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Why Women Teachers Say “Stuff It’ to Promotion: a failure
of equal opportunities?

PAM BOULTON & JOHN COLDRON, Shefleld Hallam Unicersity. UK

ABSTRAC The study contributes o vwr understanding of the less obvious ways m which gender
dicwsiins al management level i schools are perpetuated. The authors examine « sitwatum i which a
confident. ambitions. well-qualifed woman teacher chose not to apply for internal promotion to a
managemen! position. The context w5 a comprehensive school with a proven commitment to tsues of
equaliy. Gorernors and the head of the school were determined to encourage women applicants. Defict
mudel., “trait” models, and traditional patterns of gender hostility are all considered vel provide a less than
adequnle explanation. Instead, complex mdicidual behaviour patterns and external constramis influence
events within an apparerdly positive equal opportumities limate. Analysis of these events and the parts
plavea reveal subtle yet powerful gender dimensions beland a_foreground of financial pressuves and budget
culy.

Picture a confident and capable woman Leslevi who 1s head of o large faculty in a
comprehensive school. She is ambitous and hopes (o move into management. Her
colleagues regard her highlv, and when a post of deputy head becomes vacant in the
school she and her colleagues expect that she will apply. and feel that she has a good
chance of geting the post. Add o this that the vacancy has meant that there are
curreatly no women on the management team, and it is known that the governors and
senior management of the school wish o encourage applications Irom women. This is a
stucy of the complex factors which contributed 10 Lesley’s decision that she would not
apply for the post  indeed. that she would gaze at her unfinished application on the
computer screen at home aad say “swfl it

Meast of the carly sociological literature relating to women’s carcers in teaching has
suffered [rom a number of assumptions, which incdude a deficit model of swomen. a
persisient tendeney o see women in family role terms, and a pervasive ideology of
individual choice. In terms of providing explanadons for the underrepresentation of
womcn in school management, the deficic model embraces a perceived lack of maotivation
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130 P. Boulton & . Coldron

and aspiration. as well as the more obvious dehiciencies which emerge from definitons
of management skills and qualides as those commonly associated with masculinity. The
growing feminist critique of these ideas has been wide-ranging. Works such as that by
Svlvia Walby 1986 . though not explicitly addressing education. have sought to explain
cruployment patterns as the interrelationship of patriarchal and capitalist relatons.
Women's roles In organisations have been explored by writers such as Cockburn 1991
aridd Marshall 1995 Specifically within teaching. stercotvpicat assumpuons about man-
agement and management style have been challenged by case studies such as those
presented by Ozga (19935 and the noton of women rejecting the current values
assoctated with "management” and desiring to reconceptualise the term has been
highhghted by writers such as Al-Khalifa {1989 and Ball & Goodson 11985 A eritique
of eriterta for promotability has been developed with evidence of how those with power
10 promote iterpret notions such as commitment and acceptance partially and to the
disadvantage of women managers (Scase & Gollee, 1989 Coldron & Povey, 1992,
Stadies of semor women teachers’ carcers have also revealed the importance of
sponsorship Evews, 19870 and the need for o supportve ambience and neuvorking as
necessary strategics for change Burton & Weiner, 19931 Gradually the emphasis on
mdividual choice has given wav 1o an examinaion of constraints (Shakeshalt. 1989;
Orga. 19930 Adler e ol 19931, a debate which in some wavs parallels the competing
explanatory claims of structure and agency.

It 15 hoped that an analysis of this woman's experience can illuminate some of these
ssues and convey the micro-processes which work against women's attainment of
management posiuons. [ s not a story of a woman facing barriers and prejudice at
muerview and appoimtment stage -for instance, a vicum of the raie model deseribed by
Morgan ¢ al. [1983] for eventually she did not apply for the available promoton.
Netther is 1t a story of @ woman lacking confidence in her abilities to gain promotion and
funcuon as a manager. thus encouraging a deficit model of analysis. Nor does it deal with
Lowoman working in a clearly gender-hostile cimate such as that deseribed by Mahoney

19857 or Jones 1985+ for the school has a hewer reputaton than most for its concern
with equality 1ssues.

The study examines the way i which the actons of a woman within o particular
sensitive sitwation are controlled by gender  what seems like choiee being instead about
constraint. The study also throws some illumimation on the actions of men and women
operaung within a framework of compliance with some kind of idcological correctness
trving to pursue best equal opportunities practice as thev saw it. and at the same tume
being mfluenced by complex subjectivities and lovalues. Finallv, i structural terms, one
of the aspects explored in this study is the influence of the current English context of
diminishing resources in schools —a number of key decisions m this case were mfluenced
b budgetary considerations. Thus, we hope 1o make a contribution to the lierature on
women's carcers and teaching, by wlling how sexual divisions are perpetuated, whilst not
chiming o be able fully to explam why these divisions occur (Acker, 1994, p. 87

In this case study a series of post-cvent interviews as conducted with those closely
ivolved with events. These included menmbers of management, Chair of Governors and
a number of other stafl. The key players were given more attention in that more than
one interview was held with Lesley ithe woman who is the focus of the study, the
headteacher, and Jeft ithe man who was appeinted . It is important to note that the data
these interviewees provide ke dhe form of recollections and refiections on their own
actions and atuudes, and on the acnons and atitdes of others. The responses in the
irterview were made with regard w the self-view of the interviewee, a view mediated
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Wh TWamen Teachers Decline Promolion 151

by wcknowledgement that the mterviewer was committed to principles of social jusice
and emancipation. Within this context, we noted a genuine desive by participants o
explore and explain events and to get at what they felt (o be “the truth™. even where this
entailed @ enucal examination of their own attitudes and behaviour. Because  the
mterview data are seen as the major source of our conclusions, and because the kev
plavers considered their words carefully and honestly, quotations from them are used
extensively throughout.

‘It Was All Influenced by Money’

The school n question was enduring a period of annual, almos: crippling. budget cuts,
With a central government committed to cutting public expenditure. the local education
authority  LEA which was responsible for setung the school’s annual budget was not
onhy making cuts overall in s educaton budget. but was also adjusting the hudget to
favor primary schools at the expense of secondary, In this context. as in many other
English schools, w decision was taken 10 cut the size of the management team when the
opportunity arose. Management contraction as a strategy for cuuing costs had been
presented 1o the school governors some considerable time before any resignations were
imminent. As soon @s was feasible, ateam of three deputy heads was to he reduced to
o, There were two predicted resignatons from deputy heads  -one man  through
retirement and one woman - the only woman on management  through promouon.
The predictions proved accurate. As the two vacancies arose, they were to be pruned to
one advertsed post. Some concerns that the only remaining managers were male were
voiced, bur they were muted as it was envisaged by those in positons to influence
appeintments for example the head and Chair of Governors; that the appoimment of
a woman was both desirable and possible.

It was ar this stage that a series of financiallv-mouvated deasions was made which
would adversely affeet the chances of 4 woman being appointed. The first decision was
to appoint a temporary eting deputy head pending news from the LEA of the nexi
hudget ronne. The second decision was to extend (his acting post across two terms as
budect decisions were delaved. The final decision, and perhaps the most eractal one, was
that an external appointment could not be afforded and the permanent deputy head
woul-d dherefore he an ternal appointment.

Leslev was a member of staff in the school. a faculiy head who was viewed by mam
as a likely candidace for promotion, perhaps the most obvious woman candidare for a
depury head job:

Fean't think of someone who is more entitled 1o expect to move onto sentor

nanagement than Lesiev. male member of stadl
As the series of decisions deseribed above unfolded, it was confidently expected that she
woilid apply for the post and would stand o strong chance:
iwas widelv assumed she would apphy for the post. female member of staff
weslev was outstanding. male member of siaft

How did this series of decisions affect Lier? Tir teris of the acting appomtment there was
an uegent need for someone to bolster what was at this poirt a very smali senior
manevement eam. Phe acting post was, with minimum delave given o a man Jeft
in 4 senior posttion whose current post of sixth form responsibiline: most obviously
approximated to the envisaged deputy head role.
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At a governors’ meeting concern was expressed that an acting appomunent might
atfect the outcome of anv decisions on a permanent post-holder, 1.e. that Jeff would be
advantaged in terms of the permanent appointment. The issuc of the possibility of an
all-male management team was rased. The governors therefore decided that the post
should be temporary for one term only. The head also tried to make clear that the acting
role would not influence the permanent appoimtment. and stated that every etfort would
he made to encourage women to apply when the permanent post was advertised:

We have rewntten all the advertising hrerature deliberately to ... make it
appealing to women
Bui from Leslev's perspectve the decision to appoint Jeft. and then to extend the
temporary appointment. had a massive influence. Her respect for Jeft was apparent when
she deseribed his ensuing work as acting depuy:
Shd into 1t did a bnlliant job. superb job, T wouldn’t want to detract anvthing
from him m what he has achieved.

Allied with this respect was the view that the way he had taken the opportunmity afforded
by the acting role o demonsurate his ability, would itself create a barnier:

The way Tsaw it was that T was up against someone who had already proven
himselt in that role ... had done a brilhant job. there’s no issue about it there.
When the financially-driven decision that the post would onlyv he advertised mnternally
emerged. Jetls effeetive acting status assumed even more importance. {or although Lesley
sas herself as possessing the skills and qualitics for the job, she saw the sitwaton by this

stage as less than “open’:
I T felt 10 was an open field, an open challenge. open, equal opportuniwy, ['d
go for it like a shot. If' T was going for 1t as an external candidate T wouldn't
bat an evelid, not for one minute.
As she talked it emerged that she identified JeIT's proven abilitv not as a perecived barrier
t: her bemg appointed. but as a major feature of a barrier of opposition to her which
miight afleet her willingness to apply for the post. She was asked if the problem was that
Jett was the perfect match for the job:
There’s more to 1t than that -the fact that there was an applicant who had
been doing the job and had done it well ... There was the fact that o lot of
stall saw 1t as Jefl's right to have that job because it was the sixth form. And
I think that is where, if T was feeling any ammosity at the time, or any
opposition, it was because of that ... it would probably have manitested itself
in people saving things like, well T don™t know how Lesley can consider going
for that job., what does she know about sixth form!
Her emphasis on the deputy head's responsibility area was important hecause up to the
point when the permanent post was advertised, Lesley was convineed that the new post
would be significantly different from the one Jefl' was doing. When the advert appeared
she saw 1o her dismay that 1t was called Head of Sixth Form. Her worries about the
attitudles of her colleagues became more apparent:
1 could see. if I'd have got that job, ['d have had a big job anyway o learn fast.
and I'd have people working with me who ftelt resentful because they thought
somebody else should have had the job. I'd have been under serutny hecause
there’™d have been somebody already doing 1t well and 1 would have been
compared to them anvway. You know [ just felt T was on a hiding to nothing.
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It i+ clear that for Lesley the period of the ucting appoinmment  its length, and the
opportunities it gave to Jefl' seriously affected her motivation to apply for the post. Exen
more emphatically, the restricdon of the post to internal applicants served to compound
her fears. The hkelihood of rivals for the post from an external field would have, in her
perception, lessened the likely resentment of colleagues. Thus. the decisions taken by
maragement and governors surrounding this post were critical in determining Lesley’s
actions and discouraging her from applying.

So what was the motivaton of the decision-makers:

s might be expected, the head's
Judgement was critdeal i determining events. The vacancy from Christmas posed
problems. On the one hand, in any immediate measures the head “was determined not
to ncur any more costs. On the other hand, he was very worried about not having a
deputy head around in a term which involved i« lot of external marketng of the school,
and so he needed the gap to be filled quickly: *T wanted somebody with clout’. The only
way to achieve both objectives was to appoint an acting post-holder without delay. Jeft
wits both the highest-paid and most obvious candicdate for the job.

Sibsequent decisions about a permanent post-holder were then dominated by the
financial difficulties faced by the school. Tt was clear that for the head the spectre of
compulsory redundancy was a forceful argument which outweighed other concerns. He
linked his attitude o the philosophy of the school:

[name of school] is not the place where vou sack people. You work and
work to get them to move up because that's the attitude the staff take with
the kids. vou never write anybody ofl anywhere, you work and work o get the
best out of them ... [ think 1t is a good philosophy frankly to make sure that
nobody 1s sacked.

This overriding commitment to no redundancy meant that an undertaking 1o appoimt
fron: outside could not be made until the new budget figures were known. As the first
acting term went on, it was obvious that the head was not prepared to act untl figures
were published. By this ume the actung appointment had had o be extended for one
more term. When the new budgets were finally anmounced, it was clear that the school
could not afford an external appointment at deputy level the money was not there to
payv for the post. This was a blow to all for, as the head said “we had a perception
amaongst the management that at any time the clouds would Lft and we'd go out to the
marxet’.

The decision o advertse internally only was not debated strongly. No one, as far as
is known. suggested that there be a national advert even if the intention would be o
appoint an internal candidate. This course of action, although probably practised in
other schools, was not likely to receive support as the head and others would certainly
see 1t as ethically unacceprable.

Throughout all of this, the conviction held that the school had a number of promising
internal candidates including at least one strong woman. Not one of our interviewees
fullv understood the pressures that were being created up to the point that the deputy
post was advertised internally, The perceptions of all could be summed up in the double
negative of the head when discussing Lesley: *T never thought she'd not apply’.

[t was our impression that had the head been aware that management and governor
acticns were disadvantaging Lesley, he would not have prioritsed equal opportunities
practice above what he saw as the interests of the school in avoiding redundancies. That
hicrarchy of values emerged in interview. But neicher is there any doubt that he expected
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doubt that he expected and wanted her o applv. and that he considered her interests
when compiling the job description, the reactions 1o which are explored fully lacer.

Choice or Constraint?

The view that the decision made by Lesley was constrained by key budget decisions
needs further examination. She was, at all stages. an individual with opporwunity o
cheose her courses of action frecly. Yet she folt herself 1o be constrained. I this next
seciion we (v o analyse these constraints, and in partcular we attempt 1o discover how
far gender was a component feature of them. We hegin with what Lesley identified as
the most unportant issue affecing her decisions -lack of support from collcagues.

The group of colleagues with whom Lesley would have 10 work, whose possible
resentment she identified. included a number of influental women in the school. Given
thi-, Lesley was asked if she could disentangle the gender aspects of hier perceived Tack
of ~upport. from dithculties arising for a person of either sex standing against a respected

mcumbent, It 13 m her own auitude o the sitnadon that she idemihed the influence of
vender:

I think my anxieties about having to prove myself and face things. difficuldes.
with people 1T would have to work with, 1 think there’s a gender ssue there in
the way that a woman prepares herself to deal with that situaton and makes
a deciston whether or not to go ahead with that situation ... . T think another
man going for the job against Jefl would have had similar issues surrounding
that application -but possibly: might not have thought through the conse-
quences and bothered as much about the consequences, as 1 do.

Plis was the onlv explicit attempt by Lesley o arteulate the part that gender played n
her decisions. We elaborate on that here, but also idenuafy other aspects of gender
influence. For instance. 118 worth examining an interpretation of Leslev’s responses o
the sitwaton in terms of a deficit model. She might be seen as a woman lacking the
confidence 1o deal with a difficule situagon. Her worries about lack of support were
idendfied by her as a key element of her decision not to apply for the post:

Well the worst thing about it all was probably the fact that nobody said
anvthing, nothing whatsoever, apart from one female colleague who was
tishing ... said are vou going for the job? .. Tt wasn't a friendly enquivy at all.

She referred by name to two women colleagues, one who had spoken to her encourag-
mzly before the advert appeared. the other who might have encouraged her. and was
keen o see women in management, but who was absent through illness:

So there was nobody saying oh ves, the college needs a woman up there.
[Question: You didn’t get anvbody saving 1o vou- apply for this?] Naobody.

It is Interesting that in another part of the terview she describes a telephone call made
at the tme to the woman ex-deputy whose promaotion ereated the vacancy. Lesley clearly
states that this woman encouraged her 1o apply in spite of her veservations, She also
acknowledged that the head wanted and expected her o apply. In the light of this, her
e of the word ohodv™ i1s not so much miseading. as conveving her perception that
stpport had o come from her colleagues not her manager. or an ex-colicague. but
those with whom she was working and would continue to work.
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Why was the feeling of lack of support from colleagues so important? Does it represent
a female trait, @ “wantng to be liked’, which has no place in management? Lesley's
concern could be linked to her commitment to a management style which was essentially
comsultative and collaborative. Marshall {19847 savs that managers whose values are
defined as more nypically female are likely to base management stvles on concern for
people. Charters & Jovick 19817 showed that female-managed schools had more
paricipatory decision-making. In this context, “support’ from staft’ assumes greater
importance. Leslev's ability to work in the style which most reflected her values might
he sertously eroded if close colleagues were reluctant 1o support her. The defininon of the
depaty post would mmean that she would be working with those very women and men
most likely 1o have lovalty to the acting deputy. The school itself also had commitment
to collaborative management styvles. In such o context respect and authoriey are not
automatically aftorded 1o status, but are bestowed by colleagues. Thus, an emphasis on
the mportance of positive relationships may be seen as based on realistic pereeptons off
effective and appropriate management in this school.

There s litde evidence to support a construct of Lesley as @ woman whose actions
were dommated bhyoa need tor support. Colleagues referred o her frequently as
confident. She had moved o the school 1o take over a faculty which was experiencing
dith-ulties and had faced challenges from stafl” with composure and competence. She
enjoved a challenge, vet this particular situation involved a hostle lack of support which
she felt Tess willing 1o provoke,

There is much in the literature about hostility to women taking up management posts:
Several studies have explored  atttudes rowards successtul and - competent
women. The argument is that men who find themselves challenged and beaten
by a woman will experience a particular threat to their self-esteem and their
heliel svstem. One way of dealing with such threats is 1o develop hostility
towards that which poses the threat  the high-performing woman. Ball, 1987,

p. 287
These comments are reinforced by work such as that of Cockburn 1991 and Cunmison
1969 . However. these analyses refer o the attitudes of men. Lesley fele she wonld sufter
from hostility from some men - buc she fele able o cope with this:
Now that wis a major issue. I felt there was an almost certain consequence that
I would be the subject of comment. It I'd have got it well she's only got it
because she's a woman, they want to have « woman on senior management it
wouldn't have mattered who 1t was’,

Hovever. this attwde was one that she felt able to face:
Actuallv that wouldnt have bothered me. What bothered me more was
coming back to the issue of getting no support from colleagues.
It is interesting that Lesley idenufied the Tack of support [rom amongst some women and
she felt less willing 1o cope with this. This is & much more subtle manifesiation of
gender-derived atitudes and one on which there is far less rescarch. Obviously the issue
of lovalty to the acting deputy was crucial. Was there also, as at least one member of staff
thought. hosulite originating from a similar source to that of men:
She s boo..ogood and some ol them don’t like that, A woman member of
stafl talking of the auitudes of other women
Whatever the sourees of the hosuling, 1ts effect on Lesley was strong. She described her
feclings immediatel after her decision not o apply:
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At that point T knew that there really wasn’t the support and I'd been right to
hack out because Pd have had a great deal of aggravation right trom the word
go ... If'1 was going as an external candidate and I knew [ was going to face
a lot of - - Twouldn’t have bated an eyelid. I'd have just got on with it. But :hen
you have worked wath these people it hurls more. four emphasis

It may also hurt more when the hostility comes from women and cannot be dismissed
ax vasily as sexsst-originated opposition from men opposition which Leslev sees as not
legimumate and which she can therefore handle more casily.
One {urther point worth noting is that the same lovaley 1o Jeft that she idendfied in

others. she also identified within herself:

One key thing actually 1s. T mean, Jefl and 1 always worked really well together

and discussed a lot of things including the sort of circumstances surrounding

this post .... T can remember saying something like "Well vou know it the job

15 just a sixth form job T won’t tread on vour toes’.

It wwas this that made the issue of the published job deseription so eritical. As soon as it
appeared. she went to see the head, feeling that its sixth form emphasis had ercated
msurmountable difficulties for her. She felt misled by the head  that he had failed to
fultil his promises that the permanent post would be distinetly difterent from the acting
post. She was unaware that the head had taken great care over the job deseripdon. and
had submitted 1t to governors for careful scrutiny and redratting so that it would appeal
1o a woman applicant. The perceptions of the head and Lesley of this interview are
different. The head deseribed Lesley as coming to see hum at this point for reassurance’,

He sensed she was wavering in her intention to apply for the post. When talking of the
meeting he said that at times she lacked conhidence. Theyv both agreed that she
qusstioned the job deseription and whether it was really much more than the job Jefl was
doing. The head was sure that there was plenty i the deseription to distingwish it from
Jetts job: Lesley disagreed. In Lesled’s terms she also perceived that she was looking for
reassurance. but not in terms of encouragement to apply because she lacked confidence.
She wanted o be assured as to how the job was suthcienty different to enable her o
overcome what she saw as the mounting obstacles to her application. Her percepuon was
that she failed to receve this assurance. In the head’s terms he saw both the job
deseription and his relationships with the two potential candidates as an attempt o be
‘even-handed’. What was not apparent to the head, management tecam or governors was
that In Lesleys eves, the only way to achieve her “open field™ to give her a genuine
opportunity to go for the job was 1o have a job deseription which could in no wayv be
seen as belonging to Jell.

['he final blow of that meeting was the response when she asked swhat would happen
o Jefl'if she got the job. She was told simply that he would have o do fer job. Again,
her feelings of lovalty to Jeff and friendship for him were evoked, and she telt vet another
barricr to her application had been ereated. Through all of this can be traced a
commitment to caring and collaboration which resonates with Gilligan'™s < 1982% analysis
of an “ethic of care” which has contributed so sirongly to relational feminism. This ethical
code, which Gilligan identified as more prevalent in women than men. sees the
importance of caring relatonships and collaboration in ways of thinking and acting.

Whether or not one accepts these essentialist views, what is perhaps important here 15
the way in which the emphasis that Lesley afforded relationships went unheeded by
others. There is no evidence that the head recognised her feelings at this point. The
reassurance” she was given was appropriate in the head’s eyes - she was encouraged o
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appiy - but 1t was certainly not the reassurance that Lesley sought. For Lesley the head
did not appreciate, at this cructal meeting, the pressures that were bearing down on her.
The head spoke emotivelv of his awareness later that she felt Iet down and how he
acknowledged her feclings but could not really understand them:

Lesley™ actually said to me, ‘Tl never forgive vou for what you did to me about

this ... T couldn’t see myself in the position of deserving that.
It is interesting that Lesley's comment was so painfully “stored’ by the head. The vemark
is likely to have been a momentary short-lived response, since it was not remembered by
Lesleve and nothing in her subsequent behaviowr showed any hint of resentment towards
the head.

There s one further aspect to the concept of “lack of support” which is worth
exploring. It could also be mnterpreted as lack of the sponsorship and/or mentorship
which has been shown to be so mfluential in furthering women’s carcers:

Clarcer encouragement at critical times was a recurring theme of my inter-

views ... Inother cases the encouragement was a matter of a word from an

influendal person at the right ume. {Grany, 1989, p. +1;
A mentor reladonship existed hetween Lesley and the ex-deputy. and she avaled herself
of this during the difficult period. However, acquiring this help demanded some effort by
Lesley, aiven the geagraphical distance between the two women. Had the woman deputy
still been in post in the school she may well. on the evidence of her previous behaviour,
have also been an energetie sponsor of Leslev's carcer. It is likely that she would have
heen: suthiciently sensitive to the situation to ensure that the latent esteem and support for
Lesly which existed among stafl was made explicit 1o her. As it was, Lesley had at least
one mentor. but undoubtedly lacked sponsorship. Thus, the absence of women in
powerful positions in the school was influental. Paradoxically it swas because all the
managers were male that gender hecame a teature of the appointment, and it was
because gender was a feature of the appointment that the men in power felt unable 10
step o an issue explored in the next section.

The barriers 1o application that Lesley identtied went largely unrecognised and
unacknowledged by other stafl. Among members of the management team there was an
awareness of the strong tensions that the impending appointment had caused. but siill
surprise and disappointment that she did not apply. Within the disappointment it is
possible 10 race a view that the constraints operating on her were minor and could and
should have been overcome. Crucial for Lesley was the lack of explicit vocalised support
fron: staff at any level; the apparent and publicly acknowledged ability of the acting
post-holder and lovalty to him; a job description which emphasised the experience and
expertise of the acting holder; and the consequences for the acung holder of her being
successful in her application, Against this she had “balanced” encouragement from the
head: statements from governors and management about a desire for gender balance on
the ream: and her own sell=confidence in her abilities and carcer ambitons. Unsurpris-
ingly, it was not enough,

Ideological Correctness, Subjectivities and Loyalties

Gaby Weiner <1994, p. 126; uses this phrase in a discussion of feminist pedagogy and the
raising of critical consciousness. She stresses that such raising of consciousness runs risks
ol imposing idcological correciness or clashing with subjectivities and loyaldes. For this
studs we find the terms remarkably apt, for the same themes are manifest in an analysis
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of “he atntudes ana actions of some of the influenual plavers. In particular the head and
sorne ol the management team were struggling with their actions and the ideological
ba-cs for them. a struggle which at times seemed o demonstrate the strantjacket of
correctness’. This was further complicated by their own subjectivities. Meanwhile.
women on the staff. in different ways and at different tdmes, gave voice to concerns about
women's issues both as a group and as individuals. These femimist concerns were then
variably mediated by lovalties and personal friendships of different strength and kind.

[he phenomenon of male equal opportunitics awareness “serving 1o paralvse’ is
strikingly tllustrated by the head when initerview he referred w his reactons on hearing
the news that Lesley was not going to submit an applicaton. He  deseribed  his
disappoimntment at her decision. He was asked whether he considered approaching her
o change her mind. He answered in the negative and went on 1o show clearly how his
awareness of being a male manager affected his actions:

[t happens to me as a man managing women -vou want to ¢o back and be
supportive but vou don’t know the definiion of being patronising ... . T should

respect her decision and keep ouc of it

He went on o muse about his uncertainty as to appropriate acton: “It's not the only time
wih women staft that Pve stopped mysell” ... [thinking] 1t swould look like condescen-
sien”. Then he examined how gender-deterninned his response was by rehearsing his
reaction i Leslev had been a man:

I'd have probably gone down and said. “What the hell is going on here. what
are vou thinking of vou could do this job standing on vour head. Is there
something vou want o talk through?” But T couldn’™ sav that to a woman — any

WOTTA.

At that moment in the interview, it was apparent that the head idendfied clearh and was
aimost shaken by the gendered nature of his response: "Awtul so’cic T haven™t quite
come face o face with that before’,

I'his head had continually demonstrated his commitment o the professional develop-
ment ol women. He would use montes to pay for women middle managers o attend
management training: he would always encoarage women stall o apply for posts that
arose nternally and externallv, His actions would endorse the findings of Acker 1989 .
when she found i her survey that heads were as likely to encourage women as men.
Furthermore, the previous woman deputy had been his closest collcague and conhidante.
Yot when the sponsorship needed 1o go further. when the encouragement needed to be
greater and more explicit, the gender dimension affected events and fear of sceming
petronising was part of a concern with ideological correctness which created o barrier o
real and necessary encouragement.

For Joff the issues were perhaps simpler and based on a hiberal stance which equated
ccual opportunites with a context in which hoth could go for the job. He spoke ac length
of the discussion he had with Lesley o which cach encouraged the other o apply, He
maacle genuine assurances that he would not have minded it Lesley had got the post he
would have found something else 1o do. He saw lovalty to himself as ‘misplaced” it 1t
served to discourage Lesley from applying for the post. More fundamentally. he would
hive been angry 1 the post had been fixed” for a woman. All the male managers.
including the acting deputy, saw the job descaription as a balaneing act heaveen the roles
currentlv being carried out by Jeff and the roles designed to attract women and
distinguish the job suflicientdy from Jetts post. As Jefl saw it. the more it moved away
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from his job the more untair it was o him. and the more 1t moved towards his job the
more unfair it was 1o Lesley. It had w be something in between.

Kev women on the stafl also displayed some scemingly contradictory attitudes which
merit analysis. Some of the women interviewed by us were those who had worked closely
with Jell and supported him in his application for the post. Others did not commit
support to anvone but had hoped that Lesley would apply and had been disappointed
when she did not. These differing views were predictable. Less predictable was the
fascinating sequel to the appointment of Jetff. The “Women’s Group™ of stafl’ convened.

hie was a group mitated and encouraged by the ex-deputy which had met over a
perind of vears. but not since well before the resignadon of the woman depuwy. The
group loudly and with consensus voiced its concern that the school would have an
all-male management team, and demanded measures to midgate this. Amongst the
emerging leaders of this group were some of the stafl who had given most support to Jeft,
and thus in Leslev’s eves had discouraged her applicaton. In interviews with these staft
it was possible for them to reflect their lovalty o Jefl and their view that he was the right
appomtment. and at the same time demonstrate anger and frustration that there was an
all-male management team. Subjectivities and loyalues coexisted with commitment o
gender equality - a commimment which resulted i radical management changes in the
school see Coldron & Boulton, 1998 .

Conclusions

We nave chosen to present this study as a thematic analysis, selecting and focusimg upon
a small number of themes to provide explanatory frameworks lor events. It could also
have been presented as a series of narratives from cach of the kev players within which
differing views of events would be clearly emphasised. A chronological analysis 1s a third
plausible method, which would have allowed us o experience and analyse events in a
manner closer o that experienced by participants. Each of these methods has the
potental to illuminate some, but not all, of the complexites of this study. With this
caveat, we have ried o identfv what we see as the causal ingredients of events.

I'hree differing themes have emerged in this case study, Firsdy it can be seen as a
sequence of events influenced by structural and financial decisions in which individual
ageney plaved litde part. In this sense budgetary considerations constrained the actions
of the school management. The cconomic survival of the school would take preference
over any other consideration. A different theme idendfies constraints as they operated
upon the woman candidate. and shows her own and our perceptions of how much
gendier plaved w part in the construction of those constraints. A further analysis of
interviews with other key stafl shows wavs in which commitment to an ideology of equal
opportunities aflected the actions of individuals. With some it meant a struggle o decide
on a principled route through a gender maze; for others commitment to ideology was
refracted by personal lovadties. Most importanidy. what is demonstrated is that in an
emviromment where commitment to cqual opportunities was genuine and widespread, it
was still possible for an able and confident woman to feel isolated and disadvanuaged by
the actions of her colleagues,

What. then, can we learn from this case study? At a practical level it is possible to
iden:ify some lessons that might be valuable for those faced sith similar situations.

Women more often than men will be resiricted to internal or local promotion
opportunities. Given that. it is important to note some ol the dynamics of internal
appeintments. Issues of studl support assume far greater signilicance. and i schools
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where the management style is at least partdy collegiate, this is accentuated. Explictt
support and encouragement for candidates needs in this context to go bevond assurances
of having the right experience and skills to do the job. Lesley herself identified the gender
dimension of this when she spoke of being more concerned about lack of support than
a man would be. Sponsorship, shown to he important for women particalarly when
excreised by those of “gatckecper” status, can also be even more influential in an internal
context. The difficulties that arise when all those of gatekeeper status are male is
demonstrated in this study. Research cited earlier has shown that male heads are likely
to encourage women, but this study shows how a well-intenuoned head suriving for a
positive action approach remains unaware of the constraints and barriers that he has
plaved a part in crecting. More specifically in this context, decisions about interim acung
posts were made with less attention to equal opportunities practice than was the case
when the permanent post was offered. The advantages given to the acting man were
undlerestimated and the consequences of the temporary appointment were more far-
reaching than supposed. In reality, concerns about an all-male management team began
at 100 late a stage.

[heorctically the learming from this study lies at what Acker 11994: calls the

splementary” rather than the “fundamental” level. It shows how rather than why the
scxual divisions are perpetuated. Some illuminating features of this study are of how
cender relations and subjectivites contribute o the micro-polites of this school with
deeply gendered outcomes. No claims of generalisability are made or were intended. but
we would claim ¢ provide a contribution to the criique of the ideology of individual
choice which has pervaded much of the literature around women and carcers. The subde
haiance between cholee and constraint underpins this study. The constramts that are
revealed here are less wangible though perhaps just as widelv experienced as the
constramts associated with family role or those related to notions of promotability, with
which we are more familiar. In this case @ major component of the raw materials from
which many ol the barriers were constructed was the gendered nature of relationships.
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