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Abstract. This paper examines female school leaders' experience in using technology in
online learning at schools in rural areas in Jambi Province, Indonesia. We used semi-
structured interviews and reflective journals to investigate female school leaders’ in
leading the learning process during the pandemic. There were five female school leaders
from rural areas in Jambi Province, Indonesia participated in this study. While the previous
studies focus on examining teachers' online learning experience, this study emphasizes
more on female school administrators in rural areas adjusting to the use of technology in
the teaching and learning process. This study found that most of the school leaders in rural
areas are in great need of attention on facilities and professional development focusing on
the use of media and technology both in teaching and managing the school during the
pandemic. The current study also argues that collaboration among teachers is imperative
to make sure that the teachers and administrators are equipped with the knowledge and
skills of how to use technology that improves the quality of education during online
learning. This article contributes to both policymakers and practitioners in understanding
the use of technology and leadership in online learning in rural areas.
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1 Introduction

While research suggests that technology usage can enhance the teacher's and student's
performance [1], there are still few reports that school leaders are capable enough of embedding
technology into their schools’ instructional practice [2]. School leaders, regardless of male or
female, need to accelerate, improvise and adjust to the massive change in the educational world
due to the Covid-19 pandemic [3][4]. There are some studies, however, reporting that female
leaders are seen differently in both developed and developing countries [5], [6], [7], [8] [9].

With the rapid change of industry, global world, as well as the worldwide pandemic; the
school administrators, both male and female leaders, have a significant role in ensuring
teachers, staff, and students are equipped with the best skills and knowledge of technology [10].
That being said, teachers will gradually leave their old-fashioned teaching in the classroom.
With today's world as well as the pandemic that struck all educational settings, teaching and
learning will automatically be conducted with technology [11]. The problem, however, not all
schools, especially in Indonesian rural areas context are ready with the rapid change of the use
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of technology during online learning. This study, therefore, aims in examining the perspectives
of female leaders in rural areas in leading their schools during the pandemic.

1.1 School Leadership and Technology

In the Industrial Revolution 4.0, digital technology became the primary key in carrying out
various organizational activities. Our today’s world combines automation technology with
cyber technology. In this era, the industry began to touch the virtual world through human
connectivity, machines, and data, which can be accessed anywhere, otherwise known as the
Internet of Things (1oT) [12]. The technology will help solve problems and track processes and
increase productivity in business and manufacturing at scales aimed at improving the
productivity of human life. Educational institutions have become one of the organizations that
need to utilize such information technology.

Leadership relates to qualities and attitudes inspiring others to carry out a job and advance
the school organization. Leadership in educational institutions is deemed necessary in
influencing, encouraging, guiding, directing, and mobilizing others that have to do with the
implementation and development of education and teaching or training so that all activities can
run effectively and efficiently, which in turn will achieve the educational and learning goals that
have been set [13].

The Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on education by nearly closing many
schools in the world [14]. The first thing that was successfully done to overcome the school's
closure was to protect the health and safety of the school residents, one of which was by carrying
out distance learning. This is where the significant role is to keep his leadership well amid a
crisis like this. Principals must implement "“crisis management”, which is the process of
preparing and managing emergency or unexpected conditions that affect students, teachers,
staff, and stakeholders [15], [3]. The use of digital technology is one of the strategies that can
be applied in schools to support learning to teach remotely. Many schools are ultimately
transforming digitally by using web-based applications to facilitate learning, meeting, and
managerial coordination when working from home. To make sure that the school principals can
perform effectively and efficiently, they need to be assisted with extra workshops or
professional development [16].

1.2 School Leadership and Gender

In the traditional view, women are identified with weak, subtle, and emotional figures,
while men are portrayed as dashing, courageous, and rational. This view has positioned women
as human beings that seem to be protected and always dependent on men. This makes it rare for
awoman to appear as a leader because she is sidelined by male domination with her chauvinistic
male.

Nowadays, women's leadership in educational institutions has been talked about by
academics. The low representation of women in key leadership positions led to more research
on similar themes, particularly on the inhibitory factors, challenges, and structures, and agencies
surrounding the women [5], [6], [7], [8]. In developed countries such as Australia, the USA, and
the UK, the disparity in gender-based leadership percentage is still significant. Facing the 21st
century, the challenge of women becoming leaders is growing. Winchester et al [17] underline
the need for policies on the promotion of positions for women.

Similar problems are experienced by women in educational institutions in developing
countries. The leadership of the female principle is also still the center of attention of academics



[9]. Potential female teachers began to occupy the position of principal. It certainly raises a
paradigm in organizing with the doubt about the quality of women's leadership, especially to
improve the quality of education in the institutions they lead. This condition arises because of
the view that women are weak figures in decision-making. The labeling will undoubtedly give
rise to many stereotypes constructed by society due to social relations about the differences
between men and women that seem to be natural.

Many factors influence a woman's career achievement in a leadership position, including
self-will, strong support from the family, and luck at the time of the election [18]. On the other
hand, Shahtalebi et al. [19] affirm that the success factor of women in careers in educational
institutions is in the presence of positive views of those around them, family factors, community
views, management, ability to lead, and personal views and characteristics of women
themselves.

The path taken by women in leadership undergoes many "twists and turns" due to the many
challenges that can be predicted before and not expected at all [18]. There are at least three main
challenges that women often face in their leadership positions: social, cultural, and
psychological difficulties. Prejudice is the most ingrained challenge faced by women.
Categories about leadership qualities that constantly refer to men make female leadership looked
at in the eye. For example, women are considered more communal: affectionate, helpful,
friendly, kind, sympathetic, sensitive, gentle, and soft-spoken are considered not adequate
leadership characteristics [19]. Organizational problems and masculine culture in work become
obstacles for women to develop their careers [20].

The media has so far reported that women leaders worldwide are managing the Covid-19
situation better than their male colleagues, including responding faster and communicating
better about pandemic measures [21]. Similarly, a study revealed that female principals could
do more by successfully bringing the school they lead to achieve further than the school rankings
[22].

1.3 Fostering an Effective Online Learning in Rural Areas

The enactment of online learning by the government requires all teaching and learning
activities to be conducted from home. The implementation of online education is carried out as
one of the efforts to continue to realize educational goals in Indonesia during the covid19
pandemic and efforts to prevent the spread of the covid-19 virus. Covid-19 pandemic makes the
learning system in schools forced to change drastically from face-to-face meetings to online
learning. The implementation of this learning takes place from elementary school to college
level.

Compared to schools in suburban and urban areas, schools in rural areas need to work
harder due to the minimum amount of support, resources, and technologies [23].

There are some of the most prominent obstacles faced by students [24], namely 1) changes
in habits that occur in students and teachers who initially receive well with considerable
enthusiasm because learning activities are done at home [25]; 2) the intensity of the teacher in
delivering material in one of the subjects becomes reduced and less effective. This is because
not all subjects could be taught effectively online [25]; 3) the lack of internet network
infrastructure in various corners of the country, which is one of the supporting facilities for the
continuity of online learning instead of face-to-face learning [25]; and 4) there are still many
students who do not have gadgets that are compatible with online learning.



2 Methodology

Our study examines the female school leaders’ experience in online learning during the
pandemic. We analyzed their leadership role in managing the technology used in the teaching
and learning process. We used semi-structured interviews [26] and recruited five high school
principals in rural areas in Jambi Province Indonesia: (1) Mrs. Sas, a high school principal; (2)
Mrs. Dewi, an elementary school principal; (3) Mrs. Febri, a high school principal; (4) Mrs.
Dina, an elementary school principal; (5) Mrs. Riska, a high school principal; (6) Mrs. Endang,
a middle school principal.

Rural school principals in this study are defined as those who work in an area with
challenges and barriers due to the area's remoteness [27]. These five school principals are varied
regarding the types of school, length of work, distance to the capital city, and the level of
educational background. The varied backgrounds of these school principals resulted in a wide
range of responses to the study.

We used an in-depth narrative case study [28] to understand better school principals'
experience in leading a school in rural areas when at the same time, they need to make sure that
students learn. The participants willingly decided to participate after we explained the purpose,
risks, and benefits of participation in this study. We also guaranteed them that their identity
would be kept confidential by giving pseudonyms in our reports.

We recorded, created journals, transcribed all of the information, and coded and analyzed
in [29]. At the start, we used open coding to figure out the answers to our main research question
and additional themes outside the study. We then moved the coded data into a matrix to find the
pattern and analyze them in several researchers’ team meetings [30]. Finally, we also conducted
member checks with all ten participants to ensure the data's accuracy and validity.

3 Result and Discussion

This current study aimed to evaluate the experiences of female school leaders in employing
technology for online learning in schools. Most of the school leaders in this study were having
a challenging time during the COVID-19. On the one hand, they need to make sure that the
students learn, but at the same time, they have difficulties in accessing the internet and sources.
Therefore, they need some support from the government, including professional development
focusing on the use of technology and media in teaching online. The school leaders in this study
also highlighted the important factors that can increase students' learning during the pandemic
era such as creativity, innovation, and collaboration.

3.1 We are from rural areas we don’t know how to use technology

Similar to the previous studies [23], that school in rural areas faces extra challenges and
barriers compared to their urban or suburban counterparts; this study also found that the female
leaders in rural areas in Jambi Province also face a challenge in the use of technology for online
learning. Participants in this study highlighted the challenging situation in which they are not
familiar with the technology.

Their rural area situation has so far hindered them from the use of modern devices for
learning. Mrs. Sas stated, “This is because our school is in a very rural area. We are not familiar
with smartphones or laptops. Yes, we have smartphones, but so far, we only use them for



communication and social media.” Similarly, Mrs. Dewi emphasized the scarcity of internet
access in her area: “The problem is that my students have problems both with the availability of
internet access as well as their capability to purchase the internet data. But at the same time, we
need to teach them, make sure that they have something to learn.”

Finally, Mrs. Febri admitted that most of the people in the building are not familiar with
the use of technology in teaching students remotely, “We are from rural Areas we don’t know
how to use technology.” Finally, Mrs. Dina and Mrs. Dewi stated that due to the lack of facilities
the schools provide and the scarcity of internet access, and the ability to purchase internet data,
the best teaching application that the school uses is WhatsApp. According to Mrs. Dina and
Mrs. Dewi, WhatsApp is the most friendly, cheap, and af

3.2 We need Professional Development Focus on Technology

Mrs. Febri requested the government train their teachers that focus on technology, “All of
us were new in teaching online. We need IHT (in-house training) focusing on the use of media
and technology in online learning.” Similarly, Mrs. Sas was also hoping that the government
invests more in teachers, especially as the transition of the Industry revolution 5.0 is on its way.
She stated, “We need leadership skills and professional development in the era of both pandemic
and Industry revolution 5.0.” While the role of government is vital for helping teachers with
professional development [15], [3], Mrs. Sas did not want to wait; instead, she initiated a
professional learning community in her building, “Even though the government has not yet
trained us with the use of technology in teaching; and although | am a female leader, me and
our staff in this building have conducted the digital transformation’s training by using a web-
based application to facilitate learning, meeting, and other managerial activities even when we
are demanded to work from home.” In addition to professional development for teachers, Mrs.
Dina also argued that parents need also be trained on using technology for online learning: “We
hope that the government holds a workshop for our parents and teachers which focus on the use
of technology in online learning so parents and teachers can effectively help students in online
learning.”

3.3 We need a workshop on how to use media in teaching

School leaders in this study need training on using technology for online learning, but they
also need workshops focused on how to use media to increase the quality of online teaching.
Mrs. Febry stated, “Superintendent and or local government officials need to come and train our
teachers, including me on how to create a learning video or any kind of interesting teaching
media. They also need to upgrade our knowledge and skills on how to create online questions
for the sake of evaluation and assessment.” Having a variety of media in teaching can minimize
students' boredom when they conduct their studies from home. Mrs. Riska mentioned, “I want
my teachers to maximize their effort in using technology and media in teaching. We want simple
and meaningful learning activities, not just give a bunch of homework to our students.” When
the students are engaged in learning, students will more likely achieve more. Mrs. Endang stated
in our interview: “School leaders and teachers need to always innovate on models, methods, and
approach in online learning; so, we can increase students' achievement even though we work
and learn from home.” Finally, by having sufficient training on how to create teaching media
for online learning, teachers will be more creative and when teaching, they do not merely give
a bunch of homework for students. “We want our teachers to be more creative, so even though
they meet online, we want to make sure that our students do not feel bored. We do not want our



teachers to give us so much homework. We want to educate our students’ soft skills and
character during the pandemic. So, we need a workshop on how to use media in teaching” (Mrs.
Sas, in our interview). The findings on the need for professional development on creating media
for online learning is in line with the previous studies that the school principals and teachers
need to be creative to meet the needs of the students and parents [25], [13], [16].

3.4 Collaboration is the Key for the Success of Online Learning

To answer the reports and studies that teachers and school leaders especially in rural areas
are less capable of using technology and media in teaching online [2], [31], [32]; the participants
of this current study believe that collaboration is one the components that lead to the success of
online learning. The participants of the study believe that collaboration is the key for schools in
rural areas when it comes to online learning. The limitations and shortcomings their schools
have could be minimized if they work collaboratively with each other. Bu Riska asserted the
importance of collaboration during our interview: “We collaborate to assist each other,
especially how to create useful learning resources for our students.” In addition, the schools also
need to empower the staff in the building who has strong ability in IT (information and
technology) to help assist others. Mrs. Riska argued, “I always work closely with our IT support
in our school. This is important, so | can make sure that all teachers are well-informed in terms
of the use of technology in teaching.” Similarly, Mrs. Dewi stated in the interview, “So, I
identify the best teachers who can use technology. Then we request him to help other teachers
who are in need with technology or media during online learning.” Further, Mrs. Dewi asserted
that collaboration among teachers and staff are believed to increase student's life skills, as
mentioned in the interview: “During the pandemic, | want to maximize the collaboration among
teachers, parents, and the community, so we can ensure that students could increase their life
skills and literacy skills”.

4 Conclusion

Leadership is a journey, including for women. Being a female leader in a rural area during
Covid-19 required extra focus and energy to ensure that although there is a shortcoming in
internet access and professional development on how to use technology in online learning,
students remain learning. This study is in line with the previous research that gender is not
deemed as an obstacle for female leaders to accelerate and innovate. However, the government
needs to invest more in the facilities so the teachers and students could benefit from them.
Besides, the government needs to also help teachers and school leaders by holding ongoing
professional development on how to lead and teach during the pandemic.

This current study shows that collaboration is one crucial factor that can increase teaching
quality, especially when using media and technology in online learning. By having a good
quality of instruction, the teachers would no longer give their students a heavy homework load.
Instead, with a suitable approach in teaching, the students will engage in learning even though
it is conducted online.

This study provides recommendations for policymakers that despite the creativity the
female leaders shown in this study, most of the school leaders have a high expectation for both
local and central government to (1) pay more attention to leaders in a rural area; (2) equip



teachers and leaders in a rural area with the professional development especially on the use of
media and technology in online learning; (3) give more subsidy for both teachers and students
with the internet data especially for schools in a rural area.
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