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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
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 While independent schools are a small sector of the American school system, they 

educate a significant cross section of society. Creating equitable models of leadership in 

their top administrative positions is important as students see those models and equate 

them with what leaders look and act like. 

 This study examined leadership styles of heads of independent schools, focusing 

on the spectrum of transformational and transactional leadership. It examined general and 

specific factors leading to gender inequity in top JK-12 educational administration. It 

offers a foundation for discussion about education and educational administration by 

presenting the history of the American educational structure. The literature review 



xv 

 

includes research about educational administration and leadership, as well as the 

explanation of three theories emerging from the study of leadership differences between 

men and women. A discussion of leadership styles follows, highlighting literature 

focusing on the barriers women encounter in attaining leadership roles. The voices and 

stories of those women who have attained top educational leadership positions conclude 

the literature review, providing a full spectrum of issues ranging from the inception of the 

educational system to the reasons for the current disparity of women at the head of school 

level. 

 This study presents a national study of independent school leadership. Using a 

mixed methods approach, the study includes quantitative data about leadership styles of 

heads of school, as well as other demographic indicators that highlight their paths and 

leadership roles. The qualitative portion of the study culminates in one-on-one interviews 

with eight female heads of schools to examine their experiences in achieving top 

educational administration positions. 

 The study results demonstrate that heads of independent schools are generally 

transformational leaders in their styles. Further, it illuminates the fact that female heads 

demonstrate more transformational leadership styles than their male counterparts. It also 

indicates that male heads of school ascended to headship faster than women. Finally, it 

outlines how the individual voices of female heads collectively indicate that female 

heads’ natural styles of leadership, which are based in relationships, lend themselves to 

the characteristics of transformational leadership. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 In the twenty-first century American leaders are more diverse than at any other 

time in our nation’s history. The President of the United States is a black man. The 

current Secretary of State is a woman. Education and changing attitudes, reinforced by 

significant legal support, have heightened evidence of both ethnic and gender diversity in 

all facets of society. In 2005, 50% of professional and managerial positions in the country 

were filled by women (Kephart & Schumacher, 2005), and women comprised a roughly 

equivalent 46.5% of the total U.S. workforce in 2007 (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). 

 Women in the field of education exceed these averages, with women filling 80% 

of the teaching positions and 62% of the administrative roles in K-12 public schools 

(Mertz, 2006; National Education Association, 2003). Independent school statistics are 

similar to those of the public school sector in terms of teacher and administrator gender 

diversity. Approximately 66% of independent school teachers are women, while about 

62% of administrative positions are held by women (National Association of Independent 

Schools, 2009). These gender divisions mirror those in many professional fields in the 

U.S. (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). 

Problem Statement 

 Although women represent a majority in both public and independent school 

teaching staffs and are represented in administrative positions, their presence at the 

highest level of educational administration, defined as superintendent in public schools 

and head of school in independent schools, remains dwarfed by that of men. The National 

Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) currently reports 30% of heads of school are 

women, while in 2006, the public sector indicated 22% of superintendents were women 
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(Glass & Franceschini, 2007; NAIS, 2009). Despite the fact that women fill the majority 

of administrative positions in independent schools, women only serve as heads of school 

in one-third of independent schools (NAIS, 2010). According to NAIS’s report on The 

State of Independent School Leadership 2009, independent school heads are 

overwhelmingly Caucasian males in their fifties. Why does this disparity exist? Do men 

and women at the head level demonstrate different leadership styles? Given the focus of 

independent schools to provide holistic educational experiences to students, what 

message does the gender disparity at the leadership level send? 

Further, given the number of women in education, why, does a disparity continue 

to exist between men and women at the top educational administration levels? Does the 

majority of male heads of school indicate a difference in leadership approach between 

men and women at this level of educational administration? Literature offers several 

theoretical frameworks about leadership styles and their impact on groups of employees. 

If there is a difference in style between men and women, does one group reflect the more 

transformational leadership style? Literature also offers explanations of why women are 

less likely than men to hold educational leadership roles. A review of the literature about 

leadership and women in educational administration reveals distinct aspects of leadership 

styles that discuss issues of gender with regard to leadership. The literature also explores 

several barriers that confront women as they advance through the ranks of educational 

administration. 

As an independent school female administrator, I consider the issues surrounding 

gender equity and leadership in independent schools to be central to offering students a 

well-rounded education. I believe that the mental models children build during their years 
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in school endure into adulthood, and the fact that men outnumber women in leadership 

positions across schools is a concern. Clarifying the reasons for the gender disparity at 

the top ranks could help inform the career decisions of women who aspire to these 

positions, as well as provide data to schools to address systemic issues leading to the 

inequity. 

Rationale for Study 

 Over the past almost 50 years, researchers have addressed issues of gender 

inequity in education using a variety of approaches. The existing body of literature draws 

heavily from qualitative approaches to research and predominantly focuses on the public 

school sector. Because the quality of school superintendence, teaching, and educational 

leadership, including gender bias in educational administration, are areas of national 

concern with regard to public schools, large-scale studies of these issues draw on public 

funding for research. Smaller institutions with limited private funding, such as the 

independent school sector, do not typically have the funds to spend on large-scale 

research (McLay & Brown, 2000). 

 A body of literature exists that addresses gender disparity in leadership roles in 

the public school sector. However, current research is inadequate to address these issues 

in independent schools because the number of schools is small and because funds to 

conduct studies in the sector are limited. Yet, independent schools collectively charge 

themselves with creating equitable learning environments in which boys and girls grow 

up observing both genders in leadership roles and envisaging themselves in such 

positions. Independent schools educate some of our nation’s most influential decision 

makers; as a result they are obligated to enrich their programs with paradigms of power 
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and leadership that are diverse and inclusive, generating more inclusive, culturally 

competent leaders for tomorrow. Further research into the dynamics and causes 

underlying the observable gender inequity at the highest administrative levels in 

independent schools would provide insight into and possible strategies to address the 

issues. Gender equity in leadership in independent schools is central to offering students a 

well-rounded education. Children’s mental models built during their years in school 

endure into adulthood, and the fact that men outnumber women in leadership positions 

across our schools is a concern. 

 Although independent schools serve a smaller segment of the country’s children 

than government-sponsored institutions, they have historically educated a socio-

economically elite tier of society. A significant cross section of politicians, businessmen, 

university professors, and entrepreneurs has graduated from independent schools, 

including numerous United States presidents. Creating educational environments in 

independent schools that value diversity, including gender balance, is essential to the 

future of the country because independent school graduates can eventually serve in 

positions of great responsibility and influence. Gender balance in educational 

administration not only encourages broader opinions and experiences to guide 

educational vision, it also establishes a mental model for boys and girls that both men and 

women can hold top executive positions. The early images of leadership that children see 

and experience create paradigms for how they perceive the world and make decisions 

(Serbin, Powlishta, Gulko, Martin, & Lockheed, 1993; Zirkel, 2002). 
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Frameworks 

 This study investigated the leadership styles and experiences of heads of school 

through three theoretical frameworks. Initially, leadership styles of heads were evaluated 

in terms of transactional versus transformational leadership styles, with an eye towards 

assessing if there was a difference in male and female self perceived styles, as well as 

common themes and characteristics of heads. In addition, Alice Eagly’s conceptual 

frameworks of social role theory and role congruity theory helped guide questions posed 

to the female heads of school in order to better understand their experiences (Eagly & 

Johnson, 1990; Eagly & Karau, 2002). 

 Leadership Theory: Scholars have engaged in discourse regarding leadership for 

hundreds of years. Debate over defining leadership is ongoing, and writers on the topic 

start their works by offering a litany of definitions, only to conclude there is no definitive 

characterization. Instead, leadership should be viewed as a continuum in which many 

styles exist and overlap with each other (Rost, 1991). One widely used theory, which 

includes a spectrum of leadership styles, is transformational and transactional leadership, 

originally articulated by Burns (1978) and refined by Bass (1985). Transformational 

leaders strive to create positive work environments in which influence and relationships 

create change (Bass & Avolio, 1994). Small work environments with transformational 

leaders tend to be more effective and have more committed employees (Ling, Simsek, 

Lubatkin, & Veiga, 2008). 

 Social role and role congruity theories. Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt and Van 

Engen (2003) describe society’s definitions of male and female behavior as social role 

theory. Men are associated with agentic qualities, while women’s behaviors are more 
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aligned with communal qualities. The very existence of socially shared gender 

stereotypes is of concern. The concern is amplified by research indicating a negative 

impact of social role theory on women in leadership roles because their actions often do 

not align with the stereotypical expectation of others, creating tension in leadership 

dynamics (Eagly & Karau, 2002). This scenario is the foundation of the role congruity 

theory in which women are perceived as poor leaders because their actions are not 

congruent with others’ expectations, or stereotypes. 

Purpose of Study and Research Questions 

The primary goal of this study was to explore the leadership styles of current 

heads of independent schools, to investigate differences in leadership styles between men 

and women serving at the head level, and to provide insight regarding how female heads 

of school view their roles and achieved their positions. It examined the leadership style 

differences between male and female heads of school in independent schools, applying a 

transformational versus transactional leadership lens. Furthermore, it presented an 

ethnographic exploration of how women experience the head of school role and how they 

rose to headship. 

 While this study hoped to increase understanding surrounding the disparity of 

women to men at the head of school level and tease out leadership differences between 

male and female heads, it also hoped to shed light on the following general questions: 

Which leadership style is most prevalent in independent school leadership? Are there 

distinct career paths to achieve headship roles? What advice do current female and male 

heads of school have for aspiring female administrators? More specifically, four research 

questions were addressed: 
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1. To what extent do heads of school demonstrate transactional and 

transformational leadership styles? 

2. What is the relationship between leadership style and gender? 

3. In what ways does gender influence how female heads of school enact their 

leadership? 

4. What supports and constraints do female heads of school describe in their paths 

to headship? 

Methods 

This was a two-phased mixed methods study. This mixed methods design, which 

was a combination of both quantitative and qualitative research, “provides a better 

understanding of a research problem” (Creswell, 2008, p. 62). The first phase of the study 

included an online quantitative survey which measured transformational leadership styles 

vis a vis transactional leadership styles. The tool used was the Multifactor Leadership 

Questionnaire (MLQ). The most current version of the MLQ, and the one used in this 

study, is the result of Avolio and Bass’ work to address concerns about the psychometric 

properties, while at the same time improving the gauge used for the leadership constructs 

(Avolio & Bass, 1991). It is widely used because it can measure characteristics related to 

transformational versus transactional leadership. In addition to the 45 likert-scale MLQ 

questions, demographic, experience, family composition, and school data will be 

collected. The survey was distributed electronically via email to current heads of school 

of NAIS member schools. Analysis of data collected through the survey was done 

through SPSS. The purpose of this quantitative phase was to investigate the leadership 

styles of heads of school. 
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 The qualitative, second phase of this study included one-on-one interviews of a 

purposeful sample of eight current female heads of school who led either K-12 or 6/7-12 

independent schools. They were selected from the survey at random. The purpose of this 

ethnographic qualitative aspect to the study was to learn about these women’s individual 

experiences as heads of school with the goal of drawing similarities in their experiences. 

Interviews were recorded, transcribed and then analyzed. Open-ended questions were 

included in order for “participants to voice their experiences unconstrained by any 

perspectives of the researcher or past research findings” (Creswell, 2008, p. 225). 

Significance of Study 

 Addressing issues of under-representation of women in educational administration 

is important social justice research. Creating equitable environments is essential for all 

areas of society, especially in education as all students go through the educational system 

and see leaders as role models. Empirical investigation of the lack of parity between 

female and male heads of independent schools could allow the independent school sector 

to address factors leading to issues of inequity and lack of diversity. In addition, 

investigation of leadership styles of current heads could provide insights about successful 

styles for all individuals who seek that level of educational administration. For women 

who aspire to lead independent schools, specifically, information regarding career paths 

of women who have already achieved the head role may create more access to the top tier 

positions. Additionally, the result of this work for NAIS is potentially valuable in 

enhancing leadership-training courses for aspiring heads. 
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Key Terms 

1. Independent School: For the purpose of this study an independent school is 

defined as a member school of the National Association of Independent Schools. 

Member schools must be nonproprietary school incorporated as nonprofit 501 (c) 

3 organizations with self perpetuating boards of trustees (Small, 2001). 

2. National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS): NAIS is the national 

membership association for independent schools with about 1250 member schools 

in the United States. Members must show proof of nonprofit status, be fully 

accredited by the proper educational regional association, have been in operation 

for at least five year, show proof of sound financial practices, and demonstrate a 

commitment to economic and ethnic diversity. 

3. Head of School: For this study, the term head of school refers to the head, chief 

executive officer and highest educational administrative role, of an independent 

school. The head serves at the pleasure of the board of trustees. 

4. Board of Trustees: The board of trustees is the ultimate authority of an 

independent school with the fiduciary responsibility of oversight for the school 

and the responsibility of hiring and evaluating the head of school. 

Limitations of Study 

 This research study was limited to the independent school sector of education of 

the United States. It was also limited by including only heads serving during the 2010-

2011 school year in the study. Also, the data was self-reported by the participants. The 

study was the researcher’s first empirical study, which may be considered a possible 

limitation by some. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 

 Women’s abilities to advance their social, political and economic status in society 

at large have improved over the past century. They hold important political offices in 

countries throughout the world, they are no longer viewed as the solely responsible care 

giver in many nations, they lead Fortune 500 companies, making decisions that impact 

millions of people each day. While women’s roles have evolved in many areas, 

educational administration remains one aspect of leadership in the United States in which 

women remain a significant minority in top leadership positions. 

 The minority leadership role that women play in educational administration is of 

particular concern because they make up the great majority of employees in educational 

institutions. Further, children learn by example and modeling, and the lack of women in 

top leadership roles implies gender boundaries within leadership of these school systems. 

Women: Research about Educational Administration 

 Given that women make up the majority of employees in the educational system, 

why, does a disparity continue to exist between men and women at the top educational 

administration levels? Literature offers several theoretical explanations of why women 

are less likely than men to hold educational leadership roles. Several bodies of literature 

emerge as the most validated and enduring in addressing the question of women in 

educational administration and leadership. A review of the literature about leadership and 

women in educational administration reveals distinct aspects of leadership styles that 

discuss issues of gender with regard to leadership. The literature also explores several 

barriers that confront women as they advance through the ranks of educational 
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administration. Some research points to theories of bias limiting women’s advancement, 

also signaling the importance of leadership styles. 

 Recent researchers in educational administration and leadership have included 

both genders as participants, authors, and editors, an enhancement that has broadened 

perspectives of these areas of study. Before the broadening of the lens through which 

educational research was conducted in the late 1980s, an androcentric lens focused 

research in educational administration to men and their experiences (Shakeshaft, 1989b). 

The effect of this widespread study limitation was that research conducted by men and 

only about men repeatedly proved unreliable when applied to women and their 

experiences. Therefore research concerning leadership and educational administration 

must be reviewed with attention to the nature of the research and the researcher, 

including the period in which the research was conducted. Shakeshaft (1989a) plainly 

states, “If all the players in schools were white males, androcentric research and theory 

would not be problematic” (p. 325). But schools are not, and have not been for over a 

century, institutions comprised solely of White men. To combat an historically myopic 

view, Shakeshaft (1989a) offers six stages to describe the research on women in 

educational administration: the absence of women documented in research, the search for 

women who have been or are administrators, the view of women as disadvantaged or 

subordinate, the study of women on their own terms, the challenge women pose to 

theory, and the transformation of theory. These stages trace the history of research and 

guide the future of research, from ignoring the significance of women in educational 

administration, to reframing theories to include and equally value the experiences of both 

men and women. 
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 The following literature review traces the history of women in educational 

administration with the goal of setting the stage for an examination of how women’s roles 

in schools have changed and possible reasons for women’s minority ranking in top 

leadership roles. In addition, the review presents three theoretical frameworks as lenses 

through which to analyze the dearth of females in educational administration’s highest 

ranks: social role theory, role congruity theory, and leadership theory. It concludes with 

an explanation of independent schools and describes the setting in which the proposed 

study will take place. 

A Historical Review of Women in Educational Administration 

 It is impossible to consider the current and future status of women in educational 

leadership without examining the historic roles that men and women have played in the 

development of education. Clearly, women’s roles in schools have expanded over time, 

from virtually nonexistent in colonial times to pervasive in today’s schools (Shakeshaft, 

1989b). Today, women outnumber men in the fields of teaching and educational 

administration (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007), and the history of the evolving role of 

women in education helps to inform the discussion of the contemporary role that women 

play in education.  

 Carol Shakeshaft is influential in bringing to the forefront issues of gender 

inequity in education and educational administration. Her groundbreaking work in the 

1980s reframed the study of women in education, bearing special light on gender roles. In 

Women in Educational Administration, Carol Shakeshaft (1989b) outlines the history of 

education in the United States, vis-à-vis gender roles. Until the late 18
th

 century, men did 

virtually all of the teaching, but with the rise of industrial job availability in the mid-
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1800s, men left teaching, creating a void that was filled by women (Shakeshaft, 1989b). 

Because teaching was one of the few careers that was considered socially acceptable for 

women, women who sought careers outside the home studied to become teachers. 

Sometimes women sacrificed having their own families, because teaching was considered 

more appropriate for unmarried women. The global conflicts of the first half of the 

century created enormous flux for women in teaching. Military service reduced the pool 

of male teachers as men deployed, restoring them to teaching roles when conflicts abated, 

with their female counterparts alternately released and welcomed back into schools 

(Shakeshaft, 1989b). 

 Men and women have also played different roles in the evolution of school 

administration. Through the 1890s the superintendent was the only person in the school 

system who did not teach, but by 1929 an administrative staff had become standard in 

schools to organize school structure, to maximize school effectiveness, and to heighten 

consistency among a school district’s separate schools. Administrative leaders, the school 

superintendents, were predominantly male because men were considered better suited 

than women to fill leadership and management positions (Shakeshaft, 1989b). This 

emergence of the superintendent and support staff in school system structure led to a 

division between teaching and administrative positions in education. Administration was 

viewed as a different career than teaching, and administration was male-dominated 

(Adkison, 1985). 

 The history leading to our current educational administration system clearly 

indicates an androcentric, or male-centered, origin to careers in education, but especially 

in positions of educational administration (Shakeshaft, 1989b). The literature may 
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suggest this androcentric beginning to education in the United States continues to color 

today’s educational setting. 

Barriers to Women’s Advancement in Educational Leadership 

 While research on educational administration and the various leadership lenses 

provide initial discussion of gender-grounded barriers women face in educational 

administration, women continue to regard such barriers as limiting aspects in their 

careers. The watershed of the 1960s and early 1970s civil rights and women’s movements 

directly impacted women in the workplace (Loder, 2005). Over time, new laws began to 

shield women from the restrictive effects of gender-based impediments in the workplace. 

However, advances in women’s opportunities notwithstanding, women continue to face 

barriers to career paths that men do not typically confront. Barriers to top management 

positions are described as both internal and external. Internal barriers refer to perceptions 

and experiences that women have, as well as to decisions they make about their careers, 

regardless of external variables. External barriers refer to the uncontrollable factors that 

affect women’s careers, including their opportunities of ascent (Oplatka & Tamir, 2009; 

Shakshaft, 1989a; Young & McLeod, 2001). 

 Women who have achieved superintendent or head of school positions identify 

several factors that impacted their careers because of their gender. In the historically 

male-dominated education profession, the norms for top education administration 

positions were created by men and mirror their experiences (Grogan & Brunner, 2005; 

Kephart & Schumacher, 2005; Tallerico & Blount, 2004). Although more equity exists 

today, men’s career ascents to educational administration are still faster than those of 

women by an average of 5-6 years (Kim & Brunner, 2009). Not surprisingly, most of the 
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barriers experienced by women were results of social biases against women in leadership 

roles (Scott, 1997). 

 Most women recognized the biases, but they chose to ignore their concerns to 

avoid negative attention (Hall, 1996; Lárusdóttir, 2007). The conscious choice to silence 

their experiences of inequity, discrimination, and sexism were in large part attributable to 

the feeling of isolation by being one of the few, or the only woman, in top management 

roles (Brunner, 2000; Coleman, 2000; Kephart & Schumacher, 2005). Many women 

reported feeling invisible in meetings as the sole female voice (Sherman, 2000). The 

biases and episodes of sexism took on many forms, including the overt and covert 

questioning of women’s competence, sex-role stereotyping, and public and private 

intimidation (Skrla, Reyes, & Scheurich, 2000). In a study of 35 California women 

superintendents, 32 of the 35 women reported experiences of inappropriate touching 

during their administrative careers, but they all chose not to acknowledge or report them 

(Banuelos, 2009). 

 The silence surrounding the inequity experiences of countless women may reflect 

a price paid for ceiling-breaking careers or may result from the lack of mentors or role 

models for those women who have paved the educational administration path. Women 

consider the absence of women like them in the positions to which they aspire to be an 

additional barrier (Banuelos, 2009; Lyness & Schrader, 2006; McLay & Brown, 2000; 

Young & McLeod, 2001). Having successful female role models in top positions; seeing 

women lead, usually with a transformational leadership style; and receiving professional 

and personal encouragement to pursue administrative positions all play crucial parts in 

women’s decisions to become administrators (Young & McLeod, 2001). The personal 
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and professional encouragement factor turns out to be central to female success. 

Successful female heads of school and superintendents strongly recommend that aspiring 

women find mentors and role models who can help to guide their careers and to mitigate 

any sense of isolation they may experience (Scott, 1997; Young & McLeod, 2001). 

 In addition to the above-mentioned barriers that women face, two additional 

issues have received significant attention in the literature. The tension of the work-family 

conflict and concerns over hiring practices are two specific barriers deserving more 

exploration as reasons for the gender disparity in educational leadership. 

Work-Family Conflict 

 A barrier that transcends the internal and external quadrants is the work-family 

conflict. Internally, women have to decide if family life is compatible with the constant 

demands of a top education position (Hall, 1996; Mahitivanichcha & Rorrer, 2006; Scott, 

1997). Many choose to be single and remain childless to work harder and longer 

(Coleman, 2000). Externally, women must deal with biases related to being “good 

mothers” and the perceived sacrifices of working out of the home. Successful female 

superintendents and heads of school assert that they made lifestyle choices that included 

whether or not to start a family (Hall, 1996; Mahitivanichcha & Rorrer, 2006; Scott, 

1997). Many women who have served in these types of roles point to parenthood as a 

useful experience from which to draw lessons to apply to their education roles (McLay 

and Brown, 2000).  

 Loder (2005) argues that female generational cohorts representing pre- and post-

women’s liberation-movement prioritize their concerns about the work-family conflict 

differently. The younger, post-movement generation prioritized time constraints that 
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administrative positions put on their spouses and families, although they did not worry 

about gender stereotype roles as much as the older, pre-movement cohort. The generation 

of women who started their educational careers before the civil rights and women’s 

movements were most concerned about taking up male gender roles in their marriages 

due to their work positions (Loder, 2005). 

 Many consider the work-family conflict as the main barrier for women’s lack of 

ascent to top management positions. A woman’s physiological need to take a leave of 

absence after giving birth can place her at a significant disadvantage. Upon returning to 

work women feel as though they are constantly catching up and lagging behind male 

peers who have not taken time for child bearing (Kephart & Schumacher, 2005; King, 

2008). Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer (2006) discuss the tension between the ideal worker 

dedicated to the high-stress job at all times, and the ideal career mom who can juggle the 

demands of the workplace and the needs of family and children. 

 Despite the drastic increase in dual-income households, the work-family conflict 

continues to be more difficult and challenging for women than for men (Lundberg & 

Frankenhaeuser, 1999; McLay, 2008). This is the case because women remain more 

responsible for child care than men, in spite of fathers’ increased participation in child 

care (King, 2008). 

Hiring Practices 

 Over the 30 year period described by Mertz (2006) in her research, even though 

the number of women in administrative positions has increased, the number of women 

serving in the role of superintendent increased by only 19.5%. She reports that in 1972 in 

the largest districts in the country, there were no women in the superintendent role 
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(Mertz, 2006). Although the author concludes that “the hegemony of men that 

characterized school administration at the time of Title IX became law has been broken” 

(Mertz, 2006, p. 553), she also claims that the reason for the top spot difference is who 

controls entry to the most senior level position. A board appoints an individual as 

superintendent, not peers or educators. This idea of gatekeepers controlling top tier 

educational administration jobs is echoed by Reis, Young, and Jury (1999), establishing a 

nearly impenetrable barrier for women aspiring to superintendent and head of school 

positions. 

 Gaining access to educational leadership posts is a different process for internal 

administrative positions than for the top tier superintendent or head positions. For most 

administrative positions, experience, track record, and relationships lead to promotions, 

usually decided by a group of colleagues, or supervisors who are familiar with the work 

patterns of the individual (Tallerico, 2000). Superintendents and heads of school are 

appointed by governing boards that are not typically made up of educators. In the public 

school sector these are school boards by district, while in independent schools they are 

boards of trustees, usually comprised of parents, former students, and community 

members, but rarely including educators. 

 Governing bodies, characteristically male-dominated, embody a main cause of the 

gender difference at the top tier level of educational administration according to a study 

of U.K. heads of school (McLay & Brown, 2000). Gender-similarity may explain the 

decision of male-dominated boards to choose male administrators for the top jobs (Reis et 

al., 1999). A qualitative study of principals appointing vice-principals considers gender-

similarity as a theoretical framework explaining the significant preference to work with a 
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colleague of the same gender, benefiting from the potentially higher natural affinities 

between the two (Reis et al., 1999). Although the study findings did not discover gender 

bias among principals appointing vice-principals, the gender-similarity theory could 

address the issue of boards appointing more male administrators than their female 

counterparts. 

 Unlike internal administrative positions, the hiring process for head of school and 

superintendent posts is usually outsourced to headhunters or consultants by the hiring 

boards. "The superintendency is the primary position in K-12 educational administration 

for which the school board often engages the service of outside facilitators" (Tallerico, 

2000, p. 18). These agencies serve as the primary gatekeepers to top tier educational 

administrative positions. Tallerico’s (2000) qualitative study on this issue garnered 

crucial results for non-White-male candidates and for female applicants. Experience is 

the primary channel into and out of the hiring process. Tallerico’s (2000) study of 25 

board members, 25 placement agencies, and 25 applicants in New York State revealed 

two biases in hiring educators for superintendent positions: a bias for applicants who are 

school administrators over those from other educational positions, as well as a preference 

for secondary over elementary educators. Most striking, though, was a clear 

predisposition favoring nonminority individuals, with more access granted to White men 

than to any other group of candidates. Tallerico (2000) also discovered evidence 

substantiating the similarity-attraction theory between board composition and the 

preferred candidate. Her conclusion underscores the need for minority candidates, 

including women, to combat the unwritten selection process that clearly operates to their 

disadvantage in the hiring process. 
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 Board biases toward hiring men instead of women stem from the historic model 

of male superintendents. Specific biases include perceptions that women are not strong 

managers, are unable to handle the budget and finance aspects of the role, and allow their 

emotions to drive decision making (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). Lyness and Schrader 

(2006) examined hiring practices in senior corporate management appointments and 

discovered that men were hired by boards for their potential, while women were 

appointed for their proven track records. This tendency to give men the benefit of the 

doubt and a chance to prove themselves is not afforded to women. Studies conclude that 

boards need to be educated about the impact of gender bias on their decisions (Lyness & 

Schrader, 2006; McLay & Brown, 2000; Mertz, 2006; Sherman, 2000). With education 

and increased awareness about the impact of gender bias and governing boards’ 

preferential treatment toward men, women may have an increased opportunity to reach 

superintendent and head of school positions (Banuelos, 2009; Skrla et al., 2000).  

Women’s Voices 

 While the androcentric beginnings of educational administration and a variety of 

barriers may explain the disparity between the number of women and of men in top 

educational positions, research also gives voice to women who have achieved these top 

positions. They have several shared experiences that are noteworthy as part of the 

investigation into this leadership inequality.  

 Despite early, male-dominated thinking and research that seemed to indicate that 

women do not aspire to head type positions, Adkison (1985) discovered that men and 

women are motivated by the same factors, and that women do aspire to administrative 

positions. Frequently more involved in school life than their male counterparts, women 
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tend to be more optimistic about the likelihood of their promotion to top administrative 

positions than men (Adkison, 1985). The methodology of Adkison’s (1985) study is 

especially significant because it compares men directly to women, instead of solely 

focusing on women. Its findings inform thinking regarding the interplay of professional 

aspirations and accomplishment in the hiring process experienced by both genders, 

providing a comprehensive perspective on the seeking and awarding of positions in 

educational administration. In addition to fostering motivation to pursue such positions 

and overcoming such obstacles as work-family conflicts, additional factors exist that can 

increase women’s interest in and pursuit of top roles (Adkinson, 1985). 

 Both collaboration with successful female mentors and peers who model an 

effective transformational leadership style and encouragement from colleagues and 

family to pursue administrative positions increase women’s likelihood of pursuing 

administrative paths (Young & McLeod, 2001). This piece of the puzzle constitutes a 

significant difference between women in educational administration before and after the 

civil rights and women’s movements. As Loder (2005) notes, before Title IX women 

were not encouraged to pursue roles previously categorized as male gender specific. 

 While relatively few women have ascended to the highest educational 

administrative ranks, some have paved the way for future female leaders. Several 

qualitative studies focus on female heads of school, finding similarities among these 

women’s experiences as they attained top educational positions. McLay and Brown’s 

(2001) small-scale pilot study depicts the lives of nine heads of school in the U.K. The 

study yielded a resonance of ideas among the heads who were interviewed regarding the 

factors that had led them to their current top tier positions. Some insightful findings from 
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these women in key positions included their belief that their leadership roles in schools 

started when they were students themselves, at the college level or at an earlier phase of 

their schooling. They considered the support they had received from their families as 

children and young women pursing educational careers to be vital and had been 

motivated by parents who believed in the value of education. Interestingly, none of the 

women originally had planned on becoming a head of school and all had found the 

experience of motherhood useful in their preparation for the challenges of headship 

(McLay & Brown, 2001). Seven of the nine women had been encouraged by their peers 

to apply for their current positions, supporting Young and McLeod’s (2001) findings that 

support is crucial for women to pursue higher positions. 

 An American study comparable to McKay and Brown’s (2001) work was 

undertaken in 1997 by a graduate student at the Klingenstein Center, the independent 

school branch of Teacher’s College at Columbia University. Jan Scott set out to identify 

barriers to attaining administrative positions in independent schools. She attempted to 

bring to light the differences perceived by women and men at the head level in American 

independent schools (Scott, 1997). The qualitative study of 106 out of 200 surveys she 

distributed concluded that both men and women in independent schools attribute lack of 

gender parity at the head level to women’s choice of family over careers and to social 

biases against women in leadership positions (Scott, 1997). 

 In addition, women from Scott’s (1997) study indicated a higher level of 

professional sacrifice for the sake of family in their pursuit of the head role than did men. 

When the head of school was a married male, his wife often executed certain tasks in the 

school. However, women in the head position did not generally have partners who were 
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willing and/or able to fill such classic support roles as hosting social occasions and 

decorating for events, often requiring additional assistance from the school to satisfy 

those functions (Scott, 1997). Female heads offered advice to future generations, 

including setting the goal of becoming a head of school, learning not to take things 

personally in the workplace, finding good mentors, and finding balance between home 

and school life (Scott, 1997). At the time Scott finished her study in May 1997, 29% of 

heads of independent schools were women. Current National Association of Independent 

Schools (2009) statistics report 30% of school heads are women. Twelve years after 

Scott’s study, the number of women in head of school roles has increased by only 1%, 

certainly not close to parity (National Association of Independent Schools, 2009; Scott, 

1997). 

Leadership Through a New and More Inclusive Lens 

 Increasing attention to the need to explore issues of leadership and women in 

educational administration has led to a wide research pool that currently addresses both 

gender issues and changing views of leadership, applying the experiences of both men 

and women. In fact, applying and taking into consideration the experiences of both 

genders does not generate blanket statements about leadership in general, but instead 

brings forth deeply engrained social beliefs that color leadership experiences for both 

men and women. Previous androcentric research claimed that women did not want, nor 

did they aspire to, leadership roles, but more recent and inclusive literature indicates 

otherwise (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Hall, 1996; McLay, 2008; 

Mertz, 2006; Young & McLeod, 2001). 
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 Women desire challenging and higher paying positions. Some research, of other 

eras and even of our own decade, removes women from a real context, emphasizing 

idealistic scenarios and aspirations, while ignoring the nuances of the masculine-driven 

market and individual experiences (Ball & Reary, 2000). To more accurately describe 

leadership issues for women and how they differ from the male experiences, two widely 

accepted theories rooted in social perceptions and expectations underpin the constructs of 

research of women in leadership roles. These frameworks serve as explanations for 

leadership challenges for women compared to those for men. Their validity and 

application have been proven in numerous studies ranging from the business world to 

education (Bowes-Sperry, Veiga, & Yanouzas, 1997; Cuadrado, Morales, Recio, & 

Howard, 2008; Franke, Crown, & Spake, 1997; Kite, 1996; Madera, Hebl, & Martin, 

2009; Ritter & Yoder, 2004). 

Social Role Theory 

 Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt and Van Engen (2003) define gender roles as 

consensual beliefs about the attributes of women and men that provide “implicit, 

background identity” specifically in the workplace (p. 572). They explain, “In 

emphasizing gender roles as well as leader roles, social role theorists argue that leaders 

occupy roles defined by their specific position in a hierarchy and simultaneously function 

under the constraints of their gender roles” (Eagly et al., 2003, p. 572). In short, most 

people cannot disconnect a person’s gender and whatever socially created expectations of 

behavior they have from the person as a leader. Further, though, separating the 

individual, a woman or man, from the leader role is shortsighted and does not grant 

access to the complete, insightful picture of the person or leadership style. 
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 This social role theory reframes the lens through which leadership differences 

between men and women are analyzed, clarifying that men and women who occupy the 

same role would not necessarily display the same behaviors. The theory accounts for 

norms that typically regulate behavior in any leadership role (Eagly et al., 2003). For 

example managers are responsible for oversight of employees and employee evaluations. 

The social role theory proposes that men and women have a choice as to how they carry 

out these tasks, and the choices are guided by gender roles and experiences unique to the 

individual (Eagly et al., 2003). Social role theory constructs a set of socially acceptable 

norms and expectations that people internalize as they become socialized, and which 

usually vary between men and women and among the range of cultures. 

 In general, communal characteristics concerned with the welfare of others such as 

affection, sympathy, and interpersonal sensitivity are attributed more strongly to women 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002). Agentic qualities that describe an assertive, controlling and 

confident persona are frequently credited to men, who are often characterized as 

aggressive, ambitious, and self-sufficient (Eagly & Karau, 2002). People can choose 

either to validate those norms or to act against them. Being aware of socially constructed 

norms of behavior superimposed on how leaders should act is the first step to addressing 

leadership issues more equitably. Social role theory encompasses ideals and expectations 

of behaviors and inappropriate assumptions of alignment with gender roles. Eagly and 

Karau (2002) take the social role theory one step further to include judgment about 

actions in their explanation of role congruity theory. The misalignment of individuals’ 

roles and their actions underlies this second theoretical framework about leadership 

gender issues. 
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Role Congruity Theory 

 The role congruity theory extends the social role theory by applying a lens of 

prejudice towards women, particularly those in leadership roles. It attempts to explicate 

“the congruity between gender roles and other roles, especially leadership roles, as well 

as to specify key factors and processes that influence congruity perceptions and their 

consequences for prejudice and prejudicial behaviors” (Eagly & Karau, 2002, p. 575). 

Eagly and Karau (2002) propose that it is more difficult for women to attain leadership 

roles and to be successful in those roles because male images define the roles for many 

people. Drawing upon their research, they contend that the stereotypes that people hold of 

men and women lead to prejudicial judgments of women in leadership roles. 

 In their research, Eagly and Karau (2002) found the existence of prejudice 

towards women in leadership roles originating in a disconnect, or incongruity, between 

the stereotypical attributes of women, “communal” characteristics, and the qualities often 

attributed to successful managers, “agentic” characteristics, which are more often 

associated with men. If women engage in stereotypically male, or “agentic”, behaviors, 

they are evaluated more poorly than men because they are violating the expectations of 

their gender roles (Ritter & Yodder, 2004).  

 Thus the role congruity theory portends that the incongruity between women and 

leadership roles leads to the perception of women as less capable than men as potential 

leaders, and to their being evaluated less favorably than men (Eagly & Karau, 2002). The 

consequences of limited opportunities and lower performance evaluation because of 

gender speak directly to reasons for the disparity of women in top level educational 

administration. Both the social role theory and the role congruity theory provide impetus 
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for considering additional research about leadership style differences between men and 

women. 

Leadership Styles 

 Researchers have investigated leadership style differences between men and 

women and sought to identify characteristics that lead to women’s pursuit of top tier 

administrative positions. While some obstacles have emerged across the literature, 

including work-family conflict, gender stereotyping roles and the role of gatekeepers 

(Tallerico, 2000; Young & McLeod, 2001), studies also show that women aspire to 

educational administration just as much as men and that certain factors can facilitate the 

challenging process for women (Adkison, 1985; Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Loder, 1990). 

Since the late 1980s, a wide body of research has addressed the differences in leadership 

styles between men and women, although men and women have proven to be comparably 

effective as leaders (Eagly, Karau, & Makhijani, 1995). Studies aligned with the social 

role theory find men have more transactional leadership styles than women, while women 

exhibit more transformational leadership styles than men (Eagly et al., 2003; Avolio, 

Mhatre, Norman, & Lester, 2009). Transactional leaders establish exchange relationships 

with people, managing conventionally by clarifying expectations and granting rewards or 

corrections to subordinates’ outcomes (Eagly et al., 2003) Transformational leaders, on 

the other hand, inspire their followers and nurture the ability of all members of the 

organization by establishing themselves as role models who gain the trust and confidence 

of subordinates (Eagly et al., 2003). They develop the members of their organizations and 

empower them to reach their full potential, pursuing the end goal of increasing the 

capacity of the whole organization. 
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 Men are perceived as product-oriented and laissez-faire in their leadership styles 

(Eagly et al., 2003), and they are generally less willing than women to share power and 

control of leadership tasks (Lundberg & Frankenhaeuser, 1999). Women prefer to have 

power ‘in’ versus power ‘over’ other people (Grogan & Brunner, 2005) because they 

value the power found in relationships and the establishment of cultures of trust (Hall, 

1996). This collaborative, democratic, and communicative foundation is more people-

centered, caring, and collegial than men’s leadership priorities (Coleman, 2000; Eagly & 

Johnson, 1990; Sherman, 2000; Wesson & Grady, 1994). Women prioritize clear and 

regular communication and are more prone than men to share information with followers 

and the organization at large. Women value being connected to people as fundamental to 

leadership, preferring being “in the middle,” a vantage point from which to take the pulse 

of the organization, to being “on top of things” (Sherman, 2000). 

Transformational Leadership 

 In examining the leadership research addressing the differences and similarities 

between men and women’s leadership styles, the theoretical framework of 

transformational leadership emerges as one vehicle by which to analyze leadership styles 

and effectiveness. James MacGregor Burns, the father of transformational leadership, 

offers a higher level of thinking about leadership, which incorporates morality and 

motivation into the paradigm. He marries the roles of leaders and followers, stating that 

they must be linked to a collective purpose and that a leader’s success is not measured by 

media reports but by “the satisfaction of human needs and expectations” (Burns, 1978, p. 

3). Elevating the relationship between parties and tying a leader’s performance to the 

interaction and meaning created for others addresses the complexity of relationships and 
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leadership. Plainly stated, a leader cannot simply tell others what to do, she or he must be 

known, trusted and cognizant the demands put on the followers. 

 Burns moves beyond position and power structures to identify what he originally 

called “transforming”, now referred to as transformational and transactional leadership 

styles. “Transactional leaders approach followers with an eye to exchanging one thing for 

another” (Burns, 1978, p. 4). “The transforming leader recognizes and exploits an 

existing need or demand of a potential follower...the leader looks for potential motive in 

followers, seeks to satisfy higher needs, and engages the full person of the follower” 

(Burns, 1978, p.4). Unlike the quid pro quo relationships described by industrial age 

leadership and associated with transactional leadership, transformational leadership 

creates mutual stimulation and elevates both the leader and the follower. The leader 

knows and understands the followers and builds capacity in others (Burns, 1978). 

Transformational leaders recognize that they can learn from others, and, since everyone 

can lead, transformational leaders are often led by others.   

According to Burns (1978), “Leadership is the reciprocal process of mobilizing, 

by persons with certain motives and values, various economic, political, and other 

resources, in a context of competition and conflict, in order to realize goals independently 

or mutually held by both leaders and followers” (p. 425). The reciprocity of the 

relationships between people is at the core of beginning to understand the complexity of 

leadership practice. Leaders are followers, followers are leaders, context and motivation 

define roles. It is the relationship between individuals that effects change, not the 

exchange of information or something else. “People can be lifted into their better selves 

is the secret of transforming leadership and the moral and practical theme of this work” 
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(Burns, 1978, p. 323). Transforming leaders know how to raise the bar by engaging 

others’ ideals and values because they know their followers and are engaged in 

relationships. 

While Burns fathered this concept, Bass (1985) further developed the theory of 

transformational and transactional leadership and created a psychometric tool to measure 

the degrees of transformational and transactional styles (1985). Bass uses the term 

“transformational”, not “transforming” as originally coined by Burns. Bass and Avolio 

continued to refine the assessment measures for transformational leadership, ultimately 

producing the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ), which breaks down the 

constructs of transformational and transactional leadership. 

According to Bass and Avolio (1994), “Transformational leadership is seen when 

leaders stimulate interest among colleagues and followers to view their work from new 

perspectives, generate awareness of the mission or vision of the team an organization, 

develop colleagues and followers to higher levels of ability and potential, and motivate 

colleagues and followers to look beyond their own interests toward those that will benefit 

the group” (p. 2). Transformational leaders achieve exceptional results by applying the 

“Four I’s” of transformational leadership: idealized influence, intellectual stimulation, 

inspirational motivation, and individual consideration. These four elements are core to 

behaviors exerted by transformational leaders.  

Such transformational leaders consider the needs of others over the needs of 

themselves, and followers can count on the leaders’ consistent, rather than arbitrary, 

behavior. Their behavior is of high moral and ethical standard and others know the leader 

to do the right thing. Because of their behavior, such leaders are admired, respected and 
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trusted, therefore command influence. Inspirational motivation refers to a leader’s ability 

to provide meaning and challenge to followers’ work, in this way inspiring and 

motivating them. It is crucial that the leader create clear expectations that others want to 

meet. Intellectual stimulation encourages others to be innovative and creative by 

questioning the status quo. Individual mistakes result in learning opportunities and new 

ideas and creative problem solving are encouraged. Individual consideration, the last of 

the “Four I’s”, speaks to the leader’s relationship with people. A transformational leader 

pays attention to each individual’s needs for growth and achievement. The leader’s role is 

to develop the follower’s capacity and potential; therefore the leader knows the follower 

and offers coaching to encourage new levels of achievement for the follower. This role 

often entails the leader’s listening effectively and delegating meaningful tasks to 

followers that demonstrate the leader’s trust in others (Avolio & Bass, 1994). 

Conversely, transactional leadership transpires when the leader rewards or 

disciplines the follower depending on performance, a stratagem referred to as contingent 

reinforcement, either positive as contingent reward or the more negative or passive form 

of management-by-exception. Contingent reward, although not as effective as the “Four 

I’s”, does work. Management-by-exception active involves the leader actively monitoring 

performance and maintenance of standards and communicating corrective action as 

necessary. Management-by-exception passive means waiting until waiting for errors to 

happen and then taking corrective action. Laissez-faire style is the absence of leadership, 

neither transformational nor transactional as no action of any sort is taken (Avolio & 

Bass, 1994). 
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The application of transformational leadership styles creates an environment in 

which leaders build capacity in others and followers are inspired. Successful educational 

leaders are responsible for overseeing full faculties and staffs, ranging from a few people 

to hundreds. Within a school system’s structure, it is crucial other individuals feel 

empowered to play their roles with confidence and independence. Transformational 

leadership styles create a dynamic in which leaders can inspire others to work at their 

highest performance and effectiveness. 

While research in the area of transformational leadership has been conducted in 

the business world for over twenty year, led by Leithwood and Jantzi (2000, 2005, 2006), 

the past decade has proven transformational leadership styles in school leaders to be an 

important factor in overall school success. Research in the field of education on 

transformational leadership has increased (Daly, Martirosian, Ong-Dean, Park, & 

Wishard, 2010), opening the door for further exploration of leadership styles of 

educational leaders and their influence on school system achievement. 

While transformational leadership may provide some insight to effective 

leadership for educational administration, Bass cautions about placing transformational 

and transactional leadership on opposite spectrums (Bass, 1985). Some researchers argue 

that a combination of styles offers to the most successful leadership and that all leaders 

embody aspects of both styles (Bass, Avolio, Jung, & Berson, 2003; Bryant, 2003). 

While the research on the impact of transformational leadership in large organizations has 

failed to provide empirical evidence regarding its effectiveness, small to medium-sized 

firms with CEOs with transformational leadership styles do indeed indicate that 

followers’ self-ratings of their personal efficacy were influenced by the leader’s behavior 
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and style (Neilsen & Munir, 2009). School systems are small to medium-sized 

businesses. Top educational administrators interact personally with all constituents, from 

students, to teachers, to parents. Thus the small context can offer an advantageous setting 

for the exercise of transformational leadership styles on the part of the head of school 

(Neilsen & Munir, 2009). 

Limited Research in Private Education Sector 

 Over the past almost 50 years, researchers have addressed issues of gender 

inequity in education using a variety of approaches. The existing body of literature draws 

heavily from qualitative approaches to research. However, although studies surrounding 

educational leadership have been undertaken, they are focused on the public school 

sector. Large scale studies about public schools identify areas of national concern that 

draw upon public funding for research, including the superintendency, the effectiveness 

of teaching and leadership, and the inclusion of gender diversity in school leadership.  

Because no public funding is available for similar studies of independent schools, less 

research and less insight is available regarding parallel issues in the independent school 

setting. Smaller institutions with limited private funding, independent schools do not 

typically have the funds to spend on large-scale research (McLay & Brown, 2000). 

Research concerning private and independent school leadership, especially about female 

heads of school, has been more extensive in the United Kingdom than in the United 

States because of the large number and long history of private schools in the United 

Kingdom. 

 Locating prior research that addresses the gender disparity in independent school 

leadership, particularly at the head of school level, is difficult. Although the National 
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Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) conducts annual surveys and collects data 

from its member schools, independently collected data and studies on independent school 

education are not currently available in the body of literature. A body of literature exists 

that begins to answer these questions in the public school sector. However, current 

research is inadequate to address these questions in independent schools because the 

number of schools is small and because funds to conduct studies in the sector are limited. 

Yet, independent schools collectively charge themselves with creating equitable learning 

environments in which boys and girls grow up observing both genders in leadership roles 

and envisaging themselves in such positions. 

Independent Schools Defined  

 Creating schools whose leaders mirror the images of society and provide diverse 

role models for children is the task of all schools, including those in the independent 

school sector. The term independent school causes confusion for most people in the 

United States. The history of independent schools dates back to before 1800, with thirty-

eight of the National Association of Independent Schools member institutions founded 

before 1800 (Small, 01). Independent schools provide small school learning 

environments for families and students who often choose the private school for its 

stability and independence from outside interference. Although independent schools 

serve a smaller segment of the country’s children than government-sponsored 

institutions, they have historically educated a socio-economically elite tier of society. A 

significant cross section of politicians, business leaders, university professors, and 

entrepreneurs has graduated from independent schools, including numerous United States 

presidents. Currently, there are over 1,250 independent schools offering educational 
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experiences to students in the United States, all with programming specific to the needs 

of their individual communities.  Independent schools make up only a section of 

nongovernmental schools, including schools that are not public and not parochial (Kane, 

1991).  

 Independent schools can be of any size with a wide variety of foci and varying 

configurations of grade levels. Recent estimates approximate that independent schools 

serve 611,000 students in the United States annually (NAIS, 2008). Most independent 

schools pride themselves on small class sizes, with a national average of 16 students per 

class, also featuring low teacher to student ratios, about one to eight as a national median 

(NAIS, 2009). National tuition average for independent, non-boarding schools is around 

$17,000 per year (NAIS, 2009). Privately-funded institutions, independent schools 

generally organize as 501 (c)3, or nonprofit entities, much like private colleges and 

universities. As such, independent schools operate independently of most state and 

federal oversight mechanisms and mandates and independent of control by religious 

entities, articulating their own mission and vision. 

 The governing board of trustees hires the head of school who serves as the head 

educator responsible for the day to day operations and program, fulfilling the highest 

administrative role in the independent schools. This person is ultimately responsible for 

all aspects of the school, from such expansive aspects as providing vision and leadership, 

managing the school’s climate and values, and collaborating with the board of trustees 

(NAIS, 2010), to more specific features such as student life, community engagement, 

strategic planning, and financial and personnel management. The heads of these schools 

are in essence the chief executive officers of small businesses responsible for educating 
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over half a million students in the United States. School budgets can range from a in the 

hundreds of thousands far into the millions. With new pressures, including the economic 

contraction of the country, the individuals responsible for leading independent schools 

must think strategically and towards the future. 

Independent School Leadership and Transformational Leadership Styles 

 Successful independent schools depend on teams of individuals for their 

livelihood. Teams exist from senior administration, including the head of school and her 

or his group of top administrators, to grade level teams made up of teachers from a 

specific grade taught, to department teams consisting of faculty who teach specific 

disciplines. Transformational leaders create teams within organizations and entrust them 

to do their jobs, inspiring them to perform at the highest level possible. Team members, 

under the direction of transformational leadership, feel empowered, demonstrate 

effectiveness in their roles, exude higher confidence levels, and are more likely to put 

forth the extra effort for greater accomplishment (Bass, 1985; Nurdan, 2003). 

 Families who choose independent school for their children do so because the 

relatively small teaching environment enables dedicated faculty to inspire and create 

meaningful connections with children. As small to medium-sized organizations that 

depend on their employees, in this case staff and faculty, to perform at the highest level, 

the exercise of transformational leadership techniques can benefit independent schools. 

Do current heads of school demonstrate transformational leadership styles? Is there a 

difference in the leadership styles demonstrated by female heads versus their male 

counterparts? 
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Implications for Leadership and Social Justice 

 Addressing the issue of under-representation of women in educational 

administration in both public and private education advances equity in the school 

workplace. It supports work environments that are equitable for both genders and 

encompasses expanded perspectives that exemplify unrestricted opportunities for all 

employees. Investigating the lack of parity between female and male heads of 

independent schools could allow the independent school sector to address factors leading 

to issues of inequity and lack of diversity. Tackling these challenging questions and 

realities could help to create more inclusive and representative school structures, 

communicating to students and families the essential message that men and women are 

equal. In addition, investigation regarding gender inequity in independent schools could 

provide insights about career paths, creating access to the top tier positions to women 

who aspire to lead independent schools. 

 The urgency to address gender inequity in head of school positions is fueled by an 

increasing focus on inclusivity in the independent school sector. Understanding the 

factors leading to the disparity is needed in order to then implement systemic changes to 

address any underlying causes. Implications for leadership in the independent school 

sector, both for administration and governing boards, are clear. Special attention must be 

drawn to how women are treated in the workplace to avoid gender role stereotyping, 

particularly in the hiring and promotion processes. Independent schools must commit 

themselves to increasing their awareness of social biases surrounding gender issues to 

being to decrease the disparity of women heads of school. From a social justice 

perspective, equity of accessibility to top educational positions is fundamental. Current 



38 

 

 

 

systems do not provide equivalent mechanisms for women to access and attain these top 

administrative positions. 

 Creating educational environments in independent schools that value diversity, 

including gender balance, is essential to the future of the country because independent 

school graduates can eventually serve in positions of great responsibility and influence. 

Gender balance in educational administration not only encourages broader opinions and 

experiences to guide educational vision, it also establishes a mental model for boys and 

girls that both men and women can hold top executive positions. The early images of 

leadership that children see and experience create paradigms for how they perceive the 

world and make decisions (Serbin, Powlishta, Gulko, Martin, & Lockheed, 1993; Zirkel, 

2002). 

Areas for Future Research 

 Independent schools educate some of our nation’s most influential decision 

makers.  As a result they are obligated to enrich their programs with paradigms of power 

and leadership that are diverse and inclusive, generating more inclusive, culturally 

competent leaders for tomorrow. Further research into the dynamics and causes 

underlying the observable gender inequity at the highest administrative levels in 

independent schools would provide insight and possible strategies to address the issues. 

Generally, future work includes investigating leadership styles of heads of school to 

ascertain potential similarities and differences between male and female heads. 

Specifically, areas for future research include discerning which independent schools 

currently have female heads of school and why female heads of school may have opted 

for those settings. For instance, do independent elementary schools encompass the 
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greatest representation of female heads of school and, if so, why? What percent of K-12 

independent school are led by women? What factors influence female administrators in 

independent school to choose smaller or larger schools? Are there distinct career paths to 

achieve headship roles? What concerns do aspiring female heads of school have 

regarding their futures? What advice do current female and male heads of school have for 

aspiring female administrators?  Independent schools see themselves as pioneering, 

inventive, and responsive. Seeking answers through empirical research to these essential 

questions regarding gender equity could lead to original, innovative, and transparent 

adjustments that will establish an equitable gender balance in daily practices that is truly 

equitable and balanced, thus illustrating for all community members the courage to tap 

the glass and insist on glass that reflects without distorting 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

Introduction of Design 

Independent school communities depend on their heads of school to provide 

vision, stability, and inspiration to their faculty, parents and students. In order to 

accomplish this vast task, heads of school are asked not only to be financially savvy, 

educational leaders knowledgeable of current best practice, but also to be 21
st
 century 

leaders who can lead teams of people in cooperative ways. The iconic image of the old, 

male east-coast boarding school head is changing, and at the core of this leadership 

change is the question of how heads of school lead.  

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The primary goal of this study was to explore the leadership styles of current 

heads of independent schools. In addition, this study investigated differences in 

leadership styles between men and women at the head level, as well as provided insight 

regarding how female heads of school view their roles and how they achieved their 

positions.  

After exploring literature regarding the relationship between gender and 

leadership styles, the researcher discovered studies, which indicate that the leadership 

style of men is more transactional than that of women. However, the limited research on 

the private school sector does not currently address this construct in independent schools. 

To explore the relationship between leadership styles and the head of school position, as 

well as to investigate the dearth of women in these top educational roles, the following 

questions guided this study:
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1. To what extent do heads of school demonstrate transactional and 

transformational leadership styles? 

2. What is the relationship between leadership style and gender? 

3. In what ways does gender influence how female heads of school enact their 

leadership? 

4. What supports and constraints do female heads of school describe in their paths 

to headship? 

This study focused on independent school heads of school whose schools belong 

to the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS). Membership to NAIS means 

that a school is independent of public government oversight and is organized as nonprofit 

entities led by boards of governance. 

Research Design 

The study was a two-phased mixed methods design. A combination of qualitative 

and quantitative designs was chosen because of the ability of mixed methods to address 

all of the research questions. In addition, this mixed approach provided for both a broad 

view of the phenomena as well as a more in depth analysis. The first and second 

questions regarding leadership styles were measured quantitatively, while the third and 

fourth questions of women’s experiences as heads of school required qualitative 

approaches in order to more thoroughly document their practice, feelings, and lived 

experiences. The strength of the mixed methods approach “combines the rigor and 

precision of experimental quasi-experimental or correlation designs and quantitative data 

with the depth of understanding of qualitative methods and data. Thus, the methods can 

help inform one another or deal with different levels of analysis” (Rudestam & Newton, 
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2007, p.51). The quantitative portion of the study enlisted a survey, while the qualitative 

piece included one-on-one interviews. Applying a mixed methods approach builds on the 

strengths of both qualitative and quantitative research methods, providing a better 

understanding of the research problem (Creswell, 2008). Quantitative data can help 

during a study by finding representative sampling, such as in this proposed study (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994). Additionally, the ability to link data between the quantitative and 

qualitative portions of the mixed methods study serves to strengthen study results (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994).  

Context of the Study 

This study was be conducted within the larger independent school community. It  

included NAIS member schools. Specifically, heads of school as the top educational 

administrators in each independent school were invited to join the study. 

The total number of NAIS schools for the 2009-2010 school year was 

approximately 1,250, educating almost 611,000 students. An invitation to participate in 

the quantitative phase of the study was extended to all heads of school in order to garner 

a large sample size to analyze. The head of school is ultimately responsible for all aspects 

of school life, from the daily operation of the school, to educational vision and planning, 

to fiscal solvency. Surveying the heads of these independent schools created a purposeful 

sample. The participants were “information rich” according to Creswell (2005), meaning 

that their experiences directly informed the study.  

Two-phased Study 

Each phase of the proposed two-phase study had its own specific design. For 

purposes of clarity, the following includes a description of methods of the first, 
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quantitative study, followed by the details of the methodology for the second, qualitative 

portion of the study. Both phases explored the leadership of heads of school in the 

independent school sector, each phase addressing a different level of analysis.  The 

quantitative piece allowed for a national study regarding leadership styles of heads of 

independent schools, also informing the qualitative portion, comparing women’s feelings 

about their minority role as heads of school with men’s feelings about their function in 

the same position. 

First Phase: Quantitative Survey 

Participants 

Survey Participants. The first group of participants were heads of school, both 

male and female, from active member schools of NAIS. These heads were asked to 

voluntarily complete a survey. All heads of school were directly emailed a link to an 

online survey through Survey Monkey. Approximately 1,200 school heads received the 

invitation to participate in the online leadership style survey. The survey was voluntary 

and participants remained anonymous to the researcher unless they volunteer their names 

or the name of their school in the survey. Initial email communication informing potential 

participants of the forthcoming survey was sent on February 4, 2011 as a primer with the 

goal of increasing participation. Of the 1,260 possible participants, 458 participants 

responded to the survey, resulting in a 36% response rate. Of these 458 surveys, 381 were 

fully completed. In an effort to analyze the most accurate data, the researcher analyzed 

data for only the 381 fully completed surveys, resulting in a 30% fully completed 

response rate. 
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Data Collection Methods 

Survey. The researcher conducted a national, online survey of all heads of school 

of NAIS member schools. The survey was sent electronically to all heads of school to 

their school email addresses via an URL link to Survey Monkey in mid-February, 2011. 

Their respective email addresses were public information and acquired through internet 

mining of individual school websites using an NAIS list of member schools as a guide. 

The survey measured transformational leadership styles in comparison with transactional 

leadership styles.  

Many tools have been created over the years to assess a wide variety of leadership 

traits.  Understanding how leaders make decisions, how they perceive themselves and 

those who surround them, and what characteristics lead to interactions with others are 

concepts at the core of leadership studies.  

One of the most tested and validated instruments is the Multifactor Leadership 

Questionnaire (MLQ or MLQ5) (Antonakis, Avolio, & Sivasubramaniam, 2003; Avolio 

& Bass, 2004). The researcher chose this tool for its potential to discern transformational 

and transactional leadership characteristics in heads of independent schools and to 

discover similarities and differences in leadership styles, including differences between 

men and women, within age ranges, and among years of experience. 

 In addition to the MLQ questions, the survey included demographic questions and 

experience-related questions, as well as solicited interviewees for phase two of the study. 

Survey questions were chosen based on previous private school leadership studies and 

surveys (Department of Education, 2007; Scott, 2001; Small, 1997; Perry, 1997). Survey 
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data collected was imported into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

for statistical analysis. 

Procedures 

Quantitative Instrumentation. Participants in the first quantitative phase of this 

study were emailed a link to an online survey through Survey Monkey. The survey 

included the MLQ5 and demographic questions (Appendix E). The demographic 

questions inquired about the individual participant as well as about the participant’s 

respective school. Originated by Hater and Bass in 1988, the MLQ has been through 

several iterations, each version comprising a different number of factors and focuses. The 

most current version of the MLQ, and the one used in this study, was the result of Avolio 

and Bass’ work to address concerns about the psychometric properties, while at the same 

time improving the gauge used for the leadership constructs (2004). While other surveys 

were considered, the MLQ was ultimately chosen as the most widely used and proven 

measure that can rate both transformational and transactional leadership. 

 The MLQ is a 45-question survey that applies a five-point Likert scale including 

answers in a range from “not at all” to “frequently,” depending on how often certain 

behaviors occur. Using psychometric evaluation, it is designed to elicit scores for nine 

constructs of leadership behaviors.  Five of the constructs characterize transformational 

leadership: idealized influence (attributed); idealized influence (behavior); inspirational 

motivation; intellectual stimulation; and individual consideration.  Two of the other 

concepts, contingent rewards and management by exception (active), are attributable to 

transactional leadership styles.  The final two measure passive-avoidant or non-leadership 
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styles:  management by exception (passive) and laissez faire. Sample questionnaire items 

include: 

 I provide others with assistance in exchange for their efforts 

 I re-examine critical assumptions to question whether they are appropriate 

 I fail to interfere until problems become serious 

 I talk about my most important values and beliefs 

 I go beyond self-interest for the good of the group. 

The demographic section of the survey included questions that sought information 

regarding age, gender, ethnicity, number of years teaching, number of years in 

administration, number of years as head of school, number of years at current school, 

highest level of education completed, marital status, membership in professional 

associations, and allocation of professional time throughout the school day. The school 

demographic questions inquired about school size, grade levels at the school, size of 

school, and type of school. In addition, a final question on the survey asked participants if 

they were willing to be interviewed at a future time for the second phase of the proposed 

study. Collecting demographic information allowed for  correlation analysis (Scott, 1997; 

Small, 2001). Participants’ responses allowed the researcher to discern personal traits that 

may play a role in the type of leadership style each participant demonstrated. 

 Upon completion of the online surveys, the researcher input the data to Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and coded questions to align with MLQ 

characteristics of transformational and transactional leadership. Demographic attributes, 

both personal and school descriptors, were variables of the study. Each participant was 
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given a random number to represent his or her responses. Identities of the participants 

were not disclosed at any point during the research process or afterward. 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

The researcher used several approaches to analyze the data collected in both 

phases of the study. Quantitative survey responses underwent statistical tests for this 

proposed study using SPSS, including descriptive statistics to illuminate basic features of 

the data using codes for the MLQ5 characteristics of leadership. A confirmatory factor 

analysis was conducted to better understand the validity of the survey responses (Pallant, 

2007). The data was analyzed using an independent-samples t-test to address the second 

research question comparing leadership mean scores between male and female heads. 

Additional t-tests were conducted between these two groups to analyze additional 

differences between the genders. An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was run for three or 

more responses to arrive at complex comparisons (Pallant, 2007). Correlation tests were 

also conducted. 

Second Phase: Qualitative Interviews  

The purpose of the second phase of this study was to give voice to the experiences 

of female heads as educational leaders, to allow them to share their paths to headship, to 

present their opinions on the role of head of school, and to offer insight to future leaders. 

Participants 

Interview Participants. The second set of participants was a purposeful sampling 

of female heads of school. Eight interviewees were selected from the female heads who 

completed the online survey and indicated willingness to participate in in-depth, one-on-

one interviews. The sampling was a random sub-set of the original purposeful sample of 
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heads of school. Five interviews were conducted in Washington, D.C. at the National 

Association of Independent Schools national conference in February 2011, and three on 

the telephone. 

The researcher contacted the female heads via telephone call to extend the 

invitation to participate in the interviews regarding their experiences as female heads of 

school. The interviews lasted 25 minutes to one hour and fifteen minutes. Questions 

focused on their lived experiences as women in the head of school position. The 

questions used an appreciative inquiry approach to elicit important moments in the 

women’s professional lives. 

Data Collection Methods 

Interviews. The second source was one-on-one interviews with selected women 

heads of school. While the researcher does not classify the entire study as feminist 

research, the second, qualitative phase of one-on-one interviews, used a feminist research 

lens. The researcher viewed the disparity of women to men at the head of school level as 

an example of society constructed along gender lines that has left women subordinate to 

men in independent schools (Grbich, 2007). The goal of the interviews was to bring to 

light the experiences of female heads of school by giving them a space and place to share 

their voices. From the feminist perspective, the interviews sought to understand the 

inequality in independent school leadership that exists along gender lines. By 

“highlighting the experiences of these women through research and allowing their voices 

to be heard” (Grbich, 2007, p. 96), the researcher hoped to make the inequalities more 

recognized and empower women in independent school administration. 
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These one-on-one interviews used an appreciative inquiry approach. By using this 

approach, the researcher went beyond asking simple questions about likes and dislikes 

and how things appear through a given perspective. Instead, she engaged participants in 

dialogue that elicited responses about the “nature, worth, quality, and significance” of 

their experiences (Preskill & Catsambas, 2006). “The role of appreciative questions is not 

to learn what respondents like, but rather to focus on the study of successful moments 

that can be used to grow and improve the program in the future” (Preskill & Catsamba, 

2006, p. 77). Appreciative inquiry supports a feminist approach because it contributes to 

building relationships, creates opportunities for people to be heard, allows people to share 

their stories and dreams, empowers the interviewee, and allows for simultaneous support 

and discretion (Preskill & Catsamba, 2006). All of these characteristics are also feminist 

principles. In addition, by focusing on the experiences of the women who have attained 

the head of school level, the researcher constructed a communal story. Appreciative 

inquiry dovetails with feminist principles as it capitalizes on the constructivist character 

of interviews, as well as the fact that realities are co-authored by all participants and their 

(Preskill & Catsamba, 2006).  

The responses to the online survey were used to identify a purposeful sample of 

female independent school heads of school. Two main criteria were used: gender (only 

women will be interviewed with the goal of giving voice to their experiences as heads of 

school) and attendance at the NAIS national conference or availability for phone 

interviews. Phone solicitations to participate in the second phase interviews were made of 

eight women who responded to the initial questionnaire. The interview protocol was 
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created using informed research of feminist voice and appreciative inquiry (Brayton, 

1997). 

The researcher conducted five focused semi-structured narrative interviews at the 

Gaylord National Hotel and Convention Center at National Association of Independent 

School national conference in Washington, DC from February 23-26, 2011. The 

additional three interviews were conducted by phone during the month of March, 20122. 

Interviews lasted 15 minutes to one hour and fifteen minutes. All participants were asked 

the same set of questions. Interviews may also be conducted by telephone, to 

accommodate the personal schedule of an interviewee. 

A semi-structured interview protocol based on the literature was developed for the 

interviews. Before beginning each interview, participants were issued a consent form that 

included consent to participate in the interview and have the interview recorded 

(Appendix B). Questions were specifically designed to allow the researcher to understand 

the experiences of these women in their roles as heads of school. 

Procedures 

 Qualitative Measures. Interview questions were designed to elicit authentic 

dialogue from the participants about their experiences as female heads of school, 

specifically in reference to being a minority group among a majority male group. “The 

purpose of in-depth interviewing is not to get answers to questions, nor to test 

hypotheses, and not to “evaluate” as the term is normally used. At the root of in-depth 

interviewing was an interest in understanding the lived experience of other people and the 

meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 2006, p 9).Questions were developed 

to understand if these women who had attained head of school positions had encountered 
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obstacles during their career paths. In order to gain the richest possible description of 

each participant’s experiences and to allow her to take any direction she desires, open-

ended questions were employed during the interviews (Siedman, 2006). Specifically, 

some of the interview questions included “What was that like for you?” because asking 

what something was like for participants gives them the opportunity to reconstruct their 

experiences according to what they remember as important (Seidman, 2006). 

Not only did the researcher record the interviews, but she also took notes. 

Siedman (2006) suggests, “In order to facilitate active listening, in addition to tape-

recording the interview, interviewers can take notes. These working notes help 

interviewers concentrate on what the participant is saying. They also help to keep 

interviewers from interrupting the participant by allowing them to keep track of things 

that the participant has mentioned in order to come back to these subject when the timing 

is right” (p. 79). In order to avoid comingling information or altering the interview 

protocol, the researcher avoided in-depth analysis of the interview transcripts and tape-

recordings until all interviews had been conducted (Seidman, 2006). After review of the 

transcripts and transcription of the tape-recordings of the interviews, the researcher  

developed profiles of the participants. In addition, the researcher made connections 

among ideas, thoughts and opinions shared by the participants in order to thematically 

organize the data (Seidman, 2006). Using a feminist research strategy, after each 

interview had been transcribed, the researcher sent a copy of the transcript to the 

participant to ensure that the information annotated was accurate and representative of 

each woman’s experience (Grbich, 2007).  
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Interview protocol. With the goal of giving voice to participants’ experiences, the 

one-on-one appreciative inquiry interviews addressed the research question: How do 

female heads experience their roles? See Appendix C for protocol and questions. 

Data Analysis 

The qualitative data collected during the interviews was audio taped then 

transcribed not including pauses, repetitions or nonsensical fill words such as “um.” 

Interview transcriptions were coded using best practices recommendations according to 

Miles and Huberman (1994). Miles and Huberman (1994) explain three steps of the data 

analysis process. First, data reduction, involves placing the collected data into themes by 

“selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and transforming the data that appear in 

written-up field notes or transcriptions” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 10). Second, data 

displays, include condensing the information to draw initial conclusions. This is a crucial 

step in the data analysis as “displays are a major avenue to valid qualitative analysis 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 11). Conclusion drawing and verification is the third step. 

After initial data reduction, creation of displays and initial drawing of conclusions, the 

researcher reread interviews and re-assess conclusions, since “qualitative data analysis is 

a continuous, iterative enterprise” and since in order to produce quality research, the 

researcher must continuously re-evaluate judgments to avoid bias in the research (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994). As a mixed methods study, the researcher drew connections 

between the quantitative and qualitative data. 
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Positionality 

It is important to note that the researcher is currently employed by an independent 

school, and therefore has personal experience in the sector. In addition, the researcher is a 

woman investigating the experiences of female heads of school.  
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS 

The primary goal of this study was to explore the leadership styles of current 

heads of independent schools, to investigate differences in leadership styles between men 

and women serving at the head level, and to provide insight regarding how female heads 

of school view their roles and achieved their positions.  

Quantitative Data Results and Analysis 

The quantitative portion of this study was designed to address the following two research 

questions: 

1. To what extent do heads of school demonstrate transactional and 

transformational leadership styles? 

2. What is the relationship between leadership style and gender? 

To gather data from current heads of school around these questions, an online survey was 

conducted. The survey included the Multifactoral Leadership Survey, along with 

additional demographic questions. Each survey participant was able to anonymously 

express attitudes about their leadership styles by responding to scale questions. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Of the 1,260 possible participants, 458 participants responded to the survey, 

resulting in a 36% response rate. In an effort to analyze the most accurate data, the 

researcher analyzed data for only the 381 fully completed surveys. 
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Table 4.1: Demographics Profile of Leaders and Schools in This Study 
  

 

Demographics 

    Range  

n Valid % Mean SD Potential Actual Skew 

Gender     0-1 1.0-2.0 0.83 

0. Male 261 68.5      

1. Female 120 31.5      

Age   2.0 0.8 1-3 1.0-3.0 -0.05 

1. 33-52 120 32.2      

2. 53-60 125 33.5      

3. 61+ 128 34.3      

Ethnicity   1.4 1.3 1-6 1.0-6.0   3.12 

1. White 337 90.3      

2. Asian 3 0.8      

3. Black 4 1.1      

4. Hispanic 2 0.5      

5. Multi 5 1.3      

6. Other 22 5.9      

Education Level   2.2 0.5 1-3 1.0-3.0  0.52 

1. BA 10 2.6      

2. MA 271 71.3      

3. Doctorate 99 26.1      

Years of teaching prior 

to administration 

  2.5 1.1 1-4 1.0-4.0 -0.05 

1. 0-4 99 26.0      

2. 4.5-7 82 21.5      

3. 8-13 107 28.1      

4. 14+ 93 24.4      

School region   2.2 1.1 1-4 1.0-4.0  0.53 

1. Northeastern US 130 34.2      

2. Southern US 130 34.2      

3. Midwestern US 42 11.1      

4. Western US 78 20.5      

School size   2.5 1.1 1-4 1.0-4.0 -0.00 

1. 0-225 96 25.3      

2. 226-390 92 24.2      

3. 391-630 98 25.8      

4. 631+ 94 24.7      

School type   2.2 0.5 1-4 1.0-4.0  2.26 

1. Boarding 10 2.6      

2. Day 322 84.5      

3. Boarding/Day 24 6.3      

4. Day/Boarding 21 5.5      

Number of teaching 

staff 

  2.5 1.1 1-4 1.0-4.0 -0.02 

1. 0-50 165 43.3      

2. 51-110 158 41.5      

3. 111-157 31 8.1      

4. 158+ 27 7.1      

Note: N = 381.  
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Participants’ ages varied between 33 and 74 (M = 56.0, SD = 8.4). Their ages 

were equally distributed, with approximately a third of the participants ranging between 

33 and 52 years of age, another third between 53 and 60, and the remaining third 61 years 

of age and older. The respondents overwhelmingly identified ethnically as White (over 

90%), with .8% as Asian, 1.1% as Black, .5% as Hispanic, and 7.2% as Multiracial or 

other (see Table 4.1). The researcher expected this ethnic breakdown. Heads of school in 

independent schools are predominantly White, thus this response demographic validates 

what is known of this sector’s leaders (see Table 4.1). 

Education levels for participants indicated 71.3% of heads who responded hold 

master’s degrees, while 26.1% hold doctorates, and 2.6% have bachelor degrees (see 

Table 4.1). Heads of school who responded to the survey indicated high levels of 

teaching experience in addition to their administrative experience. Ninety-three heads of 

school, 24.4%, indicated fourteen or more years of experience, 28.1% have eight to 

thirteen years of teaching experience, 21.5% have four and a half to seven years, and 26% 

indicated none to four years of experience (see Table 4.1). 

School information was also garnered in the survey to draw connections between 

size and type of school and leadership style. Geographically, though independent schools 

are scattered across the United States, they are denser on the east coast. Participant 

responses represent this known element with 34.2% of respondents situated in both 

Northeastern and Southeastern US, and 11.1% in the Midwestern US and 20.5% in the 

Western US. Schools led by the heads who responded range from small to large for 

independent schools (see Table 4.1). Enrollment at participants’ schools ranged from 0-

225 students for 25.3% of respondents; 226-390 students for 24.2% of respondents; 391-
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630 students for 25.8% of respondents; and 631 or more students for 24.7% of 

respondents. Their schools were also predominantly day schools, with 84.5% of heads in 

day schools, 2.6% in boarding schools, 6.3% in boarding/day, and 5.5% in day/boarding 

schools (see Table 4.1). In all schools included in the data, teachers comprise the majority 

of employees (see Table 4.1). 

Table 4.2: Number Observations with Missing Data 
 

  Frequency Percent Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 0.00 303 66.7 66.7 66.7 

 1.00 48 10.6 10.6 77.3 

 2.00 20 4.4 4.4 81.7 

 3.00 8 1.8 1.8 83.5 

 5.00 1 0.2 0.2 83.7 

 7.00 1 0.2 0.2 83.9 

 10.00 2 0.4 0.4 84.4 

 11.00 1 0.2 0.2 84.6 

 15.00 3 0.7 0.7 85.2 

 16.00 1 0.2 0.2 85.5 

 17.00 1 0.2 0.2 85.7 

 20.00 1 0.2 0.2 85.9 

 25.00 4 0.9 0.9 86.8 

 26.00 1 0.2 0.2 87.0 

 27.00 2 0.4 0.4 87.4 

 35.00 1 0.2 0.2 87.7 

 36.00 1 0.2 0.2 87.9 

 44.00 1 0.2 0.2 88.1 

 45.00 54 11.9 11.9 100.0 

  Total 454 100.0 100.0  

 

Missing Data Analysis 

The current data show that the number of cases with missing data encompasses 

33% of the sample. Table 4.2 provides a summary of cases with missing data. It is 

important to determine whether the data is missing at random or nonrandom. The missing 

data is considered to be missing completely at random (MCAR) if “the probability of 
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missing data on Y is unrelated to the value of Y itself or to the values of any other 

variables in the data set” (Allison, 2002, p. 3). This assumption was tested by comparing 

the mean difference between those cases with missing data and those with non-missing 

data. If no systematic differences exist on the observed variables between those with non-

missing data and those with missing data, then the data is considered to be observed at 

random.  

Cross tabulation was used in SPSS to summarize information pertaining to 

gender, age, and education level. The chi-square is used to test the null hypothesis that 

two categorical variables (i.e., missing status and gender, for example) are not related. As 

chi-square values become larger, the probability of the extent to which a chi-square value 

occurs (p value) decreases. The phi coefficient is also used to determine the association 

between dichotomous variables. As the phi coefficient approaches 1, the relationship 

between the two categorical variables intensifies. Appendix E provides a summary of the 

two-way cross tabulation output to test the extent to which respondents with non-missing 

data and those with missing data differed in gender, age, and education level.   

As can be seen by the frequencies cross tabulated in Appendix E, there was not a 

significant relationship between missing data and age, X
2

df=1, n=453 = 3.79, p = 0.52. The 

results from Appendix E indicate that there was not a significant relationship between 

missing data and the remaining categorical variables. For missing data versus age, X
2

 df=4, 

n=437 = 3.89, p = 0.42; and for missing data versus education level, X
2
 df=2, n=445 = 2.54, p = 

0.28. Overall, the results confirm that the differences in gender, age, and education level 

were not statistically significant between missing and non-missing groups. The analysis 

suggests that the data may be missing at random. 
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For those cases with complete missing data, listwise deletion was used to yield 

unbiased estimates (Allison, 2002). For those cases with less than 15% of missing data, 

missing values are then replaced by imputed mean values calculated from the variables 

completed by respondents for further analysis (Little & Rubin, 1989). The original data 

set contains a sample size of 454. The complete data set with no missing values has a 

sample size of 381, which was 84% of the original sample size. The missing value test 

between those with missing and non-missing data after replacing those 78 cases with 

variable mean showed non-significant relationships between the missing data and 

observed variables.   

Normality Test 

The researcher performed the normality test using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test 

to assure that the estimate of the degree to which a variable may be skewed is not 

significantly different from a normal distribution. Results in Appendix F indicate that the 

test of normality with 381 cases yielded a non-significant level of .169 (df = 381, p > .05) 

and allowed the researcher to accept the null hypothesis that the distribution of the study 

variable was not significantly different from a normal distribution. Figure 4.1 below 

describes the distribution of MLQ variable with the mean of 3.61 and standard deviation 

of 0.25.  
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Figure 4.1: Distribution of MLQ Variable 

 

Test of Homogeneity  

 

To test the assumption that the observations in this study are independent, the 

researcher examined homogeneity of variance between groups using the Levene’s test 

and the Brown-Forsythe’s test. The Levene’s test of homogeneity of variances (see 

Appendix G) showed a non-significant level of variances, .77 (p > .05), which denoted 

that the equal variances between groups are assumed. Similarly, the Brown-Forsythe’s 

test of homogeneity of variances was also performed because it is considered more robust 

than the Levene’s test when groups are unequal in size. The result of the Brown-

Forsythe’s test yielded a non-significant level of variance, .70 (p > .05), signifying that 

the observations in this study are independent.  
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Validity 

 

Exploratory and Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the MLQ 

 

To determine whether distinctions among the three MLQ scales were justified, an 

exploratory factor analysis of the 36 MLQ leadership items was conducted. Using a 

Varimax rotation and a principal component method (PCA) for extraction, the results 

yielded a 9-factor solution. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) and Bartlett’s tests were 

conducted to examine the sampling adequacy (see Appendix H). The results of KMO and 

Bartlett’s tests showed that the sample was adequate at the value of .832 (> .50). A scree 

test and an eigenvalue of 1 were used to determine the number of components. Items with 

factor loadings of .04 or higher on single component were used to define the construct. 

Eight items were eliminated because these items loaded on multiple components, 

resulting in a total of 28 items constructing the factor loadings on nine components.  

Table 4.3 presents the communalities of each observed variable generated from 

PCA. The overall communalities of variables are considered high enough (> .50) to 

indicate that the extracted factors account for a large proportion of the variance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



62 

 

 

 

Table 4.3: Communalities 
 

  

  
Initial 

Extracti

on 

I provide others with assistance in exchange for their efforts. 1.000 .692 

I re-examine critical assumptions to question whether they are appropriate. 1.000 .696 

I fail to interfere until problems become serious. 1.000 .523 

I focus attention on irregularities, mistakes, exceptions, and deviations from 

standards. 

1.000 .547 

I talk about my most important values and beliefs. 1.000 .450 

I am absent when needed. 1.000 .772 

I seek differing perspectives when solving problems. 1.000 .652 

I instill pride in others for being associated with me. 1.000 .606 

I wait for things to go wrong before taking action. 1.000 .605 

I talk enthusiastically about what needs to be accomplished. 1.000 .564 

I specify the importance of having a strong sense of purpose. 1.000 .655 

I spend time teaching and coaching. 1.000 .901 

I go beyond self-interest for the good of the group. 1.000 .411 

I treat others as individuals rather than just as a member of a group. 1.000 .655 

I demonstrate that problems must become chronic before I take action. 1.000 .585 

I act in ways that build others' respect for me. 1.000 .586 

I concentrate my full attention on dealing with mistakes, complaints, and 

failures. 

1.000 .566 

I keep track of all mistakes. 1.000 .647 

I display a sense of power and confidence. 1.000 .592 

I articulate a compelling vision of the future. 1.000 .587 

I direct my attention towards failures to meet standards. 1.000 .665 

I avoid making decisions. 1.000 .519 

I consider an individual as having different needs, abilities, and aspirations 

from others. 

1.000 .564 

I get others to look at problems from many different angles. 1.000 .513 

I delay responding to urgent questions. 1.000 .475 

I emphasize the importance of having a collective sense of mission. 1.000 .542 

I express confidence that goals will be achieved. 1.000 .519 

I express satisfaction when others meet expectations. 1.000 .557 

 

Appendix I displays the eigenvalues generated from PCA. The eigenvalues 

generated from PCA for the first nine components are greater than one. The table also 

presents the percentage of variance explained by each component and the cumulative 

percentage of variance explained by the first nine components. The result indicates that 

the nine components explained approximately 60% of the variance. The scree plot test 

also demonstrates the nine-factor solution. Figure 4.2 displays the scree plot. An “elbow” 

appears at the ninth component.  
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Figure 4.2: Scree plot presenting each eigenvalue by number of principal component. 

 

The loadings of all items for the nine components are shown in Appendix J, the 

rotated component matrix. The first component explains 19% of the variance, with the 

loadings ranging from .52 to .79 measuring transformational leadership traits in vision. 

The second component explains 8% of the variance, with the loadings ranging from .58 

to .73 measuring non-leadership traits in passive orientation. The third component 

explains 7% of the variance, with the loadings ranging from .69 to .80 measuring 

transactional leadership traits in deficit recognition. The fourth component explains 5% 

of the variance, with the loadings ranging from .50 to .77 measuring transformational 

leadership traits in individualized consideration. The fifth component explains 

approximately 5% of the variance, with the loadings ranging from .67 to .74 measuring 

transformational leadership traits in self-confidence. The sixth component explains 4% of 

the variance, with the loadings ranging from .46 to .72 measuring transformational 
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leadership traits in perspective seeking. The seventh to ninth components, defined by a 

single item, explains 11% of the variance, with the loadings ranging from .80 to .94. The 

seventh component measures transactional leadership traits in contingent reward; the 

eighth component measures non-leadership in absence; and the ninth component 

measures transformational leadership traits in capacity building.  

Although the exploratory factor analytical results suggested evidence of a nine-

factor solution, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) provides a more rigorous test of item 

loadings. CFA was used to determine the factorial validity of the instrument (Avolio, 

Bass, & Jung, 1999). Unlike other statistical methods, CFA relies on certain statistical 

tests to determine the fit of the model to the data including chi-square test, Comparative 

Fit Index (CFI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA).  

CFA of the 28 items from MLQ instrument was conducted using AMOS 19.0. 

The model fit of the nine-factor solution was evaluated using a maximum likelihood 

solution. Appendix K presents the results of the CFA. The CFA model indicated that the 

overall chi-square was statistically non-significant (X
2
 n = 381, df = 23 = 36.16; p > .01). The 

Comparative Fit Index (CFI) ranges from 0 to 1 with 1 indicating a perfect fit of the 

model. The CFI was .96 (≥ .95 recommended by Hu & Bentler, 1999 and Thompson, 

2004) indicating a model fit. The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 

ranges from 0 to ∞ with values ≤ .06 indicating a better model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999; 

Thompson, 2004). The RMSEA was .04 in this study. Both the Normed Fit Index (NFI) 

and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) range from 0 to 1 with the larger value being a better 

model fit. The TLI was .94 and the NFI was .91. Taken together, the CFA analysis has 

confirmed the factor structure.  
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Reliability 

 

Reliability was tested by the Cronbach’s alpha measure (α). Cronbach’s alpha is a 

coefficient of internal consistency of the items of the scale. The field of social science 

suggests a reliability coefficient of 0.7 and above be considered “acceptable” (Szklo & 

Nieto, 2000; Klein, 1999). Cortina (1993) and Field (2005) note that such general 

guidelines need to be used with caution because reliability coefficient depends on the 

number of items on the scale.  

Reliability results for the MLQ scale items are presented in Appendix L both in 

forms of constructs and in item-total statistics. Seven items made up the first construct 

measuring transformational leadership in vision with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .77 

to .81. Three items made up the second construct measuring transformational leadership 

in individualized consideration with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .32 to .60. Three 

items made up the third construct measuring transformational leadership in self-

confidence with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .43 to .52. Three items made up the 

fourth construct measuring transformational leadership in perspective seeking with 

Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .37 to .51. Four items made up the sixth construct 

measuring transactional leadership in deficit recognition with Cronbach’s alpha ranging 

from .56 to .65. Five items made up the ninth construct measuring non-leadership in 

passive orientation with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .61 to .69. The other three 

constructs (C9, C7, and C8), except one item, measuring dimensions of transformational 

(capacity building), transactional (contingent reward), and non-leadership (absence) 

styles respectively, explained 11% of the variance. The reliability of these three 

constructs can be calculated using communality as a conservative estimate of single-item 
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reliability (Arvey, Landon, Nutting, & Maxwell, 1992; Harman, 1967; Wanous & Hudy, 

2001; Weiss, 1976). The reliability of these three construct ranges from .80 to .94. While 

some of the constructs and items had weaker internal consistency reliability, it was 

acceptable and encouraging if item-total correlations are above .30 (Field, 2005).  

In sum, reliabilities shown in Appendix L indicate that there was internal 

consistency in each MLQ construct. Construct validity of transformational leadership as 

measured by the MLQ has been further confirmed by CFA indicating that each construct 

was statistically independent in measuring distinct scales. 

The technical aspects of the instrument chosen to answer the research questions 

have been discussed and validated extensively above. Its validity and reliability lay a 

solid foundation upon which the researcher was able to use the instrument to inform the 

research questions. The following presents quantitative findings that answer research 

question one and two using the MLQ constructs and descriptive and inferential analyses 

to understand the relationships between leadership style and variables under study. The 

following quantitative analyses address research question one: To what extent do heads 

of school demonstrate transactional and transformational leadership styles? 

Descriptive Statistics 

The researcher calculated descriptive statistics for leadership styles. Table 4.4 

provides descriptive statistics for leadership style variable. Findings indicated that 

overall, heads of school perceived themselves as demonstrating more transformational 

leadership styles (M = 4.01, SD = 0.40) than transactional (M = 2.89, SD = 0.67) and non 

leadership styles (M = 1.66, SD = 0.56). Of all leadership constructs, heads of school 

reported that they displayed leadership styles more frequently in vision (M = 4.48, SD = 
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0.44), individualized consideration (M = 4.51, SD = 0.45), and perspective seeking (M = 

4.27, SD = 0.48). With regard to the difference of leadership style between female and 

male, the data indicate female heads of school display leadership styles slightly more 

frequently than male heads of school in transformational (Mfemale = 4.11, SDfemale = 0.04; 

Mmale = 3.96, SDmale = 0.02), transactional (Mfemale = 3.01, SDfemale = 0.06; Mmale = 2.84, 

SDmale = 0.04), and non-leadership styles (Mfemale = 1.73, SDfemale = 0.06; Mmale = 1.63, 

SDmale = 0.03).  

Table 4.4: Descriptive Statistics for Leadership Style Variable 
 

 
Female Male All 

Mean
a
 SD Mean

a
 SD Mean

a
 SD 

Transformational 

leadership 
4.11 0.04 3.96 0.02 4.01 0.40 

Vision 4.57 0.04 4.44 0.03 4.48 0.44 

Individualized 

consideration 
4.61 0.04 4.46 0.03 4.51 0.45 

Self confidence 4.12 0.06 3.93 0.04 3.99 0.63 

Perspective seeking 4.35 0.04 4.23 0.03 4.27 0.48 

Capacity building 2.91 0.12 2.74 0.08 2.79 1.30 

Transactional leadership 3.01 0.06 2.84 0.04 2.89 0.67 

Deficit recognition 2.34 0.07 2.47 0.04 2.43 0.72 

Contingent reward 3.68 0.09 3.20 0.07 3.35 1.14 

Non-leadership 1.73 0.06 1.63 0.03 1.66 0.56 

Passive orientation 1.65 0.05 1.72 0.03 1.70 0.52 

Absence 1.81 0.09 1.53 0.05 1.62 0.89 

Note. N = 381. 
a
The leadership style scale ranges from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Frequently, 

if not always).  

 

To explore leadership styles in more detail, I conducted ANOVA to compare the 

effect of age, education level, years of teaching, school region, school size, school type, 

and staff size on leadership styles. The following presents ANOVA results for each 

independent variable.  
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Appendix M shows the ANOVA output that compared the difference of 

leadership styles among different age groups. The results indicated that, in general, none 

of the leadership styles had a significant difference across groups as the following data 

indicate for transformational leadership, transactional leadership, and non-leadership, 

respectively: F (2, 370) = 1.54, p > .05; F (2, 370) = 1.69, p > .05; F (2, 370) = 1.17, p > 

.05. 

In analyzing varying leadership constructs, it is evident that transformational 

leadership in vision and individualized consideration differed significantly among groups, 

F (2, 370) = 7.70, p < .01; F (2, 370) = 6.51, p < .01, respectively. Transactional 

construct deficit recognition differed significantly among groups, F (2, 370) = 3.80, p < 

.05. Therefore, I may conclude that at least one of the group means was significantly 

different from the others; that is, at two of the group means are significantly different 

from each other for vision, individualized consideration, and deficit recognition.  

A post hoc test was then conducted to determine which group means differ from 

each other. The Tukey (HSD) test is used to conduct the post hoc test in that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variance has been met in this study variable. Appendix N 

displays the results of multiple comparisons from Tukey (HSD) test. Due to the long list 

of comparisons, I display only those comparisons that had a significant difference. The 

results indicated leaders that are in 61 and above age group (M = 4.59, SD = .34) are 

significantly different from those that are in 33-52 (M = 4.38, SD = .49) and 53-60 (M = 

4.45, SD = .46) age range groups in their transformational leadership style (vision), with a 

mean difference of .21 (p = .000) and .15 (p = .022), respectively. The effect size for the 

first pair comparison (i.e., 61+ versus 33-52) was 0.48, meaning that it was strong enough 
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to claim that the 61+ age group had higher scores in vision than the 33-52 age group. 

Similarly, the effect size for the second pair comparison (i.e., 61+ versus 53-60) was .35 

meaning that the magnitude of the difference resulted from the experimental group; in 

this case, the 61+ group is large. Furthermore, leaders that are in the 61 and above age 

group (M = 4.61, SD = .40) are significantly different from those that are in 33-52 (M = 

4.41, SD = .50) in their transformational leadership style of individualized consideration, 

with a mean difference of .20 (p = .001). The effect size for this pair comparison (i.e., 

61+ versus 33-52) was .45 meaning that it was strong enough to claim that leaders who 

are 61 years old and above performed better in individualized consideration than those 

who are 33-52 years old. Lastly, leaders that are in 33-52 age group (M = 2.56, SD = .71) 

are significantly different from those that are in 61+ age group (M = 2.31, SD = .76) in 

their transactional leadership style (deficit recognition), with a mean difference of .25 (p 

= .017). The effect size for this pair comparison (i.e., 33-52 versus 61+) was .35 meaning 

that it was strong enough to claim that leaders who are 33-52 years old performed better 

in deficit recognition than those who are 61 years old and above. 

To explicate the difference of leadership constructs, the results indicated that 

transformational leadership vision and perspective seeking differed significantly among 

the 33-52, 53-60, and 61+ groups: F (2, 377) = 4.23, p < .05; F (2, 377) = 3.93, p < .05, 

respectively. However, transactional leadership deficit recognition differed significantly 

among groups, F (2, 377) = 4.44, p < .05. Therefore, I may conclude that at least one of 

the group means was significantly different from the others; that is, at least two of the 

group means are significantly different from each other for vision, perspective seeking, 

and deficit recognition. 
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Appendix O shows the ANOVA output that compared the difference of leadership 

styles among different education level groups (BA, MA, and doctorate). The results 

indicated that none of the leadership styles in general had a significant difference across 

groups. Appendix P displays the results of multiple comparisons from Tukey (HSD) test. 

Due to the long list of comparisons, I display only those comparisons that had a 

significant difference. The results indicated leaders that have a doctorate degree (M = 

4.56, SD = .42) are significantly different from those that have a BA degree (M = 4.17, 

SD = .45) in their transformational leadership style (vision), with a mean difference of .39 

(p = .021). The effect size for this pair comparison is 0.90, meaning that the pair 

comparison is strong enough to claim that leaders who have a doctorate degree perform 

better in vision than those with a BA degree. Similarly, leaders that have a doctorate 

degree (M = 2.26, SD = .76) are significantly different from those that have a MA degree 

(M = 2.48, SD = .69) in their transactional leadership style (deficit recognition), with a 

mean difference of .23 (p = .018). The effect size for this pair comparison is 0.32, 

meaning that the pair comparison is strong enough to claim that leaders who have a 

doctorate degree perform better in deficit recognition than those with a MA degree. 

Appendix Q shows the ANOVA output that compared the difference of leadership 

styles among groups with different years of teaching experience prior to administration 

(0-4, 4.5-7, 8-13, and 14+). The results indicated that transactional leadership in general 

differed significantly across groups, F (2, 377) = 2.87, p < .05. The results of the general 

leadership style factors indicate that transactional leadership contingent reward differed 

significantly across groups, F (2, 377) = 3.31, p < .05. Therefore, I may conclude that at 
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least one of the group means was significantly different from the others; that is, at least 

two of the group means are significantly different from each other. 

Appendix R displays the results of multiple comparisons from Tukey (HSD) test. 

Due to the long list of comparisons, only those comparisons that had a significant 

difference are displayed. The results indicated that leaders that have longer years of 

teaching experience prior to becoming administrators (M = 3.65, SD = 1.03) are 

significantly different from those that have fewer years of teaching experience (for 0-4, M 

= 3.22, SD = 1.16; for 8-13, M = 3.19, SD = 1.25) in their transactional leadership style 

(contingent reward), with a mean difference of .42 (p = .048) and .46 (p = .023), 

respectively. The effect size for these two pair comparisons was 0.37 and 0.41, 

respectively, meaning that the pair comparison was strong enough to claim that leaders 

who have longer years of teaching experience prior to being administrators performed 

better in contingent reward than those with fewer years of teaching experience. Similarly, 

leaders who have longer years of teaching experience (M = 3.04, SD = .68) are 

significantly different from those who have fewer years of teaching experience (M = 

2.78, SD = .68) in their overall transactional leadership style, with a mean difference of 

.26 (p = .029). The effect size for this pair comparison is 0.39, affirming that leaders who 

have longer years of teaching experience prior to being administrators performed better in 

their overall transactional leadership style than those with fewer years of teaching 

experience. 

Appendix S shows the ANOVA output that compared the difference of leadership 

styles among different groups of leaders who work in different school size (0-225, 226-

390, 391-630, and 631+). The results indicate that only the transactional leadership style 
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had a significant difference across groups, F (3, 376) = 3.57, p < .05. To unpack the 

difference of leadership constructs, the results indicated that transactional leadership 

contingent reward had a marginally significant difference among groups, F (3, 376) = 

2.58, p = .053. Therefore, I may conclude that at least one of the group means was 

significantly different from the others; that is, at least two of the group means are 

significantly different from each other. 

Appendix T displays the results of multiple comparisons from Tukey (HSD) test. 

Due to the long list of comparisons, only those comparisons that had a significant 

difference are displayed. The results indicated that leaders who work in a smaller school 

of less than 225 students (M = 3.05, SD = .64) are significantly different from those who 

work in a larger school of more than 631 students (M = 2.75, SD = .69) in their general 

transformational leadership style, with a mean difference of .31 (p = .010). The effect size 

for this pair comparison was 0.46, meaning that it was strong enough to claim that leaders 

working in a smaller school performed better in overall transactional leadership style than 

those working in a larger school. Similar patterns have been found between leaders who 

work in a smaller school of less than 225 students (M = 3.58, SD = 1.05) and those who 

work in school with more than 631 students (M = 3.13, SD = 1.18) in the contingent 

reward transactional leadership style, with a mean difference of .46 (p = .030). The effect 

size for this pair comparisons was approximately 0.69, meaning that it was strong enough 

to claim that leaders working in a smaller school of less than 225 students performed 

better in contingent reward than those working in a larger school more than 631 students. 

Finally, I conducted ANOVA to compare the difference of leadership styles 

among groups with different school regions (Northwestern, Southwestern, Midwestern, 



73 

 

 

 

and Western), among leaders working in different school types (Boarding, Day, 

Boarding/Day, and Day/Boarding), and among leaders working in schools with different 

size of teaching staff (0-50, 51-110, 111-157, and 158+). The results indicate that none of 

the leadership styles had a significant difference across groups.  

Quantitative analysis of the online survey also garnered answers to research 

question two: What is the relationship between leadership style and gender? Table 4.5 

shows the similarities and differences of the two gender groups are in each of the 

demographic variables. The results indicate that there were no significant differences 

between female and male in their master’s degree (t(378) = -1.18, p > .05), school region 

(t(378) = -.47, p > .05), grade levels (t(376) = 1.42, p > .05), school type (t(375) = 1.37, p 

> .05), and staff size background (t(379) = 1.73, p > .05). The differences were found 

between female and male in age (t(371) = -2.36, p < .05), education level (t(378) = 2.04, 

p < .05), years of teaching (t(379) = -2.88, p < .01), grade levels (t(377) = 2.42, p < .05), 

and school size (t(378) = 2.86, p < .01). That is, female and male sample population 

differed significantly in age, education level, years of teaching, grade levels, and school 

size. Female leaders (M = 57.2, SD = 8.0) were on average two years older than male 

leaders (M = 55.0, SD = 8.5). Male leaders (M = 2.3, SD = 0.5) had higher education 

levels than did female leaders (M = 2.2, SD = 0.5).  Female leaders (M = 10.7, SD = 7.3) 

had longer years of teaching prior to being administrators than male leaders did (M = 8.6, 

SD = 6.3). Male leaders (M = 558.3, SD = 683.2) appeared to work in larger schools of 

approximately 560 students than female leaders did in smaller schools of approximately 

375 students (M = 374.7, SD = 239.4). 
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Table 4.5: Mean Comparison of Variables between Male and Female 
 

         t-test for Equality of Means 

Variable Gender N Mean SD t df Sig. (2-tailed) 

Age 
Male 256 55.02 8.54 -2.360

a 
371 .019 

Female 117 57.22 7.97 -2.422
b 

239.667 .016 

Education 

level 

Male 261 2.27 0.48 2.043
a 

378 .042 

Female 119 2.16 0.49 2.028
b 

224.513 .044 

MA degree 
Male 261 1.61 0.49 -1.179

a 
378 .239 

Female 119 1.67 0.47 -1.196
b 

236.323 .233 

Years of 

teaching 

Male 261 8.607 6.28 -2.882
a 

379 .004 

Female 120 10.708 7.27 -2.730
b 

203.685 .007 

School 

region 

Male 261 2.16 1.09 -.466
a 

378 .642 

Female 119 2.22 1.18 -.452
b 

212.535 .652 

Grade levels 
Male 259 2.00 0.90 1.422

a 
376 .150 

Female 119 1.85 1.04 1.369
b 

202.858 .172 

School type 
Male 258 2.17 0.59 1.371

a 
375 .171 

Female 119 2.09 0.41 1.558
b 

316.561 .120 

School size 
Male 260 558.29 683.21 2.862

a 
378 .004 

Female 120 374.69 239.37 3.851
b 

359.709 .000 

Staff size 
Male 261 90.34 134.70 1.727

a 
379 .085 

Female 120 66.85 93.67 1.967
b 

320.337 .050 

Note. N = 381. 
a
Equal variances assumed. 

b
Equal variances not assumed. 

*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 

 

To further answer research question two, correlation analyses and mean 

comparisons were used to investigate the relationship between leadership style and 

gender. I first report findings from the correlation analyses and secondly present results 

of the mean comparisons.  

Correlations 

Correlation analyses were conducted to examine the strength of association 

between variables under consideration. Appendix U shows the results of correlations 

among variables used in this study. Findings suggest that transformational leadership 

correlates significantly and positively with gender (r = .18, p < .01) and education level (r 

= .11, p < .05). Transactional leadership correlates positively with gender (r = .12, p < 

.05) and glass ceiling (r = .15, p < .01) and negatively with school size (r = -.14, p < .01). 

Non-leadership correlates negatively with education level (r = -.10, p < .05).  
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In examining the leadership scale using the nine constructs, findings suggest that 

constructs measuring transformational leadership correlate positively with gender with 

correlation coefficient ranging from .12 to .16 at a significant level of .01 or .05. Among 

these constructs, vision positively correlates with gender (r = .14, p < .01), age (r = .20, p 

< .01), and education level (r = .13, p < .05); individualized consideration positively 

correlates with gender (r = .16, p < .01), age (r = .18, p < .01), and years of teaching (r = 

.11, p < .05); self confidence positively correlates with gender (r = .14, p < .01); and 

perspective seeking positively correlates with gender (r = .12, p < .05) and education 

level (r = .14, p < .01). Among these constructs that measure transactional leadership, 

deficit recognition negatively correlated with age (r = -.14, p < .01) and education level (r 

= -.15, p < .01); and contingent reward positively correlated with gender (r = .19, p < 

.01), years of teaching (r = .10, p < .05), and glass ceiling (r = .13, p < .05) and 

negatively correlated with school size (r = -.13, p < .05). Lastly, among these constructs 

that measure non-leadership, absence positively correlated with gender (r = .15, p < .01).  

In sum, correlation results indicate that there are significantly positive, although 

weak, correlations between gender and leadership styles. That is, female heads of school 

were associated with more frequent practice in transformational and transactional 

leadership styles than males heads of school were. Formulated from independent sample 

mean comparisons, Appendix U examines the variables used in the analysis correlating 

gender and leadership styles. 

Mean Comparisons 

Appendix V presents the independent sample test of the MLQ constructs between 

male and female. The results indicate that there was a significant difference in the scores 



76 

 

 

 

for overall transformational leadership between female (M = 4.11, SD = .41) and male (M 

= 3.96, SD = .39), t(379) = -3.56, p < .01; and for overall transactional leadership 

between female (M = 3.01, SD = .64) and male (M = 2.84, SD = .69), t(379) = -2.32, p < 

.05. For overall non-leadership, there was no significant difference between female and 

male, t(379) = -1.66, p > .05.  

In exploring the constructs of leadership styles, the results indicated that there 

were significant differences for the constructs of transformational leadership in vision, 

individualized consideration, self confidence, and perspective seeking between female 

and male at a significant level of t(379) = -2.72, p < .01, t(379) = -3.12, p < .01, t(379) = -

2.73, p < .01, and t(379) = -2.38, p < .05, respectively. The construct for transactional 

leadership in contingent reward had a significant difference between female (M = 3.68, 

SD = 1.03) and male (M = 3.20, SD = 1.16),t(379) = -3.86, p < .01. For the construct of 

non-leadership in absence, there was a significant difference between female (M = 1.81, 

SD = 1.03) and male (M = 1.53, SD = .80), t(379) = -2.85, p < .01.  

Corresponding to the correlation results, the mean comparisons indicated that 

females demonstrated more frequent behaviors in both transformational and transactional 

leadership styles than males do. These leadership styles include: vision, individualized 

consideration, self confidence, perspective seeking, and contingent reward.  

Summary of Quantitative Research 

The quantitative portion from this study of leadership styles of independent 

school heads produced several results. Generally, all heads tend to demonstrate more 

transformational leadership styles, with vision, individual consideration and perspective 

seeking constructs being particularly strong. Furthermore, female heads demonstrated 
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more transformational leadership than men. Older heads also self-reported as having 

higher vision and individualized consideration, while younger heads had more 

transactional leadership styles. Heads with doctoral degrees showed higher 

transformational leadership characteristics in vision than those who held bachelor degrees 

and higher deficit recognition than those with master’s degrees. Those heads with more 

years of teaching experience before entering administration recorded high contingent 

reward and general transactional leadership scores. Those leading smaller schools had 

higher transactional styles with particular attention on contingent reward than those in 

larger schools. Women tended to be two years older than men in the study and taught 

longer than men before entering administration. Men held higher degrees of education 

and tended to lead larger schools than women. 

Qualitative Data Results and Analysis 

 

While the quantitative findings of this study helped address two of the research 

questions for this study, qualitative methods were also used in order to increase the 

comprehensive nature of the overall findings and add methodological rigor as findings 

from both methods could be used to ascertain larger themes in head leadership styles. 

Further, given the quantitative finding that female heads are more transformational in 

their leadership styles than men, learning more about how women take up their leadership 

through conversations with them allowed for the remaining research questions to be 

answered in this study. The second phase of this mixed method study included interviews 

of female heads of school with the purpose of giving voice to their experiences as female 

leaders in independent schools. The one-on-one interviews conducted as this study’s 

qualitative portion were designed to specifically answer the following research questions: 
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1. In what ways does gender influence how female heads of school enact their 

leadership? 

2. What supports and constraints do female heads of school describe in their paths 

to headship? 

Semi-structured Interviews and Analysis 

 The qualitative research component for this study included one-on-one semi-

structured interviews. A random cross section of female participants of the online survey 

was selected. Of the 120 women who responded to the survey, 92 were willing to 

participate in one-on-one interviews. Ultimately, eight female heads of school were 

interviewed. As described in Chapter 3 and following the protocol defined in Appendix 

C, each of the eight interviewees responded to five general interview questions. All 

interviewees consented to have their interviews audio recorded. The researcher conducted 

five of the interviews in person at the February 2011 conference of the National 

Association of Independent Schools. The remaining three interviews were conducted by 

phone. The interviews ranged from 25 minutes to one hour and fifteen minutes in 

duration. As described in Chapter 3, interviews were transcribed, organized, coded, and 

analyzed. 

 Six of the eight interviewees held master’s degrees as their highest earned degree, 

while two held doctorates (see Table 4.6). All interviewees work in day schools. Their 

ages ranged between 45 and 65 years of age (see Table 4.7). 
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Table 4.6: Frequency of Interview Participants by Highest Formal Degree Earned 
 

Independent Variable Frequency Percent 

Master’s Degree 6 75% 

Doctorate 2 25% 

 

Table 4.7: Frequency of Interview Participants by Age 
 

Independent Variable Frequency Percent 

Age: 41-50 2 25% 

Age: 51-60 5 62.5% 

Age: 61-70 1 12.5% 

 

 Overall, the pattern among these eight interviewees paralleled the entire sample of 

survey participants in that these leaders tend to perform transformational leadership 

behaviors more frequently than transactional and non-leadership styles (see Table 4.8). 

Further, The MLQ constructs tie to some of the themes that emerged through the 

interviews, further validating the online survey and one-on-one interviews. 
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Table 4.8: Participants’ Construct Means 
 

 
 

Research Questions and Primary Connecting Interview Response Themes 

  The in-depth analysis of the interview data revealed five primary interview 

response themes. These themes were aligned with the two research questions driving the 

study (see Table 4.9). The themes include: collaboration, board relations, school finances 

and personnel, networks and mentoring, and willing “can do” attitude. One theme, 

collaboration, emerged as a theme discussed by the interviewees in response to both 

research questions. 

Table 4.9: Research Questions Matched with Primary Interview Response Themes 
 

Research Questions Interview Response Themes 

In what ways does gender influence how 

female heads of school enact their 

leadership? 

 

Collaboration * 

Board Relations 

School Finances & Personnel 

What supports and constraints do female 

heads of school describe in their paths to 

headship? 

Collaboration * 

Networks & Mentors 

Willing “can do” attitude 

 

* Collaboration emerged as theme for both research questions. 
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Research Question 3 & 4 

To answer the two research questions related to the qualitative portion of this 

study, five questions were posed during the interviews (see Appendix C). Questions were 

asked of the interviewees to address the role of gender in enacting their leadership, as 

well as to ascertain supports and constraints on their paths to leadership. The two 

questions relating to high and low moments in leadership were asked because leadership 

qualities and values often emerge during intense moments, such as peak experiences and 

facing challenges. The journey to headship, advice, and team questions were posed with 

the goal of discerning themes around how these women achieved their successes over the 

course of their careers. The challenge question addressed both leadership and how they 

achieved their success by bringing out their concerns as they relate to the job.  

Three commons themes emerged in relation to the first research question. All 

participants discussed topics relating to these themes to various extents. The themes 

were: collaboration, board relations, and school finances and personnel. 

Collaboration considered foundational 

In thinking about high and low points in their professional lives, the interviewees 

all spoke about the importance of collaboration to find success. Participants referenced 

the value of working with others to effect change as essential to their success as heads of 

school. An experienced head of over 30 years shared, “The thing is schools are run much 

more effectively by teams than by an individual. I think I have the ability to bring people 

together to talk about things that are important.” Although working together towards a 

sense of shared ownership was referenced as essential, these leaders also recognized the 

difficulty of authentic collaboration. “The hardest work I have done, in terms of my test 
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of ability, is to envision with other people what this place needs,” commented a head of a 

K-12 school.  

These women recognized the necessity of collaboration from working with the 

board of trustees to providing effective and meaningful professional development 

opportunities for faculty. “I worked very closely with the faculty council, I worked very 

closely with the executive committee of the board, I worked very closely with the senior 

administration team to talk about what would be in place and what the best vehicles for 

that would be,” reflected the head of a large co-ed preschool through high school 

institution. Working with school constituents to increase a sense of ownership for the 

school and its direction was mentioned as an important objective of collaboration by 

these heads. 

While all participants reported standing meetings for senior administrative teams 

as part of collaboration, they also recounted touching base with individuals on a regular 

basis, including some daily contacts. Setting strategic plans, rethinking mission 

statements, and setting yearly tuition levels were all specifically cited as important 

processes in independent schools that require collaboration for success. In thinking about 

these board-specific tasks a new head disclosed the following about a recent success, “I 

felt like my voice was heard and I was able to work in concert with the board; I wasn’t 

the head reporting to the board or the board reporting to the Head…but that we worked 

together.” 

Collaboration was discussed as an essential element when dealing with difficult 

issues and all school-wide challenges. Including others in conversations so issues are as 

understood as possible was a common approach among the participants. “I like to feel, at 
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the end of the day, if I am going to move forward with something I have got a team of 

people behind me saying, ‘Yes, that is the right direction for us,’” said a head in her first 

year at a large pre-kindergarten through high school school. 

Board Relations viewed as pivotal for headship tenure 

Closely tied to collaboration, another cornerstone of how these women enact their 

leadership was building and maintaining relationships with the board of trustees. In 

independent schools, the board of trustees hires and fires the head of school. “A board 

can make or break a school based on its healthiness,” candidly admits the head of a 

prekindergarten through twelfth grade school in New England. While striking a symbiotic 

relationship with the board is at the core of a head’s success in any school, these female 

heads all described the special attention this requires. “My relationship with the board is 

always a fine balance…I report to them, but it is also my responsibility to say, “That is 

not really what you should be doing, that is for the school to take care of…” voiced a 

woman in her first headship. Several women referenced avoiding confusion about who is 

responsible for managing the board as important. “The board is always mine, the core 

team doesn’t talk to the board,” shared a longstanding head.  

Participants discussed the significance of establishing an authentic and open 

relationship with the board of trustees, especially the board chair, who leads the rest of 

the board and sets the tone for the work to be done with the head. Establishing and 

nurturing an open relationship with the board chair was deemed essential by the 

interviewees. “You have to build a foundation with your board chair so you always feel 

like you can pick up the phone and speak openly; that takes time,” counsels the head of a 

large all girls’ school in the Midwest. By establishing a positive rapport with the board, 
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participants reported difficult issues became easier and accomplishments were more 

celebrated. 

School Finances and Personnel Issues challenge all leaders 

A third and resounding theme among all eight interviewees as they answered 

questions about high and low points in their professional experiences was the balance and 

tension between school finances and personnel issues, and personnel issues in general. 

This combination was especially on people’s minds given the difficult economic issues 

over the last five years. An experienced head explained, “If a school has resources, 

financial resources, there are not a lot of problems you can’t solve.” But given the 

financial crunch of the last five years, lost endowments in the markets, and a general 

trend towards more fiscally conservative boards, most schools find themselves making 

decisions to save dollars. Downsizing jobs and having to terminate positions were two 

participants’ most challenging moments. “Letting people go was very difficult,” 

comments a recently appointed head, further explaining that it is particularly difficult 

because schools are built on people and relationships. Reflecting upon the most difficult 

or lowest point over the last few years one head said, “I probably had to cut, in the last 

three year, 25 people. Yet, I think I have done it in a way people have left with dignity.”  

In independent schools, the ability to offer jobs and keep the budget balanced 

depends mostly on setting tuition levels. The process for setting tuition happens in 

conjunction between the head and the board of trustees. This annual process constituted 

two of the eight women’s most significant recent challenges. In particular one 

experienced head new to a school shared the challenge of working with a board to change 

how tuition setting had occurred before her arrival, “We are barebones in terms of what 
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our enrollment is and what our budget is and you know what, why are we doing this to 

ourselves [such low tuition increases], let’s talk about a different percentage….their 

reactions were…holly moly, what are you talking about?” Budgeting decisions to build 

new buildings, start capital campaigns, and establish new centers of focus for schools 

were also difficult moments for these leaders as they related to the tensions between 

hiring, firing, and adhering to the bottom line.  

Aside from the tenuous moments of letting people go due to budgetary constraints 

and financial shifts, concerns about other personnel issues arose several times during the 

interviews. The interviewees shared thoughts about hiring the right people as incredibly 

helpful to their leadership success. Recruiting and signing the top candidates in searches 

was the high point in one head’s recent history. She proudly shared, “I had been told by 

the hiring firm I would not get her because she was too high-powered, but I knew she was 

the perfect fit and my school needed her. I did!” Hiring top candidates to add to the senior 

administrative team, the group that supports the head in leading the school, was viewed 

as advantageous by all of the participants. “The team around you is the foundation for all 

of your work; make sure it is the team you want,” noted one participant who has been 

head of several schools. 

 A head of a prekindergarten through twelfth grade large day school who has been 

at the school for six years shared, “By the end of next year, with the exception of one 

division head, I will have all new people on my team. It is pretty exciting and pretty 

lucky, you don’t get that often.” Another longstanding head also said, “It is a gift for a 

head to be able to hire her own people; you don’t always get to.” 
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While hiring and firing were noted as high and low points for the participants, 

equal attention was paid to the important steps that occur between those two points 

during an employee’s tenure at a school. The heads discussed the vital importance of 

giving feedback to employees honestly. Providing people with feedback early, especially 

when there are possible issues, was cited as an essential aspect of leadership. A 

longstanding head of a west coast school observed, “My typical way to approach 

[difficult feedback conversations] is to be pretty direct and upfront and not spend a lot of 

time with a big introduction because most people anticipate these conversations are 

coming.” Shifting the paradigm of feedback as a negative for people by recognizing and 

celebrating successes was also discussed by this woman, “My experience with most 

people when you are giving them direct feedback, that is about things they really need to 

work on, is that they understand. I think it is really important people understand that I see 

their many strengths as well. I think this is a real challenge in a school community.” Like 

all institutions and companies, each school has a distinct culture. Supporting new 

employees to become accustomed to the culture was referenced as important during 

feedback in new employees first few months and first year. 

Interviewees also discussed the dual bottom line about the business of schools 

when making personnel and financial decisions for a school. Participants concurred that 

personnel and finances should not be decided in relation to a single individual or 

program, but with regard to the whole school’s wellbeing and in particular the students’ 

wellbeing. “Schools are about doing what is right for children; they are not about doing 

what is right for adults. School leadership is a service,” stated a participant who has been 

a head of several schools. Even more specifically, participants discussed that decisions 
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should be made for the benefit of the students, not the adults. Essentially, these women 

saw hiring and firing and finances through the lens of what is best for the school and why 

are people working in education. The longest standing head in the study passionately 

expressed her commitment to the bottom line of schooling, “At the end of the day, it is 

about bringing good into the world, that is why I cannot compromise ever about what is 

good for children in dealing with adult interests. This is where the rubber meets the road, 

jobs are threatened or lost, trustees make a fuss or resign, but this is the hill that you may 

need to die on.” 

An impetus for research about female heads was to discern what women felt had 

been factors to their success. In response to the research question about supports and 

constraints on the road to headship, three themes emerged: collaboration, networks and 

mentors, and a willing “can do” attitude. 

Collaboration considered foundational for teams and building capacity 

All the heads in this study talked about their administrative teams as important for 

the health of the school and sharing responsibility. A head of an all girls’ school noted, 

“You aren’t a better head by doing everything yourself.” In the context of how their 

teams functioned, participants voiced their responsibility as leaders to teach others how to 

work together. Purposefully having a large team was mentioned as a way to assure the 

phenomenon of collaboration and its development broad-based. One recently appointed 

head commented, “I have an administrative team of ten people so it is nice and big; we 

are very collaborative.” A longstanding head affirmed her emphasis on teaching her 

administrative team the skills of working together: “They are strong and they are smart; 

the most important thing that I try to teach them [her team] is to talk to each other.” 
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These female heads spoke about collaboration’s role in fostering the growth of 

individual team members and in inspiring their continuing growth. The longest tenured 

head in the study was particularly cognizant of the importance of helping others grow in 

school leadership skills. “I really want people to take responsibility because that is the 

only way they are going to grow.” She added later, “I am really pushing them [my team] 

into areas like budgetary planning, development work, fundraising, and so on and so 

forth, because I think it is really important. First of all for the management and operation 

of the school, but I think it is also very important for their careers.” This commitment to 

thinking about one’s team members beyond current role and responsibilities was echoed 

by several heads, seeing their jobs as leaders as building future leaders for their own 

school, and for other schools, as well. The idea of nurturing future leaders through 

networking and mentoring emerged as another theme. 

Networks and Mentors considered essential for success 

Every interviewee mentioned the value of networking and having strong mentors 

as significant reasons for their successes. Networks and mentors align with collaboration 

as they are rooted in gathering opinions and perspectives. Throughout their careers these 

women had mentors and others to whom they turned for advice and support. Mentors 

were both male and female for these women. As heads, they continue to have mentors, 

but also speak about the network of others in similar roles. “We are our own support, we 

call each other,” a head of an all girls’ school commented. 

In terms of networking, the heads recognized that other heads, even if they do not 

know them personally, would be willing to help. A recently appointed head asserted the 

support network that exists for her, “I did a new head institute with this one head. She 
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really doesn’t know me from Adam, but I so admired her. I know if I called her, she 

would help in a heartbeat.” This implied network is an understood element in most 

independent schools because it is a small sector of schools and the headship can be an 

isolating position. NAIS, the National Association of Independent Schools, acknowledges 

the value of mentors and has several programs that match mentees with mentors. Their 

Aspiring Heads program assigns participants with sitting heads. One recently appointed 

head noted, “Aspiring Heads Leadership through NAIS gives you a mentor outside of 

your own school. It was the best thing I ever did!” 

The idea of paying it forward and continuing the cycle of mentorship is felt by all 

of the women. They realize the positive role others played in their paths to headship and 

are desirous of doing the same for others. In particular, a commitment to mentoring other 

women was referenced by some participants because of the role their own female 

mentors played in their lives. A woman in her first headship shared, “The women who 

mentored me are the reason I am a head of school.” Recalling a particular woman who 

supported her in her career, the head of a large prekindergarten through twelfth grade 

school passionately stated, “What she did for me, I would do for anyone who was trying 

to find out about being a woman in leadership. That is why I talked to you.” 

Willing “can do” Attitude allowed for more opportunities 

Many heads referenced a willing “can do” attitude as a significant support on their 

path to headship. The ability to take risks and step up when needed was noted by the 

women. “It is about, when the doorbell rings, don’t be afraid to answer it. When the door 

opens, don’t be afraid to walk through it,” shared the longest sitting head in the study. 

These women discussed being willing to change roles depending on the school’s need for 
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them. “The head of school saw me as a leader in a way that I didn’t see myself. Those 

were things that I was doing, I was fully engaged in the school, volunteering to do lots of 

things,” explained a head in reference to being asked to take on new leadership roles by 

one of her previous heads. 

The ability to be flexible about one’s exact duties while gaining experience was 

referenced as well. This took on many forms, all of which included a positive attitude and 

willingness to step up for new challenges. Several mentioned breaking down assemblies, 

sweeping up at end of events, being willing to do what others do regardless of their roles 

as characteristics of their leadership that have served them well. This attitude and 

approach to life in a school supported their paths because it allowed others to see their 

abilities and styles. “My head asked me to consider the Upper School job after having 

played many roles in the division for many years,” said a head who grew in the same 

school from substitute teacher to division head.  

Additional Insights from Female Headship 

While two of the eight women interviewed did not believe a glass ceiling exists 

for women in independent school leadership, six of them do believe there are biases 

against women in these roles. Of particular interest, several women mentioned the role of 

nuns as the original female educational leaders for whom the glass ceiling was different. 

“Nuns were running universities and hospitals and all this, but women couldn’t do it. 

Nuns could, but women couldn’t,” shared a longstanding head. Another similarly noted, 

“Nuns are certainly the original female leaders. The thing is they were asexual, there was 

not sexual politics going one. They could use their sexual wiles and there was not sexual 

politics going on.”  
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Others discussed the concept of female leadership as advantageous for 

complicated leadership roles, such as head of school. The natural complication of family 

responsibilities, as potential mothers and daughters, were referred to as beneficial 

characteristics for the head role. “I think women are as capable, if not more capable, in 

handling this type of a role because I think that if you are, let’s say…a mother, a parent, 

you are juggling those different things that there is a degree of compassion and nurture 

that needs to happen in this role that doesn’t always happen,” shared one head of a large 

all girls’ school. The same woman continued, “Women are more comfortable thinking 

outside the box since they have more to gain and less to lose by articulating the obvious. 

If a woman is to be a great leader she must be herself, she must be comfortable in her 

own skin, never selling herself short and never promising something that she can’t 

deliver.” 

The possible advantage of the female experience in leadership was also seen as a 

tension with family commitments. The family-work conflict was mentioned by several of 

the interviewees. It was discussed in the more traditional way of assuming family and 

work as two competing responsibilities, but also in the light of assumptions around single 

women and their abilities to manage the job and move to new cities for relocating. A 

single head of school admitted, “I think being single is an obstacle. Because they [the 

board] worry I won’t make friends, etc.” The strain on the family for the 24-7 nature of 

the job was also referenced during the interviews. A head in her first year explained, “At 

times it [the job] does [strain relationship] because sometimes I come home and just 

dump. I have phone down, computer off weekends.” A long-standing head with young 

children shared the advice her mentor had given her during her first year as a head of 
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school. “My mentor said to me, anyone can run a school, but only you can me a mother 

to your children and only you can be a wife to your husband. At times in my life I felt I 

was tilting away from family to school, because it is so seductive and people do what you 

ask. But I have gotten much better.” 

Through one-on-one conversations with successful female educators in the 

independent school system, the researcher revealed several themes about how these 

women enact their leadership. Collaboration, board relations, school finances and 

personnel, networks and mentoring, and willing “can do” attitude emerged as ideas 

around which female heads of school describe their leadership.  

 
 

Figure 4.3: Relational Aspect of Women's Leadership 

 

Considering interaction between qualitative and quantitative 

As we look across this study’s qualitative and quantitative results, one major 

crosscutting theme emerges as the most aligned between the two methods. Quantitatively, 

women reported more transformational leadership styles than men. In the qualitative 

interviews, this finding was solidified through their commitments to building capacity 
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(individualized consideration and self-confidence), caring for the individual members of 

the team (individual consideration), and wanting to create a vision together with others 

(vision and perspective seeking). The relational aspects of transformational leadership are 

parallel in both the quantitative and qualitative portions of the study in terms of the way 

these independent school female leaders describe their leadership styles. The resonance 

between the collaborative nature and how the women discussed their teams and treating 

others aligned directly with the transformational leadership.  

Collaboration connects directly to the constructs of capacity building, vision, 

individualized consideration, and perspective seeking. Further, the theme of networking 

and mentoring speaks to the female leaders’ desires to seek perspectives. These relational 

aspects of how female leaders take up their leadership connect to the foundations of 

transformational leadership. Through collaboration the women interviewed strive to 

create positive work environments in which influence and relationships create change. 

This desire to create these environments is characteristic of transformational leadership 

(Bass & Avolio, 1994). The participants’ commitment to encouraging others through 

mentoring has been shown to increase women’s decisions to become school 

administrators (Young & McLeod, 2001). Their commitments to build capacity and 

increase experiences for their team members resonate with Eagly’s findings of 

transformational leadership in other studies (Eagly et al., 2003). They develop the 

members of their organizations and empower them to reach their full potential, pursuing 

the end goal of increasing the capacity of the whole organization. The team centric aspect 

of these female’s leadership styles also connect to Avolio and Bass’ (1994) traits of 

transformational leaders as recognizing that they can learn from others.  
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Conclusion 

The results of this study revealed that independent heads of school perceived 

themselves as having more transformational than transactional and non leadership styles. 

A correlation exists between leadership style and gender, indicating women tend to be 

more transformational than men. Female heads tend to view their leadership and 

leadership decisions in similar ways, highlighting the importance of collaboration and 

nurturing of others. While their paths are varied, the female heads of school interviewed 

had similar experiences that supported their career paths and were challenged by similar 

issues. Five themes that emerged from the one-on-one interviews with women included 

collaboration, board relations, school finances and personnel, networks and mentoring, 

and willing “can do” attitude. In Chapter 5, I will discuss the findings of the study, 

further tying the results from the online leadership survey and the attitudes of the cross-

section of female heads interviewed.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 This chapter presents a summary of the study and important conclusions drawn 

from the data presented in Chapter 4.  It provides a discussion of the implications for 

action and suggestions for further research. 

Background of the Study 

Statement of the Problem 

The beginning of formalized education dates back to a time when men were 

viewed as educational leaders whose abilities were perceived to surpass those of women 

in the same field. Based on this logic, men were the leaders, or administrators, while 

women were limited to teaching roles (Shakeshaft, 1989b). While this dichotomous 

foundation to our American educational system has shifted over time, discrepancies 

between male and female leadership roles continue to exist in surprising numbers. 

In both public and independent school settings, women continue to comprise the 

majority of teaching and lower level administrative staff, but represent the minority in top 

educational administrative roles, defined as superintendent in public schools and head of 

school in independent schools. While the numbers are growing, only about 30% of 

independent school heads and superintendents on a national level are women although 

women are the great majority of educational employees (National Association of 

Independent Schools, 2009). 

 In general, independent schools as a whole are committed to creating environments 

that model equity and reflect the real world with the goal of preparing young people for 

leadership roles beyond their school lives. The lack of gender equity in the top leadership 

roles in these contexts is of concern. Why does this disparity exist? 
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 In reviewing the literature and reflecting on my own experiences as a teacher and 

administrator in independent schools, I believe a broader dialogue about leadership and 

gender is necessary to heighten understanding of the reasons for the disparity between the 

numbers of female and male leaders in independent schools. Independent schools 

represent a small but significant element in American schools. These institutions have 

historically educated a socio-economically elite tier of society whose societal influence 

may be considered extensive. Reflecting upon and investigating reasons for which these 

schools may not have gender balance at the top is essential to the future of the country 

because independent school graduates can eventually serve in positions of great 

responsibility and influence. The early images of leadership that children see and 

experience create paradigms for how they perceive the world and make decisions (Serbin, 

Powlishta, Gulko, Martin, & Lockheed, 1993; Zirkel, 2002). Could leadership styles 

attribute to the differences in position? Are there differences between how men and 

women in these roles perceive their leadership?  

Literature Base and Research Questions 

 How do heads of school perceive their leadership? Do they demonstrate 

transformational or transactional leadership styles? In what ways does gender influence 

leadership styles?  To inform this study, I reviewed several areas of the research literature 

about the nature of leadership and the role of women in educational administration. The 

review revealed aspects of leadership styles that reflect a leader’s gender, offering 

explanations of why women are less likely than men to hold educational leadership roles 

and exploring several barriers that confront women as they advance through the ranks of 

educational administration. 
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 The history of women in education addresses the changes in how educational 

leadership has been studied since the 1980’s (Shakeshaft, 1989b). Over the past thirty 

years studies of educational leadership have minimized a once androcentric view, 

creating a more equitable basis for research concerning female educational leaders. I 

reviewed the literature relating to the barriers to women’s advancement giving special 

attention to Eagly’s social role and role congruity theories as reasons for myopic views of 

women and their abilities to lead (Eagly & Kaurau, 2002). Finally I considered the 

literature about leadership styles and the influence of gender on leadership practices, 

exploring the evidence of transformational and transactional leadership styles in female 

and male leaders. Previous leadership studies suggest women demonstrate more 

transformational styles (Eagly et al., 2003; Avolio, Mhatre, Norman, & Lester, 2009).  

However, these studies focus more on leaders within business sectors, than on leaders in 

educational settings. 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the leadership styles of current heads of 

independent schools, to investigate differences in leadership styles between men and 

women serving at the head level, and to provide insight regarding how female heads of 

school view their roles. The following research questions were designed to guide the 

study’s methods. 

1. To what extent do heads of school demonstrate transactional and 

transformational leadership styles? 

2. What is the relationship between leadership style and gender? 

3. In what ways does gender influence how female heads of school enact their 

leadership? 
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4. What supports and constraints do female heads of school describe in their paths 

to headship? 

Summary of the Findings 

 In response to the research questions and in the spirit of this research project, four 

main ideas emerged as most salient. These four concepts summarize the essence of this 

research project as they speak directly to leadership styles of heads of independent 

schools and the interaction between leadership and gender. All heads of independent 

schools in this study demonstrated more transformational leadership styles than 

transactional leadership styles. Female heads of school manifested more transformational 

leadership styles than the male heads of school. Men’s ascent to headship was shorter 

than that of women. The relational aspects of female heads lend themselves naturally to 

transformational leadership success.  

The essence of the study signals the emergence of transformational leadership as 

the essential leadership style for 21
st
 century schools. Transformational leadership styles 

characterize the leadership of both men and women serving at the head level of 

independent schools, heralding a positive future for independent schools, for the future 

leaders of these institutions, and for the students who study in these settings. While 

evident in the leadership styles of both male and female heads of school, transformational 

leadership is especially prevalent in female heads of these institutions.   

People function best when they feel known, appreciated and valued. Many studies 

have indicated the positive value of transformational leadership for organizations and 

schools because it creates an environment in which leaders build capacity in others and 

inspire their followers (Leithwood and Jantzi 2000, 2005, 2006; Daly, Martirosian, Ong-
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Dean, Park, & Wishard, 2010). Leaders manifesting transformational leadership styles 

create a positive dynamic, inspiring others to work at their highest performance and 

heightening others’ effectiveness through individual consideration. Leithwood and Jantzi 

(200, 2005, 2006) have led the research on the impact of transformational leadership in 

the business world. Their work has been applied to schools and has shown that schools 

also benefit from the characteristics of transformational leadership (Daly, Martirosian, 

Ong-Dean, Park, & Wishard, 2010). 

Heads of school in this study manifested their leadership styles particularly 

aligned with transformational leadership characteristics in terms of individualized 

consideration, vision, and perspective seeking. Essentially this means heads of school 

have a plan for their schools, realize personnel, or people, need attention, and they value 

others’ ideas in their leadership roles. These heads’ ability to value people in their roles; 

to see, plan and communicate about the future; and to listen to and value others’ opinions 

affirm the nature of independent schools as educational communities in which faculty and 

staff are considered the most valuable resource. Transformational leaders know how to 

raise the bar by engaging others’ ideals and values (Burns 78).  Successful independent 

schools depend on their people for their livelihoods. Establishing and maintaining 

relationships that encourage others and inspire them to work at their greatest potential is 

an important element of a head of school’s work. Through the exercise of 

transformational leadership, effective heads of school can help their faculties create 

meaning for their work (Burns 78). Heads in this study demonstrated these characteristics 

both in the quantitative and qualitative data. 
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In addition, heads create and support teams of talented people to run their schools. 

Team members, inspired by the head’s exercise of transformational leadership, feel 

empowered, demonstrate effectiveness in their roles, exude higher confidence levels, and 

are more likely to put forth the extra effort for greater accomplishment (Bass, 1985; 

Nurdan, 2003). Transformational leaders inspire followers and nurture the ability of their 

members, empowering them to reach full potential (Eagly et al., 2003). Research has also 

shown that smaller organizations gain even greater benefit from transformational 

leadership than larger associations do (Neilsen & Munir, 2009). The relative small size of 

independent schools heightens the benefit they receive from the transformational 

leadership styles of their heads. 

What is it about independent schools that encourage heads of school to be 

transformational leaders? Independent schools benefit from a variety of conditions unique 

to the sector. As outlined in chapter three, independent schools are precisely that: 

independent. Self-governing independent schools charge themselves with establishing the 

structure, design, and curriculum dictated for public institutions by federal or state 

guidelines, heightening the impact and responsibility of the leadership of each 

independent school. Similarly, hiring and firing of school staff is typically at will in 

independent schools, eliminating limitations imposed by overarching contracts or 

restrictive unions. This autonomy grants most independent schools the freedom of hiring 

the highest qualified faculty and straightforwardly dismissing those who may not meet 

the school’s standards. In addition, heads of independent schools must be proactive and 

responsive leaders to a variety of constituent groups, from faculty, to parents, to board 

members, to the student themselves. The fine balance required to keep these 
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constituencies aligned and thinking positively about the school’s work requires 

fundamental and crucial components of transformational leadership: good 

communication, a clear vision for the school and an understanding of individual people 

and of human nature, in general.   

As schools with a much higher degree of autonomy than public institutions, 

independent schools also see their freedom to self-govern as an opportunity to try new 

ideas and innovate, while at the same time maintaining a high sense of responsibility for 

educating students. The highly individualized standards that each independent school 

establishes for itself contrast with the United States’ public school model of one-size-fits-

all school rules and regulations at state and national levels, advancing excellent learning 

outcomes for independent school students. The independent school’s ability to establish 

standards, which correlate with its mission and address the unique needs of its 

population, elevates its teachers and its students. This is individual consideration at an 

institutional level. 

 Evidence of transformational leadership in the top position in independent schools 

may explicate the ability of independent school leaders to create robust and successful 

schools. The finding that all heads of independent schools exhibit more transformational 

than transactional elements of leadership style may speak to the conditions in 

independent schools which foster the transformational style. However, it is also possible 

that independent schools, as academic institutions with high standards, appeal to highly 

qualified teachers who possess the characteristics associated with the transformational 

leader. These teachers then grow in talent and responsibility, ultimately taking on the 

headship role. 
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Previous studies indicated men’s leadership styles were more transactional and 

women’s leadership styles were more transformational (Eagly et al., 2003; Avolio, 

Mhatre, Norman, & Lester, 2009). This study confirms this reality in female heads of 

independent schools. Given the importance of transformational leadership in a school’s 

ability to generate student accomplishment, why are women, who demonstrate higher 

levels of transformational leadership than their male counterparts, in the minority in 

independent school leadership? Additionally, the gender disparity at this top position in 

independent schools becomes even more perplexing when viewed within the following 

context of this study: although women manifest a greater degree of transformational 

leadership style, known to be conducive to successful school environments, men rise 

faster into top administrative roles than their female counterparts. On average, women at 

the head level are two years older than men. Kim and Brunner’s (2009) work found this 

same finding in the public school sector. In addition, female heads of school had longer 

teaching careers before entering administration than men.  

Of additional concern when examining this gender disparity in independent 

school leadership is the fact that women tend to be more involved in school life and are 

more optimistic about potential positive impact of their leadership than men (Adkinson, 

1985). This position was echoed in the one-on-one interviews conducted of the eight 

female heads in this study. Their “can-do” attitude of spending nights and weekends at 

school in support of the organization, only to be passed over for positions of leadership, 

gives rise to concerns about a potential double standard in the granting of leadership 

positions in independent schools. Further, the fact that female heads of school are older 

than their male counterparts and have had longer teaching careers before becoming 
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administrators supports Lyness and Schrader’s (2006) finding that men are hired for their 

potential, although women must have proven track records. 

 The discrepancy between the data regarding the higher degree of transformational 

leadership exhibited by women than men, coupled with an analysis of the relative speed 

and rate of selection of the administrative trajectory of female and male applicants is 

informed by Eagly’s (2002) foundational work around gender biases for female leaders. 

Role congruity theory suggests it is more difficult for women to attain leadership roles 

and remain in them because male images define the role for many (Eagly and Karau, 

2002). Such gender biases limit opportunities for women to enter the head position as 

swiftly as men. This study proves these theories’ validity in the independent school 

leadership arena. 

 While the quantitative data from this study indicate that women are more 

transformational in vision, individual consideration, self-confidence, perspective seeking 

and contingent reward than their male counterparts, the qualitative portion of this study 

reinforced these findings as well. Female heads described the relational aspects of 

transformational leadership in their recounting of their experiences as heads. Vision 

creation and sharing was described through stories of collaboration with individuals and 

teams, in order to create consensus and support for ideas. People and their associations to 

the school emerged as a theme for all of the women interviewed. These heads consider 

each staff and faculty member essential to the school’s success. Individually considering 

their needs and growth was mentioned by all of the women in the study. All of them were 

humble in their comments, but their experiences and personalities exuded confidence. 

Heads must inspire trust and confidence; hence this characteristic is essential for success. 
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Collaboration, as the most salient theme from the one-on-one interviews, aligned 

seamlessly with transformational leadership. Building individual and group capacity 

through knowing and supporting people, and also rewarding them for good work, is 

transformational leadership, and was these women’s natural way of leading. A broad 

range of researchers comment on the phenomenon contributing to the high degree of 

transformational leadership styles among female leaders. Hall (1996) noted that women 

find power in relationships and establish a culture of trust, with Sherman (2000), noting 

that women prioritize communication. The qualitative findings of this study aligned with 

previous research in that the female heads’ descriptions of how they exercise leadership 

and the issues that concern them are all relational in nature.  

Women who participated in this study repeatedly indicated that mentors matter. 

Having successful female role models in top positions; seeing women lead, usually with a 

transformational leadership style; and receiving professional and personal encouragement 

to pursue administrative positions all play crucial parts in women’s decisions to become 

administrators (Young & McLeod, 2001). The personal and professional encouragement 

factor turns out to be central to female success. Successful female heads of school and 

superintendents strongly recommend that aspiring women find mentors and role models 

who can help to guide their careers and to mitigate any sense of isolation they may 

experience (Scott, 1997; Young & McLeod, 2001).  Conversely, women consider the 

absence of other women in the positions to which they aspire to be an additional barrier 

to their achieving their professional objective (Banuelos, 2009; Lyness & Schrader, 2006; 

McLay & Brown, 2000; Young & McLeod, 2001). 
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 Implications for Policy and Practice   

 The divergence of extensive research and of this study’s findings constitute a call 

to action for independent schools to develop policies and to establish practices that 

resolve the gender disparity in independent school leadership. That disparity is 

spotlighted by the prevalence of transformational leadership style among female leaders, 

further emphasized by the alignment of the relationship aspects characterizing female 

leadership with the transformational leadership style. Female heads of school 

demonstrate more transformational leadership styles than men and yet men ascend to 

these leadership roles more quickly and more often. Adkinson (1985) notes that women 

are more involved in school life than men and more optimistic about the potential of their 

administrative service, and yet men ascend more quickly. 

 Schools must institute hiring policies at the board of trustee levels that help 

mitigate potential gender biases, eliminating policies and practices, which limit the 

representation of women in positions of top educational leadership. They must also 

question why this disparity, limiting females, exists, particularly in view of available 

data. Tallerico (2000) questions the tendency to give men the benefit of the doubt and a 

chance to prove themselves that is not afforded to women, noting the reality that women 

are more transformational than men. Other studies also support the notion that boards 

need to be educated about the impact of gender bias on their decisions.  (Lyness & 

Schrader, 2006; McLay & Brown, 2000; Mertz, 2006; Sherman, 2000). With education 

and increased awareness about the impact of gender bias and governing boards’ 

preferential treatment toward men, women may have an increased opportunity to reach 

superintendent and head of school positions (Banuelos, 2009; Skrla et al., 2000).  
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Recruitment agencies must also reflect upon these biases as the gatekeepers to these top 

positions. 

 Further, the current head of school cohort is on the verge of retirement. Head of 

school preparation programs should heighten these issues of sexism and bias. The next 

generation of leadership should be aware of these biases and make leadership decisions 

using this lens to avoid discrimination and to guarantee the best possible future for 

independent schools with placing people with transformational leadership styles in top 

positions.  

Implications for Research 

 Further research will provide additional illumination of issues regarding the 

complex interplay of issues impacting the hiring and employment practices of 

independent schools. Although gender issues and concerns about gender bias, figure into 

that complexity, the intricate factors that can color the processes determining the 

selection of independent school leaders vary institution to institution, trustee to trustee, 

candidate to candidate.   

 Concerns about gender discrimination are at the heart of further exploration of 

gender discrepancy in independent school leadership. Certainly a gender imbalance 

continues to exist, despite the exercise of transformational leadership by effective female 

school leaders who innovate and inspire, while solving problems, serving as role models 

and supporting subordinates. The challenges that women face in achieving positions of 

independent school leadership remain complex and changing, necessitating a circuitous 

passageway toward the objective.   
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 Several questions emerged during this research process that warrant future 

research attention. They include: 

1. Do single gender schools have biases towards gender of head of school? 

2. Is a female heads of school more likely to have risen through the ranks of a 

school or through service in another school/schools?  

3. What moderate, socially acceptable cultural stereotypes may have replaced 

blatant sexual discrimination? 

4. How are a woman’s career impediments different from a man’s? 

5. Since networking is commonly regarded as a way to pursue heightened 

leadership roles, what networking opportunities exist where both men and women 

feel comfortable and supported? 

Limitations 

This study was conducted in the small independent school system; therefore the 

findings are not necessarily applicable to other schools. The study should, however, 

contribute to an understanding of how school leaders exercise their leadership, thereby 

providing insight about current leaders of a significant cross section of schools. It also 

illuminates differences between how men and women in top educational positions view 

themselves and their characteristics. The study may augment the literature base of the 

independent school, generally, and of independent school leadership, specifically, as it is 

very explicitly focused. Additionally, this study may add to the literature base relating to 

professional women in education. The reader should note that all perspectives in this 

study were self-reported. Additional query from colleagues of these leaders to confirm 

their self-reported leadership styles was not conducted. A third, similar, limitation of this 
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study arises from the nature of qualitative research, which can present significant 

problems of validity and reliability because it depends heavily on the interviewing and 

interpretive skills of the researcher. According to Yin (2003), in research “the goal of 

reliability is to minimize the errors and biases in a study” (p. 37).  To increase reliability, 

each step of the study was tracked carefully. I kept organized and safe files of the 

collected data. During interview analysis, I read and re-read the interviews with the goal 

of objectivity as I identified emergent themes. 

Conclusion of the Study 

I undertook this study because as an independent school administrator, I am 

always interested in the dynamics and details of the day-today operations of this sector of 

education, with the overriding objective of fostering its growth, refinement and 

improvement. In particular, the mental models young people form from observing the 

predominantly male heads of school is of utmost concern to me. Students need to see 

both men and women in these to leadership roles. As an educational leader and 

researcher, I’m interested in how men and women at the head level exercise leadership, 

since leadership from the top affects the entire school as an organization. While women 

self-reported a higher level of transformational leadership than men, both male and 

female heads demonstrated transformational leadership, a phenomenon that bodes well 

for independent schools and their futures.  

It is important that future leaders who consider the study note that both men and 

women who participated had high degrees of education. Aspiring leaders need to prepare 

for these roles not only by gaining experience, but also by continuing their educations by 

learning about best practice, school administration, and effective school leadership. 
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Female heads of school in the interview portion of the study manifested high 

levels of transformational leadership, but through the qualitative portion of the study 

indicated unique experiences as heads of school. While themes emerged from the 

aggregate interviews, their individual stories and experiences differed, giving pause to 

any assumptions about a "female head of school experience." Men and women have had 

an entire range of opportunities as heads of school and are ultimately unique in their 

individual histories.  

Concluding Remarks 

While some of the findings of this study affirm previous studies, as a researcher, I 

am content with the findings and with what the study offers to the independent school 

sector. Throughout the research process, I admired and appreciated the current heads' 

willingness to participate in and support this work. Through their participation in the 

interview portion of the study, each of the women serving as heads of independent 

schools served as a mentor to me. As an aspiring head, I learned a tremendous amount 

about leadership in general; more specifically, about leadership in independent schools; 

and, in particular, about women in leadership roles in independent schools. 
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APPENDIX A  

 

Research Questions and Methodology at a Glance 

 

QUALITATIVE 

 

Research Questions 1. To what extent do heads of schools demonstrate 

transactional and transformational leadership styles? 

2. What is the relationship (differences) between leadership 

style and gender? 

Instrument Online survey of MLQ5  (idealized influence (attributed), 

idealized influence (behavior), inspirational motivation, 

intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration) 

Purpose Rating scales. 

Method of Analysis Variety of descriptive and inferential statistics (t-tests, 

ANOVA, correlations) 

Who/What 1,244 heads of schools 

When February 2011 

 

 

 

QUALITATIVE 

Research Questions: 

1. In what ways does gender influence how female heads of schools 

enact their leadership? 

2. What supports and constraints do female heads of school describe in 

their paths to headship? 

 

Instrument: One-on-one, Semi-Structured Interviews 

Purpose: Narratives about leadership & impact of gender on experiences 

Method of Analysis: Transcription, Re-read, Code themes  

Who/What: 8-12 female heads of school purposefully chosen from online 

survey data; Researcher will conduct and transcribe interviews 

When: Feb 2011 at NAIS national conference, Washington, D.C. or by 

phone 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Informed Consent for Participation in Interviews 

 

Barbara Ostos, a graduate student at the University of California, San Diego is 

conducting a research study on the leadership styles of heads of school of independent 

schools and the relationship between leadership style, efficacy and gender. You are being 

invited to participate because of your role as a head of school. A total of eight to twelve 

women are also being interviewed about their experiences as female heads of school. 

Women being interviewed lead schools with at least grade 6 through 12, and were 

available for interviews during the month of February.  

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the leadership styles of current heads of 

independent schools, to investigate differences in leadership styles between men and 

women at the head level, and to gain insight regarding how female heads of school view 

their roles and achieve their positions. 

 

You are consenting to participate in a one-on-one interview that will last approximately 

one hour. The principal investigator will be asking your permission to tape record the 

interview. There will be questions concerning your leadership style, career path, and 

experiences as a female head of school. There are no right or wrong answers to the 

questions and your candid responses will be appreciated. You may decline to answer any 

of the questions and you may stop the tape recording at any time. 

 

All information collected in this study is confidential. Responses will be anonymous and 

kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms for participants and anyone mentioned 

by a participant. All audiotape recordings and transcripts will be entered into a computer 

file and both hard and digital copies on CD will be stored in a locked safe. The data will 

be maintained on a single password-protected computer and an additional password will 

be required to open files. The researcher is the only individual with access to this safe, 

computer, and files.  

 

If you agree to participate and later change your mind, all data associated with you will 

be immediately deleted. If for any reason I need to withdraw you from the study without 

your consent you will be immediately notified.  

 

While every effort is made to reduce risk there exists a possibility that confidentiality 

may be compromised and that feelings of discomfort may arise because of the nature of 

the questions. In addition, since this is an investigational study, there may be some 

unknown risks that are currently unforeseeable. You will be informed of any relevant 

concerns that may emerge. 

 

Although there is no direct benefit or compensation paid to you for participating in this 

study, your participation will likely enhance the research informing independent school 

leadership.
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You should know that the Institutional Review Board (IRB) may inspect study records as 

part of its auditing program, but these reviews only focus on the researcher and the study, 

not on your responses or involvement. The IRB is a committee that reviews research 

studies to ensure that they are safe and that the rights of the participants are protected. 

 

Participation in this study is not obligatory. There are no penalties or consequences of 

any kind if you decide you do not want to participate.  

 

Barbara Ostos has explained this study to you and answered your questions. If you have 

additional questions or need to report research-related problems you may contact her 

advisor at UCSD, Dr. Alan J. Daly at (858) 822-6472. You may also call the Human 

Research Protections Program at (858) 455-5050 to inquire about your rights as a 

research subject or to report research-related issues. 

 

 

 I agree to participate in this research study.  

 

I give the researcher my consent to audiotape my interview.   Yes     No 

 

 

_________________________________________           ____________________ 

Participant’s Name       Date 

 

 

 

_______________________________________ 

Participant’s Signature 

 

 

 

________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Interview Protocol & Questions 

 

Researcher will introduce self and confirm that all consent forms are signed.  

 

Female Head of School 

 

Name      School Name      Date    

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research project to explore the experience of 

women as heads of independent schools. The purpose of this interview is to give voice to 

your experiences as an educational leader, to allow you to share your path to and opinions 

about the role of head of school and to provide insight to future leaders. There are no 

right or wrong answers to any of these questions. The purpose of the interview is to gain 

your perceptions, not to evaluate anything that you say. In fact, your identity will be kept 

confidential as the results are analyzed. 

 

I find it helpful to audiotape our conversation. Taping ensures that I have an accurate 

record of your responses. Do I have your permission to tape record our conversation? The 

tape recording will not reveal your name and will only be reviewed by the researcher and 

the University committee members. These people are not related to any of your 

employers, nor will they recognize your voice. All tapes will be kept electronically in a 

secure computer file bearing no recognizable identification to your person. Again, I want 

to stress that there is no right or wrong response, and in fact, the depth of your answers 

will be most informative as I analyze the data. 

 

Are there any questions so far? 

 

We have about 3 areas for discussion: career path, leadership, and challenges. I may need 

to seek clarification from you prior to proceeding to the next question. I may also need to 

return later in the discussion to clarify something you might have said earlier.  

 

Are you ready to begin? 

1.  (R2) In your work, you have probably experienced ups and downs, high points 

and low points. Think about a time in the last year that stands out to you as a high 

point- a peak experience- a time when you felt most effective, most engaged, 

most successful. Tell me about it. 

a. What was going on? 

b. Who were the significant people involved? 

c. Why does it stand out? 

d. What did you do? 

e. What did others do?
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f. What were the most important factors in place that helped to make it 

a high-point experience? (e.g., leadership, qualities, rewards, 

structure, relationships, skills, etc.) 

g. As you reflect back on this peak experience, is there a particular 

leadership style that seems to summarize how you operated in this 

circumstance? 

h. Do you think this would have been different if you were a man? 

 

2. (R1) Running a school is a complex job. Tell me about your core team. 

a. What roles do people play? 

b. How do you delegate responsibilities? 

c. What types of decisions do you trust others to make? 

d. What types do you make yourself? 

 

3. (R1 & R2) In your role there are many challenges. In the past year what are 

some of the most difficult ones you’ve faced? 

a. How did you approach them? 

b. What did you do? 

c. How did you do it? 

d. Who did you involve in helping you solve the challenges? 

e. When faced with a challenge, what leadership approaches have you 

found more effective? 

f. Do you think this would have been different if you were a man? 

 

4. (R2) Becoming a head of school is a significant accomplishment. Tell me 

about your journey to your current role. 

a. What factors contributed to your being able to accomplish this goal? 

b. What do you see as the greatest obstacle or barrier to becoming a 

head? How did you overcome it? 

c. Tell me about the strengths you have that helped you achieve this 

position. 

d. Who helped you along the way? 

e. At what point in your career did you know you wanted to become a 

head? 

f. Do you think this would have been different if you were a man? 

 

5. (R2) What advice would you give to a female colleague about trying to 

pursue a head of school position? What advice would you give to her in her 

first year?  
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APPENDIX D  

 

Invitation to Participate in Electronic Survey 

E-Mail Message  

 

Dear <Head of School>. 

 

You are receiving this e-mail as you are the head of an independent school. 

  

As a part of a Doctoral Program in Educational Leadership, I am conducting a study of 

independent school heads. The purposes of this study are to explore the leadership styles 

of current heads of independent schools and to examine the experiences of women as 

heads of independent schools.  

 

Your participation in this online survey will help me further my research and provide our 

independent school sector with data regarding leadership styles and characteristics of our 

current leaders. 

 

Your voluntary participation will require you take approximately 30-45 minutes to 

complete an online survey. The survey is divided into two sections. The first section is a 

demographic survey asking general questions about you and your school. The second 

section will ask you about your leadership style, including your perception of leadership 

characteristics in general. 

 

Your survey responses will be kept confidential, available only to Barbara Ostos, 

Principal Investigator, for analysis purposes. Upon completion of the survey, I will assign 

a unique ID number and your name will be deleted from the database. Results from the 

survey will be aggregated to the group level and no names or identifiable information will 

be used. 

 

Although there is no direct benefit or compensation paid to you for participating in this study, 

your participation will enhance the research informing independent school leadership. 

Your participation in the study is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate 

in this study, but later change your mind, you may drop out at any time and all 

information regarding your participation will be deleted from the database. There 

are no penalties or consequences of any kind if you decide you do not want to 

participate. The survey is intended to illuminate aspects of educational leadership in 

independent schools, rather than to impact the current professional lives of survey 

participants. 

 

If you have questions about the study, you may direct them to me, Barbara Ostos at 

(619) 855-5277. If you have any questions about your rights as a research 

participant, you may contact the Institutional Review Board at the University of 

California, San Diego at (858) 455-5050 
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To complete the online survey, please click on the attached link. After clicking on 

the link you will once again be asked to provide active voluntary consent to 

continue to the survey.  

 

(http://xxxxxxxx.surveymonkey.com).  

 

Barbara Ostos  

Ed. D Candidate 

University of California, San Diego 
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APPENDIX E  

 

Cross Tabulations 

 

Cross Tabulation for Gender 

 

  Gender Total 

    Female Male  

Non-missing Count 90 213 303 

% within Missing 29.7% 70.3% 100.0% 

% within Gender 60.4% 70.1% 66.9% 

Missing Count 59 91 150 

% within Missing 39.3% 60.7% 100.0% 

% within Gender 39.6% 29.9% 33.1% 

 Total Count 149 304 453 

% within Missing 32.9% 67.1% 100.0% 

% within Gender 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 

 

Cross Tabulation for Age 

 

    Age Total 

    33-40 41-50 51-60 61-70 71-74  

Non-

missing 

Count 16 70 108 98 3 295 

% within 

Missing 
5.4% 23.7% 36.6% 33.2% 1.0% 100.0% 

% within Age 72.7% 69.3% 66.3% 68.5% 37.5% 67.5% 

Missing 

Count 6 31 55 45 5 142 

% within 

Missing 
4.2% 21.8% 38.7% 31.7% 3.5% 100.0% 

% within Age 27.3% 30.7% 33.7% 31.5% 62.5% 32.5% 

Total 

Count 22 101 163 143 8 437 

% within 

Missing 
5.0% 23.1% 37.3% 32.7% 1.8% 100.0% 

% within Age 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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Cross tabulation for Education Level 

 

    Education Level Total 

    BA MA Doc  

Non-

missing 

Count 10 213 80 303 

% within Missing 3.3% 70.3% 26.4% 100.0% 

% within Education 

Level 
71.4% 65.9% 74.1% 68.1% 

Missing 

Count 4 110 28 142 

% within Missing 2.8% 77.5% 19.7% 100.0% 

% within Education 

Level 
28.6% 34.1% 25.9% 31.9% 

Total 

Count 14 323 108 445 

% within Missing 3.1% 72.6% 24.3% 100.0% 

% within Education 

Level 
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Normality Test of MLQ Variable 

 

 Kolmogorov-Smirnov
a
 Shapiro-Wilk 

 Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

MLQ Mean .041 381 .169 .995 381 .191 
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APPENDIX G 

 

Test of Homogeneity of Variances 

 

 

 Statistic df1 df2 Sig. 

Levene's Test .515 5 367 .765 

Brown-Forsythe .598 5  10 .703 
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APPENDIX H 

 

Table 4.8. KMO and Bartlett’s Test 

 

KMO and Bartlett's Test 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. .832 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square 2339.359 

 df 378 

 Sig. .000 
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APPENDIX I 

 

Total Variance Explained by MLQ Component 
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APPENDIX J 
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APPENDIX K 

 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis Output Model 

 

CMIN 

Model NPAR CMIN DF P CMIN/DF 

 31 36.159 23 .040 1.572 

Baseline Comparison 

Model NFI RFI IFI TLI CFI 

 .908 .860 .960 .935 .959 

RMSEA 

Model RMSEA LO 90 HI 90 PCLOSE  

 .039 .009 .062 .765  

Note. N = 381. X
2
 = 36.159, df = 23, p > .01.  
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APPENDIX L 
 

Reliability Results of Constructs and Item-Total Statistics 

 

Item 
Cronbach's Alpha 

if Item Deleted 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 

Transformational leadership  .808 

Vision   

I talk about my most important values and beliefs. .810  

I talk enthusiastically about what needs to be accomplished. .770  

I specify the importance of having a strong sense of purpose. .767  

I articulate a compelling vision of the future. .777  

I emphasize the importance of having a collective sense of 

mission. 
.787  

I express satisfaction when others meet expectations. .791  

I express confidence that goals will be achieved. .777  

Individualized consideration  .579 

I go beyond self-interest for the good of the group. .594  

I treat others as individuals rather than just as a member of a 

group. 
.322  

I consider an individual as having different needs, abilities, and 

aspirations from others. 
.484  

Self confidence  .577 

I instill pride in others for being associated with me. .431  

I act in ways that build others' respect for me. .470  

I display a sense of power and confidence. .516  

Perspective seeking  .524 

I re-examine critical assumptions to question whether they are 

appropriate. 
.506  

I seek differing perspectives when solving problems. .369  

I get others to look at problems from many different angles. .412  

Capacity building  .943 

I spend time teaching and coaching.   

Transactional leadership   

Deficit recognition  .689 

I focus attention on irregularities, mistakes, exceptions, and 

deviations from standards. 
.645  

I concentrate my full attention on dealing with mistakes, 

complaints, and failures. 
.649  

I keep track of all mistakes. .644  

I direct my attention towards failures to meet standards. .557  

Contingent reward  .802 

I provide others with assistance in exchange for their efforts.   

Non-leadership   

Passive orientation  .707 

I fail to interfere until problems become serious. .694  

I wait for things to go wrong before taking action. .612  

I demonstrate that problems must become chronic before I take 

action. 
.632  

I avoid making decisions. .678  

I delay responding to urgent questions. .673  

Absence  .846 

I am absent when needed.   

Note. N = 381. 
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APPENDIX M 
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APPENDIX N 

 

Post Hoc Tests: Leadership Styles by Age 

 

Dependent Variable 
          

95% Confidence 

Interval 

(I) 

Age 

(J) 

Age 

Mean Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. 

Error 
Sig. 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Vision 

33-52 53-60 -.065 .055 .475 -.195 .066 

 61+ -.210
**

 .055 .000 -.340 -.081 

53-60 33-52 .065 .055 .475 -.066 .195 

 61+ -.146
*
 .055 .022 -.274 -.017 

61+ 33-52 .210
**

 .055 .000 .081 .340 

 53-60 .146
*
 .055 .022 .017 .274 

Individualized 

consideration 

33-52 53-60 -.082 .057 .322 -.217 .052 

 61+ -.204
**

 .057 .001 -.338 -.070 

53-60 33-52 .082 .057 .322 -.052 .217 

 61+ -.121 .056 .081 -.254 .011 

61+ 33-52 .204
**

 .057 .001 .070 .338 

 53-60 .121 .056 .081 -.011 .254 

Deficit recognition 

33-52 53-60 .114 .091 .423 -.101 .329 

 61+ .250
*
 .091 .017 .036 .464 

53-60 33-52 -.114 .091 .423 -.329 .101 

 61+ .135 .090 .289 -.076 .347 

61+ 33-52 -.250
*
 .091 .017 -.464 -.036 

  53-60 -.135 .090 .289 -.347 .076 

Note. 
*
The mean difference was significant at the 0.05 level. 

**
The mean difference was 

significant at the 0.01 level. 
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APPENDIX O 
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APPENDIX P 

 

Post Hoc Tests: Leadership Styles by Education Level 

 

            

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Dependent 

Variable 

(I) 

Education 

Level 

(J) 

Education 

Level 

Mean Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. 

Error 
Sig. 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Vision 

BA MA -.296 .140 .088 -.625 .033 

 Doctorate -.387
*
 .144 .021 -.726 -.048 

MA BA .296 .140 .088 -.033 .625 

 Doctorate -.091 .051 .178 -.211 .029 

Doctorate BA .387
*
 .144 .021 .048 .726 

 MA .091 .051 .178 -.029 .211 

Deficit 

recognition 

BA MA .216 .231 .619 -.327 .759 

 Doctorate .445 .238 .148 -.115 1.004 

MA BA -.216 .231 .619 -.759 .327 

 Doctorate .229
*
 .084 .018 .031 .427 

Doctorate BA -.445 .238 .148 -1.004 .115 

  MA -.229
*
 .084 .018 -.427 -.031 

   Note. 
*
The mean difference was significant at the 0.05 level. 
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APPENDIX Q 
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APPENDIX R 

 

Post Hoc Tests: Leadership Styles by Years of Teaching 

 

            

95% 

Confidence 

Interval 

Dependent 

Variable 

(I) 

Years 

of 

teaching 

(J) Years 

of 

teaching 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. 

Error 
Sig. 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Transactional 

leadership 

0-4 4.5-7 -.085 .100 .828 -.343 .172 

 8-13 .058 .093 .925 -.183 .299 

 14+ -.206 .097 .145 -.455 .043 

4.5-7 0-4 .085 .100 .828 -.172 .343 

 8-13 .143 .098 .463 -.110 .397 

 14+ -.121 .101 .634 -.382 .141 

8-13 0-4 -.058 .093 .925 -.299 .183 

 4.5-7 -.143 .098 .463 -.397 .110 

 14+ -.264
*
 .095 .029 -.509 -.019 

14+ 0-4 .206 .097 .145 -.043 .455 

 4.5-7 .121 .101 .634 -.141 .382 

 8-13 .264
*
 .095 .029 .019 .509 

Contingent 

reward 

0-4 4.5-7 -.156 .168 .792 -.591 .279 

 8-13 .035 .157 .996 -.371 .441 

 14+ -.423
*
 .163 .048 -.843 -.002 

4.5-7 0-4 .156 .168 .792 -.279 .591 

 8-13 .191 .166 .656 -.236 .618 

 14+ -.267 .171 .401 -.708 .174 

8-13 0-4 -.035 .157 .996 -.441 .371 

 4.5-7 -.191 .166 .656 -.618 .236 

 14+ -.458
*
 .160 .023 -.871 -.045 

14+ 0-4 .423
*
 .163 .048 .002 .843 

 4.5-7 .267 .171 .401 -.174 .708 

  8-13 .458
*
 .160 .023 .045 .871 

Note. 
*
The mean difference was significant at the 0.05 level. 
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APPENDIX S 
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APPENDIX T 

 

Post Hoc Tests: Leadership Styles by School Size 

 

            
95% Confidence 

Interval 

Dependent 

Variable 

(I) School 

size 

(J) School 

size 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. 

Error 
Sig. 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Transactional 

leadership 

0-225 226-390 .216 .097 .119 -.035 .468 

 391-630 .135 .096 .495 -.112 .383 

 631+ .305
*
 .097 .010 .055 .555 

226-390 0-225 -.216 .097 .119 -.468 .035 

 391-630 -.081 .097 .836 -.331 .169 

 631+ .088 .098 .804 -.164 .341 

391-630 0-225 -.135 .096 .495 -.383 .112 

 226-390 .081 .097 .836 -.169 .331 

 631+ .170 .096 .295 -.079 .418 

631+ 0-225 -.305
*
 .097 .010 -.555 -.055 

 226-390 -.088 .098 .804 -.341 .164 

 391-630 -.170 .096 .295 -.418 .079 

Contingent reward 

  

0-225 226-390 .257 .165 .405 -.169 .684 

 391-630 .226 .163 .506 -.194 .646 

 631+ .456
*
 .164 .030 .031 .880 

226-390 0-225 -.257 .165 .405 -.684 .169 

 391-630 -.031 .164 .998 -.455 .393 

 631+ .198 .166 .631 -.230 .627 

391-630 0-225 -.226 .163 .506 -.646 .194 

 226-390 .031 .164 .998 -.393 .455 

 631+ .229 .164 .498 -.193 .652 

631+ 0-225 -.456
*
 .164 .030 -.880 -.031 

 226-390 -.198 .166 .631 -.627 .230 

  391-630 -.229 .164 .498 -.652 .193 

Note. 
*
The mean difference was significant at the 0.05 level. 
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APPENDIX U 

 

Correlation Matrix of Variables Used in The Analysis 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. N = 381. 
*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01. 
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APPENDIX V 

 

Independent Sample Test of MLQ Constructs between Male and Female 

 

 
Note. N = 381. 

a
Equal variances assumed. 

b
Equal variances not assumed. 

*
p < .05. 

**
p < .01.  
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