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ABSTRACT

Teaching is increasingly understood to be feminized profession, both demographically in terms of the
growing number of female school teachers, and qualitatively, as a profession culturally associated with
women (UNESCO!, 2025). In the context of ongoing debates around gender equity in education
leadership (UNESCO, 2025; Kelleher, 2011), this literature review builds on the qualitative
conceptualization of feminization to explore it as a social process shaping school teaching in India. Two
key questions are posed: (1) How does an increasing presence of women in school teaching relate to
social perceptions about the profession? and (2) What implications does this have for women’s career
progression and leadership opportunities within school education? This review draws on qualitative and
quantitative evidence on perceptions of school teaching and the experience of women teachers and school
leaders in India. Using key terms such as ‘feminization’, ‘gender’, and ‘women teachers’ across selected
education databases, relevant peer-reviewed journal articles and reports from global and Indian contexts
were identified and analyzed. Findings indicate that teaching in India is perceived as a ‘safe’ and
‘respectable’ profession, appealing to women for its compatibility with their domestic responsibilities
and flexible working hours. However, feminization reinforces socio-cultural expectations of women as
caregivers, resulting in a dual burden of professional and household labor. This dynamic contributes to
the social construction of teaching as an extension of women’s caregiving roles, perpetuating stereotypes
that hinder women’s opportunities in or for leadership positions. This review concludes by identifying
gaps in the existing literature, particularly the absence of intersectional approaches to women teachers’
experiences. Methodological and contextual limitations are also noted, indicating the need for more
nuanced and inclusive research on their professional trajectories in education.
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Introduction

The feminization of the teaching workforce is a subject of ongoing concern and worldwide debate.
Some researchers view feminization purely quantitatively, as a demographic and labor market trend
characterized by the rising participation of women in teaching (Drudy, 2005; OECD', 2006). Others extend
this qualitatively to refer to it as ‘a culture associated with women’ (Griffiths, 2006, p. 401). In this article, I
build on the qualitative approach to explore feminization as a social process that frames school teaching in
India by answering two questions:

1. How does an increasing presence of women in school teaching relate to social perceptions about the
profession?
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2. What implications does this consequently have for women’s career progressions and leadership
opportunities within the profession?

This literature review aims to answer these questions by investigating qualitative and quantitative
evidence on the perceptions of school teaching and the experiences of both women teachers and women school
leaders in India. The methodological and analytical framework is shaped by Feminist Theory and Social
Reproduction Theory, both providing a critical lens with which to uncover and understand the paradoxes that
underlie women’s participation in the labor force and their experiences at work.

Feminist theory foregrounds gender in analyzing social and economic dynamics, particularly how
hegemony and patriarchy sustain inequalities within institutions and professions. It challenges prevailing
distributions of power and validates women’s interests as central in their own right. In India, feminist
scholarship has extended this lens to account for postcolonial and indigenous contexts, emphasizing how caste,
class and religion intersect to shape women’s experiences of work (Anand, 2023). Methodologically, feminist
theory aims not only to “describe the world in ways that correspond to women’s experiences” (Rhodes, 1990,
p- 619) but also to identify the structural transformations required for gender equality.

Social Reproduction Theory [SRT] complements this by situating women’s work within the broader
processes that sustain capitalist economies. Emerging from Marxist-Feminist debates, SRT underscores how
reproductive and care-based labor, whether unpaid within households, or waged in sectors such as education
and health, remains indispensable to society, yet systematically undervalued (Bhattacharya, 2017; Fraser,
2017; Luxton, 2015). By centering the gendered and classed dynamics of reproductive labor, SRT highlights
the interconnections between capital accumulation, social inequality and the devaluation of feminized
professions.

Background and Context

Increasing the number of females in the teaching workforce has been a central intervention for
developing countries toward achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4 [SDG 4], which aims to ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education for all by 2030 (United Nations, 2015). The recent Global Education
Monitoring Report clearly highlights the role of women teachers in education equity.

“The expansion of primary education over the last 20 years has largely been supported by the
recruitment of female teachers...with the pressing global concern of teacher shortages at primary and
secondary levels, women continue to represent a significant group being capitalized upon for the
required teacher recruitment and educational expansion to achieve the SDGs, the Education 2030
agenda, and beyond.” (UNESCO, 2024, p. 62).

The presence of female teachers has also significantly contributed to gender equity goals by positively
influencing girl child enrollment, retention (Sperling et al., 2016; International Task Force for Teachers for
Education 2030, 2021), academic achievement (Bhattacharya et al., 2022) and challenging gender norms
within school systems (Gordon et al., 2019).

In India, since the 1980s, education policy has favored recruiting female teachers at the school level
(Operation Blackboard 1987; District Primary Education Program under the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, 2002;
Kelleher, 2011). The new National Education Policy 2020 intends to continue encouraging women to join the
teaching profession to increase teacher supply (Ministry of Education, 2019). Article 5.2 of the policy
document mentions establishing integrated teacher education programs, special merit-based scholarships and
preferential employment, especially to female students, so that these students serve as local-area role models
and highly qualified teachers who speak the local language.” (Ministry of Education, 2019, p. 20).

However, research from both global and Indian contexts indicates that despite an increase in women’s
participation in the workforce, they remain concentrated only in specific sectors. Globally, women represent
the vast majority of pre-primary teachers (94%) and a strong majority in primary education. They are less
likely to participate in secondary and higher levels of education and school leadership positions (UNESCO,
2024). In India, women constitute 85% of the workforce in early childhood education. In contrast, only 41%
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of the school leadership in India is female. At the primary level, a significant portion of female teachers are
aged between 20 and 24; however, their representation declines steadily as they grow older before rising again
in the 60-65 age bracket. Similarly, at the secondary level, younger women dominate, and their numbers
decline progressively with age. Additionally, female teachers constitute a larger share of the contractual
workforce in government and aided schools than the overall workforce (Sarangapani et al., 2023). This trend
raises pertinent questions about teacher recruitment practices and prompts a deeper analysis of feminization
of teaching in the country.

Methodology

To identify relevant literature, I used three major subject-specific databases, namely SCOPUS, ERIC,
and the British Education Index. Additionally, I used the iDiscover database at the University of Cambridge
to access readily available resources. A preliminary scoping search revealed recurring terms in the literature
such as ‘feminization’, ‘gender’, and ‘women teachers.’ I also used the ERIC thesaurus to find further relevant
synonyms, which led to the inclusion of more search terms like ‘gender and teaching’, ‘female workforce’ and
‘female school teachers.’

In the first stage, I reviewed literature across a range of international contexts before narrowing the
focus to studies specific to India for a more critical analysis. The primary sources consulted were peer-
reviewed journal articles and country-specific and global reports. To ensure the inclusion of both contemporary
perspectives and foundational scholarship, I prioritized literature published between 2015 and 2024, while
also incorporating selected seminal works published earlier.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Only literature on school teachers was considered; studies on women in higher education and academia
were excluded.
Studies specifically addressing the impact of COVID-19 on female school teachers were excluded. While
important, these works focus primarily on crisis-related experiences, which risk overshadowing the broader
and longer-term dynamics of gender and teaching that are central to this review.
e The review was restricted to journal articles and published reports; grey literature was excluded due
to challenges of accessibility and variable quality.
e Only publications written in English were included, which introduces an inevitable language bias by
excluding potentially relevant work published in regional languages.

Limitations and Reflections

Several limitations in the methodology must be acknowledged. First, the restriction to English language
publications meant perspectives from local and regional scholars writing in Indian languages are missing,
which limits the cultural specificity of findings. Second, excluding grey literature potentially omits valuable
on-ground insights, although this decision was made to maintain a consistent standard of peer-reviewed or
formally published work. Third, the reliance on a specific set of databases may have constrained the scope.
Finally, the date range helps capture recent debates, but it risks overlooking longer historical trajectories of
women teachers’ experiences in India. These limitations, combined with time constraints, prevented the author
from undertaking a more holistic, intersectional analysis of the subject. Addressing dimensions of caste, class,
religion and region represents an important avenue for further research within the subject, that the author aims
to undertake.

Discussion
This section presents and interprets the key findings of the literature review under two major themes.
By synthesizing research on both the perceptions of teaching and the lived experiences of women teachers and

school leaders, it explores how the feminization of teaching shapes professional identities and career
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trajectories. The first theme examines global and regional perceptions of school teaching as a gendered
profession. The second theme analyzes how socio-cultural norms influence women’s roles, responsibilities,
and advancement within school education in India.

Perceptions of School Teaching and Women's Roles

This section examines research on perceptions of school teaching, highlighting how the feminization
of teaching reinforces gendered expectations, emphasizing invisible care work and extending familial
responsibilities into the professional sphere.

Teaching as a ‘Family-Friendly’ Profession

The Varkey Foundation’s Global Teacher Status Index (2018) ranks school teaching 7% among 14
professions in India. This is a mid-level status, compared to countries like China and Russia, which place
teaching amongst the most respected professions, akin to medicine. Nonetheless, 85% of the respondents in
the study believed that teachers in India are respected by their students and are remunerated fairly.
Additionally, more than 50% of the surveyed parents said they would encourage their children to pursue
teaching as a career. This survey is based on the premise that social perceptions of teachers and teaching impact
‘who decides to become a teacher...how they are respected and how they are financially rewarded’ (Dolton et
al., 2018, p. 16). However, large quantitative surveys like these often overlook the nuanced realities of specific
contexts. Perceptions of and motivations in the teaching profession are also influenced by ‘socio-economic
contexts, job security, salaries, working conditions, professional development, autonomy, representation,
social dialogue, and involvement in decision-making’ (Symeonidis, 2015, p. 10).

Several in-depth qualitative studies focusing on teachers in India found that teachers’ choice of
profession is influenced, at least partially, by their gendered position in the patriarchal social structure.
Sundararaman and Vijaysimha (2011) surveyed 50 teachers and interviewed 22 to gain insight into their roles,
work and family life, leisure time, career paths and challenges. They report that ‘all women teachers who were
respondents in the study alluded to teaching as a job that allowed them to balance their responsibilities at home
and work, but this reason was not mentioned by any of the male teachers in the study’ (p.5). In another study
that involved participants in pre-service training in Maharashtra, Akai and Sarangapani (2017) found that
female participants were encouraged by their families to choose a teaching career for its convenient work
hours and vacations, enabling them to manage their roles at both home and work.

These findings are corroborated in another study by Latha (2020), which explored the motivations,
experiences and professional needs of 25 Beginner Teachers® in two districts in Karnataka. Through an
analysis of biographical narratives, Latha identified two primary factors influencing women’s choice of
biographical narratives: convenience and cultural beliefs. Teaching is considered convenient for women
because it perceived as a ‘safe profession’ and as ‘paid playtime’ with children. Beginner teachers, particularly
from rural areas, prefer this profession because it enables them to start working early as primary school
teachers and prepare for attaining a more financially stable and assured government teaching position. Cultural
beliefs on the other hand, include ‘a feeling of satisfaction’, the ‘best way of doing charity’, ‘a kind of social
service’ and the perception of teaching as a profession that ‘commands respect in the society’ and enables
teachers to be ‘role models for individuals.’

Gendered Roles of Women as School Teachers

Although small-scale and geographically specific, these findings hold significant relevance, given
more than half the teaching workforce in India is female. If women’s choice of pursuing a career have been
significantly shaped by their gendered roles within the family, it raises the question: What are women’s roles
in the school system? This section highlights that women’s roles in teaching are similarly shaped by gendered
expectations that are characterized by a greater emphasis on invisible care work, resulting in an extension of
their familial roles. However, women’s experiences differ based on their contexts.

2 Teachers who are not more than five-years old in their school teaching career (Latha, 2020)
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A demographic analysis conducted by Sarangapani et al. (2021) indicated that while there seems to be
an overall gender balance in the teaching profession in India, women teachers are concentrated in certain
sectors, namely early childhood, primary education, special education, and non-government aided private
schools. These sectors are characterized by a higher degree of ‘care’ work, and correlations can be drawn with
their lower ranking compared to secondary education or school leadership roles in the 2018 Global Teacher
Index (Dolton et al., 2018, p. 16).

Feminist researchers have critically examined the implications of an increasing number of women in
teaching, revealing how deeply the profession intertwines with gendered labor expectations and their social
reproduction. Latha (2020) explores this in her interactions with women teachers who often describe their
professional lives using familial terms. Teachers drew analogies such as ‘school as a family’, ‘teachers like
mothers’ and ‘education officers like a father” and viewed joining new schools as akin to ‘entering an in-law’s
home’. These metaphors revealed how teaching is culturally and emotionally tied to women’s perceived
domestic roles, reinforcing the alignment of their professional and familial responsibilities.

Further, Manjrekar (2013) interviewed women teachers in Mumbai and argued that ‘women teachers
are framed by locations of labor within the family and the school, on the one hand, while the gendered
dimensions of their lives at both sites are being reframed and reconstituted by economic changes, on the other.’
(p- 336). She considers ‘the domain of education itself as a part of wider processes of social and cultural
reproduction’ (p. 338). While the expansion of formal education provides education and employment
opportunities for women, it has simultaneously confined them to the ‘caring profession’ of teaching,
leveraging their labor to bolster economic growth, without challenging the entrenched gender roles or
intersectional inequalities. By framing teaching as a natural extension of mothering and female domestic
capacities, the state (and the family) sustains systems of ideological and material domination, preserving
women’s status quo in family structures.

That said, women teachers’ experiences are not homogenous and vary significantly based on the
contexts of their employment. Using data from India’s National Sample Survey on Employment and
Unemployment in India, Chudgar and Sakamoto (2021) highlighted key differences in public and private
teachers” working conditions. Private school teaching attracts highly educated females in urban areas,
primarily because socio-cultural norms ‘translate into women exhibiting different work preferences such as
proximity to work from home, safety of commute to work, or flexibility in work schedule.” (p.8). In private
school settings, marital status is positively linked to higher earnings and an increased likelihood of receiving
paid leave and social security benefits. Age, often serving as a proxy for experience, is also associated with
more favorable working conditions, particularly in urban areas. In contrast, younger teachers are likelier to
hold non-permanent positions with lower compensation and fewer benefits. Sundararaman and Vijaysimha
(2011), comparatively, found that women in government schools generally benefit from better working
conditions, including maternity allowances and regular pay scales. They are also better positioned to balance
home and work responsibilities compared to their private school counterparts, whose teaching careers often
depend more heavily on external relationships and less stable employment managements.

Despite these differences, the teaching profession relies heavily on women’s labor and energy while
undervaluing their social and economic contributions. Gendered expectations and cultural norms position
teaching as a ‘natural’ extension of women’s caregiving roles, reinforcing its devaluation. This feminization
of teaching has directly contributed to women’s diminished status in the profession (Dolton et al., 2020;
Symeonidis, 2015), particularly in leadership roles, where they remain significantly underrepresented despite
constituting a large proportion of the teaching workforce.

While the existing literature has offered valuable insights comparing women teachers’ experiences
across urban and rural contexts, its geographical scope remains limited, with much of the research (except
large-scale surveys) concentrated in select regions of Maharashtra, Karnataka and Rajasthan. This narrow
focus leaves large segments of the Indian teaching community unexamined, preventing the construction of a
comprehensive understanding of women teachers’ experiences. Additionally, the current body of work often
treats gender as a uniform category, paying insufficient attention to intersectional dimensions of caste’class

3 Caste is a hereditary social stratification that restricts the occupation of their members and their association with the members of
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and religion. These socio-cultural determinants are particularly significant in the Indian context, where they
profoundly shape women teachers’ professional opportunities, authority within institutions, and lived
experiences.

Women Teachers in School Leadership

Having discussed how feminization impacts women teachers at the teaching level, this section extends
this analysis to understand women’s position in school leadership. It considers whether feminization and its
consequences on women’s gendered roles in school systems impact their career progression and leadership
opportunities.

The Absence of Women in School Leadership

School leadership is widely recognized as pivotal for driving school effectiveness and achieving
desired educational outcomes. It is one of the three school-level factors within UNESCO’s framework of
education quality (UNESCO, 2016). As Louis et al. (2010, in UNESCO, 2024, p. 12) note, leaders ‘have the
potential to unleash latent capacities in organizations,’ creating the necessary synergy across teachers, parents,
and policymakers to maximize student learning. Leadership roles thus offer a powerful platform for influence
and agency, with the capacity to transform education systems across diverse contexts.

Global evidence demonstrates that women leaders often bring distinctive practices and perspectives to
these roles. A survey across 48 countries found female school leaders were more likely than male counterparts
to exhibit strong instructional leadership, including motivating teachers, fostering collaboration, and
encouraging accountability for student learning (OECD, 2020). Similarly, a study in Chile revealed that
women leaders provided more personalized pedagogical support and took proactive measures to retain high-
quality teachers (Weinstein et al., 2021). Beyond education, women’s leadership in politics has been associated
with expanded access to public goods and reductions in gender inequalities: villages in India led by elected
female heads invested more in infrastructure and saw improvements in girls’ schooling outcomes (Beaman et
al., 2012; Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2024 in Bergmann et al., 2022). These findings do not suggest that women
are inherently ‘better’ leaders, but they highlight the breadth of skills and approaches women bring to
leadership positions and the systemic gains that can result in.

Yet despite such evidence, women remain underrepresented in leadership globally. Across Latin
America and the Caribbean, the proportion of female principals lags at least 20 percentage points behind the
proportion of female teachers (Adelman & Lemos, 2021). In OECD’s Teaching and Learning International
Survey [TALIS] data, only 48% of lower-secondary leaders were women compared to 68% of teachers
(OECD, 2020). Similarly, the Global School Leaders Survey (2021) reported that while women constituted
70% of teachers in India, Indonesia, Kenya, and Malaysia, only half of school leaders were female (Bergmann
etal., 2021).

India reflects and intensifies these global patterns: women make up 41% of principals nationwide but
only 30% in rural areas, representing a 20-point gap relative to the share of female teachers. In government
schools, leadership remains male-dominated, while in private schools, despite a higher share of women
teachers, management positions are held by men, with only 37% of leadership roles occupied by women
(Sarangapani et al., 2023). This persistent underrepresentation signals a critical problem: even as women form
a substantial share of the teaching workforce, their progression into leadership remains disproportionately
limited. Understanding why this gap persists in India, despite global evidence of women’s leadership potential,
is essential for uncovering the barriers embedded in the feminization of teaching and for imagining more
equitable pathways to leadership.

Feminization Limits Women Teachers’ Progression to Leadership Roles

This subsection raises the question: What factors impede women’s advancement to leadership positions
within school systems? One possible contributing factor is their educational qualification and years of
experience, particularly where promotions are merit-based. Inequities in girls’ access to quality education can

other castes. It is prevalent in India. (Gupta, 1991)
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result in lower performance in teacher qualification exams, reducing the number of women eligible for
secondary-level teaching or school leadership positions (Jandhyala & Ramchandran, 2015). Another
significant factor is the influence of socio-cultural gendered norms that shape women teachers’ professional
participation and progression. A school leader must be able to balance between teaching responsibilities and
the demands of their role in managing the school. For women, however, this dual role is further compounded
by gendered expectations that they shoulder the primary responsibility for household and caregiving duties.
This ‘invisible’ role significantly pressurizes women in leadership, even as they face overt and covert
resistance from male colleagues. This cumulative demand of managing home, classroom and school, while
navigating social backlash, creates an ‘glass ceiling’ — invisible barriers that prevent women from advancing
in their careers past a certain level and restrict their progress. These challenges can be overwhelming and may
prompt women to prioritize roles that align with socially accepted gender norms, where domestic identity is
more readily preserved.

In examining the professional aspirations of 50 teachers in Bangalore, Sundararaman and Vijaysimha
(2011) found that female government primary school teachers with over 20 years of experience were generally
not pursuing further professional opportunities, with most hoping to be promoted to headmistress post (p. 13).
This directly correlated with the demographic trends of these respondents being typically older and married.
In contrast, female teachers with more defined career expectations were single. ‘Married women teachers, on
the whole, preferred working at locations of their choice, even if it meant poor salaries. ..the stress of balancing
home and family responsibilities with career options often weighed against married women.” (p.14). The study
also noted that women in school leadership positions were either older with fewer domestic responsibilities or
were single. Thus, relatively reduced involvement in caregiving roles allowed them greater career flexibility.

Women in school leadership also faced reduced legitimacy due to gendered perceptions rooted in
patriarchal socio-cultural norms with ‘legitimacy’ defined as ‘the ability of the school head to influence and
affect others’ behavior through formal and informal means of effective school processes.” (Mythili, 2018,
p-60). Using a conceptual model and empirical evidence from 20 women school heads across Rajasthan,
Mythili’s study analyzed three effects shaping the status, perceptions, and acceptance of female school leaders:
1) the illegitimacy effect, 2) the glass cliff effect, and 3) the backlash effect. Gender biases associate leadership
more closely with men, leading to an underestimation of women’s potential (illegitimacy). Women leaders
face higher scrutiny and standards and are often promoted during crises (glass cliff), exposing them to greater
risks of failure. Additionally, they encounter opposition (backlash) undermining their authority, forcing many
to adopt ‘masculine’ traits to maintain credibility. The combination of these effects forms a cyclical pattern of
stress and vulnerability, where women leaders must continuously prove their worth, suppress vulnerability,
and endure intensified scrutiny from male colleagues, superiors and the community. This pattern resonates
with findings from Yadav and Lata (2018), who observed that women leaders in administrative positions in
Indian high schools were expected to exhibit traditionally masculine traits, such as being ‘authoritative,
committed, unemotional, and unburdened with primary caregiving responsibilities.” (p. 91).

Women leaders face a duality where even as they challenge gender stereotypes in their positions, they
often conform to traditional subordinate roles at home and in their leadership styles. This creates a perceived
sense of safety and comfort as they avoid questioning the patriarchal status quo or offending norms at school
or within their families. The reduced number of female school leaders further exacerbates this tension,
contributing to a lack of support and solidarity among female school leaders. (Mythili, 2018; Jandhyala and
Ramachandran, 2014).

Conclusion
This literature review aimed to explore how the increasing presence of women in school teaching
relates to social perceptions of the profession and examine the implications of feminization on women’s
progression to leadership opportunities within the Indian education system. This article challenges popular
conventions around women’s participation in school teaching by highlighting both its positive and negative
implications. While policies aimed at gender equity in education have facilitated higher female participation
in the teaching workforce, they have been unable to address the deeply ingrained gendered perception
25



Cambridge Educational Research e-Jounal
2025,VOL.12
DOL https://doi.org/10.17863/CAM. 123128

underpinning women’s roles. Women’s entry into the profession is significantly motivated by the perception
of teaching as a ‘family-friendly’ profession, where women’s caregiving and domestic roles align with and
extend to their roles in the school system. Scholars like Acker (1995) and Forrester (2005) draw attention to
the invisible labor and care work that women teachers perform daily, often at a personal cost.

Teachers navigate conflicting roles—acting as ‘friends, colleagues and helper’ while also fulfilling the
duties of an ‘evaluator, selector and disciplinarian’. This dual responsibility requires a ‘total investment of
self” with both emotional and professional commitment (Forrester, 2005, pp. 274-278). Feminization has
placed a double burden on women, compelling them to balance domestic caregiving with professional duties
while challenging gender stereotypes in leadership. This calls for a more multifaceted account of female
participation. Further, despite their various foci, existing studies remain limited in scope, with small-scale
research often confined to specific regions within the country. Therefore, addressing these gaps through deeper
intersectional analysis and comparative studies would provide a more comprehensive understanding of
women’s experiences in the Indian school system.
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