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Introduction: Recently, women have been taking leadership positions in the
hope of reducing gender inequality. However, it is unclear whether these female
leaders have made a significant contribution to closing the gender gap. Guided
by social role theory, this research explored the roles of female principals in
reducing gender inequality in primary schools.

Methods: The study used a multisite case study design. Data were collected
from 39 respondents: female directors, male and female students, and male
and female teachers. Focus group discussions and interviews were the tools
for gathering relevant data. The study utilized a six-staged thematic analysis
approach with the help of NVivo 11 versions of qualitative analysis software.

Results: The study revealed that, besides being role models and counselors to
female students, the role of female directors in minimizing gender inequality
was insufficient due to the deeply entrenched traditional discrimination
against women.

Discussion: Gender inequality in education stems from social roles, and female
principals are assumed to help avoid or minimize gender disparity in a male-
dominated world. However, achieving gender equality requires the collective
efforts of parents, principals, society, and the government. Future quantitative or
mixed-method research is important to determine the extent to which female
principals have contributed to reducing gender inequality.

KEYWORDS

discrimination, female principal, gender inequality, glass ceiling, social role theory,
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1 Introduction

Gender inequity is not merely a problem to be solved; it is a mechanism of oppression
that permeates daily social interactions and reflects power imbalances, with men
historically holding positions of authority that shape societal norms and institutions (Ernst,
2022). Throughout history, women have been systematically marginalized, relegated to
secondary roles, and faced with undervaluation of their contributions and barriers to
advancement (Dragana et al.,, 2021; Ware, 2010). Patriarchal structures perpetuate this
inequality, resulting in a sex-based division of labor that is exacerbated by environmental
influences and the passage of time (Karoui and Feki, 2018; Klasen, 2018). Cultural beliefs
underpin this unequal system, fostering status disparities and resulting in the emergence of
gendered features and prejudices within societal roles (Ridgeway, 2014; Wood and Eagly,
2012). Traditional gender roles, rooted in genetic variances, historically delineated women
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as caretakers and men as hunters, farmers, and leaders,
perpetuating these norms and impacting individuals' ability
to exhibit diverse characteristics (Eagly and Wood, 2012). Gender-
based violence further reinforces this oppression, subjecting
women to physical, emotional, and economic violence due to their
gender, while socialization from childhood conditions girls to
accept their subordinate status, perpetuating the cycle of inequity
(Stanley and Devaney, 2017).

During socialization, individuals are conditioned to adhere to
gender norms associated with their biological sex, perpetuating
these stereotypes (Belingheri et al, 2021; Eagly and Wood,
2012). People’s assumptions about gender characteristics further
contribute to the development of prejudices when they encounter
individuals in different societal positions (Belingheri et al., 2021;
Wood and Eagly, 2012). Modern occupational categorization
reinforces specialization, with agentic traits such as power and
dominance associated with men and communal traits like kindness
and caring linked with women (Koenig and Eagly, 2014; Wood
and Eagly, 2012). Initial socialization to gender norms, observed in
homes and media, perpetuates these norms, impacting individuals’
ability to exhibit diverse characteristics (Schneider and Bos,
2019).

While the traditional gender-based division of labor has
somewhat diminished due to women’s higher education and
reduced emphasis on physical strength (Koenig and Eagly, 2014), a
modern division persists, with men occupying agentic positions like
leadership and women filling communal roles like childcare (Blau
etal., 2012). Even in male-dominated fields, women often gravitate
toward disciplines emphasizing communal characteristics (Spector
etal., 2014).

Despite women’s increasing representation in administrative
roles, men continue to dominate powerful organizational positions,
perpetuating gender inequality (Groeneveld et al., 2020; Tabassum
and Nayak, 2021; Wroblewski, 2019). Numerous studies explore
the “glass ceilings” preventing women from reaching top roles,
with the assumption that increasing female representation in
management will mitigate workplace gender inequity (Smith et al.,
2012; Tabassum and Nayak, 2021). Furthermore, gender biases
may be reinforced by teachers favoring boys, interrupting girls,
and holding different expectations for each sex in the classroom
(Gunderson et al., 2012). Additionally, gender inequalities may
stem from the differing games and activities engaged in by boys
and girls, as well as the gender roles observed within families
and communities (Tak and Catsambis, 2023). Efforts to narrow
the gender gap in schools have seen women appointed to school
headship roles (Guthridge et al., 2022).

However, research on the roles of female school heads
or principals in reducing gender inequality within educational
institutions remains limited. Existing studies primarily focus on
gender issues in business organizations. For instance, Cohen and
Huffman (2007) investigated the gender wage gap in their study
“Working for a woman? Female managers and the gender wage
gap,” finding that income inequality decreases with more women
in management positions. Similarly, Abraham (2013) explored
whether having women in power reduces gender inequality in
organizations in their study “Does having women in positions
of power reduce gender inequality in organizations? A direct
test” and the study concluded that women managers mitigate
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wage disparities between genders, particularly for lower-level
employees. However, these studies were conducted in developed
nations and outside of the educational context, highlighting
the unique contribution of this study in exploring gender
equality within schools across different socio-economic and
cultural settings.

Despite extensive research on gender-related issues in Ethiopia,
such as women’s empowerment in leadership positions (Molla and
Cuthbert, 2014), women and development (Semela et al., 2019),
and women’s leadership styles (Mekasha, 2017), there is a lack
of studies examining the roles of female principals in enhancing
gender equality at the school level. This study aims to fill this gap by
investigating how female principals, appointed by the government,
contribute to reducing gender inequality in primary schools. It
also evaluates the influence of educational leaders in shaping social
dynamics and effecting positive social change within educational
settings, assessing the alignment between theory and the practice of
gender equality.

1.1 Theoretical perspective and research
questions

Gender inequality is a pervasive and persistent problem in
many societies, especially in developing countries like Ethiopia,
where girls face multiple barriers and disadvantages in accessing
and completing quality education (Kefale et al., 2021; Tekleselassie
and Roach, 2021). Social role theory (SRT) suggests that gender
roles are shaped by the division of labor between men and women
in a given society, which in turn influences the development
of gender stereotypes and expectations (Blau et al., 2012; Eagly
and Wood, 2012). Traditionally, men’s roles were related to
hunting and laboring, which encouraged the emergence of
agentic characteristics; women’s roles, on the other hand, were
related to caring for others, which fostered the creation of
communal traits (Wood and Eagly, 2012). Despite societal shifts
brought about by developments in post-industrialized nations
and greater educational achievement for women, discrimination
in employment persists, causing men and women to take on
occupations that call for agentic and communal traits, respectively
(Heymann et al., 2023; Kunz and Ludwig, 2022). Stemming from
gendered roles in society, schools are also perpetuators of gender
disparity (Eagly and Wood, 2012). Gender inequality in education
not only violates the human rights of girls, but also hampers the
social and economic development of the country (Igbal et al., 2022;
Girén and Kazemikhasragh, 2022). Therefore, it is imperative to
understand and address the factors that contribute to or hinder the
achievement of gender equality in education.

One of the factors that may influence the educational
opportunities and outcomes of girls is the role of female leaders
in the school system (Archard, 2013). Female leaders, such as
principals, teachers, and gender club coordinators, may have the
potential to challenge and change the traditional gender norms and
stereotypes that limit girls’ aspirations and achievements (Beaman
et al., 2012). However, it is unclear how effective and influential
these female leaders are in reducing gender inequality in their
schools and communities.
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To explore this issue, the study adopts SRT as a theoretical
framework. SRT is a theory that explains the origins and
consequences of gender differences and similarities in social
behavior. SRT provides a useful lens to examine the role of female
leaders in reducing gender inequality in education, as it helps to
understand how gender roles are formed and maintained, how they
affect the perceptions and behaviors of individuals and groups,
and how they can be modified or challenged. SRT also helps to
identify the factors that enable or constrain the female leaders in
their leadership roles, such as the social and cultural context, the
organizational structure, and the individual characteristics. Hence,
the study tries to answer the following specific questions:

e How do principals, teachers, and students experience gender
inequality in the primary schools of the Sheka zone?

e How do principals, teachers, and students perceive female
directors’ roles in battling gender inequality at primary schools
in Sheka Zone?

This study highlights the importance of revisiting gender
equality concerns seriously for policy planners, as gender
segregation is a deeply rooted social phenomenon. It is
assumed that placing women in leadership positions will
reduce gender inequality. However, this study sheds light on
the difficulty of avoiding or minimizing gender inequality
by female principals alone, and the urgency of revisiting the
roles of parents, school principals, society, and government to
address gender disparity in schools.

2 A literature review

2.1 Glass ceiling

As cited by Heijstra et al. (2017), Hymovitz and Schellhard
published a scholarly work in the Wall Street Journal that
emphasized the challenges women encounter when aspiring to
attain top positions within organizations. They referred to a “glass
ceiling” or “glass ceiling syndrome” (Cho et al, 2014), and the
“glass ceiling phenomenon” (Hoobler et al., 2013). They suggest
that women employees face more obstacles than men in the
same capacity regarding their rights and have begun to appear
more heavily in publications since the 1980s. The glass ceiling
effect, regarded as a significant impediment in companies, can be
overcome by quite a few women today (Acker, 2009; Glass and
Cook, 2016). Glass ceilings are associated with women’s access to
management levels to obtain earnings and recognition. The glass
ceiling effect can manifest itself in either leadership or lower-level
roles at a worksite (Oztiirk and Simsek, 2019).

Scholars were drawn to the difficulties women face in advancing
their roles in the workplace. Women face a glass ceiling regarding
access to organizational levels, earnings, and recognition (Glass
and Cook, 2016). The glass ceiling refers to a hidden and
insurmountable obstacle that prohibits women from advancing
to the top of managerial, judgmental, or academic career paths,
irrespective of their successes and capabilities in these careers
(Jalalzai, 2008). Individual, organizational, and social interactions
can all play roles in developing the glass ceiling phenomenon
(Smith et al., 2012). Gender discrimination and unfairness can be
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examples of social factors (Jalalzai, 2008). Organizational factors,
including company rules and culture (Oztiirk and Simgek, 2019)
perpetuate gender inequality. Time management could illustrate
a personal element since wives and mothers are crucial roles that
women play (Smith et al., 2012).

2.2 Overview of gender inequality in
developing countries

Notably, developing nations are far behind developed countries
in various ways. One of the a significant marker is gender equality
(Paprotny, 2021). Accomplishing gender equality is anything but
a simple undertaking since its prosperity depends on different
variables, including the social, political, and financial activities of
countries (Belingheri et al., 2021). While activities began in the mid-
twentieth century, the issue of sexual orientation bias has received
the consideration of many individuals since the 1995 Fourth World
Conference on Women in Beijing (Klasen, 2018).

Gender imbalance is one of the various difficulties facing non-
industrial nations. Family, community, and culture distress women
in developing countries. At the family level, women have less
access to and command over resources (Zeng et al., 2014) and less
influence over family decisions (Kemp and Zhao, 2016). Beyond
the family, women have limited access to generating resources
(Blattman et al, 2014), are under-represented in government
decision-making bodies (Abraham, 2013), and frequently require
freedom to advance their financial situation (Harner et al., 2017).
Besides, monetary and social factors primarily suffocate women
in developing countries (Zeng et al., 2014). As a result, efforts to
reduce gender imbalance are required in various ways (Rammohan
and Vu, 2018).

Gender equality has not been achieved in most countries,
and the area is not doing well in achieving Education for
All (Unterhalter et al., 2014). Given the circumstances, female
students attending elementary schools in developing nations,
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia, are considered lower
than boys (Grant and Behrman, 2010). Overall, gender bias is
widespread in Africa, and perceiving this is a significant initial step.
However, it is vital to recognize the causes of gender inequality
through research and attempt to address them (Belingheri et al.,
2021).

2.3 Gender inequality in education in
Ethiopia: causes and consequences

Ethiopia has experienced notable economic growth and poverty
reduction over the past decade, though challenges posed by the
COVID-19 pandemic (Arega, 2020). The country has invested
significantly in education, particularly in expanding access to
primary education in rural and disadvantaged regions (MoE, 2016).
However, persistent gender inequalities continue in education,
with girls trailing behind boys in literacy, secondary and higher
education enrollment, and learning outcomes (UNESCO, 2017).
These disparities are unsurprising given Ethiopias deeply rooted
male-dominated culture and traditions that shape societal norms
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regarding the roles of women and girls (Tekleselassie and Roach,
2021; Woldegebriel and Mekonnen, 2023).

The available literature on gender inequality in Ethiopia can
be categorized into cultural, familial, and educational factors. First,
cultural norms restrict girls’ access to education due to historical
discrimination and violence against women at both community
and peer levels (Kassa and Abajobir, 2020; Kedir and Admasachew,
2010). Practices like female genital mutilation (Fite et al., 2020;
Setegn et al., 2016), early marriage (Erulkar, 2013), and sexual
violence (Kefale et al., 2021; Le Mat, 2016) are prevalent. Women’s
roles have traditionally been confined to the domestic sphere,
leaving a lasting impact on future generations (Webster-Kogen,
2013). Rural and impoverished girls face additional challenges,
such as household chores, hindering their educational potential
(Camfield and Tafere, 2011; Cuesta, 2018). Changing these norms
requires legislative efforts and time (Gretland et al., 2014).

Second, parents in rural and impoverished areas negatively
impact girls' education, particularly compared to boys (Hailu,
2019). They rely on child labor for household income, assigning
more work to girls than boys (Cuesta, 2018). This results in
girls arriving late, feeling fatigued, and having less study time at
school (Hailu, 2019). Additionally, families often struggle to afford
education-related costs, such as supplies, uniforms, and shoes
(Gretland et al., 2014). Parents tend to prioritize sending boys to
school over girls, widening the educational gap (Gretland et al.,
2014).

Third, educational factors also hinder female education in
Ethiopia, beginning with low expectations for girls, especially in
primary education (Hailu, 2019). Textbooks and media reinforce
gender stereotypes, confining girls to domestic roles, while the
absence of female educators limits access to mentors and role
models (Tekleselassie and Roach, 2021). These factors, coupled
with household and cultural pressures, contribute to lower
academic achievement for girls (Carcamo et al.,, 2021). Women
also score lower on exams than men (Tirussew et al.,, 2018) and
encounter gender bias in assessments for secondary and higher
education. Another obstacle is the distance to schools, as girls must
travel long distances to reach secondary schools in rural areas. This
leads to tardiness and exposes them to safety risks like rape and
abduction, jeopardizing their education (Hailu, 2019).

2.4 School-related factors that perpetuate
gender bias

Numerous school-related factors perpetuate gender bias. Some
of these include inadequate schools, teachers, textbooks, and other
educational resources; insufficient focus on the unique needs
of girls; the lack of an educational plan to promote gender
equality; and inappropriate behavior within schools (Belingheri
et al., 2021). Besides, factors that perpetuate gender inequality
include the absence of education role models at various levels,
academic help, a lack of propelled educators, and an absence
of girls well-disposed school conditions (Baten et al, 2021).
Aware of this impact, the public authorities of Ethiopia have
gone to different lengths to address the gender inequality issue
in the country. The government has enshrined this in the
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existing education and training policy of 1994. Additionally, girls’
education was supported by numerous government strategies, such
as the National Girl’s Education Strategy, the Ethiopian Women’s
Empowerment Package, etc.

2.5 The school administrators’ role in
promoting gender equality

Schools are one of the social foundations where gender
imbalance is generally predominant. As a result, those in positions
of authority in schools must take the situation seriously and
attempt to devise and implement various solutions to the problem
(Bertocchi and Bozzano, 2019). Following this, scholars such
as Karlsson and Simonsson (2008) presented the accompanying
significant systems that managers and teachers in primary and
secondary schools can use to advance gender fairness in schools:
making a sex-evenhanded school culture by handling gender
imbalances (Bertocchi and Bozzano, 2019), applying the high
achievement assumption to all people (Karlsson and Simonsson,
2008), using a wide variety of strategies as a vehicle for
documenting and challenging gender segregation (Bertocchi and
Bozzano, 2019), and providing well-targeted assistance for those in
need (Karlsson and Simonsson, 2008).

The role of men and parents in reconciling women’s private and
professional lives is now the focus of European Union regulations
(Scambor et al., 2014). Concerning the school principals’ jobs,
scholars do not appear to have settled on whether a male or
female is the most viable candidate to address sexual orientation-
related issues in schools. The current standard and conviction
are that female principals are more worried than males. Late
exploration (Blunch and Das, 2015) contradicts recent belief, and
discoveries keep showing no massive contrast between males and
females, intending to cause gender gap awkwardness. Mutuality
and collaboration among diverse stakeholders are crucial, so both
genders are the most effective methods of promoting equality
between the genders (Scambor et al., 2014).

3 Materials and methods

The multisite case study design helped the researcher explore
the lived experiences of respondents about women leaders’
contributions to lessening gender bias in an academic environment
(Tomaszewski et al., 2020). The researcher selected a multisite
qualitative case study for three compelling reasons. First, the
design helps to study the phenomenon in different settings,
researchers can identify common themes and patterns that may
extend beyond the specific cases studied (Jenkins et al., 2018).
Second, the design allows one to draw attention to patterns
and discrepancies while establishing a thorough description of
every situation (Tomaszewski et al, 2020). Finally, the design
allows for direct comparison but emphasize description, discovery,
and theory building (Tomaszewski et al., 2020). The study was
accomplished by exploring how respondents felt about the role
of female school heads in reducing gender inequality in primary
schools (Jenkins et al., 2018).
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3.1 Sampling

The Sheka zone in the newly emerged Southwestern People’s
Region serves as a distinctive backdrop for examining social role
theory principles within the educational system. Despite having 95
primary schools, only 13 are led by female principals, prompting
purposeful sampling aligned with social role theory. This targeted
approach focuses on the 13 female-led primary schools, seeking
to capture the unique perspectives and roles of female principals,
harmonizing with social role theory principles.

In tandem, the study recruits 13 experienced and newly
deployed teachers, utilizing a snowball sampling technique to
address challenges in identifying assertive teachers, aligning with
social role theory’s recognition of varied teacher roles shaped by
authority figures. Similarly, the recruitment of seven male and six
female students from all selected schools using a snowball sampling
technique reflects social role theory principles, recognizing
students’ social dynamics and their ability to express ideas.

Principals nominated key informants, ensuring representation
from each school and acknowledging students as vital contributors.
The study engages one female school head, one female or male
teacher, and one male or female student in each school, mirroring
social role theory’s emphasis on recognizing diverse roles within
each educational setting. The multisite case study design, coupled
with the decision to generalize findings (Benzer et al., 2013), aligns
with social role theory by acknowledging context-specific role
variations in different educational settings. This comprehensive
approach integrates sampling techniques that capture the nuanced
roles of female principals, teachers, and students within the Sheka
zone’s educational context, contributing to a holistic understanding
informed by social role theory principles.

3.2 Data collection

In this study, the researcher used both interviews and focus
group discussions for complementary purposes. In this integrated
approach, interviews provide detailed individual insights, while
FGDs capture broader group dynamics and diverse perspectives,
both essential for a comprehensive understanding of the roles
and challenges faced by female principals in addressing gender
inequality in schools.

3.2.1 Interview

The study conducted interviews with 13 female principals
tasked with minimizing gender gaps. The choice of female
principals for interviews was deliberate, considering their busy
schedules and limited availability for participating in focus group
discussions. Consequently, the researcher interviewed them at
their convenience. The interview guide, designed for flexibility,
facilitated the detection of respondents’ non-verbal behaviors
and yielded a higher response rate compared to a questionnaire
(Audet and d’Amboise, 2001). Interviews were also instrumental in
probing respondents’ responses (Jiménez and Orozco, 2021).

The content of the interviews delved into various aspects,
including how gender inequality manifests in the school system,

Frontiersin Education

05

10.3389/feduc.2024.1383942

the governments support for female principals to enhance their
effectiveness, how female principals address gender equality issues,
and the acceptance of their role by society and the school
community. To ensure the robustness of the interview protocol,
three experts from Addis Ababa University in the fields of
education and psychology were invited to provide feedback, and
their concerns were duly considered.

The interviews were conducted in the Amharic language, the
official language of Ethiopia, as both the researcher and respondents
communicated more effectively in Amharic than in English. To
bridge any language gaps, two language experts were enlisted to
translate the English version of the interview guide to Amharic and
vice versa. The interview sessions took place between December
10, 2019, and December 30, 2019, with an average duration of
40 min per session. The researcher obtained permission from each
participant before recording the interview responses.

3.2.2 Focus group discussion

The study conducted focus group discussions (FGDs) with
13 male and female students and 13 male and female teachers,
as the interaction of these respondents provided an in-depth
understanding of the roles of female principals. Regarding the
number of FGDs, there are no specific requirements, but it
can be determined by the research objectives and available
resources (Rabiee, 2004). Hennink et al. (2019) suggest using 6-
10 participants in one group, as this size is large enough to promote
diverse perspectives and small enough for effective group dynamics.
Following these recommendations, the 13 students were divided
into two groups, with one group having six members and the other
group having seven members. The same grouping approach was
applied to the teachers’ groups.

Focus groups can illuminate disparities in viewpoints across
various groups and reveal a variety of opinions and feelings about
specific topics (Rabiee, 2004). FGDs are cost-effective and data-rich,
stimulating participants and assisting them in recalling significant
incidents, allowing for a more comprehensive exploration than
the responses of a single individual interviewed (Scheelbeek et al.,
2020). However, FGDs have limitations when one individual acts as
an interviewer and note-taker throughout interviews (Scheelbeek
et al., 2020). To address this drawback, the researcher recruited an
expert to record the group interview responses without additional
responsibility for the entire FGD.

To prevent data loss, the sessions were recorded with
permission from all group interviewees. The researcher served as
the facilitator, prepared structured discussion guides, and managed
the group interviews. The FGDs comprised four sessions: two
group interviews for teachers and two for students. The topics of
discussion included how gender inequality manifests in the school
system, how the government supports female principals to enhance
their effectiveness, how the society and school community accept
their role as principals, and how female principals mitigate gender
equality problems.

Like the interviews, the researcher employed Ambharic as the
medium of discussion, and language experts performed forward
and backward translations from Amharic to English and vice versa.
The FGDs were conducted from January 5, 2020, to January 30,
2020, with an average duration of 2 h.
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The methodological rigor was assured by the following
mechanisms: first, the data was gathered from different groups of
people (female principals, teachers, and students). Second, data
was gathered using different research methods (interviews and
focus group discussions). Finally, after transcribing the data, the
researcher provided the transcriptions to female principals and
teachers to see if the transcriptions matched their responses.
Therefore, the researcher’s job was to describe each participant’s
viewpoint with as much detail and honesty as he could.

3.3 Data analysis

The qualitative analysis software known as NVivo 11 was used
in this study. The data analysis was divided into six stages (Braun
and Clarke, 2006). Firstly, two linguistic scholars converted the
transcribed Ambharic version into English and handed over 150
pages. The interview transcripts were loaded into the NVivo 11
application in the second phase, and 400 codes emerged. After
listening to the recording and rereading the transcription in step
three, these 400 codes emerged as 18 themes with 12 themes
with gender inequality in schools and 6 themes with women’s
roles as principals. Fourth, the researcher identified themes and
sub-themes, and different themes with similar ideas developed.
Stage five involved differentiating every theme’s nature, recognizing
the themes’ cruxes, and defining the type of data every theme
apprehended. This stage, which Braun and Clarke (2006) refer

10.3389/feduc.2024.1383942

to as a subsequent refining stage, is where various themes are
explored to determine the stories that each informs. When refining,
the study examined how each theme fit with the overall goals
of the research and how the information supported the research
questions. The refinement process was created to reduce excessive
theme crossover. Consequently, two major themes were found:
sexual abuse and teacher gender bias for the first research question,
and acting as a role model and offering guidance for the second
question. In stage six, the researcher used direct quotations to
support the themes in the reports. For details, please refer to the
thematic analysis map presented in Figure 1 below.

The researcher identifies interviewees and discussants by using
groups of respondents’ initial letters (“P” for female principal, “MT”
for male teacher, “FT” for female teacher, “MS” for male students,
and “FS” for female student), along with consecutive numbers to
locate everyone to enhance the confidentiality and anonymity of
the informants in the study.

3.4 Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was not required for the studies involving
human participants in accordance with the local legislation and
institutional requirements. The research was approved by the Sheka
Zone Education Bureau and by the principal of each participating
school. Written informed consent for participation in the study was
obtained from the participants.

Thematic Analysis Map

1. Gender bias in school
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FIGURE 1
Thematic analysis map.
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4 Findings

The responses gathered from both interviews and focus group
discussions underscore that gender equality in education faces
obstacles arising from factors within schools as well as those
external to the school environment. However, this study specifically
centers on presenting school-related factors. The researcher has
categorized these factors into two overarching themes: gender
bias in school practices and sexual abuse. Moreover, the theme
elucidating the role of female principals in mitigating gender
inequality is presented after the sexual abuse theme. Consequently,
the subsequent section offers a detailed explanation of each theme.

4.1 Gender bias in school practices

Female students have observed a prevalent inclination among
most teachers, including females, toward boys, perceiving them
as more intelligent than their female counterparts. According
to these sources, teachers hold the belief that female students
rely on their male counterparts for academic support. Discussant
FS#3 expressed disbelief, stating, “I am always amazed at our
teachers’ opinions because when they enter the classroom, they
often ask male students to remind them where they left off from
yesterday’s lesson.”

In line with social role theory, discussants highlight the
manifestation of gender bias in education, emphasizing how
teachers consistently assign leadership roles to boys, thereby
perpetuating traditional gendered roles within the classroom
dynamics. For instance, Discussant FS#10 asserted, “The bias
against female students becomes more apparent when teachers
consistently assign boys to lead group activities, reserving only
5%—7% of leadership roles for female students.” Female students
also reported that teachers generally favor male students, reacting
differently when boys and girls answer questions. Discussant FS#1
noted, “Teachers use expressions like tremendous or superb when
boys correctly answer questions. Conversely, females responses
lead the teachers to be perplexed.” Social role theory contributes
to understanding how deeply rooted societal beliefs about gender
roles impact the educational environment, perpetuating biases that
female students encounter. Based on female students” experiences,
the researcher foresees a challenging future for improving the
education system in the country.

Male students responses affirmed the existence of gender
bias related to textbook utilization. Discussant MS#7 stated,
“Homeroom teachers form groups of male and female students
due to a shortage of books. However, male students consistently
use the books and hand them over to female students at the
11th hour when assignment deadlines approach.” Female principals
acknowledged the lack of textbooks and the resultant grouping, but
they do not recognize that such practices foster gender bias. Female
teachers argued that mixing males and females in one group is
unfair, reflecting societal beliefs in gender inequality. Male students,
influenced by societal norms, replicate this behavior due to the
prevalent male dominance over resources.

Gender bias persists in examination and assignment results
as well. Discussant MS#13 argued, “When female students score
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high in an examination, teachers question if she copied from a
male student.” Male teachers confirmed this perception, with one
stating, “Since female students have limited time to study due
to household responsibilities, doubts arise when a female student
excels in examinations” (Discussant MT#5). Even female teachers
expressed skepticism about the capabilities of female students. One
of them remarked, “In my experience, female students often cheat
in exams, and when a female student scores high, I am amazed by
her performance” (Discussant FT#8).

Female principals’ reactions to these challenges aligned
somewhat with other groups’ responses. Teachers undermining
of female students’ efforts perpetuate traditional gendered
phenomena. Interviewee P#9 emphasized, “Nobody should deny
the prevalence of teacher bias in schools, although the seriousness
of the issue varies from department to department.” This suggests
that gender discrimination is rooted in society and deeply
embedded in the school community. While female principals are
tasked with minimizing gender bias, the lack of awareness about
the importance of female students’ education among families,
society, and teachers poses a significant challenge.

4.2 Sexual harassment

Various factors impact the academic achievement of female
students, with sexual harassment playing a predominant role.
Within the school compound, male teachers and boys engage in
practices of sexual harassment, manifested through verbal abuse
and intimidation directed at female students. The involvement of
teachers in such behaviors is deemed disreputable and indecent
by female students. Discussant S#6 revealed, “Some teachers use
inappropriate language with females, encouraging sexual advances
and touching sensitive areas like breasts. I am ashamed of such
teachers as they forget the ethical standards of their profession.”

Another distressing aspect is the accusation by female
students that boys contribute to their low academic achievements.
Discussant S#4 stated, “In grades 7 and 8, male students often
pressure female students for sexual intercourse. When females
refuse, the consequence is public insult and sometimes bullying by
male students in front of their peers.”

Male
acknowledge the prevalence of sexual harassment, with Discussant

students, influenced by societal expectations,
MS#3 explained, “Verbal abuse is common in our school; I grew
up in a society that believes beautiful girls should be verbally
abused and groomed for future wives.” This reflects the impact
of social role theory on normalizing abusive behavior toward
females. Similarly, male teachers contribute to the discourse, with
Discussant MT#10 admitted, “Some teachers also engage in sexual
assault when there are no eyewitnesses,” revealing power dynamics
influenced by societal norms. The affirmation of the issue’s gravity
by female teachers, as expressed by Discussant FT#4, underscores
social role theory, emphasizing deeply ingrained gender roles
victimizing females in various educational roles and the need for a
comprehensive approach to foster a safe educational space.

Many female teachers revealed that they often receive
harassment complaints from female students. The researcher

sought to understand if reports of sexual assault increased during
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the tenure of female principals compared to male principals.
Most female teachers confirmed that female students feel more
comfortable reporting assault cases to female principals. Discussant
FT#13 stated, “In my seven years at this school, reports of sexual
assault were fewer when male principals held positions compared
to when women were in charge.” Female teachers explained that
female students trust female principals more and report harassment
freely, even if there are no human witnesses.

Despite this positive contribution of female principals, the
difficulty in combating sexual harassment is emphasized. Female
teachers reported incidents of male teachers and boys assaulting
female students to female principals, but the progress in
minimizing harassment remains insufficient. Discussant FT#9
asserted, “While we discuss sexual assault issues in staff meetings,
our efforts have not brought improvement in minimizing
sexual harassment.”

Female principals also acknowledged the prevalence of sexual
harassment faced by female students within school settings.
Directors receive 5-10 grievances related to female sexual
harassment per week. When asked about measures taken to
reduce sexual harassment, most female principals highlighted
the challenges in combatting such behavior. Interviewee P#7
noted, “Male teachers and boys often bully female students in
secluded areas, making it difficult for victims to have witnesses.
Accusing teachers and boys becomes challenging due to the lack
of human witnesses.”

The respondents acknowledged that reporting of sexual
assault cases has increased since female principals assumed
positions, reflecting a positive change. However, eliminating sexual
harassment at the school level remains challenging due to its deep-
rooted nature in society. Male teachers and boys often target female
students away from witnesses, and the lack of CCTV cameras in
schools, compounded by societal constraints, hinders the disclosure
of such hidden issues. Ethiopian law requires three eyewitnesses
to accuse an individual, making it difficult to hold perpetrators
accountable. The educational environment for females appears
inhospitable as both teachers and students contribute to unethical
behaviors initiated against the students.

4.3 Female principals’ role in minimizing
gender imbalances

In discerning the role of female principals in mitigating gender
bias, respondents’ insights were categorized into two themes: acting
as role models and providing guidance and counseling for female
teachers and students. The details of these themes are presented
as follows.

4.3.1 Female principals as role models

Most female directors contend that the appointment of
female principals has significantly contributed to addressing
gender disparities. Interviewee P#12 noted, “Since assuming an
administrative role, female teachers have admired me and sought
insights into how I navigated traditionally assigned male roles.

Frontiersin Education

10.3389/feduc.2024.1383942

Moreover, I have observed that female teachers have been inspired
to take on leadership roles in primary schools.”

Similarly, another interviewee, P#11, stated, “Female teachers
often approach my office seeking advice on effectively managing
schools. They request recommendations for books that have guided
me in efficient school management.” Additional female principals
shared that women inquire about training opportunities for female
teachers aspiring to lead schools, inspired by the presence of women
in top positions. Overall, directors emphasized that their ascent to
leadership positions has positively influenced gender imbalances
in schools.

Female students echoed the importance of having female
principals in top positions. Discussant FS#5 asserted, “While
walking to school, I frequently hear comments from people
suggesting that I, as a girl, cannot contribute significantly to society.
Nevertheless, witnessing women in top positions encourages me
to pursue my education. A female principal serves as my role
model.” Other female students expressed similar sentiments, with
one sharing her experience. Discussant FS#1 stated, “Male students
discourage me from continuing my education, claiming I am
old enough to marry and bear children. I consistently assert
my importance to society’s development, with female principals
serving as my references during these arguments.” Male students
also acknowledged the role of female principals as role models.
Discussant MS#2 stated, “Female principals undoubtedly serve as
role models for girls, having overcome various obstacles to reach
their positions.”

Both male and female teachers recognized the significant
impact of female school heads as role models, illustrating the
role of social role theory in reshaping perceptions of gendered
roles in educational leadership. Discussant FT#6 acknowledged the
commitment of female principals and highlights, “In a society with
gendered roles, women are assigned the role of school head. Despite
societal attitudes, she leads the school. Inspired by her example,
I aspire to become a school leader.” This statement reflects how
social role theory contributes to understanding the transformative
influence of female leaders breaking societal norms. Male teachers
affirm the role-model status of female principals, emphasizing
the necessity of competent female leaders to challenge traditional
stereotypes of gendered roles. Social role theory underscores the
importance of competent appointments to address the gender
gap effectively, preventing inadvertent reinforcement of traditional
gendered roles that perpetuate exclusive leadership positions
for males.

4.3.2 Providing guidance and counseling to
women

Female principals offer valuable advice to female students,
acting as mentors and providing solutions to various challenges.
Female teachers and students shared their experiences, with some
male teachers adhering to traditional gender norms.

One female teacher acknowledged female principals as older
sisters, seeking their guidance on personal and professional matters.
Discussant FT#12 stated, “When facing challenges in my life
and job, I consult my principal for solutions, viewing her as
a source of guidance.” Another female teacher attested to the
supportive interactions during tea breaks, appreciating the female
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principal’s perspectives that aided in problem-solving. However,
male teachers tend to consult their male colleagues due to ingrained
gender norms.

Female students also seek guidance from female principals,
especially during significant life events. Discussant FS#4 argued,
“When I experienced the initial menstruation, I was disturbed and
cried, and I approached the principal and told her what happened
to me, and the director told me that the situation was normal, and
she guided me to feel free.” Another female student appreciated her
principal’s support and emphasized how a female perspective can
relate to menstrual issues.

Conversely, some female students expressed dissatisfaction,
perceiving the female principal’s appointment as exacerbating their
concerns. One student cited instances of inappropriate language
as follows “Female students, burdened by home responsibilities,
arrive late.” The female principal, noticing a student, employs harsh
discipline and uses inappropriate language, undermining female
student’s worth, saying, “You are useless” (discussant FS#12).

While female principals exhibited strength in enforcing rules,
the criticism points to unmet expectations. Respondents desire
additional efforts from female principals in addressing gender
inequality, expecting measures like tutorial classes and discussions
on sexual harassment to be consistently implemented. However, the
challenges arise from the multiple roles female principals navigate,
including political involvement, leading to unmet expectations and
dissatisfaction among teachers and students.

The discussion on unmet expectations led the researcher
to probe further. Some respondents suggested that political
obligations and the political nomination process contribute to
female principals prioritizing political matters over educational
responsibilities. The perception that political connections influence
appointments that leads to less competent individuals occupying
leadership positions.

High expectations persist among female students, reflecting a
desire for female principals to address various issues. However,
the challenging nature of reducing gender inequality is attributed
to the prioritization of political matters in a predominantly
male-dominated realm. In summary, while female principals play
crucial roles as mentors and counselors, the unmet expectations
stem from political obligations, less competent appointments, and
the challenging environment of working in a male-dominated
political landscape.

5 Discussions

This study’s findings, revealing teachers’ gender biases favoring
male students and undermining female students’ exceptional
performances, align with social role theory. The notion of
women’s predisposition to underperform in the classroom reflects
societal expectations, in line with Adeosun and Owolabi (2021).
Cognitive science results, emphasizing the influence of early
self-concept formation and post-primary school norms, resonate
with the theory (Levorsen et al, 2023). This is consistent with
cognitive dissonance theory (Jouini et al., 2018), as individuals
facing stereotyping may lack confidence and underperform.
Despite evidence that educating women is more valuable
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(Patrinos and Psacharopoulos, 2020), societal expectations persist,
reinforcing traditional gender roles.

The study also found that sexual harassment is a severe problem
that hinders female students’ academic achievements. Male teachers
and students harass female students. When female students deny
their male counterparts’ proposals, they will be insulted or bullied
in front of their friends. This finding resonates with Mekonnen and
Wubneh (2022) findings. They examined the aggregate incidence
of sexual misconduct among female students in Ethiopia using an
extensive review and meta-analysis. They discovered that around
half of Ethiopia’s female pupils had been victims of sexual assault.
Additionally, the findings of these scholars (Worke et al., 2020)
align with this discovery, indicating that sexual harassment is
prevalent in their respective study regions.

However, many schools struggle with inadequate and poorly
enforced policies on sexual misconduct, exacerbating the issue.
Reporting mechanisms are often lacking, and clear procedures for
handling complaints are not in place. Students and staff frequently
do not know how to report incidents, leading to a culture of silence
and fear of retaliation. Without proper education on recognizing,
preventing, and responding to sexual abuse, the school community
remains at risk. Teachers and administrators may not be sufficiently
trained to handle disclosures of abuse or provide appropriate
support to victims. Additionally, enforcement of existing policies
is often weak. Even when policies exist, there may be a lack of
accountability and follow-through, fostering a culture of impunity.
This failure to enforce consequences can discourage victims from
coming forward, knowing that their complaints may not result in
meaningful action.

One serious problem with sexual assault in the study area
was that female students claimed the behavior but had no
human witnesses, and it is impossible to accuse a man without
eyewitnesses. The school environment in emerging regions is
completely different from developed ones that have installed
cameras everywhere. Hence, the only option is eyewitnesses, but
the harassers do not commit such unwanted behavior in front
of other people. Hence, scholars such as Gerke et al. (2023),
Gruber and Fineran (2016), and Morais et al. (2018) condemned
the fact that sexual assault has more adverse effects on learning
outcomes because it more strongly arouses sexist and heterosexist
stereotypes, lowers pupil participation in school, and isolates pupils
from instructors.

The literature highlighting the potential of female leaders
to alleviate workplace gender imbalances aligns with social role
theory. Studies propose that women in leadership diminish the
significance of gender identity, reducing discrimination (Blau
et al, 2012; Glass and Cook, 2016). However, this study reveals
the nascent stage of female school principals’ role in reducing
gender inequality. Political affiliations determine leadership in
Ethiopian schools (Aklilu et al, 2021), leading to a lack of
education management expertise (Aklilu, 2022). The appointment
of principals before leadership training and inadequacies in
the trainings breadth and depth further hinder their impact
(Gurmu, 2020). This underscores the need to revisit assumptions
in nominations, advocating for competitive female leaders in
education. Additionally, female principals face obstacles like work-
life balance (Smidt et al., 2017), fear factors (Tomas et al., 2010),
insufficient support (Diehl, 2014), and social stigma (Maheshwari
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etal., 2023), as documented in global literature. As these factors are
widely stated in the literature and prevalent throughout the globe,
Ethiopia is not free from the stated obstacles for female principals’
effectiveness in discharging their responsibilities. Understanding
and addressing these factors are crucial for enhancing the
effectiveness of female principals, aligning with social role theory’s
emphasis on societal expectations and roles.

The study revealed that female principals act as role models for
female students because education in Ethiopia is male-dominated.
Out of active teachers at primary schools (grades 1-8), only 40%
are female teachers (MoE, 2021). Comparing the homogeneous
leadership styles of male and female leaders in higher education,
coworkers, colleagues, and students seem more likely to have
favorable fundamental experiences with female leaders (Madsen,
2012). According to an investigation into Latin American Hispanic
women leaders in school, these women identified as role models as a
part of their culture. Most participants acknowledged having some
sense of obligation to serve as a good example (Montas-Hunter,
2012). The findings underscore the importance of involving
many competent females in leadership positions, which neutralizes
gender-socialized roles such as caring for entire families and house
chore activities because girls and female teachers began to think
about the possibility of managing a large organization traditionally
assigned to men.

6 Conclusions

The study highlights the pervasive nature of gender inequality
in the primary schools of the Sheka zone, deeply rooted in societal
expectations and traditional gender roles. Teachers’ gender biases
favor male students, undermining the achievements of female
students, while female students face significant challenges such as
sexual harassment, which severely impacts their academic success.
The lack of comprehensive policies and reporting mechanisms
exacerbates these issues, creating a hostile environment for
female students.

Additionally, the
underutilized role of female school principals in combating gender

study underscores the crucial yet
inequality. Despite their potential to reduce gender imbalances and
serve as role models, female principals face numerous obstacles,
including political influences on appointments, work-life balance
challenges, insufficient support, fear of failure, and societal stigma.
These barriers limit their effectiveness in addressing gender
inequality. To enhance their impact, there is a need for greater
support, training, and a shift in societal attitudes toward women in
leadership roles.

7/ Implication of the study

Female principals contribute to minimizing gender inequality
in school settings by being role models and counselors for female
students. However, there are issues that cannot be solved by
female or male principals, such as gendered roles in the society
that manifest in school settings, sexual assault in the absence of
eyewitnesses, and the security of female principals if they take
measures on disciplinary issues. In a society that believes smart
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girls should be verbally abused and groomed for future wives, what
can women principals do in an insecure environment? Therefore,
to minimize gender inequality in schools, potential stakeholders
such as female principals, parents, society, and government should
take their responsibilities. The study has implications for the stated
stakeholders as follows.

7.1 Implication for female principals

This study highlights the challenges female principals face in
addressing gender biases and fostering a favorable educational
environment. Persistent biases among teachers influence students’
self-concepts, requiring female principals to confront these
ingrained issues, including the pervasive problem of sexual
harassment. To ensure a safe and secure environment for students,
schools must implement comprehensive measures against sexual
abuse, such as establishing clear policies, mandatory training, and
accessible reporting mechanisms. Empowering female leadership
is crucial for reducing gender inequality and advocating for
protective measures. Overcoming obstacles like work-life balance,
social stigma, and political affiliations is essential for female
principals to effectively serve as role models, challenge gender-
socialized roles, and cultivate a positive school culture that supports
all students. Additionally, engaging the broader community to
reinforce these efforts is vital in creating a supportive and inclusive
educational environment.

7.2 Implication for parents

Parents are key agents in creating a more fair and inclusive
education system. They can challenge gender biases, celebrate both
male and female achievements, and encourage their children to
pursue academic excellence and support each other. They can
also communicate openly about sexual harassment, educate their
children on respect and consent, and empower them to speak out.
Moreover, they can support their daughters’ leadership ambitions,
advocate for female school principals’ training, and challenge
work-life balance issues and gender stereotypes. Thus, parents can
foster a culture of effective female leadership and gender equality
in education.

7.3 Implications for society

Society should confront gender bias in education by changing
norms and policies that sustain it. This involves advocating for
equal opportunities, anti-harassment measures, and safe reporting
systems for all students. Society should also reform leadership
appointments to prioritize competency and diversity, and support
female leaders in education by challenging stereotypes, addressing
obstacles, and fostering inclusivity. This would enhance leadership
effectiveness and diversity, and provide diverse role models for
students and educators.
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7.4 Implication for government

The study shows the government’s challenges in transforming
education. A strategic approach is needed to address gender biases
in education. Educators should be trained to raise awareness
of biases and ensure equal opportunities for all students. The
government should also fight sexual harassment in schools by
enforcing policies, reporting systems, and security measures.
Moreover, the government should reform leadership appointments
to prioritize competency and diversity, and support female leaders
in education by addressing their challenges, enhancing their
training, and promoting their representation. These steps are
essential for creating a more fair and effective education system.

Future research is crucial in proving or disproving this study’s
findings because the research region for this study was only one
zone with 39 respondents. It is also recommendable to conduct
a quantitative survey that involves various samples and research
regions and leads to the generalization of female principals’ roles
in minimizing gender inequality in Ethiopian educational contexts.
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