
 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250135970 Volume 7, Issue 1, January-February 2025 1 

 

A Review of Women Leadership in Chinese 

Educational Systems: Challenges and 

Opportunities 
 

Ying Zhao1, Jose Ma W. Gopez2 
 

1,2Graduate School, Angeles University Foundation, MacArthur Highway, Angeles City, Philippines 

 

Abstract 

This study examines the role of women in educational leadership, with a focus on the barriers, 

opportunities, and challenges they face. Despite significant progress toward gender equality, women 

remain underrepresented in leadership positions within educational institutions, particularly in cultures 

with strong patriarchal traditions. Key barriers include the glass ceiling, cultural stereotypes, and the dual 

burden of professional and domestic responsibilities. The review highlights the transformational and 

participative leadership styles often associated with women. Opportunities for women's advancement have 

emerged through targeted interventions such as mentorship programs, leadership development initiatives, 

and flexible work policies. Promoting gender equality in educational leadership requires addressing 

institutional and cultural barriers, fostering an inclusive leadership culture, and implementing strategies 

that empower women to succeed in leadership roles. This research underscores the importance of gender 

equality as a driver of innovation, diversity, and equity in educational systems globally 
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1. Introduction 

Women leadership in educational systems has garnered significant attention in recent decades, reflecting 

broader societal shifts towards gender equity. Globally, women's leadership styles—characterized by 

inclusivity, collaboration, and a focus on student-centered outcomes—are increasingly valued for their 

positive impact on educational reform and student achievement (Eagly & Carli, 2007). In developed 

countries, equality initiatives have contributed to a gradual increase in women’s representation in 

educational leadership. Unlike in developing regions, traditional gender roles, limited access to education 

for girls, and insufficient professional development opportunities for women hinder their ability to attain 

leadership positions. 

According to the National People's Congress of the People's Republic of China (2005), the Law on the 

Protection of Rights and Interests of Women emphasized gender equality and prohibits gender 

discrimination. This law is a legal document for promoting women in leadership roles across various 

sectors. Therefore, women leadership is essential in the nation’s educational expansion and socio-

economic transformation. Historically, Chinese women faced substantial barriers in accessing leadership 

roles due to patriarchal norms (Du & Xu, 2020). Nonetheless, recent reforms and policy initiatives aimed 

at promoting gender equality have started to reshape the landscape of educational leadership (Chen, 2019). 
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The representation of women in leadership positions within educational systems is crucial for several 

reasons. Firstly, it aligns with global movements towards gender equality, as stipulated by the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goal 5, which aims to "achieve gender equality and empower all women 

and girls" (United Nations, 2015). Secondly, diverse leadership can enhance decision-making processes 

and outcomes, fostering environments that are more inclusive and reflective of different perspectives 

(Eagly & Carli, 2007). 

Despite these advances, significant challenges remain. Studies indicate that women in Chinese educational 

leadership often encounter a glass ceiling, limiting their upward mobility (Zhu & Zhang, 2017). These 

barriers are compounded by societal expectations and traditional gender roles that place additional burdens 

on women, particularly in balancing professional and domestic responsibilities (Li & Zhang, 2016). 

Moreover, there is a paucity of empirical research specifically focusing on the experiences of women 

leaders in Chinese educational contexts, highlighting a critical gap in the literature (Wang, 2018). 

 

2. Review of Related Literature 

The role of women in educational leadership has been a topic of extensive research globally, reflecting 

broader societal changes towards gender equality. In China, the interplay between traditional gender roles 

and modern educational reforms provides a unique context for examining women's leadership in 

educational systems. Historically, Chinese society has been characterized by deeply rooted patriarchal 

norms that significantly limited women's access to leadership roles. Confucian values, which emphasize 

male dominance and female subservience, have long influenced Chinese culture and education (Li, 2018). 

These cultural norms contributed to a gendered division of labor, where leadership positions were 

predominantly occupied by men (Wang & Zhang, 2017). 

In recent decades, significant strides have been made towards gender equality in China, driven by 

government policies and societal changes. The implementation of the Law on the Protection of Rights and 

Interests of Women in 1992 marked a pivotal moment, providing a legal framework to combat gender 

discrimination (Liu, 2019). Additionally, the government's commitment to the United Nations' Sustainable 

Development Goals has further emphasized the importance of gender equality in all sectors, including 

education (United Nations, 2015). 

Despite these efforts, the representation of women in educational leadership remains disproportionately 

low. National statistics indicate that while women constitute a significant portion of the teaching 

workforce, their presence in leadership positions is limited (Chen, 2020). For example, women make up 

approximately 50% of the teaching staff in primary and secondary schools but less than 20% of school 

principals (Zhang & Zhu, 2019). 

2.1. The Glass Ceiling 

The glass ceiling refers to the invisible barriers that prevent women from ascending to top leadership 

positions despite having the qualifications and skills necessary to do so (Cotter et al., 2001). This 

phenomenon is pervasive across industries, including corporate, academic, and public sectors. The glass 

ceiling is often attributed to a combination of institutional practices, gender biases, and societal 

expectations that collectively hinder women's career advancement (Morrison et al., 1987). 

The glass ceiling is not just a result of individual discrimination but is embedded in organizational 

structures and cultures that privilege male leadership styles and networks (Powell & Graves, 2003). 

Studies indicate that women often face challenges such as exclusion from informal networks, lack of 

mentorship, and biases in performance evaluations, which contribute to their underrepresentation in senior 
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leadership roles (Lyness & Thompson, 2000). Moreover, the glass ceiling effect is compounded by 

intersectionality, where women of color and those from marginalized groups face even greater barriers 

due to the intersection of race and gender biases (Crenshaw, 1989). 

2.2. Leadership Style of Women 

Women’s leadership styles have been widely studied and are often described as more transformational 

and participative compared to their male counterparts (Eagly et al. 2003). Transformational leadership, 

characterized by the ability to inspire and motivate followers, is particularly effective in fostering 

collaboration and innovation within organizations (Bass & Avolio, 1994). Women leaders are often noted 

for their emphasis on building relationships, developing others, and fostering an inclusive work 

environment (Carli & Eagly, 2011). 

However, women leaders often face a "double bind," where they are expected to conform to traditional 

feminine norms of being nurturing and collaborative, while also being assertive and decisive to meet the 

expectations of leadership roles (Rudman & Glick, 2001). This can lead to conflicting expectations and 

can undermine women’s authority and effectiveness as leaders (Catalyst, 2007). 

2.3. Gender Equality in Leadership among Educational Institutions 

Gender equality in education remains an issue, regardless of the growing number of women in the teaching 

profession. While women make up a large component of the educational workforce, they are 

underrepresented in leadership positions, particularly in higher education. Cultural and societal standards, 

gender stereotypes, and the challenges of juggling work and family life are significant hurdles to women's 

advancement into leadership roles (Blackmore, 2017; Lumby, 2019). Gender norms frequently favor men 

in leadership roles, whereas women confront institutional prejudices in recruiting and promotion 

processes, limiting their access to high positions in education (O'Connor, 2019). In China, for example, 

women dominate teaching positions in basic and secondary schools but occupy fewer leadership positions 

in higher education, according to conventional gender roles and unequal opportunities (Zhou, 2021). 

Promoting gender equality in educational leadership necessitates focused interventions such as mentorship 

programs, leadership development efforts, and institutional policies that encourage women's success. 

Mentoring programs can help aspiring female leaders handle leadership obstacles by providing coaching 

and networking opportunities (Airini et al., 2011). Furthermore, women-specific leadership development 

programs and gender-responsive policies, such as flexible working arrangements and transparent 

promotion criteria, can help to close the gender gap (Shah, 2017; Lumby, 2019). Addressing gender 

stereotypes and developing an inclusive leadership culture are also critical to ensuring equal opportunities 

for women in leadership positions, which will benefit educational institutions and build a more varied and 

equitable environment (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). 

2.4. Opportunities among Women Leaders in Education 

Gender equality in educational leadership has been affected by a variety of challenges, although there are 

increasing opportunities for female leaders in the sector. According to studies, when gender equality 

becomes a global concern, more women are promoted to educational leadership roles through mentorship 

programs, leadership training, and diversity-enhancing organizational policies. Oplatka and Tamir (2009) 

highlight the growing availability of leadership development programs designed exclusively for women 

in education, which equip them with the skills, confidence, and networks required to advance to leadership 

positions. These programs have demonstrated success in closing the gender gap in educational leadership 

positions. 
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Also, the emergence of flexible working arrangements and work-life balance rules has opened up new 

chances for women to enter and excel in leadership positions (Shah, 2017). Lumby (2019) contends that 

such institutional strategies assist women in overcoming traditional limitations, such as incorporating 

family duties with professional goals. In higher education, initiatives promoting gender diversity in 

governance, such as targeted recruiting and gender quotas, have resulted in an increase in female leaders 

(Morley, 2014). Despite persisting challenges, these studies show that targeted efforts to encourage 

women's advancement in leadership roles are opening up new opportunities for women to make major 

improvements to education. 

2.5. Cultural Barriers to Leadership among Women 

Cultural barriers significantly impact women’s leadership opportunities and experiences, particularly in 

societies with strong patriarchal norms. These barriers include societal expectations of gender roles, 

cultural perceptions of leadership, and traditional views on the roles of women in the workplace and family 

(Hofstede, 2001). In many cultures, leadership is traditionally associated with masculine traits such as 

assertiveness, competitiveness, and authority, which can marginalize women who do not conform to these 

norms (Schein, 2001). 

In many cultures, women leaders may face additional challenges in asserting themselves in leadership 

roles (Triandis, 1995). These cultural norms can create significant obstacles for women, such as the 

expectation that they prioritize family responsibilities over career ambitions (Aycan, 2004). Also women 

in leadership roles in such cultures often face scrutiny and criticism for stepping outside traditional gender 

roles, which can limit their effectiveness and acceptance as leaders (Klenke, 1996). 

The role of cultural stereotypes in perpetuating the underrepresentation of women in leadership. For 

instance, the "think manager, think male" bias persists in many cultures, where leadership attributes are 

more commonly associated with men than with women (Schein, 2001). These stereotypes can influence 

hiring and promotion decisions, often to the detriment of women aspiring to leadership roles. 

2.6. Challenges Faced by Women Leaders 

The underrepresentation of women in educational leadership can be attributed to multiple factors. Societal 

expectations and traditional gender roles continue to place significant burdens on women, particularly in 

balancing professional and domestic responsibilities (Li & Zhang, 2016). Research highlights that women 

often face a double burden, where they are expected to excel in their careers while managing household 

duties (Wu, 2020). 

Institutional barriers such as gender bias and the "glass ceiling" phenomenon hinder women's career 

advancement (Zhu & Zhang, 2017). Studies reveal that women in leadership positions often experience 

discrimination and bias, affecting their professional growth and job satisfaction (Xu, 2018). These 

challenges are compounded by a lack of mentorship and support networks for women aspiring to 

leadership roles (Chen & Wang, 2019). 

 

3. Conclusion 

While significant efforts have been made toward gender equality in educational leadership, considerable 

challenges persist, particularly in cultures with deeply entrenched gender norms. Women leaders face 

barriers such as the glass ceiling, cultural stereotypes, and balancing professional and domestic 

responsibilities. However, targeted interventions, including mentorship programs, leadership training, and 

flexible policies, have created opportunities for women's advancement in the field. Addressing these 

challenges requires a concerted effort to dismantle institutional and cultural barriers, fostering an inclusive 
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and equitable environment where women can thrive as leaders. Achieving gender equality in educational 

leadership is not only a matter of fairness but also essential for fostering innovation and diversity in 

education. 

 

References 

1. Airini, C., et al. (2011). Learning to Be Leaders: Gender and School Leadership Development in New 

Zealand. 

2. Aycan, Z. (2004). Key Success Factors for Women in Management in Turkey. Applied Psychology: 

An International Review, 53(3), 453–477. 

3. Bass, B. M., & Avolio, B. J. (1994). Improving Organizational Effectiveness through 

Transformational Leadership. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

4. Blackmore, J. (2017). Leadership in Higher Education: A Critical Feminist Perspective. Studies in 

Higher Education, 42(2), 313–325. 

5. Carli, L. L., & Eagly, A. H. (2011). Gender and Leadership. In A. Bryman et al. (Eds.), The Sage 

Handbook of Leadership (pp. 103–117). London: Sage. 

6. Catalyst. (2007). The Double Bind: Women in Leadership. 

7. Chen, L. (2019). Gender equality in China's education sector: Policies and practices. Journal of Asian 

Education, 10(2), 112-130. 

8. Chen, L. (2020). Gender disparities in educational leadership: A statistical overview. Journal of 

Chinese Educational Research, 12(3), 45-59. 

9. Chen, Y., & Wang, X. (2019). Mentorship and career development for female leaders in education. 

International Journal of Educational Leadership, 8(2), 134-150. 

10. Cotter, D. A., Hermsen, J. M., Ovadia, S., & Vanneman, R. (2001). The Glass Ceiling Effect. Social 

Forces, 80(2), 655–681. 

11. Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 

Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics. University of Chicago Legal 

Forum, 1989(1), 139–167. 

12. Eagly, A. H., & Carli, L. L. (2007). Through the labyrinth: The truth about how women become 

leaders. Harvard Business School Press. 

13. Eagly, A. H., Johannesen-Schmidt, M. C., & Van Engen, M. L. (2003). Transformational, 

Transactional, and Laissez-Faire Leadership Styles: A Meta-Analysis Comparing Women and Men. 

Psychological Bulletin, 129(4), 569–591. 

14. Grogan, M., & Shakeshaft, C. (2011). Women and Educational Leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass. 

15. Hofstede, G. (2001). Culture's Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, and 

Organizations across Nations (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

16. Klenke, K. (1996). Women and Leadership: A Contextual Perspective. New York: Springer. 

17. Li, X. (2018). The Impact of Confucian Values on Women's Educational Leadership in China. Asian 

Journal of Women's Studies, 24(2), 123–142. 

18. Li, Y. (2018). Confucianism and gender: Women's roles in ancient China. Asian Studies Review, 42(2), 

211-229. 

19. Li, Y., & Zhang, X. (2016). Balancing the Double Burden: Women in Educational Leadership in 

China. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 36(3), 289–305. 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250135970 Volume 7, Issue 1, January-February 2025 6 

 

20. Liu, J. (2019). Legal frameworks and gender equality in China: Progress and prospects. Gender & 

Law Journal, 5(1), 87-102. 

21. Lumby, J. (2019). Leadership and Gender in Education: Challenges and Opportunities. Educational 

Management Administration & Leadership, 47(4), 604–620. 

22. Lyness, K. S., & Thompson, D. E. (2000). Climbing the Corporate Ladder: Do Female and Male 

Executives Follow the Same Route?. Journal of Applied Psychology, 85(1), 86–101. 

23. Morley, L. (2014). Lost Leaders: Women in the Global Academy. Higher Education Research & 

Development, 33(1), 114–128. 

24. Morrison, A. M., White, R. P., & Van Velsor, E. (1987). Breaking the Glass Ceiling: Can Women 

Reach the Top of America's Largest Corporations?. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 

25. National People's Congress of the People's Republic of China. (2005). Law on the Protection of Rights 

and Interests of Women (2005 Amendment). 

26. O'Connor, P. (2019). Gender and Leadership in Higher Education: Issues and Trends. Studies in 

Higher Education, 44(5), 893–904. 

27. Oplatka, I., & Tamir, R. (2009). Women Principals in a Multicultural Society: New Insights into 

Feminist Educational Leadership. International Journal of Leadership in Education, 12(2), 129–144. 

28. Powell, G. N., & Graves, L. M. (2003). Women and Men in Management (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage. 

29. Rudman, L. A., & Glick, P. (2001). Prescriptive Gender Stereotypes and Backlash toward Agentic 

Women. Journal of Social Issues, 57(4), 743–762. 

30. Schein, V. E. (2001). A Global Look at Psychological Barriers to Women's Progress in Management. 

Journal of Social Issues, 57(4), 675–688. 

31. Shah, S. (2017). Women and Educational Leadership in the Global South. Compare: A Journal of 

Comparative and International Education, 47(3), 323–337. 

32. Triandis, H. C. (1995). Individualism and Collectivism. Boulder, CO: Westview Press. 

33. United Nations. (2015). Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

United Nations. 

34. Wang, X. (2018). Exploring the experiences of female educational leaders in China. International 

Journal of Educational Research, 92, 56-64. 

35. Wang, X., & Zhang, Y. (2017). Patriarchal Norms and Gender Inequality in Leadership Roles in 

China. Chinese Sociology & Anthropology, 49(4), 312–330. 

36. Wu, L. (2020). The Double Burden: Challenges Faced by Women Leaders in China. Asian Social 

Work and Policy Review, 14(1), 35–48. 

37. Xu, H. (2018). Bias in Leadership: Women in Educational Administration in China. International 

Journal of Educational Development, 62, 232–240. 

38. Zhang, Q., & Zhu, H. (2019). The gender gap in educational leadership in China: Current status and 

future directions. Chinese Educational Review, 27(2), 98-114. 

39. Zhou, T. (2021). Cultural Norms and Leadership Inequalities: Women Leaders in Higher Education 

in China. Asian Education and Development Studies, 10(1), 45–62. 

40. Zhu, H., & Zhang, Q. (2017). The glass ceiling in China: Women's career advancement in education. 

Gender and Education, 29(4), 473-489. 

https://www.ijfmr.com/

