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WHY THIS STUDY?

Written for educators and women’s rights advo-
cates, this report presents the findings of a survey 
on girls and women in leadership. Commissioned 
by the National Education Association, the American 
Association of University Women, and the Center 
for Information & Research on Civic Learning 
& Engagement based at Tufts University’s Tisch 
College of Citizenship and Public Service, this survey 
report explores educators’ perspectives on girls and 
leadership, particularly during the middle and high 
school years. 

The aim of this report is to promote awareness 
about the gender gap in leadership and to make 
recommendations about the actions educators and 
advocates can take to close that gap, support female 
leadership development, and create a pipeline of 
girls and women into leadership positions—during 
the school years and into adulthood. 
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SECTION 1. 

Closing the  
Leadership Gap
A Gender Gap in Leadership 
From the halls of America’s schools to the halls of 
the United States Congress, the gender gap in lead-
ership is well-documented. Women account for half 
of the U.S. population, and research on leadership 
indicates that female leaders are as effective in many 
domains as their male counterparts, if not more so.1 

Yet, women are underrepresented in public lead-
ership roles, holding only 24 percent of seats in 
state legislatures; 12 percent of mayoral seats 
in the 100 largest American cities; 10 percent of 
governorships; 20 percent of seats in the U.S. 
Senate; and 18 percent of seats in the U.S. House of 
Representatives.2 

 
 
 

The pattern is similar even in the K-12 education 
sector—a “traditionally female” field—where women 
hold 75 percent of teaching positions but only 30 
percent of educational leadership roles, and “[a]s 
the leadership positions rise in stature and power, 
the number of women leaders declines.”3 The land-
scape surrounding women and girls and leadership 
is further complicated by entrenched cultural norms 
and expectations about the role of women and 
well-documented negative perceptions about wom-
en’s suitability for leadership roles.  

Schools Can Help Close the Gap 
Schools provide a venue for addressing persistent 
gender leadership gaps by creating a pipeline of 
girls and young women who are interested in taking 
on future leadership roles.  In particular, the middle 
and high school years provide an important oppor-
tunity for all students—girls and boys—to flex their 
leadership muscles, and an important opportunity 
for educators to sow the seeds for their students’ 
continued engagement in leadership in postsecond-
ary education and beyond. 

Educators have a unique vantage point from which 
to observe leadership behavior among their stu-
dents, and can play a central role in influencing 
student choices about leadership just as they exert 
influence on student choices with respect to course 
selection, careers, and a wide range of other aca-
demic and life opportunities.  

Educators’ perceptions about their students’ lead-
ership potential are important because those per-
ceptions arguably influence how and to whom they 
provide encouragement and feedback.4  If educators 
see girls’ and boys’ leadership differently, it could 
impact their recommendations for leadership oppor-
tunities when they arise.

Closing the Leadership Gap: How Educators Can Help Girls Lead

Teaching Girls to Lead

“Female historical figures fare poorly in classroom cur-
ricula and textbooks, and no national holiday honors the 
accomplishments of a woman.  Women’s contributions to 
our nation’s history and democracy are rendered nearly 
invisible in the classroom.  Boys grow up thinking that 
public leaders look like them, but rarely are girls taught to 
envision themselves as leaders and innovators.”  

—Teach A Girl to Lead, a project of the Center for American 
Women and Politics, Rutgers Eagleton Institute of Politics 
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Educators Play a Unique Role 
Educators play an important role in supporting 
student leadership development and in shap-
ing the perceptions of all students about girls’ 
and women’s suitability for leadership, yet little 
has been known about educator perspectives 
on student gender and leadership.  Aware of the 
challenges girls and women face in leadership, as 
well as the moment of opportunity presented by 
recent public and media attention on this issue, the 
National Education Association (NEA), the American 
Association of University Women (AAUW), and the 
Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning 
& Engagement (CIRCLE), which is based at Tufts 
University’s Tisch College of Citizenship and Public 
Service, partnered to explore the role educators can 
play in creating a pipeline of girls and women into 
leadership. 

This report presents key findings from a 2014 NEA 
survey that explores educators’ perspectives about 
girls’ leadership in the middle and high school 
years.  An online survey instrument was completed 
by 986 current NEA members, who included teach-
ers, administrators, paraeducators, and other educa-
tion support professionals working with middle and 
high school students. The sample included engaged 
NEA members interested in social justice and lead-
ership development, as well as a smaller number of 
randomly chosen members (see Appendix A for a 
detailed description of the survey methodology).5 

The primary goals of this study were to understand 
what qualities the participating educators thought 
were important for leaders, and to assess if and to 
what extent gender bias might impact their percep-
tions about student leadership.

The good news is the survey suggests that educa-
tors—especially those who are newer to the pro-
fession and those who have received professional 
development and training on gender and diversity 
issues—have a good handle on issues related to gen-
der and leadership and define leadership in more 
gender-neutral terms rather than by male or female 
stereotypes.  Even so, there is still work to do: the 
survey also suggests that educators observe gen-
dered patterns in leadership among their middle 
and high school students, and that subtle gender 
biases about girls and leadership exist in the educa-
tion setting, much as they do in other settings. 

This survey report describes three findings of this 
study: 

•	 The first finding relates to educators’ definition 
of a good leader.

•	 The second finding relates to educators’ 
observations of student leadership roles in 
various settings.  

•	 The third finding reveals results from a 
randomized experiment designed to test for 
subtle forms of bias.

The report ends with recommendations for bridging 
gender leadership gaps and supporting girls lead-
ership development through the middle and high 
school years.

Section 1 Continued
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SECTION 2.  

Key Findings
1.	Middle and high school educators 						    
		  expressed a gender-egalitarian view of  
		  leadership.6

The survey first asked respondents to define a good 
leader by choosing five adjectives to describe qual-
ities of a good leader. Respondents could choose 
from a list of 21 adjectives that included more gen-
der stereotypical attributes like “compassionate” and 
“charismatic,” as well as gender neutral ones, such as 
“problem-solver” and “collaborative.”7

Overall, educators expressed an egalitarian defi-
nition of leadership. The most popular adjectives 
chosen by educators to define a good leader were 
for the most part gender-neutral. The most popular 
choice was “problem-solver,” (selected by 64 per-
cent of respondents) followed by “collaborative” 
(selected by 58 percent of respondents).  

Around 40 percent of respondents also chose 
“intelligent” as a characteristic of a good leader, as 
well as “confident”  and “compassionate,” which 
are male-typed and female-typed, respectively. 
Following the most popular terms, participants were 
slightly more likely to choose male-typed attributes 
(e.g., well-spoken, determined, assertive, charismat-
ic) than female-typed attributes (e.g., caring, selfless, 
sensitive, sympathetic).8

Closing the Leadership Gap: How Educators Can Help Girls Lead

S
en

si
tiv

e

Confident

Determined
Driven
Selfless

Charismatic
AssertiveA

m
bi

tio
us

Sympathetic

W
ar

m

Figure 1: Attributes chosen by educators to define a good leader. The size of individual words reflects the proportionate response rate for that attri-
bute. Based on previous research, blue represents male-stereotyped terms, red represents female-stereotyped terms and green represents terms that 
are more gender neutral.
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This egalitarian definition of leadership appears to 
be informed, at least in part, by both teaching expe-
rience and exposure to professional development 
on gender or diversity issues. Teachers with fewer 
years of teaching experience were less likely than 
more experienced teachers to choose attributes of 
a good leader that were stereotypically gendered.  
Educators who had participated in professional 
development on gender or diversity issues were 
also less likely to choose attributes of a good lead-
er that were stereotypically gendered.  Moreover, 
teachers with fewer years of experience were more 
likely to have received professional development on 
gender or diversity issues, possibly suggesting that 
having up-to-date training may lessen or ameliorate 
gender bias in how educators define a good lead-
er.  More research would be needed to understand 
whether and how professional development affects 
educator’s perceptions about gender and leadership.

Implications

•	 Educators’ egalitarian definition of leadership 
suggests they are open to recognizing and 
supporting girls’ leadership. 

•	 Educators are in a position to share a non-
gendered vision of leadership with their 
students, which ultimately could promote more 
widespread acceptance among their students of 
girls and women in leadership roles. 

 •	 Each of these outcomes—supporting girls’ 
leadership development and fostering 
acceptance of girls and women in leadership—
are essential to closing persistent gender 
leadership gaps and opening leadership 
opportunities for girls and women.

•	 While this finding may not be wholly surprising 
since over half of the potential sample were 

NEA members who are already engaged in 
social justice issues and leadership, it does 
suggest that school leaders, education schools, 
education associations, and other appropriate 
state and local agencies need to continue to 
invest in and encourage participation in pre-
service training and professional development 
around gender and diversity issues.

2.	Educators observe that girls and boys take  
		  on leadership roles in different settings in  
		  school.

While educators who responded to the survey may 
have a largely inclusive definition of leadership, the 
survey findings indicate that educators observe gen-
dered patterns in student leadership at their schools, 
with girls and boys tending to hold leadership roles 
in different settings. Specifically, educators report-
ed that girls are far more likely than boys to take 
on leadership roles in English and language arts 
classes, in student government as top officers and 
supporting officers, in arts and culture clubs, in com-
munity service projects, and on school publications. 
In contrast, educators reported that boys are more 
likely than girls to take on leadership roles in math 
and science classes, in athletic activities, and in sci-
ence clubs. Boys and girls were equally likely to hold 
leadership roles in social science subjects.9

Interestingly, educators’ observations about the 
settings in school where boys and girls take on lead-
ership were closely matched at both the middle and 
high school levels. For example, just 10 percent of 
both middle and high school educators reported 
that boys were more likely to take on leadership 
roles in English and language arts classes, where-
as 72 percent of middle school educators and 75 

Section 2 Continued
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percent of high school educators reported that girls 
were more likely to be leaders in English and lan-
guage arts classes. The consistency of the reports 
between middle and high school educators rein-
forces the reliability of the findings.  The exception 
to this pattern was in science club/class leadership: 
while only about 20 percent of middle school edu-
cators said girls were more likely than boys to be 
leaders in science club/class, that number increased 
to 30 percent among high school educators. 

Implications

•	 The remarkably consistent pattern in the 
settings in which girls and boys are likely to 
become leaders fits with common gender 
stereotypes and suggests a role for educators 
to encourage students to run for offices and 
take on leadership roles in settings that are non-
traditional for their gender. 

•	 Students are aware of and influenced by gender 
stereotypes from as early as elementary school, 
and middle and high school teachers will 
need to minimize their own gender bias and 
potentially reverse some gendered messages 
that girls have already received.  

•	 Educators must make a conscious effort 
to encourage both boys and girls to take 
on leadership roles in settings that are not 
typically dominated by their genders in order 
to reverse entrenched patterns of gendered 
leadership, as it has implications for their 
future as professionals, politicians, teachers, 
and parents.  Past research has shown that 
elementary teachers sometimes impose gender 
role stereotypes in math classes, especially 
on girls who are medium or low achieving.10 
Research has also shown that assigned roles or 
tasks differ based on gender among elementary 
school students. While young girls are assigned 
to conducting domestic or clerical tasks (i.e. 
taking notes on the board), young male students 
are often assigned to responsibilities with some 
measure of authority or control.11  

Girls’ Leadership and STEM

The observation  that high school girls are more likely to 
take on leadership roles in science clubs/classes as com-
pared to middle school girls is encouraging, particularly 
since girls face negative gender stereotypes on at least two 
dimensions when it comes to leadership in STEM courses, 
clubs, and related settings: first, the stereotype that girls 
are not as good as boys in math and that scientific work is 
better suited to boys and men; and second, the stereotype 
that boys and men make better leaders. 

Negative gender/STEM stereotypes impact girls’ test perfor-
mance and undermine girls’ aspirations and identification 
with STEM through stereotype threat.*  This helps explain 
why girls might be less likely to take on leadership roles in 
STEM courses and clubs in school. However, the observa-
tion that high school girls are more likely to be leaders in 
science classes and clubs than in earlier grades could indi-
cate positive results of efforts to combat negative gender/
STEM stereotypes and to increase girls participation and 
performance in science and math.

*See Why So Few: Women in Science Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics (AAUW 2010).

Closing the Leadership Gap: How Educators Can Help Girls Lead
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3. Gender stereotypes and implicit biases are  
		  still a challenge in the education setting,  
		  much as they are in other settings.

Educators selected largely gender neutral character-
istics when explicitly asked to identify the qualities 
of a good leader, but subtle gender biases emerged 
when their implicit beliefs about gender and leader-
ship were assessed.  

In the second part of the survey, participants were 
randomly assigned to one of two groups and pre-
sented with a realistic situation in which they were 
asked to describe and evaluate a student leader. 
Each group saw the same statement from a hypo-
thetical candidate for student council president, with 
one exception: one group was told the candidate’s 
name is Emily, and the other group, Jacob. 

Respondents were then asked to choose from a list 
of attributes to describe the candidate, some reflec-
tive of gender stereotypes and some not.  They 
were also asked to name assets and challenges of 
the candidate and provide him/her with advice. 
Participants were unaware of this survey’s focus 
on gender and leadership, and the survey did not 
contain any mention of gender until after the experi-
mental portion of the survey. 

While survey respondents attributed some adjec-
tives (such as collaborative, competent, ambitious, 
and determined) to Emily and Jacob equally, in 
other respects, respondents described Emily and 
Jacob very differently even though the hypotheti-
cal candidates gave exactly the same statement.12  
Though the differences were usually small, the over-
all theme provides a strong contrast in the ways in 
which educators described Jacob and Emily.

Section 2 Continued

What’s In a Name?
Assessing Leadership Potential: Student Council 
Candidate’s Statement 

Hey guys! My name is [Jacob/Emily] Smith and I’m run-
ning for Student Council President!  Senior year is our 
time to have fun and celebrate all the hard work we have 
done at our school the past four years.  The senior year can 
be stressful so let’s make life at the school as stress-free as 
possible! If you vote for me for President next year I prom-
ise you that you will have the best year yet! Because of 
my previous experience as Secretary of the Special Events 
Planning Committee, I can plan great events throughout 
the school year and effective fundraisers for both our class 
and local charities. Of course I know I will be able to plan 
an awesome Senior Trip because of the experience I have 
gained through planning Winter Formal and Prom!!

At the same time, our school is going through a lot of 
changes right now and it’s important that our beloved 
school stays the school we love during our last year in it. As 
President, I will make sure that students’ voices are heard 
by the administration, even if that means meeting with 
Principal Garcia and others during my free period, lunch, 
or even after school. I will also explain the rationale behind 
all the changes to the students. I know that many students 
were confused and angry over the new lunch schedule last 
year; I will make sure that nothing of that sort happens 
again next year. I promise you will be fully informed and 
your voice will be heard!

It’s our last year so let’s make it memorable! Don’t be  
shy—give [Jacob/Emily] a try!
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Jacob was more likely to be described in stereo-
typically “male” terms like “confident,” “aggressive,”  
“arrogant,” and “charismatic.” He was also described 
as “sympathetic.”  The participants in the Jacob 
group identified his strengths as “confidence,” 
“assertiveness,” and “charisma,” while his key chal-
lenges were being “overly confident,” “too arrogant,”  
“too aggressive,” and “not eloquent enough.”  

Emily, on the other hand, was more likely to be 
described in stereotypically “female” terms like 
“bubbly,” “hard-working,” “compassionate,” and 
“feminine.”  The participants in the Emily group 
thought that she would be challenged in her can-
didacy because she “showed no authority” and 
lacked relevant experience.  With respect to Emily’s 
strengths, the participants who read Emily’s state-
ment chose the same set of terms as the partici-
pants who read Jacob’s statement (determined and 
driven); however, the Emily group was slightly more 
likely than the Jacob group to also name “aggres-
siveness” and “toughness” as a strength.

A small minority of survey respondents seemed to 
appreciate when students take on non-traditional 
leadership roles.  When describing strengths, some 
respondents said that Emily’s “toughness” and 
“aggressiveness” are strengths (while the educa-
tors who saw Jacob’s statement were more likely to 
describe these as his challenges).  Similarly, respon-
dents praised Jacob for his emotional intelligence, 
which research has generally found to be a female 
strength.13

Implications

•	 Subtle, implicit gender biases about leadership 
exist in the education sector, much as they 
do in other sectors, which suggests that even 
well-meaning, highly skilled, and deeply 

committed educators may hold and act on 
gender stereotypes.  Research shows that even 
individuals who may express gender-egalitarian 
beliefs can still hold stereotypical beliefs at 
an unconscious level, and those unconscious 
beliefs may influence our behavior more than 
our explicitly held beliefs simply because we are 
unaware of them.14

•	 The survey findings are consistent with past 
research: children’s storybooks were found 
to describe a girl character as an observer, or 
someone who requires assistance.15 A recent 
experimental study in which science faculty 
evaluated male and female postdoctoral 
candidates found that science faculty were 
more likely to deem male candidates more 
competent and hirable, while female candidates 
were described as hard-working, even though 
identical application materials were reviewed.16  
This finding led to a conclusion that at least 
some educators (i.e., science faculty) consider 
males to be innately talented and skilled while 
assuming that females needed to work hard in 
order to compensate for an innate lack of ability 
to succeed as scientists. Research on workplace 
leadership also found that women who seek 
out leadership positions have to be either 
stereotypically masculine and aggressive at the 
cost of social skills or stereotypically feminine 
and socially adept at the cost of “leadership” 
qualities.17  Additionally, a 2003 study of teachers 
found that teachers view male students as more 
tough, competitive, independent, and assertive, 
while seeing female students in the opposite 
way.18  It appears that some of the same gender 
stereotypes may still be a factor in interactions 
between educators and students a decade later.

Closing the Leadership Gap: How Educators Can Help Girls Lead
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•	 Implicit assumptions about a student may 
impact how an educator interacts with that 
student—sending a biased, implicit message 
to the student and to others in the classroom 
and surrounding school building that is likely 
to inadvertently reinforce negative stereotypes 
about gender and leadership. If an educator 
views a girl as “not very leader-like,”  “bubbly,” 
and “lacking in authority or experience”—
characteristics that are not desirable in a 
good leader—that educator might feel as if 
the girl needs a lot of coaching or “help” in 
areas where she actually has strong leadership 
competencies, or overlook the girl altogether 
when leadership opportunities arise, even 
though a boy with exactly the same leadership 
attributes would be viewed as competent and 
not needing extra help.  On the other hand, 
if and when a boy possesses stereotypically 
female characteristics (e.g., emotional 
intelligence, sympathy) that are viewed as 
strengths, then he may be viewed as having the 
talent to become a great leader, but needing 
coaching to modulate an overly confident or 
cocky attitude.

Section 2 Continued
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SECTION 3:   

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are intended to 
assist NEA members, other educators, and advo-
cates for women and girls in implementing edu-
cation practices that can help to close gender 
leadership gaps and promote leadership by girls 
and women in our schools, in our communities, and 
ultimately in our national political spaces. 

1.	 Provide professional development and  
		  pre-service cultural competence, diversity, 	 
		  and leadership trainings that examine  
		  stereotypes and biases about girls, women,  
		  and leadership. 

While many of the survey respondents (88.6 per-
cent) reported having had professional develop-
ment or a pre-service course that touched on the 
broad area of “gender or diversity issues,” a signif-
icant portion (17 percent) said their initial training 
“never” touched on gender and gender equity, and 
a third of respondents (34.9 percent) said these 
issues were “rarely” addressed.  Fewer than one 
fifth of survey respondents (17 percent) reported 
that gender and gender equity issues were “often” 
or “always” addressed in relevant training oppor-
tunities.  These responses suggest that existing 

professional development and pre-service training 
do not cover the depth and scope of knowledge 
needed for educators to understand and minimize 
the explicit and implicit gender biases that impede 
gender equity in leadership.

Yet, given the gender biases revealed through the 
survey and the persistence of gendered patterns 
of leadership among students, it’s clear that profes-
sional development and pre-service training about 
stereotypes and bias related to girls, women, and 
leadership is needed. 

Closing the Leadership Gap: How Educators Can Help Girls Lead

“Women & Leadership: Challenges and 
Opportunities”
NEA’s Women’s Leadership Training Program explores 
gender equity and leadership issues through an interactive 
training session, providing educators with an opportunity to 
learn about the stereotypes and implicit biases that women 
face in leadership and to develop strategies for overcoming 
these challenges. 

For more information about the WLTP and other training  
programs, visit nea.org/home/hcr-trainings.html
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2. Highlight the importance of women’s  
		  contributions across the academic spectrum,  
		  and expose all students to women who are  
		  role models and leaders in the world. 

 
Incredible women have played important roles in 
our nation’s history, in world events, and in advanc-
ing science, math, and other academic areas.  
Holding up these role models and highlighting 
the important contributions of women across the 
academic spectrum are important strategies for 
expanding students’ perceptions about what’s  
possible for girls and women in leadership.  

Exposure to successful role models not only inspires 
but is crucial in reducing the negative effects of 
stereotype threat19 and in breaking down negative 
perceptions about girls and women in leadership.  

Highlighting women’s contributions and connecting 
students with women role models are practical steps 
that every educator can take to help bridge the 
gender leadership gap—whether they are women 
leaders who are breaking down barriers on the 
international level, like Malala Yousafzai and former 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton; teachers and  
education support professionals in local schools; or 
women leaders in one’s own hometown or household. 

 

Section 3 Continued

Teaching Toolbox

The newly launched “Teach a Girl to Lead” website, a proj-
ect of the Center for American Women and Politics at the 
Rutgers University Eagleton Institute of Politics , provides 
a “Teaching Toolbox” to help educators more easily high-
light women’s leadership. For more information visit  
tag.rutgers.edu/teaching-toolbox/classroom-resources/
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3. Encourage girls to take on leadership roles— 
		  and encourage all students to take on  
		  non-traditional leadership roles.

Encouragement and support from the educators 
with whom middle and high school girls regularly 
interact can help girls develop confidence in their 
leadership skills and abilities and see a broader 
range of opportunities for exercising leadership.  
 

Research has confirmed that girls, in particular, have 
a high level of respect for educators and that edu-
cators can play an influential role in their students’ 
leadership development.20  What’s more, encourag-
ing all students to take on non-traditional leadership 
roles can help to break down the social norms and 
cultural stereotypes that both discourage girls from 
stepping into leadership roles and undermine the 
acceptance of girls and women in leadership roles. 

Closing the Leadership Gap: How Educators Can Help Girls Lead

What Girls Say About Leadership

Finding out what girls think about leadership, and how they like to be engaged, can illuminate new thinking and spark 
creative dialogue. Turning to resources like Change It Up! What Girls Say About Redefining Leadership, a report from the Girl 
Scout Research Institute, is a simple step all educators can take to learn more about how they can support girls’ leadership 
aspirations and development:
 

•	 Girls aspire to purpose-driven, social change-oriented leadership rather than the “command and control” model of 
leadership more common in U.S. culture, and they have more experience with informal leadership activities,  such as 
charitable and social service activities.

•	 Girls’ aspirations for leadership are heavily dependent on their own confidence in their skills and competencies, and low 
self-regard about their leadership skills is the greatest single barrier to their engagement in leadership.   

•	 “[T]he more experience youths have with leadership roles and extracurricular activities, the more likely they are to aspire 
to leadership,” but “[e]nvironments in which girls can develop leadership experience and safely experiment with leader-
ship roles are scarce.”

•	 The majority of youth experience more opportunities for leadership at school (75 percent) than at home (24 percent) or 
at church (22 percent), and young people perceive the school environment as “more conducive to learning new skills, 
meeting new people, being in charge, making decisions, and having choices.”

From Change It Up! What Girls Say About Redefining Leadership, Girl Scout Research Institute (2008) (Executive Summary at 
p. 25-26 and p. 37).  Visit girlscouts.org/research/publications/girlleadership/change_it_up.asp to read more. 
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EDUCATORS CAN TAKE THE LEAD
Leaders have the power to determine our future. 
The decisions they make affect our families, our 
schools, and our nation. Yet, as noted earlier, women 
are dramatically underrepresented in leadership 
roles across many sectors—from “traditionally 
female” fields like education to Congress.  At a 
time when women are still struggling for equality 
on many fronts, harnessing the power of girls and 
women—improving their representation and partici-
pation in all walks of leadership—is critical.

Educators are in a unique position to help close the 
leadership gap, being perfectly placed at the inter-
section of three key factors:

•	 Students have a much more expanded 
opportunity for leadership in school than in any 
other setting.

•	 Educators are extremely influential in students’ 
lives, with girls, in particular, showing a high 
level of respect for their teachers.21 

•	 Educators play an important role in shaping the 
perceptions of all students when it comes to 
gender roles and leadership. 

This alignment of elements gives educators a unique 
opportunity to support and encourage girls to take 
on leadership roles in their middle and high school 
years, and to aspire to leadership later in life across 
public, political, philanthropic, business, educational, 
and non-profit settings. 
 
We hope this survey and report are just the begin-
ning of a collaborative process that explores the 
role educators can play in this endeavor.22  When 
it comes to closing the leadership gap, who better 
than educators to take the lead? 
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APPENDIX:   

Methodology
The survey had two parts.  In one part, all respond-
ing educators saw the same set of questions.  In 
another part, the educators were randomly assigned 
to two groups seeing exactly the same student 
council government candidate statement (see  text-
box on page 7).  The only difference between the 
two was that one statement came from a student 
named “Emily Smith,” and the other statement came 
from a student named “Jacob Smith.”   

The intent of this experimental portion was to 
explore subtle ways in which educators may evalu-
ate students’ leadership abilities differently based 
solely on a student’s gender. Based on a recent 
survey experiment study,* we used adjectives that 
triggered gender-biased responses from the par-
ticipants in that study. Similarly, other studies doc-
ument the presence of gender bias in competency 
assessment in an experimental setting.** The color 
coding of the leadership definition word figure cor-
responds with the gender typing found in the study 
by Schneider and Bos (2014).

In subsequent sections, we used the same set of 
characteristics but described them in slightly dif-
ferent ways or formats (e.g., as nouns, or framed as 
“lack of,” or “too much of,” depending on the fram-
ing of the questions).  

The survey was fielded to a total of about 40,000 
educators whose email addresses were known to 
the NEA.  Of those, about 30,000 contacts came 
from NEA’s Human & Civil Rights Department, and 
the sample that came from that group is consid-
ered a group of “engaged educators.”  The other 
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* 	 Schneider, M.C., & Bos, A.L. (2014).  Measuring stereotypes of female politicians. Political Psychology, 35, 245-266.
**	Moss-Racusin, C.A., Dovidio, J.F., Brescoll, V.L., Graham, M.J., & Handelsman, J. (2012). Science faculty’s subtle gender biases favor male students. Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences of the United States of America 109, 16474–16479.; Phelan, J.E., Moss-Racusin, C.A., Rudman, L. A. (2008). Competent yet out in the cold: shifting criteria for hiring reflects backlash 
toward agentic women. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 32, 406–413.
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10,000 came from NEA’s general membership list.  
They should still be considered active educators 
since they provide contact to NEA but have not 
had a known contact with the Human & Civil Rights 
Department of NEA.  There is no overlap between 
the two lists.  

A total of three calls for participation were sent to 
each list by the NEA office between May 21, 2014, 
and June 13, 2014.  The survey closed on June 18, 
2014. The total study sample size is 986.

Table 1: Schools that participating educators represent

Geographic location

Urban 31.4%

Suburban 44.0%

Rural 24.6%

School characteristic

College prep school 20.2%

School on academic probation 12.8%

School where more than half 
of the students are students of 
color

40.3%

30% or more English Learners 27.8%

Gifted/Talented program 32.0%

IB school 6.7%

High technology resource 32.3%

Low technology resource 27.2%

School with human rights or 
civic emphasis

7.2%

School where at least half of 
students qualify for free- or 
reduced-lunch program

52.7%

Table 2: Participant demographic characteristics

Grade level

Middle grade 43.9%

High school grade 45.9%

Middle school and  
high school combined

10.2%

Employed as

Teacher 78.9%

Other education support  
professional

6.9%

Administrator 2.2%

Paraprofessional 4.1%

Other 7.9%

(Teachers only)
Years of teaching 

5 years or less 8.2%

6-10  years 14.4%

11 -20 years 27.4%

Over 20 years 41.0%

Educational  
attainment

No college degree 4.7%

Associate’s 1.9%

Bachelor’s 22.9%

Master’s 54.9%

Education specialist or pro-
fessional diploma based on 
6-years of college study

10.3%

Doctorate 2.5%

Other 2.8%

Gender

Appendix Continued
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Female 75.9%

Male 23.8%

Other 0.3%

Race and Ethnicity

White 63.7%

African American 19.5%

Hispanic of any race 6.4%

Asian 2.9%

Native American 2.2%

Pacific Islander 1.0%

Other 4.3%

Attributes that showed gender-based dif-
ference in the experiment
In the experimental portion of the survey, we first 
asked participants to choose up to three adjec-
tives to describe the candidate whose statement 
they read.  The table  below shows the attributes 
that were used more often by one group (Emily or 
Jacob) than the other, along with the frequency with 
which participants chose the word for the candidate.  

Table 3: Attributes that showed gender-based difference in 
the experiment*

Attribute Used more for… Emily % Jacob %

Feminine Emily 6.1% 1.0%

Compassionate Emily 12.2% 6.7%

Bubbly Emily 36.3% 27.3%

Hard-working Emily 37.2% 31.4%

Masculine Jacob 1.0% 2.9%

Creative Jacob+ 9.5% 13.3%

Sympathetic Jacob 5.8% 10.0%

Arrogant Jacob 9.7% 16.2%

Diplomatic Jacob+ 15.3% 19.7%
 

Challenges described differently by the 
educators 
After describing the candidates, participants were 
asked to choose up to three words to describe the 
challenges the candidate might face.  The table 
below highlights the attributes that showed a signifi-
cant difference.  

Table 4: Challenges described by the educators (attributes 
that showed significant group differences)* 

Challenge Used more for… Emily % Jacob 
%

No authority Emily 14.9% 9.7%

Not enough relevant 
experience

Emily+ 18.2% 14.0%

Overly confident Jacob 40.1% 50.1%

Too arrogant Jacob 16.1% 24.2%

Too aggressive Jacob 13.6% 18.1%

Not eloquent enough Jacob 4.6% 7.8%

Assets described differently by the 
educators 
After describing the candidates, participants were 
asked to choose up to three words to describe the 
assets the candidate might have.  The table below 
shows the attributes that showed a significant group  
difference.  

Table 5: Assets described differently by the educators*

Assets Used more for… Emily % Jacob %

Aggressive Emily 7.1% 3.3%

Tough Emily 2.4%  .7%

Charismatic Jacob 20.4% 29.7%

Emotionally Intel-
ligent

Jacob 5.8% 9.0%

Assertive Jacob 21.7% 26.6%

Confident Jacob 41.1% 47.3%

Closing the Leadership Gap: How Educators Can Help Girls Lead

Table 2 (continued)

*	 All attributes in Tables 3, 4, and 5 showed a statistically significant rate (p. < .05) between the conditions, except for the attributes that are denoted with +, which indicates a statistical  
trend (p. < .10).
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