
PROBLEMS
OF EDUCATION
IN THE 21st CENTURY
Vol. 79, No. 1, 2021

47

ISSN 1822-7864 (Print) ISSN 2538-7111 (Online) https://doi.org/10.33225/pec/21.79.47

ANALYZING THE EXPERIENCES OF 
WOMEN PRINCIPALS IN PRIMARY 
SCHOOLS IN LIMPOPO PROVINCE, 
SOUTH AFRICA THROUGH SOCIAL 
JUSTICE THEORY 

Shuti Steph Khumalo
University of South Africa, South Africa

E-mail: ekhumass@unisa.ac.za 

Abstract

School leadership research has provided extensive empirical evidence which shows that women as school 
leaders face challenges on many fronts. The objective of this study was to provide insight regarding the 
challenges that female primary school principals face, in the Waterberg Education District, Limpopo 
Province, South Africa. These challenges were in respect of the perception of staff members towards 
women as school principals. This study was qualitative and interpretive in nature. The theory of social 
justice was used as a theoretical framework. Social justice theorists argue that social institutions have 
the responsibility to dispense justice, fairness, and equity. The researcher used semi-structured in-depth 
interviews to gain rich descriptive data on the experiences relating to the leadership roles of the principals. 
Findings indicate that female principals face challenges, such as insubordination by male staff members, 
frustrations of not progressing beyond the position of principalship and sexual harassment.  This study 
is of great value as it extends the body of knowledge on the challenges that primary school women 
principals face in their leadership practices.
Key words: social justice, women principals, sexual harassment, primary schools, insubordination, 
self-esteem, self-image

Introduction    

In South Africa, like other African countries, it is common that the appointment of male 
principals hinges on cultural and traditional paradigmatic tendencies, despite the fact women 
represent the majority of and the significant number of the teaching profession (Karamanidou 
& Bush, 2017, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2011). Prior 
to 1994, before democracy in South Africa, the majority of principals appointed in both primary 
and secondary schools were men. Post-apartheid South Africa, and in particular this 21st century 
has seen an increase in the appointment of females in school leadership positions, particularly 
principals. This was made possible by the enactment of the new constitution of the Republic of 
South Africa, which promotes gender and equality. Chapter 2 of the Constitution (Republic of 
South Africa 1996), sections 9(2) and 9(3), argues that the state may not unfairly discriminate 
directly or indirectly against anyone on the grounds of race and gender. Gender inequality in 
South Africa is a scourge that faces many black women who aspire to leadership positions 
(Noge, 2014). Reluctance in appointing and affording women the same opportunities as male 
principals, happens despite the enactment of progressive legislative policy frameworks such 
as the South African Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998, which seeks to redress the gender 
imbalances on leadership positions in the public service (Republic of South Africa 1998a, 
Republic of South Africa, 1998b). This policy change advocated for the advancement of the 
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previously marginalized people, including women. The views expressed in these acts are 
indicated as follows:
	

No person may unfairly discriminate, directly or indirectly in the workplace by eliminating against 
an employee, in any employment policy or practice, on one or more grounds, including race, 
gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, … family responsibility" (Republic of South Africa, 1998a).
The purpose of the Act is to achieve equity in the workplace, by promoting equal opportunity and 
fair treatment in employment through the elimination of unfair discrimination; and implementing 
affirmative action measures to redress the disadvantages in employment experienced by designated 
groups, to ensure their equitable representation in all occupational categories and levels in the 
workforce (Republic of South Africa, 1998b). 

Women face challenges not only in their work environments, but also the roles that 
they play in their families and homes make matters worse. This is because women play critical 
and leading roles in their families, such as cooking and taking care of children. These family 
responsibilities are an added burden on women, and it is worse for women as principals. In 
addition to family-related burdens that women who occupy principalship position grapple with, 
there are also personality issues such as self-image and self-esteem. These attributes of self-
concept, self-image and self-esteem are fundamental in leadership because Soufi et al. (2011) 
are of the view that unstable self-esteem reflects fragile and vulnerable feelings. Coetzer (2004) 
claimed that if managers do not trust themselves, they will not be able to get along with others. 
The author further believes that many individuals in leadership positions experience major 
problems with inferiority complexes, constantly trying to prove themselves at all costs. Weeks 
(1998) postulated that stereotypical beliefs such as women's inability to be competitive, the 
inability to be decisive, and the inability to be emotionally stable continue to plague women 
managers. There is a strong belief by many in society that women are unable to control their 
tempers and are known for throwing tantrums. 

Women as school managers need to develop an attitude that is able to withstand any 
form of challenges in the workplace. They have to have positive self-esteem and believe in 
themselves that they are capable of managing and leading, despite the challenges they face. 
Believing in oneself is fundamental, particularly in leadership and ample evidence in the form 
of literature indicates that high self-esteem correlates with desirable outcomes (Baumeister & 
Vohs, 2018). Also, self-efficacy is critical in a school leadership position, as it is concerned 
with the competence that a person expects to display in challenging situations (Geijsel et al, 
2009). It is also critical that women as school managers demonstrate evidence of effectiveness. 
This is important as Bandura (1986) posited that people who see themselves as efficacious are 
able to survive in situations that appear challenging. The issue of culture also finds itself in the 
workspace and is used by men to dominate women. In view of these assertions, Msuya (2017) 
argued that gender-related cultural practices, particularly in Africa, are harmful to women. Sahin 
(2018, p. 45) suggests that "because of cultural and historical stereotypes, there are prejudices 
among the members of societies that women cannot exhibit leadership behaviour compared 
to men." The school as an organisation is not excluded from cultural interferences because 
members of the school (teachers) come from communities which are culture bound.  So, men 
who believe that they cannot be led by women will try to resist such leadership even in schools. 

Women also suffer from the scourge of sexual harassment. The implications of sexual 
harassment have far-reaching effects on the organisational outcomes and particularly, the 
negative implications on the performance of victims (Thakur & Paul, 2017, p. 35). It threatens 
the victims and impacts on their behaviour and their general productivity; it is also a hostile 
and unwanted practice and it threatens the target's well-being (Xin et al, 2018). These views 
are consistent with those of Mclaughlin et al. (2017) who posited that the majority of women 
experience sexual harassment at some point in their careers. The rationale for this study was 

Shuti Steph KHUMALO. Analyzing the experiences of women principals in primary schools in Limpopo province, South Africa 
through social justice theory



PROBLEMS
OF EDUCATION
IN THE 21st CENTURY
Vol. 79, No. 1, 2021

49

ISSN 1822-7864 (Print) ISSN 2538-7111 (Online) https://doi.org/10.33225/pec/21.79.47

to explore the dehumanising and unjust practices that black women principals face in primary 
schools in South Africa. This research is significant because even though women in leadership 
is a widely and internationally researched area (Celikten, 2007), there is little empirical work 
on the challenges, issues and complexities that black women principals face, particularly in 
primary schools (Meryl, 2016). 

Research Problem

There is a plethora of empirical evidence, both nationally and internationally that 
suggests that women face a myriad of challenges in educational settings (Coleman, et al, 
2006; Mnisi, 2015; Moorosi, 2010). These studies demonstrate that women who ascend to 
positions of leadership face a number of challenges (Sperandio & Kagoda 2008; Sperandio 
& Kagoda 2010; Coleman, 2006; Coleman, 2012; & Robinson et al, 2017). Amongst others, 
these stereotypes include the following: men are meant to lead and women to follow, men work 
well under pressure and are stronger, men are more reliable and more intelligent than women, 
men work harder than women, men should always be respected by women, that women who 
assert themselves do not get married, that women's special place is in the kitchen, that to be 
assertive is to be unfeminine, that successful women end up in divorce and that the family 
suffers if the women concentrate on their careers (Chen et al, 2012; Chisholm, 2017; Mnisi, 
2015, Republic of South Africa, 2004). These challenges are not necessarily different from 
the women primary school principals, particularly for Black principals, in South Africa. The 
representation of women as principals in South African schools, particularly black women still 
remains a challenge as compared to men. 

Research Aim 

Flowing from the research problem stated above, the present study explores the challenges 
that are experienced by Black women principals in primary schools, from a particular area in 
South Africa. This was conducted through exploring the views of the participants of the study. 
For that reason, the main research question pursued in the study is: What are the pertinent 
challenges which women as primary school principals experience in the selected case in South 
Africa?

Theory Underpinning the Study

This study is undergirded by the theory of social justice. This theory of social justice is 
pertinent to the discipline of education, because it assists in exploring practices that are unfair 
and unjust. Maquire (2019) is of the view that social justice and education have a relationship. 
Rawls (1971) advocated for the theory of justice and identified a number of principles that 
define his understanding of justice. In this study, it can be argued that when women as school 
principals experience unfair and unjust treatment from their subordinates particularly men, this 
is a representation of unjust and dehumanising practices towards them. It can also be argued 
that cultural tendencies that purport to discriminate against women as principals on the basis 
of their femininity promote social injustice and erode the principle of equal opportunities for 
all. It is unfair for male teachers to behave negatively against women school managers because 
everyone has the right to promotion and the right to be respected. It is critical to note that 
fairness should be on the basis of competence and not just on the basis of femaleness, and 
therefore the appointment of women into the positions of principalship should be earned on the 
basis of competence, and not just on the basis of gender. 
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Rawls (1971) sees the school as an example of social intuitions of the state. Drawing 
from this assertion, the researcher argues in this article that because the school serves as a 
basic structure of society, the fundamental rights of women as principals have to be respected. 
Unfair and unjust treatment of women as principals in their leadership roles perpetuates unfair 
and unjust treatment, which can be viewed as social injustice. Martin (1999) is of the view 
that theories of social justice offer acceptable mechanisms that can be used to regulate social 
arrangements in the fairest way for the benefit of all. Rawls (1971) (….)  further contends 
that the principles of social justice provide a way of assigning rights and duties in the basic 
institutions of society, including primary schools. For example, women also have the right to 
occupy promotional positions, as principals and these should not be a privilege of men. Sensoy 
and DiAngelo (2017) strongly believe that all people are part of society and should not be 
valued unequally.

Research Methodology 

General Background

For the researcher to explore the challenges that Black women as primary school 
principals face, the qualitative approach within an interpretive paradigm was employed. 
McMillan and Schumacher (2006, p. 43) are of the view that qualitative studies are helpful 
when the researcher wants to have an understanding of a human phenomenon. The researcher 
was able to collect data in the form of words through the description and explanations from the 
information of rich participants. This approach is affirmed by Mouton (2016, p.130) who noted 
that in qualitative inquiry, the researcher seeks to comprehend individuals in terms of their own 
interpretation of their world.

Sample   Selection 

Cohen et al. (2005) maintained that the quality of a piece of research not only stands 
by the appropriateness of methodology and instrumentation, but also by the suitability of the 
sampling strategy that has to be adopted. The researcher interviewed ten black women who 
are principals in primary schools in the Waterberg District Education (Limpopo Province) in 
South Africa. The ten principals from ten schools were selected from a population of 25 primary 
schools in the district indicated. The criteria for selection were women who are Black in terms 
of the definition of the race classification in South Africa, which means that they should not be 
white, coloured or Indian. In addition, participants were to have a minimum of five years as a 
principal. Further, the schools which they managed should have a staff complement of not less 
than 15 teachers drawing, from a mix of both male and female staff members. Geographically, 
schools were selected from a mix of rural, urban, formal, and informal settlements. Finally, 
the schools should be state schools and not private entities. They were asked to volunteer to 
participate in the study. 

Instrumentation and Procedures 

Data collection is at the heart of the research process (Phelps et al, 2007). The choice 
of data collection strategies is vital in the research process. Maree (2003) contends that a far-
reaching decision a researcher has to make is the way in which the data will be collected. 
The inappropriate choice of data collection techniques invalidates and makes the research 
outcomes unreliable. The semi-structured interviews were conducted with ten principals. The 
researcher used the semi-structured interviews because individual interviews are focused and 
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enable the researcher to explore and unearth the pertinent challenges women as primary school 
principals face. During the interviews, field notes were recorded and through the permission 
of interviewees, the interview proceedings were recorded. The researcher allowed the use 
of English as a language of communication, but where possible, participants were allowed 
to switch to Sepedi, which is the predominant language in the region. The responses were 
translated into English, to make analysis of data easier for the researcher. 

Data Analysis

Paton (2016) described data analysis as a very long and logical process of organizing, 
structuring and making sense of the vast amount of data collected by the researcher. The 
approach of data analysis was inductive which is described by Marshall and Rossman (2005, 
p.159) as discovering patterns, themes and categories in one’s data. Thematic data analysis was 
used to analyse the transcribed data. During the transcriptions of the interviews, extra care was 
taken to ensure that their views were not tampered with but presented verbatim. This research 
was interpretive and descriptive in approach and there was no intention to generalize the results. 
The views of the principals were used to construct rich and contextualised understanding of 
their experiences namely the pertinent challenges that women as primary school principals 
experienced. To ensure that the findings were trustworthy, the researcher spent adequate time 
during the interviews to make sure that principals provide data that is accurate and rich. The 
interviews were also characterised by probing and prompting.  The researcher also ensured that 
interview questions were not ambiguous. 

Research Results 

The purpose of this study was to analyse the experiences of women school principals 
in primary schools in Limpopo South Africa. A number of themes emerged from the data as 
a result of rigorous analysis and synthesis and were presented thematically through the use of 
descriptive analysis. The research positionality never influenced the study and the researcher 
tried to be as unbiased as possible. The views of participants were captured verbatim. A number 
of critical themes that emerged were the following: 

•	 Insubordination by male subordinates
•	 Self-Image, self-esteem and psychological capital
•	 Glass ceiling syndrome: Not beyond school leadership
•	 Sexual harassment tendencies and practices

Insubordination by Male Subordinates

The interview was opened by the first question in which principals were expected to 
indicate their views on the attitudes of staff members particularly teachers towards them. 
In responding to the question, the majority of the participants revealed that they had issues 
with staff members, particularly with male staff. The principals indicated that they had the 
responsibility of ensuring that schools operate as per the requirements of the Department of 
Basic Education. In doing that they have to issue instructions to teachers during the day to day 
running of the schools. It is during these moments that they experience resistance from some 
teachers in particular males. In confirming insubordination and resistance from male teachers, 
this principal expressed her views as follows: 
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"I was once challenged by a male teacher, he said that he cannot be controlled by
a woman according to his culture. The teacher was also influencing others to
stand against me. But I must stress that despite these problems of refusing my
leadership, I must just soldier on and ensure that the school performs as
expected”. Ja also, our own, I mean women staff members who side with males”. 

From these sentiments expressed by the participant, even though male teachers 
in particular have issues with principals, also some teachers who are women also defy 
and undermine them. 

Self-Image, Self-Esteem and Psychological Capital

Data analyses indicate that the majority of principals demonstrated that they had self-
trust and self-confidence. This is viewed as an attribute of positive psychological capital where 
women as principals demonstrate high self-efficacy, high self-esteem and self-trust. 

"No, I do not see myself as incapable in my duties. I have demonstrated that by being nominated 
for national teacher awards. No, men like to portray themselves as senior, but I don't allow that. 
Yes, I believe in myself, Yes, the little knowledge that I have makes me self-confident". 

This view demonstrates that participant contradicts some of the literature arguments that 
women do not trust themselves.

Glass Ceiling Syndrome: Not Beyond School Leadership

Every employee wishes for promotion, particularly when the person is competent. It is 
therefore important that those that are capable and wish to apply for more senior positions be 
afforded such opportunities. Amongst the views expressed by participants was that most senior 
positions beyond the position of principalship are occupied mostly by men. One principal 
moaned, 

"You know, I have been in this position for more than 8 years and have proven that I can perform, my 
school have been leading in different categories, you can think of athletics, culture, and academic. 
Look at the certificates and the trophies displayed. This is evidence enough. But vacancies have 
been advertised for circuit management positions, I have been trying left, right and centre, not 
even shortlisted. This district is male dominated by senior management." In corroborating this 
finding, one principal bluntly indicated that "A senior manager who mostly chairs the selection 
and interview panel, represents a patriarchal system. He is just a symbol of male domination. You 
can hear when we have principals meeting the way he addresses female principals."

Sexual Harassment Tendencies and Practices

The relationship in a workplace should be that of a professional nature where all 
employees respect each other. Employees can demonstrate unwelcome behaviour towards 
their supervisors such as school principals. Sexual harassment is an unwelcome behaviour that 
women as principals contend with. This issue was very thorny and controversial to introduce 
to participants as a result of the age difference of some of the participants who happen to be 
older that the researcher. Some of the participants chose not to comment much on the issue 
and were stating general viewpoints. Only four were able to confirm that they experienced this 
type of harassment in their careers. The researcher gathered from the participants that sexual 
harassment is manifested in different forms and from different sources. They intimated that 
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some of their male subordinates appeared very brave and demonstrated guts to even advance 
during relaxed engagements such as school closing parties or during school tours. One principal 
related her ordeal:

 "It was during my journey to the district meeting with the circuit manager. I travelled with one 
of my male HODs who is older in age than me. We were using my car and I decided that he 
drives, which I usually do not do. I always drive myself, no matter what. Because we used one 
transport, he thought this was an opportunity to advance. He started sexual talk in the form of 
jokes and persisted. I was not comfortable and kept silent, but he kept the same conversation. I 
then indicated to him that I am not OK. He could see my facial expression, and for a moment he 
kept quiet and changed the topic." 

Undoubtedly, the views expressed by this principal significantly demonstrated the 
existence of incidences of sexual harassment in primary schools meted against female principals 
by their male subordinates. 

Discussion

Day in and day out principals have to ensure that the objectives of the school are achieved. 
They do so through communication and part of this involves the issuing out of instructions. 
Their instructions are either received positively or negatively by their subordinates. Sometimes 
subordinates, particularly males, choose to ignore and defy the instructions from their principal 
to perform certain duties. Rawls' theory promotes principles such as the right to hold office and 
to be provided with opportunities. Defying their instructions not to promote such principles, for 
instance, when the principal requests teachers to supervise learners after hours during sporting 
activities. In view of this scenario, culture dynamics plays a fundamental role between the 
female principal and subordinate relationships. This scenario contradicts Rawls (1971) fairness 
principle that seeks to promote treatment of individuals the same irrespective of their gender 
makeup. Some participants indicated that men flatly refuse to take orders from them because 
they believe that they cannot take orders from women. In view of participants’ perceptions, they 
overwhelmingly reported that they are defied by most of their subordinates. Robin et al. (2011, 
p.476) confirm that "the social interactions in which people claim and grant leader identities do 
not occur ex nihilo but are shaped according to traditions and by culturally available ideologies". 
Practices of male domination constitute gender inequality and promote unjust practices (Walby, 
1990; Noge, 2014). 

These findings negate the views of Rawls (1971) who perceives fairness and equality 
in social institutions, as the pillars of social justice. Showing insubordination towards women 
principals they promote social injustice and unfairness. Martin (1999), in supporting this 
claim, notes that theories of social justice provide acceptable opportunities to regulate social 
arrangements and relationships in the fairest way, for the benefit of all. 

Self-image and self-esteem are the necessary attributes in sustaining women in leadership 
and are fundamental in the survival of women Black principals. When women principals believe 
in themselves, this will build their self-esteem. Self-esteem can be defined as the set of positive 
or negative evaluations of individuals about their own self (Koruk, 2017). Wang, Sui, Luthans, 
Wang and Wu (2014) refer to these attributes as psychological capital that include components 
such as resilience, optimism, and self-efficacy and hope (McMurray et al, 2010). Data analyses 
indicate that the majority of women as principals show that they have self-confidence. The 
results indicate that participants believe in themselves and are not intimidated by the Black male 
subordinates. This is despite the efforts of male teachers who keep on trying to undermine them. 
The results are consistent with the views of Rani and Chaturvedula (2018) when they argued 
that individuals with positive psychological capital portray enthusiasm and are optimistic about 
what they are doing.
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Social justice creates conditions necessary for self-respect. When primary schools 
operate in conditions where social justice principles such as respect and honour are at the fore 
front, especially by subordinates both male and female staff members, women as principals will 
also respect themselves. Self-respect is a social justice virtue. The perception of this participant 
demonstrates that there are female principals, who are able to stand for themselves and enforce 
the basic principles of social justice, namely equal basic rights and equality of opportunity. 
This occurs despite the hostile environments in which female principals find themselves in. 
The finding indicates that female principals do not need policy or legislation to stand for them, 
but instead they have to be in the frontline of their battles. This finding negates the assumption 
that females do not believe in themselves and thus cannot make good leadership. Drawing from 
this case, it can be argued that female principals are self-confident, self-esteemed and possess 
positive psychological capital. 

The other critical theme that emerged from data is the glass ceiling syndrome. This has 
to do with upward mobility, particularly for those who work very hard and deserve promotion. 
Principals expressed dissatisfaction about their career upwards movement and indicated that 
they also aim to move upwards in their careers, some aiming to be future circuit managers, 
district managers, departmental superintendents and any other position above what they 
currently occupy. They do not refute the fact that there are those who are promoted but they 
lament the number of those who are promoted. Promoting women as principals enhances the 
principle of social justice because this comes with extra income and which promotes good 
quality of life. 

Taking the views of these principals into consideration, it appears that women still face 
challenges with regard to them being promoted to senior management positions. The negative 
prejudices towards women have been at the forefront of their promotions. Osibanjo et al. 
(2013) refer to this phenomenon as the glass-ceiling syndrome. Karamanidou and Bush (2017) 
contend that studies on women leadership, indicate that gender has a substantial impact on 
women access and entry into senior leadership positions. At the same time, Chisholm-Burns 
et al. (2017) claim that despite the fact that women appear to be highly qualified and working 
in professional sectors, they are significantly often absent from senior leadership roles. These 
flawed perceptions that paint women in leadership position as incapable have been proven 
wrong by empirical evidence from research done in this area. The study conducted by Eckman 
(2004) focusing on women as high school principals found that they were capable in the same 
areas where men were capable. Adding to the debate of suppression of potential women in 
leadership positions, Karamanidou and Bush (2017) note that 
 

"social barriers in the form of broader cultural expectations in terms of the sex role stereotypes, 
political, traditional and historical influences are even more problematic because they are so 
deeply rooted in the society and in the institutional cultures and are therefore not easy to 
eradicate".

Hallward and Stewart (2018) further posit that female leaders and their work within 
society outside of women's rights movements have rarely been publicly acknowledged or seen 
as equal to their male counterparts. These perceptions about women are flawed because the 
same society that recognises the critical roles that women play as leaders in their families and 
other sectors of community, view them as unable and weak when it comes to school leadership. 

This position represents a designed cultural strategy by males to exclude women 
as principals from ascending the ladder of promotion beyond school leadership. These 
exclusionary measures are the expression of patriarchy and culture. This stance is exclusionary 
and socially unjust and negates the dictates of the theory of social justice. The theory of social 
justice from the Rawlsian perspective view states institutions such as schools as vehicles that 
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should promote principles of fair and just practices. In this case, failing to promote women 
as principals beyond the position of school leadership due to their femaleness, negates social 
justice theories. Drawing from this finding, it can be argued and concluded that the practices 
meted against women as principals constitute inhumane and unjust behaviour and is a human 
rights issue. 

The relationship in a workplace should be that of a brother-sister relationship where 
all employees respect each other. Employees can demonstrate unwelcome behaviour towards 
their supervisors such as school principals. Sexual harassment is an unwelcome behaviour that 
principals contend with on a daily basis. Social justice basic principles of human rights, respect 
and dignity are eroded when male subordinates harass female principals (Rawls, 1971). The 
position of such male teachers is a grave violation of the rights of women, which is rife in 
most South African public institutions. These unwelcome behaviours are displayed by male 
teachers who use their masculinity to advance their wishes to female principals. This behaviour 
constitutes sexual harassment and can be manifested in different forms. Some of these behaviours 
are salient and subtle and difficult to identify. When women who occupy principalship positions 
respect their black male subordinates, this is sometimes mistaken to be a weakness or at times 
interpreted as an opportunity to suggest sexual advances. Male teachers sexually harass their 
women principals through ways such as a request for a date, or sex-oriented comments or jokes. 
This happens despite some of the female principals being married or not. 

Harris et al. (2017, p. 28) state that sexual harassment was originally defined as ''deliberate 
or repeated unsolicited verbal comments, gestures, or physical contact of a sexual nature which 
are unwelcome''. Not only do women as principals experience power domination from those 
who occupy senior positions, but from the subordinates they supervise. 

Some of the participants interviewed implied that sexual harassment practices are 
common. Undoubtedly, the views expressed by the participants significantly demonstrate the 
existence of incidences of sexual harassment in primary schools meted against principals by 
their male subordinates. This finding indicates that sexual harassment is entrenched in schools. 
Confirming this view, Mclaughlin et al. (2017) discovered that the majority of women experience 
sexual harassment at some point in their careers. Similarly, Quick and McFadyen (2017) and 
Buchanana et al. (2018, p. 2) argue that the degree of sexual harassment in the workplace has 
reached alarming proportions that resulted in a number of organisations developing policies 
that seek to protect women who are victimised. 

It is also worth stating that some of participants indicated sexual harassment is also 
meted against them by senior managers such as circuit managers and district directors. This 
confirms the view of the Department of Education (2004) indicating that sexual harassment 
also involves the abuse of power by senior employees as they wield some authority over the 
subordinates demanding sexual favours from subordinates to secure their jobs or be promoted 
or enjoy favourable working conditions. When women as principals are sexually harassed, these 
practices are unfair and unjust to the victims and serves as a perpetuation of social injustice. 
It is an infiltration of the rights of principals' human dignity. Human dignity is the foundation 
of social justice (Hibbert, 2017). Taking the findings on the views of the participants on sexual 
harassment into consideration and arguing it from the Rawlsian perspective of social justice, it 
can be concluded that the practices of senior members and subordinates on women as principals 
are exposed to dehumanising and unjust practices that constitute social injustice.

Conclusions and Recommendations 

This study explored the challenges women principals in primary schools in South Africa 
face.  Empirical evidence significantly found that women are confronted with challenges from 
many fronts. The majority of participants confirmed what literature exposed regarding women 
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leadership. The views of the majority of participants confirmed that culture is used by male 
to colleagues to undermine their leadership. The study also found that women do not have 
adequate opportunities like men in terms of promotions beyond the office of the principal. 
Further, it was found that incidences of sexual harassment are evidenced by male counterparts' 
behaviour in the workplace and during school outings. Self-esteem of the participants was 
one of the dimensions that was critical in the study and it was found that the majority, if not 
all, pointed out that they believed in themselves despite the attitudes of their colleagues. The 
results of this study are significant because it focuses on the unjust and dehumanising lived 
experiences of black female principals in primary schools. The theory of social justice was 
used as a theoretical framework and it can be argued that primary school female principals 
experience unfair, unequal, and unjust challenges. Drawing from this assertion, this article 
concludes that social injustices are perpetuated against female primary school principals, and 
these practices negate the fundamental principles of social justice. 

This research proposes simple but practical strategies that the Department of Basic 
Education, school and the school governing bodies could do to improve the situation. This 
study recommends that an aggressive advocacy and a strategy be developed with an intention 
to address prejudices against female school leadership in general, but particularly for Black 
female school principals. This strategy should be funded and be driven by the Department of 
Basic Education in collaboration with all stakeholders including the school governing body and 
trade unions representing teachers. It is also suggested that despite the challenges that female 
principals face, female school leaders who have been successful despite these barriers be drawn 
in as champions of these strategic campaign. This study was of limited scope and given the 
discovery of the challenges that female primary school principals face, it is recommended that 
future research on this area be extended to other primary schools and secondary schools. 
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