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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

The purpose of this conceptual paper is to explore the challenges female
principals encounter regarding teacher attrition in secondary schools. Teacher
attrition is a significant issue that affects school performance, student outcomes
and institutional stability. The main question guiding this study is: What are the
primary factors contributing to teacher attrition in secondary schools led by
female principals? A qualitative approach is employed, using an interpretive
paradigm to analyse data collected through an extensive review of scholarly books
and peer-reviewed articles from (2018- 2024). Findings revealed that female
principals face ubiquitous challenges regarding gender bias, work-life balance
and limited support structures which compound the difficulties of managing
teacher attrition. Additionally, female principals often struggle with high
expectations to maintain staff morale and resolve teacher turnover particularly
in schools located in disadvantaged or rural areas. This study is significant as it
provides insights into the intersection of leadership, gender and teacher retention
by offering astute strategies for improving teacher retention in secondary schools.
However, the limitations of this study include its reliance on secondary data and
the absence of direct interviews or surveys with female principals which could
offer more nuanced insights.

Keywords: female principals. teacher attrition, secondary schools, leadership
challenges, gender bias.

Introduction and background

Elpus & Miller (2024) assert that teacher attrition in secondary schools is a key concern that profoundly affects
educational quality and stability. Female principals frequently have distinct problems in resolving this
phenomenon. Van Den Berghe et al. (2024) believe that these issues arise from a multitude of factors like
gender prejudices, leadership styles and the overarching socio-economic context inside secondary schools. Van
Eycken (2024) identified that the proper management of teacher attrition is essential as elevated turnover rates
can disrupt the learning environment, diminish student progress and impede the establishment of a coherent
secondary school culture, including its traditions. Clarke et al. (2024) affirm that it is crucial to investigate the
particular problems faced by female administrators in their endeavours to retain the most qualified and
competent secondary school teachers capable of providing effective instruction and facilitating efficient student
learning.

Rana & Poudel (2024) emphasise that teacher attrition remains a major issue worldwide with different research
revealing that the rate of the tsunami of teachers leaving the profession is alarmingly high in many countries.
in many countries. According to research by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD, 2019), teacher attrition rates in some countries might exceed 50% within the first five years of novice
teacher service. This tendency is especially alarming in secondary schools, where experienced teachers are
critical to maintaining educational performance and quality standards (Alatalo et al., 2024). In contrast, female
principals may encounter additional challenges in resolving this issue as a result of cultural expectations and
engrained gender biases. As a result, Elischberger (2024) reports that female principals in secondary schools
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frequently face suspicion about their abilities which can damage their authority and effectiveness in managing
staff.

In the African context, the difficulties of managing teacher attrition are intensified by a plethora of systemic
factors like scarce resources, insufficient professional development opportunities, and socio-economic
instability (Taole et al., 2024). In countries such as Kenya and South Africa, female administrators frequently
contend with the twin challenge of administering their schools while also resolving societal pressures
associated with gender norms (Wilson-Forsberg et al., 2024). Consequently, these principals may encounter
difficulties in executing successful retention tstrategies. Bradshaw et al. (2024) have shown that female leaders
who lack adequate support structures are more prone to stress and burnout thereby resulting in increased
turnover rates among teachers.

The condition is notably significant in South Africa. Adams et al. (2024) unequivocally discovered that female
principals in the country frequently face the dual challenges of school management and addressing the distinct
needs of their staff, many of whom may be disenchanted due to low salaries and inadequate working conditions.
A study by Pressley et al. (2024) indicates that female principals experience feelings of overload due to the
responsibilities of their positions perhaps resulting in inefficient management of teacher attrition.
Furthermore, the prevailing gender discrepancies in leadership roles can exacerbate their endeavours to
provide supportive and inclusive settings for teachers. The advancement of female principals is crucial for
cultivating various viewpoints in educational leadership while the structural obstacles they encounter may
impede their capacity to keep staff efficiently.

Undeniably, the consequences of excessive teacher attrition go beyond particular schools by influencing
student results and overall educational quality. According to Groenewald et al., (2024) as the wave of teachers
leaving the profession continues, the discourse of successful instruction is disturbed by potentially impeding
students' academic advancement and social development. Furthermore, high turnover rates might overwhelm
the remaining staff thereby resulting in increased workloads and low teacher morale. Thus, Thompson & Stokes
(2024) suggest that female principals face a difficult climate in which they must balance the duties of leadership
with the need to assist their teachers. Clearly, the impact of attrition affects not only the retiring teachers, but
also the entire school community including students and parents (Laghari et al., 2024).

In addition to the immediate impact on educational quality, high teacher turnover might have long-term
ramifications for the profession. Undoubtedly, Smith (2024) discovered that when experienced teachers leave
the profession, they leave important expertise and institutional knowledge that is difficult to replace. As a
result, this loss can set off a cycle of instability in schools which will be making it difficult for female principals
to form cohesive teams and promote a healthy school culture (Bostic & Grant, 2024). Likewise, as schools fail
to attract and retain qualified teachers, the institution's entire reputation may deteriorate impeding the
recruitment initiatives (Tran et al., 2024).

To address these challenges, female principals might implement a variety of measures aimed at increasing
teacher retention. Among the greatest is the establishment of a supportive work atmosphere which is critical.
According to Zhang et al. (2024), this could include offering opportunities for professional growth, mentoring
programs and establishing a collaborative atmosphere among employees. Furthermore, female principals
should advocate for fair salary and better working circumstances as these elements have a substantial impact
on teachers' decisions to remain in their professions. As a result, developing support networks for female
leaders can help them better handle the difficulties of their roles (Baby, 2024). Again, female principals
confront complex obstacles in managing teacher turnover in secondary schools which are firmly founded in
societal and systemic issues. Consequently, although these leaders are pivotal in influencing the educational
environment, they must confront distinct challenges that may impede their efficacy (Kilag et al, 2024). By
mitigating the fundamental causes of teacher turnover and employing supportive measures, female principals
can enhance their capacity to retain talented personnel and eventually improve educational outcomes for their
students.

The purpose of this conceptual paper is to explore the challenges female principals encounter in managing
teacher attrition in secondary schools.

The main question guiding this study is: “What challenges do female principals encounter in resolving
teacher attrition in secondary schools?”

Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework for this study integrates Relational Leadership Theory (RLT) and Empowerment
Theory (ET) to explore the challenges female principals face regarding teacher attrition in secondary schools.
Relational Leadership Theory emphasizes the importance of relationships in leadership, focusing on
collaboration, trust and shared decision-making. Unequivocally, female principals, known for their
collaborative and relational leadership styles, can create environments that promote teacher retention by
fostering a supportive, inclusive culture. This relational approach helps build a sense of belonging among
teachers, which is critical in reducing attrition (McCaffery, 2018). On the other hand, Empowerment Theory
underscores the importance of giving individuals control over their work environment to promote engagement
and retention (Yang et a., 2018). Empowering teachers through autonomy, professional development and
shared leadership opportunities can significantly reduce burnout and feelings of disempowerment which are
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both major contributors to teacher attrition (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Notably, female
principals are often well-positioned to implement empowerment-based leadership strategies that can help
retain teachers by resolving their professional needs and ensuring they have a voice in decision-making
processes. However, despite these strengths, female principals face unique challenges such as navigating
gender biases and balancing relational leadership with the need for assertive decision-making in high-stress
environments. Clearly, the intersection of relational leadership and empowerment practices can create a
positive working environment for teachers, but systemic barriers like inadequate resources and support can
undermine these efforts. In addition, addressing these systemic challenges requires broader policy
interventions that support female principals in effectively managing teacher attrition.

Methodology

Data collection

A qualitative approach is employed in this study. The data collection method involves an extensive review of
scholarly books and peer-reviewed articles published between (2018- 2024). This comprehensive literature
review serves to explore the challenges female principals encounter regarding teacher attrition in secondary
schools. In addition, deeper insights from existing literature provides a better understanding of the leadership
issues pertaining to the topic under discussion.

Data analysis

A qualitative approach is employed, utilizing an interpretive paradigm to analyse the data. The analysis involves
insights drawn from the extensive review of scholarly books and peer-reviewed articles published between
(2018- 2024). This process facilitates a deeper insight into the academic perspectives regarding the topic under
discussion. By interpreting these scholarly perspectives the study seeks to provide a nuanced insight of the
complexities surrounding leadership and teacher retention.

Findings

The findings of this study highlight the myriad challenges female principals encounter regarding teacher
attrition in secondary schools. Unequivocally, the most pressing issue is the lack of institutional support, which
makes it difficult for female principals to implement effective retention strategies. Many female principals
reported feeling overwhelmed by the dual demands of leadership and the need to manage high teacher
turnover. In addition, systemic challenges such as insufficient resources and underfunded schools exacerbated
their difficulties in retaining qualified teachers. On the other hand, gender-related challenges significantly
impact female principals’ ability to address teacher attrition. Clearly, gender biases and stereotypes undermine
the authority of female principals, particularly when they implement assertive leadership strategies to manage
attrition. However, female principals also noted that relational leadership approaches, such as fostering
collaboration and support among staff, helped reduce attrition by creating a more inclusive and collegial work
environment. Notably, empowerment of teachers through shared decision-making and professional
development opportunities was identified as a crucial strategy in reducing attrition. Female principals who
encouraged teacher empowerment reported lower attrition rates, as teachers felt more engaged and valued.
Similarly, mentorship programs for new teachers were found to be effective in supporting teacher retention,
especially when female principals facilitated these initiatives. Thus, the challenges of teacher attrition for
female principals are multifaceted, but strategies like empowerment and relational leadership hold promise for
resolving these issues in secondary schools.

Discussion

Wilkinson (2024) believes that, in the context of teacher attrition female principals' management and
leadership responsibilities include fostering a supportive work environment that encourages teacher retention.
Among other things, their key responsibilities include the ability to ensure clarity and avoid ambiguity in
messages or reports. Thus, Pierson (2024) discovered that their usage of verbal and written communication
should be explicit with distinct articulation while also providing professional development opportunities and
establishing a foundation for effective collaboration among staff and other stakeholders. Female principals, as
leaders, must mitigate workload problems and develop suitable mentorship programs to support novice
teachers. Furthermore, they are responsible for fostering a healthy school culture by swiftly resolving teachers'
complaints and ensuring the proper allocation of resources. Tran & Kelley (2024) assert that female principals
must utilise strategic planning to enhance teacher satisfaction and engagement while effectively resolving
systemic difficulties to mitigate attrition and enhance teacher commitment. The contrary of what is anticipated
will lead to a concerning increase in the exodus of teachers from the profession, consequently intensifying
current issues and destabilising the educational system (Leigh, 2024).

On the other hand, Blackmore et al., (2023) believe that the challenges female principals encounter in resolving
teacher attrition in secondary schools have become increasingly critical in educational discourse. However,
Dugan (2024) suggests that these challenges are not only a reflection of individual leadership styles but also
stem from broader systemic issues, cultural norms and gender biases. Unequivocally, Westheimer (2024)
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contends that understanding these challenges is essential for fostering a stable and effective educational
environment that benefits both teachers and students. Globally, female principals often face unique barriers
that can contribute to teacher attrition. Christodoulou et al., (2024) indicate that women in leadership positions
frequently experience a lack of support and mentorship which can constrain their effectiveness. For instance,
in the United States, a study found that female school leaders reported feeling isolated and underappreciated
thereby leading to high levels of stress and burnout (Lee & Riach, 2024). As a result, this environment can
contribute to a cycle where teachers feel unsupported and are more likely compelled to leave the profession
(Anthony et al., 2024). Thus, the need for strong support networks for female principals is critical in mitigating
the adverse effects of teacher attrition.

Again, Du Plessis & Mestry (2024) found that in the African context, cultural norms and societal expectations
can complicate the challenges faced by female principals. In many African countries, traditional gender roles
often dictate that women should prioritize family responsibilities over professional ambitions (Shah, 2024).
This cultural backdrop can lead to female principals being viewed as less authoritative which may undermine
their ability to implement effective policies to retain teachers. For example, a study in Kenya highlighted how
female school leaders struggled to gain the respect of male teachers which can lead to a lack of collaboration
and support (Moyo, Z. (2024). Conversely, this cultural stigma surrounding female leadership can exacerbate
teacher attrition as teachers may feel less inclined to work under a principal who they perceive as lacking
authority.

Similarly, within the South African educational landscape the legacy of apartheid continues to influence
perceptions of leadership and authority. Female principals often confront not only gender biases but also the
historical context of inequality that affects their role in schools (Wang, 2024). As a result, Hong et al., (2024)
discovered that teachers from marginalized backgrounds are particularly vulnerable to attrition as they may
feel unsupported in environments where leadership fails to address systemic inequities. However, female
principals have the potential to challenge these norms and create inclusive environments that promote teacher
retention. Thus, the role of female leadership in addressing these systemic issues is vital for reducing teacher
attrition (Longman & Bray, 2024).

As a result, the adversarial effects of teacher attrition on both teachers and students can have far-reaching
implications for educational quality. Teachers who leave the profession often take with them valuable
experience and knowledge, which can disrupt the learning environment for students (Lindqvist et al., 2024).
The resultant instability can lead to decreased academic performance and lower student engagement.
Nonetheless, female principals who adopt supportive leadership styles can foster a positive school culture that
emphasizes professional development and collaboration which can mitigate these challenges (Mataboge &
Mahlangu, 2024). Therefore, empowering female principals through training and support can play a significant
role in enhancing teacher retention and by extension student outcomes. Clearly, the challenges female
principals face in resolving teacher attrition in secondary schools are multifaceted and deeply rooted in cultural,
historical and systemic contexts (Hilal et al., 2024). Undoubtedly, mitigating these challenges requires a
comprehensive approach that includes mentorship, support networks and training in leadership practices
(Kilag et al., 2024). Ultimately, the empowerment of female principals is crucial not only for enhancing teacher
retention but also for fostering an equitable educational environment that uplifts all stakeholders involved.

The context of deontology

In this context, female principals managing teacher attrition in secondary schools face moral and ethical
leadership challenges. In the same vein as ensuring equitable student outcomes, female principals must act in
accordance with their ethical and moral duties to foster a supportive environment for teachers with the
confidentiality as expected (Stelmach et al., 2024). Similarly, maintaining professional integrity when
managing a plethora of reasons for attrition like equitable subject allocation, poor working conditions, limited
resources ought to be matters of paramount priority. In addition, Baum & Schnake (2024) hold a view that
principals are ethically bound to implement fair policies that may reduce attrition which aligns with the moral
duty to uphold teacher well-being. Conversely, they may face dilemmas when balancing school needs with
teacher retention efforts (Sahin et al., 2024). Again, their responsibility lies in ensuring decisions benefit both
the institution and individual staff members.

Conclusion

The authors have explored the challenges female principals encounter regarding teacher attrition in secondary
schools. Clearly, the issues are multifaceted, encompassing institutional, social and gender-based barriers that
complicate leadership roles for female principals. Notably, the lack of institutional support, limited resources
and gender biases significantly impede these leaders' ability to effectively manage teacher attrition. On the
other hand, the relational leadership styles often employed by female principals like fostering collaboration
and mentorship have demonstrated to be a promise in mitigating some of these challenges. Similarly,
empowerment strategies such as involving teachers in decision-making and offering professional development
opportunities are essential in reducing attrition. In addition, mentorship programs for new teachers, especially
those facilitated by female principals can create a supportive environment that encourages teacher retention.
However, gender-related obstacles such as being undermined by colleagues due to stereotypes continue to
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constrain the effectiveness of female principals in leadership positions. Unequivocally, without mitigating these
systemic issues, teacher attrition will remain a persistent problem with significant consequences for the
stability and quality of education in secondary schools. On the other hand, with proper support structures and
the promotion of gender equality in leadership, female principals can be better equipped to resolve teacher
attrition effectively. This study highlights the need for policy reforms that focus on creating inclusive,
supportive environments for female principals by ensuring they have the necessary resources and support to
reduce teacher turnover and enhance school performance.

Recommendations

To address the challenges female principals encounter regarding teacher attrition in secondary schools,
institutions should implement targeted mentorship programs that support both new teachers and female
principals by fostering a collaborative and empowering environment. In addition, professional development
opportunities must be enhanced to equip teachers with the skills and knowledge needed to thrive thereby
reducing attrition. Notably, policies that promote gender equality in leadership should be prioritized to
dismantle gender biases that undermine female principals’ authority. Similarly, providing adequate resources
and support for workload management is crucial in alleviating stressors that contribute to teacher attrition.
Unequivocally, creating an inclusive school culture through participative leadership will result in stronger
retention rates and more effective leadership.

Limitations of the study

This study is limited by its reliance on secondary data through literature reviews which may not capture the
full scope of challenges female principals face regarding teacher attrition in various contexts. Additionally, the
study focuses on secondary schools which limits its generalizability to primary schools or other educational
settings. Further empirical research is needed for a comprehensive insight regarding the topic under
discussion.
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