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Gender Issues in Leadership Mentoring 
Lim Lee Hean and Low Guat Tin 

Gender issues in mentoring have been 
highlighted in numerous literature internationally, 
though it could be generally perceived as 
relatively insignificant in Singapore. This article 
serves to provide some background information 
pertaining to leadership mentoring locally and 
overseas, and present the need to explore 
uncharted territory in leadership mentoring. 

Literature surfaces gender issues in leadership 
mentoring like complexities of cross-gender 
relationships. This could include collusion in 
stereotypical roles, limitations of role modelling, 
intimacy and sexual concerns, public scrutiny, 
and peer resentment (Kram, 1985). On the 
other hand, studies on mentoring (Daresh, 
1995) did not determine that same-gender 
matching patterns were necessarily more 
effective in assisting mentors and proteges than 
cross-gender matching patterns. Gender 
differences between mentors and new 
principals did not appear to pose any 
widespread problems (Bolam, McMahon, 
Pocklington, & Weindling, 1995), although there 
were reported instances of new female 
principals expressing "unease about difficulties" 
or "intimidating experience of seeking 
acceptance in the predominantly male culture" 
(Bolam et al., p. 40). It would appear that 
possible drawbacks involving gender issues in 
mentoring could exist, but these were not 
overwhelming. There could also be 
unawareness or non-acknowledgement of such 
issues. As such, in "the struggle to create a 
more gender-inclusive profession", Shakeshaft 
(1999) suggested that there could be a 
possibility in the future to "understand women's 
and men's experiences together", and "produce 
an inclusive vision of human experience based 
on differences and diversity, rather than on 
sameness and generalizations" (p. 115). 

In the recent past, educators in Singapore had 
contributed to the generation of knowledge in 
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leadership mentoring. Mentoring was the main 
feature of a development strategy for aspiring 
school principals attending the Diploma in 
Educational Administration (DEA) programme 
at the National Institute of Education (NIE). It 
was developed as part of the DEA programme 
since 1984 (Chong, Low, & Walker, 1989; 
Marquardt & Engel, 1993). The DEA 
programme was a full-time one-academic-year 
programme for the principalship preparation of 
selected vice-principals (The programme has 
since 2001 been replaced by the Leaders in 
Education programme). It incorporated an 
eight-week school attachment, which was 
divided into two four-week periods. During the 
attachment, each participant protege was 
paired with a mentor principal. During the 
attachment the DEA participant Jearned by 
"shadowing" the mentor in the mentor's school. 
The Ministry of Education selected the mentors 
as worthy role models for would-be school 
principals. Many of the proteges are now 
principals of schools. Results of findings (Lim, 
2002a) suggest that the formal principalship 
preparation programme that they attended 
emerges as a breeding ground for the initiation 
of informal working relationships at work. 
Beyond formal mentoring, the principals 
appear to "lead their own learning in 
collaboration with their peers in education" (p. 
185). Further findings (Lim, 2002b) also reveal 
that the proteges abandon what they perceive 
as inapp OP. iate or wrong practices of school 
management. The concern that mentoring 
might preserve conservative or traditional 
practices unthinkingly is questioned. The 
results also dispute researchers (for example, 
Bush and Coleman, 1995) who advocate the 
inclusion of formal assessment of the proteges 
by their mentors. Recellt development in 
leadership development (for example, the 
Leaders in Education programme) excludes 
the component of mentoring, and this appears 
to surface concerns about the benefits of 



mentoring for the future, that mentoring could 
be a potential hazard to innovative thrusts. 
However, the implicit assumption that 
mentoring could not contribute towards the 
development of future principals as new 
leaders of innovative organizations has yet to 
be rigorously challenged (Lim, 2002b, p. 92). 

With regard to gender issues in leadership 
mentoring , statistical records offer some 
information that could help generate questions 
in the field. Out of 359 school principals in 
Singapore, 65°/o (or 232 principals) are females 
even though females constitute 73°/o of the 
teachers (Education Statistics Digest, 2002, 
p. 5). School cluster superintendents of both 
genders in Singapore are almost equal in 
numbers as there are 14 female and 1~ male 
cluster superintendents (Singapore Government 
Directory Interactive, 2002). The figures for 
Singapore are comparatively very high in 
comparison to the other countries. For 
instance, in New York State, only 14.4°/o of the 
superintendents, 23o/o of secondary principals 
and 46°/o of elementary principals are females 
(Shakeshaft, 1999, p. 101 ). Has the Singapore 
mentoring system played a part in the 
generation of a comparatively high female 
participation in higher positions? Is there a 
difference in the impact of female/ male 
mentors on the management practices of 
female proteges? For those female proteges 
who become cluster superintendents, what 
practices of management have been learned 
through mentoring? In Singapore, the impact of 
mentoring on the Singapore Education System 
in generating learning (Lim, 2002a) is 
pervasive. The nature of learning networks 
among principals has yet to be examined. 
Questions like "how well and to what extent do 
female principals fit into such learning 
networks?" could be explored. 

Sustained over a period of more than one-and
a-half decades, the Singapore mentoring 
model is one of the longest existing formal 
mentoring schemes for aspiring principals in 
the world and the only established formal 
mentoring scheme in Singapore. As such, it 

· offers a rich setting and background for 
research on mentoring. Local studies on 
mentoring have so far excluded the issues of 

gender. What we need is greater awareness of 
existing loopholes in research on mentoring in 
Singapore and to create new knowledge in the 
understanding of matters pertaining to gender 
issues. In doing so, we could explore the 
possibilities, or even probabilities, of further 
maximizing the potential of women education 
officers in Singapore. 
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