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NORRAG is the Global Education Centre of the Geneva Graduate Institute and a global network
of more than 5800 members for international policies and cooperation in education and
training. NORRAG is an offshoot of the Research, Review, and Advisory Group (RRAG) established
in 1977 and at the time funded by the International Development Research Centre (IDRC) and
Swedish International Development Authority (Sida). It was charged with critically reviewing and
disseminating education research related to the Global South. Since our move to Switzerland
in 1992, NORRAG has been significantly supported by the Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation (sbc), the Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies, Geneva,
and, for a period, the Open Societies Foundation (OSF).

NORRAG's strength lies in addressing under-researched questions of quality and equity in key
issues in education and development and in amplifying under-represented expertise, particularly
from the South. NORRAG's core mandate is to co-produce, disseminate and broker critical
knowledge and to strengthen capacity for and with the wide range of stakeholders who constitute
our network. Our stakeholders from academia, governments, NGOs, international organisations,
foundations and the private sector inform and shape education policies and practice at regional,
national and international levels. Through our work, NORRAG contributes to creating the conditions
for more participatory, evidence-informed decisions that improve equal access to and quality of
education and training.

More information about NORRAG, including its scope of work and themaitic priorities, is available
at

Join the global NORRAG Network

Follow NORRAG on social media
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The is a joint
endeavour with the to connect expertise,
innovation, and knowledge to help GPE partner countries build stronger education systems and
accelerate progress toward SDG 4. There are globally four KIX Hubs or Regional Learning Partners,
overseen by IDRC. The Hub functions as a regional forum within KIX. NORRAG is the Regional
Learning Partner for the KIX Europe, Middle East and North Africa, Asia and Pacific (EMAP) Hub
(previously known as the KIX EAP Hub).

The KIXEMAP Hub facilitates cross-country knowledge and innovation exchange and mobilisation,
learning, synthesis, and collaboration among national education stakeholders in 38 GPE partner
countries in the EMAP region. The Hub also offers opportunities for peer learning and exchange
by means of professional development and inter-country visits.
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The KIX EMAP Learning Cycles are professional development courses offered to national
education experts from 38 GPE partner countries in the Europe, Middle East and North Africa, Asia
and Pacific (EMAP) region. Teams of national experts analyse, contextualise, and produce new
knowledge on policy analysis and innovations. These professional development courses allow
participants to share experiences, exchange knowledge, and contribute to the strengthening
of their national education systems. The Learning Cycles are also an opportunity for national
experts to publish their studies and findings internationally, and disseminate them on diverse
online platforms, with support from the KIX EMAP Hub.

This case study is a result of the KIX EMAP Learning Cycle “Increasing Women'’s Representation
in School Leadership”. Facilitated by Dr Fenot Aklog and Dr Cathryn Magno, this Learning Cycle
ran from 18 September 2024 to 28 February 2025. The course equipped participants with the
conceptual and analytical tools for understanding conditions that promote and serve as
barriers to the recruitment, development, and retention of women in school leadership roles.
Sixteen national teams took part in this Learning Cycle, including Albania, Bangladesh, Bhutan,
Indonesia, Kyrgyz Republic, Maldives, Moldova, Nepal, Pakistan (Punjab), Pakistan (Sindh),
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Timor Leste, Ukraine, Uzbekistan and Vietnam.
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Female representation in school leadership roles in Sri Lanka
remains low, with only 29% of school principals being women,
even though women comprise the majority (roughly two-thirds)
of teachers nationwide. The school leadership gap in rural
provinces is even more pronounced, with representation falling
to as low as 16% to 18%. These disparities stem from systemic
policy gaps, sociocultural barriers and logistical challenges.

Sri Lanka’'s gender-neutral policies fail to address the structural
and systemic disadvantages faced by women, including limited
access to professional development and logistical challenges
in rural regions. These gaps create policy and structural barriers
that hinder women’s advancement into school leadership roles.

Geographical disparities  further limit women’s school
leadership representation in rural provinces, as challenging
working conditions and safety concerns often make it more
difficult for women to serve in rural schools compared to
their male counterparts. Additionally, cultural norms such as
deep-rooted gender biases, gender stereotypical attitudes
and societal expectations discourage women from aspiring
to leadership roles. These same norms undermine women'’s
authority in leadership positions, making it more difficult to
perform effectively and advance in their careers.

This policy brief examines gender disparities in school
leadership in Sri Lanka, highlighting systemic, geographical and
cultural barriers that hinder women's advancement. It proposes

targeted policy measures to address these challenges and
promote gender-equitable leadership in education.

Key recommendations include introducing gender quotas and
tailored training programmes to address systemic barriers as
well as implementing equitable policy measures to alleviate the
logistical challenges faced by women school leaders, such as
improving transportation and sanitation facilities and ensuring
safety provisions, particularly for women leaders in rural areas.
To support work-life balance, recommended policies include
the implementation of flexible working hours, the provision of
childcare support and improved resource allocation for rural
schools. In addition, expanding leadership training, mentorship
programmes and scholarship opportunities will promote
clearer pathways for current and aspiring female leaders to
receive professional development. Furthermore, community
awareness campaigns can be launched to encourage positive
perceptions of female leaders and challenge cultural and
community stereotypes that discourage women from pursuing
school leadership roles.

This policy brief calls for further research to be conducted
in Sri Lanka on topics such as cultural norms, programme
effectiveness and stakeholder engagement to refine and
implement effective solutions. By bridging policy and resource
gaps, SriLanka can foster gender equity in education leadership,
empowering women to drive transformative change.




Gender disparities in Sri Lanka’s education system are
particularly evident in regard to school leadership positions.
According to the School Census (Ministry of Education, Sri
Lanka, 2022), women comprise roughly 77% to 79% of the
country’s teachers, yet they are significantly underrepresented
in school leadership positions. In government schools, women
hold only 29% of principal positions. The proportion of women
in school leadership positions falls dramatically in rural areas,
with the Eastern Province and Uva Province reporting female
leadership at only 16% and 18.7%, respectively, compared with
approximately 495% in urban areas such as the Western
Province (Ministry of Education, Sri Lanka, 2022).

The low representation of women in educational leadership
positions in Sri Lanka results from both resource and policy
gaps, which are examined in this policy brief. To promote
gender-equitable access to leadership positions in the
education sector, this brief also examines the obstacles that
women face, especially in rural regions, and offers actionable
recommendations for overcoming these gaps.

Country Context

Women in Sri Lanka's education system have increasingly
gained access to leadership positions, including school
principalships, middle leadership roles and educational
administrative leadership positions. While this represents
progress in terms of gender equality, women school leaders
continue to face unique challenges in the exercise of their
duties and school leadership roles (Medagama, 2021). Although
they hold many significant positions across the educational
hierarchy, their working conditions are often inequitable
when compared to those of their male counterparts. This is
particularly true when considering the specific social and
cultural factors that shape their roles (Shah & Shah, 2012) and
the additional responsibilities women shoulder, both at work
and at home. Family obligations, especially those related to
motherhood (Aiston, 2011), compound the complexities of their
professional responsibilities. These challenges are exacerbated
by the absence of comprehensive policy measuresin SriLanka’s
public education sector (Arachchi & Edrisinghe, 2011) that could
mitigate the burdens faced by women leaders. The lack of
supportive policies not only leads to operational limitations but
also perpetuates a gender imbalance in leadership roles within
the education system.

The present paper examines the policy gaps and inappropriate
policies that contribute to the disadvantageous working
conditions faced by women school leaders in Sri Lanka. Despite
a legal framework promoting gender equality, these policy
gaps are evident in multiple dimensions, including urban-rural
disparities, different school categorisations and staffing policies.
The effects of these inequities are particularly profound when
examined through the lens of Sri Lanka’'s diverse geographic
and socio-economic landscape, as women leaders face more
pronounced barriers in rural areas than in urban settings.
Moyo and Perumal (2019, p.99) also point out that “women
are affected mainly by social, structural, and cultural contexts,
which continue to influence what leaders do and how they
do it". Furthermore, the categorisation of schools into different
types (such as national schools, provincial schools and others)
introduces additional layers of inequality, wherein  women
leaders often find themselves disproportionately affected
by resource constraints, cultural expectations and logistical
challenges that are not adequately addressed by existing
policies.

Women school leaders in Sri Lanka encounter significant
challenges in fulfilling their leadership roles due to prevailing
social and cultural barriers. These challenges are particularly
pronounced in rural schools, where a lack of human and
physical resources hinders the establishment of an environment
conducive to effective school administration. A distinct disparity
exists between rural and urban schools regarding resource
allocation, with urban schools, especially national schools,
receiving greater support. While the Ministry of Education (MoE)
provides funding on a per-student basis, national schools in
urban areas frequently benefit from additional funding sources
beyond government allocations.

Furthermore, national and leading provincial schools tend to
establish a school culture that significantly enhances their
performance standards. This culture is characterised by the
availability of extracurricular activities, better opportunities
for students and staff, professional development and the
maintenance of a positive learning environment. These
elements contribute to a thriving educational environment that
small rural schools struggle to replicate due to limited resources
and infrastructure. Consequently, the disparity between urban
and rural schools becomes even more pronounced.



Additionally, the inequities between urban and rural schools are administered by the central government, and provincial
reflected in how schools are categorised in Sri Lanka. According schools, which fall under the administration of provincial
to the Ministry of Education (2020), schools are divided into councils. The breakdown of school types is as follows:

two main categories: national schools, which are directly

Table 1: Types and Number of Schools in Sri Lanka

Type of school Number of schools

All government schools 10,155
National schools 78

Provincial schools 9,782
Type 1AB: Schools with an advanced-level science stream (most of these are national schools 1,000

administered by the central government and located in cities with more facilities).

Type 1C: Schools with advanced-level classes other than science (arts and/or commerce and/ 1,932
or technology streams and/or vocational; administered by the provincial councils and located in
rural areas, usually with a lower number of students)A

Type 2: Administered by the provincial councils and located in rural areas, usually with a lower 3224
number of students (grades 1-11 or grades 6-11).

Type 3: Administered by the provincial councils and located in rural areas, usually with a lower 3,999
number of students (grades 1-5 or grades 1-8).

Note: Data from Annual School Census of Sri Lanka: Final Report - 2020 ( Ministry of Education, Sri Lanka, 2020).




The policies of the Sri Lankan education system are gender
neutral, especially those on the recruitment and promotion
of school administrators, as per the 2015 Service minutes of
the Sri Lanka Principal Service (SLPS), and the 2015 minutes of
the Sri Lanka Education Administrative Service (SLEAS), 2015.
Nevertheless, these regulations sometimes underestimate
the particular disadvantages that women experience in
seeking leadership roles. Gender-specific clauses that address
structural challenges, including family responsibilities, gender
bias, and a lack of professional development opportunities in
rural areas, have been dropped from the SLPS minutes, which
regulate the selection of school leaders.

Women who face extra obstacles (especially those in remote
schools), such as insufficient infrastructure facilities, greater
transportation costs and limited access to professional
development opportunities are not specifically supported
by the recruitment and selection procedures in practice.

Despite being dominant in the teaching profession, women
are still underrepresented in leadership positions as a result
of these policy inequalities. Policy reform will be needed as the
education system changes to accommodate the need for
more inclusive leadership pathways and to address regional
inequities and the constantly changing reality of gender roles.

Pathways to School Leadership Roles

In Sri Lanka, school principals are appointed by a selective
examination as per the service minutes of the SLPS. The
examination is followed by a practical selection process,
including a presentation. Apart from that, school leaders
of national schools, which are the dominant schools in the
country, are appointed by the administrative officers of the Sri
Lanka Education Administrative Service after a thorough and
competitive selection process with a written component and
an interview process.



WOMEN IN SCHOOL LEADERSHIP BY THE NUMBERS

The majority of schools in Sri Lanka are small and located in
rural areas, and many of them are led by women, as indicated
in Figure 1. Despite holding these leadership positions, women
school leaders frequently encounter gender-based obstacles
rooted in cultural stereotypes. Traditional gender roles persist
in the Sri Lankan society, discouraging and restricting women

from fully exercising their leadership potential. These limitations
are evident in various aspects of school leadership, including
the stereotypical dress code imposed on female teachers and
their perceived reluctance to engage in logistical tasks, which
are integral to school administration in rural areas.

Figure 1: Proportion of Principals by Gender in Government Schools in 2022
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Source: Ministry of Education, Sri Lanka (2022).

As displayed in Figure 1, data regarding the representation
of women in leadership positions in Sri Lanka’s educational
institutions highlights significant disparities between urban and
rural areas. In urban regions, such as the Western Province,
female principals account for approximately 49.5% of leadership
roles, but in rural areas, including the Uva and Eastern Provinces,
the proportion of female principals is notably lower, standing
at 18.7% and 16%, respectively (Ministry of Education, Sri Lanka,
2022). This discrepancy reflects not only geographical factors
but also sociocultural barriers that disproportionately affect
women in rural areas, where gender roles are more rigid and
logistical challenges are heightened.
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The underrepresentation of womenin leadership roles becomes
even more evident when compared to the teaching workforce,
in which women make up 77%-79% of all teachers (Ministry
of Education, Sri Lanka, 2022). Despite their overwhelming
presence in the classroom, women are often passed over for
leadership roles, a phenomenon that can be attributed to a
combination of systemic, cultural and institutional barriers that
hinder their advancement into leadership positions.




WOMEN IN SCHOOL LEADERSHIP: BARRIERS AND ENABLERS

System-Level Barriers

At the institutional level, Sri Lanka’'s educational policies lack
mechanisms to ensure gender equity in leadership. Existing
recruitment and promotion policies do not address the
structural barriers women face, such as limited access to
leadership training, biases in hiring and the absence of work-
life balance policies. For example, current policies overlook
the significant challenges faced by women in rural areas,
where barriers such as lack of transportation, inadequate
infrastructure and cultural expectations regarding family roles
restrict women'’s ability to take on leadership roles.

Furthermore, the institutional frameworks needed to promote
gender parity in leadership have been removed from Sri Lanka's
educational policy. As a result, structural obstacles that women
encounter remain unaddressed. These discrepancies are
further exacerbated by the lack of gender-sensitive professional
development programmes. Women in rural schools are
particularly disadvantaged in career advancement because
they often lack access to opportunities for professional growth.

Societal and Individual-Level Barriers

Cultural norms and societal expectations in Sri Lanka
significantly restrict women’s access to school leadership
positions. Deeply ingrained gender roles dictate that women
should prioritise family and household responsibilities, often
creating conflicts with the demands of leadership positions.
This societal pressure discourages many women from aspiring
to or continuing in leadership roles.

Research also highlights the pervasive bias that positions
leadership as a male domain. Women face implicit biases in
hiring and promotion processes, and their leadership potential
is often undervalued, contributing to their underrepresentation
in top educational positions. These societal and individual-
level barriers are further compounded by the lack of targeted
policies to address them, leaving women in rural areas with
fewer opportunities to progress into leadership roles.



Despite these challenges, several strategies could bridge the
gap and promote gender-equitable leadership in Sri Lanka’s
education system.

Adapting Existing Policies

1. Enhancing Recruitment and Selection Processes

Sri Lanka’'s existing recruitment policies for school leadership,
governed by the service minutes of the SLPS, are gender
neutral in principle and therefore lack mechanisms to address
systemic barriers faced by women. Adapting these policies to
incorporate gender-specific provisions could help overcome
these challenges.

Introduce a quota system to ensure a minimum
percentage of leadership positions for women, particularly
in rural areas, where women'’s involvement in school
leadership is low.

Prioritise women for leadership roles in schools classified
as being in “difficult” or “most difficult” regions, with
enhanced allowances and incentives to mitigate gender-
specific barriers.

2. Professional Development Policies

Preservice and in-service training programmes, while
mandatory, do not address the unique challenges faced by
women leaders. Adapting these programmes to empower
female school leaders in challenging schools is essential to

preparing them for the demands of school leadership roles.

Integrate  gender-equity-focused modules into all

preservice and in-service training programmes.

Establish structured mentorship programmes in which
experienced female principals support new female
leaders, particularly in rural areas.

Establish scholarship initiatives both domestically and
abroad to encourage women in educational leadership.
Providing targeted financial support will better help women
acquire the skills needed to progress into leadership roles.

Introducing New Policies or Initiatives

1. Work-Life Balance Policies

Women leaders face significant challenges in balancing
professional and personal responsibilities, especially in rural
areas, where inadequate infrastructure affects their daily
commute to school and back home.

Introduce flexible working hours and on-site childcare
facilities for women in leadership positions.

Expand maternity leave policies to include full pay and
additional support for returning to leadership roles.

Provide childcare subsidies to ease the financial burden
and family responsibilities of women school leaders.

2. Resource Allocation and Support

Rural schools face acute shortages ininfrastructure and human
resources, which disproportionately affect women leaders. Due
to sociocultural norms in Sri Lanka, women experience greater
challenges than their male counterparts in under-resourced
schools.

Provide safe lodging and transportation for women in rural
leadership roles.

Increase financial support for rural schools to hire
dedicated administrative staff to assist women leaders
with operational responsibilities. Additional staff would
better enable women leaders to focus more closely on
strategic leadership than on logistical management tasks.

Create frameworks for legal support by establishing legal
assistance programmes that help women successfully
negotiate stakeholder and community pressures. These
frameworks can offer legal support for organisational
requirements as well as protection against discrimination.

3. Incorporating International Best Practices

Adapt initiatives from India’s National Programme for
Women in Educational Leadership, which integrates



training, mentorship and community engagement to
empower women leaders.

Implement  community-based  leadership  support
structures, similar to Bhutan’s rural teacher programmes,
to address logistical challenges for women leaders.

Potential Impact

Implementing these recommendations could

Increase women’s representation in school leadership
significantly to ensure gender equity within the next
decade,

Enhance the retention and job satisfaction of women in
leadership roles, particularly in rural areas, and

Improve the overall quality of education in underserved
regions by fostering diverse leadership perspectives and
practices.



Data and Research Outreach and Engagement

Current data on women's representation in school leadership Stakeholder Engagement

in Sri Lanka lacks specificity and depth. Key gaps include the
following:

Regional data: Disaggregated statistics on gender
representation at the district and divisional levels are
needed to accurately identify specific challenges and
develop targeted interventions.

Understanding sociocultural influences: Qualitative
studies that explore how cultural norms and societal
expectations influence women’s career choices and
leadership aspirations, particularly in rural areas, will offer
a more in-depth understanding of the challenges women
face in advancing to school leader roles.

Impact assessment: Robust quantitative research studies
are necessary to evaluate the effectiveness of existing
leadership development programmes and to identify
strategies for enhancing their impact in reducing gender
disparities.

Engage community organisations and women’s groups
to address sociocultural barriers and establish advocacy
networks for gender equality in education.

Collaborate with educational institutions and policymakers
to develop and pilot gender-focused training and
mentoring initiatives that support female school leaders.

Public Awareness Campaigns

Launch targeted campaigns to promote positive images
of women leaders, particularly in rural areas, to challenge
gender stereotypes.

Leverage district-level education stakeholder meetings to
showcase success stories of female leaders and inspire
more women to pursue these roles.
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