
Learning from each other: making connections between High Needs Schools and 
Leadership for Social Justice research.

Background:

In 2008 conversations began between members of UCEA and BELMAS about a 
possible research collaboration (Stevenson and Barnett, 2010).  In the beginning 
considerable effort was devoted to identifying a research agenda around which the 
two organisations might coalesce. From these discussions the International School 
Leadership Development Network emerged.  This group now engages over nearly 40 
scholars conducting work in 18 different countries.

From an early point the Network has divided its work between two sub-strands – one 
focused on leadership in high needs schools, and the other on social justice leadership. 
Since the two groups were established they have operated in parallel, keeping in close 
contact with each other at an organisational level, but retaining discrete research 
agendas, with each group have distinctive lines of enquiry.  A sharing of each others’ 
work has always highlighted the potential for common ground on many issues, with 
significant cross-over between the issues that are the focus of the two studies. But 
until this point there has been no systematic attempt to connect the research across the 
two groups. This symposium seeks to address this deficit.

One project – two research strands

Within ISLDN there are two research strands.  Both have the over-arching objective 
of developing an international cross-cultural comparative approach to their work 
(Dimmock and Walker, 2000; Walker and Dimmock, 2002).

The Social Justice Leadership sub-group:
This group has 25 members, currently conducting work in 15 different countries.  The 
project is guided by two questions.  

• 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 research questions have been 
formulated, and an associated interview protocol developed:

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?

Sub-group members have identified ‘social justice leaders’ in their communities 
adopting a broad, but common, definition across the group.  This defined social 
justice leaders as school leaders for whom a commitment to reducing inequalities 
(broadly defined) was a central element of their educational philosophy (Gewirtz and 
Cribb, 2002; Cribb and Gewirtz, 2003).  Phase 1 of the research was to conduct 
interviews with such leaders and to date 30 school leaders have been interviewed. 
Phase 2 of the project involves locating these cases within a contextual framework 



that allows an analysis of how macro and micro factors can shape leadership actions 
(Dimmock et al. 2005).

The High Needs Schools sub-group:

The initial discussions among the high-need schools ISLDN team members raised 
several important issues that have guided their work: (a) determining how high-need 
schools are defined in different countries, (b) identifying local and national policies 
aimed at high-need schools, (c) completing case studies revealing the strategies 
leaders in high-need schools employ, and (d) determining ways in which high-need 
school leaders are prepared and supported. The group has identified factors that affect 
conditions in high-need schools: (a) student and community characteristics (e.g., 
ethnic minorities, mobility, poverty, non-native language speakers), (b) student 
performance (e.g., math and reading scores, graduation rates, attendance), and (c) 
other contributing factors (e.g., teacher and leader turnover, staff morale, student 
engagement). As a result of these discussions, the group has begun to study leadership 
in high-need, low-performing schools (Duke and Jacobson, 2011).

The case studies demonstrate principals intervene at different levels, oftentimes using 
multiple strategies simultaneously. The High-Need Schools sub-group is comprised of 
14 researchers conducting studies in eight countries. On one hand, they take a macro 
view by attempting to alter the school’s vision and culture. On the other hand, 
principals engage in day-to-day tasks aimed at addressing the needs of their schools 
and communities. These principals must have strong communication skills, especially 
in developing the expertise and capacity of teachers and other campus leaders. They 
also directly confront their challenging circumstances by utilizing school resources to 
purchase food for students and work with local agencies to provide services. These 
studies reveal school leaders’ concentrated efforts to improve and monitor the 
teaching and learning process in their schools. Finally, investigations thus far have 
found principals maintained some efforts over time, began new initiatives, and 
removed others that were not having the intended effects.

Symposium objectives:

The purpose of this symposium is to present work from the two separate groups in 
such a way that each potentially informs the other.  The session will be intentionally 
dialogic in which members from each sub-group present their own work, but they will 
also be encouraged to challenge the thinking of the other sub-group (Nehring et al, 
2010). Moreover, the intention is to extend this dialogic approach so that discussion is 
not only between sub-groups within the ISLDN, but between those within and without 
the ISLDN itself.  The session will be structured in such a way that high levels of 
audience engagement will be encouraged.  The overall aim is to see how members of 
each sub-group can better inform the other, and to help develop the work of each 
group in new and fruitful ways by exploiting the synergies between sub-groups. The 
session will be framed by a number of over-arching questions that seek to connect the 
two sub-groups:

1. What values are exhibited by leaders in High Needs Schools? To what extent 
might these values be considered ‘social justice values’?



2. Must ‘social justice leadership’ necessarily be located in a High Needs School 
context?

3. How are notions of ‘social justice’ framed within policy relating to High 
Needs Schools? To what extent do the policy frameworks relating to High 
Needs Schools support, or conflict, with the objectives of social justice 
leaders? 

Session plan:

Each of the two sub-groups will present elements of their work.  There will be 
presentations from each sub-group representing 6 nations with Social Justice 
Leadership drawing on work from the USA, England and Sweden and High Needs 
Schools drawing on work from New Zealand, Georgia, Australia and the USA. Each 
presentation will provide an overview of key research findings to-date. In addition, 
members of the Social Justice Leadership sub-group will each be asked to address the 
following issue – Social Justice Leadership: what are the implications for High Needs 
Schools? Similarly, the High Needs Schools sub-group will be asked to address the 
following issue – Leadership in High Needs Schools: what are the social justice 
dimensions? This format compels members of each group to address the concerns of 
the other.

These theoretical cross-overs will then be further interrogated by the discussant who 
will intentionally connect the presentations to the three over-arching questions 
presented earlier in this proposal. Both chair and discussant will take responsibility 
for extending this dialogue between the sub-groups to the wider symposium audience.
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