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Abstract

The gender imbalance among principals in South Korea is severe. The pur-

pose of this study was to examine the performance gap between male and 

female principals and its impact on student achievement. The data came 

from the 2010 Seoul Education Longitudinal Study. The study mainly cov-

ered t‐test and two‐level hierarchical linear modelling (HLM). The results of 

the study revealed that female principals acted creatively in constructing a 

school environment, had better relationships with teachers, exerted more ef-

fort on classroom‐related activities, had stronger commitment to the school 

and their profession, and spent more time in school board meetings than 

male principals did. The principal’s performance was found to impact on stu-

dent achievement and school satisfaction. The study suggests that increasing 

the number of female principals in high schools in South Korea would im-

prove the performance of the high schools and that of the female teacher 

workforce. Female teachers need to be encouraged to apply for and be pro-

moted to principal positions. Work‐related opportunities should be open to 

both female and male teachers equally.
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Introduction

A well‐educated and well‐trained population is essential to South 
Korea’s social and economic development. With respect to the quality 
of education, South Korea is one of top‐ranked countries in the world. 
South Korean student achievement has ranked highly among OECD 
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countries for the past decade (OECD, 2011)1. Societal emphasis on edu-
cation and the availability of highly qualified teachers are critical to stu-
dents’ high performance levels. In particular, principals play a vital role 
in the successful performance of the schools they lead (Friedman, 2002; 
Krüger et al., 2007; Leithwood et al., 2010; Louis et al., 2010; Nettles 
& Herrington, 2007; Marks & Printy, 2003; Valentine & Prater, 2011). 
Principals contribute to improvements in student performance by influ-
encing the conditions and climate of the school. A number of re-
searchers have investigated the impact of school principal gender on 
student performance. Female principals were found to have positive in-
fluences on student achievement and job satisfaction among teachers 
(Brooks & Jones, 2010; Eagly & Carli, 2003; Hallinger et al., 1996; 
Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Min, 2005; Pavan & Reid, 1994).

However, female principals and teachers have faced obstacles in the 
labor market in South Korea. Although the female teacher workforce 
has been increasing in elementary and secondary schools, the proportion 
of female teachers is still below the OECD average. Moreover, the pro-
portion of female principals in the secondary school sector is the lowest 
among  all OECD countries (OECD, 2010)2. It seems unusual that so 
few female teachers are promoted to principal positions. We investigated 
the performance of female principals in South Korea and its effects on 
student achievement in order to determine whether the lower pro-
portion of female school principals in secondary schools was attributable 
to their performance, cultural gender stereotypes, or other causes. 

Despite the strong association between female principals and school 
and/or student performance noted in previous research, there have been 
few empirical studies confirming the relationship between the various 
types of performance of female principals and student achievement in 
the context of South Korean education (Min, 2005). The purpose of the 
present study was to examine the different performance patterns of 
male and female high school principals and their impact on student 

1. The average student scored 541 in reading literacy, mathematics and science in the OECD’s 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). This score is higher than the 

OECD average of 497 and one of the highest in the OECD (OECD 2011).

2 According to the 2010 OECD report, South Korea is tied with Turkey for the lowest pro-

portion of female principals in secondary education (see literature review for details).
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achievement. In particular, we focused on general high schools in met-
ropolitan areas in South Korea. This is because general high schools in 
other parts of South Korea have an even smaller proportion of female 
school principals. The study investigated how male and female principals 
perform differently. It also analysed the extent to which these differ-
ences influence student academic achievement. Based on the study re-
sults, the study discussed the benefits that would result from an increase 
in the number of female high school principals.

Literature Review

Roles of Principals and Gender Differences in Principal Performance

Principals play a wide variety of roles, and can determine the extent, 
nature and pattern of participation in their schools. Hence, the position 
of principal is highly important in the current school system (Duke et 
al., 1980). The success of a given school has much to do with the read-
iness of its principal to share power, and with his or her ability to ac-
quire necessary  information and resources (Chapman, 1988). Many 
studies have been conducted to investigate the influence of school prin-
cipals on various measures of school effectiveness, such as student ach-
ievement and school satisfaction among students (Brooks & Jones, 
2010; Cotton, 2003; Koh, Steers, & Terborg, 2006; Friedman, 2002; 
Leithwood, Patten, & Jantzi, 2010; Louis, Dretzke, & Wahlstrom, 2010; 
Nettles & Herrington, 2007; Marks & Printy, 2003; Valentine & Prater, 
2011). Principals’ demographic characteristics and behaviours were 
found to influence school outcomes both directly and indirectly. 

The most important element of the principals’ role that affects stu-
dent achievement is leadership. Strong leadership of the principals is a 
key component of schools with high student achievement. Many leader-
ship traits and behaviors are positively related to student achievement, 
attitudes, and social behavior (Cotton, 2003). Principals’ managerial, in-
structional, and transformational leadership behaviors are significantly 
linked to student achievement (Valentine & Prater, 2011). Both instruc-
tional leadership and the sharing of leadership with teachers are sig-
nificant, and are indirectly associated with student achievement (Louis, 
Dretzke, & Wahlstrom, 2010). As potential mediating factors, the goal 
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and mission of the school, the learning climate of the school, pro-
fessional capacity, school organisational structure, parent–community–
school ties, etc. are considered (Bryk et al., 2010; Hallinger & Heck, 
1998; Sebastian & Allensworth, 2012). According to Hallinger, Bickman, 
and Davis (1996)’s study on principals’ effects on student learning, prin-
cipals’ gender and leadership behaviours within the context of the 
school organization has a pronounced effect on student achievement 
through mediating variables such as teacher expectations, the school 
mission, and opportunities to learn.

Studies on gender differences in principals’ behaviors have sug-
gested that female principals tend to be democratic, participative, caring, 
and interested in morale and social relationships, whereas male principals 
tend to be decisive, autocratic, and task‐oriented (Coleman, 2005; Eagly 
& Johnson, 1990; Hallinger, Bickman, & Davis, 1996; Hallinger & Heck, 
1996; Min, 2005; Pavan & Reid, 1994). The behaviors of female princi-
pals are advantageous in today’s schools, where transformative, partic-
ipative, and relationship‐oriented leadership is needed (Eagly & Carli, 
2003). Female principals have more positive impacts on instructional 
leadership than do male principals, and thus have stronger influences 
than male principals on building the school community and emphasising 
student achievement (Hallinger et al., 1996). A study by Pavan and Reid 
(1994) produced similar findings. The female principals in their study 
were actively engaged with teachers and students and spent a large 
amount of time on improving student achievement. Hallinger and Heck 
(1996) also found that female principals played a more active role in the 
curriculum, teaching and learning than did male principals. According to 
Morris (1999), female principals paid attention to the centrality of rela-
tionships, attachment, and caring in their work. The caring‐based rela-
tionships were found to impact on students’ ability. Eagly and Carli 
(2003) conducted a meta‐analysis of 45 studies on gender differences in 
leadership. The study concluded that female principals have been shown 
to be effective in the use of transformational, transactional, and laissez‐
faire leadership. However, Eagly and Carli (2003) indicated that the prej-
udice against women performing transformational, transactional, and 
laissez‐faire behaviors in masculine organisations is pronounced, and that 
such prejudice makes it difficult for female principals to play effective 
roles. Young (2003) stated that it is very difficult for a woman to get 
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an administrative position in school, “although the leadership character-
istics commonly associated with the female gender appear to be becom-
ing more (though not completely) accepted and valued” (p. 289).  Even 
though gender discrimination in educational leadership is somewhat di-
minished, the uneven power balance in wider society still impacts on fe-
male principals through governors, parents, and teachers (Coleman, 
2004).

Female Principal Workforce in South Korea

The educational system of South Korea is strongly government‐cen-
tralised (FNBE, 2012; Kim et al., 2006). Although the system consists 
of three levels – central, macro‐regional, and local – the central govern-
ment is basically in charge of school funding and staffing, including the 
careers and advancement opportunities of teachers and principals. Thus, 
a principal’s role is relatively narrow, focusing on the management and 
supervision of a school according to guidance from the central govern-
ment (Ministry of Education, 2013).

Principals in South Korea are appointed  either via promotion or in-
vitation (Kim et al., 2006). The promotion process involves a procedure 
in which principals are selected through an intensive review of candi-
dates, including vice principals, school inspectors, and research officers. 
The invitation procedure involves inviting suitable principal certificate 
holders to apply for the vacant principal post at a school. Through mul-
tiphase processes, principals are appointed by the President of South 
Korea (FNBE, 2012). The term for principals is four years; they can 
serve up to eight years  through serving two consecutive terms (FNBE, 
2012; Kim et al., 2006). Teachers must first hold a vice principal posi-
tion for three years in order to become a principal. Vice principals are 
selected through a promotion process similar to the one for principals 
(Joo, 2004).

The number of female teachers in elementary and secondary schools 
in South Korea has increased over the past 22 years, as shown in 
Table 1. In 2012, the total number of female teachers in elementary and 
secondary schools was 275,922 and of male teachers 149,470. In ele-
mentary schools and middle schools, the number of female teachers was 
higher than that of male teachers. In high schools, the number of male 
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teachers was similar to that of female teachers.
However, as shown in Table 2, the gender ratio among principals re-

mains highly unbalanced. Although the proportion of female principals 
has been increasing since 1990, the gender imbalance is still apparent. 
In 2012 the relative number of female principals in elementary schools, 
middle schools, and high schools was 28.2%, 22.7%, and 8.4% 
respectively. The proportion of female principals in high schools was es-
pecially low. In high schools, female teachers may have less access to 
leadership roles because there are more male teachers than female 
teachers. This may create masculine environments in high schools in 
South Korea and thus perpetuate prejudice and gender stereotypes that 
work against female teachers and principals. 

Table 1

Changing Proportions of Female Teachers in Elementary and Secondary Schools

Category
Elementary school Middle school High school

Female % Female % Female %

2012 138,295 76.2 74,737 67.3 62,890 47.3

2011 136,829 75.7 73,934 66.8 60,524 46.1

2010 132,728 75.0 71,466 65.6 56,055 44.3

2009 130,552 74.5 71,091 65.1 54,240 43.3

2008 127,479 74.0 70,141 64.5 51,728 42.0

2007 121,963 72.9 68,673 63.5 48,534 40.3

2006 117,780 71.9 67,344 62.9 46,097 39.0

2005 113,751 71.0 64,659 62.2 44,387 38.1

1997  81,389 58.6 50,688 51.7 26,592 25.4

1990  68,604 50.1 41,718 46.4 21,229 22.9

Source: Ministry of Education and Science Technology of South Korea, 2012

Table 2

Changing Proportions of Female Principals in Elementary and Secondary Schools

Category
Elementary school Middle school High school

Female % Female % Female %

2012 3,360 28.2 1,269 22.7 381 8.4

2011 2,859 24.1 1,220 22.0 352 7.8
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Category
Elementary school Middle school High school

Female % Female % Female %

2010 2,455 20.7 1,180 21.5 313 7.0

2009 2,121 17.9 1,099 20.1 261 6.0

2008 1,860 15.7 988 18.2 242 5.6.

2007 1,705 14.4 907 16.8 253 5.9

2006 1,527 12.8 817 15.2 239 5.6

2005 1,382 11.8 729 13.8 232 5.6

2000 856 8.0 419 8.8 136 3.6

1990 470 3.5 275 5.9 91 2.7

Source: Ministry of Education and Science Technology of South Korea, 2012

The gender imbalance among principals in South Korea becomes 
more obvious when the situation is compared to that in other countries. 
As shown in Figure 1, the relative number of female teachers in South 
Korea during 2007 and 2008 was 64.4%, ranking South Korea 16th out 
of 23 countries. The relative number of female principals in South 
Korea during 2007 and 2008 was 15.0%, placing South Korea second 
to last out of 23 countries.

Figure 1 Relative Number of Female Teachers and Principals in Schools 

Providing Lower Secondary Education

Source: OECD, 2010
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Despite the increase in the female teacher workforce, studies from 
various countries have recognised problems relating to the under‐repre-
sentation of female principals (Arar & Oplatka, 2013; Brinia, 2011; 
Coleman, 2007; Shapira et al., 2011; Shakeshaft et al., 2007). For in-
stance, in the case of the Arab education system in Israel, it is not as 
easy for female teachers to obtain a principal’s position as it is for male 
teachers (Arar & Abu‐Rabia‐Queder, 2011, cited as Arar & Oplatka, 
2013). Arar and Oplatka (2013) indicated that cultural backgrounds af-
fect the perceptions and attitudes of principals and teachers within 
schools. There are various cultural barriers, such as sex‐discriminatory 
working conditions and sex‐role stereotyping, for women entering 
school leadership positions. South Korea is no exception in this regard. 
Cultural background is a critical issue of female workforce in South 
Korea.

Traditional and new gender roles of women seem to coexist in South 
Korea (Kim & Han, 1996; Kong, 1997; Eun, 2007). Women with tradi-
tional gender roles based on Confucianism were required to obey to 
men, and they were supposed to stay at home, not dealing with public 
affairs (Kong, 1997). However, with a rapid increase of women’s educa-
tion and labor participation over the past three decades, women in 
South Korea became enlightened with the notion of equal rights be-
tween women and men in roles, educational opportunity, social partic-
ipation, and family values. Although South Korea seems to be moving 
towards a gender equal society, distorted thinking about gender roles 
and prejudices against women still remain. These residual attitudes con-
sistently place Korean women  in lower positions, lead them to be treat-
ed as less important than men, exclude them from prestigious occupa-
tions, and alienate them from politics (Kim & Han, 1996; Kong, 1997). 

Theoretical Framework

Our investigation is grounded in feminist social constructivism. 
Feminist social constructivism considers gender to be the psychological, 
social, and political significance that the biological differences between 
men and women have come to have in society (Diquinzio, 1993; Locher 
& Prügl, 2001). Sociological concepts of roles and socialization have 
been employed to examine how gender identities are socially constructed 
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(Diquinzio, 1993; Howell et al., 2002; Locher & Prügl, 2001; Strachan, 
2002). From the perspective of social constructivist feminists, the social 
construction of gender has resulted in inequality, because women are 
marginalized in a patriarchal and male‐dominant society where masculin-
ity functions as a norm (Diquinzio, 1993). According to Diquinzio (p. 
3), “[t]he social construction of gender is a factor in the oppression of 
women.” Therefore, social constructivist feminists are interested in 
changing social institutions and practices that are oppressive toward 
women.

Many studies have found that men are decisive and dominant, while 
women are considered caring, thoughtful, and collaborative (Coleman, 
2005; Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Hallinger, Bickman, & Davis, 1996; 
Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Min, 2005; Pavan & Reid, 1994). The potential 
of women to be caring, thoughtful, and collaborative human beings 
needs to be valued (Gilligan, 1982). Beck (1992) insisted that caring 
should be a centred value in educational administration. Held (2006)’s 
study revealed that such characteristics of female leaders are likely to 
work well in areas of education, healthcare, and childcare. This supports 
the claim that female principals perform in a different, and inherently 
better, way from male principals (Coleman, 2005). The differences in 
leadership styles between male and female principals are socially 
constructed. Socially constructed leadership styles of female principals 
are not universal to all female principals. Various ways of being a female 
principal exist (Coleman, 2005). From the social constructivist feminist 
point of view, women face difficulties that are largely hidden or ignored 
in terms of accessing and carrying out a leadership role. In a culture 
that tends to expect  leaders to be  men, female and male teachers feel 
the social experience of being a principal  differently  (Coleman, 2005). 
Female teachers find it more difficult than male teachers to access lead-
ership, and they experience gender‐related barriers.

Research Methods

Data and Sampling

The data used is from Seoul Education Longitudinal Study of 2010 (SELS 
2010). The Seoul Education Research and Information Institute (SERII) 
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has been collecting longitudinal data since 2010 to facilitate the under-
standing of the structure and characteristics of all public and private 
schools, from elementary to high schools, in Seoul, South Korea. SELS 
2010 used two‐stage stratified cluster random sampling. The process in-
volved first sampling schools and then sampling students. The data col-
lected covered education‐related information from students, teachers, 
principals and parents, and concrete information about the schools, such 
as numbers of students, teachers, and classrooms. 

The present study focused on high school data. The analysis covered 
a total of 5,235 students and 78 general high schools. Most of the prin-
cipals in the data sample were male (85.9%) and there were only 11 fe-
male principals (14.1%) in the data sample (Table 3). Every school prin-
cipal and a total of 4,408 students completed response forms. Schools 
with female principals were more likely to have more female students 
than male students (Table 4).

Table 3

Number of Principals by Gender

Gender of School Principal

Female Male Total

11
(14.1%)

67
(85.9%)

78
(100.0%)

Table 4

Number of Students by Gender of School Principal

Gender of school principal

Female Male

Students

Female 566
(68.4%)

1,810
(41.1%)

Male 261
(31.6%)

2,598
(58.9%)

Total 827
(100.0%)

4,408
(100.0%)

Measures

There were two sets of variables at the student level: academic achieve-
ment and school satisfaction. Academic achievement was the schooling 
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outcome, with three items describing the average scores of national‐level 
achievement test for general high school students in three subject areas 
(Korean, English, and mathematics). Every student in general high school  
must take the national‐level achievement test each year. The present study 
used the mean value of three subjects as an indicator of academic 
achievement. The mean score of academic achievement in the present 
study was 54.46. Student school satisfaction is another schooling outcome 
variable, with eight items, each scored on a five‐point Likert scale. The 
scale has an acceptable inter‐item reliability coefficient of 0.80.

There were five variables at the school level, namely the relationship 
between principal and teachers, the relationship between principal and 
other stakeholders, class‐related activities, job satisfaction, and teacher–
student ratio. Table 5 presents these variables in detail, with coding 
information. Cronbach’s alpha value of job satisfaction of the principal 
was 0.71, the relationship between the principal and teachers was 0.79, 
and the relationship between the principal and other stakeholders 0.87. 

Table 5 shows the means and standard deviations of student academic 
achievement, dependent variables, explanatory variables, and coding 
information.

Table 5

Student‐ and School‐Level Variables

Variables Measure M SD

Student‐level variables (n=4,316)

Students’ academic achievement Average scores in Korean, English, Maths 54.46 21.73

Students’ school satisfaction Average of 8 items (5 point Likert scale) 3.24 .67

1= very strongly disagree, 5=very strongly agree

School‐level variables (n=77)

Relationship between principal and 
teachers

Average of 8 items (5 point Likert scale)
1= very strongly disagree, 5=very strongly agree 4.26 .41

Relationship between principal and 
other stakeholders (community, 
Seoul Metropolitan Office of 
Education, etc.)

Average of 8 items (5 point Likert scale)
1= very strongly disagree, 5=very strongly agree 4.10 .41

Number of hours worked by 
principal

Average hours per week spent on five work
1= under 2 hours, 2= 2–4 hours, 3=4–6 hours, 
4=6–8 hours, 5=over 8 hours

2.99 .91

Class related activities

Average degree of effort allocated to six 
curriculum related activities
1= very strongly disagree, 5=very strongly agree (6 
items/5 point Likert scale)

4.06 .49
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Variables Measure M SD

Job satisfaction of principal
Average job satisfaction of principal
1= very strongly disagree, 5=very strongly agree (5 
items/5 point Likert scale)

3.87 .56

Teacher‐student ratio Teacher‐student ratio= Total number of teachers 
in the school/Number of fist‐year students 17.14 4.16

Methodology

The study firstly explored the tendency of each variable using descrip-
tive statistics. The t‐test was also used to address gender differences in 
the performance of high school principals, and the testing was carried 
out using SPSS Statistics 19. The study then covered two‐level hier-
archical linear modelling (HLM) to examine the effects of student varia-
bles, school variables, and school principal performance on the academic 
achievement of students at the student and school (students nested 
within schools) levels. As Frank (1999) indicated, HLM has become an 
important educational research tool when data are naturally nested, for 
example, when students are nested within schools. Level 1 represents 
students and level 2 represents schools. HLM 6.0 statistical software was 
used for the two‐level HLM analysis. The two‐level HLM analysis was 
performed in three steps (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992). The first step is 
to produce the unconditional model with no predictors at the student 
levels (see Equation for HLM). In the present study, the unconditional 
model took the form of the following regression‐based equation:
Unconditional model (model 1):

(studentach)ij = 
 

where (studentach)ij is the students’ achievement for student i in school 
j,  is the average score of students’ Korean, English and mathematics 

in school j,  is the student‐level random effect, and in the correspond-

ing school‐level model  is the grand mean (or intercept), and  is 

the school‐level random effect across the schools. 
In the second step, student level variables‐students’ school satisfaction 

were included in the null model, to determine whether each variable had 
any significant absolute effect on academic achievement measures in-
dependently of other variables, and whether its relationship with ach-
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ievement varied significantly across schools. The equation of student‐lev-
el model for the control model (model 2) is as follows:
(studentach) =  (school satisfaction) + 

 
 

Where  are the coefficients effects of the covariances on stu-

dentach, with other parameters remaining the same as in the uncondi-
tional model, model 1. 

During the third step of the HLM analysis, school variables were in-
cluded to the student‐level model to examine their absolute effects, then 
in combination, to examine their relative effects, that is, to model aver-
age school academic achievement measures and school variables, and 
the relationships between academic achievement measures and student 
variables in relation to school variables. The equation of the full model 
(model 3) is as follows:
(studentach)  (group‐mean centred school satisfaction)

  (relationship with teachers) +  (relationship 

between principal and other stakeholders) +  (working 

hours) +  (class‐related activities) +  (job satisfaction) 

+  (teacher–student ratio) + 
  (relationship with teachers) +  (relationship 

between principal and other stakeholders) +  (working 

hours) +  (class‐related activities) +  (job satisfaction) 

+  (teacher–student ratio) + 
The full model builds on the principal‐related variables at the school 
level. 

Results

In this following section, the present study provides t‐test analyses to 
examine gender differences in the performance of high school principals, 
and two‐level HLM analyses to assess the relationship between school 
performance of principals and their student academic achievement.

Table 6 shows that there was a significant difference in student aca-
demic achievement between schools with female principals and those 
with male principals, t (5,168)=−9.18, p < 0.001. The gender of the 
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principal also showed an association with school satisfaction among high 
school students, t (5,147)=−2.71, p < 0.01. These results showed that 
schools with female principals had better student academic outcomes 
and higher rates of school satisfaction.

Table 6

Student Achievement and School Satisfaction among Students

Gender of school principal
t df

Male Female

Student achievement 53.53
(21.57)

60.96
(21.04) ‐9.18*** 5168

School satisfaction of students 3.22
(.679)

3.29
(.680) ‐2.71** 5147

Note: **= p < .01, *** = p < .001. Standard deviations appear in parentheses below means.

Table 7 shows the mean differences between the genders in their 
school performance. Female principals had better relationships with their 
teachers than male principals, t (77)=−2.04, p < 0.05, and reported 
higher levels of job satisfaction than male principals, t (77)=−2.47, p < 
0.05, that is to say that male principals spent average below 2‐4 hours 
per week, and female principals did average above 4‐6 hours. Female 
principals tended to spend more time participating in school board 
meetings than male principals, t (77)=−2.09, p < 0.05, and paid more 
attention to their professional development than male principals t (77)=
−2.13, p < 0.05. These gender gaps were still evident in class‐related 
activities such as curriculum‐related activities and encouraging teacher‐
training (Table 7). Female principals expended more effort on curricu-
lum‐related activities than did male principals, t (77)=−1.96, p < 0.05. 
They also made greater efforts to arrange teachers’ training and re‐train-
ing, t (77)=−2.49, p < 0.05. Based on the t‐test results shown in 
Table 6 and 7, the study found that gender differences in school per-
formance of principals and the impact of gender on their students’ aca-
demic achievement. Female principals did perform better for their 
schools and their students had higher academic achievement than male 
principals’ students.
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Table 7

School Principals’ Performance by Gender

Gender of school principal
t df

Male Female

Relationship between principal and teachers 4.22
(.39)

4.49
(.49) ‐2.04* 77

Relationship between principal and other 
educators

4.11
(.427)

4.10
(.34) .033 77

Job satisfaction of principals 3.81
(.54)

4.23
(.54) ‐2.47* 77

Teacher‐student ratio 5.77
(1.43)

5.33
(1.04) .878 68

Work performed by principal (hours)

  Student guidance 2.63
(1.29)

2.67
(1.23) ‐.10 77

  Meetings with parents 2.21
(1.19)

2.83
(1.34) ‐1.65 78

  School administration 2.84
(1.19)

3.17
(1.40) ‐.857 78

  Participation in school board meetings 2.37
(1.22)

3.17
(1.20) ‐2.09* 77

  Professional development 2.91
(2.37)

3.75
(1.138) ‐2.13* 77

Class‐related activities (hours)

  Curriculum‐related activities 3.99
(.73)

4.42
(.52) ‐1.96* 77

  Encouragement of teacher (re)training 4.21
(.67)

4.87
(.492) ‐2.49* 77

  Financial and physical school resource 
security

4.28
(.67)

4.58
(.52) ‐1.47 77

  Strengthening supplementary classes 4.58
(.53)

4.58
(.52) ‐.01 77

  Strengthening teacher evaluation 3.67
(.82)

3.92
(.62) .99 77

  Strengthening student formative evaluation 3.79
(.73)

3.75
(.62) .18 77

Note: 
*
= p < .05. Standard deviations are given in parentheses below means.

To examine the relationship between school performance of principals 
and their students’ academic achievement, the study utilized a two‐level 
HLM. For the unconditional model of HLM, Table 8 shows that the 
overall mean of student achievement was 54.56, and this differed sig-
nificantly in inter‐ and intra‐school analyses. The null hypothesis of no 
variance in the average student achievement between the schools was 

rejected,  (1, N=4225)=3121.05, p < 0.001 (Table 8). This means that 
43% (210.63/486.07) of the variance was between the schools and there 
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was significant inter‐school variance that could be modelled. The re-
maining 47% was at the student level.

Table 8

Unconditional Model Results of Student and School Variables on Student Achievement

Fixed effect
Model 1: Unconditional

B SE T




: Intercept, 54.56 1.75 31.10***

Random effects
  Between schools (


)

  Within schools ()
  Total
  

210.63
275.44
486.07

3,121.05***

Note: N = 4225 students; N = 70 schools

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

For level 1, intra‐school analysis, the second step in the multilevel anal-
ysis was to build a level 1 regression model using student‐level variables 
as predictors of student achievement. The level 1 model included student 
satisfaction as the student‐level predictor. As shown in Table 9, school 
satisfaction among high school students was found to be positively re-
lated to their academic achievement (b = 7.75, p < 0.01). The proportion 
variance is explained at level 1 by (275.44−267.49)/275.44 = 0.03 
(Table 8). This means that using student‐level school satisfaction as a pre-
dictor of student achievement reduced the intra‐school variance by 3%.

Table 9

Conditional Model Results of Student‐Level Variables on Student Achievement

Model 2: Individual

B SE T




: Intercept, 54.59 1.63 33.46***

School satisfaction  4.25  .55  7.68***

Random effects
  Between schools (


)

  Within schools ()
  Total
  

183.80
267.49
451.29

2,095.30***

Note: N = 4225 students; N = 70 schools
***

p < .001
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At level 2, school‐level analysis, the extent to which the adjusted var-
iations in the average of student achievement (the intercept) could be 
explained by the combined effects of the level 2 and level 1 predictors 
was examined. Six inter‐school (level 2) predictors of student achieve-
ment were examined: relationship between principal and teachers, rela-
tionship between principal and other educators, number and allocation 
of hours worked by the principal, job satisfaction, teacher–student ratio, 
and class‐related activities performed by the principal. As in the intra‐
school model, each effect was adjusted for all other effects. In this way, 
the school satisfaction of high school students, which is a level 1 varia-
ble shown in Table 10, is controlled in this analysis.

Model 3 in Table 10 shows that, after controlling for student‐level 
variables, two of the six school structural variables had a significant ef-
fect on student performance: teacher–student ratio and class‐related ac-
tivities performed by the principal. The cross‐level interaction between 
students’ school satisfaction and the teacher–student ratio was significant 
(b = ‐3.06, p < 0.01) and the interaction between students’ school sat-
isfaction and class‐related activities performed by the principal was also 
statistically significant (b = 12.62, p < 0.05). It means that the more 
class‐related activities of principals, the higher academic achievement of 
their students. The regression coefficient connecting principals’ perform-
ance to student academic achievement continued to be statistically 
significant. In the model 3, the regression coefficient connecting stu-
dents’ school satisfaction to their academic achievement was not sig-
nificant even though student satisfaction is positively associated with 
academic achievement at the student level in the model 2. It means that 
the school performance is strong relationship with students’ academic 
achievement than their school satisfaction. The two‐level HLM results 
provide that the performance of school principals was found to have 
a significant effect on student achievement. The proportion variance 
could be explained at level 1 by (275.44−191.97)/275.44=0.30. Thus, 
using student‐level school satisfaction as a predictor of student achieve-
ment reduced the intra‐school variance by 30%. 
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Table 10

Conditional Model Results: School‐Level Variables and Student Achievement

Fixed effect Model 3: School level

b SE t

Intercept, 
 72.91 20.32 3.59**

Student level
  School satisfaction
School level
  Relationship with principal and teachers

6.28

8.06

6.71

5.75

.94

1.40

  Relationship with principal and other educators ‐1.34 5.11 ‐.26

  Number and allocation of hours worked by principal 406.76 629.94 .65

  Job satisfaction of principals 3.65 2.99 1.22

  Teacher‐students ratio ‐3.06 .87 ‐3.53**

  Class‐related activities performed by principals 12.62 5.24 2.41*

Random effects
  Between schools
  Within students
  Total
  

191.97
269.32
461.29

2,095.30***

Note: N = 4225 students; N = 70 schools
*
p < .05, 

**
p < .01,

 ***
p < .001

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study was performed on a sample of high schools and 
first‐year students in South Korea. It was based on secondary data col-
lected using SELS 2010.The study investigated the relationships between 
academic achievement at the student level and school principals’ per-
formance as school‐level predictors. Overall, the conclusion was that 
there are significant associations between the school‐level predictors and 
students’ academic achievement. The performance of school principals 
was found to have a significant effect on student achievement. There 
were also significant gender differences in principals’ performance in 
five respects. First, female principals acted creatively in constructing a 
school environment. Female principals are more likely than male princi-
pals to introduce and support strong programs for staff development, 
to encourage innovation, and to experiment with instructional 
approaches. Second, female principals were found to have better rela-
tionships with teachers. As several studies (Blackmore, 1993; Eagly et 
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al., 1995; Grogan, 2005) have indicated, female principals tend to have 
a greater focus on social relationships, and they have an influence on 
more equitable and inclusive school surroundings. Third, female princi-
pals were found to expend more effort than male principals on class‐re-
lated activities, such as curriculum development and teacher training. 
These school principal leadership activities impacted on student 
achievement. It may be that female principals are likely to stress the im-
portance of instructional competence in teachers and to be attentive to 
task completion within instructional programs, as suggested by Grogan 
and Brunner (2005b). At the same time, more female than male princi-
pals build school‐wide communities that can help foster the academic 
and social growth of the student (Grogan & Brunner, 2005a). Grogan 
and Brunner (2005a) explain why female principals produce better per-
formance in school: women have a strong interest in the education of 
the whole child and in looking out for those who are most at risk, and 
also view the position of leader in the school as an attractive oppor-
tunity to make a difference for children and their families. Fourth, fe-
male principals have a stronger commitment than male principals to the 
school and to their own profession. The results of the study show that 
they more likely to undergo more hours of professional development 
and to participate in more school board meetings than their male 
counterparts. According to Brunner and Grogan (2007), female princi-
pals have spent more time in the school than men before they take for-
mal leadership positions such as principal or superintendent. It is much 
harder for women to attain these higher positions, so they work twice 
as hard as men (Kim, 2013; Lee et al., 2005). Lastly, female principals 
spend on average two more hours per week than male principals partic-
ipating in school board meetings. There are two main views on this. 
According to Grogan (2005), female principals value these meetings 
more highly than male principals, and are much more likely to include 
teachers in the groups providing input. Thus, female principals appear 
to be situating their leadership efforts within the larger community. 
Strachan (1999) indicated female principals are active and creative in 
constructing their own leadership practice to effectively fit the needs of 
their students. Coleman (2005) presented another perspective, suggesting 
that female principals in secondary schools often have psychological 
problems, such as feelings of isolation or marginalization in meetings, 
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because they are working with a majority of male head teachers in their 
region. For instance, a female principal stated,  “I was surprised at the 
first meeting because I am not ‘just a school teacher’” (p. 12). Female 
principals might need more time to cope with such a male‐centric 
atmosphere.

These significant gender differences in principal performance in high 
schools come not from biological differences, but from principals’ per-
ception of gender, which is socially constructed, and from the patri-
archal society and school culture. Many scholars (Coleman, 2005; 
Grogan, 2005; Skrla, 2003; Young, 2003, 2005) have indicated that im-
balance and discrimination exist in organizational settings, in areas such 
as recruitment, hiring, promoting, salary, and benefits. These difficulties 
merely scratch the surface of the inequities that have an impact on 
women in educational leadership, yet the perception persists that women 
have achieved equity (Skrla, 2003). According to Grogan (2005), very 
few female educators serve in the head position in school, which means 
that there are few role models and few opportunities to even discuss 
the possibility. The fact is that we still have a long way to go before 
equity for South Korean female principals is truly achieved.

Although female high school principals were found to perform better 
than male high school principals, the labor market for female educators 
is still very weak compared with the market for male educators. There 
are various factors that are relevant in gender leadership issues, such as 
national culture, society, workplace culture, nature of the organization, 
and organizational demographics (Pounder & Coleman, 2002). In partic-
ular, Confucianism, a key feature of South Korea’s national culture, has 
created a stronger culture than exists in Western society. South Korea 
is a highly conservative and male‐oriented society, and the public school 
system reflects this situation (Sohn & Kenney, 2007). This hierarchical 
and conservative education system has created significant obstacles for 
female teachers. The glass ceiling effect is driven by prejudice and ster-
eotypes that work against female principals, and it may hinder their pro-
motion and entry into leadership positions. Confucianism, a representa-
tive ethical system followed in much of East Asia, focuses on the sub-
ordination of a woman to a man, and favors a strong cultural preference 
for a son (Collins & Bosworth, 1996; Wang & Yao, 2003). These atti-
tudes may contribute to the imbalance in the pool of potential 
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principals. These patriarchal cultural values subject women to expect-
ations of submissiveness and may create inequalities between women 
and men (Mestry & Schmidt, 2012). This also creates barriers for career 
women who aspire to managerial positions, as well as barriers to entry 
into the labor market. 

Significant decreases in school effectiveness in South Korea will con-
tinue unless the performance of female principals is recognized and 
valued. Female teachers need to be encouraged and promoted to princi-
pal positions. Leadership opportunities need to be open to both female 
and male teachers equally. It is necessary to create the conditions and 
climate in high schools in which female teachers may aspire to be prin-
cipals, and in which principals are encouraged to play effective roles. By 
increasing the number of women who enter leadership roles in South 
Korean high schools, workforce diversity and school effectiveness may 
be enhanced, and such changes may help to improve the public school 
system in South Korea.

Ideally schools should be prepared to improve equality in their work 
environments, including hiring, promotion, and other work‐related 
opportunities. Schools should also be ready to implement active policies 
to reflect female professionalism and experiences, or systems for the ad-
vancement of principals, not only for women, but also for men. A more 
balanced and equitable school environment may have a positive influ-
ence on students as well as on future principals.

This quantitative approach has limitations in terms of capturing the 
gender differences between school principals in depth. For future re-
search, it will be very important to employ qualitative research methods 
to reveal the perceptions and experiences of both women and men 
about how they form their professional identity, what gender behaviors 
are rewarded in each case, how divisions of labor are organized in 
schools and in wider society, and how gender behaviors are performed 
in rural and suburban school surroundings.



78  ❙  Hyosun Kim⋅Youngsook Song

References

Arar, K., & Oplatka, I. (2013). Gender debate and teachers' constructions of mas-

culinity vs. femininity of school principals: The case of Muslim teachers in 

Israel. School Leadership & Management, 33(1), 97‐112.

Beck, L. G. (1992). Meeting the challenge of the future: The place of a caring 

ethic in educational administration. American Journal of Education Aug, 454‐496.

Blackmore, J. (1993). In the shadow of men: The historical construction of educa-

tional administration as a masculinist enterprise. In J. Blackmore & J. Kenway 

(Eds.), Gender matters in educational administration and policy: A feminist in-

troduction (pp. 27‐47). London: Falmer Press.

Brinia, V. (2011). Female educational leadership in primary education in Greece: 

A theoretical framework based on experiences of female school leaders. 

International Studies in Educational Administration, 39(3), 37‐58.

Brooks, M., & Jones, L. (2010). Middle school principals: The relations between 

gender and years of administrative experience to school’s academic growth 

trends. National forum of educational administration and supervision journal, 27(4), 

1‐4.

Brunner, C., & Grogan, M. (2007). Women leading school systems: Uncommon roads 

to fulfillment. Blue Ridge Summit, PA: Rowman & Littlefield Education.

Bryk, A. S., & Raudenbush, S. W. (1992). Hierarchical linear models. Newbury Park, 

CA: Sage.

Bryk, A., Sebring, P. B., Allensworth, E., Luppescu, S., & Easton, J. Q. (2010). 

Organizing schools for improvement: Lessons from Chicago. Chicago, IL: University 

of Chicago Press.

Chapman, J. D. (1988). A model for shared decision making in the school 

principalship. Educational Administration Quarterly, 3, 49‐61.

Coleman, M. (2004). Gender and headship in 2004: Reflections on work in 

progress. Management in Education, 18(4), 23‐27.

Coleman, M. (2005). Gender and secondary school leadership. International Studies 

in Educational Administration, 33(2), 3‐20.

Coleman, M. (2007). Gender and educational leadership in England: A comparison 

of secondary headteachers’ views over time. School Leadership and Management, 

27(4), 383‐399.

Collins, S. M., & Bosworth, B. P. (1996). Economic growth in East Asia: accumu-

lation versus assimilation. Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 2, 135‐199.

Cotton, K. (2003). Principals and student achievement: What the research says. 



Asian Women 2014 Vol.30 No.2  ❙  79

Alexandra, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 

(ASCD).

Diquinzio, P. (1993). Exclusion and essentialism in feminist theory: the problem 

of mothering. Hypatia, 8(3), 1‐20.

Duke, D., Shower, B. K., & Imbers, M.(1980). Teachers and shared decision mak-

ing: The costs and benefits of involvement. Educational Administration 

Quarterly, 16, 93‐106.

Eagly, A. H., & Carli, L. L. (2003). The female leadership advantage: An evalua-

tion of the evidence. The Leadership Quarterly, 14, 807‐834.

Eagly, A. H., & Johnson, B.T. (1990). Gender and leadership style: A meta‐analysis. 

CHIP Documents, Paper 11. Retrieved June 10, 2013, from http://digitalcomm

ons.uconn.edu/chip_docs/11

Eagly, A., Karau, S., & Makhijani, M. (1995). Gender and the effectiveness of 

leaders: a meta‐analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 117, 125‐145.

Eun, K. S. (2007). A comparative analysis of the changes in the values and atti-

tudes toward gender equality and gender roles in Korea. The Review of Korean 

Studies, 10(5), 11‐29.

Finnish National Board of Education (FNBE). (2012). International survey on educational 

leadership: a survey on school leader’s work and continuing education. Retrieved June 

12, 2013, from http://www.oph.fi/download/143319_International_survey_on

_educational_leadership.PDF

Frank, K. (1999). Quantitative methods for studying social context in multilevels 

and through interpersonal relations. Review of Research in Education, 23, 171‐

216.

Friedman, I.A. (2002). Burnout in school principals: Role related antecedents. 

Social Psychology of Education, 5, 229‐251.

Gilligan, C. (1982). In a different voice: psychological theory and women's development. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Grogan, M. (2005). Echoing their ancestors, women lead school districts in the 

United States. International Studies on Educational Administration, 33(2), 21‐30.

Grogan, M., & Brunner, C. (2005a). Women superintendents and role con-

ceptions: (Un) Troubling the norms. In L. Björk & T. J. Kowalski (Eds.), 

School District Superintendents: Role Expectations, Professional Preparation, 

Development and Licensing (pp. 227‐250). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Grogan, M., & Brunner, C. (2005b). Women leading systems: what the latest facts 

and figures say about women in the superintendency today. School 

Administrator, 62(2), 46‐50.



80  ❙  Hyosun Kim⋅Youngsook Song

Hallinger, P., Bickman, L., & Davis, K. (1996). School context, principal leader-

ship, and student reading achievement. The Elementary School Journal, 96(5), 

527‐549.

Hallinger, P., & Heck, R. H. (1996). Reassessing the principal’s role in school effec-

tiveness: A review of empirical research, 1980‐1995. Educational Administration 

Quarterly, 32(5), 5‐44. 

Hallinger, P., & Heck, R. H. (1998). Exploring the principal’s contribution to 

school effectiveness: 1980‐1995. School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 9, 

157‐191.

Held, V. (2006). The ethics of care: personal, political and global. NY: Oxford uni-

versity press, Inc.

Howell, S. L., Chater, V. K., & Schied, F. M. (2002). Gender and Women’s expe-

rience at work: a critical and feminist perspective on human resource 

development. Adult Education Quarterly, 52, 112‐127.

Joo, S. H. (2004). A comparative study on principals’ initial training, selection and 

professional development between Korea and USA. The Journal of Korean 

Teacher Education, 21(3), 389‐409.

Kim, E., Kim, K., Kim, D., & Kim, E. (2006). Improving school leadership country 

background report for Korea. Korean Educational Development Institute. 

Retrieved May 15, 2013, from http://www.oecd.org/education/school/39279 

389.pdf

Kim, H. (2013). Explore career development of female recently obtained doctoral 

degree in education. The Journal of Digital Policy & Management, 11(12), 685‐

696.

Kim, Y. H., & Han, J. H. (1996). Korean women’s consciousness of sex‐roles, 

marriage and child‐rearing. Asian Women, 2, 149‐172.

Koh, W. L., Steers, R. M., & Terborg, J. R. (2006). The effects of transforma-

tional leadership on teacher attitudes and student performance in Singapore. 

Journal of Organizational Behavior, 16(4), 319‐333.

Kong, M. H. (1997). Rethinking women’s status and liberation in Korea. Paper pre-

sented at the Conference on Asia‐Europe relations, Asia House Essen and 

Heinrich‐Boell‐Foundation, Soset. Retrieved June 25, 2013, from http://www. 

Asienhaus.org/publikat/tagung97/kong.htm

Krüger, M. L., Witziers, B., & Sleegers, P. (2007). The impact of school leadership 

on school level factors: Validation of a causal model, school effectiveness and 

school improvement. An International Journal of Research, Policy and Practice, 

18(1), 1‐20.



Asian Women 2014 Vol.30 No.2  ❙  81

Lee, S‐E., Kwon, L‐L., & Yoon, Y‐H. (2005). Role and advancement of the fe-

male elementary principal from the perspective of eco‐feminism. Journal of 

Korean Teacher Education, 22(3), 123‐142.

Leithwood, K., Patten, S., & Jantzi, D. (2010). Testing a conception of how school 

leadership influences student learning. Educational Administration Quarterly, 46(5), 

671‐706.

Locher, B., & Prügl, E. (2001). Feminism and constructivism: worlds apart or 

sharing the middle ground? International Studies Quarterly, 45, 111‐129. 

Louis, K. S., Dretzke, B., & Wahlstrom, K. (2010). How does leadership affect 

student achievement? Results from a national US survey, school effectiveness 

and school improvement. An International Journal of Research, Policy and Practice, 

21(3), 315‐336.

Marks, H. M., & Printy, S. M. (2003). Principal leadership and school perform-

ance: An integration of transformational and instructional leadership. 

Educational Administration Quarterly, 39(3), 370‐397. 

Mestry, R., & Schmidt, M. (2012). A feminist postcolonial examination of female 

principals’ experiences in South African secondary schools. Gender and 

Education, 24(5), 535‐551.

Min, M. S. (2005). Analysis of teachers’ perception on the leadership effectiveness 

of male and female principals. Korean Journal of Sociology of Education, 15(3), 

153‐178.

Ministry of Education and Science Technology of South Korea. (2012). 2012 

Education Statistics in South Korea.

Ministry of Education. (2013). Education system: secondary education. Retrieved May 

15, 2013, from http://english.moe.go.kr/web/1696/site/contents/en/en_0206. 

jsp

Morris, J. (1999). Managing women: secondary school principals in Trinidad and 

Tobago. Gender and Education, 11(3), 343‐355.

Nettles, S., & Herrington, C. (2007). Revisiting the importance of the direct ef-

fects of school leadership on student achievement: The implications for school 

improvement policy. Peabody Journal of Education, 82(4), 724‐736.

OECD. (2010). Creating effective teaching and learning environments: First Results from 

TALIS. Paris: OECD Publishing.

OECD. (2011). Education and Skill. How’s life? Measuring well‐being. Paris: OECD 

Publishing.

Pavan, B. N., & Reid, N. A. (1994). Effective urban elementary schools and their 

women administrators. Urban Education, 28(4), 425‐438.



82  ❙  Hyosun Kim⋅Youngsook Song

Pounder, J., & Coleman, M. (2002). Women – better leaders than men? In general 

and educational management it still “all depends”. Leadership & Organization 

Development Journal, 23(3), 122‐133.

Sebastian, J., & Allensworth, E. (2012). The influence of principal leadership on 

classroom instruction and student learning: A study of mediated pathways to 

learning. Educational Administration Quarterly, 48(4), 626‐663.

Shakeshaft, C., Brown, G., Irby, B. J., Grogan, M., & Ballenger, J. (2007). 

Increasing gender equity in educational leadership. Handbook for achieving gender 

equity through education, 2, 103‐129. Retrieved May 25, 2013, from http://welv. 

org/GenderEquityArticle.pdf

Shapira, T., Arar, K., & Azaiza, F. (2011). ‘They didn’t consider me and no‐one 

even took me into account’: Female school principals in the Arab education 

system in Israel. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 39(1), 25‐

43.

Skrla, L. (2003). Normalized femininity: Reconsidering research on women in the 

superintendency. In M. D. Young & L. Skrla (Eds.), Reconsidering Feminist 

Research in Educational Leadership (pp. 247‐264). Albany, NY: SUNY Press.

Sohn, D. W., & Kenney, M. (2007). Universities, clusters, and innovation system: 

The case of Seoul, Korea. World Development, 35(6), 991‐1004.

Strachan, J. (1999). Feminist educational leadership: Locating the concepts in 

practice. Gender and Education, 11(3), 309‐322.

Strachan, J. (2002). Feminist educational leadership: not for the fainthearted. In 

C. Reynolds (Ed.), Women and school leadership: international perspectives (pp. 111‐

126). Albany, NY: SUNY Press. 

Valentine, J. W., & Prater, M. (2011). Instructional, transformational, and mana-

gerial leadership and student achievement: High school principals make a 

difference. NASSP Bulletin, 95(1), 5‐30.

Wang, Y., & Yao, Y. (2003). Sources of China’s economic growth 1952‐1999: 

Incorporating human capital accumulation. China Economic Review, 14(1), 32‐

52.

Young, M. (2003). Troubling Policy Discourse: Gender, Constructions, and the 

Leadership Crisis. In M. D. Young, & L. Skrla (Eds.), Reconsidering Feminist 

Research in Educational Leadership (pp. 265‐298). Albany, NY: SUNY Press. 

Young, M. (2005). Shifting away from women’s issues in education leadership in 

the US: evidence of backlash? International Studies in Educational Administration, 

33(2), 31‐42.



Asian Women 2014 Vol.30 No.2  ❙  83

Biographical Note: Hyosun Kim obtained her Ph.D. in the Ohio State 
University and currently works for the department of International 
Business Administration, Ewha College of Business at Ewha Womans 
University. Her interests are related to career development of the highly 
educated female, cultural effect on career aspiration, and organizational 
learning. E‐mail: hyosunk@ewha.ac.kr

Biographical Note: Youngsook Song (corresponding author) earned 
her Ph.D. at the University of Illinois at Urbana‐Champaign. She is a 
Visiting Professor at Sungkyunkwan University. Her research interests 
include adult learning, organizational development, and program 
evaluation. E‐mail: songme@skku.edu


	Do High Schools in South Korea Need More Female Principals? The Relationship between Gender and Leadership Performance
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature Review
	Research Methods
	Results
	Discussion and Conclusion
	References


