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This paper uses survey data to explore the extent to which greater con­
tact with women school administrators and changing generations can 
influence public prejudice toward women administrators and override 
the impact of regional and educational differences 011 these altitudes. 
little support is found for these possibilities. Specifications of cognitive 
dissonance and consistency theories, specifically involving the problems 
of generalizing from one situation to another and the need for sufficient 
stimuli to create dissonance, are used to explain these findings. If affir­
mative action programs result in more women being hired for line admin­
istrative positions, howel'er, it is suggested that sujficient dissonance .or 
cognitive inconsistency may be created to produce attitude change. 
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For at least the last 50 years, the proportion of school administrators 
who are women has declined, 2 to the point where today women represent 
less than 5 percent of all line administrators in school districts. J While 
women may avoid preparing and applying for these positions, those who 
control the hiring process also promote their exclusion by actively 
refusing them jobs or by simply not encouraging their participation. 
School administration is not perceived lo be a "woman's place. " 4 This 
view is reflected in attitudes of the general public toward women admin­
istrators. In fact, one reason school officials give for not hiring women 
is that the public is prejudiced against women administrators. This preju­
dice is generally more extreme among rural residents and the less highly 
educated than among urban residents and more highly educated people. 

In recent years, feminists have called for an end to these prejudiced 
attitudes and for increased representation of women in public school 
administration. As with all attempts at social reform, however, debates 
occur over how best to promote change. Some people advocate waiting 
for the public gradually to develop favorable attitudes toward women 
administrators as younger, more liberal generations come or age. Social 
psyG,10l ogical theories, however, suggest that greater contact of the 
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public with women administrators is one of the best ways to promote 
less prejudiced attitudes toward them and more acceptance of their 
hiring. This perspective underlies affirmative action programs developed 
in recent years to promole the hiring of women. In this paper, survey 
data are used to examine the credibility of these two positions. Variations 
both in attitudes and in their association with urbanization and educa­
tion are studied. 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND THEORETICAL DACKGROUND 

Previous research indicates that teachers, administrators, and school 
board members do not support the hiring of women school administra­
tors. Both male and female teachers report that they prefer to work with 
male administrators; and those who make hiring decisions, including 
superintendents and school board members, are usually opposed to 
appointing women. 5 Interview data suggest that hiring officials believe 
that the general public does not approve of women administrators, 6 even 
though an actual survey of a representative sample of adults found that 
over half of the respondents did not care whether a school principal was 
a man or a woman. 7 

Obviously, there are variations in people's attitudes. Some school 
officials are more prejudiced than others; some members of the public 
are more opposed to women administrators than are others. Some of 
these variations are explained by differences in demographic variables. 
For instance, the general public as well as school administrators in rural 
areas express more conservative attitudes toward women schooi adminis­
trators than do people in urban areas. 8 More highly educated people and, 
within the adult population, younger people express more liberal atti­
tudes toward women administrators and the roles of women ii) general. 9 

Such variations are usually explained by the exposure to liberal ideas that 
young, highly educated, and urban people more often experience. Con­
tinued exposure of this type could be interpreted to suggest that increased 
education, urbanization, and the coming of age of those who are 
now young will promote more libera l attitudes toward women adminis­
trators in the future, thus supporting the views of those who prefer to 
wai't for prejudice to gradually disappear. 

Knowing and interac ting with members of the group against whom 
prejudice is · shown also affect variations in attitudes. Many research 
studies have noted that contact between a majority and a minority group 
may lead to a decline in prejudiced attitudes. 10 Similar results have been 
found in relation to prejudice against women administrators. Teachers 
who have worked with female administrators show more favorable atti­
tudes toward their employment than teachers without such experience.•• 

Prejudice againsl Women School Adminislralors 85 

Changes in attitude have sometimes been explained by aspects of 
Festinger's cognitive dissonance theory 12 or by the more general area of 
cognitive consistency theory. 11 These theories suggest that when people 
engage in behavior that is inconsistent with their attitudes, they develop 
a rationale for this behavior by adopting attitudes that are more consis­
tent with their actual actions. For instance, if people who do not approve 
of hiring women school administrators come to know a competent 
woman administrator (and the evidence clearly suggests that women 
school administrators perform at least as well as, if not better than, their 
male colleagues 14

), they try to develop some consistency in their beliefs or 
some rationale for their new behavior by expressing less prejudi~'ed atti­
tudes. Thus, according to these perspectives, the most efficient. way to 
alter people's attitudes may be to first change their behavior by pro­
moting contact with women administrators. Such an approach s·upports 
the views of those who advocate programs such as affirmative action as 
ways to lessen prejudice. 

It is not realistic to expect rural residential areas to disappear in the 
future nor to expect that someday all people will have the same amounr 
of education. It is assured, however, that today's older generation will 
gradually be replaced by the young people of today. Jf the ascend a nee of 
a younger generation can override the influence of regional and cduL·a­
tional differences on prejudice, and if affirmative action regulations are 
strictly enforced so that more and more members of the public will have 
contact with women school administrators, then it is expected that the 
impact of region and education on attitudes will decline and there. will be 
an increased acceptance of women administrators in the future. 

METHODOLOGY 

The data used to examine the expectation stated in the previous para­
graph came from personal interviews with a representative sample of 
noninstitutionalized adults in a western state in 1977. The sample was 
selected with a multista~e area probability design that afforded each 
adult in the state an equal opportunity of responding. Detailed maps of 
both urban and rural areas were used, and households were selected for 
inclusion in the sample by either a table of random numbers or the selec­
tion of every "nth" housing unit. The former method was· used in the 
largest city in the state, while the latter method was employed elsewhe1e. 
In this case, it is believed that the two methods gave equal results. 

Personal interviews were conducted with the respondents by trained 
staff members of a well-known polling firm. A portion of each interview­
er's work was verified for accuracy and authenticity. Eight hundred and 
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twenty-four people were contacted in the survey, and 812 responded to 
all the items subsequently used in the analysis. Fifty-one percent of the 
respondents were female; 49 percent were male. 

Each respondent was asked the following questions: 

Dijferenr people ltai·e different reactions ro women in higher levels of public 5c/tool 
administration. For example. how would yo11 feel abo11r having a woman as princi­
pal of an elementary school in yo11r local area? !The inter\'iewer then handed the 
respondent a card. I On this scale are ten 1111111/Jers, running from plus five, meaning 
yo11 would strongly approi•e, all the ll'O)' down to minus Jive, meaning yo11 would 
strongly disapproi·e. Jus t select the one number that best represents how you feel 
about hai·ing a woman as an elementary school principal in your area. 

No11·, 11si11g the same scale, how would yo11 feel about hm·ing a 11·omt111 as a high 
school principal in your area? 

And finally, ho11· would you feel about having a woman as a school district superin­
tendefll in your area? 

The next question was: 

Within rite pasr ten years, have you happened ro know or had any contact wirh 
women school administrators? 

The answer to this question was coded simply "yes" ( = I) or "no" ( = 2). 
Standard demographic data on age, place of residence, and educational 
background were also collected. 

All of the variables used in this analysis except "region" may be 
treated as interval measures. Three categories are used to determine 
region: (I) the only metropolitan area within the state; (2) the second 
most populated region of the state, which includes many medium-size 
cities; and (3) the rural regions of the state. Two dummy variables repre­
sent this measure. In one, the nonzero category indicates the metropoli­
tan area, and in the other, the nonzero category indicates the other cities. 
The zero category is the rural regions. This coding allowed treatment of 
the variables as indicators of urbanization. 

Zero-order, partial, and multiple-partial Pearson product-moment 
correlations were used to examine the expectations previously discussed. 
\foltiple-partial correlation coefficients are simple extensions of partial 
1-'.0rrelation coefficients when more than one independent variable is 
used. •s 

Based on previous research and the rationale presented earlier, it was 
hypothesized that: 

I. the zero-order correlations between altitudes approving of wo111en 
administrators and urbanization will be greater than zero; 

2. the zero-order correlations between approving attitudes and higher edu­
cation will be greater than zero; 
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3. the zero-order correlations between approving attitudes and having no 
contact with women administrators in the last ten years will be less than 

zero; 

4. the zero-order correlations between approving altitudes and greater age 

will be less than zero. 
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If the correlatio1is projected in hypothesis 4 hold, future social change 
might be possible with the changing of generations. If hypothesis 3 
holds, it could be predicted that public prejudice toward women adminis­
trators would lessen with the enforcement of affirmative action regula­
tions.that would allow more people to know women administrators. In 
contrast, because all people will probably not attain high levels of educa­
tion in the future or leave rural areas, the associations predicted in 
hypotheses I and 2 will probably have little long-range effect on sodal 

change. 
However, if greater exposure to women administrators and the inevi -

table gradual changing of generational cohorts were to override the 
impact of region of residence and educational attainment on altitudes, 
then change could be expected among the rural and less educated parts of 
the population also. For instance, if knowing a woman admini :; t1;11or 
were to override the influence of education and region of residence on 
the public's attitudes, then the following hypotheses would hold: 

5. the multiple-partial correlations of region of residence with attitudes, 

controlling for knowing a woman administrator, will be zero; 

6. the partial correlation of education with attitudes, controlling for 
knowing a woman administrator, will be zero; 

7. the multiple-partial correlations of altitudes with region of residence and 
education, controlling for knowing a woman administrator, will be zero . 

If the influence of age were to override the influence of education and 
region of residence on the public's attitudes, then the following 
hypotheses would hold: 

8 . the multiple-pa rtial correlations of region of residence with allitudes, 

controlling for age, will be z.ero; 

9. the partial correlation of education with altitudes, controlling for age, 

will be zero; 

IO. the multiple-partial correlations of altitudes with region of residence 
and education, controlling for age of the respondent, will be zero. 

Finally, if together the changing of generations and the greater contact 
\,\'ith women administrators were to override the influence of education 
and region of residence on attitudes, then the following hypotheses 
would hold: 
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11 . the multiple-pa rtial correlations of region of residence with auitudes, 
conrrolling for borh age and knowing a woman administrator will be 
zero; 

12. the pa rtial correlation of educa tion with atritudcs, comrolling for both 
age and knowing a woman administrator, will be zero; 

13. the multiple-part ial correlations of allitudes with region of residence 
and education, controlling for both the age of the respondent and edu­
cation, will be zero . 

If hypotheses 5, 6, and 7 hold, attitude change might be possible wirh 
greater enforcement of affirm,Hive action.regulations. If hypotheses 8, 9, 
and 10 hold , altitude change might be poss ible with the changing of 
generations. If hypotheses 11, 12, and 13 hold, attitude change could be 
pred icted with both the changing of generations and the enforcement of 
affirmative action regula r ions. 

UESULTS 

Table I gives the means and standard deviations of each variable. The 
average respondent has a mean educational attainment of 12.04 years 
with a standard deviation of about four years. The average age of the 
responden1s is about 44 years wi1 h a standard deviation of 16. The mean 
scores in the measures of the approval of women adminisrrators all fall 
above 3.0, indicating that the respondent s rend to support hiring women 
ad ministrators at all three levels. The respondents are most supportive of 
women as elementary principa ls and slightly less supportive of women 
~upcrintendenls and women high school principals. There is also more 
variation in atritudes toward hiring women for these two more pres-
1igious an9 well -paid roles. The mea n of I. 70 indicates that less than half 
of a ll the respondents ha ve known a woman administraror in the last ten 
yea rs. 

The zero-order correlations all occur as expected in hypotheses I 10 4. 
While most of lhe correlations are significantly different from zero, none 
is overwhelmingly large and much var iation in allitudes is unexplained 
hy these variables (see Table 2). First, rhe coe fficient s indicate that 
people in the more urban areas of the srate arc more supporrive of 
women 'administrators. While the correlations of the two dummy va ri ­
.1bles with approval of women as secondary principals and superin-
1 endents are quite close, the difference in the correlations of the two 
Jummy va riables with attitudes toward women elementary principals 
, .028 and .096) indicates that support for them is strongest in the region 
.vith medium-s ize cities. The multiple coefficients of attitudes with region 
ire all significant at the .01 level or beyond. They indicate that region of 
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residence affects attitudes toward women elemenlary principals and 
women school superintendents slightly more than altitudes toward 
women as secondary principals. 

Table I 
Means and Standard Deviations of Variables 

Approval of a woman elementary principal 
(-5, strongly disapprove, to 
+ 5, strongly approve) 

Approval of a woman secondary principal 
(-5, strongly disapprove, to 
+ 5, strongly approve) 

Approval of a.woman school superintendent 
(-5, strongly disapp,rove, to 
+ 5, strongly approve) 

Region of residence 
1a (other/metro area) 
1b (other/cities) 

Educational attainment (in years) 
Knowing a woman administrator in the last 10 

years ( 1 = yes, 2 = no) 
Age (in years) 

N = 814. 

Means 
3.85 

3.01 

3.14 

0.47 
0.27 

12.04 
1.70 

43.62 

Standard Deviations 
2.34 

3.17 

3.10 

0.50 
0.44 
4.10 
0.46 

16.10 

Second , the correlations of attitudes with education are all signifi ­
cantly different from zero at the .001 level. As_ hypothesi1ed, they_ show 
that people with higher levels of educa tion are more supp? rt1 ve ~f 
women administrators than those with lower levels of education. This 
t1 end is stronger for attitudes toward women as secondary principals a nd 
superintendents than as elementary principals. 

Third, correlations indicate a slight trend for those who have not 
known a woman school administrator in the past len years to be less 
supportive of women holding administrative posts now . The st_ro,~ gest 
correlation occurs with attitudes toward women as secondary pr111c1pals 
(r = - .080). None of these correlations, however, is higher lhan the other 
correlations with the dependent measures, and the coefficient of -.049 
with altitudes toward women school superintem.knts does not reach 
significance at the .05 level. 

Fourth, the zero-order correlations show tha t younger people are more 
supportive of women in administrative posts than arc older people. Each 
of these correlations is significantly different from zero al the .00 1 level. 
This trend is somewhat stronger with attitudes toward women in the 
secondary principal (r = -. 167) and superintendent chairs (r = -. 182) 
than in elementary principalships (r = -. 119). 
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Table 2 

Correlations of Independent and Control Variables with Attitudes 
toward Women Administrators 

Independent Variables 
1. Region of residence 

1a (other/metro area) 
1b (other/cities) 
R ... (1a,1b) 
(rural/metro, cities) 

2. Educational attainment 
(in years) 

Control Variables 

3. Knowing a woman administrator in 

Woman 
Elementary 

Principal 

.028 

.096· • 
.138· • • 

.106· • • 

- .067· 

Approval or a: 
Woman Woman 

Secondary School 
Principal Supt. 

.055 .067* 

.049 .067* 
. 111 • • .143* • • 

.141•·· .149 ... 

-.080· - .049 the last 10 years (1 = yes, 2 = no) 

4. Age(inyears) - .119••· -.167*.. .182 ... 

All correlations are Pearson product -moment correlations except in the case of 
the two_ dummy variables for region, where the summary measure is a multiple correlation. 
*p ~ .05; . *p ~ .01 ; • • ·p ~ .001. 
N = 814. 
Critical values: 
P ~ .05, n, .058(df = 1,812), R ~.086(df = 2,811). 
p ~.01 , r ~.086(df = 1,8 12),R ~. 106(df = 2,811). 
P ~ .001, r ~ .108(df = 1,812). R ~ .129(df = 2,811). 

Table 3 gives the partial and multiple-partial correlations used to test 
hypotheses 5 through 13. I(, They show little support for the hypotheses. 
Hypotheses 5, 6, and 7 tes t the impact of knowing a woman adminis­
trator on the correlations of attitudes with region of residence and edu­
cation. Comparison of the result s for hypotheses 5 and 6 in Table 3 with 
those for hypotheses I and 2 in Table 2 shows that the partial and multi­
ple-partial correlations are almost the same as those at the zero order. 
For instance, the multiple correlation of approva l of a woman ele­
mentary principal with region is . I 38. When knowing a woman adminis­
trator is introduced as a control variable, the multiple-partial coefficient 
is also~ 138. Similarly, the correlation of approving of a woman second­
ary principal with education is .141 at the zero order. When knowing a 
woman adminis trator is introduced as a control variable, the partial 
correlation coefficient drops only slightly, to . I 22. Both of these partial 
coefficients are significantly different from zero al the .001 level. The 
multiple-partial correlalions of attitudes with region of residence and 
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education when knowledge is controlled are also all significantly differ­
ent from zero at the .00 I level. 

Table 3 
Impact of Knowing a Woman Administrator and Age on 
Variations in Public Attitudes 

Approval of a: 
Woman Woman Woman 

Elementary Secondary School 
Principal Principal Supt. 

Impact of Knowing a Woman A,dministrator 
5. R.,., (1a, 1b)•Kn .138 ... 
6. R"" (ed) • Kn .089*. 
7. R".,(1a,1b,ed)•Kn .162 ... 

Impact of Age 
8. R"., (1a,1b)•Age 
9. R ... (ed) • Age 

10. R"., (ed , 1a, 1b) • Age 
Impact or Both Age and Knowing a 
Woman Administrator 
11 . R,,., (1a, 1b)•Kn,Age 
12. R"" (ed) • Kn , Age 
13. R,.,, (ed , 1a, 1b) • Kn , Age 
*p ~ .05, • ·p ~ .01, • • *p ~ .001 . 
att = attitudes of approval (range of -5 to + 5). 

. 071 • 

.149 ... 

. 138. • • 

.os9• 

.143• •. 

.110·· 

.122· '. 

. 162· •• 

.101. • 

.091 .. 

.136 ••• 

.102· •• 

.019 · 

. 128 .. • 

1a = dummy variable, region or residence (other/rf!e_tro area). 
1b = dummy variable, region of residence (other/crt,es). 

.148· • • 

.141 • • • 

.198· • • 

.136 .. • 

.095* • 

.164 • • • 

.161 ... 

Kn = knowing a woman administrator in the_last ten years (1 = yes , 2 = no). 
ed = educational attainment of respondent in years . 
Age = age of respondent in years . 

C ontrolling for age has a somev .. ·hat greater effect, especially on the 
correlations of attitudes with educational level. (Compare the results of 
the tests of hypotheses 8 and 9 in Table 3 with those for hypotheses I and 
2 in Table 2.) Again, however, the multiple-partial correlations of atti­
tudes with both region of residence and education when the influence of 
age is controlled are all s ignific;;w tly different from zero at the .001 level. 

Finally, controlling for both knowing a woman administrator and age 
lowers the correlations between region of residence and attitudes only 
slightly. Only the association between education and attitudes, especially 
with reference to women as elementary principals, is much lower than the 
zero-order correlation when both knowing a woman administrator and 
age are controlled. All of these correlation~, however , are significantly 
diffc11..·nt from zero at the .05 level or beyond. The multiple-partial corre­
lations of altitudes with region and education when both knowledge and 
a!:!e are controlled are slightly lower than when only one or the other 
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control variable is used separa tely. Yet, all of these correlations are still 
significantly different from zero. 

DISCUSSION 

Because these survey data were gathered at only one point in time 
causal inferences, especially concerning future events, are far fron~ 
infallible. While it is doubtful that the order of causality has been mis­
interpreted (e.g., . suggesting that knowing a woman administrator 
influences attitudes while in reality rhose with more favo.rable attitudes 
seek out women administrators to meet), it is entirely possible thac other 
variables or unforeseen events could intervene and alter the correlations 
that have been observed here. Nevertheless, because one can never be 
certain about this poss ibility, the result s reported above may provide 
some indication of potential changes in public prejudice toward women 
administrators. 

Age and knowing a woman administrator explain only from 0.2 per­
cent lo 3 percent of the total variation in prejudiced attitudes. At first 
glance, this indicates that neither changing generations nor greater con­
tact with women administrators will dramatically decrease the incidence 
of prejudice toward women administrators. Moreover, neither the 
influence of regional differences nor education on allitudes is eliminated 
when the impact of knowledge and age is removed, although there is a 
slight tendency for age to override the influence of education on ar.ti­
tudes. This primarily occurs because age is moderately associated with 
education (r = .334). To the extent tha1 younger generations cominue a 
pauern of advanced schooling, we ca11 anticipate a decrease in, though 
not a disappearance of, the influence of education on attitudes. This 
assumes, of course, that succeeding genera1ions maintain the more 
liberal_ a11i1udcs of today's younger genera1ion. fl does not appear that 
chang111g generations will affect regional differences in alliludes and 
they will likely continue. ' 

Similarly, knowing a woman adminislrator appears to do little lO over­
ride regional and educational differences in prejudiced attitudes. Other 
factor~, however, may affect these rela1ionships and make conclusions 
about the impact of knowing a woman adminis1ra1or premature. First, 
~10st women who are school administrators are 1101 in the major posi­
tions of authority examined. In the year of the survey, 13 percent of all 
school administrators in lhe state studied were women, yet only 1. 7 pcr­
ce.nt of these women were high school principals, and O. 7 percent, or two 
ot the 300, were superintendents. Twen1y-two percent of the women 
administralors were principals at levels lower than high school while 75 
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percent of the women administrators held staff positions such as super­
visors of special education programs and curriculum coordinators. It is 
probable that very few of the respondents who reported knowing a 
woman administrator in the last ten years actually knew one who held a 
line position, especially the more powerful high school principal or 
superintendent posts. Simply knowing a woman who is a school adminis­
trator in a stajf position then may not affect one's attitude toward 
women holding the more prestigious line positions of principal or super­
intendent. Second, because so few women now hold school administra­
tive posts, their presence may not be large enough to crea_te dissonance or 
cognitive inconsistency·. Perhaps a significant step toward integration 
must be made before the women's presence can affect public attitudes. 

These speculations are supported by specifications of cognitive disso­
nance and consistency theories as they are applied to the effects of inter­
group contact. Studies of racial groups show that while integration in 
one selling may influence less prejudiced alliludes there, this may 1101 
generalize lo other sellings. 11 Specifically, knowing women who hold 
staff administrative posts without ultimate authority may not influence 
greater acceptance of women in other more powerful administrative 
positions. 

In addition, having only a small number of minority group members 
available for contact may produce little challenge to prev ious attitudes 
because those available are simply viewed as exceptional people. If this is 
the case, liule change in altitudes would be forthcoming. Proponents of 
school in1egration suggest that having minorities comprise from 20 per­
cent to 45 percent of the total population of an integrated school may 
provide 1he best situation for stimulating attitude change. '!I Obviously, 
tlle proportion of wtal women school administrawrs, lei alone those in 
top line positions, has 1101 yet reached even the lower limit of this range. 
Thus, they may not yet be present in sufficient numbers to cause the 
di ssonance or inconsistency necessary to produce attitude change. 

These results also have implications on a more practical level. They 
suggest that neither affirmative action programs nor changing genera­
tions will automatically resuli in less public prejudice toward women 
administrators or in alterations in regional and class differences in atti­
Ludes. If allitude change is to occur, women must be hired specifically 
for the more powerful line positions as well as for staff posi tions. Until 
women fill more of these posts, il may be premawre to expect significant 
attiludinal change. The findings also point to the important independent 
influence of regional and, to some extent, educational differences on 
allitudcs. Even when the knowing of a woman admin istrator and the age 
of the respondents are taken into accounl, those in rural regions and with 
less education have more prejudiced attitudes. This does not mean thal 
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affirmative action programs will not affect these people but, rather, that 
greater planning and care may be needed for successful programs for 
those populations. 

CONCLUSION 

Two alternative methods of lessening prejudice against women school 
administrators have been proposed. Some advocate waiting for the 
public gradually to develop more favorable attitudes as younger, more 
liberal generations come of age. Others, following cognitive dissonance 
and cognitive consistency theories, suggest that promoting contact with 
women administrators through programs such as affirmative action will 
be more effective. In this paper, survey data were used to explore the 
validity of the two approaches. The extent to which greater contact with 
women school administrators and changing generations can influence 
public prejudice toward women administrators and the extent to which 
they can override the influence of regional and educational differences 
on attitudes were examined. The analysis gives little support for the views 
that changing generations or greater contact with women administrators 
will eliminate prejudice and its variations by region and education. 

Yet, theoretical considerations preclude totally discarding the latter 
perspective. Specifications of cognitive dissonance and consistency 
theories, especially those involving the problems of generalizing from 
one situation to another and the need for sufficient stimuli to create 
di ssonance, can help explain the findings. Women administrators are few 
in number, and they are usually in staff, not line, positions. Evidence 
from other areas indicates that there may not be enough women admin­
istrators to create dissonance and that contact with a minority group in 
one post (such as staff positions) does not influence attitudes toward 
them in another post (such as the line positions of superintendent or 
principal). In terms of practical implications, this analysis suggests that if 
affirmative action programs result in more women being hired into line 
administrative positions, it is conceivable that sufficient dissonance or 
IZognitivc inconsi stency could be produced to create attitude change. 
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