
Diversity in 
leadership roles
how to break the image

In our opinion

In the 1990s, when we entered international 
education, there were only a handful of female 
heads of schools amongst a large number of male 
heads. Over the past 30 years, the number of 
international schools has rapidly grown, yet the 
opportunities for female leaders have only slightly 
increased, while the female teaching population 
has increased to 70%. This number is not reflected 
in the top positions. Leadership in international 
schools continues to be dominated by males.

The stats

Looking at numerous websites of well-known 
international schools (British, American, 
international) the gender imbalance in leadership 
is obvious. Currently, from a random sample of 
42 of these schools, it shows that there are a 
high number of female heads in primary, with two 
females to one male head (66%). In secondary, 
the ratios are different: one female leader to three 
male leaders (33%). Looking at the top position 
of head of school, it changes to 1:4 (25%), with 
women being underrepresented. Looking at a 
large international recruitment agency, over six 
years there are only 20% female appointments in 
directors’ positions as well as secondary heads.

All these international schools state in their 
mission and vision statements that they promote 
‘inspiring excellence’, ‘challenges’, ‘equality’, ‘a 
better future’, ‘pride in their diversity’, etc.  We 
wonder how the imbalance of gender in their 
leaders truly aligns with their mission and vision. 

Does this imbalance of role models really create 
an environment where we teach our young 
(teenage) students that women can be leaders? 
Are we not unconsciously showing them a biased 
culture in favour of male leaders and the female 
leaders as deputy or assistant?

If there are more female leaders in primary, are 
these leaders given an equal chance to become 
head of a school or are they disadvantaged in 
that position? Are the heads of schools coming 
from the pool of secondary leaders or primary? 
Our assumption and experience are that heads 
of schools are mainly secondary ‘cultivated’, 
indicating that we place more importance on this 
experience and therefore hinder the promotion of 
female primary leaders. 

Unconscious gender discrimination continues 
to happen. International school recruitment can 
- and does - place female leaders below males, 
through their adverts, through their selection 
process and through their ‘not the right fit for our 
school’ belief. Naturally the right fit is important, 
but that does not automatically mean that the 
unconsciously preferred image needs to stay 
the same. There is also very little diversity in 
race in any of these positions, unless they are 
connected to their home country. In our opinion 
it is an embarrassing situation for international 
schools that pride themselves on having a large 
number of different nationalities, yet, for example 
in Africa, hardly have any African leaders leading 
international schools. 

The domination of white male leaders in our 
international setting raises huge concerns for the 
messages that we are giving our young students. 

Leadership skills are leadership skills – they are 
not specific to gender, race, section or language. 
Why are we accepting this inequality in our 
international setting when it is clear that it clashes 
with our guiding statements and the essence 

of what we are doing: creating open-minded 
individuals who become confident, proactive 
global citizens? 

It is time to break this culture of ignorance and 
bias. A painful but ever so important time of 
provocative questioning and self-reflection is 
needed.

BY Sue Aspinall and Juliette van Eerdewijk

54  |  International School Leader Magazine International School Leader Magazine  |  55 WWW.ISLMAGAZINE.COM ISSUE 18  |  FEBRUARY 2021



What needs to be done?

We need to start with opening up the 
conversation of discrimination and unconscious 
bias at leadership level, at teaching level, 
amongst the board, and with recruitment 
agencies. Opening the eyes of all-male leaders 
in our settings and the role that they play in 
keeping that inequality alive in their decisions, 
their choices and their way of working is a must 
before changes can be made. Making invisible 
discrimination visible to those who are not aware.

We need an urgent  
proactive approach:

>  Auditing across the school the leaders and 
personnel in different positions, with the focus 
on gender, race, qualifications and language 
backgrounds

>  Changing the cultural profile of leaders by 
actively searching for, and employing, different 
leaders for positions to break that image of 
male leadership

>  Shaking up and involving recruitment agencies 
in training and developing boards and 
governing bodies on diversity, equality and 
equity, as well as inclusion 

>  Training recruitment teams on equal 
opportunities and reading CVs, creating a new 
profile and seeing potential

>  Creating a recruitment policy that promotes 
equal opportunities for all gender, race and 
language backgrounds and qualifications

>  Making conscientious decisions that we are 
going to choose a different road, making tough 
decisions by placing priority on gender, race 
and language balance in a school and its 
leadership team

>  Actively recruiting diverse leadership  
in all international schools 

It is time to create a new normal within our 
international schools, a new image of the 
leadership profile that embraces diversity, 
because if we keep doing what we are doing, a 
white, male domination in leaders, as we have 
had for the past century, will continue. It is time 
to take the lead and take our guiding statements 
seriously and practise what we preach through 
inclusive recruitment.
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We need to start 
making invisible 
discrimination 
visible to those 
who are not aware.
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https://www.britishschool.nl
https://www.britishschool.nl
https://www.ishthehague.nl
https://globalcitizenyear.org
https://marioframework.com/mariocourse/

