● All documents will be stored on the researcher’s computer and in the cloud with 

password protection.  
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●  All transcripts will be coded with pseudonyms and will be destroyed within 6 
months of the final report being submitted for approval.   

● Surveys and document analysis will also be destroyed in a timely manner.   
● An executive summary of findings will be provided to all participants in which 

none of the schools or participants will be identifiable. 
 
What are my rights if I take part in this study? 
● You can choose whether or not you want to be in this study, and you may withdraw your 

consent and discontinue participation at any time. 
● Whatever decision you make, there will be no penalty to you, and no loss of benefits to 

which you were otherwise entitled.   
● You may refuse to answer any questions that you do not want to answer and still remain in 

the study. 
 
Who can I contact if I have questions about this study? 
● The Researcher: 

If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, please contact:  
Laura M. Hotchkiss  at 323-376-1415 or laura.hotchkiss@marlborough.org 

● The Faculty Sponsor: 
If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, please contact:  Dr. 
Robert Cooper at cooper@gseis.ucla.edu  

● UCLA Office of the Human Research Protection Program (OHRPP): 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, or you have concerns or 
suggestions and you want to talk to someone other than the researchers, you may contact 
the UCLA OHRPP by phone: (310) 206-2040; by email: participants@research.ucla.edu 
or by mail: Box 951406, Los Angeles, CA 90095-1406. 

 
This is your copy to keep as a record.      
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APPENDIX C 

Senior Level Administrator Selection Survey 

SURVEY INSTRUMENT.  For this survey a Senior Level Administrator refers to the following 
positions: Division Director, Assistant Head, or Associate Head 
 

1. What is your age? 
a. 30 or younger 
b. 31-35 
c. 36-40 
d. 41-45 
e. 46-50 
f. 51-55 
g. 56-60 
h. 61+ 

2. What is your marital status? 
a. married 
b. single 
c. divorced 
d. widowed 
e. other 

3. Which title best describes your current role? 
a. Middle School Director 
b. Upper School Director 
c. Assistant Head of School 
d. Associate Head of School 
e. Other __________________________ 

4. Which of the following best describes your career path? 
a. Teacher to Senior Level Administrator 
b. Teacher to Department Head to Senior Level Administrator 
c. Teacher to Dean to Senior Level Administrator 
d. Teacher to Dean to Department Head to Senior Level Administrator 
e. Teacher to Department Head to Dean to Senior Level Administrator 
f. Other __________________________ 

5. Choose the statement that best describes your next career move. 
a. I want to be a Head of School. 
b. I do not want to be a Head of School. 
c. I am undecided on my next steps. 
d. Other ________________ 

6. Which description best represents your current school?  
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a. coed, grades 7-12 
b. coed, grades 9-12 
c. coed, grades k-12 
d. all boys, grades 7-12 
e. all boys, grades 9-12 
f. all boys, grades k-12 
g. all girls, grades 7-12 
h. all girls, grades 9-12 
i. all girls, grades k-12 
j. other ____________ 

7. How long have you been a senior level administrator? 
a. 1-5 
b. 6-10 
c. 11-15 
d. 16-20 
e. 20-25 
f. 26+ 

8. In how many schools have you been a senior level administrator? 
a. 1-2 
b. 3-4 
c. 5-6 
d. 7+ 

9. What is the highest earned degree that you currently hold? 
a. B.S./B.A. 
b. Masters 
c. Ed.D 
d. Ph.D 
e. Other___________________ 

 
10. Are you willing to be interviewed for this project? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

11. If you are willing to be interviewed please indicate your name and best way to contact 
you. 
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APPENDIX D 

Head of School Recruitment Email 

Dear (Name of Head of School), 
 
My name is Laura Hotchkiss and I am a doctoral student at UCLA.  I am reaching out to you to 
ask for your participation in my research project about the leadership pathway for women in 
independent schools.  This dissertation will study three possible career choices for female senior 
level administrators in independent schools and how those choices are informed -- want to apply 
for a head of school position, do not want to apply for a head of school position, or undecided.   
To understand these career choices, I will investigate what factors female independent school 
senior level administrators say impact their career path, including what motivates and/or 
discourages them from pursuing a head of school position and how they perceive the head of 
school position.  In addition, I want to hear about your path to a head of school position and what 
you attribute to your success. 
 
Statistically, the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) reports that two-thirds of 
the current heads of schools will retire by 2019.  NAIS has determined based on the pipeline to 
leadership and characteristics of head of school searches that this will lead to a leadership void in 
schools.  The data indicates that one-third of the head of school openings will be filled by “sitting 
heads” and two-thirds of the openings will be filled by individuals familiar with independent 
schools such as senior level administrators, public school principals, and college administrators.  
In addition, 31% of current heads are women, indicating a gender disparity at the head of school 
level.  Understanding how you describe your leadership path and next steps for your career will 
inform my study. 
 
The interview will take about 45 minutes.  Your confidentiality will be maintained when the data 
is compiled, as neither your name nor your school’s name will be identified in the report.  If you 
are willing to participate in an interview, please review the attached consent form, and reply to 
this email so we can schedule a time to speak.  If you have questions about the interview and 
your participation before making a commitment, please let me know.   I will arrange a time for a 
phone all.  As well, you can contact me directly via email at laura.hotchkiss@marlborough.org 
or on my cell phone 323-376-1415. 
 
I appreciate your input and hope that you will be willing to participate.  I look forward to sharing 
the results of my project with you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Laura M. Hotchkiss 
Doctoral Student 
Graduate School of Education & Information Study 
UCLA  
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APPENDIX E 

Consent Form Head of School 

University of California, Los Angeles 
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 

Leadership For Independent Schools:  The Pathway for Female Senior Level Administrators 
 
Laura M. Hotchkiss, candidate for Ed.D., sponsored by Dr. Robert Cooper, from the Graduate 
School of Education and Information Sciences at the University of California, Los Angeles 
(UCLA) is conducting a research study. 
 
You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you are a female head of school 
in your first headship, with at most 5 years in your current position.  You are a head of school at 
a school that is a member of the National Association of Independent School (NAIS) that has 
grades k-12, 7-12, or 9-12.   Your participation in this research study is voluntary.   
 
Why is this study being done? 
This study is being done to examine the pathway for women in independent schools to the head 
of school position.  This project will study three possible career choices for female senior level 
administrators in independent schools and how those choices are informed -- want to apply for a 
head of school position, do not want to apply for a head of school position, or undecided.   To 
understand these career choices, I will investigate what factors female independent school senior 
level administrators say impact their career path, including what motivates and/or discourages 
them from pursuing a head of school position and how they perceive the head of school position.  
I want to understand why women are not going beyond the senior administrative level in spite of 
being on the pathway to a head of school job in terms of years of service, degree earned, and 
career path.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, the researcher will ask you to do the following: 
● Participate in an interview.  
● There will be about 15 interview questions using a standard, open-ended strategy and will 

take no more than an hour.   
 
How long will I be in the research study? 
Participation includes one interview for no more than one hour.  
 
Are there any potential risks or discomforts that I can expect from this study? 
 Interviews will be conducted off site or remotely in a setting that is private so that privacy of 
responses can be maintained.  Participants will not be required to inform their school site as this 
is a study of individual voices.  All interview participants will be coded using pseudonyms for 
the individual and for any institutions mentioned in the interviews.   
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There are no risks or discomforts anticipated for this study. 
 
Are there any potential benefits if I participate? 
You will not directly benefit from your participation in the research.  However,  
the results of the research may address the crisis in independent school leadership as there is a 
shortage of qualified candidates to take the lead role in schools, creating intense competition 
among schools for leaders. 
  
What other choices do I have if I choose not to participate? 
You may ask for an executive summary or the full dissertation once the research is complete. 
 
Will information about me and my participation be kept confidential? 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can identify you will 
remain confidential. It will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
Confidentiality will be maintained in the following ways:   

● Pseudonyms will be used for anyone who is interviewed, along with pseudonyms 
for the institutions.   

● All interviews will be conducted remotely or off-site.   
● Participants will not be required to inform their site as this is a study of individual 

voices and they will be contacted directly by researcher.   
● All documents will be stored on the researcher’s computer and in the cloud with 

password protection.  
●  All transcripts will be coded with pseudonyms and will be destroyed within 6 

months of the final report being submitted for approval.   
● Document analysis will also be destroyed in a timely manner.   
● An executive summary of findings will be provided to all participants in which 

none of the schools or participants will be identifiable. 
 
What are my rights if I take part in this study? 
● You can choose whether or not you want to be in this study, and you may withdraw your 

consent and discontinue participation at any time. 
● Whatever decision you make, there will be no penalty to you, and no loss of benefits to 

which you were otherwise entitled.   
● You may refuse to answer any questions that you do not want to answer and still remain in 

the study. 
 
Who can I contact if I have questions about this study? 
● The Researcher: 

If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, please contact:  
Laura M. Hotchkiss  at 323-376-1415 or laura.hotchkiss@marlborough.org 

● The Faculty Sponsor: 
If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, please contact:  Dr. 
Robert Cooper at cooper@gseis.ucla.edu  

● UCLA Office of the Human Research Protection Program (OHRPP): 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, or you have concerns or 
suggestions and you want to talk to someone other than the researchers, you may contact 
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the UCLA OHRPP by phone: (310) 206-2040; by email: participants@research.ucla.edu 
or by mail: Box 951406, Los Angeles, CA 90095-1406. 

 
This is your copy to keep as a record.      
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APPENDIX F 

Interview Protocol - Senior Level Administrator 

Good afternoon.  Thank you for your willingness to be interviewed for my project about the 
leadership pathway for women in independent schools.  Based on your role in your school, your 
perspective and participation will help me with my research project.  As you know, I am a 
doctoral student at UCLA, and I am interested in the pathway to the head of school position for 
female senior level administrators.   Before we begin, have you reviewed the consent form and 
do you have any questions about the process or the consent form?  
 
This interview will last about 45 minutes.  Everything you discuss with me during this interview 
is confidential so please feel free to speak openly.  In order for me to accurately record our 
conversation, I would like to digitally record the interview so I can later transcribe the interview 
verbatim.  The recording will not be shared with anyone else.  If there are points during the 
interview where you would like the recorder off, please feel free to simply let me know.  Do you 
have any questions before we get started?  If not, let’s begin. 
 
Interview Questions: 
Career Path 

1. Describe your career path to your current position.  
2. Confirming response from the survey:  Which statement best represents your next step on 

your career path? 
a. You want to be a head of school. 
b. You do not to be a head of school. 
c. You are undecided. 

3. What factors or experiences have encouraged you up to this point on your career path?   
4. What barriers have you encountered on your career path? 

a. Structural - in the workplace, societal 
b. Personal 
c. How did you address barriers that you encountered? 
d. How did that impact your career path or decision? 

Aspects of leadership & preparation 
5. In what areas do you feel most confident in your leadership? 
6. What goals have you set for your leadership development?  In what areas of your 

leadership do you want to grow? 
7. Have you participated in leadership training/workshops/coaching for school leaders? 

a. If yes, what types of trainings/workshops/coaching 
b. Rate the value of the experience. Why was it helpful? Why wasn’t it helpful? 

8. Do you have a mentor/sponsor that has been a part of your career path? 
a. If yes, what has been the role of mentor/sponsor, if any? 
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b. If no, has anyone else supported/helped you in your career plan? In what ways? 
9. Any professional growth or other experiences that you are currently pursuing to inform 

your career path? 
10. Is there any particular moment that you recall as a turning point or AHA moment in your 

decision about your career path or leadership? 
Head of School 

11. Describe your perceptions of the head of school job. 
12. For women who indicate “Want to be Head of School” 

a. What excites you about the Head of School job? 
b. What worries you about the Head of School job? 
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APPENDIX G 

Interview Protocol - Head of School 

Good afternoon.  Thank you for your willingness to be interviewed for my project about the 
leadership pathway for women in independent schools.  Based on your role in your school, your 
perspective and participation will help me with my research project.  As you know, I am a 
doctoral student at UCLA, and I am interested in the pathway to the head of school position for 
female senior level administrators.   Before we begin, have you reviewed the consent form and 
do you have any questions about the process or the consent form?  
 
This interview will last about 45 minutes.  Everything you discuss with me during this interview 
is confidential so please feel free to speak openly.  In order for me to accurately record our 
conversation, I would like to digitally record the interview so I can later transcribe the interview 
verbatim.  The recording will not be shared with anyone else.  If there are points during the 
interview where you would like the recorder off, please feel free to simply let me know.  Do you 
have any questions before we get started?  If not, let’s begin. 
 
Interview Questions: 
Career 

1. Describe your career path to your current position. 
a. How many years have you been a HoS 
b. How many headships have you had? 

2. What factors have encouraged you on your career path? 
3. What barriers have you encountered on your career path? 

a. Structural - in the workplace, societal 
b. Personal 
c. How did you address barriers that you encountered? 
d. How did that impact your career path or decision? 

Leadership 
4. When you became a Head of School, in what areas did you feel most confident to lead? 
5. When you became a Head of School, in what areas did you identify as areas for growth? 
6. Have you participated in any leadership training/workshops along your career path? 

a. If yes, what types of trainings/workshops 
b. Rate the value of the experience Why was it helpful? Why wasn’t it helpful? 
c. value of the experience Why was it helpful? Why wasn’t it helpful? 

7. What do you attribute to your successful attainment of a head of school position? 
8. What personal characteristics or other factors do you think have contributed to your 

appointment? 
9. Do you have a mentor/sponsor? 

a. If yes, what has been the role of mentor/sponsor, if any? 
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b. If no, has anyone else supported/helped you in your career plan? In what ways? 
Head of School 

10. Is there any particular moment that you recall as a turning point in your decision about 
your decision to become a head of school? 

11. Describe the head of school job.   
12. How does this compare to your perception of the job when you were a senior level 

administrator? 
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