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ABSTRACT

This article examines the way female educators experience barriers to employment opportunities in the education system of the United Arab Emirates. An exploratory qualitative research design using interviews and focus group sessions was used to collect data from national female educators at different stages of their careers. Manifestations of the category “employment barriers” included social barriers to women and work, education as career choice, “delays and waiting lists”, and opposition to employment in the private education sector. Manifestations of the category “barriers to career progression” included, conflict of roles, “waiting for them to promote me”, lack of networking opportunities, “big sister” mentoring, challenges to academic development and training and gender discrimination. Recommendations relating to strategies that could facilitate national female educator entry into and career progression in the education sector are provided.

1
INTRODUCTION

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a small, oil-rich country on the Persian Gulf neighboring Oman, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Qatar, and across the Gulf, the Islamic Republic of Iran. It has a population of 3.754 million (2002 estimate by MOP, 2004) with UAE citizens numbering less than a quarter of the total population. Rapid expansion and development in the UAE after the discovery of oil has resulted in an influx of predominantly male expatriate labour into the country. The labour force comprised 90.9% migrant workers in 1995 (MOP, 1997). Given the small size of the national population and the pace of economic development, the UAE labour market will probably further increase its demand for foreign labour unless the national labour force acquires the skills and expertise needed to become more competitive (Mograby, 1999). Therefore, one of the long-term development strategies of the UAE is the allocation of resources to both the diversification of the UAE economy and the education of its citizens so that they may be equipped with the appropriate skills, knowledge and expertise to actively participate in a post-oil UAE economy. 

By virtue of their education and employment opportunities, women in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) are believed to be well-placed to have an effective impact on their country’s political, economical, educational and social goals. Although there are social constraints on women and work in the UAE, national women are at present dominating traditional female occupational fields like the education and health sectors. Statistics obtained from the Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ADCCI) shows a gradual increase in the percentage of women in the total workforce from 9.6% to 13% from 1998 to 2001 (ADCCI, 2002). This slow progression means that even though UAE national women have benefited from increased educational opportunities, they are not participating to the same extent in the current labour market. 
Contrary to expectations, investment in human capital in the UAE has failed to yield high economic returns, particularly in the case of UAE national women. International research shows that even in female dominant occupational fields like education, women encounter barriers that prevent them from progressing in their careers (for example, see Fishel & Pottker, 1977; Shakeshaft 1987; Eagly, Karau & Johnson, 1992; Gold, 1996; Kruger, 1996). The purpose of this article is to examine barriers to both the entry of national female educators to the workforce and to their career development in the education sector.
2
RESEARCH DESIGN

A qualitative exploratory research design using a case study approach was used to explore female employment opportunities in the UAE. Meadows (2003) believes that qualitative research helps us to understand a social phenomenon in a natural setting, with emphasis on the views and experiences of the participants. National female educators were chosen as the target study group for the three following reasons:


· Emiratisation was formalised as an integral part of the Ministry of Education and Youth’s (MOEY) strategic plan;

· The MOEY was the highest employer of national females in the UAE;

· A population of national female educators is present at different career stages (at beginner, practitioner and management levels).

The sampling population consisted of employed national female educators at different stages of their careers. A theory-based data selection process was employed in sampling: the researcher made strategic decisions about participants to be included in this study. This method enabled the selection of participants who were considered “information rich” cases for study in-depth (Patton 2002:46). Fifteen potential participants in each category (Table 1) were contacted telephonically to set up an initial meeting. During the meeting, participants were provided with an introduction to the study, a letter of information and relevant consent forms. A time limit of two weeks was set for the return of consent forms. On receipt of consent forms an interview schedule was set up. Table 1 shows the actual participant composition and profiles for this study.

TABLE 1: PARTICIPANTS’ PROFILE 

Ethics approval was provided by the particular university’s human subjects committee prior to the commencement of this study. Factors considered as part of research ethics using human subjects included: confidentiality and anonymity; deception, privacy and empowerment; harm, caring and fairness; participants right to decline; arrangements for participants to receive information; and conflicts of interest (McMillan & Schumacher, 1997).
The formal data collection instruments were semi-structured individual interviews and focus group sessions. These interviews were conducted in an attempt to obtain national female educator perspectives and experiences relating to barriers to employment, career development, self-development and training. Three focus group sessions comprising homogenous members from each category and individual interviews of one to two hour durations were held with participants (Daymon & Holloway, 2002). All interviews and focus group sessions were conducted in English and audio-taped for transcription purposes. A translator was present at all sessions to assist with language barriers if they existed because Arabic is the first language of the UAE. Transcripts were sent to participants to review prior to data analysis. Changes to transcripts included deletions, changes to statements or retraction of information imparted during focus group or individual interview sessions.
The following aspects formed the code of ethics employed for the purposes of this study. Participants were “informed of the purpose of the study and was assured of confidentiality and anonymity” (McMillan & Schumacher, 1997). A letter of information was distributed with the necessary consent forms. Participants were invited to ask questions, prior to and throughout the duration of the research study. All reasonable steps to protect people’s identities and those of research locations and to maintain the confidentiality of participants were taken (Christians, 2000). Each participant was informed of their right to decline participation in this study, which would be respected at any time and for any reason. A statement relating to this right was placed on the consent forms.
For the purposes of this study, Guba’s model of trustworthiness (Guba as cited by Krefting, 1991) was employed. Strategies employed as a measure of verification included credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability. The data gathered from individual interviews and focus group sessions were analysed using phenomenology employing a combination of Giorgi’s (1985) and Kerlinger’s (1986) data analysis methods.  The findings of the research have been recorded in such a way that participants could not be identified and appropriate codes and pseudonyms were used when individual statements were quoted.
Data were reviewed and bracketing and intuiting was done when reading through the transcripts and field notes for the first time. This provided some structure to the data gathered and also allowed some triangulation between the various methods of data collection. Data were evaluated holistically and an attempt was made to identify categories represented by the universum. Units of meaning that related to the holistic interpretation and within clearly identified categories were underlined. Manifestations of major categories were identified. Consensus discussions were held and a literature control was conducted to identify aspects of the study that were similar to or different from that of previous research both in the Middle East and internationally. 
3
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Significant progress towards advancing gender equality has been made worldwide with female participation in the labour force increasing globally (Wirth, 2001). Women around the world are steadily moving into occupations, professions and managerial jobs previously reserved for men (Somavia as cited by Wirth, 2001). However, despite efforts made by women’s movements, government, industry, trade unions and civil organisations, fewer women are in senior positions. Wirth (2001) suggests that patterns of attitudinal and institutional discrimination continue to bar women from employment and hinder their career development globally.

The primary role of UAE national women is that of caregiver and their participation in the labour market is a recent phenomenon. The presence of a predominantly male expatriate workforce has impacted national women’s entry into the workforce because religious and social considerations prevent them from associating with non-related males. Nevertheless, national women are found to dominate in sectors where there is a gender segregated work environment or in organisations considered to be culture sensitive (for example, the education, health and social services sectors). 

The following two categories emerged as a result of data analysis: 

· barriers to employment; and 

· barriers to career development.

3.1
Barriers to employment 

“Barriers to employment” refers to obstacles encountered by national female educators when they attempt to enter the workforce. The manifestations of this category include:

· social barriers to women and work;

· a career in education;

· “delays and waiting lists”; and

· opposition to employment in the private education sector.

3.1.1
Social barriers to women and work

“Social barriers” refers to factors imposed by culture and society that make it difficult for national women to enter the workforce. Participants in this study, particularly managers and experienced teachers, mention social barriers to job entry. The reason for this as suggested by Adam (2004) is that, because they were the first generation working women, they have experienced resistance irrespective of occupational field because the concepts of “working mother” and “career woman” were new to UAE society. As expected, fewer novice teachers encountered barriers when they wished to teach because this is considered to be suitable employment for females. However, novice teachers anticipated social barriers if they chose other occupational fields. A novice teacher explains, “No, actually my father was happy to let me work as a teacher. If I had had to get a job in the bank or in a company it would have been a big problem to convince him.” 
While male family members (fathers, brothers, husbands and uncles) were generally reluctant to give their permission for women to work, female family members tended to be more supportive. Bahiya Kayed, a twenty-one year old national, in an interview with Philips (1998) in Al-Shindagah magazine, made the following comment, “even though my mother has never worked herself she has always supported me in my desire to work” (Philips 1998: 3). An experienced teacher shares her experience when she says, “My father refused for me to look for any job in the beginning. My mother advised me to wait, to be patient. When the right job comes up my father would agree. She was right because after two years I started teaching.” Some reasons that were provided for the presence of social barriers included: 
· A woman is not required by society, tradition or religion to contribute financially to the family. Responsibility for financial support of family is with men (Al-Khateeb as cited by Adam, 2004).

· The dominance of the female primary role of caregiver over that of career woman.

· Economic prosperity has lessened the need for women to work (Al-Khateeb as cited by Adam 2004).

· The lack of  culture-sensitive job environments.

· Possible social consequences when a woman chooses to work (for example, forfeiting marriage prospects).

Nevertheless, despite social barriers to women and work, efforts made by the UAE government and Arab female leaders (see Kawach & Al-Nowais, 2004) arecontributing to the gradual acceptance of national women’s participation in the workforce. At a recent conference (as cited by Kawach & Al-Nowais, 2004) entitled, The role of GCC women in domestic development opportunities and challenges, barriers to Arab female employment were discussed. The findings of this study compare well with those highlighted at the conference, namely, “their [women’s] preference for working in the public sector which is already suffering from redundancy, a strong competition for jobs between nationals and expatriates, failure of national women to comprehend local business laws, difficulties in meeting male government officials who are not used to discussing business with females and restrictions on licences for women seeking to start their own business” (Kawach & Al-Nowais, 2004:1). 

3.1.2
A career in education

According to Dr. Ibrahim Ismail, “[UAE national] women prefer teaching for social considerations. It is regarded as a suitable job for females in a conservative society and one that suits their nature” (as cited by Zeitoun, 2002). In order to explore reasons for participant career choice in education for the purposes of this study, the question, “Why did you choose a career in education?” was asked. Most participants’ responses closely resembled that of an experienced teacher, “It was the only job my family would allow me to take.” “Fewer participants chose a career in education because “…I [they] really wanted to teach” (as cited by Adam, 2004:98).

Although graduates who do not initially have teaching degrees are employed because of the shortage of qualified teachers in the UAE, the haphazard selection of UAE nationals to fill in job vacancies is problematic. According to Al-Qutaimi, “the right selection of a UAE national employee according to the requirement of the work and the candidate’s capabilities is very important for the success of Emiratisation. It doesn’t do any good if UAE nationals are offered jobs that are not suitable to their aptitudes and academic backgrounds” (as cited by Al-Baik, 2003: 1). We may therefore expect that, as more occupations become available to national women in the future, there may be a decline in the number who choose to become teachers. 

Considering the need for teachers in the education sector, we would expect  education graduates to be placed soon after completing their studies yet, ironically, most novice and experienced teachers mention time delays before employment.

3.1.3
“Delays and waiting lists”

Time delays of one to four years were experienced by novice and experienced teachers in this study. The following comments highlight three important factors relating to the experience of time delays, namely, “When I graduated with my degree I didn’t know where to start and what would be expected of me. My mother or sisters had never worked so this were untested waters for people like me…” (experienced teacher); and

 “I thought that employment at the ministry is guaranteed for nationals. I didn’t know that there would be a long waiting list or that there are too many Islamic and Arabic teachers” (novice teacher).

The three important factors highlighted are, the lack of job application skills, the expectation of “guaranteed” employment and a mismatch between the expertise needed by the MOEY and that offered by graduate teachers seeking employment. This finding is relevant because it highlights the need for female educator training in job acquisition skills and for the presence of communication mechanisms between the MOEY and higher educational institutions to facilitate accelerated national teacher employment. The inadequacy of higher learning institutions to produce graduate teachers with the specialisations required by the MOEY is of importance because this mismatch has resulted in the continued employment of expatriate teachers by the MOEY, who at present dominate (62.94% as cited by Adam, 2004) the public teaching sector.

Managers participating in this study contributed some suggestions relating to improving national female employment by the MOEY. These included: “decentralising employment from the MOEY to the schools or educational zones as appropriate”; “clear application procedures with correct information provided to student teachers before they graduate”; “more collaboration and cooperation between the MOEY and higher education institutions”;  and “providing more incentives to nationals who choose teaching as a career.”

As the public sector (that is the MOEY) becomes saturated and, in the absence of real growth in this sector, experts believe that the private sector is the only alternative the government has to support its Emiratisation drive and prevent a severe unemployment problem (Kawach, 2003).

3.1.4
Opposition to employment in the private education sector

Most participants in this study were opposed to employment in the private sector. Two common reasons cited for the lack of interest, were: “Teaching with male students, staff and administrators”; and “Salaries and benefits offered by the private sector were lower in comparison with those in the ministry.”

While the lack of gender segregation in private schools reflects on social barriers, the second reason is in contrast to the fact that most participants indicated that they do not work to financially support their family and that they had the choice of staying at home if they wished. An article in the Gulf News (Shaghouri, 2003) reported that the most private schools have failed to comply with MOEY regulations stipulating minimum teachers salaries at AED 2 000 confirming the private sector’s inability to compete with ministry schools in terms of salaries and benefits. In another study conducted by Morada (2002), he also found that lower salaries and unsuitable working conditions were the main reasons for UAE nationals resisting employment in the private sector. On the other hand, UAE nationals employed in the public sector complained of limited career prospects, low increases in salaries and benefits and their preference for wider job experiences for moving on if the opportunity arose (Morada, 2002). These findings indicate a pattern of short-term financial prosperity in the public sector, but slower overall self-development and career progression. The private sector in contrast, offers lower initial salaries and benefits but better and more competitive long-term prospects for variations in experience and on-the-job training with a consequent increase in financial benefits over the long term. 

An important finding of this study was that, although novice and experienced teachers resisted employment as job seekers, they welcomed opportunities to develop their entrepreneurial skills and start up their own schools. They mentioned being interested in managing their own schools if the opportunity arose, thereby creating their own work environment. An experienced teacher shared her aspirations by stating, “If I had the chance, I would start my own school.” Managers in this study, although more qualified and experienced in terms of school and administrative management, were less keen. A manager responded, “I can’t change my life now that I’ve already reached the top. I’m looking forward to my retirement (as cited by Adam, 2004:105). Most managers had many years of service (15 to 20 years) with the ministry and were therefore less inclined to attempt a new venture since most were close to retirement.  

Novice and experienced participants felt that they lacked education management, business skills and finances to start their own schools. An experienced teacher explained, “I lack confidence in forging ahead because I don’t have the capital and the business know-how to start.” This finding is important in that it is an avenue that requires further exploration because “national women can then make a contribution to the UAE economy not as job seekers but as job creators” (Adam, 2004:104). Resources for training and development in school and business management as well as financial incentives for loans required for small business are ways in which national women can be empowered to start their own schools. The ADCCI has developed a committee charged with the development of national women in business. Effective use of the resources, training and support provided by this committee would provide aspiring teacher entrepreneurs who wish to become job creators.

3.2
Barriers to career development

Barriers to career development are those factors which prevent national female educators from attaining promotions to senior management positions. International experience shows that “women are generally concentrated at the base where implementation is the focus, gradually they may enter junior management positions after which they are often placed in non-strategic positions rather than line management that leads to positions of power” (Wirth, 2001: 2). While barriers to career development were not as evident to novice teachers who were at the beginning of their careers, experienced teachers and managers contributed to the findings of this study. Manifestations of barriers to career development included: conflict of roles; “waiting for them to promote me”; lack of networking opportunities; “big sister” mentoring; challenges of academic development and training; and gender discrimination.

3.2.1
Conflict of roles

Globally, the disparate treatment of men and women for family needs results in fewer women aspiring to career progression. Statistics (Wirth, 2001) show that worldwide it is easier for men to have a career and a family while many women forego marriage and children to devote themselves to a career. In the UAE, a woman’s primary role is also equated with that of caregiver, superseding her role as career woman. In this regard, Al-Qassimi states that, “the domain of domestic care is considered of equal or greater importance than paid employment for women” (Baud & Mahgoub, 2001: 68). The difficulties that emerge when they are trying to maintain a balance between these two roles are among the key reasons why national women are discouraged from working after marriage and/or from making an effort to develop their careers.

In this study, married participants with children were the most challenged when they continued working. Most of these women were, as an experienced teacher explained “…too tired to think about a career”. In most instances women were only allowed to work if they were able to balance their careers and their domestic responsibilities. A manager commented that her husband would only “allow me (her) the privilege of working after marriage so long as it does not interfere with my (her) household responsibilities” (Adam, 2004: 106). Another factor that makes career planning for national women difficult is that large family sizes are generally the norm in the UAE. Estimates show a 7.6% population growth rate in the UAE in 2002 (Kawach, 2003) with families averaging six children.

Problems related to the lack of career planning by married participants with children were similar to the experiences of women internationally. They included: “My young children need my attention and it’s difficult to cope sometimes. It will probably get easier when they get older”; “With my teaching load and responsibilities at home, I’m too tired to socialise or plan a career”; “There is not enough time for professional development”; “In our culture there is always the expectation that for a woman her family should always come first”; and “Because of my commitments at home I find it difficult to network outside of school..”

While the concept of peer marriages (Harris, Lowery & Arnold 2002), where husbands accept the need for women to work and contribute to the household and child-care responsibilities, is taking root in many industrialised countries, this phenomenon has not reached the UAE. Therefore, UAE national women still bear all the responsibilities relating to the home and children. In order to balance their careers and household responsibilities, participants in this study used two common strategies, namely, the help of female members of their extended families and/or the employment of domestic help when their children were young. Fewer participants used day-care facilities or networks outside their family. 

Undoubtedly, the demands of their roles as caregiver and working woman constitute a major factor preventing married female educators with children from actively developing their careers. In addition, participants mentioned an unwritten protocol entailing an expectation that supervisors would play a role in planning their careers and in promoting them.

3.2.2
“Waiting for them to promote me”

In general, most participants lacked the confidence to actively plan their careers. Statements like “When I am worthy I will be asked to apply for a promotion” were common responses. Most managers mentioned that they had been “asked by my [their] supervisor [or principal] to apply for promotion”. Some reasons provided by participants for their lack of confidence included: “There is no formal information sharing about moving up or about promotions. You just hear one day that so and so got promoted”; “It’s hard to work all day and then still think of professional development. Married women struggle and that’s why fewer apply for promotion”; “There is a protocol with promotion; if the principal and supervisors ask you to do it then you know it’s definite; you’ll get it. It’s sort of out of place to go and apply on your own”; and “Younger teachers come into the job with better skills and not much responsibility so it’s easier for them.”
In addition, participants complained of a lack of formal career-planning resources and a lack of knowledge about career planning. While MOEY officials confirmed the presence of “The Center for Guided Professional Orientation” developed for enhancing career-planning skills of teachers (Mahmoud, 2004), most participants were not aware of this center and the resources it offered. 

In general, participants recognised only two promotion routes in the education sector, namely to the position of either principal or supervisor. In reality, the MOEY has a large infrastructure with career prospects in many fields like curriculum design, evaluation, research and development, and finance. Participants appeared to be less aware of the various possibilities available to them and the ways in which they could pursue career development in these areas. This lack of awareness and confidence contributes to the finding that female educators have limited formal networking opportunities. 

3.2.3
Lack of networking opportunities

A manager responded spontaneously when asked how she got to her present position, by stating that “technically speaking, the right mix of experience and qualifications is needed but it does not harm to have wasta [contacts] if you are serious about your career”. Like women internationally, national women lack networking opportunities that lead to career progression. Participants in this study who had systematic career progression waited for at the least five years before applying for their first promotion. While participants mentioned networking with their colleagues and in some cases their supervisors, it was clear that only the management group understood the true value of networking for career development. 

Social barriers prevent national women from networking with men, but even active networking with other women outside school is a problem for most educators participating in this study. There are in addition, limited opportunities for female teachers to meet women leaders or women in higher positions at the ministry. The lack of visibility of female leaders is perhaps another reason why networking is constrained. A manager in this study explains, “The men meet up socially at the majlis where they relax and talk. It is here more often that they get access to the right people and information. As women we cannot attend these or mix with men so we lack opportunities. Like in the west, many deals are struck on the golf course; for us it is in the majlis.” 

When questioned about inhibitions related to this type of “old boys network” most participants did not feel constrained because they felt they had a “voice” in the form of the General Women’s Union (GWU), a female organisation headed by H H Sheikha Fatima, the wife of the president of the UAE. According to Wirth (2001), women-only networks are becoming increasingly popular even in industrialised countries because of the sharing and support they provide. However, observations by Still and Guerin (1986) found that they were less powerful compared to male networks. Increased GWU involvement in the education sector could help national female educators to feel confident about using the organisation as a networking tool (Adam, 2004) which would ultimately help them to benefit from female role models and mentors. 

3.2.4
“Big sister” mentoring

Mentors are thought to be “critical components of a successful career particularly in its early stages” (Adam, 2004). We know that, because women tend to socialise and form alliances easily, they are usually expected to be naturally attracted to mentoring relationships. Formal mentoring programmes are not in place at the MOEY yet a few participants in this study mention informal mentoring relationships. More often the mentor has been a colleague with fewer superiors being involved in mentoring relationships. A mentor is described as a “big sister” by most participants because she provides assistance, support and friendship to protégés and because she is a more experienced teacher. 

Only two participants in this study were involved in superior-subordinate mentoring relationships. Superior-subordinate mentoring is important for career progression (Parker & Kram, 1993). Problems associated with such relationships are indicative of the need to formalise and provide mentor training to support such relationships. The findings of Parker and Kram (1993) are supported by this study in that women have difficulties with successful mentoring relationships especially when the mentor is a superior. Obstacles to women’s connections exist because mentors may perceive these as risks to their own careers (Ragins & Cotton as cited by Parker & Kram, 1993), or they complain that it takes too much time or “that I [they] am [are] not qualified to mentor” (Adam, 2004: 116). Organisational structures which facilitate the development of such relationships and the provision of training to mentors may encourage superior-subordinate mentoring which would be beneficial for subordinate career development. Information relating to the sharing of experiences, promotion opportunities, career options and mentor contacts is made available to protégés. Because of the lack of mentors, there is a need for further education opportunities in UAE higher institutions to help women to actively plan their careers and to qualify for promotion opportunities.

3.2.5
Challenges to further academic development and training

Professional development in terms of training and higher education qualifications is an essential factor in career development and in some instances may be a requirement for promotion. Most experienced teachers and managers mention difficulties in obtaining higher educational qualifications and further training because there are no institutions offering postgraduate degrees in education and they are unable to travel outside the UAE without a male chaperone. 

The MOEY offers professional development by providing workshops and seminars, but most participants questioned the relevance of such training. Novice teachers felt that they benefited from training related to “classroom management”. “subject-specific methodology” and “introducing technology in teaching”. Experienced teachers on the other hand felt that most of these areas were “old hat for me [them]” and required development in terms of “curriculum development”, “evaluation methodology and grading rubrics”, “action research skills” “management skills training to strengthen promotion opportunities”, “technology training” and “further education opportunities”. Differences in training requirements amongst the various groups were therefore evident. Cognisance of training needs of the various categories of educators is important when designing professional development courses offered. In addition, Halabi (2004: 1) stresses the importance of briefing employees on the value of courses or workshops and of providing opportunities for debriefing and sharing practical usage of the material so that the average trainee’s perspective on training will not be “free coffee and food and a day off work”.

On-the-job training for novice teachers is supported by senior teachers (subject coordinators) or subject supervisors. None of the managers in this study had a management degree or any management training prior to promotion. A manager commented, “I was promoted and expected to learn the ropes while I did a job that obviously required different skills.” Most experienced teachers and managers complained of the lack of facilities provided by higher educational institutions in the UAE for further studies both on a full-time basis and through correspondence. In addition, experienced teachers raised their concerns about the need for a greater diversity of further education programmes for teachers since some may not choose the management career path. 

Even though the education sector is dominated by women and fewer national men enter this profession, participants mention the presence of gender discrimination with respect to career development and incentives.

3.2.6
Gender discrimination

An article entitled, Nationals shun career in teaching, indicates that UAE national men are reluctant to become teachers despite increasing incentives (Emiratisation News, 2004). While the increasing expatriate employment is a greater threat to national female employment and career development, it is also true that national male teachers are provided with “greater incentives, motivation and career progression compared to female teachers.”. National male educators are therefore, “career tracked,” “ear-marked for top positions in the ministry provided with “…better salaries and incentives and have no time delays in employment”. 
It was the opinion of most participants that if they were competing with a national male for promotion, they were unlikely to get it. Participants mentioned that national male teachers would be given higher incentives and accelerated career development because they have the responsibility of taking care of family finances. Similar observations are noted in Oman by Al-Lamki (1999: 12) where a participant in her study mentions that “…merely being a woman is a major obstacle”. The problem of gender discrimination is not unique to the UAE and gender discrimination was also found to be a problem internationally with archaic attitudes and stereotypes forming the basis for the distribution of male and female tasks (Adam, 2004). A study conducted by Amiri and Al-Hammadi (Ahmed, 2003) shows that national women are facing challenges in the workplace because of gender discrimination. The study found that “men believe that women are not capable of acting in a leading position” and that women in general struggled to progress in their careers because they were “undermined by their managers” (Ahmed 2003: 1).
Table 2 shows clearly the effect of gender discrimination where there are fewer numbers of females (national and expatriate) employed at the MOEY and at the Educational Zones where “the decisions are made and policies are framed” (Gold, 1996). It is unfortunate that separate data for nationals and expatriates were not available in order to make a better comparison. 
TABLE 2: DISTRIBUTION OF MINISTRY AND EDUCATIONAL ZONE EMPLOYEES 2001-2002

4
CONCLUSION

Cultural perspectives relating to the status of women in UAE society shows that the primary role of women is seen to be that of caregiver. The availability of educational opportunities for women and their entrance into the workforce introduce the roles of career woman and working mother. These are still emerging concepts in this society, with the result that a slow progression of female entry into the workforce has been observed. The UAE economy is currently dependent on a predominantly expatriate workforce therefore it has become a national challenge to Emiratise the workforce as a means of eliminating unemployment amongst nationals and as a post-oil economic strategy. Because national women form half of the indigenous population, efforts to attract and retain them in the work environment are considered imperative.

Consistent with the experiences of women internationally, the findings of this study show that barriers in terms of both entry into the education sector and progression during a career have been experienced by national female educators. A limited demand for education as an occupational choice, time delays in employment and a resistance to employment in the private sector emerged as the most important barriers to job entry. Barriers to career progression included role conflict; career breaks; limited networking and mentoring opportunities; lack of awareness, confidence and motivation; promotion criteria; changes in the job requirements after promotion; and the fact that national men are “ear-marked” for top positions .

The UAE’s developing economy requires the contribution of national women to secure a healthy national workforce capable of economic diversification and independence of foreign labour. The findings of this study confirm similar barriers to employment and career progression as experienced by women internationally. The present study highlighting the experiences of national female educators is considered preliminary and could be used as a point of departure for further studies examining barriers to national female employment in general. Efforts to address these barriers would undoubtedly ensure increased national female participation in the UAE economy.
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TABLE 1: PARTICIPANTS’ PROFILE 

	Category
	Number of participants
	Profile

	
	Interviews
	Focus Groups
	

	Novice Teachers
	11
	8
	Graduates with less than a year’s teaching experience.

Experienced problems with employment at MOEY schools

	Experienced 

Teachers
	10
	9
	Participants with between 5 and 15 years of teaching experience.

Most expressed an interest in promotion.

Two participants had previously applied for promotion but were not 

selected

	Managers
	8
	6


	Two principals, two supervisors and two inspectors with an average 

of 20 years of service with the MOEY

One director (12 years of service) and one Assistant Undersecretary 

(6 years of service)

Career progression in most cases systematic

All managed and were in direct contact with at least ten national female

 subordinates


TABLE 2: DISTRIBUTION OF MINISTRY AND EDUCATIONAL ZONE EMPLOYEES 2001-2002

	Location
	Total
	Female
	Male

	MOEY Abu Dhabi
	311
	123
	188

	MOEY Dubai
	630
	273
	357

	Educational Zones
	705
	286
	419

	Total
	1 646 

100%
	682 

41.43%
	964

58.57%


Data includes both UAE nationals and expatriates
Source: extracted from MOEY (2002 as cited by Adam, 2004, p.58)
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