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Abstract: 

Presenters are engaged in an international project that seeks to understand how school 
leaders enact ‘social justice leadership’ in a variety of different regional and national 
contexts. This presentation will adopt a workshop format to present data generated 
from four countries (Costa Rica, England, Sweden, USA). Presenters will work with 
attendees to share early research findings from Principal interviews and explore how 
school leaders ‘make sense of social justice leadership’. 

Purpose:

The BELMAS-UCEA International School Leadership Development Network 
(ISLDN) grew out of discussions that first took place at the UCEA Convention in 
2008.  Since then the Network has developed and two ‘strands’ have formed.  The 
purpose of this session is to share some of the early work of the strand focused on 
‘social justice leadership’ (SJL).  Members of the SJL strand have commenced an 
initial process of data collection (phase1), and the purpose of this session is to:

1) Share initial data and provisional findings from Phase 1 of the project
2) Invite workshop attendees to reflect on these findings and explore how they 

might further inform the project.

So far the work of the project has been guided by a desire to address two over-arching 
questions.  At this stage, these remain tentative, but can be expressed as:

• What is ‘social justice leadership’, and what does it look like when we see it?

• How can an international and comparative methodology enhance our 
understanding of what social justice leadership means in different national 
contexts?

Within the parameters of these questions a set of four provisional research questions 
have been formulated:

1) How do social justice leaders make sense of ‘social justice’?

2) What do social justice leaders do?

3) What factors help and hinder the work of social justice leaders?

4) How did social justice leaders learn to become social justice leaders?



The material presented in this workshop will focus on data generated principally in 
relation to the first question above.  It will draw on interview data collected from 
Principals in Costa Rica, England, Sweden and the USA.

Rationale for the proposal:

The term ‘social justice’ is so widely used, in such diverse contexts, and by those 
holding such divergent views, that it might be argued that it has become meaningless. 
And yet the term has endured as a phrase which captures a commitment, in some 
form, to tackling social injustice, howsoever defined.  Within education, the term 
social justice has particular purchase.  After all, what is education about if it is not 
about changing lives?  But whose lives? How? And in what ways?

There is a need therefore to better understand how we articulate notions of social 
justice, and how such articulations inform the actions of school leaders.  Moreover we 
need to better understand what school leaders do when there exists a dislocation 
between their own sense of social justice and, for example, the notions of social 
justice articulated in policy discourses. The tendency for tension emerges as soon as 
one begins to seriously interrogate the concept of social justice.  For example, much 
of the contemporary discourse relating to social justice can trace its genealogy to the 
work of Rawls (1972), and his emphasis on a notion of distributive justice.  However, 
the libertarian Right can lay claim to an equally rich intellectual tradition in which 
social justice is framed by a logic asserting the importance of market value (Nozick, 
1974).  It is for these reasons that those on both the political Left and Right can adopt 
the language of social justice without any apparent sense of discomfort or irony.

Within education there have been some notable attempts to frame a notion (or 
notions) of social justice in ways that can help to explain and understand the practices 
of those working in schools, and especially school leaders.  For example, Cribb and 
Gewirtz (2003) have sought to build on the work of Rawls and others to develop an 
approach to social justice that emphasises three elements – a sense of distributive 
justice (focused on the allocation of resources), associational justice (with a focus on 
the distribution of power) and cultural justice (with a recognition of the need to reflect 
a broad range of identities).

The framework provided by Cribb and Gewirtz (2003) is helpful at two levels. First, it 
draws attention to the need to explore processes as well as outcomes. Put simply, it is 
not enough to only look at what Principals do, but also how they do it. Do ‘social 
justice leaders’ work in ways that might be described as more inclusive, participatory 
or democratic? (Woods, 2005).  Moreover, how do they reconcile the outcome of 
democratic processes when they conflict with their own aims and value positions?

Such questions highlight the second issue that arises from the framework provided by 
Cribb and Gewirtz (2003) – how do ‘social justice leaders’ navigate their way through 
a world riven by tensions and contradictions?  At one level this can be a conflict 
between the values of individual Principals and the values embedded in dominant 
policy discourses.  This is an issue that has been explored in some detail previously – 
see for example the work of Gold et al (2003), Wright (2001 and 2003), and Moore et  
al (2002).  However, these issues can shift considerably over time, and they also play 
out differently in different regional and national contexts.



This latter point highlights the need to adopt a much more international outlook in our 
research orientation.  Many of the issues that face Principals, and that frame the policy 
context within which Principals operate, are located within a globalised policy 
environment, referred to by Sahlberg (2012) as the Global Education Reform 
Movement (GERM). There can be little doubt that there is a globalised policy 
orthodoxy informed by a commitment to quasi-markets (and the associated use of 
standardised testing), so-called choice policies and privatisation.  However, despite 
clear evidence of a neoliberal global hegemony in education policy it is important to 
recognise that such policy agendas, and their impact and influence on school 
Principals, still look very different in Finland compared with Florida (both locations 
included within the wider ISLDN Social Justice Leadership strand project).  It is 
important therefore to understand the nuances of a globalised world, and the complex 
ways in which local contexts remain stubbornly varied in the face of globalised 
standardisation. The vernacularisation of policy (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010) cannot be 
ignored and highlights the need for an international perspective.

The research contained in this proposal seeks to enhance our understanding of school 
leaders’ actions as they work to promote socially just practices and/or outcomes in a 
range of different national contexts.  As indicated, the research is at a very early stage 
and the questions remain deliberately tentative.  Our aim is to generate debate, and at 
this stage we do not claim to provide answers, but seek only to develop better 
questions. Our intention is to do this by generating rigorous, scholarly dialogue that 
does not restrict itself to analysing data drawn from a range of international contexts, 
but engages an even more diverse range of voices in the dialogue itself.

Format:

The BELMAS-UCEA International School Leadership Development Network has 
been developing its work over some time. The experience of drawing together 
scholars from around the world, many of whom have no previous experience of 
working with each other, has necessarily involved extended discussions and dialogue 
as participants have developed a shared sense of the project they are involved in. 
Many of the established norms of collaborative working for researchers, based on 
existing relationships and common understandings, have proven to be inadequate in 
the context of this project.  As an embryonic network of international scholars, located 
in different parts of the world, considerable emphasis has had to be placed on forms of 
dialogue that have allowed space to explore meanings and understandings.  In this 
context, very little can be taken for granted, but rather project members need to take 
time to better understand the views of others, and our own taken for granted 
assumptions. The process is simultaneously time consuming, challenging and 
exciting.

Within this workshop the project seek to share this way of working, and to invite 
Convention attendees to participate and enrich the dialogue.  Workshop presenters 
will share some of the data from the initial phase of data collection.  The area of focus 
will inevitably focus on some of the ‘big questions’ that inform the project – not least, 
how do school leaders ‘make sense’ of social justice?  The workshop will seek to 
engage all participants in a discussion of the data presented from each of the four 



countries, but will also seek to tease out how any tentative conclusions can help shape 
our own understanding of what we mean by social justice, and how this understanding 
then informs the further development of the project itself. The session will be 
interactive and will seek to engage all attending.

National contexts – Costa Rica, England, Sweden, and USA:

The BELMAS-UCEA International School Leadership Development Network (Social 
Justice Leadership Strand) currently covers 13 different countries over a range of 
continents.  The work in this proposal will be drawn from data collected from four 
national contexts – Costa Rica, England, Sweden and the USA.  Whilst three of the 
countries represented in this proposal might be considered to be from the affluent 
North they all face diverse challenges in their education systems, they contain a 
number of contextually specific features and there remain some key differences 
between them.  Costa Rica, faces many of the educational challenges of the global 
South although it has high levels of literacy by Latin American standards.

Each of the countries has generally well developed public education systems although 
these operate within very different wider welfare systems. The USA’s public 
education system sits within a traditionally more individualist welfare system in 
which emphasis is placed on individual responsibility and privatised solutions.  In 
contrast, Sweden is associated with a wider Scandinavian welfarism in which there is 
a strong commitment to social solidarity and collective responses to social issues. 
England arguably sits between these two polarities.  Although England has long had a 
substantial publicly provided welfare system, this is experiencing significant reform 
and is being redefined by large scale privatisation. Costa Rica works within a context 
of a much less developed welfare infrastructure.

Within these contexts therefore, and within dominant discourses, notions of ‘social 
justice’ are likely to play out in very different ways.  Such discourses also play out in 
contexts where all the countries are experiencing education reform on a large scale, 
evident most obviously in the emergence of new forms of schools (traditional Private 
schools in Costa Rica, Charter schools in the US, Academies in England and Free 
Schools in Sweden) and, to varying degrees, the use of market and quasi-market 
solutions to drive reforms.  Within the presentation there will be a deliberate aim to 
explore how dominant discourses of social justice in the four countries shape school 
leaders’ understandings of social justice, and also how these understandings are in 
turn influenced by the new terrain of the educational market.
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