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Women leading South African schools


Leading  schools in communities of multiple deprivation: women principals in South Africa
Introduction

This article focuses on women school principals in South Africa in order to unravel something of the complexity of how leadership and gender are mutually constituted, and their relationship to leading schools in communities of multiple deprivation. Drawing on a set of interviews with principals in two provinces of South Africa, the article aims to consider the data positively as a site for the construction of knowledge rooted in the context of South Africa so that we are 'able to see, responsibly and respectfully, from another’s point of view' (Epstein & Morrell, 2012: 541). The article argues that leadership is influenced by multiple factors relating to the leader, including gender, and to the context, and that gender and leadership construction are symbiotic. It concludes that how gender and leadership are enacted in schools in communities of multiple deprivation can be viewed as both progress and its antithesis, for the individual principal and for the school.

Schools in South Africa

The constitution of South Africa and the state's assurance of human rights, as evidenced, for example, in the nation's commitment to numerous conventions (Barnes et al., 2007), suggest arguably one of the most liberal and enlightened governments of the world. The aspirations embedded in key policy and legislative documents are intended to underpin transformation of a previously shattered society. The constitution established comprehensive children's rights (Republic of South Africa, 1996: Article 28). Nevertheless, levels of child mortality, maltreatment and neglect remain high (You et al., 2013; Pierce & Bozalek, 2004). Additionally, continuing poverty, societal and health factors, particularly auto-immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS), have exacerbated the challenges in caring for children (Barnes et al., 2007). Demographic projections using varied scenarios suggest that by 2015 2.2 to 2.4 million children in South Africa will have no mother and 1.0 to 1.2 million will have neither parent (Nicolay, 2006). Meintjes et al. (2010) estimate that in 2006 approximately 120,000 children were living in child-only households. 

In this context, much is hoped of education as an engine of progress, but generally schools have not radically improved the life chances of the socio-economically disadvantaged (Chisholm, 2004). Structural reforms have faltered. The intention to eradicate the pre-1994 racial demarcations in education has achieved only partial success, with single-race schools predominating, especially among the poor (Chisholm & Sujee, 2006). A dual system of resource is intended to increase equity. Each school receives both state funding, calculated in relation to school quintile of deprivation, and parents' fees. The latter are calibrated by reference to local socio-economic circumstance and waived in very poor communities. Whatever the aim, socio-economic divisions have not been significantly weakened. Advantaged communities are able to use substantial fees to purchase additional teachers and resources, while the impoverished receive few or no fees and struggle to offer even the most basic conditions for learning, such as adequate sanitation, security and trained staff (Books & Ndlalane, 2011). 
Some children receive no education at all and others have disrupted trajectories. Barnes et al. (2009) suggest that 6 per cent of 7 to 15-year-olds were not in school at the 2001 census date and 24 per cent of 9 to 15-year-olds were in the wrong grade for their age. A 2011 survey shows this pattern persisting, with a wide age range in each grade, particularly in secondary schools (Statistics South Africa, 2012). Pursuit of advantage leads parents to send children to 'good' schools, judged sometimes by the status of the language of instruction rather than other measures, impacting particularly negatively on schools in rural and impoverished locations (Smith, 2011), further depressing the level of resources available to such schools. 
The two provinces in which data were collected for the study reported in this article, North West and Gauteng, reflect the country's variability in levels of wealth/poverty. For example, using multiple factors to indicate children's deprivation, Barnes et al. (2007) indicate that in North West four of 25 municipalities are in the most deprived 20 per cent of the country and two in the least deprived 20 per cent. Ten of Gauteng's 12 municipalities are in the least deprived 20 per cent. In both provinces schools may be located in areas of intense poverty and multiple deprivation and in socio-economically advantaged, thriving communities. As everywhere, issues of class, race, gender and status are contested in schools. 
All over the world, schools serve children living in poverty. Even in the wealthiest countries of Europe one in ten children lives in poverty and in the least wealthy one in three (Eurostat, 2010). In the US the national proportion of children living in poverty is around one in five, although it reaches over one in three in black and Hispanic communities (National Poverty Centre, 2012). Poverty is calculated in different ways and it is not suggested that there is exact equivalence between different parts of the world. Rather, the hope is that one might reverse the usual traffic in leadership theory from the West to the exotic elsewhere by recognising that, while the context in South Africa is unique, the challenges faced by school principals have parallels in other countries. The experience of women principals leading schools in areas of multiple deprivation may have resonance elsewhere and potentially inform theory and practice in the Anglophone as well as the African world. 
Multiple deprivation

The focus of this article is schools in areas of multiple deprivation. Poverty in itself is not necessarily an indicator of deprivation. Many in economic poverty nevertheless do not suffer deprivation (Whelan et al, 2002), but poverty may lead to deprivation if it results in an inability to live in ways deemed appropriate by societal norms (Barnes et al, 2007). The most fundamental marker of deprivation is a lack not just of economic assets but also personal attributes such as dignity, health or opportunities to develop oneself or society and thereby to change one's circumstances. Deprivation so conceived is a denial of rights, in this case children's rights (Barnes et al, 2007).

When the adjective ‘multiple’ is attached to deprivation, the concept embodies a belief that, in geographic areas where numerous rights are denied, there is an effect that is greater than the aggregation of single deprivations: that neighbourhoods can become particularly toxic for children and for educational outcomes. Garner and Raudenbush (1991) suggest that multiple deprivation may impact negatively not only on the health and physical/cognitive development of children but on their personality, and their expectations of education and their future more generally. Principals of schools located in areas of multiple deprivation therefore face challenges in realising societal expectations that education will meet children's needs to secure their current and future rights, while functioning in a context where rights are denied. As Thrupp (1999: vii) pointed out, leading such schools may offer qualitatively different 'constraints and possibilities' to leading those in more privileged locations.  
Gender in South Africa
The constraints and possibilities are inevitably influenced by gender. This article positions gender as a performative act where the impact of being female is moderated by other individual characteristics and mediated by the societal and professional contexts. As such it is viewed as a fluid phenomenon, constantly shifting and evolving in relation to the environment in which it is enacted (Khelan, 2010; Lumby & Azaola, 2013). The gender issues that confront women principals in the environment of South Africa have parallels with those arising elsewhere, yet they are also distinctive. They have provenance in a different context to that from which the majority of feminist writing springs. Consequently, while near universals such as the under-representation of women in leadership roles and stereotyping of their strengths and weaknesses may be evident in the analysis of the data, a range of relevant phenomena, for example, family, motherhood, care and educational success, may be conceived differently in South Africa compared to many other national cultures.
Potentially relevant theory is a complex and contested terrain in which a relatively small body of feminist and post-colonial literature abuts a much larger body about leadership, largely generated by the Anglophone world. There is much evidence of repressive cultures in South Africa, as elsewhere, that limit and distort women's capacity to function as leaders (Moorosi, 2010). In tandem, Chisholm (2001: 389) points out that constructs of leadership reflect the wider societal dominance of men and of white people in South Africa, based in part on assumptions that black and Asian heritage people are less competent than their white counterparts. When gender intersects with ethnicity, negative cultural assumptions about women may reinforce ethnic stereotypes of lesser competence (Lumby & Azaola, 2011). Thakathi and Lemmer (2002) evidence a still more complex process of discrimination, with further intersected characteristics such as age, religion and language moderating how a woman or a man is perceived in a professional role (Moorosi, 2013). The dance of status, power, personal and professional freedoms is played out in the construction of gender and leadership in schools. The result may both challenge and further embed gender inequities and their impact on learners. Underpinning values shape judgements of what counts as progress or the contrary for individual women and for the school (Lumby, 2013).
Ambivalence is evident in the interpretation of findings in other studies. Corsun and Costen (2001: 562) conclude that their female respondents viewed 'female and feminine capitals as double-edged, as situational, as operating within boundaries. Moreover, while gendered dispositions and embodiments provided certain advantage, they often disadvantaged the participants in other ways'. In wresting meaning from the data, understanding, for example, how motherhood, community and school goals are variously conceptualised in South Africa, is crucial to navigate the slippery terrain of culturally influenced interpretations of progress, stasis or deterioration. 
The material conditions
The material and structural conditions of the schools sampled in this study are closely entwined with the construction of gender and of leadership. Community impoverishment will be reflected in the local school, which will have fewer trained and experienced teachers than schools located in wealthier communities, little material resource or equipment and high teacher-pupil ratios (Smith, 2011). Principals must often teach for most or all of their time while grappling with lack of water and sanitation, theft, vandalism and the malnutrition of learners (Books & Ndlalane, 2011). The national infrastructure further colours the context in which principals work, with inadequate transport or even roads to enable children to travel between home and school. In addition, there may be an absence of provincial department interest in schools that are isolated, and a national curriculum and testing regime that are inappropriate for many (Chisholm, 2005; Jansen, 1998). 
Ngcobo and Tikly (2010) believe that principals in South Africa, as elsewhere, are viewed both as saviours and demons. Both men and women leading schools in areas of multiple deprivation potentially face unrealistic professional and community expectations of what can be achieved and may be held responsible for failing to realise them. However, in the case of women principals, the explanation for lack of success may also draw on negative stereotypes of gender. In other words, women principals are vulnerable to school failure being attributed to their gender rather than to the material conditions or to other factors. The research consequently collected and analysed data to explore the interrelationship of material conditions, gender, leadership and their impact on schools.
Method

Face-to-face, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 54 women principals leading primary, intermediate, secondary and combined schools. The latter take all learners from 6 to 18-years-old, often in remote rural areas. The intermediate phase is for 9 to 12-year-olds. Some primaries cater for 6 to 9-year-olds. Others include the intermediate phase and so have learners up to age 12. Fifty four interviews were conducted in total, 27 in Gauteng and 27 in North-West. The interviews collected demographic information on each individual. The information acquired about each respondent is not consistent across the data set, as principals revealed different aspects of their lives. For example, most but not all gave details of their family background or ethnicity. Principals were asked about their approach to and experience of leadership, and if and in what ways characteristics such as gender, ethnicity, language or religion may have impacted on their own behaviour or that of others towards them. 
The overall sampling frame adopted a number of selection criteria including the quintile of deprivation, location and school age phase to compile a maximum variation sample. This article draws on a subgroup of the data set; those principals leading schools in areas of multiple deprivation. Identification of the latter is far from straightforward. Although South Africa has a formal system of allocating schools to quintiles relating to the socio-economic circumstance of the school community, placement in a quintile was frequently contested by the principals interviewed. They argued that allocation is sometimes arbitrary, often inaccurate and does not always adequately reflect the changing circumstances of schools. Consequently, selection of data for analysis for this article considered both the formal quintile of the school, selecting those designated as most disadvantaged, and the levels of poverty indicated by field notes and information provided by the principal. In all, data from 12 school principals have been analysed to explore the relationship of the construction of gender and of leadership in schools located in areas of multiple and profound deprivation. The nature of the schools selected is indicated in Table 1 below:

Table 1 about here

Analysis adopted codes derived from a literature review on gender and leadership to identify approaches to leadership, actions as leaders and perceptions of the impact of single and intersected personal characteristics and context on the individual's life and leadership. A range of experience and perceptions emerged, sufficient to suggest something of the construction of gender and leadership in schools and their relationship to school outcomes.
Becoming a principal

Analysis of the full dataset (Lumby and Azaola, 2011) suggests that women often become educators as their second-choice, in order to survive economically, or by default. For some, their appointment is to an impoverished or isolated school that men, and sometimes nobody, wishes to lead. As Addi-Raccah (2002) points out, there is a ranking system in the labour market of jobs and of applicants. Schools in this sample are the least prestigious and most challenging in education, itself a low prestige employment area. Consequently, women who do not have the economic or cultural capital to gain entry to other fields enter education and even then may have no option but to lead schools far down the pecking order, where competition for posts is less.
Analysis of the subset of 12 schools reflects these findings. Three of the 12 principals would have preferred another profession as nurse, social worker or doctor, but did not have the funds to train. Having entered education as an alternative, they became committed to teaching, if not to leadership. In two other cases the individuals did not want to become a principal but were persuaded by others. One, looking back, regretted it intensely. Some took up the post by chance as they were the only credible candidate. For example, in a school with three staff, one left, one was perceived as ineffective and the third became principal. One principal founded the school that she still leads. In another case, a current principal initially was not aware she could become a principal, believing it to be the prerogative of men, but was encouraged to apply by others. In only one case was career ambition a driver. Though the majority of the principals had an Honours Bachelor degree, four held an Initial Teacher Training Diploma as their highest qualification, one an ordinary Bachelors degree and one no tertiary qualification. It seems probable that the limited education of some would impact on the understanding communicated to learners of what was possible. A circumscribed knowledge of the wider world was evident. One principal referred to a secondary school she had seen with a 'double storey' (North West, secondary) as surprising and worthy of note. Anglophone analyses tend to depict principals as choosing to lead a school from positive commitment, at least as they reflect when in post. In this South African sample the route to principalship is influenced more by labour market conditions and does not match normative heroic narratives. 
As well as the posts being low ranking, a high proportion of the principals, seven out of 12, are themselves from a disadvantaged background, and may therefore be perceived as less prestigious applicants. The suggestion that emerges is of a kind of cycle in which women from impoverished families take up the burden of leading schools where the human and material conditions are such that it is effectively impossible to achieve the standards of learning and outcomes enjoyed in more privileged schools. They take up such posts often because they have little choice, because no one else wants the job, or because they feel impelled or persuaded to help a community whose disadvantage they well understand. They repeatedly report prejudice against them as women leaders, with doubts about their ability to lead expressed by appointment panels, teachers and the local community. 
As a counterbalance to negative perceptions of women as principals, as the respondents saw it, were three potential positives. The first was a perceived general belief that women are highly effective because they do not apply for a senior post until they have significant experience of leading and that they are also hard working. One principal explained that she had been given a heavy leadership workload at one school when not even a member of the senior team, and at the next the principal again loaded her heavily, delegating much responsibility. Other staff believed she was foolish to take on this work. Her response was: 'I usually said I will refuse after I have learnt what he taught me' (North West, primary). Her determination to prepare well, perhaps even excessively, is evident. In another case, even though a woman had held the role of acting principal, the post was advertised and she believed that the Trade Union wanted to appoint a man. She had overcome doubts about her by 'hard work, hard work and hard work' (North West, combined school).

The second counterbalance was a degree of sameness in characteristics other than gender; this group of principals may not have matched the prototype of male leadership, but in most cases had the same ethnicity, spoke the same language, had the same religion as the local community, or all three. The importance of sameness was stressed repeatedly. For example, not speaking the same language as a parent was not simply a practical matter of communication but 'It's like you're offending them' (North West, primary). Knowledge of the conditions of the location to which they were appointed also counted as a positive to selectors. It may be that if applicants transgress against one expected principal characteristic, such as gender, they may be accepted if they reassure by matching other valued characteristics. The concern with readiness, hard work and sameness are encapsulated in the explanation of one principal:

I was lucky enough to have acted (been an acting principal) for some time, about three years. And maybe another contributing factor is that I was born and bred in the area, so a number of people already knew me. Another contributing factor that I think contributed to me to be appointed as a female principal, I think is my dedication. I am really hard-working. (North West, combined)

The final counterbalance was the nature of the role as perceived by the principals and, in their view, the local community. Children often travelled long distances to school. They were frequently malnourished, had no parents or absent parents, and were dependent on the income of their grandparents or sometimes their own enterprise. They stood little hope of successfully matriculating and going on to achieve economic security without a much greater degree of support from the school than would be the case were more family or community help available. 
The nature of the principal role in these circumstances differs significantly from that in schools from which most leadership theory is derived. One principal explained that in other areas there was a support system, for example provided by the mining industry in schools for employees' children, but 'this farm child, it is the teacher and the parent, otherwise nobody else; it’s God, the teacher and the parent' (Gauteng, secondary). If the parent is not present, and God is not a source of concrete practical help, then the whole burden of responsibility for the child falls on the principal. The female gender may then become an advantage rather than a liability in the eyes of the community, in that the stereotyped role of a nurturing mother appears to match closely what the children of the school require. This may be part of the explanation of the high proportion of this sample of women adopting, as they see it, maternal approaches to leading schools, termed by Chisholm (2001: 389) an 'ethic of care' and by Lumby and Azaola (2013, npn) as 'a mothering style of leadership'. The gender stereotype aligns with the assumptions about the learning and wider needs of the learner.
The necessity to redress the perceived negative of being a woman leader by convincing the appointment panel or the community, or both, of preparedness, hard work and a nurturing approach may have disadvantaged the principals. They believed that they had to match criteria that were not likely to be demanded of male applicants. However, given that the women appointed were therefore highly experienced, hardworking and knowledgeable about the lives of learners and the wider community, they were likely to be the extremely effective principals demanded by testing school circumstances. This is an example of how the mutual construction of gender and leadership may disadvantage individual women but advantage learners and the wider school community in settings of multiple deprivation.

Goals and achievements
Most leadership theory assumes a primary aim to improve learning, often measured by a rise in credentialed outcomes. The data from the 12 schools suggest that this was not the primary goal of the principals in all cases. A kind of goal hierarchy emerged, from an aspiration to have a school at all to education enhancing the life chances of learners. 

The goal hierarchy comprised:

Level 1
Establishing a school where none existed previously

Level 2
Recruiting children and keeping them in school

Level 3
Ensuring children in the school are ready to learn

Level 4
Developing learning in the school

Level 5
Using learning to enhance the life chances of children.
Level 1

Establishing a school where none existed previously 
As an illustration of Level 1, thirty years ago the principal of a primary farm school in Gauteng took over what was one room with a few desks and nearly a hundred children in a single class. The aim was to create a school; that is, something that approximated to her idea of what a school should be.

If it wasn’t because of dedication, trying always to be a best manager, there wouldn’t be classrooms like this, a proper school where you just point and say, There is a school.... it was a great achievement. (Gauteng, primary)
The significance of this goal is apparent from the fact that 5-year-olds still walk more than 3 kilometres from the nearest tarred road to reach the school. If the principal had not established this school, distant as it is from the home of many learners, there would be no school at all. Several of the principals spoke of a similar intensely practical vision: having a school building and then equipping it to function as such. One principal set a target with her senior team: ‘I said to them, by end of March we will be having a telephone and then in February we had that, and before June we’ll be having a photocopier’ (North West, secondary).
Such targets, far from being peripheral or unambitious, relate to the ethos and values of the school. Educators and learners may feel keenly the humiliation of the contrast between their school and those that are more privileged. Acquiring a photocopier signals professionalism and, above all, the worth of the learners and the community. It is a far from trivial symbol. The principal was in effect creating symbolic capital through those physical means available to her. Another made the effect explicit. One school had its first flushing toilets, 'and you know what?  To be in better facilities you feel your dignity has been restored, and you feel that you are really a professional' (Gauteng, primary). Attaining and keeping basic facilities and equipment in a poor community takes much creativity and determination. For example, the principal of one primary school in Gauteng had to learn Afrikaans to speak to the local farmers, whom she feared, in order to have any chance of gaining resources for her school.
Stereotypically, women are seen as homemakers, and amongst this group of principals were those who stressed maintaining the building as you would a home:


starting from nothing; we had no… nothing, even a piece of chalk… you know, you know how I started? I first started by trying to convince my learners that now we are starting a new family, and a very, very poor family, who must come together, unite, work together. (North West, secondary)
After great effort, the children were able to donate sufficient funds for the school to acquire brooms to keep the rooms clean. In struggling to achieve the Level 1 goal, women may have been reinforcing the view of themselves as homemakers rather than professional leaders of learning. It would be easy to imagine a dismissal of achievements such as acquiring brooms as the type of thing only a woman would focus on. Yet the material circumstances of the school required such a focus, and the principal notes that working together, each finding 50 cents (about 3 pence sterling, 5 cents US), raised learners' morale, self-esteem and commitment to their school. Again, what proved positive for the learners may have impacted negatively on external assessment of this woman principal's focus and abilities. 
Level 2

Recruiting children and keeping them in school 
Keeping children in school was a major concern for some. A principal explained: ‘I think I am successful because the first time when I arrived in this school, learners were not being taught; they were always outside from 8 o’clock until school out’ (Gauteng, primary/intermediate). In primary schools, children playing outside all day rather than learning was a common experience. Combined or secondary schools also faced issues in retaining older children:

In this school, learners start at Grade 1 being a very large number, but as time goes, the learners drop (out). They go for child labour.... They go into the farms here to go and work because at home there is nothing. So when they go up they drop. They drop. When they reach Grade 12, only 15 learners like this year. (North West, combined)

This combined school also faced issues related to very young children roaming outside unsupervised. The principal started a pre-school class and employed a Grade 12 student as teacher. Fees received from parents and carers were barely sufficient to cover the cost of even such basic provision, but the second level aim is achieved: children are in school. 
A cycle of reproduction is evident. Leaders of schools where the context allows efforts to be primarily directed at learning are likely to be praised as more successful leaders in terms of, for example, matriculation results. Leaders of schools in communities of multiple deprivation may expend time and energy to keep children in school, rather than on learning itself, and so be judged less effective in their results even when value-added data (were they available) would suggest the contrary. No research is available that correlates the gender of leader appointed to the degree of school disadvantage, so no firm conclusion can be drawn. However, the data suggest that a necessary focus on the Level 2 goal of keeping children in school may be implicated in reproduction of belief in women's lesser competence as leaders.
Level 3

Ensuring children in the school are ready to learn 
All of the principals spoke of their efforts to achieve this third level goal. One principal believed: 'My greatest challenge is parenting. I don't think there was enough parenting' (North West, secondary). Children who are hungry or sick or under threat of violence are not able to learn. Examples were given of not only providing water and food, but clothing, medical care and, on occasion, shelter. A combined school principal with only a few students remaining in Grade 12 took the whole class to live in her home for a month when the matriculation examination was approaching. 
Gender construction is very evident in relation to this goal. Some principals claimed that men were unaware or incapable of meeting the physical and emotional needs of children, or even that childless women could not match their commitment and skills (Lumby & Azaola, 2013). Women's socialisation into a normative role of mothering, including those who have no biological children, may have influenced the strong assertion in many cases that the undertaking of tasks outside the usual repertory of a principal was vital to their success. However, the principals' construction of what a mother does and their denigration of some men's abilities to meet children's needs may also reflect the fractured social relations of post-Apartheid South Africa. 

Jewkesa et al. (2003) argue that investigation of social phenomena in South Africa must adopt nuanced understandings of gender inequalities. Personal and economic relations disrupted by Apartheid and by persistent poverty continue to influence the way masculinity and femininity are constructed and their enactment in everyday life. The generally low status of women, the varying traditions of marriage, including both monogamous and polygamous marriages, and the historic disempowerment of black men by a repressive discriminatory regime may all contribute to assumptions about men and women's responsibility for and capacity to support children, whether in a family or professional school context (op cit., 2003). 
There is evidence from outside the school context of differential degrees of responsibility attributed to each gender. For example, Campbell and MacPhail (2002) suggest that additional income given to a grandmother has an impact on the nutrition and wellbeing of the granddaughter(s). Income received by a grandfather does not. The social identities that are collectively negotiated in South Africa inevitably shape women principals' assumptions about their own practice and that of male principals. Assertions such as 'for males things like dirty water is not a big deal. Things like a child who is hungry, coming to school hungry, it is not a big deal' (Gauteng, secondary) may be a statement of the current realities created by recent history. However one interprets their stance, women principals relate achievement of Levels 1 to 3 strongly to their gender. Providing a safe space and caring for children were primary and axiomatic. Children gained from this, but the result for principals may have been negative by trapping them into a particular approach to leadership which may be perceived as more limited than that pursued by men leading schools in more privileged locations (Blackmore, 1996; Coleman et al., 1998; Sherman, 2000).
Level 4

Developing learning in the school

The next level goal is a focus on developing learning. The pedagogic challenges may be formidable, including language of instruction, large class sizes, untrained staff and a curriculum and testing regime that are perceived as unhelpful (Vandeyar & Killen, 2003). The principals spoke of leading learning in relation to three main areas: staff, resources and relations with the community. 
While some principals praised the commitment and professionalism of staff, others faced problems such as poor attendance and punctuality and low morale. The absence of basic facilities and equipment was not just a pedagogic challenge but was perceived as a cultural marker of disrespect and disempowerment that left educators feeling demotivated and alienated from the school. As the principal of a North West primary explained: 'Sometimes, you know you will see a teacher, say you know, I am angry to come to this school'. Additionally, educators often had to deliver across several curriculum areas and grades, for example in combined or primary/ intermediate schools, so specialist teaching was sparse. 
Resource management was complex. The often late arrival of state funding left schools without resources, compelled to set aside some part of their income as insurance against future delays. As a consequence a school might be permanently under-funded. Even the full amount might be inadequate, being based on student numbers and taking no account of the wider span of curriculum delivery across all subjects and grades, for example in a combined school, or of changed circumstances with an influx of new learners from a growing informal settlement. 

Improvement was generally modest. Achieving learning at all was a persistent struggle against the odds. For example, one principal of a North West primary school explained that the school had no photocopier and so teachers had to copy everything onto a blackboard for learners to write down. It meant teaching was slow; if the blackboard was full the lesson could not continue. The acquisition of a photocopier meant that teaching could proceed more speedily, so learning improved. Such small steps forward were commonly reported, rather than miraculous turnarounds.
Relations with the community walked a tightrope of adopting a stereotypical female identity acceptable to families, while simultaneously proving an ability to enact stereotypically male toughness. As one principal of a farm school in Gauteng described her approach, 'the major thing is: be a father and a mother to the people you are living with, to the... learners and educators'. Some were attempting to project a kind of quintessential nature of each stereotype: the loving mother, the disciplinarian father. The androgynous style evident in some principals' accounts was not merely a combination of masculine and feminine approaches but pushed to the end of the spectrum, in each case. For example, the principal of a village primary on tribal land explained how she believes the community sees her: 


To them it’s the mother... they will know that you understand as the mother, before you understand as the principal. You’ll assume your role as the mother sometimes before you assume your role as the principal. So it’s an advantage to that, because they will take, they will bring children to you, knowing that yeah now here we’ve got the mother. (North West, primary) 

Parents consequently expect 'support from the mother, love, listening, understanding their point of view' (North West, primary). There were frequent examples of this kind of positioning. On the other hand, one principal commented that that the community expects you 'to do it, you know, the man’s way, the rough way because that is what, that is how we do it' (North West, secondary). Principals tackled misbehaviour in educators and learners by using stereotypically feminine strengths, by listening—'listen to these learners, because I’m listening, that’s one of my strategy, I listen to them. I don’t challenge them; I don’t fight with them, but I listen' (North West, secondary)—and treating them kindly. While taking the mother role might mitigate the negative response to them as women, it might not eradicate it. Consequently, self-identity as mother was projected in some cases alongside that of a stereotypically male disciplinarian, establishing tight boundaries for educators by 'drawing the line' (North West, primary), depicted as far stricter than previous male role incumbents or other current male principals in the area. One woman took over from the previous physically large male principal:

I think the size intimidates a little bit and the woman doesn’t have the size; the woman doesn’t have this big loud noise... voice, everything... I must tell you, I don’t have any discipline problems with my boys in this school. Um... I never hit them; I don’t have to hit them, I don’t have to shout at them; if they did something wrong, I get them to the office and I talk very hard to them, I talk facts to them, I often have children leaving the office in tears, boys; big Grade 12 boys. 

In all cases, there appeared to be a determination to be seen as really good at their job. One principal encapsulated the stance of several: 'I’m proud of being a female principal and I want to be—how can I put it?—a perfectionist, the best leader ever'. 

Good leadership as thus conceived did not, however, reflect the kind of aims and achievements typical in Anglophone literature. The goals in the mission statements of so many educational organisations worldwide are aspirational, vague and arguably often unrealistic: 'They communicate that nothing is beyond the reach of the organization in question' (Morphew & Hartley, 2006: 458). As Morphew and Hartley point out, achievement of such goals is difficult to demonstrate. They are 'ritualistic' (p. 458) and serve to legitimise, rather than to direct. The often negative expectations of the women principals in South Africa may establish a great need for legitimisation. However, the women principals did not seek this through espousing inflated goals. Leadership to them was primarily about concrete steps: establishing a school, stopping vandalism, getting teachers and children to attend, and modest improvements in examination results. Such achievements might seem a limited concept of leadership to international audiences more familiar with ubiquitous, hubristic assertions about schools fulfilling every child's potential, making values central, and so on. (School Bag, 2013). These women harnessed whatever tools were to hand, including female and male stereotypes, to make what progress was feasible in the communities of multiple deprivation they serve. 

The characteristic facets of leadership, as in Kotter's (1999: 77) succinct definition of 'establishing direction, aligning, motivating and inspiring people', seem relevant, but with a different flavour. There was no heart-searching about direction or strategy. Acquiring a photocopier, for example, was much more crucial. Essential steps to improve learning were not widely debated. Often, needs were so obvious that alignment behind the principal, for example to feed children, was not an issue. The potential to motivate staff related strongly to economic factors; the poverty of teachers, and the lack of investment in their training and support undermined principals' efforts to inspire. Material conditions shaped the way in which leadership activities were enacted, and so did gender. The gendered expectations of the community and of the principals themselves about what men and women could or should do were intertwined in their narratives with how they addressed the needs within their school. As such, leadership and gender were symbiotically constructed, a concatenation of gender pressures and limitations, school and community socio-economic context, leadership expectations and individual history. 
Level 5

Using learning to enhance the life chances of children 
The greatest achievements of the principal, as each saw them, were varied and generally modest. Sometimes they were personal, such as that of the principal from a poor background who felt that gaining a diploma was an amazing achievement. Simply sustaining a working school was a remarkable outcome, for two. Others recounted steps their school had taken, such as increasing the pass rate so there were fewer repeated grades, introducing new subjects and staff to teach them, or changing the culture to one where educators and learners were in school and working. Examples of learning enhancing life chances were infrequent. One principal of a North West secondary recounted how she organised medical treatment for a child with mobility problems who had gone on to own a tin shack, marry and have a child, positive outcomes that would not have happened without her intervention. Another primary/intermediate principal saw her success as moving from children just running around outside to a few graduating from a Technikon (a tertiary institution focusing on vocational education). A North West combined school principal felt her greatest achievement was producing one student of medicine and two engineers. Despite the apparent dedication of this group of principals, realistically education was likely to help only a few learners to leave the socio-economic circumstances into which they were born. A much smaller percentage of learners going on to further education or professional roles than would be the case in more privileged locations was nevertheless seen as a triumph: 'I am having three engineers now in (come from) our school' (North West, combined). Principals may be realistic in their aspirations, nevertheless they contribute to the view that following a trajectory of further training or a professional career is unusual and astonishing. They are both breaking the cycle and reinforcing it.
Gendered leadership in communities of multiple deprivation
This article set out to analyse data from schools led by women in communities of multiple deprivation in South Africa in order to generate insights and theory grounded in that context. Western thinking and literature reflects tensions in how leadership of schools in such communities is viewed; in part as an heroic activity (Fullan, 2003; Duke, 2004) and in part as resisting such notions (Fletcher, 2004; Goldstein, 2005). Becker and Eagly (2004: 164) suggest that amongst the reasons for resistance is that internationally admired heroic attributes match stereotyped male ideals: standing up under pressure, remaining calm, being adventurous and finding solutions. They are idealised qualities that do not seem to relate to functioning long-term in contexts where 'solutions' are not forthcoming, no matter how the leader acts, where steps forward are obvious rather than adventurous and where anger and exhaustion are common.

The women principals considered here could easily be seen negatively if assessed by western criteria. They mostly match Acker's (1995) depiction of women educators offering nurturing services and being held responsible for each child's fate, in circumstances that make success unlikely. A normative leadership perspective could characterise the leadership of these principals as limited by socialisation and focused on the physical conditions of schools rather than issues of curriculum and pedagogy. In the data there is little evidence that these principals look up from their task to reflect on wider issues of inequality, nor do they seem to question the 'idealist dream, an impossible fiction' (Walkerdine, 1986: 55) of fulfilling their brief as freedom fighters for the oppressed of their school. Some did not see their greatest achievement in leading but in 'being a teacher' (North West, primary). 
However, we need to question the provenance of the standards by which we analyse and judge. As Fletcher (1999: 26) asks, 'How did it happen that this particular view of desirable traits, values, and attributes came to be regarded as so normal that it is rarely challenged?' Once one begins to unravel the assumptions relating to both aims and methods underpinning much normative leadership literature, their unreasonableness is patent. The 'turnaround' leader who accepts responsibility for fulfilling unrealistic aims is axiomatic in the literature. Leithwood and Strauss (2009: 3) suggest 'a set of “core” leadership practices found to be successful in most contexts'. The structural constraints of poverty and of culture are assumed to be surmountable, reflected in a great many school mission statements such as 'To produce: Happy, creative, moral citizens who live motivated, fulfilled lives while enriching the lives of others'. Given the poor material conditions in many schools and their communities both in South Africa and elsewhere, such goals seem insensitive to the realities of peoples' lives. These principals do not reflect such attitudes. They view exceptions to the usual trajectory of impoverished students as just that: exceptions.

There are many texts illustrating the methods by which principals have or could lead schools in areas of multiple deprivation to achieve outstanding results (Leithwood et al., 2010; Ward, 2004). This process is usually presented without consideration of structures of power or gender. Leadership theory internationally arguably colludes with state administrations in locating the responsibility for the fate of children with school leaders. The structural impact of multiple deprivation is minimised by the assumption that leadership can make the difference. Attention is misdirected away from poverty, violence and gender inequality. State responsibility to address such evils is removed from centre stage (Jones et al., 2008). Walker and Stott (2000) describe the import of western-derived theory to underpin leader preparation, rather like a performance-enhancing drug to improve placement in the international education race. There is, however, a deeper intention uncovered here, to place responsibility for failure conveniently on school leaders, rather than on the state’s and wider society's tolerance of inequality.

By contrast, Fletcher (2004) questions the relationship of post-heroic leadership and ‘doing gender’ in the workplace (West & Zimmerman, 1987). She argues that new forms of leadership foreground social and inclusive practices associated with female stereotypes, and yet women are still not being lauded or promoted more, even though they may putatively be assumed to match the required behaviours more closely. Her explanation is that ‘what marks one as less powerful is being required to do the anticipating and accommodating without any expectation of reciprocity’ (pp. 651–652). The women principals in South Africa accommodate and nurture but do not assess themselves, nor are necessarily assessed by others as enacting leadership in admirable ways judged by normative leadership standards. The South African women principals adapting to the context focus on the unheroic tasks that underpin even limited learning relating primarily to Level 1 to 3 goals. As Fletcher (op cit.) suggests, assessment of this unheroic form of leadership may judge it as limited, rather than an outcome of context. Goldstein (2005: 20) quotes Polster (1992), who points out that ‘women’s quiet but profoundly courageous acts simply go unremarked, submerged in a subsidiary world of attachment and service (Polster, 1992, p. 9)'. 
Anglophone theories of educational leadership in communities of multiple deprivation, despite the bruited move to distributed forms of leadership (Harris 2008), arguably remain characteristically solo, heroic and adapted to stereotypically male qualities (Lumby, 2013). Challenging its relevance requires new tenets:

· The impact of multiple deprivation embedded in local communities cannot be significantly overcome for the majority of learners by the efforts of school principals alone, whatever mode of leadership is adopted. 

· Nurturing forms of leadership associated with stereotypically female qualities are of value, particularly but not only in schools located in areas of multiple deprivation. They are currently undervalued because those making judgements are socialised to apply criteria derived from leadership theory with a stereotypically masculine and anglophone bias.
· All leadership is gendered. The gendered nature simultaneously offers advantage and disadvantage to both leader and learner. 

Ross-Smith and Huppatz (2010: 551) argue that women managers 'do not have sufficient capital (economic, political, social and symbolic) to force a redefinition of the implicit—that is White male—requirements of the field'. The evidence in this article provides an illustration of the complex ways in which gender, leadership and schools both reflect societal expectations and requirements of the field and are able to challenge them, to varying degrees, through individual agency. Gender constructions are embedded in both progress and failure to progress for both the individual principal and the school. The article also hints at wider implications. The anglophone construction of leadership, where stereotypically masculine heroic qualities have been harnessed to shape leadership goals and expected outcomes, may be a tool of misrecognition. It is not that principals cannot achieve anything in battling the poverty in their communities and inequalities in their own life. Rather, there is widespread collusion in a turnaround fantasy about how much they can achieve and are held accountable for. Despite progress, inequalities related to poverty, gender and ethnicity persist in being the overriding realties for the schools in this article and for the women who lead them, whatever the determined efforts of the principals. 
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