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Abstract: This study determined the career process of women school principals based on their life stories. The career
stories were chronologically analyzed in three stages: the pre-administration stage, the transition to administration stage
and the administration stage. This research used a narrative methodology. The study group, which included 14 female
school principals and vice principals employed in public schools in a Black Sea Region city during the 2023-2024
academic year, was chosen using the snowball sampling method. The data were collected through a semi-structured
interview form and analyzed using thematic analysis. The results of the pre-administration stage revealed that having
leadership qualities, negative experiences as a teacher and top-down request are the reasons why they became principals.
The support from their family, partners, and colleagues was effective to become a principal. The results of the transition
stage were exposure to negative comments, workload, work-life balance, and long working hours and showed that each
participant was appointed under different policies. The results of the administration stage indicated that the participants
encountered difficulties such as gender-based discrimination, prejudice, mobbing, work-life balance, role conflict, and
health problems, and they used strategies such as getting help from school principals, solving problems on their own to
overcome.
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0z: Bu calisma, kadin okul miidiirlerinin kariyer siireclerini kendi yasam oykiilerinden yola gikarak tespit etmektedir.
Kariyer hikayeleri kronolojik olarak ii¢ agsamada analiz edilmistir: Yoneticilik oncesi agama, yoneticilige gegis asamasi
ve yoneticilik agamasi. Bu ¢aligma anlati deseni kullanilarak tasarlanmustir. Kartopu 6rnekleme yontemiyle segilen
¢alisma grubu, 2023-2024 egitim-6gretim yilinda Karadeniz Bolgesi'ndeki bir ilin devlet okullarinda gérev yapan 14
kadin okul miidiirii ve miidiir yardimcilarindan olugmaktadir. Veriler yari yapilandirilmig goriisme formu araciligiyla
toplanmis ve tematik analiz kullanilarak analiz edilmistir. Yoneticilik 6ncesi asamanin sonuglari, miidiir olma nedenleri
arasinda liderlik dzelliklerine sahip olmanin, 6gretmen olarak olumsuz deneyimlerin ve iist yonetimin talepleri oldugunu
ortaya ¢tkarmistir. Aile, es ve meslektaslarin desteginin miidiir olmada etkili oldugu belirlenmistir. Gegis asamasinin
sonuglar1 olumsuz yorumlara maruz kalma, is yiiki, is-yasam dengesi ve uzun ¢alisma saatleri ve her katilimeimin farkli
politikalar kapsaminda atandigin1 gostermektedir. YOnetim agsamasi sonuglari, katilimeilarin cinsiyete dayali ayrimeilik,
Onyargi, mobbing, is-yasam dengesi, rol ¢catismast, saglik sorunlari gibi zorluklarla karsilastiklarini ve bu zorluklarla basa
¢ikmada okul miidiirlerinden yardim alma, sorunlar1 kendi baglarina ¢6zme gibi stratejiler kullandiklarini géstermistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Kadin okul yoneticileri, okul yonetimi, kariyer asamalari, engel, destek
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Introduction

profession is roughly equal globally, there is a noticeable
gender gap in school administration (Inandi et al., 2009). The

There has been a rise in studies on the experiences of female
school principals in recent years (Cruz-Gonzalez et al., 2020;
Elizabeth, 2017; Tok & Yalg¢in, 2017; Parylo et al., 2012; Can,
2010; Wrushen & Sherman, 2008; Sanchez-Moreno et al.,
2023; Komiti & Moorossi, 2020; Ercoskun & Yildirim, 2020).
The reasons behind that increase can be based on social
culture, comparatively low participation of women in school
administration, and the reality that women encounter greater
challenges in administration than males. The percentage of
women in school administration is lower than that of male
principals in nations known with advanced educational
systems around the globe (Jean Marie, 2013). For instance, in
China, women make up 74% of teachers and 45% of
principals. Similarly, several countries have a good percentage
of female principles such Korea (20%), Singapore (47%), the
USA (48%), and Japan (7%). On the contrary, in Estonia
(57%) surprisingly the number of women principals
outnumbered compared to men (Teaching and Learning
International Survey [TALIS], 2018).

When it comes to Tiirkiye, the number of women choosing
to be a teacher is higher compared to other professions.
Considered as an extension of motherhood, teaching is the
most preferred and favored profession for women (Tag, 2015).
While the proportion of women and men in the teaching

patriarchal structure of the society, the lack of adoption of
women as principals due to gender-based discrimination, and
the imposition of motherhood and responsibilities at home on
women as a result of gender roles are the factors why women
are not preferred for school administration or women do not
prefer to take a role in administration as it takes longer working
hours than teaching (Bulut & Celikten, 2021).

In Tiirkiye, there is a notable disparity in the quantity of
female teachers and principals. The statistics by the Ministry
of National Education (2023) indicated that 57% of teachers
are female; TEDMEM (2019, p. 26) compared the TALIS.
Reports from 2008 and 2018 and found that the percentage of
female school principals in Tirkiye dropped from 8.8% to
7.2%, while the percentage of female teachers in Tiirkiye
increased from 52% to 55.8%. Notably, there are now more
female teachers than male ones, despite a rise in the former,
meaning that women are more likely to choose to teach than
administration.

Career Barriers for Women

Women may encounter barriers due to hurdles they experience
in their career journey. Career barriers are defined as the
difficulties that prevent an individual from reaching the goals,
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he/she wants in his/her career journey (Swanson et al., 1996).
Gender inequality and discrimination, work-life balance, and
psychological barriers are just a few of the challenges that
women struggle in their professional lives (Cruz-Gonzalez et
al., 2020; Elizabeth, 2017). According to the Global Gender
Inequality Report published in 2022 by World Economic
Forum, Turkey ranked 124" among 146 countries, enabling us
to discuss gender inequality (World Economic Forum, 2022).

Due to gender inequity, gender-specific responsibilities
and challenges associated with the roles they play, women are
underrepresented in the school administration. Glass ceiling
syndrome (Wirth, 2001) is a phenomenon resulting from
gender inequality that describes the prejudice women face in
the workplace that is not specific to their field and keeps them
from moving up the hierarchical ladder beyond a certain point.
Glass ceiling syndrome is caused by gender-based prejudices,
multiple roles, and personal perceptions (Avlar Kaygisiz,
2022). Career problems for female principals can be attributed
to insecurity, the roles they take on as wives and mothers,
exclusion from the male-dominated communication network,
a negative perspective on the phenomenon of power, and
negative attitudes toward female principals (Giilbay, 2012).
Women strive to maintain a daily home life in addition to being
active in the workforce, which causes developing superwoman
syndrome (Giindiiz, 2017). The hallmarks of this condition
include the challenges of urban living, societal roles and
viewpoints, and the interpretations placed on the phenomena
of motherhood (Besser et al., 2010). Over time, women who
suffer from this may also get burned out that it is crucial to
divide work and get cooperation from partners. The need to
strike a balance between work and life is becoming more
pressing as the number of women employed rises. Delecta
(2011) defines work-life balance as a person's capacity to meet
duties to their family, their community, and themselves outside
the workplace. Another issue related to women’s professional
work, showing the ongoing gender discrimination at work is
the so-called queen bee syndrome. It concerns a situation in
which women who succeed in male-dominated work settings
aim to prevent other women from developing and promoting
(Faniko et al., 2016).

Finding a balance between job, family, and personal life is
the main issue faced by women who are stuck between an
academic profession and the gender norms that society has
accepted. Women have to make more effort than their male
peers to carry out housework, which they perceive as their
responsibility, and at the same time to advance in their
academic careers (Kiiciiksen & Kaya, 2016). An individual's
behaviors in a group or organization are shaped according to
the norms and rules that are the result of social positions in the
environment to which they belong, which is considered as his
or her role (Ozdem & Giinbey, 2018). A person may
sometimes experience confusion because he/she has more than
one role, leading to role conflict. Role conflict occurs when an
individual has problems while assuming multiple roles at the
same time and having difficulty in fulfilling some roles (Katz
& Kahn 1977). Fear of failure is one of the main obstacles
encountered in work life. When women form their
perspectives according to the sexist stereotypes of the society,
they start to think that they will fail because there are more
men in managerial positions (Bingdl & Giindogdu, 2020). In
order for women to get promoted in their career, they are

expected to leave the comfort zone where they work. Social
prejudices affect women's preference for administration
(Bediik, 2005). It is believed that women will be unsuccessful
in school principal position due to prejudices as they are
thought to be more emotional, to have inability to approach
logically when making decisions and to evaluate events from
a broad perspective (Demirci, 1997). Due to the gender-based
job descriptions in societies, the profession of teaching is
perceived as similar to motherhood. It is, therefore, considered
to be more suitable for women, while school administration is
considered to be more suitable for men. Gender-based
prejudices reveal the idea that women cannot be good
principals. For this reason, women need to make more effort
than men to be considered successful (Palmer & Hyman,
1997). The studies found out that women face various
obstacles in their career advancement, they are less involved
in management levels, they work more in middle and lower
management levels, and after a certain point, they face
difficulties in taking positions at higher levels (Alberalar,
2015; Coskun, 2021; Liileci, 2019).

Although the number of female teachers in schools in
Tiirkiye is higher than the number of male teachers, the
number of male school principals is higher than those. It is
important to reveal the difference and examine the reasons
why women do not choose to be a school principal as a career
based on their own career stories, as it can raise awareness.
The purpose of this study is to reveal the career stories of
female school principals working in public schools. In this
vein, the following questions were sought to be answered in
the study:

1. How do female school principals decide to become a

school principal?

2. What do female school principals view about their
experiences during the transition to school
administration?

3. What do female school principals view about their
experiences during school administration and their
plans?

Method
Research Model

This research was designed with the narrative approach. The
narrative approach consists of narratives planned to have a
temporal beginning, middle and end by bringing together the
lived experiences of people and organizing them
chronologically in a plot (Uguz & Tekindal, 2021). According
to Larsson and Sjoblom (2010), narrative research is a method
in which people's lives can be analyzed and understood in
depth and stories are used to describe human behavior. In
narrative research, the inquirer focuses on the stories told from
the individual and arranges these stories in chronological order
(Wiele et al., 2016). In this sense, this study divided the
participants stories in three periods; the pre-administration
stage; the transition to the administration stage and the
administration stage. To seek answers to the research questions
in the present study, narrative design was considered to be the
best method to be applied to make a multidimensional
evaluation of the participants' career stories, by considering
their experiences of support, difficulties and career process.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the study group

Women School Principals: Career Stories

Participant Age  Marital School Type Educational Seniority Title Experience
Status Level (Year)

P1 40 Single High school Master 6 Vice Principal 2
P2 52 Married Secondary school Bachelor 28 Vice Principal 5

P3 33 Single Secondary school Bachelor 8 Vice Principal 3

P4 8 Single Nursery school Bachelor 8 Principal 14
P5 49 Married Nursery school Bachelor 25 Principal 8
P6 49 Single Nursery school Bachelor 28 Principal 23
P7 28 Married High school Bachelor 4 Vice Principal 1

P8 54 Married High school Bachelor 34 Principal 15
P9 46 Married High school Bachelor 23 Vice Principal 6
P10 38 Single High school Bachelor 15 Vice Principal 1

P11 55 Married High school Bachelor 32 Principal 9
P12 40 Married Primary school Master 16 Principal 14
P13 40 Married High school Master 20 Principal 17
P14 51 Married School for gifted Master 32 Principal 7

school
Participants but also of the images or interpretation of the images) and

The study group consists of 14 female school principals, eight
of them are principals and are assistant principals, working in
different types of public schools in a city in the Black Sea
Region in Tirkiye during 2023-2024 academic year. In
narrative research the number of participants included may
consist of one or several people (Creswell, 2021). In this study,
the participants were reached by snowball sampling method.
With the snowball sampling method, other participants are
reached through the people who have experience in a specific
topic (Baskale, 2016). As soon as data saturation is achieved
in the series of interviews the researcher conducts, the data
gathering phase is over. (Kerlinger & Lee, 1999). Interviews
started with the first female school principal who was reached
through the social environment and agreed to be interviewed,
and each interviewee was asked to give new names. Interviews
were conducted with the women school administrators who
volunteered for the research. Demographic characteristic of
the study group is given in Table 1.

Data Collection Tool and Process

The data were collected through a semi-structured interview
form including a demographic characteristics part and semi-
structured questions’ part. After it was reviewed by experts,
two female principals working in a public Anatolian high
school were interviewed as a pilot study. The data found out
that the data collection tool can be used for identifying women
school principals’ experiences on their career journey. For data
collection, the researchers contacted one school principal to
ask for an invitation to the study and after the interview, she
was asked to give a name who has been working as a principal
and experiencing some challenges. The data was collected
between August/September 2023 using a voice recorder.

Data Analysis

Narrative research is a type of research conducted by
examining the experiences of one or more people, collecting
data by gathering their life stories, and ordering these data
chronologically (Creswell, 2021). Narratives consist of both
daily life experiences and life stories in general (Murray,
2003). Riessman (2008) mentioned four approaches to
analyzing narrative research. These are thematic (what the
participant says), structural (the facts underlying the words
expressed), interactional (visual analysis not only of the words

dialogic/performance (for whom the story is intended).
According to Boyatzis (1998), thematic analysis is the
identification, analysis and reporting of patterns (themes) in
data. With thematic analysis, data are organized, described in
depth and make sense of many dimensions of the research
topic. In this context, thematic analysis was used to analyze
the data. In the process of analyzing the data, the recordings
were first transcribed. After the transcription process was
completed, the texts were read, and career stories were created
by focusing on the chronological order in each participant's
narrative. Based on narratives, women career stages were
divided into three as follows:

1. The Pre-Administration stage

2. The Transition to the Administration Stage

3. The Administration Stage

With line with each stage, the narratives were analyzed, and
the themes were placed under the relevant one. For the
reliability of the research, the findings were supported by
different research results and checked with the theoretical
framework (Maxwell, 2008).

Validity and Reliability

The criteria for validity and reliability for qualitative research,
whose aim is to 'understand' processes is different from
quantitative research (Merriam, 2018); in other words, taking
the necessary measures to reach the right information
(validity) and defining the research process clearly and in
detail (reliability) is an important expectation to be met
(Yildirim & Simsek, 2021). As an alternative to reliability and
internal validity, external validity, qualitative research uses the
concepts such as credibility, authenticity, transferability,
consistency, and confirmability. (Creswell, 2021). In this
sense, the processes carried out in the present study within the
framework of transferability, credibility and consistency
strategies emerging in qualitative research related to validity
and reliability will be given.

Transferability

Transferability is related to the extent to which a qualitative
study is generalizable (Merriam, 2013). It is to create an
understanding in the reader that similar results may emerge in
environments that are similar to the research field. This
situation reveals purposive sampling and detailed description
techniques as two important approaches to transferability
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(Yildirnm & Simsek, 2021). In this direction, purposeful
sampling technique was used in the study in order to reveal as
many different dimensions as possible in the analysis of the
narratives of the women principals. In addition, the detailed
description approach was applied throughout the study to
ensure the best understanding of the findings. Also, data
collection and data analysis processes were conducted
throughout the study in detail.

Credibility

Credibility is related to whether the findings obtained in the
research are compatible with the real world (Merriam, 2013).
In other words, credibility means that the findings are obtained
through the researcher's own fieldwork, that the findings are
richly and densely described and interpreted, that the
interpretations are fact-checked, and the results of the research
are accepted as true (Creswell, 2021). In this framework, some
strategies for ensuring credibility in qualitative studies
emerged. These are the researcher's ability to use different
methods or sources to support the researcher’s ‘triangulation’,
which he uses as evidence, is the only way to ensure saturation
of the evidence. 'Prolonged engagement' at the place where the
study took place, reengagement with the data subjects
‘participant validation', where they reach out and get feedback
on the findings, and ‘experts' whom he requested to examine
various aspects of the research. (Creswell, 2021; Merriam,
2013; Yildirim & Simsek, 2016). In the present research, some
of the strategies were used in order to ensure the credibility of
the study. The researchers interviewed the principals at schools
where they worked and they spent enough time to observe their
relationship with other staff, which gave sufficient data to be
used when describing the participants. The other strategy is to
send the written form of the views to the participants to take
their consent about the data. The last strategy is to send the
data analysis to the two experts to get expert opinion.

Consistency

What is important in qualitative research is how consistent the
results are with the data (Merriam, 2013). The triangulation
and expert opinion strategies discussed in the credibility
dimension also provide a verification of the consistency of the
findings and results obtained in the present study. During the
research, all stages were carried out by both the researchers
and by two independent experts. In addition, the findings of
the study were transformed into a narrative with rich
descriptions and the interpretation of the findings was
supported by direct quotations from the interviews.

The Role of Researcher

In qualitative research, the researcher brings his/her personal
background, culture and experiences to the analysis process,
which also shapes his/her role in the study and the process of
data interpretation (Creswell, 2021). As part of the role of the
researcher, researchers disclose their own presuppositions and
prejudices, tendencies and assumptions about the research

Table 2. The themes of the pre-administration stage

conducted, and these disclosures pave the way for the reader
to better understand how the researcher as an individual can
reach the interpretations, he/she has put forward about the data
presented (Merriam, 2013). This research has been conducted
on the basis of the researchers’ personal development and their
orientation in the field. As one of the researchers has been a
woman principal and the other worked as a teacher for 12 years
previously and presently working as an academic whose works
focus on educational administration and principals, the topic
has naturally become a worth being conducted as study. Also,
the experiences both researchers had urged them to design
research whereby the results could be able to present the
barriers, problems and career trajectories of women principal.
By doing so, it will provide a rich background for the ones who
wants to be principal.

Findings
The Pre-Administration Stage

Regarding the pre-administration stage, the narratives were
analyzed under three themes: decision-making process,
support and difficulty as presented in Table 2.

Table 2 shows that female school principals’ career
decision- making process are affected by various experiences
such as leadership characteristics, change of location, negative
experiences as a teacher, top-down request, and setting as a
goal to become a school principal. Each experience has a role
in shaping their decision as some views are shown.

[...] When you define personalities, there is a sense of
leadership, purpose, goals, visions, and I have always had
these. When I was a student, I was always elected class
president, my teachers always chose me if something
happened, I was always a leader in social studies at
university (P8).
[...] Actually, this process started because I did not want
to work in my own school. For a long time, I tried my right
to transfer within and outside the province, but I could not
go. I applied for administration in order to make a change
of location. I became an administrator not to become an
administrator, but to change where I was (P1).

[...] The place I worked is a small district. Therefore, there

are schools from every school type. But since the number

of teachers is limited, a teacher has to work in more than
one school. The first year I was there, I worked in a high
school in addition to my own school. This situation
continued in the second year. Then I was assigned to
another middle school. It is difficult to run two schools at
the same time. In our school, there was only one principal
as an administrator. I was also assisting the principal at
our school, so I was actually aware of many of the things
that the vice principal did. I was involved in
administration, [ was working as a guidance counselor and

I was assigned to another school, so it became very tiring.

I also had problems with the Guidance Research Center

there. When I wanted my workload to be reduced, they

increased it on the contrary (P7).

Decision-making process Support Obstacle
Leadership characteristics Incentives and motivation Negative comments
Change of location Encouragement Anxiety

Negative experiences as a teacher Guidance Workload

Top-down request
Setting as a goal

Sharing experience

Long working hours
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[...] I decided to become a school principal in the third

year of my teaching, not voluntarily but somewhat

compulsorily. Since I started working in a small district, it
was difficult to find administrators. It was something like [
was appointed ex officio, not by my own decision (P13).

[...] I worked for 10 years as a teacher After the 5th year,

1 thought, I know everything now and I should share what

I know with many people (P5).

As the views stated above revealed that women school
principals decided to choose their career for different reasons.
As having leadership qualities and setting as a goal can be
stated as positive experiences, having negative experiences as
a teacher, top-down request and willing to change their
workplace are presented as negative life stories in their career-
decision making process.

Table 2 also shows that support has an important role
during the pre-administration stage as any form let women
school principals decide and follow their decision-making
process. Some viewed as follows.

[...] My friends, colleagues, friends generally supported
me by saying that you will become a principal, you take the
exam and apply. In terms of confidence, encouragement
like “You can do it” can be considered a positive support.
(PI)
[...] My family supported me. My friends around me also
supported me. They said it was time. I received more
motivational support (P14).
[...] I had a friend who was a principal and he told me that
if I could be a deputy principal, I could move to the center.
1 got into this job with his support or guidance (P2).
[...] My friends, also administrators, offered a lot of
support. Especially since there were few female principals
in the district, they were supporting female. They guided
me a lot in this regard. Their support was important for
me. They supported me in a way that we would help where
you could not reach (P12).

The findings revealed that families, colleagues, school
principals supported the participants career decision making
process by giving encouragement, motivation, believing that
they can do it, guiding, and sharing experiences. Supporting in
any forms in this stage can be effective and make women
school principals take a proper decision.

When it comes to obstacles during the pre-administration
stage, the participants told that they were exposed to negative
comments, anxiety, workload and long working hours about
becoming a school principal. Some said:

[...] My main goal was not to become an administrator, 1
did not see any obstacle because I was not dedicated to this
path, I applied with the thought that it would not happen
anyway, and if it happened, I did not realize it. There were
negative comments such as, can you only work 8-5, you
have a lot of vacation time as a teacher, it will be reduced
to 30 days of vacation (P1).

[...] Negative comments affected me. In the back of my

mind, I wondered if I could succeed. I wondered if I could

do the administration. I wondered if they would not do
what I said in human relations (P3)

Table 3. The themes of the transition to administration stage

Women School Principals: Career Stories

[...] I had some reservations about the responsibility 1
would take, and then I realized that it was a bigger
responsibility than I thought (P14).

[...] My family did not support me in any way. The

children did not support me either. Because they said that
I would get tired, that my workload would be too much,
that my working hours would be longer, that my home and
life order would change, and they were right, they were not
wrong at all (P2).
[...] Ofcourse, I have three sons. My husband was also a
teacher. Of course, I had a hard time. You have to work full
time, I wonder if I can do it, because when you work as a
teacher, you have the concept of a free day, but in
administration, your mind is busy with it 24/7. I thought a
lot (P11).

The Transition to Administration Stage

According to the findings, exams, interviews or superiors’
decision are classified as the experiences shaping the transition
stage. These experiences can be analyzed under three themes
shown in Table 3.

The participants’ experiences differ from each other when
it comes to the transition stage. Five of the participants stated
that they were appointed as school principals according to the
exam result. One said:

[...] In our time, there was only appointment by exam and
once appointed, the assignment was not for any period of
time, it was not for 4 or 8 years like now. You could
continue at your current school as long as you wanted until
the regulations changed in 2014. In fact, when we first
started, there was no thought in our minds that we would
go to a different school or continue (P4).

Three of the participants stated that they got their positions
through interviews. They stated that they studied regulations,
legislation, laws, and previous questions during the
preparation process for the interviews. During the interview,
they chose envelopes and answered the questions both verbally
and in written. One said:

[...] Firstly, I started working as a first assignment. Then 1

applied for the exam. There was no written exam at that

time. There was only an oral exam interview. It was 2017

or 2018. I benefited from the assistant manager

preparation books. But still, the subjects are so broad that
no matter how much you study, you don't feel ready. When

1 entered the interview, there were envelopes on the table.

They tell you to take one from there. There was a group of

five people. 1 was very excited. We asked each other

questions outside with the friends who came to the exam. |
drew the envelope. A movie came to me as a question. The

question was not a movie, but I knew the answer because 1

had seen the movie Atilla. One question was the fine given

to the parents of students who were absent from school. 1

don't remember the others, I knew 4 of them and left 1

blank. Apart from that, I was appointed here as a

permanent staff with additional points or something (P9).

Experiences Support

Obstacle

Preparing for the exam
Preparing for the interview
Promoted by the superiors Supportive policies

Role modeling

Family/Partner/Friends/Colleagues
Mastery on exam topics

Negative comments
Responsibility for family
Wide range of responsibilities
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Five of the participants stated that they first took the exam
and then the interview. They stated that they prepared for the
exam by using books, the internet, and solving questions, and
that they studied whenever they had the opportunity. One said:

[...] First, I took the vice-principal exam, which [ won, and

then I took the principal exam in the process. There was

also an interview (PG6).
One female principal stated that she did not take an exam or an
interview and that she was appointed to the administration.

[...] There was no exam when I was a principal. There was

a way of appointing school principals called “inha”. I first

worked as an assistant principal in a primary school for 3

years and then I had 8 years of teaching experience before

1 became an assistant principal in this institution. I liked

this institution, the student profile, the functioning of the

institution, its calmness, frankly, and the flexibility of the
programs (P14).

It is seen that the participants received support from family,
partners, friends, and colleagues during the transition to school
administration. In addition, there are participants who stated
that having a mastery of the field and topics, having supportive
policies and role models also supported them positively in this
period. Some said:

[...] The support of my partner was very important. After
all, you cannot prepare for the exam at work. You need to
take this process at home. We had a small child and my
wife was very interested in our daughter and helped me to
study. I did not have any difficulty, I studied from evening
to evening (P12).

[...] The support of my family and my mastery of the

subjects due to the candidacy process and the exam was a

driving force for me. Also, I always said that if there is no

logical place, you will not write, anyway, I have a mastery
of educational sciences in general...(K7).

[...] Since my brother was also a principal, he always

supported me. He was a little more conscious. He knew the

laws better, guided me on what topics to study, told me the
important parts and guided me on where the questions
usually come from (K5).

When it comes to obstacles, the participants mentioned
being exposed to negative comments from their environment,
family responsibilities, and wide range of responsibilities
undertaken when they become a principal. Some said:

[...] Some people made negative comments. Some people

said that administration is not good, that you cannot deal

with people, that it is stressful, that there is no need for it,
that teaching is better and that it makes more sense to stay
as a teacher. (K1).

[...] My child was complaining a lot. My mother also felt

sorry for me because of overtime and overwork. The

thoughts, feelings, and comments of my child and mother
affected me a bit. I had to make them accept the situation.

My child had some comments. Why don't you send me to

school, why don't you meet me? I think he felt it the most.

Table 4. The themes of administration stage

But that was also a fact of life, everyone went through that
process and so did she (K6).

[...] When [ first took office, I never thought that I would
be wunder such a big responsibility in terms of
responsibility. You encounter many jobs that you don't
know, so I had a lot of things to learn. Therefore, trying to
learn one without internalizing the other made me a little
tired (K14).

The Administration Stage

The participants’ opinions were analyzed under three themes:
challenges, support and plans for the future. Table 4 shows the
themes.

Table 4 shows that the obstacles experienced by the
participants were gender-based discrimination, prejudice,
mobbing, work-life balance, role conflict and conflict with
teachers. The women school principals were supported
through their own solutions, behaving as themselves,
following legal procedures, certain characteristics and family.

Among the obstacles that the participants faced during
their school administration process were their experiences of
gender-based discrimination. One said:

[...] We had difficulties from time to time. Some male
friends' perspectives on female administrators, working
under a woman, in fact, I never have a subordinate-
superior relationship in my working life, I adopt a
completely horizontal management style. I try to solve it by
talking, but there were friends who had tendencies such as
not being accepted, being belittled, not being liked, not
doing the assigned tasks because I was a woman. It did not
escalate (P14).

Prejudice is one the obstacles the participants deal with
during their administration stage. One said:

[...] There are some taboos in our society and people are

very surprised when they encounter something outside of

them. As soon as parents enter the school, they can say "oh,

a female principal, how young you are, we were expecting

an older person". When a parent comes to visit the school

garden, the first question is, "Can I see the principal?"

(P12).

Among the women school principals, three participants
stated that they were subjected to mobbing by teachers, other
administrators and their superiors.

[...] I think I have been subjected to psychological violence

within the school, both from men and women. I think

because we are female administrators, they think that they
can put pressure on us more easily or direct us more easily.

There is also manipulation here. There are people who

pretend to be standing next to us but actually expect us to

do what they say. I think there are two kinds of situations
here. The first group tries to be friends with you a little
more and tries to dominate you, tries to manipulate you.

Another group, on the other hand, I encountered more

psychological violence, such as yelling (P1).

Obstacles Support Future Plans

Gender-based discrimination Finding their own solutions Working as a school principal

Prejudice Behaving as themselves Working as a principal at a different institution
Mobbing Implementing legal procedures Retiring

Work-life balance
Role conflict

Conflict with teachers
Health problems

Certain characteristics
Get help from family

Haven’t decided
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Some of the participants stated that they had difficulty in
balancing their work life and their families. One said:

[...] Actually, those who find a balance are very
advantageous, but I cannot, I feel that I belong too much
where I go. This is actually not a good thing. I want to be
very dominant in the place where I feel I belong, I want to
know everywhere, I want to touch everywhere. Of course,
this puts it in the second plan. I was like this when I was a
teacher, school was very busy. When I went home, I would
ask my wife to take care of our daughter. I would ask her
to color, play house, I didn't want to do it myself because 1
was tired. My daughter was a little older in the
administration part. But you go home very tired, and when
you get home from here, you deal with food and stuff like
that. For example, I never went to my child's report card
day and I still feel sad about it (P5).

As it is thought that women have more responsibilities, the
participants in the present study told us that they had
difficulties balancing between their work and life practices.
One said:

[...] After all, you are a mother, a wife, a child, even if you
are not in the same house, you have duties, you have a
social status, you have roles that are expected of you. It is
not easy to manage all this. Right now, my child is going to
university. Even if we don't have that problem now, we had
it in his childhood. We go home with low effort. Efforts are
made to spare time, but it is tiring (K6).

One important finding is the participants occasionally
experienced conflict between their roles as principals and their
roles as friends, teachers, mothers and elder sisters.

[...] It is very difficult to be both a counselor and an

administrator. Being a psychological counselor means

approaching the child humanely, being an administrator
means discipline, authority, and at some point not listening
to the child's excuses and ensuring that the system works.

This was the biggest problem I had. Basically, since we

have always been in the role of helping people, I had some

difficulties at first when I applied this in administration due

Women School Principals: Career Stories

legal procedures, certain characteristics and get help from
family. Some said:

[...] Actually, I am a person who lives things within myself.
1 don't tell too much around me. Where I couldn't solve the
problem, I told my husband from time to time. I didn't share
much because they told me that I might experience these
situations. I mean, I somehow handled it within myself. [
thought within myself, I tried to correct myselfif there were
places where I thought I made a mistake, of course, we are
human, we can make mistakes. But I never deviated from
what I knew to be right (P2).

[...] I received help from other administrators, especially
in classes where there were a lot of males, to establish that
authority. But over time, this balance was established due
to the dialogues, approaches and experience that
developed between me and the students, and I am more
comfortable now (P7).

[...] Over time, these decrease in relation to the acceptance
of your own attitude. Compared to the first year, I can say
that there are fewer or even none now. Only the process of
people getting to know you and accepting you can be a bit
painful. You need to be psychologically strong (P1).

[...] Iworked as an administrator in two different districts.

At first, it is very important to break the idea that women

cannot do it. When there was an Erasmus project, in order
to maintain a balance, if I went to one leg, I sent other
administrators to the other leg. I am involved in everything,

1 do not stop, I am a workaholic (laughs). As a principal, 1
need to know what is going on in the school. I like to be
informed not only about the result but also about the
process (P8).

[...] Because I try to apply what is official, what is legal,

and I explain the situation to the other party so that there
is no problem (P9).

[...] We overcame them sometimes by trying to talk,

sometimes by ignoring them, sometimes by honoring the
work done by thanking them (P14).

When it comes to future plans, the participants differs from

to my branch. There are 2 guidance counselors in the
school, I say 2.5 and I say there are 4.5 administrators. 1
am half an administrator and half a guidance counselor
(P7).

each other. Their future plans are categorized as working as a
school principal, working as a principal at a different
institution, Retiring and a few told that they haven'’t decided
yet what they are going to do. Some said:

The participants also stated that they experienced conflicts
about the tasks they assigned to teachers in the schools where
they worked. One said:

[...] In the first year, my female teacher friends had this. 1

had a lot of trouble, especially in terms of guard duty

because it was thought as if it was my boarding house
rather than a boarding house belonging to the state school.

Because they don't want guard duty. But I cannot give it to

anyone else but them. There were some people who took a

stand because of the shifts I wrote, it affected our

friendship. While we were sincere, the situation has now
spilled over into a much different and official dimension

(P9).

Some of the participants stated that they had health
problems during the administration stage. One said / got sick
with fibromyalgia. I had a heart attack and blood pressure. 1
think it is related to personality, I cannot solve it (P5); the
other said I realized that I was losing my health, so I was
thinking of quitting (P11).

The study found out that the participants use some strategies
to overcome obstacles or difficulties they experienced and
those are grouped finding their own solutions implementing
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[...] L am at the highest status in the school. As a goal, [ am
also pursuing a master's degree. I am constantly reading,
listening and trying to improve myself. I will continue as a
principal. I do not have a branch manager or academic
goal. I know this job and I enjoy doing what I know (P4)
[...] I realized that I have lost my health, so I am thinking
of quitting. I could think of returning to teaching, but I
don't think so because of my age. That's why I want to
retire. I want to travel in peace. I think I will find another
occupation for myself (P11).

[...] I do not have a career plan planned for very long
years. I am currently at my school and I will take
advantage of the opportunities that come my way. I can
finish my career by experiencing private school. I can be a
branch manager, district director of national education. 1
like to progress not by planning these things but by taking
advantage of the opportunities that come my way. 1 like to
go out of my comfort zone (P14).

Discussion, Conclusion, and Future Implications

Focusing on the career stories of female school principles, this
study revealed that their career journey can be divided into
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three stages: the Pre-Administration Stage; the Transition to
Administration Stage, and the Administration Stage. The
participants reported facing difficulties because of their gender
in each stage of their career journey. In other words, being a
female school principal in Turkey is persistently portrayed as
a tough and challenging job. This is implicitly seen the people
always told about negative sides of being a principal as a
female when the participants asked for advice during their
decision-making process such as long working hours, work
load, which means there are a lot of career barriers for female
school principals (Inandi et al., 2009; Shanmugam et al., 2006;
Celikten, 2004). When it comes to deal with aforementioned
barries, the data that emerged from the interviews illuminated
the motivation behind their decision, their leadership skills
(Demirtas & Ozer, 2012; Parylo et al., 2012) and family or top
managers support (Livingston, 1998; Sefer, 2006; Myung et
al.,, 2011; De Bruny & Mestry, 2020; Yigit, 2014). The
findings about pre-administration stage from this study show
that support is a leading factor for the participants to decide
their career as a principal (Giinsel et al., 2015).

The participants repeatedly cited the difficulties when they
faced because of their responsibilities both at home and at
work. This shows that as a mother, daughter, or wife and a
woman with a career, they said that they always had to
maintain a good work-life balance, which caused stress (Yang,
2020). When they tried to balance their time for those
responsibilities, they felt the need to reduce stress and find
ways how to dedicate their time to each part. At this time, one
participant said that having a role model was very essential as
it helped them share their experiences when they need. This
highlights the importance of role modelling for women
principals when they need support about their work
responsibilities (Ekinci, 2010). The participants mentioned
that they were exposed to negative discourses about the
difficulties they experienced, family responsibilities and the
wide range of responsibilities of being a principal. In the study,
it was found that women principals are exposed to social
prejudices (Yiicedag & Giinbay1l, 2016). However, it is
understood that they overcome these prejudices over time and
are supported by their environment. In another study, it was
found that female school principals were expected to perform
prioritized tasks such as childcare and housework as well as
long working hours, which causes pressure on women (Inandi
et al., 2009).

The participants reported experiencing more difficulties on
their administration stage. The difficulties faced by female
school principals can be classified as gender-based
discrimination, prejudice, mobbing, work-life balance, role
conflict, conflict with teachers and health problems. This result
shows having a title as “school principal” as a woman brings
more challenges when compared to the other two stages. The
participants stated that they were exposed to gender
discrimination and prejudice in line with the obstacles
experienced by women principals due to gender discrimination
and gender-based prejudice in some studies (Yiicedag, 2017,
Davidson &Cooper, 2006; Giindiiz, 2010). In particular, it was
observed that participants who had been working as principals
for more than 10 years had problems between their managerial
role and their roles at home. Eckman (2003) concluded that
female principals working in secondary education experience
role conflict due to their home and family responsibilities and
experience intense stress to establish a work-life balance.
Some participants stated that they had health problems due to
the stress experienced in administration, which shows work

stress is very intense. The fact that the participants experienced
health problems due to the stress they experienced overlaps
with the finding of Sefer (2006) that diseases occur due to
fatigue. When we look at the ways in which the participants
overcome the difficulties they face, it is seen that they resort to
various methods. Some participants stated that they solved the
problem they experienced by ignoring it. This finding is
similar to the result of the study conducted by Aktas (2019)
that female school administrators prefer to ignore the problems
they experience. Samci (2022) found that family and spouse
support are important forces for women principals to
overcome the difficulties experienced. These results attract the
attention that principals’professional training is important in
terms of providing both professional and psychological
support, which includes how to handle stress-caused situations
and gender-based problems.

When it comes to their future plans, five of them stated that
they wanted to continue working as a school principal, only
one participant wanted to work as a manager in a different
institution, three of them wanted to retire, and six of them
stated that they would decide according to changing and
developing conditions. The fact that the participants prefer not
to be promoted in the career context due to individual
perceptions and preferences can be explained in “glass ceiling”
context. In the study, Taskin and Cetin (2012) stated that
people are aware of the obstacles related to career
advancement and experience “glass ceiling” by preferring to
avoid problems that may occur. Twelve participants stated that
they did not plan to advance in their career. This shows that
female women principals prefer to stay in their current position
due to internal or external barriers.

In this study, the career process of female school
administrators was analyzed based on their life stories in three
periods: the pre-administration stage, the transition to
administration and the administration stage. Leadership
characteristics, negative experiences as a teacher, request of
senior management, and setting as a goal affect the decision-
making process in the pre-administration stage. The support
from family, partner, colleagues, and school administrators are
effective why women decide to be a principal. Workload, long
working hours and work-life balance are among the difficulties
that shape the pre-administration stage.

The transition to administration stage revealed that female
school principals started their positions with different practices
such as exams, interviews and proposals, and the lack of a
sustainable policy structure in the appointment process
differentiated the experiences. The fact that the participants
received support from family, partner, friends, and colleagues
during the transition to administration stage had a positive
effect on dealing with the obstacles they faced. It was
concluded that having a mastery of the field helped them
during the preparation process for the exams, the supportive
policies carried out by the ministry, and the role modeling of
family members were supportive forces during the transition
to administration stage. Negative remarks about being a female
school principal, problems arising from responsibility towards
the family, and the wide range of responsibilities to be
assumed when becoming a principal were identified as
difficulties.

The administration period found out that female school
principals struggle with difficulties such as gender-based
discrimination, prejudice and mobbing. The participants said
that they have difficulty in establishing a work-life balance as
they had some other roles such as mother, wife, or child.
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Experiencing health problems due to the intense stress is one
of the difficulties that arise. Having a wide area of
responsibility and insufficient support occasionally increases
the level of stress experienced by female school principals.
While solving the problems they experience during their
duties, the participants implement the strategies such as getting
help from other school administrators, acting according to the
regulations, sometimes ignoring them, and sometimes dealing
with them internally. No matter what difficulties they face,
female school principals stand strong and strive to fulfill their
duties properly. They try to show both themselves and
everyone else how well they do their job as principals. Based
on these results, the following recommendations can be made.
More female teachers should be attracted to the school
administration, so public service ads can be prepared to change
social perspectives and prevent sexist approaches to the
administration. The Ministry of Education can implement
some programs for female principals on how to manage their
whole life duties and deal with some problems they face in
their work environment.
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