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PREAMBLE

My autobiographical narrative

I am a Muslim Mauritian man born at Sebastopol in the district of Flacq in Mauritius. My schooling
began in the early eighties, and | schooled in educational institutions modelled on the British

Colonial System.

| grew up in a nuclear family with my parents, eight elder brothers and two elder sisters and our
upbringing was suffused in traditional Indian Muslim values and culture. | came from a very secure
home environment and shared a loving relationship with my parents and siblings. My emotional
and affiliate experiences were developed from a young age because the conditions within my

family promoted my development.

My father was educated only to the level of Primary Education and received a pass certificate from
the Church of England, United Kingdom, and he attended the Madrassah, the Islamic school, after
school hours in the afternoons. My mother unfortunately did not attend school or the Madrassah,
since education was reserved only for the males of the family in those days, some 80 years back.
My parents were involved in backyard gardening, land cultivation, the rearing of cows and goats,
and hawker-type jobs, selling whatever surplus was being grown, as well as household and kitchen
utensils. Nevertheless, both my parents placed great emphasis on educating all their children.
Therefore, the capabilities and motivation for education was developed in me from a young age
and continued to grow till later in life. However, the external conditions within the schools |
attended lacked the resources that a well-equipped school should provide for its learners. The lack
of resources did not constrain my love for knowledge because | persevered with my studies and
planned a career to be a medical doctor. Unfortunately, due to limited financial resources, | was
constrained to follow a bachelor of honours degree in Chemistry at the only local university. |
received a scholarship in 2002 to read for an MPhil/PhD degree in Environmental Science in
China. 1 got a divine intuition that I might lose my father while studying in China and would not
get the opportunity to attend the burial ceremony. Therefore, | declined the scholarship offer and
opted to study for my Master’s degree in Mauritius through governmental financial aid. In the
middle of the first semester of my first year of study, on an early Monday morning, while the
“rhou” — my father’s soul was about to leave the body, my father advised me to study well and to

continue studying as the sky is the limit. After completing my Master’s degree, I obtained another

XV



scholarship from the French government to read for a Professional Master-degree in
Entrepreneurship and Enterprise Management, which | completed successfully.

My parents’ passion for learning inspired me, I mean artisanal learning and applied it to earn their
livings. So, it was a natural journey for me to follow in my parents’ footsteps and go the extra mile
in academic education. | looked upon them as my role models and aspired to be like them:
industrious, not to say “bricoleurs” — an all-rounder handyman and hard-working individual who
loved to impart and create knowledge. Like some of the women educational leaders in my study,
my parents were my mentors, especially my mother. They mentored and guided me to lead a
productive life. They gave me the freedom to develop into the type of person I am today; an
independent man capable of standing on his own feet having an entrepreneurial spirit in doing
things. After gaining some lived-life and professional experiences, | started questioning how my
mother with eleven children, who had never been to school, had been able to overcome so many
obstacles and managed to set up a family business - what had been her pathways and what
strategies she had employed to become a woman leader and manger in the broader sense. This is
part of what motivated me to study women educational leaders since | am a secondary school
educator. Hence, I opted to study women educational leaders’ lived experiences for convenience

purposes.

Like the woman educational leaders in my study, | was also seduced into school leadership and
management as | thought that leadership and management would offer me so much more than the
routine | had as an educator. | willingly accepted the Head of Department (HoD) post when the
opportunity was presented to me. What was so seductive about this leadership and management
position? It willingly embraced me and promised me the opportunity to express myself creatively
in a formal leadership and management position. It offered me the freedom to introduce new ideas
and guide teachers in the department to accept the changes in the Mauritian educational system.
Therefore, | offered no resistance as | was being seduced into a middle management and leadership

position at school.

Through my practice, | learnt that the role of the head of the department was multidimensional
because it involved managing the curriculum, managing people and managing the classroom as a
teacher. The role entailed managing the knowledge, skills and abilities of the teachers in my team.
| also had to manage the knowledge, skills and abilities of the learners. As a middle manager, |

was being managed and lead by my woman rector. In addition, | was also entrusted with other
XV



informal leadership and management roles such as the Chairperson for School Events and the Eco-
School Committees. | was not trained for this role, but I slipped into it with ease. | was able to be
the manager and leader because of the aptitudes | had developed over the years. The capability to
form relationships, feel compassion and a sense of responsibility for my colleagues and learners,
to be ethical in my practices and to anticipate likey outcomes of collective actions were some of
the capabilities I learned and developed through my life experiences. Therefore, my leadership and
management aptitudes were closely related to my competencies, which | understood as my

management capabilities.

My experiences within this middle management tier of school leadership, under the leadership of
a woman rector, led me to become curious about the development of women educational leaders.
| wanted to understand how women educational leaders practised their roles within the changing
educational climate, what capabilities enabled their management functioning, and how women
educational leaders developed their leadership and management capabilities. These questions
pushed me in the direction of my study to understand the development of capabilities in women in
their roles as educational leaders within a transforming secondary educational context, especially
when hit by global challenges like COVID-19 pandemy and Ukraine-Russia War 2022.
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ABSTRACT

The leadership and management geographies in the lived experiences of women educational

leaders in the public secondary educational system of Mauritius — A narrative inquiry.

The study aims to explore and understand how three women educational leaders made their way
to attain and sustain in leadership and management positions, in the male-dominated leadership
spaces of the public secondary educational system, using narratives of their life experiences. On
the one hand, the challenges lie in feminist emancipation and navigating the gendered socio-
economic and cultural challenges. On the other hand, policymakers have not been taking enough
action to facilitate and promote the professional access of women into leadership spaces, although
legislations are present.

Locating this study in the qualitative interpretive paradigm, three purposively sampled women
participants, each having different cultural and ethnic backgrounds and living in urban and rural
regions (eastern, central and western) of Mauritius, were interviewed. Through the narrative
inquiry method, they storied their life-history biographical experiences revealing their sadnesses
and traumas, achievements and joys, tensions and emotions, dilemmas, challenges and coping

strategies.

Since this study had women educational leaders as participants, | created and used a Socio-
Feminist and Gender (SFG) conceptual framework derived from leadership, feminism, gender and
socio-constructionism theoretical constructs. The SFG framework allowed for the exploration of
the participants ascending into educational leadership and management positions in male-
dominated leadership and management spaces. It also provided the analytical framing to
understand any specificity about women’s leadership and their leadership practices and any
changing relationships in home and family settings and organisations due to their positions as
women educational leaders. The SFG conceptual framework also attempts to uncover the
challenges and strategies adopted by women educational leaders to be sustained in leadership

spaces.
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In the descriptive analysis phase, the generation of data, guided by the research questions and the
SFG conceptual framework, produced three main themes that became the categories for the

narrative analysis method used in this study.

Through the analysis of the narrative method, the ultimate core findings of the research showed
that the women participants had used a multitude of resources such as Family and patriarchy;
Religion and spirituality; social Adversities; ethnic and political Contexts; and Gender and power

dynamics (FRACEG) to emerge as leaders.

In addition, the findings also revealed that these resources were instrumental in shaping the women
participants’ career-path into leadership and management spaces. They also sculptured the
leadership and management characteristics needed for them to navigate through the male-

dominated leadership and management spaces of the secondary educational system.

The results demonstrate that the experiences acquired by the women-participants tend to enhance
their leadership and management capabilities significantly. These women developed their
leadership and management skills by practising disciplines, taking on more projects, learning to
follow, developing situational awareness, inspiring others, staying attuned with learning, resolving
conflicts, and by being discerning listeners. In addition, they undertook to use their abilities to deal
resourcefully with unusual problems, together with the persistent efforts and perseverance that has

shaped their personalities.

Hence, the overall findings showed that the participants as women educational leaders rely on
multi-combinations and permutations of leadership and management styles for different challenges
at different times and places, including the use of improvisation, within all the complexities of
leadership and management. This I have termed as “Feminine Quantum Leadership”, a theoretical
construct using the construct and metaphor of Quantum Chemistry. Simultaneously, the women
participants embraced the art of self-creative diplomacy (a feminine characteristic) by struggling
with the challenges faced (feminist emancipation), leading to a new feminist leadership approach
which I have called “Diplo-Poiesis Feminist Leadership”. These findings add valuable insights
into the discourses of socio-constructionism, feminism, genderism and leadership in education and
society.
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Last but not least, the benefits of leadership and management are extensively reported as being
highly effective and productive. There is consensus that leadership and management can be
regarded as a mechanism that facilitates women’s transition from a lower to a higher hierarchy
within the gendered social context. The contribution of this research intends to emancipate women
more to attain leadership and management positions in society. The women participants, as role
models, contribute to the emancipation of the feminine gender and social justice in different spaces
and landscapes. Therefore, this study shows the geographies of leadership and management of

women educational leaders in the public secondary educational system.

Keywords: geographies, leaders, women, educational, society, cultural, ethnic, hierarchy, gender,
experiences, narrative inquiry, feminist geography, resources, complexity, quantum, leadership,

diplomacy, feminism.
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CHAPTER 1: THE LANDSCAPE, DRIVE AND OPPORTUNITY OF THE
RESEARCH

1.1 Introduction

Globally, the general view is that the teaching profession is being debated as feminised, be it in
the primary, secondary or tertiary sector, because of the outnumbering of the women’s population
compared to their male counterparts in the teaching workforce (Kelleher et al., 2011; Schmude &
Jackisch, 2019). However, the number of women educators or lecturers entering different
leadership and management positions (departmental head, faculty head, school head or
principalship) within the organisations where they work or at the broader level of the educational
sector (Zone Administrator, Zone Director, Curriculum Director, Managing Director, Chief
Executive Officer, College Dean, Vice-Chancellor) remains meagre (United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 2019).

When women are acceding the educational leadership and management professions, | am of the
opinion that they are affected by the spatial positions and climate encompassing social, cultural,
political and other factors fostering or struggling with their leadership practices. For years, several
studies have been conducted on women in leadership roles. Some examples are of this are found
in the following papers: Female secondary school principals - equity in the development of
professional identities (Murakami & Tornsen, 2017); Characteristics of public and private
elementary and secondary school principals in the United States (Bitterman, Goldring & Gray,
2013); Women and Educational Leadership (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011); Gender and educational
leadership in England: A comparison of secondary head teachers’ views over time (Coleman,
2007); Women into educational leadership and management: International differences (Cubillo &
Brown, 2003); The female secondary head teacher in England and Wales: Leadership and
management styles (Coleman, 2000); Troubling women, Feminism, Leadership and Educational
Change (Blackmore, 1989). Howe