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Editorial Note 
Introduction to the Special Issue: A View of the Next Decade of the 
ISLDN Through a Lens Honed By 10 Years of the Network 

The purpose of this special issue journal is to complement the publication of Educational Leadership 
for Social Justice and Improving High-Needs Schools: Findings from 10 years of international collaboration 
(Barnett & Woods 2020), which marks 10 years of the existence of the International School 
Leadership Development Network (ISLDN). In addition to celebrating this milestone of the 
network, this journal is intended to look forward to the next 10 years. The authors in this journal 
signpost how their research might inform further research, possibly by the network. The 
discussions published here provide an eclectic range of exploring the challenges of social justice, 
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, and how social justice plays out in high need 
schools and the leadership of schools across the world.  

Within the context of the mission of ISLDN, to increase an understanding of leadership for a more 
socially just school system, Drysdale, Goode, Gurr, Reed and Sedunary provide an exemplar of 
why the existence of the ISLDN has enabled research that hones an understanding of school 
leadership endeavouring to be socially just. Their two new case study schools in Australia 
evidence how a disposition for learning, including professional learning, is a route to social 
justice and leading high needs schools. They find an interconnectedness between different layers 
within a system is crucial for success, thus requiring an approach to school leadership that should 
be multi-layered in its recognition of the complexity of developing learning communities and 
enabling school improvement stating:  

. . . learning communities are graphed by deliberate acts of leadership and planning with 
learning at the centre and as such may contribute to the growing body of knowledge as to 
the preparation and development of leaders who advocate for social justice and lead high 
needs, often low performing schools. (p. 23)  

Midha finds that the pandemic has offered an opportunity for leaders to potentially find 
themselves, and its impact could have given leaders the opportunity for improvisation and 
variation. This is, in the main, because the pandemic became a catalyst for the development of 
technology, which has shaped a new paradigm. As with Tripses, Valuckienė and Damkuvienė, 
he discusses the need for courageous leadership, but in this case, it is to grasp the opportunity in 
this time of high need. While he highlights numerous examples of modifications made in 



2 | ISEA • Volume 49, Number 3, 2021  
 

response to the pandemic, he also shares that the response to addressing social justice from a 
school and institutional leadership improvisational lens remained inadequate. While this finding 
could be seen as a criticism, he offers that the aim is not to critique educational leadership practice 
during an unprecedented crisis but to highlight how improvisational leadership responses could 
have been of a higher degree. Resultantly, the paper offers a point of reflection for how 
improvisational action might have been better leveraged during a time of crisis. 

Okilwa and Barnett illuminate the relationship between district-level leaders and school leaders 
in responding to the demands of the pandemic. They unpack the implications for leadership in 
managing the expectations of different stakeholders, especially in this time of crisis created by 
COVID-19. They also explore the relationship between the technology, the learner and what it is 
the teachers are intending in their teaching. A clear finding from these papers is how the 
intersectional appreciation of school design, technology and people has been heightened by the 
pandemic. Okilwa and Barnett connected this finding to the previous ISLDN research of Berry, 
Alford, Baran, Bryant, Hipp and Van Harpen (2021) stating, ‘We found school leaders were 
acutely aware of the challenging circumstances teachers, students, and parents were experiencing 
and established a caring culture and supportive community, understood their school and 
community context, and quickly adapted to changing circumstances’ (p. 76). We too contend that 
this has been a significant impact of COVID-19 when thinking about how the leadership of 
schools can lead to greater equity across the system.  

Turning to evidence collected in Hong Kong, prior to the pandemic, Szeto, Sin and Volante claim 
that social injustice is probably compounded further by the way in which career and life planning 
is resourced or organised. They argue that the absence of supporting a career and life plan is a 
disadvantage. Their research illuminates that it should become a significant task for college 
students and argues that universities have the responsibility to help students plan for their 
careers. They identify the complexity of doing this because people are different due to variations 
in learning ability, cultural influences, and backgrounds. Thus, universities should provide 
different types of support to their students. They continue by proposing that this could be a new 
agenda for the ISLDN network sharing, ‘Further career development and support of youth in 
higher education or in the workplace and the leadership development of CLP teachers in the 
changing school context are important for continuing study due to individual differences, 
difficulties, and long-standing injustices’ (p. 95). Thus, a new political agenda for social justice 
issues is evolving for ISLDN’s international research collaboration in the next decade. They go 
on to offer that in Hong Kong there is evidence of a programme which provides students a 
framework and basic knowledge to facilitate them to do life planning. Furthermore, teachers can 
ask for help from professionals, such as social workers, to help students develop themselves.  

Whilst all papers give an indication of potential directions of travel for the future research 
endeavours of the ISLDN, the final two are particular about a focus of approach. One advocates 
the network should extend its lens to focus on middle leadership within schools and the other 
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proposes parity of esteem is given to quantitative research data to take forward our 
understanding of leadership for equity. Forde, Torrance, McMahon and Mitchell highlight that 
school leadership is a hierarchical system, but nowadays, researchers are interested in discussing 
distributed leadership, shared leadership, or social justice leadership. They argue that 
distributive leadership should advocate for social justice and focus on connections to counter the 
atomisation of hierarchy. They see this as one of the defining features of middle leadership and, 
thus, middle leadership is important in the endeavour for social justice. Middle leadership is a 
connective tissue in the hierarchy, and so they argue that researchers must learn more about how 
middle leaders consider social justice. And, therefore, a good endeavour for the ISLDN would be 
to find a method and a logical approach to get a deeper grasp of social justice culture.  They share, 
‘There is much that still needs to be explored and understood broadly about the complexities of 
this role in practice, and specifically in relation to middle leadership’s contribution to social 
justice leadership’ (p. 113). They offer that making middle leaders one focus of the ISLDN’s future 
research would shed additional light on the complexities of social justice leadership. 

Angelle and Flood suggest that both qualitative and quantitative research studies are important 
for leadership development, and so for the next 10 years of the ISLDN they advocate a mixed-
methods approach that may usefully contribute to develop leadership research. Compared to 
qualitative methods, the quantitative instrument can help researchers survey people on a large 
scale and gain a whole picture of social justice leadership, especially if the statistics relate to what 
supports and what is a barrier to social justice. Their paper utilised a mixed-methods approach 
and offered a utilitarian tool for future growth, pairing qualitative and quantitative methods to 
help forge new understandings. By framing contextual elements in this manner, they offer, ‘the 
complex environment that principals encounter can be more deeply understood and 
meaningfully addressed through training, resource allocation, or deliberate intervention’ (p. 135). 
This more complex interpretation could be useful to leaders of some high needs schools, 
especially those seeking to learn more about the root causes of identified issues. In this way, 
quantitative evidence will add a new dimension to the network’s research as well as to the 
scholarly literature.  

The paper by Forde and colleagues, centred on middle-level leaders in Scotland, offers a structure 
for the next phase of the ISLDN project that concurred with Flood and Angelle’s assertions about 
expanding methods while additionally suggesting an explicit focus on leadership beyond the 
headteacher/principal in an effort to fill the void of international scholarship in this area. This 
paper asserts that expanding our understanding of middle-level leaders would allow for a 
greater depth of knowledge related to how leadership plays out in schools across the globe 
holistically while simultaneously broadening the literature through sharing the lived realities of 
the practice of social justice leadership in schools. They additionally offered that expanding the 
work of the ISLDN in this way would offer a vehicle through which the group could expand into 
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international settings, especially those beyond the English-speaking contexts, in a way that 
would further bridge the contextualisation of school leadership throughout the world. 

Lastly, the paper by Tripses, Valuckienė and Damkuvienė reflects on data collected prior to the 
pandemic, yet analysed within the time of it. Professionals being able to reflect on their approach 
to school leadership is a theme within their paper. Researching in nations characterised by being 
part of the Soviet bloc previously, Tripses et al. observe that if leaders act to promote social justice, 
they will trouble the bureaucracy. They also learn that the bureaucracy itself leads to studies of 
social justice leadership being English-oriented and emphasising an Anglo-American 
perspective. Consequently, they argue, researchers need to listen to the voice of marginalised 
groups and explore a real international perspective of social justice leadership. They state, 
‘Everyone in education, principals included, will be emotionally and physically exhausted when 
this ordeal ends. Social justice leaders will need to understand how that worked in their school 
community’ (p. 155). Researchers will then need to synthesise these leaders’ understandings from 
multiple contexts to weave together a more comprehensive story of how socially just leadership 
plays out on the international stage. 

Discussion 
School leaders who are reflexive and challenge the social inequities that exist put themselves at 
risk (Potter 2017). It is interesting to note how this observation resonates in several of the papers 
within this journal. It appears, however, that greater confidence may have arisen during this time 
of the pandemic for leaders to be more explicit about the issue. COVID-19 has brought to the fore, 
and highlighted, the inequalities that already existed. Yet, as Tripses et al. and Forde et al. (this 
issue) point out, research methods themselves may well perpetuate social injustice. Their 
reflexivity leads them to question methodology that could be more socially just, seeking a 
reflective lens in interpretation that captures both the collective and the individual. We would 
expect this of our higher performing school leaders; we would expect them to appreciate the 
micro within the context of the meso and macro. Likewise, we need research, as Forde et al. allude 
to, that collects evidence of deeply held attitudes towards social justice. Perhaps this should be 
considered analysis at the ‘nano’ level. And yet how does one do this in a socially just way to 
ensure vulnerable populations are not further impacted? How do we not put at risk those school 
leaders who already make the courageous decision to walk the path of challenging inequity? 
Consequently, our research must be careful in its approach.  

In taking such careful steps in how we proceed, we may be placing limitations on the scope of 
our research. That said, is it the role of a researcher to be an advocate for social justice or to 
research the advocates? It is an interesting dilemma that we find narratives of school leaders who 
put themselves at risk, in taking on a potentially career-destroying endeavour of leading a high 
needs school and/or challenging the social unfairness in the prevailing power structures within 
a context, and yet the researcher stays risk-free. Tripses and colleagues are reflective about this 
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and wonder how disruptive they can be in a ‘risky’ environment, both in terms of their own 
‘security’ and that of the school leaders they feel a responsibility towards.  Midha writes, in this 
issue, about how he found the courage of leadership to be episodic. The need to improvise at the 
time of the pandemic gives an interesting perspective that ‘leadership is improvisation’. 
Although it is unsurprising that in a state of considerable uncertainty that leaders can do 
anything other than improvise, it is also not a surprise that to do so continually is untenable and, 
no wonder, that he found principals seeking the ‘return-to-normal’.  

Perhaps, therefore, a reflection for our research is to not always be on the lookout for the novel. 
Understandably, we are excited by it because it may appear to resemble new knowledge and 
keen to make our contribution to what is known. However, it is the ongoing synthesis of school 
principalship that possibly makes the greatest difference. In researching what makes a difference 
to those who are marginalised, we may find a great deal from the unspectacular; from the work 
of school leaders who do what they think is just and in the best interests of the young people they 
serve. They may well do this on quite a localised scale. The sustaining element for the impact of 
their leadership is in the learning of those professionals around them. Szeto et al. (this issue) 
contend the importance of continual professional learning in achieving such sustainability. It is a 
contention that supports a perspective that increasing an emphasis on career development brings 
greater inclusivity to those usually marginalised; they are enabled to feel more included. There 
is the advantage that they bring greater diversity and, therefore, richness to the decision making 
within the profession. This becomes a systemic activism for tackling social injustice.  

The implication of this for our research and the next 10 years of ISLDN could be a reflection about 
how our research work connects with the continuing development of teachers and school leaders. 
Is there a way in which the network becomes part of the systemic approach to school 
improvement and increasing justice for the non-included? Does the network have an appetite for 
activism? Do we ‘look to questions which influence our methodology’ (Angelle 2017: 303) not 
just from a quantitative and qualitative perspective, as Flood and Angelle argue in this issue, but 
also through a lens in which the act of research is contributing to greater equity. This might 
include adopting methods such as the Delphi method where we are being inclusive in our design 
by encouraging reflection amongst our enquiry participants, particularly inviting them to be 
involved in the analysis of their own data and certainly our findings. As researchers, we will be 
extending the reflections of our own reflections. We will benefit from the nuances the subjects of 
our research can bring to our own interpretations of findings and reflectivity. This in turn 
becomes a reflexive approach to research.  
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Leading a Learning Community – A 
Multi Layered Approach 
Lawrie Drysdale, Helen Goode, David Gurr, Christopher Reed and 
Paul Sedunary 

Abstract: As part of the International School Leadership Development Network (ISLDN) high needs 
school project, this paper reports on the work of two Catholic school principals who used the notion of 
learning communities to create successful contemporary schools. Adopting a multiple perspective case 
study approach using interviews, and utilising related information on the schools, the cases show how 
the concept of learning communities can be applied to schools in different ways to create cohesive and 
successful schools.  

Keywords: Learning communities, professional learning communities, ISLDN, Catholic 
primary schools, principal leadership 

Introduction 
To add to the body of knowledge of how leaders can successfully lead learning in high needs 
schools, the researchers explored how two principals adopted the concept of a learning 
community in their settings. This paper explores the development of these learning 
communities through a focus on the experiences of these two principals within their Catholic 
primary schools located in the outer suburbs of Melbourne, Australia. These two new case 
studies are part of the International School Leadership Development Network (ISLDN) high 
needs schools research group. The study reveals the complexity and challenges in introducing 
and sustaining a learning community over time. It shows that learning communities can be 
interpreted in different ways and operate at various levels within a school. The two principals 
show how innovative thinking can bring communities together. Finally, it shows developing 
learning communities can empower the school community thereby ultimately leading to 
improved student learning and engagement.  

Conceptual Framework 
The concept of learning communities has been in education literature for decades and is now 
firmly established (Hargreaves 2008; Kruse, Louis & Bryk 1994). There is an expectation in 
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many countries that schools embrace the practice of learning communities because they can 
build capacity and enhance learning for everyone (Mitchell & Sackney 2000). However, the 
concept of learning community is complex and is open to many different, and often 
contradictory, interpretations and operationalisations. For example, individuals can belong 
to a range of communities including within an organisation, across a range of organisations, 
and/or in various localities. Learning communities can also be virtual (Wegener & Leimeister 
2012) and the 2020 pandemic has caused these to proliferate (Ahmed, Bhatnagar, Islam & 
Alam 2020). Mitchell and Sackney (2000) note that definitions of a learning community lack 
clarity and agreement and there is even less agreement about developing community. 
Kilpatrick, Barrett and Jones (2003) also argue that learning communities can be used in 
diverse and flexible ways. What is common among all these definitions is that learning 
communities make the movement away from the individual as a focus of learning to the 
contribution of others – community (Feldman 2000). 

The literature on learning communities and our own experience in schools tends to divide 
learning communities into two categories. The first group defines learning communities more 
broadly at the school level, or beyond the school (Sergiovanni 1994a). The community can 
include a wide range of participants: students, teachers, school leaders, parents, and the wider 
community. The second group focuses on a specific kind of learning community – a 
professional learning community (PLC), usually within a school, although it can be beyond 
the school, such as professional networks, and associations (DuFour & Eaker 1998). Here, the 
focus is on professional educators (teachers, co-educators, consultants). To confuse matters, 
sometimes learning communities and PLCs are seen as being synonymous and the terms used 
interchangeably (Hollingsworth 2004). 

Broad View of Learning Community 
The broader view of learning community sees the school as a community (Larrivee 2000). This 
could be within a classroom, school, or educational setting such as specialist resource centres, 
early years centres, alternate providers, and so forth. Sergiovanni (1994a, 1994b) proposes an 
all-embracing view of the school as a community, rather than an organisation. He argues that 
while schools can become communities in different ways, the key aspect is that schools need 
to be purposeful. Mitchell and Sackney (2000) suggest that in a school learning community 
everyone is learning – students, teachers, parents, and the wider community – and they are 
all learning with a collective purpose. They argue that teachers, school leaders and parents 
are essential to improving the learning of students. Sato (2008), too, argues that the school 
must consist of communities of learners at all levels with the view of bringing learning to the 
fore. Sackney and colleagues (Sackney, Mitchell & Walker 2005; Sackney, Walker & Mitchell 
2003) claim that the learning community sees learning as a primary goal, and learners and 
teachers are co-creators of learning events.  

Defining learning communities as an all-encompassing notion cannot necessarily be limited 
as a set of characteristics. Stoll, Fink and Earl (2003) claim that a learning community is a state 
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of mind, non-linear, bigger that the sum of its parts, and is about learning as community. 
Again, Cooper and Boyd (2013) argue that learning community is a philosophy as well as a 
place, a way of being as well as a working model, and a mindset as well as a map. Senge et 
al. (2000) describe a learning community as a broad concept that embraces the classroom, the 
school, parents, and the world at large (beyond the community). Similarly, Calderwood 
(2000) explored educational communities in terms of multiple layers. 

Professional Learning Communities 
The most popular approach to learning communities is the second category, PLCs (Bolam et 
al. 2005; DuFour 2004; DuFour, DuFour, Eaker & Many 2006; DuFour & Fullan 2013; Hord 
1997). They are also referred to as communities of practice (Brown & Poortman 2018; Lave & 
Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). Here the focus is on the professionals who work within schools, 
across schools, or in networks. PLCs, in their many forms, are now a common part of the 
education landscape. More than a decade ago, Hargreaves (2008: 175) commented that, 
‘[p]rofessional learning communities (PLCs) are no longer unusual or controversial. Their 
advent is over, their establishment secured’. Hargreaves (2003) breaks the definition into 
parts: it is about learning (for students and everyone else); communities (people pursue 
improvement together); professionals (research evidence and professional dialogue); and 
care (members trust and care for each other). 

In their simplest form, PLCs in schools are teachers coming together, working collaboratively 
to enhance student learning, as noted in DuFour’s (2004: 6) call to teachers:  

To create a professional learning community, focus on learning rather than teaching, 
work collaboratively, and hold yourself accountable for results. 

In 2021, the Wallace Foundation released a research report (Grissom, Egalite & Lindsay 2021) 
that confirmed a significant positive impact of principal behaviour on school and student 
outcomes. Facilitating collaborative and professional learning communities was one of four 
domains of high-leverage behaviours or practices. This included strategies to promote 
teachers working together authentically to improve practice and support student learning. 

Professional learning communities in schools are most often defined in terms of 
characteristics or attributes. Here we present four views of PLCs and conclude with a 
summary of common features of PLCs. Hord (1997, 2008, 2009) identifies shared leadership, 
collective creativity, shared values, supportive condition and shared personal practice as the 
key characteristics. Hord and Roy (2013) expanded on this by identifying six attributes that 
work in concert to change teaching practice for increased student learning outcomes:  

1. Shared values and vision 

2. Structural conditions 

3. Shared and supportive leadership 

4. Relational conditions 
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5. Peer supporting peers 

6. Intentional collaborative learning.  

For Bolam et al. (2005), a school professional learning community comprises: 

1. Shared values and vision 

2. Collective responsibility for students’ learning 

3. Collaborative focus on learning 

4. Group as well as individual learning 

5. Reflective professional enquiry 

6. Openness, networks, and partnerships 

7. Inclusive membership 

8. Mutual trust, respect, and support 

In their view, an ‘effective professional learning community has the capacity to promote and 
sustain the learning of all professionals in the school community with the collective purpose 
of enhancing pupil learning’ (Bolam et al. 2005: iii). They note that the eight characteristics 
need to be applied considering different contexts, and that they evolve and modify over time. 
Finally, DuFour et al. (2006) describe six characteristics:  

1. A focus on learning 

2. A collaborative culture with a focus on learning for all 

3. Collective inquiry into best practice and current reality 

4. Action orientation: Learning by doing 

5. A commitment to continuous improvement 

6. Results orientation 

Across these four views there are commonalities: shared values and vision, a focus on 
learning, collaborative cultures, reflective professional enquiry, continuous improvement, 
and group and individual learning.  

For PLCs to be effective there is, however, consensus that they need to develop and evolve 
and focus deeply on learning, rather than only operating in superficial, convivial, and 
contrived ways (Owen 2014). Dufour and Reeves (2016) describe as ‘PLC Lite’ situations 
where the central tenets are not evident. They argue that ‘schools should not label themselves 
PLCs without engaging in the hard work that goes into becoming a PLC’ (p. 71). 

In our study, we explore how two principals in diverse communities have successfully 
created complex learning communities through an initial focus on professional learning 
communities which then expands to the broader community. We contend that they 
demonstrate that learning communities can and do operate at different levels: as PLCs within 
the school and between schools and networks of professionals; as the school itself being a 
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learning community, where everyone is learning; and, at another level, as the school and its 
broader community learning together. 

Methodology 
To add to the body of research within the ISLDN and the strand exploring leadership in high 
needs schools, the researchers chose two new case studies to examine how professional 
learning communities could contribute to school improvement and to the current body of 
research. Forde and Torrance (2017) argue that head teachers (principals) have the power and 
authority to empower others and change practices, thereby shaping the conditions for 
learning. The two principals at the focus of this study, Paul Sedunary from Good Samaritan 
Catholic Primary School and Chris Reed from Mother Teresa Catholic Primary School, were 
perceived to do this. Both schools are in Melbourne, Australia. The principals and the schools 
were selected because of the prior reputation of the principals and the fact that the school 
communities were in diverse cultural, socio and economic settings. The researchers had been 
engaged with the schools over many years as colleagues, school reviewers, consultants, and 
critical friends. In this study, the two principals were invited to be co-writers of this paper. 
This was to support the ISLDN philosophy of research that, where possible, it should be 
collaborative and inclusive. Whilst we have always focused on collaboration with principals 
and schools in our past research with the ISLDN, having the principals as co-researchers in 
these new cases is extending this relationship.  

The research questions were: 

1. How can leaders in diverse communities address the concept of learning 
communities for their school? 

2. What strategies might they adopt to support the notion of a learning community? 

3. How might success be measured? 

4. What is the role of leadership in promoting a learning community? 

We have framed the research project as a multi-perspective case study using qualitative 
methods (Miles & Huberman 1994) that align with the research protocol of the ISLDN high 
needs schools research protocol (Baran & Berry 2015). Multi-perspective case studies gather 
data from several perspectives, and this might be from various sources within and beyond 
the school (Stake 1995). Data were collected over several years through school reviews, 
consultancy, authors acting as critical friends, and research projects. Systematic data 
collection based on ISLDN case study protocols included individual and group interviews, 
observations, examination of school data and documents. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with the principals (3 interviews each) senior leaders (3 individual interviews at 
each school), staff (individual or groups of 3 at each school), students (2 groups of 3-6 at each 
school), and parents (2 groups of 3-6 at each school). Senior leaders were interviewed both 
separately and as a group. Additional data were available through the relationships the 
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researchers had developed through working with the principals, both as coaches and as 
critical friends. One of the researchers had also worked as a coach with the senior leaders at 
Good Samaritan. 

Paul Sedunary Principal Good Samaritan Catholic Primary School 

Context 
Good Samaritan Primary School opened in 1996 in a growth corridor in Melbourne, Australia. 
Paul Sedunary was appointed principal in 2015, replacing the inaugural principal. At this 
time, the school was perceived to need a change in direction. Having been principal in another 
high needs primary school, Paul had spent some years as a system leader in Catholic 
Education Melbourne. In this position, he earned the reputation of being very innovative. He 
was responsible for the introduction of multiple changes within the system, not the least being 
a strong focus on learning and building teachers’ capacity to lead learning. Paul saw the 
challenges this school faced as an opportunity to put his learnings into practice and to make 
a difference to the lives of students and their families. Challenging learning environments can 
lead to inequities for students’ learning (Barnett & Stevenson 2015) so an understanding of 
contextual factors and the dynamics of the society in which students live is critical in meeting 
the realities of high needs schools (Klar & Brewer 2013). In first creating a vision for learning 
in the school, Paul was doing this as he enacted the parable of the Good Samaritan, ‘to help 
those who need help’. 

The enrolment at Good Samaritan in 2020 was just over 700 students. The school identified 
itself as a culturally rich and diverse learning community. Eighty per cent of the school’s 
population are of Iraqi or Syrian origin, with 28 per cent having entered Australia on a refugee 
visa. Many of these students, and their families, were victims of trauma or suffered from 
referred trauma. While only 33 per cent of students were born overseas, 91 per cent spoke a 
language other than English at home.  

School Foundations and Learning Communities 
Paul came to the school with a vision based on the teaching of John’s Gospel that we ‘are 
called to have life and live it to the full’ (John 10:10). In 2016 the school released Lives Fully 
Lived, the strategic plan for the period 2016-2020.  

Lives Fully Lived is a framework for the future; it describes what we want to be as a 
school and what we need to do to achieve this . . . it positions the community to best 
meet the challenges of the future. (Principal) 

Paul articulated the vision as ‘a mutual obligation for collective learning’. He believed that 
significant change was required to achieve the vision, that whilst the past needed to be 
respected, the future needed to be embraced. He described the change as ‘needing to be 
organic . . . a narrative change model best described as building the plane while you are flying’. 
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The concept of lives fully lived was described by one staff member as ‘The Melbourne 
Declaration on Education Goals for Young Australians’ (MCEETYA 2008) in a Catholic 
context. In the Melbourne Declaration, signed off by all the ministers of education in 
Australia, two educational goals for young Australians were identified: 1) ‘Australian 
schooling promotes equity and excellence’ and 2) ‘All young Australians become successful 
learners, confident and creative individuals and active and informed citizens’ (p. 7). At Good 
Samaritan: 

We provide a holistic education, faith, and life. Lives fully lived is woven into 
conversation. It’s all about facilitating students and their learning. (Staff member) 

Good Samaritan is a community of educators. All staff are referred to as ‘educators’. Teacher 
assistants are co-educators, employed full time and afforded the same conditions as teachers, 
that is, they are involved in planning, they have school supplied laptops, and they work in 
the classrooms as co-educators, assuming responsibility for small groups of learners. The 
learning architecture underpinning the learning process is an inquiry-based model, based on 
action research. A common format for all planning and documentation was established and 
implemented from the outset: Scanning, Focusing, Learning, Action, Checking in. 

The learning community at Good Samaritan can be viewed as a multi-layered approach that 
embraces PLCs (Villages), the school as a learning community, and the school and the broader 
community.  

Level 1 - The Learning Village 
Building on the belief that it takes a village to raise a child and ‘that parents/carers are a 
powerful influence on their children’s learning and development’ (Good Samaritan School 
2016), the school is divided into four Learning Villages: Jordan (Prep); Nazareth (Years 1 & 
2); Bethany (Years 3 & 4) and Emmaus (Years 5 & 6). Paul’s vision was that the school is a 
pilgrimage of learning as students pass through ‘Learning Villages’ that are developmentally 
age and stage of learning appropriate. With safety being a key issue for many of these students, 
these villages provide small, safe communities within a large school. 

Designed to serve both as the learning and pastoral base for each child, each village is 
designed as a learning community with approximately 200 students and 18 educators each 
covering two-year levels, (less in Jordan as it is only one year level). Each is autonomous; each 
with a unique personality; and each has a Village leader whose leadership has been supported 
with external coaching.  

The Villages have dual purposes. As well as a learning hub for all, each Village was designed 
to act as a PLC. The Village leaders, as a group, also form a small PLC. Along with a numeracy 
leader, they were allocated time together each week to work as a PLC. The Village structure 
was designed to be learner centred: structured and designed for learning; personalised; 
inclusive, social, and connected (Good Samaritan School 2016). Each village has at least one 
bi-lingual co-educator.  
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The concept of village has been further developed with an early learning facility, Jericho 
Village, being established. Led by a teacher, this provides learning opportunities for pre-
schoolers at the same time as providing a Community Hub where parents and the wider 
community can be supported. 

Level 2 - The School as a Learning Community 
One of the great achievements of the school has been the relationship between the school and 
families. The concept of Learning by the Power of 3, the three-way partnership between staff, 
families, and students, has progressed toward every child experiencing a life fully lived. The 
success of making each child feel welcome and part of the community is measured by school 
attendance which is consistently between 92 per cent and 95 per cent.  

There is a sense of shared responsibility for students and their learning. We know the 
kids well. We enrol the family. We develop the whole child by learning about families. 
(Teacher) 

Input from families is sought. The school has developed a model of ‘Community 
Conversations’ facilitated by one of the deputy principals as a structure which enables 
families to have a voice. In these situations, observed by the researchers, interpreters were 
used extensively. Reporting to parents is through ‘Learning Conversations’, again facilitated 
when necessary, using interpreters. The school employs at least eight interpreters, and all 
family languages are catered for. 

Level 3 - The Learning Community 
The third level encompasses the school as the centre of the community. It is welcoming, it is 
inclusive, and it is a safe place. Students described their school as a community and can clearly 
articulate not only the concept of lives fully lived, but the story of the Good Samaritan and 
what these concepts mean to them as a part of this community. 

Jericho Community Learning Village, too, embraces the broader community aspect of what 
we term as ‘inside-out; outside-in approach’ – inviting the community in as well as reaching 
out to the community. At Good Samaritan, the role of one of the deputy principals is 
dedicated to embracing the wider community. Through her leadership, Jericho Village now 
offers learning and social opportunities for parents, family members and general members of 
the community. 

One example of this is the ASPIRE project which has seen Good Samaritan partner with 
several community organisations. ASPIRE is a collaborative early childhood initiative that 
brings together care, education, health, community development activities and family 
services for children from the antenatal phase to age 12. Strong partnerships have been 
formed with community hubs and health groups, as well as adult educators for community 
education who provide English classes, IT classes and sewing classes. A coffee club provides 
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an opportunity for people to socialise, make friends and practise their English. A playgroup 
operates out of Jericho Village, and this is very important because: 

. . . Playgroups help educate families and also build their capacity . . . in child 
development. ASPIRE has shown the importance of building relationships, trust and 
confidence with families. (Play group assistant) 

The notion of the broader community was reinforced by one of the co-educators who 
commented:  

We are all involved. It takes a village to raise a child. We are not just teaching students 
to read and write; we are teaching the community. (Co-educator) 

The achievements of the school and its impact on the community have been recognised 
externally through various awards including being a finalist in the 2019 Victorian Early Years 
Awards, for their efforts in promoting children's health and wellbeing and the 2018 Victorian 
Early Years Awards for improving access and participation in early learning, especially for 
vulnerable and disadvantaged families.  

As further evidence of the school’s commitment to be a living witness to the Gospel, Good 
Samaritan has developed and implemented a Refugee Strategy which has seen the 
establishment of partnerships with appropriate agencies, support for students and their 
families as well as school staff and, as necessary, advocacy for refugee families. One of the 
hallmarks of the school is that they ‘will never say NO to a refugee family’. All new families 
are individually welcomed into the Good Samaritan community. They are visited in their 
home by their child’s Village leader, a member of senior leadership and an interpreter, their 
needs identified, and the appropriate supports put in place.  

Good Samaritan School is the story of the journey of improvement on which the school has 
embarked as a learning community of pilgrims who, as learners, have sought to search, 
reflect, and contemplate. 

School Success 
Success can be measured in various ways. In Victoria, the most common measure of success 
is academic results. While these are important, Good Samaritan had embarked on a strategic 
plan to provide an opportunity for every child to flourish to ‘have a life fully led’ (Good 
Samaritan School 2016). In 2019, Goode and Drysdale conducted interviews (with the 
principal, senior leaders, educators and co-educators, parents, and students) to ascertain the 
extent to which the school had been successful. What they found was that a safe and 
welcoming community for students and families had been created which met the complex 
needs of children and families from refugee backgrounds. The school has done this in a 
several ways: the outward facing orientation and community relationships have helped 
support families; the Villages have created a sense of belonging for students, staff, families 
and the community; the specific activities which have welcomed families to be part of their 
child’s learning journey, e.g. Family Learning Conversations, New Arrival Learning 
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Conversations and the Community Conversations; the principal’s promise to each family that 
‘We will look after your child’ and that many families enrol on arrival in Australia having 
been told in refugee camps ‘to go to Good Samaritan’. The motto that ‘It takes a village to 
raise a child’ is prominently displayed in the school and overtly lived. Social cohesion has 
been built within a multicultural setting. Further evidence of success has been a significant 
cultural change identified by a growth mindset of staff and students and a belief that every 
child can learn. There is a clear direction to improve student academic learning outcomes, 
distinguishing between language difficulties which inhibit learning and learning challenges. 
This has resulted in appropriate interventions and more use of tracking and systematic 
tracking of progress. There is still a way to go as acknowledged by the leader of learning and 
teaching who reported: 

That the average achievement of Good Samaritan students is lower than the State and 
National averages is not surprising given that English is a second language for over 
90% of the students and it is accepted (Cummins 1996) that an EAL (English as an 
Additional Language) student starting primary school with little or no English can 
take five to seven years to reach the same level as students for whom English is their 
first language . . . our students’ equity of access (to adulthood, university places, 
employment) . . . will be largely dependent on closing the gap and maximising 
learning growth. 

Success can be celebrated in many ways. Students are engaged in their learning and data are 
now beginning to show that the students who enrolled at Good Samaritan post 2015, when 
this concept of learning community began to evolve, are experiencing more academic success.  

At Good Samaritan, the combination of the multi-layered approach of PLC (Villages), the 
school as a learning community, and the engagement of the broader community is enabling 
the lives of these students to be fully lived. 

Christopher Reed Principal Mother Teresa Catholic Primary School 

Context 
Established in 2009, Mother Teresa had an enrolment of 478 in 2020. The school population is 
multi-cultural. Migrant families come from Iraq, India, Turkey, Italy, Sri Lanka, and the 
Philippines. Forty-one per cent identify with a language background other than English. 
Unlike Good Samaritan, this school is classified as having average Socio Economic Status 
(SES) advantage. It identifies itself as a professional learning community, valuing 
partnerships with everyone within and beyond the community. The school is an excellent 
example of the development of a contemporary Catholic primary school. 

Chris is the foundation principal of Mother Teresa Catholic Primary School (MTCPS), part of 
the Catholic Education Melbourne (CEM) system. This is his second principalship. For over 
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a decade, Chris was part of a PLC consisting of four to six Catholic primary principals and an 
external critical friend (Gurr) (Garreffa et al. 2010). 

School Foundations and the PLCs 
The school’s current success can be directly traced to the foundation of the school. From the 
beginning, Chris used the idea of PLCs to frame how school members would work with each 
other. Chris saw the work of Stoll and colleagues on PLCs as an important element in the 
school’s development (Bolam et al. 2005; Stoll et al. 2006; Stoll et al. 2003). This belief arose 
both from his experience of developing a PLC at the first school where he was a principal and 
his membership of the principal PLC. Chris believed that a PLC approach would be essential 
to promote and sustain the development of the learning and teaching in the developing school 
community.  

I have a wonderful opportunity here with a new school to set up a PLC as I feel it 
should be . . . We are looking at partnerships, especially with parents who can dialogue 
about teaching and learning. All the staff have something to contribute. (Principal; 
Doherty 2012: n.p.) 

To help guide Chris’s work, he has been refining a conceptual model that defines key 
elements and how they relate. Figure 1 is the latest conceptualisation and represents some of 
the important developments in the history of the school. 
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Figure 1: The Development of the School Through Shared Values and Vision, Spirals of Learning, and Developing a Professional 
Learning Community 
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The elements of the model are as follows: 

1. Shared values and vision 

Specific areas agreed upon to guide the school’s development are highlighted in the 
orange speaker boxes and include development through collaboration and consultation 
of agreed values and visions; the charism of Mother Teresa; contemporary learning and 
teaching; parents as partners. The development of the shared values and vision needed 
the inclusion of all members, and so the involvement of the parish and parent 
communities was crucial. As a school named after a saint, a greater knowledge of the 
saint’s charism was part of developing and articulating the shared values and vision. The 
school was designed and has been able to maintain, open and flexible learning spaces, 
and strives to have a very contemporary approach to teaching and learning (see below). 

2. Spirals of learning 

The spirals of learning in building a contemporary learning community are shown in the 
green speaker boxes. There are several strands that the school has developed over the 
years and the spirals indicate how these overlap and support each other. Inquiry 
permeates the school and is reflected in the emphasis on inquiry learning broadly, and 
faith and life inquiry and development of a culture of thinking. Faith and life inquiry is 
where the religious focus of the school becomes embedded in practice. For faith and life 
inquiry, the school uses a hermeneutical-communicative model which develops deep 
understanding of Catholic faith in a contemporary and inclusive manner. The inquiry 
focus develops and supports the school’s concern to develop student voice and agency 
through authentic and purposeful opportunities, such as faith and life inquiry.  

For children to have a voice, to be inquirers and open minded and engage 
authentically with the various worldviews that exist, it is useful to promote inquiry 
learning and to value and actively promote thinking, as well as enable children to 
make their thinking visible. As facilitators for learning, teachers with students 
formulate concepts for exploration or inquiry. (Principal 2019) 

It is also promoted through the school’s development of 21st century pedagogy and 
learning spaces with state-of-the-art facilities. Parents are viewed as genuine and 
important partners in learning, for their children, and for themselves as part of the 
school’s learning community. Supporting teachers is key to the school’s success and this 
is done through building teacher capacity through collaborative team-based work and 
targeted professional learning, and through constant reference to the eight characteristics 
of a PLC, which we describe next. 

3. Professional learning community 

At the base of the model, represented by the blue rectangles, are the eight characteristics 
of a PLC as articulated by the research of Stoll, Bolam and colleagues (Bolam et al. 2005; 
Stoll et al. 2006). These have been developed from the foundation of the school and 
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permeate the work of teachers and other staff, with flow-on effects for students and 
parents as part of the broader learning community of the school. 

Honouring the Community 
What was particularly noted was that the school honoured the broader community through 
the history of the area and the original landowners, including the Indigenous people and the 
settlers that opened the area during white settlement. Chris made sure that the school 
embraced the original custodians into the learning community. Large bollards were erected 
to acknowledge Indigenous history. Indigenous artefacts and customs became part of the 
school. For example, a message stick used by Indigenous peoples to communicate is used 
with scriptures in assembly to signify important messages about faith and how to live as 21st 
century Catholics. A possum skin cloak is worn by an Indigenous Elder who conducts regular 
ceremonies at assemblies together with other artefacts – eagle feathers and sacred fungus 
from a stringy bark tree. 

Further attachment to the history of the area is the restoration of the Olrig Homestead which 
was the original early settlers’ homestead situated on the school property. It represents and 
honours the contribution of the early settlers. The building now provides learning 
opportunities for students, such as a vegetable garden and cooking. Finally, the school uses 
numerous professionals and agencies to support professional and student learning 
programmes. These learning specialists have been embedded as co-educators and partners in 
the school and again represent a broader view of the school as a learning community. 

Like the case of Good Samaritan, there are multiple layers to the learning communities within 
Mother Teresa. There are several teacher PLCs (year levels, curriculum areas, whole staff), 
there is a learning community between teachers and their students and families through the 
learning studios, and families are part of the broad school learning community, as are various 
community members, including, of course, the Church through the involvement of the Parish 
Priest.  

School Success 
All these developments mean little if the school was not successful. Gurr and Drysdale 
conducted interviews (with the Parish Priest, principal, senior leaders, teachers, other staff, 
students, and parents) and observations in 2019 and they found that the success of the school 
was complex. There was a high level of trust placed in the school that was evident from 
interviews and which showed very strong support and understanding for what the school 
was doing. In addition, the school is held in high regard within the Catholic system, with 
local, national, and international visitors regularly being sent to the school by the system. This 
was despite typical measures of success, such as literacy and numeracy performance on 
national tests, at, but not exceeding, expectations. Yet, the school understood and could 
demonstrate, that on broad and rich measures of student learning across literacy, numeracy, 
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curiosity, faith, and so forth, the students were doing well. Teachers were supported in their 
work through collaborative work practices and extensive and consistent professional learning 
that focused on student growth in literacy and numeracy, targeted teaching, inquiry learning, 
thinking strategies, and student voice. The combination of PLCs, cultures of thinking, inquiry 
learning, and faith and life inquiry had resulted in a school in which, for example, students 
aged 10 could discuss their current dialogues and inquiries, how these related to their 
learning for the year, and the hermeneutic prompts they were using to engage deeply with 
important topics.  

Discussion 
The launching of the ISLDN in 2010 brought a group of international researchers together to 
study how leaders work to achieve success in high needs schools (Barnett & Woods 2021; 
Murakami, Gurr & Notman 2019). This research has resulted in many examples of 
noteworthy leadership in high need contexts and, importantly, it has demonstrated that there 
is not one pathway to success. The two case studies presented in this paper aim to further 
contribute to the existing body of knowledge and encourage further research into how the 
implementation of different models of learning communities can support learning in high 
needs schools.  

Principal leadership is vital to the success of both schools. The principals of these two schools 
were recognised by all research participants for their leadership in creating contemporary 
Catholic primary schools that met the needs of their communities. They had demonstrated 
their ability to think creatively to develop their schools as learning communities in high need 
contexts that were both similar (Catholic primary schools with high levels of students with 
non-English speaking backgrounds) and different (one serving a more educationally 
disadvantaged community compared to the other). 

The case studies demonstrate the importance of establishing learning communities, how these 
have the capacity to bring the whole school community together, and the creative role of 
principal leadership in building these learning communities over time. The cases show how 
the notion of a learning community is complex, operating at different levels within schools. 
These schools approached the concept of learning communities differently and in doing so 
demonstrate that there are several paths to success, with these paths reflecting different 
contextual factors.  

Good Samaritan embraced to notion of PLCs, the school as a whole learning community, and 
the school reaching out to embrace and engage the broader community. This reflects a concept 
of community based on multiple layers of community described by Senge et al. (2000). 
Language was an important strategy, and was used to define PLCs as learning villages, which 
led to the school embracing the notion of a larger village (building on the belief that it takes a 
village to raise a child) and the concept of the ‘power of 3’ to explain the importance of the 
three-way partnership between staff, families, and students. To embrace the broader 
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community, the school used the ‘inside-out; outside-in’ approach – inviting the community 
in and reaching out into the community. Chisholm, Waight and Jacobson (2019) found a 
similar model in Belize where the leaders, too, went beyond the traditional role 
responsibilities and incorporated home visits and welfare checks and support into their core 
responsibilities. 

Mother Teresa used the concept of PLCs to describe how people could related to each other. 
This was supported by the construction of learning studios within an open learning 
environment. PLCs were informed by the literature and espoused by key writers (Bolam et 
al. 2005; Stoll et al. 2006), but adapted to the school context. Chris’s vision was to establish the 
school as a contemporary Catholic school in partnership with the community. Language was 
again important. Students and teachers were grouped in ‘studios’. Students used terms such 
as ‘dialogue’ and ‘hermeneutic prompts’ in their conversations with each other and teachers. 
The school welcomed the community into the school to share its approach to religion and 
learning. Parents are partners with their children and welcomed and supported to participate 
in the learning. Teachers are partners with their students in their learning and both teacher 
and student learning agency are promoted. This school, as has Good Samaritan, encouraged 
numerous professionals and outside agencies to support the school’s professional learning as 
partners.  

These cases contribute to the ISLDN. Across 19 cases from the high needs strand of the ISLDN, 
Gurr, Murakami and Notman (2019) observed that one of the most striking aspects across the 
cases was how the school leaders adapted their interventions or practices to suit the context; 
the principals demonstrated contextually responsive leadership. As we described above, 
these principals apply learning community ideas, but do so in very different ways that reflect 
the school contexts. Importantly, the ISLDN, and the cases reported here, show examples of 
principals who were not constrained by their context and could create schools that suited 
their school community. While both schools were clearly Catholic, the principals developed 
schools that were contemporary and reflected the multicultural communities they served. 
Barnett and Woods (2021) commissioned chapters that brought together the social justice and 
high needs strands. Their edited book describes the substance and promise of the ISLDN over 
the project’s 10-year history. In a synthesis chapter, Woods and Barnett (2021) suggest that 
future research directions should include: an increase in publication outlets and visibility; 
expansion of methodological approaches; incorporating non-Anglophone countries; and 
broadening the analysis and research focus. The two cases reported here provide illustrations 
for some of these directions. Having the principals of the schools as explicit research 
collaborators expands the visibility of the project as there is a greater connection with the 
profession through the principals sharing their knowledge through participating in system 
professional learning, professional conferences, and professional associations. Both cases 
included ISLDN case study protocols, but they also allowed for a range of other data sources, 
such as school reviews, professional journals/reflections, researcher collaboration, research 
over several years and several phases (professional collaboration, consultancy, formal 
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research) and so forth. Whilst the ISLDN does, and will, benefit from project developed 
research methods, allowing other sources of data seems helpful. Consideration of schools 
with defined approaches to school success, such as adopting learning community ideas, may 
prove a useful strategy to enhance our knowledge of school success in challenging contexts.  

Conclusion 
Since the inception of the ISLDN in 2010, members of this group have engaged in multiple 
studies across more than 20 countries, six continents and numerous school systems to explore 
how principals can lead high needs schools successfully. This research has focused on another 
strategy, that of developing a learning community. Yet these were two different perceptions 
of learning communities and as such invite further exploration as to how inviting and 
engaging the community in students’ learning can help overcome economic and social 
disadvantage. Learning communities in these two schools operated at different levels and the 
leaders of these schools each defined learning community in their own way. There were 
common attributes shared between the two principals. They both demonstrated a strong 
moral purpose, and their vision and values were important drivers towards establishing their 
version of a learning community. Each championed the philosophy of a learning community 
– the concept of community was central to their view of learning. Both had a sound 
understanding and theoretical perspective of learning communities within their context. Each 
was innovative and creative in structuring the school to enhance ‘community’. Language, 
symbols, dialogue, and metaphors were important (learning villages, learning studios). Each 
developed a culture of inquiry learning. The paper demonstrates the learning communities 
are graphed by deliberate acts of leadership and planning with learning at the centre and as 
such may contribute to the growing body of knowledge as to the preparation and 
development of leaders who advocate for social justice and lead high needs, often low 
performing schools. 
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Inhibited Improvisation: School 
Leadership During the COVID-19 Crisis 
Gopal Midha 

Abstract: This paper explores the challenges of teaching-learning and the leadership responses of 
Indian school principals during the initial months of the COVID-19 crisis. It presents empirical 
findings drawing upon interviews with six principals in Mumbai, India. The paper begins by laying 
out the context of the study using the International School Leadership Development Network (ISLDN) 
social justice framework. Then, it presents a conceptual and analytical framework of ‘leadership as 
improvisation’. Subsequently, it highlights three key points. First, the key teaching-learning challenges 
during March-August 2020 related to ability, access, and anxiety. Second, like effective improvisational 
theatre, school principals responded to the challenges to let-go of high expectations, make-do with who 
and what was available and said yes-and to improve online teaching-learning proficiency. Third, the 
improvisations, though rapid, were still in many ways aligned with pre-COVID-19 institutional and 
instructional norms indicating an ‘inhibited improvisation’. Teaching-learning to address social 
injustice was acknowledged as a challenge only when probed and primarily as a school-specific and 
institutional issue which the principals felt helpless to address. The study contributes to the literature 
on educational leadership practice during crises when leaders play a crucial role in developing and 
supporting a new meaning of school reality. The paper calls for further research on how educational 
leaders improvise, the organisational and institutional mindsets that might inhibit improvisation, and 
the definition of social justice leadership during crises.  

Keywords: Leadership, high needs, high poverty, social justice, improvisation 

Introduction  
It was very difficult for us.  Like even we didn’t know - like we had to download Zoom 
app and all and then tell the parent that this is how instruction will happen . . . we had 
to start from zero . . . we had to educate them [parents] how to download the Zoom 
app. Then teachers made videos . . . 

We were in a very frenzied state, we started looking out for options to prepare 
teaching modules.  

(School principals’ response about teaching-learning during COVID-19) 
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How school leaders respond to crises and challenging circumstances is a key area of 
educational leadership research (Ahlström, Leo, Norqvist & Isling 2020; Allensworth, 
Sebastian & de la Torre 2012; Gurr 2019; Gurr & Drysdale 2020; Herman 2012; Leithwood, 
Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom 2004; Meyers & Hitt 2017; Meyers & Murphy 2007). A crisis 
like COVID-19 amplifies the ambiguity and uncertainty in educational systems comparable 
to cosmology episodes wherein people experience a sudden loss of meaning (Weick 1985). As 
compared to other challenging circumstances, for example, school turnarounds, the COVID-
19 crisis is comparable to natural disasters when the school physical infrastructure is no 
longer available to conduct teaching-learning and school principals may have to improvise, 
without a blueprint, to sustain teaching-learning (Mutch 2015a; O’Connor & Takahashi 2014; 
Weick 1998).  

Besides school leadership response to crises, the study addresses social justice leadership – 
an overarching aim of the International School Leadership Development Network (ISLDN) 
project. COVID-19 has critical implications for social justice leadership because the pandemic 
has amplified social inequities (Barnett 2021) and severely impacted the already marginalised 
students served by high need schools (Sleiman 2021). Accordingly, the school leaders’ 
response to the amplified marginalisation of students has implications for ISLDN in at least 
two ways. First, the findings are aligned with ISLDN’s objective of understanding how school 
leaders make sense of events to act in ways that promote social justice or break entrenched 
differences in society (Slater, Potter, Torres & Briceno 2014; Torrance & Angelle 2019). Second, 
the findings suggest that a framework for analysing social justice leadership must include 
school leadership actions that extend beyond the boundaries of one school and its 
community. In other words, a pervasive crisis like COVID-19 accentuates that school leaders, 
when enacting socially just practice, must actively consider seeking help from or supporting 
other schools which serve different socio-economic communities.  

This study focuses on school leadership responses to sustain teaching-learning during 
COVID-19 from March to August 2020 and is based on the interviews of six principals (three 
of these principals headed schools serving high need students) in Mumbai, India. Besides 
contributing empirical evidence and conceptual deliberations to the emerging literature on 
how school leaders respond to COVID-19 (Ahlström et al. 2020; Connell & Clarke 2020; Huber 
2021), reflections on social justice school leadership are offered. Further, this paper develops 
a conceptual and analytical lens based on theatrical improvisation to study and analyse 
educational leadership action thereby providing a new framework to study school leadership 
practice. 

The question that this exploratory study addresses is: 

1. How did school principals in India lead teaching-learning during the initial phases 
(March-August 2020) of the COVID-19 crisis? 

a. What were the major teaching-learning challenges perceived by the school 
principals? 
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b. In what ways, if any, did principals improvise to respond to the above 
challenges? 

It is the primary focus of the paper to use examples of the principals’ decisions and actions, 
collected through the interview responses with supporting documents and videos to 
highlight wider themes around teaching-learning challenges and improvised responses 
during the crisis. Improvisational responses are also elucidated to nuance social justice 
leadership as conceptualised under ISLDN. The secondary focus is to offer comparisons 
between the findings across principal actions in public and private schools. The study 
presents what one may consider as the initial and ongoing response to the crisis since, at the 
time of submitting this paper, schools in Mumbai continue to remain closed. 

Following the above introduction, this paper is divided into six sections. The first section 
draws upon select elements of the ISLDN framework (Baran & Berry 2015) to describe the 
macro-micro-context of the study especially for those unfamiliar with Indian schooling. This 
section also situates schooling responses by describing the government’s actions to control 
the pandemic. The second section develops and describes the conceptual and analytical 
framework of improvisational leadership comprising the three dimensions of creativity, 
spontaneity, and building. This section also argues for the appropriateness of this 
improvisational leadership framework to investigate leadership action in unprecedented 
situations. The third section lays out the methodology and limitations of this study. The 
fourth section highlights the key findings indicating the key challenges of ability, access, and 
anxiety and the improvisations by principals during March-August 2020. The fifth section 
draws upon the findings to illustrate and elucidate the ‘rapid-action leadership’ underpinned 
by lower degrees of improvisational responses to suggest an ‘inhibited nature of 
improvisation’ in leadership practice. Overall, school principal actions suggest an intent to 
hurry towards the pre-COVID-19 instructional and institutional paradigm rather than 
imagine transformations in teaching-learning or in promoting social justice. In other words, 
social justice leadership was not prominent in school principal actions even when inequities 
due to the pandemic were not only evident, but also amplified. The final section describes 
implications for research and practice. 

Context 
This section describes the macro and micro context of the study which will be helpful to 
situate principal actions and especially to those who are unfamiliar with Indian schooling 
context and decisions during COVID-19. Briefly, in 2020, India allocated around USD 77 
billion to the schooling sector, primarily to support the government-run or financially-aided 
schools which provide free formal education to about 60 per cent of children in India (Khaitan 
2021). It is these students enrolled in the government schools who barely received any 
pedagogical instruction during COVID-19 (Vyas 2020). 
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Mumbai, the city where the study is based, was and remains one of the worst-hit by COVID-
19 with over 3 million cumulative COVID-19 cases till April 2021. The six schools in Mumbai 
selected for the study include a mix of zero-fee government-run schools to high-fee private 
schools. During the study period, an estimated 40 per cent of the parents of students in 
government schools returned to their native hometowns to save on the high costs of living in 
Mumbai (Anthony 2020) and this migration impacted student access to online teaching-
learning. 

Macro Schooling Context in India 
A brief historical account of the debates around schooling structures in India helps explain 
the trend of the increasing number of private schools, the rationale behind the sampling for 
the study, and situates the findings of the study within the larger socio-political framework. 
Public schools defined herein as those schools run and/or funded by the government, remain 
the predominant schools through which free education is provided. The approximate ratio of 
public schools to private schools in India is 1.4:1 which is becoming closer to 1:1 since private 
schools offering instruction in the English language are increasing and public schools are 
closing. The trend of increase in the number of private schools has been lauded by educational 
scholars who point to the cost-efficiency of private schooling (Kingdon 2020; Muralidharan 
& Kremer 2006; Tooley & Dixon 2007; Tooley, Dixon & Gomathi 2007). In contrast, other 
educational scholars contest this cost-efficiency as flawed because it takes into account 
selective data and ignores socially important dimensions like instruction in mother tongue 
and religious diversity which must be included to assess education quality (Chudgar & Quin 
2012; Sarangapani & Winch 2010). Even though private schools are also regulated by the 
government in terms of curricula, qualifications of teachers and governance (e.g. only non-
profit organisations can open a school), private schools often resist efforts to promote equity. 
For instance, to improve social equity, government policies include free schooling for all 
children from 6-14 years, insisting that at least 25 per cent of students in each private school 
classroom must be reserved for poor sections and affirmative action through relaxed 
admission norms at the college-level for students from marginalised communities. Almost a 
decade after the policy was mandated, private schools continue to resist its implementation 
(Dhaka & Thapar 2020; Kaushal 2012).  

Regarding the impact of COVID-19 on school education in 2020, a survey of parents and 
teachers from five states in India shows that it was the public-school students who suffered 
most, with almost 80 per cent of them not receiving any instruction during the lockdown and 
only 20 per cent of the teachers receiving any training in online instructional methods (Vyas 
2020). Although the government offered online classes through television and a mobile 
application called Diksha, the actual reach of these mediums remains doubtful since most 
government school students belong to a poor socio-economic profile and lack strong internet 
access. Further, since public schools which provide free lunch to their students under the 
government’s mid-day meal scheme were closed, millions of students also lost access to their 
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daily nutrition (Fazli 2021). In addition, during the lockdown (March-May 2020) which 
restricted movement to only essential-services officials, select government-run/aided public 
schools across the country (including Mumbai) were converted into makeshift quarantine 
centres with beds and basic medical facilities. Further, many government school teachers 
were given the duty to track and locate COVID-19 hot spots instead of focusing their energies 
on instruction (Hindustan Times: Teachers back on COVID duty as cases spike 2021; The Times 
of India: BMC teachers called to report for COVID duty 2020).   

Micro-Context 
The micro-context helps further nuance the student profile and challenges faced between the 
different types of schools whose principals were chosen for the study. Data about teaching-
learning from six schools in Mumbai comprising three public (two government-run, one 
government-aided) and three private schools (one budget and two high fee) were collected 
(see Table 1).  

Table 1: Details of Schools and Their Principals 

 

Building on the classification of schools in India described in the macro context, the public 
schools are aided and/or managed by the Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai 
(MCGM) and serve the poor to lower-middle-class socio-economic segment through local 
languages of instruction and provide free lunch to all its students (Praja Foundation 2019). 
The budget private school (fees around USD 20 per month) is an English-medium school 
serving lower-income and middle-class families which consider fluency in English as 
necessary for better economic prospects (Bhatkhande 2019). The high-fee private schools (fees 
typically around USD 200 per month) serve the upper-middle-class and rich communities 
offering the international baccalaureate curriculum that usually prepares students for the 
transition to universities abroad.  

Because of the lockdown, the communities served by the public schools were economically 
the worst hit and lost their source of income (e.g. through driving cabs, construction labour, 
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domestic help) almost immediately with the lockdown. These communities primarily 
comprised migrants from hometowns outside Mumbai who had come to the metro for better 
job opportunities. As soon as the lockdown was lifted, an estimated 40 per cent of this 
community chose to return to their native hometowns to stay with their extended families 
and thereby save on the costs of living (Anthony 2020). In contrast, the private schools served 
a financially sound community that was still able to earn and work from home.  

To conclude, the macro context of schooling indicates that the number of private schools in 
India has been increasing even though private schools seem to pay insufficient attention to 
promoting equity and inclusion. Further, the pandemic has severely impacted the teaching-
learning of public-school students combined with little support on online instruction for its 
teachers. In Mumbai, a big percentage of the poor population, that public schools run by the 
MCGM served, migrated to native hometowns to save on costs of living. What made the 
pandemic more challenging for MCGM schools was that some of its teachers, like public 
school teachers across India, were appropriated by the government health system towards 
non-instruction related tasks.  

Methods 
The data for principals’ actions for this paper were drawn from a larger study, ‘Leading 
Through Crisis – School Responses to the Coronavirus Pandemic’, conducted between March 
and September 2020, coordinated and led by the University of Pennsylvania. Over 100 school 
principals across the U.S. and six principals in India were interviewed virtually to understand 
how principals and school faculties acted when schools closed due to the coronavirus 
pandemic. Besides interview questions drawing out the principals’ role during the pandemic, 
data were also drawn through observation of online webinars, whereby school principals in 
Mumbai and across India described their lived experiences during the March-August 2020 
phase of the crisis.  

This study used a qualitative interview methodology in which six school principals from 
Mumbai were individually interviewed to understand their response to schooling under 
COVID-19. The semi-structured interviews with the six principals were held online and lasted 
around 45 minutes each. They were transcribed first using the artificial intelligence 
transcription software Otter® and subsequently proofread and edited by the author to ensure 
accuracy.  

The public and private schools that were chosen for this study comprise a purposeful sample 
representing the key types of schools as described in the section on context and therefore 
provide an opportunity for cross-case analysis (Coyne 1997). The principals were chosen 
through the author’s professional network which initially suggested 10 school principals. Six 
principals were selected depending on their willingness to participate in the interview. The 
interviews were supplemented with observing online webinars wherein Mumbai school 
principals (different from the study sample) shared their leadership challenges and teaching-
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learning decisions. Additional data collected from photographs, news reports, school blogs, 
online video clips of teaching, and student participation were used to triangulate data.  

The interview transcripts were thematically analysed through an iterative, constant 
comparative method (Miles & Huberman 1994) – within and across schools using the coding 
software QDA Miner Lite®. Initial codes were drawn from the conceptual framework which 
were supplemented with codes from the interviews. These codes were subsequently grouped 
into categories and then into themes through iterations. Memos were written to converge 
towards categories and themes. To illustrate, the initial codes drawn from the conceptual 
framework, as described later, provided an initial list of codes (make-do, let-go, yes-and, 
blocking, embellishment, interpretation, variation, and full-improvisation). These initial 
codes were then supplemented with codes emerging from the interviews (uncertainty, 
discomfort, equity, technology access, technology skills, student-assessment, motivation, 
home environment). The list of codes generated was then classified into categories (principal 
improvisational response, sensemaking, anxiety, ability, access) and finally organised into 
broader themes like inhibited improvisation.  

Table 2: An Example of Coding 

A priori code Quote Category Theme 

Variation So, these were tiny nuggets you know, 
kind of bearing in mind the attention 
span of students, so three-to-four 
minute modules. So, we cut out all the 
frills and stuck to the concept per se, 
and very brief explanation, and then 
you know, a brief assignment that 
followed. 

Principal 
improvisational 
response 

Inhibited 
improvisation 

 

As shown in Table 2, the quote from a principal was first coded as ‘variation’ since it 
represented a relatively new approach for teaching-learning by developing 3–4-minute 
chunks of instruction (the concept of variation is based on the theoretical literature on 
improvisation and explained in the analytical framework section). Subsequently, this code 
was categorised as principals’ improvisational response because it was designed and led by 
the school principal and finally classified as an illustration of inhibited improvisation – a 
theme detailed in the discussion section of this paper. 

To help establish trust, only principals from the researcher’s professional network were 
requested to participate in the study. The author’s experience of the schooling system in 
Mumbai based on his dissertation fieldwork and five years of previous research experience 
in India provided a further level of trust which made the interviews rich and convivial. The 
principals’ participation was completely voluntary and a brief about the study was shared 
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with the principals along with the University of Pennsylvania’s ethical clearance. Ethical 
considerations included the expectations of informed consent, the right to withdraw, and 
confidentiality. The principals requested that scholarly dissemination based on their and 
other principals’ interviews be shared with them which the researcher agreed to do. Finally, 
to help validate the findings and analysis, the researcher shared a presentation, summary of 
key findings and analysis, as elucidated in this paper, with the school principals and sought 
their feedback to the correctness of the researcher’s interpretation.  

Several limitations underpin this review. First, this review is based on interviews with the 
principals, therefore, it depends on the respondents’ ability to recall details accurately and 
honestly about their lives almost four months ago. Second, although efforts were made to 
triangulate data through supporting documents and videos, the responses from teachers, 
parents, and students related to principals’ instructional support are absent. Third, the six 
principals were chosen from a sample based on the author’s professional network, hence, 
responses towards instructional support from a less biased sample have been missed. Fourth, 
the private school principals indicated that they did not record the online instructional videos, 
so their responses indicating challenges of online instruction could not be triangulated with 
video data.  

To summarise, this paper is based on the protocols from a larger study comprising U.S. and 
Indian principals. Six school principals from schools in Mumbai, India were interviewed to 
collect qualitative data. In addition, online webinars and teaching-learning sessions were 
observed and documents collected to triangulate the data. The data were coded using an 
initial list of codes drawn from the conceptual framework and later supplemented through 
emic codes based on principal responses to interview questions. The codes were finally 
organised into themes. These themes and the key findings were also shared with the 
principals for validation. The study has multiple limitations, the biggest of which perhaps lies 
in drawing inferences primarily upon only one interview conducted with each of the six 
school principals which is based on memory recall and might not be sufficient to gain an 
accurate reflection of principal decision making and actions. 

Conceptual and Analytical Framework 
As explained in the introduction, this study focuses on leadership during crises where people 
do not have a ready-made blueprint or script on which they can fall back to decide and act. 
Hence, to conceptualise principal actions in an unprecedented scenario, improvisational 
theatre, a theatre form performed without scripts, was deemed appropriate to develop the 
study’s conceptual and analytical framework. Creativity, spontaneity, and building-upon, 
which form the core of improvisational theatre, were identified as the three dimensions to 
study leadership practice during crises (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: The Conceptual Framework of Improvisation 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The analytical framework of improvisation on a continuum (Weick 1998) was used to 
deconstruct the degree or level of improvisations in principal actions (Figure 2).    

Figure 2: The Analytical Framework- Degrees of Improvisation 

  

The conceptual framework for this study considers improvisation as a combination of three 
dimensions: spontaneity (let-go), creativity (make-do), and building upon (yes-and) drawing 
upon academic and practitioner-oriented literature (Goldberg 1991; Johnstone 1981; Spolin 
1999; Vera & Crossan 2004) and the author’s experience as an improvisational theatre actor 
and facilitator. Theatrical improvisation is appropriate for a study of actions during an 
unprecedented problematic situation, for example, principal practice to sustain teaching-
learning during COVID-19, because it is rooted in ‘setting out to solve a problem with no 
preconception as to how you will do it; permitting everything in the environment (animate 
or inanimate) to work for you in solving a problem’ (Spolin 1999: 361). To illustrate a popular 
case of improvisation during a crisis, one may consider how the crew of the Apollo 13 

   Improvisation  Variation  Embellishment  Interpretation 

Spontaneity (Letting-go) 

Creativity (Making-do) 

Constructive (Yes-and) 

Imagination  
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spacecraft worked with the mission controllers on Earth to creatively use what was available 
on the damaged spacecraft to rewrite software, calculate trajectory without sophisticated 
technology, and re-create an air cleaning system (Wheeler 2020).  

Vera and Crossan (2004) draw upon theatrical improvisation scholarship and organisation 
literature, including Weick (1998), to conceptualise improvisation as a combination of 
spontaneity and creativity. The dimension of spontaneity captures the time orientation – the 
unplanned response in the spur of the moment or as Weick (1998: 552) says, ‘to do things 
spontaneously is to become more skilled at thinking on your feet’. Importantly, spontaneity 
is underpinned by intuition and is not a habit; it involves a let go of automatic reactions to 
ambiguity and uncertainty. The dimension of creativity is characterised by action or to make-
do with who and what is available in the environment. It captures the orientation to novelty 
and utility while relaxing ‘the desire to judge the creative output prematurely’ (Vera & 
Crossan 2004: 733).    

In addition to spontaneity and creativity, improvisation is based on ‘yes-and’ (Goldberg 1991; 
Johnstone 1981; Spolin 1999). Yes-and captures the constructive orientation of improvisation 
– a way by which people ‘build upon what is already given . . . accepting it, and taking it one 
step further’ [emphasis added] (Goldberg 1991: 16). For example, if during a scene, an actor 
accidentally trips and fall, then yes-and would convert this ‘falling’ to enhance the scene, for 
example, the actor pointing out an imaginary tree stump and then using the stump to play a 
part in the scene instead of the actor getting up with a sheepish smile and apologising to the 
audience. Yes-and becomes clearer when contrasted with denial or blocking or ‘anything that 
prevents the action from developing, or that wipes out your partner’s premise’ (Johnstone 
1981: 71). Continuing the example of the imaginary tree stump, denial could be like other 
actors walking casually in the same area without tripping or noticing the stump.  

Since improvisation may seem more suited to theatrical plays, a hypothetical example from 
social justice leadership in a school may illustrate the dimensions of spontaneity, creativity, 
and yes-and. For example, during an online staff meeting during COVID-19, one of the 
teachers begins to cry because she feels overwhelmed with the demands from her husband 
and children enforcing her to live up to her gender role as a homemaker. An improvisational 
leadership response could be to incorporate the oppression-at-home topic within the current 
meeting (spontaneous), establish peer-support teacher teams who could lean on each other to 
share their challenges and find ways to fight gender-based oppression (creative), and saying 
yes-and to the teacher’s issue by building upon ways to enable higher social justice in the 
classroom (e.g. how girl students who are feeling discriminated at home could be listened to 
and supported). In contrast, an un-improvised reaction could be treating the teacher’s sharing 
as an interruption and forging ahead with the meeting agenda denying the reality of the 
teacher’s experience.   

The analytical framework for this study is based on Weick’s (1998) theoretical elaboration of 
improvisational practice on a continuum. This analytical framework is important because it 
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contradicts a popular misconception of improvisation as an either-or activity. Weick (1998) 
draws upon the jazz player Lenny Kravitz’s ideas on improvisation, to define improvisation 
as a continuum ranging from interpretation to improvisation.  

To explain and anchor the various degrees of leadership improvisation during COVID-19, 
consider a hypothetical case of a school principal who used to conduct instructional rounds 
by observing each classroom teacher every day for a few minutes, focused her staff meetings 
on how each teacher is progressing on improving academic achievements, and encouraged 
individualised sessions for students with special needs. The first degree of improvisation or 
‘interpretation’ involves the school principal making minor tweaks to the pre-COVID-19 
leadership practice to support online instruction. For instance, now the principal attends 
some of the online sessions, like classroom observations pre-COVID-19, and then does a 
debrief of these online sessions with the teacher. The second degree of improvisation or 
‘embellishment’ involves greater imagination in changing what the principal used to do pre-
COVID-19, usually by adding new bells and whistles to leadership action. In this example, 
the principal hires an online instructional expert to provide additional coaching. Or the 
principal sets up peer-support meetings during evenings where all teachers are given a safe 
space to ‘let off steam’ about their daily online instructional challenges. The third degree of 
improvisation or ‘variation’ involves greater imagination and begins to look less like pre-
COVID-19 leadership practice. Now the principal deliberately organises teachers into teams 
of two (one teacher expert in online technology and the other in innovative lesson planning) 
to co-plan and conduct online lessons. Finally, ‘improvisation’ is a transformation of 
leadership practice bearing no resemblance to the earlier instructional leadership practice. 
Now the principal sets up a school network with principals of two neighbouring schools 
wherein they create a forum for addressing the educational needs of students with special 
needs. The school network combines the professional strengths of teachers from the three 
schools to share ‘good practices’ and offer free sessions to students and caregivers in 
addressing the academic and emotional needs during crises.    

To summarise, the conceptual framework of improvisational leadership is built on the three 
interconnected dimensions: let-go, make-do, and yes-and. Improvisation stands in contrast to 
blocking or denial which rejects the people in the environment and their actions. Moreover, 
the analytical framework helps to debunk improvisation not as a yes/no practice – but 
comprising various degrees.  

Findings 
1. How did school principals in India lead teaching-learning during the initial phases 

(March-August 2020) of the COVID-19 crisis? 

a. What were the major teaching-learning challenges perceived by the school 
principals? 
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b. In what ways, if any, did principals improvise to respond to the above 
challenges? 

In response to the above research questions, findings indicate that school principals, during 
the March-August 2020 phase adopted an overall ‘yes-and’ approach to the teaching-learning 
challenges of access, ability, and anxiety. Principals described key challenges related to 
connecting with their students (access), poor online instructional skills (ability), and various 
psychological discomforts with teaching using technology (anxiety). To address these 
challenges, the principals ‘let-go’ of high expectations initially and drew upon their 
professional networks to guide future action. They used their families and school parents as 
resources to ‘make-do’ teaching and learning. Overall, the school leadership emphasised 
regaining a sense of order through an online adaptation of established schooling practices – 
like grade-wise teaching, online quiz competitions, covering curriculum topics, and teacher-
led instruction – and indicated being back on track for covering the curriculum for each grade.  

Reducing social injustice was articulated as a teaching-learning challenge only when 
principals were probed. Further, the principals expressed their inability to address social 
inequity and conveyed helplessness at meeting the educational needs of the marginalised 
students and communities.   

Teaching-Learning Challenges  
The teaching-learning challenges perceived by the school principals can be broadly classified 
into three types – access, ability and anxiety. The crisis made it extremely difficult for schools 
to access their students because of social, financial, and technological challenges. The teachers 
and principals who struggled with their technological ability also felt anxious about 
inadequate guidance and the pressure of performance under the online gaze of parents. 
Although all three types of challenges were faced by all schools, the degree of the challenge 
differed across the public and private schools.  

Access: Technical and Physical 
The immediate challenge in the aftermath of the lockdown initiated by the Indian government 
was accessing the students and their families. For the private schools that serve students of 
relatively higher-income households, an insufficient number of devices at each household 
and occasionally poor bandwidth made it difficult to create and sustain access to students. 
The public schools faced a higher degree of challenge in accessing their students and teachers, 
many of whom chose to return to their native hometowns outside Mumbai as described in 
the context section.  

The sudden lockdown meant that the access devices (smartphones and personal computers) 
became a contested issue within student and teacher households as the following interview 
comments indicate: 
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. . . many parents started working from home and the parents had the same problem. 
A household or family may have one laptop, not five. So, if there were siblings in the 
house – then both had sessions. If the mother was also working from home, she had 
to use her laptop, father also had to use his laptop. Now what do these children do? 
(School 6 principal) 

There was no point in having an online lecture when you realise that 30 per cent [of] 
students don’t have devices, in the sense that they did have a cell phone at home and 
they could take a class on the cell phone, but they had a sibling at home. The father, 
who also needed the phone, was working from home. (School 4 principal) 

As seen in the comments above, the private school principals expressed the difficulty of not 
having sufficient devices in student and teacher households to conduct synchronous sessions. 
In contrast, for the public schools, even asynchronous access to students was harder because 
a percentage of their student families did not have smartphones. 

About 10 per cent of our parents did not have android phones at that time. (School 1 
principal) 

Actually, some parents were not at all aware of what is online, they did not have a 
concept of android phone . . . It was very difficult for us. (School 2 principal) 

Many of them [teachers] did not have their personal devices for starting the classes so 
the smartphones were a boon. (School 6 principal) 

We found that the teachers didn’t have laptops. Some still don’t have. (School 3 
principal) 

In addition to students, teachers faced the challenge of not having personal computers which 
were important in taking full advantage of online instruction. A possible reason why teachers 
did not need a personal computer at home was that, before the COVID-19 crisis, they used 
the school infrastructure to complete their work. 

Most of them, since they were working on school computers, they used to stay back 
and complete their work by 4- 4.30 pm. So, we never actually found out how many of 
them have devices at home, because the work was getting done. So that was the first 
challenge. (School 4 principal) 

Since online instruction required having strong network bandwidth to interact smoothly 
during online teaching-learning, this became another challenge to access students. Some of 
the teachers lived in areas where internet connectivity was poor.  

The second challenge was their internet bandwidth . . . not all of them had a strong 
wi-fi connection. (School 6 principal) 

So, teachers were worried. Ma’am how do we manage the bandwidth requirement, 
internet connectivity issue. (School 4 principal)   
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Besides bandwidth being a teacher-linked issue, sufficient bandwidth was a problem, 
especially for the public school students. The underlying issue, as the following comment 
shows, was the high cost of securing bandwidth which many parents could not afford.   

There are some families they don’t have money to refill internet pack. [The parents 
say] ‘Madam, you say Zoom, Google-meet, Google classroom – this requires lots of 
data and a pack is required, we can’t afford’. (School 2 principal) 

Importantly, the migration of students to native hometowns became a big problem of 
connecting with students for public school principals – with its impact lasting beyond the 
pandemic in terms of school dropouts. 

It was a really tough time for us and like as the parents they came to know about 
lockdown and all like many of them they migrated to their native places.  So, it was 
very difficult for us to coordinate with the parents . . . many of them, they stay on rent 
over here. So, what happened, they cannot pay the rent and all. So that’s why they 
found that the native place is the best place for them to go. (School 2 principal) 

Articulating why migration was a serious challenge for public schools, the principal of School 
2 explained that once the student families go to their native place, they return at a slow rate, 
if at all. The break in connection severs the relationship of the school with the student and 
affects future enrolment leading to school closures – a pressing issue for the public schools 
(Praja Foundation 2019).  

Ability: Teaching-Learning With Technology 
The challenge was that many teachers were not techno-savvy. (School 5 principal) 

Everybody was not computer savvy enough, for example, even I am very slow. 
(School 3 principal) 

I realised, me included, we were quite deficient when it came to the usage of 
technology, we are familiar with the basics, but this meant a different task force 
altogether. (School 4 principal) 

The comments by the school principals above concisely capture the online instruction abilities 
of teaching-learning and the knowledge skills of teachers and principals across all schools. 
All the school principals indicated that the crisis made them aware of their own and teachers’ 
weak instructional technology knowledge and skills. The problems with teaching using 
technology ranged from technical challenges like how to set up the lights and camera to more 
conceptual issues like how to transform a physical classroom lesson into an equally effective 
online instruction module.  

Whatever she [the teacher] was doing so then we had to take care of the angle of the 
camera. The light had to be correct. The sound had to be clear. So, these were simple 
challenges, yet we did not . . . we were not aware of how to do – we did not have the 
technical expertise. We were struggling. (School 6 principal) 
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Like even we didn’t know – like we had to download Zoom® app and all and then tell 
the parent that this is how instruction will happen. (School 2 principal) 

. . . how to share the screen and how to you know, handle it. Everything, especially 
math teachers trying to write equations on the screen . . . all those things were 
challenges. (School 5 principal) 

Some of the best senior teachers, some of the best teachers seemed to be completely 
lost when it came to technology, and we were clueless as to how to go about it. It was 
sad to see them totally helpless. (School 4 principal) 

The comment above by the principal of school 4 highlights that it was usually the senior 
teachers who struggled more with technology skills in instruction. Not only the presentation 
of the concept, but also sustaining student engagement through effective online teaching was 
a major challenge as the following comments indicate. 

[Teachers tell me] online teaching how will we do . . . what we teach in [face-to-face] 
class the students are not focused, then how will we teach online . . . we keep textbooks 
in front, we use virtual class, and they don’t pay attention, madam. Do you think they 
will sit in for the online class for 20 minutes or 25 minutes? This was a challenge for 
them. (School 2 principal) 

That we were recording modules you know, an extensive and it was just not going to 
keep them motivated and they will surely go off to sleep if more than 10 minutes at a 
time. (School 4 principal) 

Overall, the conceptual challenges around online instruction and the related frustration 
around student engagement were emphasised more by private school principals. Quite 
possibly, teachers and principal time and attention in the public school system were taken up 
by the challenge of connecting with their students who had migrated, doing non-instructional 
tasks related to COVID-19 or towards helping families that were struggling for food.  

Like it was really a pitiable condition for children like mom can’t go to work, nothing 
to eat, so what we can do like . . . teachers used to call me: ‘Madam what can we do, 
phone calls are coming in’, so I said let’s work something out. (School 2 principal) 

Anxiety: Online Instruction From Home 
Besides the challenges of difficult access and poor online instruction skills, the pandemic also 
created anxiety in teachers when delivering online lessons from home. The teachers felt 
anxious about the camera projecting details from their smaller homes where privacy and 
achieving complete silence were difficult. The anxiety was amplified by having to teach using 
a medium they were yet to master. The anxiety, especially for the private schools, was more 
because the parents would often observe the online instruction and became pseudo-
inspectors scrutinising the teacher’s lessons and her pedagogical techniques as the following 
comments indicate. 
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The teachers were very conscious okay parents started commenting on the dialect or 
that this pronunciation is not correct and then talking to their children: You ask now  
. . . you ask your question now and you raise your head now. You know that these 
things they cannot do when the child is in the classroom. And here they are sitting just 
next to the child. (School 5 principal) 

We are no longer in the confines of a class; all our dealings are going to be scrutinised 
monitored . . . pronunciation and even content. (School 4 principal) 

Actually, the teacher was so comfortable in her four walls. Now, she must get into 
each one’s homes. And the children are getting into the privacy of her home . . . and 
the [parents] say – ‘She doesn’t know anything. Look at her language’. (School 3 
principal)  

This initial phase provoked more anxiety for the senior teachers because it also downgraded 
their professional identity from that of being respected at work for their deep knowledge to 
now being unable to contribute to the new environment as the following comment indicates.  

[They were] very nervous about the whole thing.  Suddenly, we had to deal with such 
teachers who really felt that there was nothing they could contribute. For a while they 
felt like they were kind of useless and right now the school was in no way able to use 
their efforts. They were the same teachers who were actually looked up to in terms of 
guidance. (School 4 principal) 

Social Injustice Not a Key Challenge 
Three findings relate to ISLDN’s objective of understanding and enacting social justice 
leadership. First, the principals mentioned addressing social injustice through teaching-
learning as a challenge only when they were asked to reflect on how different students could 
have experienced inequitable teaching-learning because of their socio-economic status or 
their disabilities. Second, the challenge to provide equitable teaching-learning for students 
was considered an access-related issue. Public school principals emphasised that their poorest 
students had migrated and might drop out of school because teachers could not reach them 
in their difficult-to-access hometowns. Private school principals were more concerned with 
the challenges around accessing their students with special needs who needed in-person 
instruction. Third, the principals framed addressing social injustice as a teaching-learning 
challenge with reference to their specific school communities only. This third finding gains 
significance because, unlike social injustice issues such as gender discrimination or racism 
which are closely linked to unique school contexts and rarely prevent access to teaching-
learning, COVID-19 is universal. The pandemic led to school closures throughout the country 
and amplified social injustice at a macro level because a large percentage of students, 
primarily those who were poor, could not access quality online teaching-learning. An 
alternate framing of social injustice due to COVID-19 as a ‘social’ rather than a school 



            ISEA • Volume 49, Number 3, 2021 | 43  
 

challenge, I discuss subsequently, nudges explorations into the definition of social justice 
leadership in ISLDN literature. 

Overall, the three findings around social justice leadership were also accompanied by the 
school principals’ expressed helplessness in providing all students access to quality 
instruction during the pandemic. The comments noted below show the issue was framed as 
an inadequacy of online instruction or poor internet access which was beyond the principal’s 
ability to resolve.  

We are really not able to help them [students with special needs] other than the special 
educator’s remote sessions and she also confesses that it’s difficult for me to keep the 
child engaged online. We are not really doing well on that front. (School 4 principal) 

I feel sad when I realise . . . if I were able to give the same kind of online platform to 
the rural children in India. But most areas don’t have access, I do not know how to 
help them. (School 6 principal) 

To summarise, the findings suggest that during the March-August 2020 period, school 
principals had to navigate three major types of teaching-learning challenges around access, 
ability and anxiety. Access proved to be more difficult for the public schools because, besides 
the technological constraint of fewer devices, a significant percentage of the student families 
migrated away from Mumbai. The challenges also highlighted the inadequate ability of 
teachers and principals to provide instruction using technology. The third challenge of 
heightened teacher anxiety around instruction arose because the comforting and protective 
physical classroom walls were demolished leaving teachers, who were still learning to teach 
online, vulnerable to the gaze of parents. The challenge of teaching-learning to address social 
injustice was acknowledged only when probed and primarily as a school-specific and 
institutional issue which the principals felt helpless to address.  

Improvisational Response to the Challenges  
The findings suggest that all principals used the three elements of improvisation – let-go, 
make-do, and yes-and to respond to the above challenges related to teaching-learning. During 
the initial phase, they let-go of expectations from teachers to provide effective online 
instruction adopting a ‘do-as-much-as-you-can’ mindset. They chose to make-do with parents 
as key resources to manage instruction and draw upon the support from members of their 
own families. Overall, the principals adopted a yes-and approach to rapidly upskilling their 
school’s online instruction capability. All these responses led to a sharp increase in school 
knowledge especially around online instruction, making them ask if they will ever return to 
only physical schooling – aptly captured in the words of one of the principals, ‘I doubt we 
will ever go back’.  
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Let-Go: Temporary Suspension of High Expectations 
During March-May 2020, the school principals responded to the challenges around ability 
and anxiety by deliberately letting go of the high expectations they usually had from the 
teachers in terms of instruction. They communicated their revised expectations to teachers 
and parents during the initial few weeks of lockdown. Lowering the expectations did not 
mean granting leave from work. Rather, the principals encouraged teachers to provide online 
instruction in the best way they could and let go of comparing online instructional skills of 
different teachers or exhorting teachers with poorer online instruction skills to perform better.  

I gave them time. I told parents, I told my teachers, nothing to worry. Just take it slowly 
and do only that much where you feel that I’m comfortable. (School 5 principal) 

I told them that you please don’t force yourself. You see how much you can do from 
your part. Do whatever you can match – don’t push too hard but try what you can. It 
is better to do something than nothing. (School 2 principal) 

So, what we did [in March-April] was picked up some, you know, fairly simple topics. 
And the teachers, curriculum developers started recording videos, but hardly, you 
know, just about one or two and no, they did not turn out so well. (School 4 principal) 

The lowering of expectations also applied to students. The hours of instruction were reduced, 
and students were allowed to observe the recorded lessons whenever they could, instead of 
compulsory attendance for online sessions. The comments below by the principals of schools 
2 and 4 also suggest that the lower expectations were offset by the need at that time to simply 
access and connect with the students.  

So, class wise we created a group started getting in touch with the PTA, telling them 
we are continuing studies for one hour . . . two hours. (School 3 principal) 

[I told parents] Okay if your child cannot take the class online it’s perfectly fine . . .  
whenever he gets the device mean early in the evening, perhaps early in the morning 
he can go through the module . . . that there was no choice and this was the best 
possible way we could perhaps reach out. (School 4 principal) 

We were doing the basic things at that time . . . we wanted to keep our children in 
touch with us. (School 2 principal) 

These lower expectations were revised from June and the private school principals began to 
nudge individual teachers to become more able in using technology to teach, having access 
to devices, and overcoming their anxiety.  

Now, it is two months, two and a half months now. So, the lesson observations which 
are going now and the feedback which we are giving now is totally different now it is 
towards little firmer side. Look, these things will not be tolerated . . . they have to go 
to, you know, a different level now. (School 5 principal) 

From July, we insisted that everybody had laptops to deliver their classes online. 
(School 4 principal) 
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In public schools too, the let-go was a time-bound phenomenon. The senior officials at MCGM 
pushed teachers to return to business-as-usual by mid-June and established reporting and 
inspection norms. This may be seen as surprising because the public schooling system, as 
described earlier, faced additional challenges in access due to student migration and a poorer 
student community that had fewer devices and could not afford high costs of bandwidth. 
Hence, one might have expected the public schools to gauge these difficulties and let go of 
high expectations for a short period. The public schools tried to ensure accountability through 
online reporting. The school principals were asked to observe at least four classes every day 
to confirm the teachers’ reports. 

Every teacher gets one link which they have to fill daily, like, what kind of teaching 
they did – topic, subtopic, how many students are there overall, and how many online 
students were there for this particular day? And what topic they taught and what 
educational things they shared with the students through which medium e.g. 
YouTube®, pdf, presentation, video, audio. How was the response from the parent so 
this some questions are there in the link which they have to fill daily . . . . Even I join 
the lesson to see whether what teacher is doing, which app she is using, what teaching 
is she sharing with the students, how the students are responding . . . all principals 
had to observe and fill in four inspections daily. (School 2 principal) 

As a response to the strict demands for delivering lessons and connecting with their students, 
one public school principal improvised by providing financial aid to some of the poor student 
families who were struggling to have enough food or were unable to buy internet data-packs 
to continue their access to online teaching-learning. The finding, as the following comment 
indicates, is also significant because this was an individual school decision, and the financial 
payments were not funded by the government.  

This was my teamwork decision like what we decided and then each teacher 
contributed from her side and whatever the amount they came with what we got from 
that like till now, we are giving till now . . . we are arranging the whatever things we 
can from our level. (School 2 principal.) 

The overall pressure to conduct teaching-learning through online lessons and establish and 
maintain access with students also led the school principals and teachers to constructively 
draw upon the environment as described in the next subsection.   

Yes-And and Make-Do With What is Available 
Besides a choice to let-go of high expectations, the findings suggest that school principals 
improvised with a yes-and approach by building upon available technology tools/resources 
and by leaning on professional and peer networks. Their response also showed a make-do 
approach with developing online modules and reframing parents as key resources to 
continue teaching-learning. These improvisational responses were aimed at providing online 
instruction like the teaching-learning paradigm before COVID-19. 
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Building Upon Available (Free) Tools 
The principals responded to low technology ability and poor access by building upon the 
available online and physical resources in their environment. During this initial phase, school 
principals scanned the environment for ways in which they could improve the teachers’ 
instructional ability. They spent significant time assessing web-based resources and taking 
the assistance of technologically savvy school parents and family members. Further, given 
the possibility of lower revenues (reduction in student fees) in 2020, the emphasis during this 
phase was on finding economical (preferably free) solutions to address the challenges around 
ability, access, and anxiety (Borwankar 2020). The public and private schools also reached out 
to technology experts to conduct online training on teaching-learning (Francis 2020; 
Zee24hours 2020).  

We decided to start ourselves getting trained. So, wherever they were free sessions, 
we logged in. Lot of other teachers from other institutions and the professors were 
ready to teach us so we used to log in and learn about the Google Classroom, Google 
Meet, Google Sheets . . . some of our teachers’ wives are professors, so we told them 
to start having meeting for us on how to start functioning like that. (School 3 principal) 

We were in a very frenzied state, we started looking out for options, but in the 
meanwhile, there was some enterprising souls who came up with all these webinars 
and you know, a lot of guidance as to how to, how can you go about recording 
modules for students and what are the points that need to be borne in mind and all of 
that so, I and my curriculum team we happened to attend a couple of the webinars. 
(School 4 principal) 

And there was one session which was, ah like practically, like we were asked to sit 
with the laptop and the mobile phone. And we were told to use Google classroom. 
That was a practically demo given to us like, this is how you can post homework, this 
is how you can create a classroom. So that helped us, that gave us confidence, basically 
learning through YouTube® videos and giving one on one session training is a totally 
different experience. (School 2 principal) 

The principals also improvised by leveraging the strengths of more technology-savvy 
teachers by asking them to work with those whose technology skills were still poor. This kind 
of pairing, they thought, would help the less technologically skilled teachers to match their 
quota of conducting online classes while building their instructional skills. The technology-
savvy teachers also became front-line researchers to find innovative methods of instruction. 

We made small groups . . . peer groups. So, the one who knew started taking small 
sessions with the teacher who was not comfortable you know with the technology. 
(School 5 principal) 

So what we decided was you know like the online teaching could be handled by some 
teachers who are not really good at making the module so they could take on the 
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burden of teaching. Taking the classes for the other teacher as well where she would 
focus only on making the modules, this adjustment happened. (School 4 principal) 

There are some tech-savvy teachers, so I said to them – explore and if you find a way 
of testing children for two to three hours, hmm, then we will have training again for 
all the staff. And again, we will upgrade ourselves. (School 3 principal) 

The principal of school 6 improvised by deciding to forego the traditional format of summer 
vacation which last around two months, and instead arranged for teachers and herself to 
attend workshops and training to build online instructional skills while conducting classes. 
For this variation around summer vacations, she broke the two months of holidays into 
weekly chunks spread over April-July 2020. Since the environment had forced people indoors 
and travelling was not possible, this principal improvised by embracing the environment to 
develop teacher skills and keep online instruction alive even when other schools proceeded 
with the annual summer break. Describing her intention to her teachers and students at that 
time, she said, ‘This is one big sacrifice we will make. . . . and by the time the other schools 
open, we will be ahead in all of this’. 

Leaning on Professional Networks 
The principals also leaned on their professional peer networks to reduce their anxiety and 
formulate their action plans. They drew upon books, online articles, expert advice, and their 
families to craft responses to strengthen teaching-learning. 

I was listening to my own mentors the schools that I have worked with. I was reading 
a lot of these articles, which were being published at that time by the other schools in 
other countries, right. So, my whole family started helping me, you know, the moment 
they saw an article on online learning, it flowed to me. (School 6 principal) 

We have also a group of principals who belong to the ICSE schools and then were part 
of a WhatsApp® group . . . we were, you know, on sailing on the same boat, everybody 
was asking each other. (School 4 principal) 

And day and night I also explored different platforms talk to different people, what 
are the they are doing, talk to other principals, how they are managing, attending 
different workshops, taking my leadership team along with me. (School 5 principal) 

My husband supported me and one of my friends, also a colleague as well as a friend 
who also stayed nearby. (School 1 principal) 

Importantly, the principals also repeatedly drafted the parents as resources and agents to 
ensure that the students had access to devices and monitor whether the students were 
spending the requisite time on assignments. This often involved educating the parents who 
were now at home, along with the student, on how to maintain online access and continue 
the learning activities beyond the online interaction as the following comments indicate. 
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[Teachers] would be meeting them once a week or twice a week . . . so it was like, 
educating the teacher, educating the parent and the child . . . every parent now knows 
how to use the learning management system. (School 6 principal) 

Whenever we give some work to these children to, in all the classes am telling. The 
parents, make sure that the children do it. (School 1 principal) 

We contact the parents and then we tell the parent that for your child one hour or two 
hours you get, you pay attention to your child’s studies – make some videos and send 
– if the child is speaking or interacting or speaking poetry . . . the parents also helping 
us from their side they make small videos and send that our kids are still in touch with 
studies. (School 2 principal) 

Besides the online instruction through the experts and leveraging professional and peer 
networks, four of the school principals also decided to leverage the institutionally provided 
resources for teaching like the Diksha mobile app and TV stations to complement their online 
sessions. At the time of writing this manuscript, the government had initiated 40 YouTube 
channels to serve students from grades 1-10 in four languages of instruction – Marathi, 
English, Hindi and Urdu (Apeksha News 2020). 

We did not have textbooks. Luckily, the state board had given us that Diksha app. You 
could download the books from standard one to standard eight. So, from that we used 
to open our mobiles, see the chapters, make notes, make the ppts, have a lecture on 
Zoom or create videos. (School 3 principal)  

There are some classes where we’re using the government’s channel – the TV channels.  
So, this is for the downtrodden and the really deprived sections of the society so 
through these channels, they are flashing lectures on TV. (School 4 principal) 

The yes-and responses from principals helped build teaching-learning skills and increase the 
number of online sessions being conducted every day for each subject. Some of the school 
principals indicated with pride that they had returned to an almost pre-COVID-19 class 
schedule with 4-5 hours of online instruction every day. All school principals indicated that 
their schools were on track towards completing a slightly reduced course curriculum and that 
they were in different stages of conducting online exams (unit tests) as summative 
assessments of their students.  

To summarise, the principals let-go of the high expectations from their students and teachers 
(at least for a few months) and decided to leverage the parents as resources to sustain 
teaching-learning in the physical absence of the teacher. The principals said yes-and to the 
teaching-learning challenges by building upon available technology tools/resources and by 
leaning on professional and peer networks. 
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Discussion 
The foregoing description of key findings may be analysed to discuss two key aspects of 
improvisational school leadership response to teaching-learning during COVID-19 in March-
August 2020. First, the principals’ improvisational responses indicate what may be called 
‘rapid-action leadership’ typified largely by busy action during the crisis to quickly establish 
a sense of normalcy. Second, building upon the concept of improvisation, the overall actions 
of the school principals indicate what may be called ‘inhibited improvisation’ in the 
leadership of teaching-learning. The principals’ actions largely comprised improvisations of 
a lower degree instead of full-scale improvisational responses distinct from their pre-COVID-
19 principal practice. Overall, it seems that the principals, through their busy actions, focused 
on achieving the teaching-learning outcomes and school functioning like those before 
COVID-19 – a completely understandable response in the face of a crisis.  

It is possible to argue that, based on the findings, the disruption offered by COVID-19 was 
not considered an opportunity to slow down and collectively examine the values that have 
come to guide schooling. Put another way, the principals formulated their improvisational 
responses to the teaching-learning question – ‘How can we become proficient at a new kind 
of instruction to sustain schooling during the pandemic?’, rather than – ‘How can we leverage 
the pandemic time to create a new kind of schooling through instruction?’ This is not meant 
as a critique of the leadership that these six principals demonstrated since they could have 
stopped instruction, become indecisive, or frozen to act in the face of uncertainty during an 
unprecedented crisis. 

Specifically in relation to ISLDN research, the findings suggest complicating the notion of 
social justice leadership for schools. The findings highlight that school principals might enact 
selective strands of social justice leadership while they act in ‘instrumental’ ways to continue 
teaching-learning that mirror pre-COVID-19 scenarios. Further, the global crisis points to the 
possibility of defining social justice leadership to explicitly include students from other 
schools and challenge organisational limits to school leadership action. The aim here is to 
inform ISLDN theory and practice about the schooling and teaching-learning norms that have 
become entrenched and the possibility to respond in socially just ways to the continuing 
COVID-19 crisis.  

Rapid-Action Leadership  
The responses by all the school principals were oriented towards busy action. The principals 
quickly decided to lower their expectations from students, teachers and parents.  They also 
got busy searching for online learning software and training, and drew upon the professional 
and personal networks to resolve problems around access and online teaching-learning 
ability. The label of rapid-action also captures the flurry of activities that the principals 
encouraged their teachers to engage in during March-August 2020. All the principals 
interviewed emphasised how busy and active they and their teachers have been since March 
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2020. Actions like the decision to forego summer vacations, late-night staff and parent 
meetings, and spending significant time in online webinars and workshops while teaching 
and monitoring classes during the pandemic are aptly summarised in a comment from the 
school 4 principal, ‘I was so engrossed with work that I don't know how people complained 
about boredom’. 

The rapid-action leadership described here focused on problem-solving and first-order 
changes, similar to the technical focus in balanced leadership (Daly & Chrispeels 2008; 
Waters, Marzano & McNulty 2003). First-order changes, describe Waters and his colleagues, 
are bound within existing paradigms, and often implemented by experts, for example, new 
instructional practices within the existing values and norms. Leadership practices to first-
order changes restore order by protecting teachers and promoting well-being. These 
leadership practices, however, are more likely to be observed in everyday problem-solving 
tasks during regular schooling (Gronn 1983; Kmetz & Willower 1982; Wolcott 1973).  

As suggested by the findings, rapid actions like revising expectations from teachers and 
asking parents to stop inspecting the teachers during their online instruction are ways by 
which the principals protected their teachers’ poor online instructional skills. The urgency 
with which the school leaders decided to train teachers on using instructional technology also 
suggests a rapid action intended to promote the overall well-being of the teachers to 
withstand future shocks. Although the rapid-action helped schools establish instructional 
order in two months, from the analytical framework of improvisation – these responses 
leaned towards lower degrees of improvisation as the following subsection describes. 

Inhibited Improvisation 
Table 3 interprets and classifies the responses to the various challenges faced by the school 
principals in March-August 2020 suggesting ‘inhibited improvisation’ which did not attempt 
to transform the core of teaching-learning.  

Table 3: Leadership Responses Classified by Degrees of Improvisation 

Interpretation 
Recording lessons using textbooks and/or text presentations 
Creating parent groups on chat and communicating instruction-related information 
Conducting unit tests as per scheduled calendar 
Facilitating online competitions within students to assess learning 
Conducting online inter-house competitions 
Documenting teacher observations online 
Allowing earlier onset of summer vacations for teachers and students 
Conducting parent-teacher meeting online 
Directing chapter-wise, grade-wise online instruction 
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Embellishment 
Designing shorter instruction modules with quick explanation of the concept and 
homework 
Using additional online tools like breakout rooms or sources like Khan-academy, 
padlets®, YouTube® 
Sending appreciation notes to keep teachers motivated 
Providing 24X7 access to online sessions 
Using the government’s Diksha application to complement online teaching 
Keeping parents engaged through online events (e.g. treasure hunts) 
Creating peer teacher-peer groups to develop online instruction 
Variation 
Using parents as technology support resources 
Conducting regular interactions with teachers and students to check in about challenges 
not directly related to instruction 
Transforming a 2-month summer vacation into one-week chunks distributed across 5 
months 
Lowering expectations during the first 2 months 
Improvisation 
Providing financial aid to low-income parents 
Educating parents about technology and sending their children’s work through videos 
Improvisation 
Providing financial aid to low-income parents  
Educating parents about technology and sending their children’s work through videos 

 

Most responses in Table 3 can be categorised as interpretations and embellishments. These 
responses may be interpreted as minor modifications and add-ons because they are largely 
like the teaching-learning prevalent before the crisis. For instance, online teaching-learning 
was still organised around traditional grades and subjects, online class sessions were 
increasingly organised as 40-45 minutes, teachers were expected to take charge of their 
individual class sessions by becoming proficient at lesson planning and online delivery, 
collaborative teaching-learning sessions were weaned away, teaching-learning was teacher-
led, and other media (e.g. FM radio, internet radio, regular mail) which offer different 
strengths were not used. 

Inhibited improvisation is also suggested by the absence of leadership practices that build on 
the collective strengths of school networks to guide teaching-learning. Although the school 
leaders exchanged information with their professional networks, they continued to 
implement programmes only within their schools instead of creating cross-school teams that 
could have leveraged complementary strengths and relieved anxiety around online 
instruction. For instance, school 4 had a powerful learning management system which could 
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have provided a secure and feature-rich platform for teachers and students from other schools 
who instead had to rely on YouTube® videos. The government-linked schooling system which 
has schools geographically clustered for providing academic guidance also decided to focus 
on individual school principals and teachers instead of improvising through collaborations 
across their school clusters to access students and provide quality teaching-learning. For 
instance, school 1 and 2 principals who belong to the same institutional system were unaware 
of each other’s leadership responses and followed different decision-making trajectories. 

A disruptive change like COVID-19 presents a leadership opportunity to respond to second-
order changes which ‘confront group identities, change working relationships, challenge 
expertise and competencies, and throw people into stages of “conscious incompetence”’ 
(Waters et al. 2003: 8). The second-order changes, therefore, also create the possibility of a 
paradigm shift and full improvisation in teaching-learning methods and leadership. 
However, the findings suggest that the principals leaned towards a return to the schooling 
structure like the way it was before the pandemic. The responses highlight flexibility and 
rapid-action, but the overall aim seems to be to attain a sense of normalcy to schooling and 
mirroring how teaching-learning was conducted overall before COVID-19. Although the 
channel of instruction has shifted to online tools, a full improvisation around the core of 
teaching-learning itself is yet to be observed. 

What could have guided such inhibited improvisation? The findings suggest that principals’ 
actions during the crisis were possibly guided through collective sensemaking that aimed to 
reduce the ambiguity in the environment (Weick 1995). As described earlier in the findings, 
the principals regularly connected with their peer networks and online webinars to make 
sense of the ambiguity and how others were responding to the crisis (Francis 2020). These 
peer networks also created plausible stories of leadership response around teaching-learning 
(e.g. getting online instruction up and running quickly, using parents as resources). Since 
improvisation and sensemaking are neither good nor bad in themselves – but deeply rooted 
in plausibility (Vera & Crossan 2004; Weick 1995, 1998) – it is quite probable that a collective 
intuition around plausible instructional leadership action influenced principal behaviour. 
This becomes more apparent when one notices that the popular online workshops and 
webinars (which were viewed more than 50,000 times) usually suggested pedagogical 
strategies that used online tools to conduct teaching-learning, rather than challenge the way 
teaching-learning might be transformed (Adarsh 2020; Ghosh 2020).  

To borrow from Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory, the collective talk in peer networks and 
online media defined and acted into the key problem of how to take classroom instruction 
online and thereby possible improvisations around transformational teaching-learning were 
left relatively unexplored. This approach to online instruction is epitomised in the 
government’s institutional leadership decision to implement 40 YouTube® channels based on 
subject-level, grade-wise, and chapter-wise instruction (Apeksha News 2020). These online 
sessions are conducted by individual teachers who project slides with key information taken 
from the textbooks on the screen as they talk – which is an online translation of how 
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instruction occurred before COVID-19 and therefore do not comprise a high degree of 
improvisational response (Raheem 2020; Sreekumar 2020). 

What could be possible examples of higher degrees of improvisation? This is an important 
question since a key argument this paper makes is that high degrees of improvisations were 
rare. To illustrate, one may consider a higher degree of improvisational leadership response 
to two key challenges presented in this paper (a) the teacher anxiety when parents judged 
online instruction and (b) the poor technological ability of senior teachers. For the first case, 
a high degree improvisation response might have been to say yes-and to the parental 
inspection and embrace their negative feedback of online instruction as valid. This means that 
instead of requesting parents to stop judging the teachers (a block/denial response), the school 
may set up an academic improvement committee with parents led by a joint vision to make 
teaching-learning more meaningful and student-centric. Another response could be to 
encourage teachers to involve the parents actively as para-educators during the online session 
such as students and parents cooking together to study chemical reactions. For the second 
challenge of the poor technological ability of senior teachers, the principals responded with 
an interpretation improvisational strategy by making the teachers attend online training by 
experts. A higher degree improvisational response could have been to consider their poor 
technology skills as an opportunity for the school’s technologically savvy students to co-
create teaching-learning sessions with these teachers and develop an appreciation for 
constructive knowledge creation. Alternatively, the senior teachers’ pedagogical expertise 
could be used innovatively in working through other non-face-to-face communication 
channels which require lesser technical expertise – for example, collaborating with radio 
stations to broadcast programmes wherein teachers responded to dial-in questions or emails 
around key concepts or misconceptions. This improvisational response says yes-and to the 
existing skills of senior teachers. 

Social Justice Leadership 
An unprecedented crisis like COVID-19, during which normal school functioning breaks 
down, complicates the understanding and enacting of social justice leadership as noted in 
ISLDN literature. First, when physical schooling ceases due to a cataclysmic event, principals 
might honour selective strands of social justice leadership and prioritise an instrumental focus 
towards teaching-learning over a value-driven focus towards removing entrenched 
differences in society. Second, the crisis also raises the question of including other schools 
within the definitional frame of social justice leadership. A pervasive crisis like COVID-19 
which puts every school ‘in the same boat’ through school closures requires that public and 
private school principals must stretch organisational boundaries to explicitly include other 
schools to ‘make sense’ of social justice and ‘do’ social justice leadership. I offer these two 
discussion points as conceptual nudges to promote further dialogue between ISLDN scholars 
and researcher-practitioners around how we could nuance and broaden social justice 
leadership in schools.  
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The findings complicate the notion of social justice leadership because school principals 
enacted both socially just as well as socially unjust behaviors as noted in ISLDN literature 
(Angelle, Arlestig & Norberg 2015; Slater et al. 2014). On one hand, the principals actively 
invited participation of teachers, students and parents but on the other hand, they did not 
strive to overcome or even acknowledge inequities in student background (Slater et al. 2014). 
Principals took responsibility for their decisions, acted quickly in times of crisis, and applied 
the same rules and routines for everyone – but failed to provide a voice to students who were 
difficult to access (Angelle et al. 2015). Put another way, school principal actions during 
COVID-19 accentuate the idea that establishing a sense of normalcy (an instrumental-focus) 
outdoes removing entrenched differences in society (value-focus) when everyday school 
functioning ceases. 

One way to resolve this contrasting mesh of enacting social justice leadership is to present 
COVID-19 as an extreme case situating social justice leadership during unanticipated and 
indefinite physical school closure. A significant portion of ISLDN research on understanding 
and doing social justice leadership is rooted in a ‘normal’ scenario when school functioning 
is not suspended indefinitely (Angelle et al. 2015; Gautam, Alford & Khanal 2015; Slater et al. 
2014). Questionnaires developed under the ISLDN do not ask principals to explore how, for 
example, they will access difficult-to-reach students to support social justice when the 
physical school is closed and the re-opening time frame is ambiguous (Zhang, Tim Goddard 
& Jakubiec 2018). Therefore, in a scenario where people experience a sudden loss of meaning, 
the ‘normal’ scenario conceptualisation of social justice leadership requires deeper 
examination. 

Findings also suggest a deeper exploration of the prefix ‘all’ when used in conjunction with 
students and community in the context of social justice leadership in ISLDN literature 
(Barnett & Woods 2021; Gurr & Drysdale 2020; Slater et al. 2014). Underpinning the rich and 
growing ISLDN literature is an assumption that binds school principal action to 
organisational limits. To illustrate, in their concluding book chapter summarising a decade of 
research on social justice leadership, Barnett and Woods emphasise the importance of 
addressing the needs of ‘all’ students, which on closer analysis, refers to students of the 
specific school that the principal is heading. ISLDN literature characterises the role of the 
social justice school leader at the micro level (Forde & Torrance 2017). Similar 
conceptualisations of the limits of social justice leadership bound to shaping action to a 
specific school is also echoed in other scholarship (Angelle et al. 2015; Slater et al. 2014; Zhang 
et al. 2018).  

In contrast, one might extend the notion of ‘all’ to conceptualise social justice leadership as an 
‘offer’ to influence students of more than one school, especially when a crisis impacts every 
student, teacher and principal. To illustrate using the data from this study, imagine if the 
principal of school 4 offered recordings of online classes or the use of their online platform to 
the marginalised students of public schools. Alternatively, the public-school institutional 
system could invite low-fee private school principals and teachers to their online training 
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workshops conducted by experts. Such offerings might help bridge the social injustice debate 
that comprises the core of public-private school comparisons in India (Chudgar & Quin 2012; 
Lahoti & Mukhopadhyay 2019; Sarangapani & Winch 2010).  

I grant that the notion of including ‘all’ students, including marginalised students from other 
schools, may seem conceptually ambitious and practically unfeasible. However, a cataclysmic 
event like COVID-19 provides a shared indexicality (Agar 1996), a universal experience and 
a common language, to make sense of social justice which, in turn, might make including ‘all’ 
students more conceptually accessible. Further, online technology affords higher feasibility 
because it is not limited by physical classroom space or time. There is likely to be little 
difference in planning and conducting a lecture to explore ‘gravity’ or teach ‘ratios’ to 30 or 
300 students. Alternatively, recording the session for subsequent viewing allows students to 
access when and how often they can. For students who had migrated, it might be easier for a 
local school in a student’s native hometown to provide access to study materials and resolving 
subject-related queries. In sum, an extreme event allows us to suspend, if not question, 
normalised thinking to explore a radical response to do social justice leadership. 

To summarise, the discussion section indicates that the school principals’ rapid action helped 
them restore a sense of normalcy and order to the instructional functioning of their schools. 
This rapid-action, though, was accompanied by an inhibited improvisational response that 
partly embraced the conscious incompetence as part of the second-order changes produced 
by COVID-19. A cataclysmic event like COVID-19 also serves as a fracture point to further 
nuance the definition of what social justice leadership might mean when principal behaviour 
includes both socially just and unjust actions. Further, the findings suggest that it might be 
worthwhile to explore whether social justice leadership could also include the offer of 
supporting students from other schools.   

Significance and Implications 
The paper contributes to educational leadership literature and practice in five ways. First, it 
captures the lived experiences of principals providing empirical data for understanding 
school leadership challenges and leadership actions of public and private school principals’ 
teaching-learning during crises. Second, the discussion of principal actions as ‘inhibited 
improvisation’ based on the findings provides scholars with a concept to summarise principal 
practice. Third, scholars may find useful the conceptual and analytical framework of 
improvisation scholars to study leadership actions that guide teaching-learning especially 
during crises. Fourth, capturing and disseminating findings will help current and future 
school leaders prepare for such events and assist their teachers, staff, students and 
communities in ways that build resilience and transformation. Finally, the extreme case of 
COVID-19 also highlights the assumption of organisationally-bound social justice leadership 
action suggesting avenues for cross-organisational improvisations. 

In terms of theoretical implications, this exploratory study has broader consequences for 
educational leadership during crises and the enactment of social justice leadership. If one 
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considers Mutch’s (2015b) interpretation of leadership during school crises, then the role of 
principals would be to engage with questions around what could be possible, while being 
informed by what is possible. This study suggests that, at least, during the initial phase of a 
crisis, the leaders pay more attention to what is possible. The point is not that we should aim 
for what could be possible and only higher degrees of improvisation, but that we should 
explore how principals find that balance between a return to normalcy and envisioning a 
different and more socially-just future after crises. Given that the pandemic is not yet over, 
this conclusion has implications for the ongoing research on principal actions during crises.  

A crisis like COVID-19 is like a cosmology episode (Weick 1985, 1993) wherein people 
experience a sudden loss of meaning followed by transformative moments when conditions 
are created for revised meaning. Hence, another implication of the findings is that leadership 
during such cosmology episodes plays a crucial part in the ongoing creation of school reality. 
The discussion of what principals did and did not do invites scholarly articulations on the 
organisational and institutional sensemaking in influencing educational leadership during 
crises. Ultimately, what is at stake here is developing knowledge models around principals’ 
decision making and rapid action during an unprecedented and emerging crisis and 
identifying transformative moments (for example, a whole school meeting, foregoing 
summer vacations, decisions to form school networks) in the creation of revised meanings.   

The study also suggests examining the definition of social justice leadership during non-
normal times. Determining social justice leadership when school leaders prefer instrumental 
action over value-based behaviour brings forward the difficult choice that our school leaders 
must make. Further, the possibility of including ‘all’ students, including those that might be 
enrolled in other schools, has long-term implications for bridging the wider public-private 
school debate.   

The findings and discussions also have implications for practice – notably in the development 
of principal preparation and training programmes. The finding that improvisations were 
concentrated around interpretation and embellishments suggests a need to develop 
programmes that deliberately encourage higher degrees of improvisation. The programmes 
could use case studies and theatre games to present scenarios that develop the improvisation 
muscles of let-go, make-do, and yes-and (Goldberg 1991; Spolin 1999). The toolkits generated 
by improvisational theatre can be extremely helpful in identifying how collective 
sensemaking could keep participants stuck in trying to restore past normalcy and building 
trust through practising how an emergent scenario might lead to more productive and 
paradigm-shifting leadership actions.  

To conclude, despite the sad and unfortunate effects of the current pandemic, the crisis also 
offers an opportunity for scholars and practitioners to study leadership action and the 
possibility of imagining schooling in completely different, and preferably more socially-just, 
ways through improvisation. The crisis is not over, therefore, theoretical models of leadership 
practice during cosmology episodes like COVID-19 and improvisations that transform 
teaching-learning in the face of an urgency might be especially helpful to understand how 
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and why school leaders respond to crises and contribute to the literature. Further, current 
principal preparation and training programmes may find it helpful to develop skills using 
theatrical improvisation to support principals in navigating the current crisis. This is an 
unprecedented time for educational leaders and this paper suggests strengthening principal 
improvisational responses in the three dimensions of improvisation – let-go, make-do and 
yes-and for more effective leadership practice. We arrive at a slightly better semblance of 
educational order in 2021 as more people get vaccinated in India and other countries. 
Hopefully we can soon recall our experience of COVID-19 to echo Charles Dickens’ famous 
lines: ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times . . .’ while we strengthen social justice 
leadership to ensure that the spring of hope outlasts the winter of despair. 
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Strategies and Practices of Leading 
Schools During the Current COVID-19 
Crisis 
Nathern S. A. Okilwa and Bruce G. Barnett 

Abstract: The COVID-19 crisis is a unique experience due to the scope and nature of the disruption to 
societal norms and functions in our time. However, past pandemics, such as the 1918 influenza, caused 
similar disruptions to what we are seeing today. For instance, just as today, school closures were part 
of the grand mitigation measures to decrease the spread of the virus. Today, school leaders are leveraging 
technological advancement to deliver virtual (or distance) learning to students. The goal of this paper 
is to highlight some of the strategies and practices school leaders are utilising to demonstrate leadership 
during these times of crisis. To achieve our goal, we draw from responses of local school leaders and 
existing literature that address leading schools in times of crisis. Local school leaders shared their 
perspectives on district guidance, campus-level leadership and management policies and practices, and 
engagement with students and parents/community. School leaders indicated that they revised policy 
guidelines and practices regarding teacher and student performance, parent expectations, technology 
usage, and communication with stakeholders. Communication and engagement with students, parents, 
and the community was heavily technology driven, which exhibited some challenges. Finally, principals 
appreciated district leadership for providing an overall framework which guided their decisions as well 
as constant communication and support for campus operations and instructional delivery. Throughout 
the paper we connect with the findings from the International School Leadership Development Network 
(ISLDN) and provide implications of the research for the ISLDN. These findings expand our 
understanding of the realities associated with leading schools during a crisis and provide suggestions 
for future educational leadership practice and research.   

Keywords: COVID-19, pandemic, leading in crisis, leadership, school leaders, district 
leadership 

Introduction 
The March 2020 emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic thrust countries across the globe into 
crisis mode. The rate of the infectious spread of the coronavirus and associated fatalities have 
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left governments scrambling for interventions. Without a full grasp on the epidemiology of 
COVID-19, governments have recommended and taken nonpharmaceutical interventions 
(also known as community mitigation strategies) to try and contain the fatal spread of the 
virus. Some of the nonpharmaceutical interventions include quarantine, isolation, closures 
(schools, businesses, places of worship, etc.), bans on public gatherings, staggered business 
hours or reliance on online or curb side purchases, use of facemasks or face coverings, good 
personal hygiene (e.g. hand washing), and use of disinfectants (Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention [CDC] 2020). However, looking back, these interventions are not completely 
new. In the past, we have had epidemics and/or pandemics that have prompted similar 
interventions. For instance, the 1918-19 influenza pandemic with an estimated 500 million 
infections and 50 million deaths worldwide (CDC 2019a); the 2009 H1N1 pandemic (or Swine 
Flu) which led to an estimated 700 million infections with 284 thousand left dead (CDC 
2019b); 2014-16 West African Ebola virus epidemic with estimated 29 thousand infections and 
11 thousand deaths (CDC 2019c).  

Therefore, of great interest and concern for us in this paper are the school closures as a 
mitigation strategy and how school leaders are navigating these closures to continue the 
business of education. The forced school closures have changed schooling – the teaching and 
learning – as we have come to be accustomed. Our interest in the current situations facing 
school systems and campus leaders arises from our involvement in the International School 
Leadership Development Network (ISLDN). Formed in 2010, this project is an international 
collaborative of educational researchers investigating social justice leadership and 
turnaround leadership in high need, high poverty schools (Barnett & Woods 2021). Because 
of our experience examining how school leaders in these settings strive to improve and 
sustain student performance (Okilwa & Barnett 2018, 2019), we became very interested in 
understanding how campus leaders are mitigating the challenges associated with school 
closures and online learning. Throughout the paper we connect with findings from the 
ISLDN, and at the end of the paper we provide implications of our research for the ISLDN.  

The purpose of this paper is to highlight the strategies and practices school leaders are 
utilising to demonstrate leadership during these times of crisis. To achieve our goal, we draw 
from responses of local school leaders in Texas and existing literature that address leading 
schools in times of crisis. We start with a brief examination of existing literature that 
underscores school leadership in times of crises. We then follow with sections on 
methodology, findings, and conclude with a discussion that establishes a linkage between 
our findings and existing literature base.  

Leadership in/for Crisis Times 
Some scholars (e.g. Drysdale & Gurr 2017; Mutch 2015; Smith & Riley 2010) suggest that there 
is a different kind of leadership needed during times of crisis such as what we are 
experiencing today with COVID-19 than during what would be considered as ‘normal’ times. 
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However, anecdotally school leaders argue that every day presents a unique set of challenges 
breaking the perceptions of what is normal in schools. Smith and Riley (2010) note that the 
day-to-day challenges do not rise to the level of crisis because crises are rather ‘confronting, 
intrusive, and painful experiences’ (p. 53). Before delving into what constitutes critical 
leadership for crises times, some scholars provide a definition of what rises to the level of 
crisis.  

Defining Crisis Times  
Smith and Riley (2012) posit that ‘a crisis [is] an urgent situation that requires immediate and 
decisive action by an organization and, in particular, by the leaders of the organization’ (p. 
58). Furthermore, Coombs (2006) defines crisis as ‘the perception of an unpredictable event 
that threatens important expectancies of stakeholders and can seriously impact an 
organization’s performance and generate negative outcomes’ (pp. 2-3). Similarly, Pearson and 
Clair (1998) define a crisis as ‘a low probability, high impact event that threatens the viability 
of the organization and is characterized by ambiguity of cause, effect and means of resolution, 
as well as by a belief that decisions must be made quickly’ (p. 60). It is worth noting, these 
conceptualisations of crises draw from the business literature and context. However, the 
underpinnings of crises underscored in these contexts are quite universal and therefore 
applicable to education and well exemplified by the current COVID-19 crisis we are 
experiencing. Elliot, Harris and Baron (2005) help underscore the common denominator 
between crises, regardless of context, as having five features: they involve a wide range of 
stakeholders; there are time pressures requiring an urgent response; there is usually little if 
any warning to the organisation; there is a high degree of ambiguity in which cause and 
effects are unclear; and they create a significant threat to an organisation’s strategic goals. 
With the school context in mind, Smith and Riley (2012) sum it this way, ‘a crisis can be 
regarded as any urgent situation that requires the school leader to take fast and decisive 
action’ (p. 58). There is no doubt, the COVID-19 pandemic fits the understanding of crisis 
presented here and has forced school leaders to take fast and decisive actions to keep the 
teaching and learning process centred. 

Critical Leadership Attributes/Characteristics  
Given the sudden nature of crises, school leaders cannot wait to prepare during a crisis itself. 
Scholars suggest school leaders need to encompass certain skillsets or attributes prior to a 
crisis. For instance, Drysdale and Gurr (2017) and Gurr and Drysdale (2020) suggest a seven 
leadership in uncertain times domain model: understanding the context; setting direction; 
developing people; influencing others; improving teaching and learning; leading self; and 
developing the organisation. Additionally, according to Smith and Riley (2010), first, 
responding to a crisis involves these five steps: get the facts; implement contingency plans, or 
quickly adapt new ones; be decisive; show concern; and communicate. Second, they suggest 
that for leaders to effectively navigate crisis times, they need certain critical attributes, which 
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include the ability to cope with ambiguity; a strong capacity to think laterally; a willingness 
to question events in new and insightful ways; a preparedness to respond flexibly and 
quickly, and to change direction rapidly if required; an ability to work with and through 
people to achieve critical outcomes; the tenacity to persevere when all seems to be lost; and a 
willingness to take necessary risks and to break ‘the rules’ when necessary. The argument 
here is leaders need to possess these attributes prior to finding themselves in crisis, no one 
has the luxury of time in crisis moments. 

Methodology 

Purpose and Research Design 
The primary goal of this study is to capture the strategies and practices school leaders are 
utilising to deal with the COVID-19 crisis in their schools. The following research questions 
guided the study: 

1. What campus-level leadership and management practices and policies have school 
leaders implemented during the COVID-19 crisis? What has worked? What has not 
worked? 

2. What leadership opportunities and challenges have school leaders experienced in 
engaging with students and parents/community during the COVID-19 crisis? What 
has worked? What has not worked? 

3. What guidance from the school district has affected school leaders’ decisions and 
school practices during the COVID-19 crisis?   

A qualitative online survey research design was employed for several reasons. First, knowing 
the challenges school leaders were facing during the early stages of the pandemic (April-May 
2020), interviews were not conducted to avoid interrupting their busy schedules. Using an 
online survey allowed respondents to complete the instrument at their convenience. Second, 
this is an exploratory study, and the researchers had no preconceived notions of the practices 
and policies school leaders were implementing to cope with the challenges they were 
encountering.  

Participants 
The investigation used a convenience sample of public school principals and assistant/vice 
principals the researchers knew from having been involved in their university’s leadership 
preparation programme. School leaders from five districts located in a large metropolitan 
region in the southwestern United States were approached to complete the survey. Due to the 
high stress and time demands experienced during the initial stages of the pandemic, 
researchers believed participants would be more likely to complete the survey based on their 
professional relationships with the researchers. Surveys were sent to 74 campus 
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administrators (principals and assistant/vice principals) from five school districts within the 
county. Forty-five (45) surveys were returned for a 61 per cent response rate. The final sample 
consisted of 10 males (22%) and 35 females (78%), representing 33 elementary schools (73%), 
six middle schools (13%), and six high schools (13%). Respondents’ campus leadership 
experience ranged from one to 28 years, with an average of 8.5 years. 

Instrument and Procedures 
The survey instrument was distributed and submitted using Google forms. Following a short 
description of the purpose of the study, the survey sought the respondent’s name, years of 
campus leadership experience, and level of current campus administration (elementary, 
middle, high school). The three research questions were listed with ample space for school 
leaders to provide their responses. Surveys were sent electronically to the 74 school leaders’ 
campus email addresses in early April, asking them to submit their responses within two 
weeks. At the end of this time, a follow-up message was sent to non-responders asking them 
to complete the survey within the next two weeks. 

Data Analysis 
The researchers used the process outlined by Saldaña (2013) to analyse the responses for each 
of the three research questions. In the first stage of coding, the researchers examined the 
interview data (responses to questions 1-3) for each respondent, and created codes capturing key 
ideas. In the second cycle of analysis, pattern coding was used to identify clusters of first-level 
codes that were connected or related. Finally, clusters were examined for similarities, resulting 
in the creation of themes. The next section elaborates these themes with illustrative quotes 
from the respondents. 

Findings 
In this section, we share the findings based on responses from school leaders on the three 
survey questions that explored the implementation of leadership and management practices 
and policies; engagement efforts with students and parents/community; and school district 
guidance during the COVID-19 crisis. Responses to district guidance provided the overall 
framework within which the campus leaders operated. Many of the school leaders 
acknowledged the direction, guidance, and support the district leadership provided greatly 
assisted them in determining how to approach operational, instructional, and student and 
parent engagement issues at their schools. District guidance was critically important because 
immediately following the mid-March spring break, district administrators were forced to 
close campuses to face-to-face instruction and move to fully online learning platforms. These 
school systems, administrators, teachers, students, and parents had little to no experience 
with online learning platforms, resulting in high levels of uncertainty, confusion, and anxiety.  



66 | ISEA • Volume 49, Number 3, 2021  
 

In the rest of this section, we report on how school leaders implemented policies and practices 
as well as concerted efforts to engage with students and parents. We particularly focus on 
emerging challenges; performance expectations; technology guidelines; consistent and timely 
communication; wellbeing of others; and innovative engagement initiatives.  

Emerging Challenges 
Many school leaders acknowledged the challenges virtual learning presented, ranging from 
lack of resources to socioemotional fatigue. Most school leaders identified the challenges and 
made a concerted effort to address them.  

Lack of Resources  
Virtual learning brought to light existing inequalities in resources, particularly, inequitable 
access to technology resources – computers (or other relevant devices) and internet access. 
One elementary school principal acknowledged: 

. . . lack of computers and internet access. Many of our parents have children in 
elementary, middle, and high school all requiring a laptop for online learning. Even 
though we gave some laptops out to families it never seemed to be enough.  

Some Students and Families Disconnected 
Some parents were overwhelmed with the challenges the crisis posed in their own lives and 
therefore chose to disconnect and so did the students, which is represented in these 
principals’ responses:  

Not having working phone numbers/emails to communicate with our families, 
families being overwhelmed with 8 teachers contacting them along with all of the 
district/campus robot-calls not to mention all the emails from all different entities . . . 
(Elementary school principal) 

In addition: 

About mid-way through we began to see participation dropping. Parents were done 
and were communicating that they could not do distance learning any longer. Many 
expressed going back to work outside of the home, others expressed the struggle it 
was every day to get their child to comply, some others told us they moved, and still 
others just said, ‘We are done’. Those that moved we gave the option to continue to 
participate online and only 2 families continued. The families that said they were done 
have completely disconnected from us. They don’t answer calls, texts, emails, or 
SeeSaw messages and we have asked our teachers to continue to check in weekly. 
Despite our efforts some families just have not stayed connected. (Elementary school 
assistant principal) 
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These administrators’ responses highlight several compounding realities parents were facing 
that resulted in them disconnecting and disengaging, frustration, exhaustion, time constraints 
due to parents’ own work, and mobility. 

Performance Expectations  
Because of the uncertainties about how schools would operate once campuses went to a fully 
online learning platform, new expectations for teachers’ workload, student performance, and 
parental responsibilities were created. For instance, several respondents mentioned their 
campuses refined grading policies for the last nine weeks of the school year, end-of-the year 
assessments, and virtual graduation ceremonies; developed a staggered schedule for 
delivering online lessons; and required lesson plans to be submitted weekly. In addition, 
workload responsibilities for teachers were clarified, such as requiring them to be online daily 
from 8:00-3:00 to teach lessons, respond to email correspondence, and attend Zoom meetings; 
contacting parents weekly and offering tutoring for students; and meeting on a regular 
schedule with administrators and professional learning community team members. One 
respondent succinctly captured the importance of setting these expectations: 

I felt what was the most important to implement was a uniform system and 
expectations of doing things on our campus. For example, having certain lesson plan 
components that all teachers must do, creating a staggered schedule time when 
teachers are available for their students, setting maximum requirements of workload 
(teachers were giving too much work), and having weekly PLC meetings, grade level 
meetings, faculty meetings, and administrative meetings, and communication process 
for parents. (Middle school assistant principal) 

Some respondents, however, cautioned that these policies and expectations were evolving, 
and changes needed to be made to accommodate teachers’, students’, and parents’ situations. 
The importance of flexibility was raised by several school leaders: 

We have had to develop policies concerning distance learning contact for non-engaged 
students, grading rubrics, assignment limits. We are having to be very [deliberate] 
early on because we must take every possible situation into consideration. The 
technology gap has played a role in our decision making. Since we did not implement 
a pass/fail system, we had to remind teachers to think about erring on the side of grace 
as to allow students who have difficult living situations opportunities to make up their 
work/accelerate the course when learning circumstances return to a more ‘normal’ 
situation. (High school assistant principal)  

Technology Guidelines  
Clearly, one of the biggest challenges schools encountered was moving to distance learning 
platforms for the remainder of the school year. (All five of these school districts are continuing 
fully online instruction as the 2020-2021 school year begins.) As a result, school leaders moved 
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quickly to create policies to ensure high-quality instructional practices were being 
implemented. On the one hand, they worked diligently to develop internal school-level 
policies about technology and communicated this information to teachers. On the other hand, 
they developed external policies for distributing technology devices to parents and assisting 
them and their children to learn how to navigate these new instructional platforms. 

Internal Guidelines  
As information changed daily (or even hourly) about the distance education platforms 
districts were considering, school leaders updated information for their faculty, students, and 
parents. In some cases, districts provided flexibility for students to learn from home, such as: 

. . . a ‘low-tech’ option, where students have been able to pick up paper resources and 
turn them in as they complete assignments . . . [or] a ‘high-tech’ option where students 
can participate online using the Seesaw platform to complete assignments and watch 
virtual lessons. (Elementary school principal)  

The low-tech option accommodated households that did not have access to computers or 
high-speed internet services. To keep teachers apprised of the latest instructional 
technology developments, one campus created:  

 . . . a distance learning document that is updated when information is given from 
central office. We’ve used this time to be very clear on our expectations and procedures 
moving forward and communicating the same message through to build cohesiveness 
amongst our community. (Middle school assistant principal) 

External Guidelines  
Many schools provided resources for parents to assist their children to engage in online 
learning sessions and complete assignments remotely. In some instances, students had 
computer access, but they lacked access to internet services. Some districts created ‘Wi-Fi 
hotspots’ for several hours per day in parking lots of local libraries or school campuses, 
allowing students opportunities to view recorded lessons and complete and submit 
assignments. In many cases, districts needed to provide computer devices for students to 
access lessons, materials, and assignments. Securing and distributing these electronic devices 
created some challenges, as noted by several respondents: 

It took a while to reach some families and it was a huge endeavour to check out 
technology devices to both staff and students who needed them at home. By now (May 
2020) things have settled down. We’re continually working to make the Google 
Classroom experience less stressful on families by simplifying and standardising. 
(Elementary school assistant principal) 

We have lent technology out to families with 1-1 devices. Originally, we thought we 
could go completely paperless. This has been a struggle. Parents found navigating the 
environment to be difficult or they preferred hard copies. This required administrators 
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to come up with a safe procedure to handle all the paper. (Elementary school assistant 
principal) 

Consistent and Timely Communication 
Due to the everchanging nature of information being provided by their school districts, the 
most common leadership approach mentioned by school leaders was the importance of 
keeping others on and off campus informed of the latest decisions, operations, and policies. 
To maintain constant communication with all stakeholders, these administrators harnessed 
and deployed a host of technological communication tools and platforms – email, phone calls, 
electronic newsletters, school messenger, campus Smore, text, videos, SeeSaw messages, 
Zoom, social media (e.g. Facebook, YouTube channel), etc.  

Communication with School Staff  
The administrators constantly provide updates to the leadership team members and teachers, 
obtained their feedback, and facilitated decision making. These sessions not only facilitated 
the flow of information, but also allowed teachers to communicate with their colleagues, 
which was especially important in planning and delivering lessons, creating common 
assessments and assignments, and resolving emerging problems, as noted in these comments: 

We have daily virtual meetings (leadership, administration) and campus social media 
updates via Facebook Live. In each of our virtual meetings, we implemented a note 
catcher that allowed everyone to access a shared document and see live responses to 
questions posed. (Elementary school principal) 

Although school leaders created these virtual meeting sessions as communication and 
decision-making strategies, they soon recognised other benefits from instituting these online 
meetings. As noted by an elementary school principal, these meetings relieved teachers’ 
stress: 

Allowing people, the opportunity to find their comfort level became an essential task. 
All the while, information sharing became pivotal too. At the beginning, the 
‘unknown’ added to the stress. I believe sharing timely, accurate and clear 
communication helped to diminish the sense of worry. Teachers also needed to know 
distance learning expectations so they could anchor their work and provide excellent 
TIER I instruction while meeting high academic standards.  

Communication with Students and Parents  
School leaders also understood the importance of constantly connecting and engaging with 
students and their parents, who had to engage with teachers remotely as one principal noted: 

Phone calls, emails, letters, etc. were made. We created more venues for 
communication . . . a Facebook page, and campus Smore newsletter, and utilised more 
fully the school messenger to include text and emails.  We video admin doing morning 
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announcements to send out every Monday in all Google Classrooms. We have 
received positive feedback, but nothing will replace an in class/school experience. 
(Elementary school principal) 

Given the rapidly changing flow of information, these school leaders increased the frequency 
of communication from what may have been a monthly information cycle to weekly: ‘In 
addition, we also would provide student weekly updates and families weekly updates 
through video messages and written newsletters . . .’ (Elementary school principal). Because 
parents were being asked to facilitate their children’s learning at home, some school leaders 
provided resources and guidance as noted by this middle school principal: 

I implemented a weekly newsletter that I embedded a video of myself giving distance 
learning tips, teaching strategies for parents, scheduling your child’s day, etc. I wanted 
to let the parents know that I am going through the same thing they are with my 
children. Together we will make it through this. 

By staying in close contact with families and their children, school leaders and teachers were 
able to determine where problems were arising with remote learning. School leaders quickly 
realised some families had limited, inconsistent, or no access to technology and/or internet 
services. This required constant monitoring and adjustments as evidenced by this 
respondent’s comment: 

We have created a school wide spreadsheet of those students who have struggled with 
distance learning, and we have documented all the innovative ways we have tried to 
engage our families. This is updated every week. The one constant challenge is those 
children who are dark. Trying to connect and support those families has been a 
frustrating equity issue and one that we continue to work on. (Elementary school 
principal) 

To achieve increased frequency of communication and address the varied needs of students 
and parents, these leaders involved as many school staff as possible. In other words, it was a 
collaborative effort. Everyone was activated to maintain open channels of communication 
and engagement with students and parents, as demonstrated by these administrators:  

During the time of school closure, we have been fortunate in making contact with most 
of our students, 1037 out of 1040, through the collective efforts of teachers, counsellors, 
support staff, office staff, administration and our district Police Department. (High 
school principal) 

Another high school principal noted: 

This collaboration by our faculty and staff has developed a deeper understanding of 
our students needs and has created advocacy for our students. Our faculty and staff 
realise that we must support and advocate for the whole child.  

One administrator made it a dialogical process of trying to understand the needs of staff and 
families by employing Maslow’s hierarchy of needs: 
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In our faculty meetings, we discussed Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs and always kept 
this at the centre of our work as a leadership team in working with our staff and our 
staff in working with families and students. (Elementary school principal) 

People have respect for leaders who listen and act, to address concerns as is documented here.  

Wellbeing of Others  
The COVID-19 pandemic has placed enormous pressure, uncertainty, and stress on 
educators, students, families, and local communities. Schools had very little time to develop 
and implement plans for new instructional platforms and virtual learning environments. 
Complicating matters was the fact that all interactions and decisions were done remotely, 
without the opportunity for people to meet to consider ways to deal with the rapidly 
changing situation. As a result, school leaders clearly understood the need to deal with the 
emotional toll experienced on their campuses, in their students’ homes, and in their local 
communities. 

For Staff 
Understanding the importance of maintaining staff morale during the crisis, school leaders 
not only acknowledged the emotional reactions of teachers, but also sought to personally 
connect with them, demonstrating empathy, care, and concern. On the one hand, school 
leaders acknowledged teachers’ fears and concerns at the campus level by developing 
‘morale boosters, virtual games, and team building - i.e., virtual lottery with e-gift card 
prizes’ (Elementary school principal). Other school leaders described their efforts to 
address staff members’ mental and emotional wellbeing: 

We began a weekly ‘mental health check-in’ with the staff via [a] google form. They 
had the option to fill it out. They also had the option to be anonymous or share their 
name. One of the sections was asking if they needed someone to call them. About 5 
out of 100 staff asked for a phone call and they told us who they wanted the phone call 
from. I continue to monitor these responses and communicate with the administrative 
team both celebrations and concerns. I have also privately sent emails or texts to staff 
to congratulate or check in based on their responses if they have not asked someone 
to call them. In addition, we did a newsletter for the staff on mental health resources 
both from the district and outside of the district. The list was compiled by counsellors, 
district publications, and our Communities in Schools social worker. (Elementary 
school assistant principal) 

For Students and Parents  
Respondents also recognised the emotional stress experienced by students, parents, and 
families and sought ways to monitor and address their social-emotional needs as noted by 
these reactions: 
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At the campus level, I cannot stress the importance of student social and emotional 
wellbeing as the priority during this time. This is a traumatic life experience for most 
if not all our families and it is imperative to remember our families’ wellness should 
be of the utmost importance to us during this time. (Elementary school principal) 

This effort works better when there is a concerted focus on building positive relationships. 
Most school leaders reported taking pride in building relationships with students and 
families. As much as the virtual schooling conditions made building and sustaining 
relationships challenging, these circumstances forced the administrators to double their 
efforts: 

The biggest challenge here at [VH Elementary] is that we pride ourselves on being a 
relationship building, love first to educate next campus.  The physical barriers that this 
crisis has produced made it difficult for us to shine in those ways.  We had to adapt 
our comfort zones and refocus these same strengths into a virtual world. (Elementary 
school principal)  

Acknowledging the challenging circumstance of the pandemic, some principals doubled their 
effort of sustaining connection with families by conducting home visits, surprisingly, 
undeterred by the potential risks the pandemic poses: ‘We consistently had teachers reaching 
out to our parents and ensuring they had the support through Google Meets, home visits, and 
phone calls’ (Elementary school assistant principal). Another elementary school principal 
noted, ‘This team paired up and each conducted approximately 20 home visits to reconnect 
with our families’. One elementary school assistant principal observed, schools which built 
relationships with parents pre-COVID-19 had success maintaining the engagement during 
the pandemic, that is, during virtual learning: ‘The fact that our teachers built strong 
relationships with students prior to COVID-19 helped us much with getting our students 
connected’. Conversely, schools that already struggle with relationships with stakeholders 
are bound to struggle connecting during this virtual schooling experience. 

Finally, part of the student and family wellbeing involved addressing material needs as well. 
There were families who lost sources of income hence had no money to meet their basic needs 
as demonstrated here: 

The weekly contacts with parents by teachers and staff was a necessity in ensuring we 
had reached all families and provided support to them from food, diapers, toiletries, 
internet services, and schoolwork.  We had a student support team that met weekly to 
document and track families that were high priority in supporting social and 
emotional needs. In our weekly reflections with staff, we noted that parents as the 
adults were struggling with COVID-19 and needed someone to talk with and would 
often spend an hour or so talking on phone with staff. (Elementary school principal)  

Food continues to be a struggle for some of our families. At the beginning we 
happened to have a few $50 gift cards from Wal-Mart that had been donated. We met 
with the counsellors and CIS to identify who was most in need. When we began to 
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serve food at our campus, we delivered food for a while to 2 families who were in 
need and reached out. We also identified 10 families that we pick up and deliver Food 
Bank Items to every other week. (Elementary school assistant principal) 

School leaders worked collaboratively with other school personnel to continually reach out 
to students and parents, first, to understand their specific needs and then to try to address 
those needs.    

Innovative Engagement Initiatives 
The pandemic deprived schools of their traditional ways of engaging with students and 
families. Therefore, some school leaders reported coming up with innovative ways such as 
community and school contact-free parades, drive-by homes, signs in yards, lessons on the 
driveways as these administrators noted: 

We have personally called families, emailed them, and done a drive by the home. We 
have sat and done a virtual lesson on the driveways to connect with our learners who 
need face to face instruction. We have visited homes and placed signs in yards. 
Creativity and innovativeness have blossomed. (Elementary school principal)  

Family Nights are live through the Zoom platform and include game nights, art night, 
children’s book night, etc.  Winners from the Ott Family Nights receive prizes awarded 
by the Ott Prize Patrol the following week. It’s been a tremendous success that we plan 
on continuing through the summer. (Elementary school principal) 

Additional principals said:  

We had to flip everything on a dime and be proactive going out to the community, 
doing parades, home visits, surprise activities (ding, dong, ditch) surprises. Making 
proactive attempts to engage in the community. (Elementary school principal)  

As most educators, we struggled with the disconnect of our students physically.  We 
were able to have community events such as a Virtual Talent Show and a Parade of 
Nations that kept our community connected. (Elementary school principal) 

The pandemic crisis has prompted some school leaders to be creative and innovative 
demonstrating how invested these leaders are in achieving some level of success in engaging 
with students and their families.  

Discussion 
The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic in mid-March 2020 immediately thrust school 
systems in crisis mode. The unprecedented nature and magnitude of the crisis set school 
systems scrambling for approaches to avoid the community spread of the virus meanwhile 
continuing the critical mission of schools – centring on teaching and learning. Luckily, we 
suggest, the virus breakout occurred when schools in our region were off on spring break. 
School systems extended spring break to restructure policies and practices to respond to the 
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emerging crisis. School closures and implementation of online (virtual or distance) learning 
were determined to be the immediate and prevalent responses to the crisis. In this section, we 
highlight the findings of our study within the context of the existing literature on leading in 
times of crisis.  

Challenges Associated with the Pandemic  
Given that schools closed for in-person instruction and all systems turned virtual, several 
challenges quickly became apparent. For instance, technology and internet access became 
central to achieving any success in the online learning platform. However, first, the 
technological and digital divide, particularly, among students and their families was brought 
to light. Some students did not have access to computers and/or internet at home. School 
districts stepped in to provide electronic devices to students but at that point there were not 
enough devices to distribute to every child that needed it. In response to lack of internet 
access, schools provided ‘Wi-Fi hotspots’ on campuses where families could go to access the 
services. 

The technological/digital divide we highlight here is a microcosm of the socioeconomic divide 
that continues to widen the opportunity gap between the poor and the rich, here in the U.S. 
as well as globally (Adeleke 2020; Angelico 2020; Idowu 2020; Sondah 2020). For instance, in 
Australia, Angelico (2020) points out that remote learning, in response to the pandemic, has 
shed light and exasperated the existing educational inequalities. On the other hand, Liberia 
is an example of a country with no online learning infrastructure, hence millions of children 
are shut out of school with no educational services being provided (Sondah 2020). The 
education of youngsters in many developing countries such as Liberia is on halt, further 
disenfranchising them globally. That is, these students’ ability to compete on the global arena 
is highly compromised. Second, limited technological knowledge to facilitate quality learning 
experiences for students presents a real challenge. This does not only apply to parents, but 
there are also teachers who are not proficient in technology use. The convergence of teacher 
and parent discomfort with technology use undermines the effectiveness of the online 
learning experience. Additionally, closely coupled with inexperience with technology is the 
inability of some parents to support the delivery of the curriculum to their children at home 
due to their limited subject matter expertise, need to care for multiple children and/or family 
members, and their professional commitments. Again, for developing countries with high 
levels of adult illiteracy, curriculum support from parents in these distance learning 
modalities is an unlikely expectation (e.g. Ahmed, Bhatnagar, Islam & Alam 2020; Gyang 
2020; Idowu 2020). Third, the toll the pandemic has levied on the overall wellbeing of 
administrators, teachers, students, and parents is hard to quantify currently. The global 
magnitude of the pandemic means the psychosocial effects (stress, anxiety, fear, etc.) 
transcend geographic regions (see Idowu 2020; Igbokwe, Okeke-James, Anyanwu & Eli-
Chukwu 2020; Sondah 2020). We may only come to a better understanding of the adverse 
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effects in the future; at this point, the consequences may be running their course without real-
time appropriate intervention.   

School Administrators’ Insights 
During a crisis, Smith and Riley (2012) further suggest that effective leaders need to embody 
the following attributes: decisive decision making; intuition and flexibility; creative and 
lateral thinking; tenacity and optimism; and procedural, intuitive, and creative intelligence. 
Many of the school leaders in our study exemplified these attributes in varying measures in 
the way they executed their leadership during these times of crisis.  

First, many of the school leaders were decisive in their decision making within the framework 
the district established. Policy decisions about standard school operations, instructional 
delivery, and wellbeing of staff, students, and families were made constantly. About 
instruction, the goal was to provide a quality online learning experience. Support was 
available for teachers, students, and families. As teachers were getting supported by the 
administration, they were in turn able to commit to address the overall wellbeing of students 
(i.e. both academic and non-academic). The level of support and care for students and families 
is not exceptional to our study; Hauseman, Darazsi and Kent (2020) report similar efforts 
during the pandemic in Manitoba schools, Canada: 

Schools, to be expedient with addressing needs, were often asked to quickly compile 
information for the district office surrounding the number of families in the school 
community needing food and emotional supports or lacking devices to access online 
learning. These efforts were necessary to support the students and the school 
community. (p. 73) 

In other contexts, due to limited resources and online infrastructure, all the government could 
do was to provide radio and television instructional programming for core subjects such as 
English, math, and science (Oyeniran & Oyeniran 2020).  

Second, an important element of decisive decision making is being able to communicate 
effectively. School leaders in our study reported constant and timely communication was a 
major priority. Effective communication encompassed increased frequency (e.g. daily, or 
weekly instead of monthly), use of multiple modes and technological platforms (e.g. email, 
phone calls, electronic newsletters, school messenger, campus Smore, text, videos, SeeSaw 
messages, Zoom, social media), collaborative effort (administrators, teachers, counsellors, 
support staff, and campus police), and careful listening (e.g. listening for understanding). In 
their paper, Brelsford and colleagues (2020) report that ‘[t]eachers described effective 
communication as: proactive, frequent, collaborative, flexible, accurate and transparent. In 
contrast, they characterised ineffective communication as: reactive, delayed, contradictory, 
and insensitive to teachers and parents’ (p. 13). These authors corroborate our findings by 
suggesting that effective campus leaders: set weekly times for virtual meetings; used multiple 
modes of communication; and focused on collaborative problem-solving. These 
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communication attributes are supported as desirable across other geographic contexts during 
these times of crisis (O’Connell & Clarke 2020; Oyeniran & Oyeniran 2020).   

Third, because the crisis created a very fluid situation, the school leaders exercised flexibility. 
Yukl and Mahsud (2010) describe flexible and adaptive leadership as involving ‘changing 
behavior in appropriate ways as the situation changes’ (p. 81). Additionally, to exercise the 
flexibility to the fullest, Brelsford et al. (2020) recommend: 

Know your school community, its assets, and strengths, as well as its needs, to create 
a flexible disaster plan that responds to unpredictable events based on a thorough 
understanding of, and consideration for, all members of the school community. (p. 19) 

Fourth, the pandemic crisis afforded school leaders the opportunities to be creative. Some 
administrators cited examples of innovation, particularly in their efforts to engage with 
students and their families to include community and school contact-free parades, drive-by 
homes, signs in yards, and lessons on the driveways. Some argue, as much as COVID-19 has 
caused significant disruption, a window for innovative change is likely open (Marshall, 
Roache & Moody-Marshall 2020). It may be messy, yes, but it is doable (Fullan 2020).  

Fifth, in times of crisis leaders must find a way to be strong and optimistic about the future, 
beyond the crisis. Maintaining optimism, hope, and positivity is a better way to navigate crisis 
times (Hauseman et al. 2020). Hauseman and colleagues suggest some ways to keep hope 
alive during tumultuous times include: implement school spirit week; encourage sharing of 
good news and celebrations; and highlight a staff member of the week or month – one who 
goes above and beyond the call of duty.    

The attributes highlighted here closely correlate with those identified by Porche (2009): being 
trusted and respected, decisive, calm, visible and accessible, mission focused, and visionary. 
School leaders who possess these attributes in increasing measure are likely to help their 
schools navigate tumultuous times successfully.  

Conclusions 
This study of how school leaders cope with the pandemic complements the existing research 
on high need school leadership and social justice leadership we and our ISLDN colleagues 
have been conducting since 2010 (Barnett & Woods 2021). For instance, we found school 
leaders were acutely aware of the challenging circumstances teachers, students, and parents 
were experiencing and established a caring culture and supportive community, understood 
their school and community context, and quickly adapted to changing circumstances (Berry 
et al. 2021). In addition, respondents demonstrated many of the qualities of social justice 
leaders by being highly visible in their schools and communities, recognising injustice among 
groups, acquiring and redistributing resources, and expanding learning opportunities for 
marginalised students and families (Angelle 2017; Angelle & Torrance 2019; King & Robinson 
2017; Murakami & Tornsen 2017).  
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Although many of the school leaders in our study may not self-identify as social justice 
advocates, our findings suggest that during the pandemic their identities were strongly 
affected by the unsettling circumstances teachers, students, parents, and communities were 
experiencing. As a result, these leaders became more conscious of the: (1) resource inequities 
affecting students’ learning opportunities and family dynamics, (2) reduction of teachers’ self-
efficacy when having to deliver instruction using new instructional activities and e-learning 
platforms, and (3) social-emotional toll on teaching staff, students, families, and communities. 
Because so many underprivileged students were affected by the crisis, they became 
committed to decreasing inequities, raising expectations, and taking risks to try new 
programmes and approaches to advocate for these vulnerable students and their families. 
They quickly switched into ‘crisis mode’ by being decisive, increasing the quantity and 
quality of their communication, displaying empathy and concern, addressing the emotional 
wellbeing of others, and drawing on the talents of others to solve problems. 

Implications for Future Leadership Practice and Research 

Leadership Practice  
We believe knowing how to lead schools during times of crisis will become increasingly 
important not only because of the inequities under-served and under-resourced communities 
will continue to experience, but also due to the occurrence of dramatic and sustained crises 
like the COVID-19 pandemic in the future. Practicing and aspiring school leaders can 
strengthen and develop their crisis leadership skills, qualities, and dispositions, not only 
during times of uncertainty and confusion, but also when working with underprivileged 
students and families (Barnett & Woods 2021). For instance, to better understand successful 
strategies used by leaders in high need schools and communities, they can engage in 
apprenticeships in these settings and conduct action research projects to examine the school’s 
programmes and their effects on students’ academic and social-emotional learning. In 
addition, to clarify their professional identities, leaders can: (1) develop personal and 
professional auto-ethnographies, (2) prepare video documentaries capturing their 
transformational journey as social justice leaders, and (3) lead community projects with 
parents and students from underserved communities. 

Leadership Research  
What are promising future research studies on crisis leadership in schools? First, we believe 
this is an opportune time to expand the research sample of school leaders to learn how they 
are dealing with the crisis affecting so many people in their school communities. Because 
context greatly impacts leadership practices (Clarke & O’Donoghue 2016; Gurr & Drysdale 
2018), more global studies will be enlightening. For instance, understanding the realities and 
responses of primary and secondary schools in developed and developing countries serving 
rural, suburban, and urban communities will provide a broader picture of how schools are 
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dealing with lack of resources, new instructional delivery programmes, and socio-emotional 
issues. We would encourage more studies be published, such as the recent special issues of 
the International Studies in Educational Administration journal devoted to global leadership 
responses to the pandemic (Gurr 2020). 

Second, the ISLDN research agenda can evolve and expand in several ways. On the one hand, 
the scope of the project can be expanded. Rather than treating social justice and high need 
school leadership as distinct areas, researchers from these two strands can combine their 
perspectives and talents to conduct new studies in schools around the world. ISLDN 
researchers also can expand the knowledge base of how school leaders are addressing the 
needs of underprivileged students and families by: (1) conducting quantitative and mixed 
method studies, (2) investigating schools in non-Anglophone countries (e.g. Africa, South 
America), and (3) expanding the analysis and research focus (e.g. perspectives of students, 
community members, governing boards) (Barnett & Woods 2021). 

On the other hand, future ISLDN studies can take a longer-term or longitudinal perspective 
on leadership in a post-COVID-19 world. Most research on crisis management reveals how 
school leaders contend with the immediate problems they encounter within their schools and 
communities (Hausman et al. 2020; Smith & Riley 2012). What is missing from this literature 
is understanding how school leaders deal with the lingering effects of crises, especially as 
they disproportionally affect underserved and disadvantaged schools and communities. 
COVID-19 has taught us that the consequence of inequity often results in unemployment, 
social and emotional distress, and in worse case, death. The poor throughout the world have 
not had the same choices and resources to keep themselves safe as have the more advantaged 
members of our societies. Future ISLDN studies can determine how the equity issues revealed 
in our study continue to affect school leaders’ practices, including the lack of technological 
resources in many homes, unstable employment and income, communication with 
disengaged students and families, and the fragile emotional wellbeing of students and 
families. 

Finally, because the role of school leadership has become increasingly demanding and 
complex during the pandemic, the stress on school leaders has been exacerbated, which is 
another promising area for ISLDN research. Societies across the world demand and expect so 
much more from these leaders, sometimes with no regard to their emotional and physical 
wellbeing and/or resource limitations. Consequently, past research indicates a high rate of 
burnout among school leaders who end up leaving their positions prematurely or leaving the 
profession altogether (Barnett & Stevenson 2015; Duke 2008, 2012; Miller 2013). Anecdotally, 
many of the school leaders who participated in this study shared the overwhelming burden 
this crisis has placed on them personally and professionally, which potentially could see some 
of them vacate their positions. Therefore, with the rich cross-section of geo-cultural contexts 
that ISLDN scholars represent, the consortium will serve our field well by exploring how the 
wellbeing of school leaders during and/or post pandemic is being addressed.   
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In summary, the COVID-19 pandemic is a continuing global crisis, one that has negatively 
affected nations’ economies, employment, social programmes, educational institutions, and 
healthcare systems. Primary and secondary educational institutions have had to make 
dramatic and rapid shifts in instructing students; communicating with parents and families; 
providing resources and professional development for teachers; and addressing the 
wellbeing of their staff, students, and parents. During these crises, school leaders must be 
proactive and decisive, be effective communicators, demonstrate care and empathy for 
others, and embrace creative problem-solving strategies. Because many people predict these 
types of crises are likely to become the ‘new normal’, our research findings and those of others 
studying crisis leadership provide practical insights for school leaders striving to overcome 
the challenges of maintaining high-quality learning experiences for their students. 
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Middle Teacher Leadership Practice for 
Social Justice: Young People’s Career 
Development in Senior Secondary 
Education 
Elson Szeto, Kuen-fung Sin and Paulo Volante  

Abstract: This study aims at exploring middle teacher leadership practices for social justice in career 
and life planning (CLP) education as part of the research collaboration developed in the International 
School Leadership Development Network (ISLDN) in the past decade. We have identified that young 
people face challenges to their career development in different types of public secondary schools led by 
various school leaders. Teacher leaders of the education, as informal or formal middle leaders, are 
responsible for the whole-school programme development, while senior secondary students are 
participants to be inspired about potential career pathways before graduation. However, allocation of 
students to different schools according to their academic achievement is a long-standing social justice 
issue. A framework of inclusivity was adopted for exploration of the teacher leaders’ experiences of the 
issue in leading the education, and diverse young people’s experiences of development in different 
secondary school types in Hong Kong. A qualitative approach was used for capturing the views of three 
teachers and three groups of students in three school types in answer to the research questions: What 
challenges facing the whole-school CLP education for different young people are derived from the social 
justice issue in secondary schooling? How do middle teacher leaders cope with challenges through their 
leadership practices in socially just CLP education for students in different types of school? What equal 
development opportunities for younger people’s career pathways can be contextualised from the 
leadership practices in the schools? Although the students’ self-understanding and competencies can 
generally be awakened, different interests and various abilities beyond academic performance are the 
common key factors of tailor-made CLP education for every student’s development by the school types. 
A long-term commitment to social justice for youth’s future pathways is also discussed. So, the 
challenges in Hong Kong can resonate with other schools in different education systems as further 
research in the second decade of ISLDN’s international collaboration. 

Keywords: Career and lifelong planning, inclusivity, middle teacher leadership, secondary 
students, social justice 
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Introduction 
Youth development of career pathways at the secondary education stage can direct personal 
growth towards the prosperity of a society. Thus, a policy of lifelong career guidance and 
planning is regarded as an international public development and local education policy 
implemented in different societies to facilitate growth and prosperity (OECD 2014; United 
Nations 2013). Research on policy effects on youth development has evidenced positive 
personal growth in different places with various social and cultural contexts (Castellano, 
Sundell & Richardson 2017; Lazarides, Rohowski, Ohlemann & Ittel 2016). This has also been 
part of our research collaboration on social justice leadership in education and related 
injustice issues in high needs schools across different education systems through the 
International School Leadership Development Network (ISLDN: https://isldn.weebly.com/) 
over the past decade. Attention is paid to any challenge facing middle teacher leaders’ design 
development of career and life planning (CLP) education. The attention also focuses on high 
school or senior secondary students who can have more opportunities for exploring their 
career interests with a broader sense of equality and equity of career choice (Irving 2010; Szeto 
& Sin 2019). Particularly, a long-standing social justice issue of stratification by academic 
achievements is rooted in the school placement allocation mechanism of students to different 
schools in a society. Stakeholders’ perceptions of the allocation results classify the schools 
according to different levels of achievement. This further reflects unequal official recognition 
of the teachers’ middle leadership role of CLP education for career development of diverse 
student populations in different school types due to the inequitable stratification. In fact, the 
social justice issue significantly affects young people’s opportunities for equally and wisely 
informed career development for social mobility at the secondary education stage. 

The CLP education programmes vary in different places due to youth characteristics and 
different socio-cultural contexts. From the counselling perspective, Feller, Honaker and 
Zagzebski (2001) found that career development was influenced by Holland’s (1959, 1997) 
realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, and conventional occupational themes, 
Niles and Harris-Bowlsbey’s (2013) developmental perspective, and Krumboltz and 
Thoresen’s (1976) social learning theory. Lent, Brown and Hackett (1994) proposed a social 
cognitive career theory of individuals’ self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and personal 
goals. Gysbers and Henderson (2012) insisted on career professionals’ comprehensive and 
developmental approaches to providing different levels of school-based career guidance and 
development services for the personal growth and social mobility of young people in the 
future. These theoretical perspectives point out that young people must be informed, 
inspired, and prepared to explore and manage potential career pathways as early as possible 
in their secondary education years in a specific socio-cultural context. 

https://isldn.weebly.com/
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As a local education policy for young people’s development, on the other hand, we identify 
Hong Kong, a changing Asian Chinese society. This is a case of exploring challenges of the 
social justice issue to developing CLP education in the different types of public secondary 
schools as perceived by parents, who are key stakeholders. The passive support of further 
study and careers for senior secondary students has been revitalised with whole-school CLP 
education for every student in the 6-year secondary schooling since 2014 (The Policy Address 
2014). CLP education is a multi-level intervention in students’ development in connection 
with career knowledge, exploration, and wise decision making. This policy practice echoes 
Gysbers and Henderson’s (2012) approach to making Hong Kong youth ‘better prepared to 
make informed and responsible choices and thus be able to make the best of the opportunities 
ahead’ (Education Bureau [EDB] 2014: 3). Schools can enhance the capacity of their teaching 
teams to equip their students with the necessary career skills and experiences.  

A middle teacher leader of CLP education is responsible for planning, implementing, and 
evaluating a whole-school approach to designing the programme with related activities for 
every student in a Hong Kong public school. The teacher leader also enhances the teaching 
team to help students make wise career decisions regarding their developmental pathways 
(Szeto & Sin 2019). However, the CLP policy guideline does not specify an official senior 
teaching post for the related responsibility different from the official recognition of other 
specific posts, for example the SEN coordinator, in the school hierarchy (EDB 2014). This 
reflects the unequal recognition of the CLP teacher leader as an official senior teacher. 
Nguyen, Harris and Ng’s (2019) review of teacher leadership also showed that a teacher 
leader may or may not be a formal senior teacher or middle leader in different education 
contexts. The teacher leaders’ and students’ experiences of the CLP programme in secondary 
education, and concerns about challenges to the social justice issue in the perceived school 
types are yet to be fully explored. It is not clear whether every student can fully develop their 
strengths for their preferred career choice with equal development opportunities for future 
employment. Furthermore, the stratification by academic achievements and individual 
characteristics, differences, and difficulties in different school types intensifies the challenges 
(Szeto & Cheng 2018a). In this explorative study, we asked three specific questions: 

RQ 1. What challenges facing the whole-school CLP education for different young 
people are derived from the social justice issue in secondary schooling? 

RQ 2. How do middle teacher leaders cope with the challenges through their 
leadership practices in socially just CLP education for students in different types of 
school? 

RQ3. What equal development opportunity for younger people’s career pathways can 
be contextualised from the leadership practices in schools? 

The study intended to capture the experiences of the middle teacher leaders’ practices in 
support of every student’s career development in school. Concomitantly, the students’ 
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experiences of participating in the CLP activities were also captured in answer to the research 
questions. 

Theoretical Framework of Inclusivity 
The local CLP education policy was implemented for students’ sustainable development at 
the secondary education stage in Hong Kong in 2014, followed by additional revisions (The 
Policy Address 2015, 2016). Student populations in individual schools are becoming 
increasingly diverse due to the immigration policy, decline in the local birth rate, and 
immigrant families from other Asian societies and mainland cities in the past two decades 
(Szeto, Cheng & Sin 2019). According to census figures, over 700,000 people with a variety of 
ethnicities have immigrated from South Asian societies or were born in Hong Kong, 
accounting for 9 per cent of the total population of 7.4 million, while over 1 million people 
(over 10%) immigrated to Hong Kong from different parts of mainland China (Census and 
Statistics Department 2017). Young people from immigrant families have high demands for 
education. Concomitantly, the number of students with special educational needs in public 
secondary schools has increased since the full implementation of integrated education in 1999 
(Szeto, Cheng & Sin 2020). Thus, the CPE programme is expected to contribute to preparing 
all students for career development in secondary education.  

As mentioned, the CLP teacher may play an official or unofficial middle teacher leader’s role 
in leading the whole-school CLP educational programmes for every student in the six years 
of secondary schooling. In the capacity of a middle teacher leader, they are expected to 
enhance the career teaching team for the whole-school participation in the CLP education 
across subject and class levels in each grade. In practice, the teacher plays the role of leading, 
coordinating, and developing the CLP education between the principal and the frontline 
teachers (Szeto & Cheng 2018b; Fitzgerald & Gunter 2006; Koh, Gurr, Drysdale & Ang 2011; 
Tam 2010). They are inclined to align with the principal’s direction of facilitating and 
supporting the students’ career exploration through the related activities. We realise that the 
teacher leaders face unequal recognition of their leadership roles and the social justice issue 
of inclusivity of differences and difficulties in CLP education in each school type (Szeto et al. 
2020). Their team members need to enact the social justice practice for all students’ 
development with alternative potential. 

The CLP teacher leaders’ interpretations of the whole-school approach vary due to the issues 
in individual schools. The interpretation may or may not emphasise the promotion of 
inclusivity to accommodate disparities in individuals’ differences or learning abilities. 
Adapting from Cribb and Gewirtz’s (2003) notions of dimensions of justice, we further extend 
the framework of educational leadership for inclusion (Szeto et al. 2019) through which the 
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teacher leader is perceived to play a role of facilitating and supporting diverse young people’s 
exploration and planning by participating in a whole-school CLP education programme 
(Sultana 2014; Szeto & Sin 2019). Inclusivity for the young people’s differences and difficulties 
should be enacted with equal development opportunities in different school types (Nag 2014). 
This conceptual framework can inspire the teacher leaders’ capability and capacity for 
addressing the social justice issue of inclusivity in the career development of a diverse student 
population by the school types (e.g. Irving 2010; Moote & Archer 2018). Figure 1 shows the 
framework of inclusivity for diverse young people’s development via the CLP education. 

Figure 1: The Framework of Inclusivity 

 
We have adapted the framework in other ISLDN studies of social justice leadership in high 
needs schools (e.g. Szeto et al. 2019). The framework inspires the middle teacher leaders who 
can perceive a broader sense of inclusivity in diverse young people’s career exploration at the 
stage of secondary education. They are cautious of any challenge to the people with 
differences and difficulties derived from economic, associational, and cultural injustices to 
the related development (Moote & Archer 2018; Stipanovic, Stringfield & Witherell 2017). 
Young people should have equal development opportunities for career planning of a 
preferred life pathway. As a theoretical lens, we align the values of social justice through 
which the teacher leaders’ practices and students’ experiences in the CLP education by the 
school types can be captured. Whether or not the social justice issue of inclusivity in CLP 
education affects the specific student’s development is explored in the study. In the figure, 
we adapt Cribb and Gewirtz’s (2003) three dimensions of justice as the challenges and place 
the middle teacher leadership in the centre as the enactment of inclusivity for diverse young 
people’s development via whole-school CLP education. Economic challenge refers to 
different levels of socio-economic status or unequal distribution of public resources and 
opportunities to everyone in a society. The associational or ability challenge focuses on 
inclusion versus exclusion in various social settings, while cultural challenge is regarded as 
the fair treatment of people from different demographic backgrounds in terms of ethnicity, 
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religious beliefs, language, or cultural practices. We use this theoretical framework to 
contextualise the teacher leaders’ unequal recognition as official senior teachers and 
secondary students’ perceptions, experiences and concerns about career exploration and 
development towards various pathways at the stage of secondary education. 

Hong Kong Secondary Schools, School Place Allocation, and the 
Social Justice Issue 
In Hong Kong, public schools are funded in different forms from different sources. The 
government schools are fully funded and operated by the Government of HKSAR, while 
aided schools are operated by charitable, religious, or non-profitmaking sponsoring bodies 
with financial aid from the government (EDB 2015). Those branching out from the 
mainstream with full recurrent subsidies allocated by the government with a high degree of 
autonomy are under the Direct Subsidy Scheme (DSS) (Education Department 2001). The DSS 
schools can also charge parents an annual fee as a way of gaining extra financial resources. 
Thus, parents of higher social economic status have more choices for their children than those 
of a lower status. Furthermore, public schools are tightly monitored by the central 
bureaucratic administration, conform to government education policies, and are still highly 
stratified by student academic abilities and achievements in the Secondary School Place 
Allocation System (SSPAS). With these characteristics in mind, the social justice issue seems 
to be rooted in the stratification, economic, and socio-cultural injustice as reflected in the 
framework (see Figure 1). 

Public schools are in Hong Kong Island (HKI), Kowloon (KLN), and the New Territories 
(NT/I), the three major school districts in Hong Kong. The perception of parents’ school 
choices in different school districts is still rooted in students’ abilities and academic 
achievements coherent with the stratification of SSPAS (Szeto & Cheng 2017). The perceived 
levels of student achievement are referred to as the top one-third, the middle one-third, and 
the lowest one-third of students, or Band 1, Band 2, and Band 3, respectively (Szeto & Cheng 
2018a). This perception also segregates the schools and intensifies the inequality of 
development opportunities for students in the school place allocation mechanism. Ironically, 
integrated education for all students with equal education opportunities has been 
implemented over the past 20 years (Szeto et al. 2019). Facing the social justice issue, the 
middle teacher leaders reflected the challenges of developing CLP education programmes. 
The senior secondary students also had different experiences of the effects of CLP activities 
on their career development by the school types. In this study, we use the terminology of fine, 
average, and upward performing to describe students and school types to avoid the negative 
meanings of the banding. 
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Methodology 
We adopted the framework (see Figure 1) to conduct a cross-case study of the CLP education 
practices in three public secondary schools, Schools A, B, and C, located in the three major 
school districts, respectively (Yin 2014). For the cross-case comparison, each case represents 
one of the three school types, and the young people start developing their careers and life 
pathways through the CLP education in the specific school context. The interview method 
was used to build the three cases by capturing the middle teacher leaders’ and students’ 
experiences of the whole-school education. ‘[It can use] . . . multi-sensory channels[,] . . . whilst 
still giving space for spontaneity, and the interviewer can press not only for complete answers 
but for responses about complex and deep issues’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018: 506). 
After receiving the participants’ acceptance of the invitation with signed informant consent 
forms, we conducted an individual interview with the teacher leader, and three focus-group 
interviews with the three student groups from Forms 4, 5, and 6, respectively, in each school. 
We developed a semi-structured interview protocol for the individual and focus-group 
interviews with the three CLP teachers (n = 3) and the total of 42 students (n = 42). Among the 
teachers, the teacher at School C is an official senior teacher, while the other two in School A 
and School B are experienced frontline teachers. The interview data could be used for 
contextualising the cross-case study with the middle teacher leaders’ experiences of the 
enactment of social justice in leading CLP education, and the senior secondary students’ 
experiences of CLP development in the schools.   

The interviews were recorded using a digital recorder for anonymous transcription. The 
teacher leaders and senior secondary students from each school are referred to using codes. 
The transcripts reflecting the teachers’ and students’ perceptions of the CLP education in each 
case were the main source of data as the evidence of in-depth understandings of real-life 
experiences by the school types (Cohen et al. 2018). In fact, the student populations are diverse 
with differences and learning difficulties, and their initial development of the pathways is 
segregated and affected by SSPAS. We used NVivo for managing and analysing the data in 
the study. The teachers’ responses to the questions in the interview were triangulated with 
the responses of the student group of each grade and the discussions in the interviews (Cohen 
et al. 2018). Furthermore, the research team also discussed the coherent results of the data 
coding separately analysed by two researchers. Thus, the data triangulation and researchers’ 
discussion of the data analysis enhanced the internal validation of the school cases. 

Findings 
The findings of this study are derived from the cross-case study of the three schools with a 
standardised structure of the whole-school CLP education programme across the six years of 
secondary schooling. The structure is a generic organisation provided by the EDB’s guidelines 
on the implementation of the CLP education policy in schools (EDB 2014). However, the 
differences in practice are subject to the students’ characteristics and needs according to the 
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school types. More importantly, the CLP teacher leader is excluded from official recognition 
of their leadership role as a senior teacher in the hierarchy of public secondary schools. 
Concomitantly, their students have been stratified and segregated by SSPAS and the parents’ 
and related stakeholders’ perceptions of students’ academic achievements. Both the middle 
teacher leaders’ and senior secondary students’ experiences of the CLP education in each 
school unveiled an overall challenge to the teacher leadership and equal development 
opportunities for young people’s career pathways. The challenge relates to the social justice 
issue and is rooted in the economic, associational, and cultural in-/justice as argued in the 
previous section (see Figure 1).  

The findings have elaborated the social justice issue facing the teacher leaders and senior 
secondary students in the CLP education programmes of the three schools. Thus, the research 
questions can be answered through the framework of inclusivity. Table 1 shows the generic 
structure of the CLP education programme with students’ characteristics of culture, socio-
economic statuses, and different abilities in the three schools. As the schools are different and 
context-specific, the middle teacher leaders need to adapt the CLP education structure for the 
specific students’ needs in the individual school contexts. It is worth noting that we can adopt 
the framework to identify the social justice issue of equal development opportunities for 
students’ specific needs through the cross-case comparison. 

Table 1: The Standardised Structure of the Whole-School CLP Education in the School 

Coverage of the CLP 
education 

School A School B School C 

Location NT/I HKI KLN 

School type & 
Student progress 

fine performing average performing upward performing 

Student 
characteristics 

- Local students 
 

- Small number of 
students with 
SEN 
 

- Good support 
from the families 

- Immigrant students 
from various South 
Asian societies 
 

- A small number of 
local students 
 

- Small number of 
students with SEN 
 

- Least support from 
the families 

- Local students 
 

- Immigrant 
students from 
mainland cities 
and other Asian 
cities 
 

- Large number of 
students with 
SEN 
 

- Average support 
from the families 
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Provision of CLP 
education activities 

Related CLP 
activities brought 
from NGOs 
monitored by the 
CLP team. 

        Career counselling 
and other related 
activities provided by 
NGOs in cooperation 
with the CLP team 

Training for all 
teachers on 
implementing CLP 
activities organised 
by an NGO. 

Annual schedule of 
CLP education 

2 sessions per grade 2 to 3 sessions per 
grade 

4 to 5 sessions per 
grade 

Grade level (Forms 
1 to 6) 

Collective and group activities on different themes by grade 

Class level Regular master/mistress class sessions 

Subject level Core and selective subjects 

Note: HKI = Hong Kong Island; KLN = Kowloon; NGO = non-government organisations;   
NT/I = New Territories and outlining islands; SEN = special educational needs 

Inclusivity of Differences and Difficulties in CLP Education of Each School 
We have identified the common and individual challenges in the cross-case comparison. The 
common challenge is regarded as economic injustice of the CLP policy development. This 
relates to unsustainable and inflexible funding resources for and neglect of individual 
schools’ specific needs in the CLP education. Concomitantly, the individual challenges of each 
school reflect the associational and cultural injustice. Implementation of the policy requires 
re-distributing additional resources in support of individual schools due to the diversity of 
student population with various learning difficulties and differences. We have identified the 
challenges of the social justice issue of inclusivity. This answers RQ 1. Table 2 summarises the 
common and individual challenges by the individual schools. 

Table 2: The Summary of the Common and Individual Challenges 

School A School B School C 

The common challenge across the schools: unsustainable and inflexible funding 

The individual challenges in the schools 

- The funding resources 
were not a regular block 
grant provided for each 
school. Thus, the 
activities were not 
sustainable. 
 

- The extra funding source 
for CLP education was 

- Different social and 
cultural backgrounds 
affect the students’ 
perception of CLP 
education.  
 

- Extra resources are 
needed to help the 
students think about 

- The CLP education and 
related activities are 
impossible to plan at an 
individual level due to the 
students’ learning 
differences and difficulties. 
 

- Additional resources are 
required to support students 
with SEN and different 
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converted into a regular 
teaching post.  
 

- Internship for everyone 
in a real-world 
workplace is impossible 
to arrange. 
 

- Extra time is needed for 
CLP education so both 
the teacher and students 
feel pressure. 
 

- Spending time on DSE 
university entrance 
examinations is the key 
focus instead of CLP 
education. 

their future pathways of 
career and life planning 
 

- Language difference is 
their barrier to job 
application, while the 
students have better use 
of English than Chinese 
language. 
 

- CLP activities cannot be 
arranged after class as 
students live in different 
districts. 
 

- Due to their culture, 
female students stay 
home after graduation. 
Their parents will 
arrange a marriage for 
them. 
 

- Some students may go 
back to their homeland 
for further development. 

 

learning habits due to the 
diversity of the student 
population in the school. 
 

- The effects on students’ 
career development vary 
and are limited due to 
individual students’ 
weaknesses in self-
confidence and self-efficacy 
of career choices. 
 

- The students are still not 
sure of their career interests 
after joining the CLP 
activities. 
 

- Limited class time can be 
utilised for CLP activities as 
the students need after-class 
tutorials to catch up with 
their learning in core 
subjects. 

Notes: DSE = Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary School Examination; SEN = special educational needs 

Economic Injustice of the Common Challenge Facing the CLP Policy 
Development 
Table 2 shows the common challenge of unsustainable and inflexible distribution of funding 
resources for the individual schools’ specific development of CLP education for students. This 
is further intensified when converting the lump sum of funding into a regular teaching post 
in schools as announced in The Policy Address (2016). Whether or not the new teacher is 
deployed for the support of CLP education programmes is subject to the school’s discretion 
and manpower demands. The policy change is inflexible and limits the schools’ flexibility to 
develop a programme that suits specific students’ needs. The change also stops the financial 
resources for the practice of CLP education. The middle teacher leaders shared the same view 
on the economic injustice that ‘the money was used to buy the CLP service from external 
agencies, but it is non-extendable and unsustainable now due to the discontinuity of the 
funding’. They are disappointed to lead the CLP team to work on multi-level infusion of CLP 
programmes in class and subject levels (see Table 1). Furthermore, they knew that ‘the change 
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releases the teaching load of the core subjects instead of the CLP team members in other 
schools’. 

Associational Injustice of the Individual Challenges to the CLP Education  
In Table 2, we further pin down the individual challenges to be possibly addressed if 
additional funding resources can be redistributed for the specific needs of each school. The 
SSPAS has stratified the students in different schools according to students’ academic 
achievements. The stratification is a segregation of different groups of students by the school 
types on the grounds of academic achievement. The associational injustice by exclusion 
versus inclusion is reflected in the comparison of School A and School C. Having said that, 
the CLP teacher leaders from School A and School B are also excluded from the school 
hierarchy as official senior teachers. The teacher from School B emphasised, ‘The CLP 
leadership is just the unofficial role of acting as a senior teacher for the education’. For School 
A, the teacher leader and students only focus on preparing for the DSE, as the funding is used 
for buying services from external CLP agencies. The CLP education starts from Form 4 instead 
of Form 1 in the other school types due to the focus on academic development. One student 
recalled their goal that, ‘We want to have more time to prepare for the DSE examination 
instead of joining the activities I am not interested in’. Having said that, the teacher leaders’ 
role merely monitors the agency’s CLP service quality of providing students with a quick 
exploration of their career interests and pathways. The teacher focuses on helping the 
students obtain an entry ticket into their preferred universities through DSE.  

For School C, the individual challenge is that most students with diverse academic abilities 
are from local and immigrant families, including many students with SEN. The students are 
‘excluded’ from the school type, such as School A, due to their academic abilities. Although 
facing the associational injustice of the education system, the teacher leader shared the 
principal’s view that, ‘We need to prepare students for different pathways or tracks by CLP 
intervention as early as possible’. She continued, ‘Some students may move to other tracks 
such as IVE [The Institute of Vocational Education] or Youth College during F.3 or even in 
F.6’. The CLP outcomes are diverse and unpredictable as the students need small-group or 
individual counselling from the early to senior forms. One student responded, ‘We are very 
puzzled about our future as the requirements for some of the jobs of interest are so high’. The 
students can only be ‘included’ in the CLP education in this school type. 

Cultural Injustice of the Individual Challenges to the CLP Education  
Like School C, the students in School B are from immigrant families from South-Asian 
societies (see Table 2). Although their learning abilities are less diverse, the middle teacher 
leader also needs additional funding to search for external experts’ support due to students’ 
different socio-cultural and religious backgrounds. The students are helped to adapt to the 
local culture and way of living in the city to minimise any potential issue due to the diverse 
backgrounds, although it is very challenging. ‘This diversity of their socio-cultural and 
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religious backgrounds needs a lot of resources in terms of both expenses and manpower’, the 
teacher leader pointed out. At present, we use the limited funding to recruit a teaching 
assistant for the administrative work and publishing: ‘A booklet is distributed to every 
student to trace their career goals and personal interests with their diverse backgrounds over 
the years’, she continued. However, one student said, ‘Due to our culture, my parents will 
arrange my pathway after graduation from school’. In fact, School B faces the challenge of 
cultural injustice in terms of limited time and shortage of resources for tailor-made CLP 
activities for students with different themes and targets for different grades in relation to their 
diverse socio-cultural and religious backgrounds over the year. 

Coping Strategies for the Inclusivity of Different Students by the School Types 
Given the challenges elaborated in relation to the social justice issue of inclusivity in Table 2, 
the economic injustice closely relates to the associational and cultural injustice. If the change 
in funding resources could be reversed as sustainable and flexible support with redistribution 
of additional resources for individual schools’ specific needs, the related issue of injustice 
would be addressed by the middle teacher leaders of CLP education. Instead of the resources 
from the central administration, the teacher leaders explored a coping strategy of minimising 
the common challenges due to the economic injustice. This answers RQ 2. The teacher leaders 
identified external resources and support from some non-government organisations (NGOs) 
or non-profit social service agencies. In fact, some charitable trusts provide the funding for 
voluntary CLP project collaboration of the NGOs or agencies in school communities. For 
example, CLAP for Youth @ JC, funded by a charitable trust, is a large-scale and popular CLP 
support project operating as an external support for students’ career development in the past 
five years (https://clap.hk/home-about-clapjc-team/#). Project WeCan, a business-in-
community initiative funded by a local business group, has provided school support and 
collaboration for students’ career exploration and life planning since 2011. The career support 
services for schools are free of charge, which temporarily resolves the social justice issue of 
economic injustice in terms of the unsustainable and inflexible use of the public funding 
resources. 

The teacher leaders have made use of these external career services as a common coping 
strategy for enhancing the overall development of all students in the three types of school. 
This can reduce the gap of changing the form of funding resources subject to the individual 
schools’ needs. For the individual challenges in each school, the teacher leaders utilise 
collaboration with external professional CLP support for addressing students’ differences 
and difficulties in the development of CLP pathways. The coping strategy is different due to 
the students’ learning needs by the school types. Ironically, these external supports are subject 
to the availability of social resources in a society that is unsustainable. Table 3 shows the 

https://secure-web.cisco.com/1d-6UOJ8owV5kdlRTaTOWLmozw9--eKjCMc5FacTQbeEtxQDEKUx1wOHUMcRx2qdaRKxB8EjVxWNS_ywbCJuEn6tohgVqbexWJ_JKIS0SF-18lIZqO-XzMJQUYE74GfYoi35IHPryWM5aN-GbnfZ7TeAcv9XMIAX1ISIu9I5ZE7rd4AZON3okNSzRlvjBtlkyNxM2JkoqKgcbQiwJPLEWEmZeCF1hPpTOnd150J9UnySKiHdvZUJPtuYPn9rpgRJB896B7PD_owXzPimMo-QbQwL8bpkLCPMnFUuJcj6ecDK5TITjlnc1_HZwHZP4IVh3L51aBjiiFDdWvh4TqeTVUBaF3Iz5mz0quuxmhHAjXdfWwqM4kpzRU6fUFkR2YbPRyZGK3Cip-0Whz6_TsdIyUSxhIDMajGQD-NMhKXLrJJw/https%3A%2F%2Fclap.hk%2Fhome-about-clapjc-team%2F%23
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coping strategy of enhancing the CLP education for the students’ career development needs 
in the schools. In the table, the coping strategies of School A can reduce the teacher’s 
workload, while the students can have selected job tasting in real-world workplaces. The 
valuable collaborations with the external CLP project funding provide professional CLP 
support for the teacher leaders’ development of CLP education, and create more 
opportunities for equal development of the students’ career pathways with first-person 
experience of jobs of interest. The teacher’s professional learning of different job types is also 
enhanced. One student (F.5, School A) responded, ‘My parents pushed me to make the 
decision when studying in F.4. So, participating in the related activities and job shadowing 
offered by CLAP for Youth is very appropriate in this year’. This can sharpen their focus on 
DSE in School A. This answers RQ 3.  

In School C, the teacher leader also observed the stimulation of individual students’ career 
interests. However, the students face confusion and uncertainty about their career choices 
and life pathways due to their lack of self-confidence and self-efficacy. The external 
collaborations can offer alternative self-exploration of characters and potential through group 
and individual adventurous activities to the students with and without SEN in addition to a 
series of interventions and counselling sessions. ‘At least I came up with short-term planning 
for my career development after participating in the exchange activities in a small engineering 
firm’, shared one student (F.6, School C). With the external career services and supports, the 
immigrant students at School B can experience the multiple pathways of CLP development 
through different interventions and counselling sessions. They may consider both further 
study and work after graduation in the city or their original homeland, depending on their 
family’s decision and preferences. The teacher leaders realise the change in students’ mindset 
to multiple pathways when planning their career direction. One student (F.5, School B) 
recalled, ‘This [the CLP activity] was like a real jail that locks us to experience in the school 
hall, but we are not in the jail after going out for job tasting in companies’. Language is still 
the immediate challenge to living in the city. Despite this, the teacher leaders (School B and 
School C) agreed that ‘the coping strategies have reduced some negative effects of the 
stratification and segregation on the students’ self-esteem and self-confidence in interesting 
or potential pathways’. 
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Table 3: The Coping Strategies for the Challenges by School Type 

School A School B School C 

A common coping strategy of collaborating with external NGOs and professionals* funded by 
charitable trusts 

Improvement of CLP education to meet students’ needs 

- For senior students, DSE 
is their ultimate focus 
that affects their choice of 
university programmes 
for further study related 
to their career interests. 

 

- Both parents and 
students have mutually 
agreed upon the goal. 

 

- Thus, with the extra 
services, the CLP teacher 
has time to customise the 
materials and arrange 
career exploration in the 
workplaces for the 
students who have better 
understanding of their 
career choices. 

 

- The external CLP 
activities can inform the 
students’ career and life 
pathways because of the 
real-world tasting of 
interesting job types 
related to the major 
offered by preferred 
universities. 

- Multiple pathways of CLP 
development is 
emphasised in the school, 
while the immigrant 
students experience career 
knowledge and needed 
skills through the CLP 
activities. 

 

- Thus, their mindset is 
changed so they know that 
further study in a 
university is merely one of 
many choices in their 
pathway.  

 

- The students are aware of 
various choices of career 
and life development. 

 

- However, the students 
need to learn Cantonese as 
their second language in 
the local community, while 
English is the instructional 
medium in the school, and 
their first language is used 
for communication in their 
ethnic community. 

- With the external 
professional support, the 
teacher tries to 
individualise the students’ 
CLP education in the 
school. 

 

- She emphasises the 
students’ self-discovery 
and self-exploration of 
various careers, although 
with limited resources. 

 

- Thus, the CLP education 
can be a series of 
interventions and 
counselling sessions for 
those who are left behind. 

 

- The CLP team starts to 
intervene in students’ 
career exploration by 
groups and then identifies 
those who may need 
individual career guidance.  

 

- The external CLP support 
can stimulate students 
with and without SEN who 
are confused and uncertain 
about their career interest 
and potential pathways. 

Note: NGO = non-government organisations including charitable trusts, social enterprises, or 
social service agencies. 

* Professional support includes education psychologists, speech, physical and occupational 
therapists, counsellors, or social workers. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 
We have explored the social justice issue of equal development opportunities for every 
secondary student through the framework of inclusivity (see Figure 1). This issue is rooted in 
the long-lasting stratification according to the students’ academic achievements as reflected 
in SSPAS when transiting from primary to secondary education in the multicultural contexts 
of Hong Kong (Szeto et al. 2019). Furthermore, stakeholders, particularly parents, have 
tended to perceive secondary schools as belonging to three bands based on the stratification. 
In this study, the middle teacher leaders who led, coordinated, and supported the CLP 
education programme adapted from the EDB’s guideline of the generic structure had 
experienced common and individual challenges to the issue of the students’ exploration of 
preferred career pathways. Their unofficial leadership roles reflect the inequality of 
recognition of their senior teacher positions in the school hierarchy. The students centrally 
placed in the three types of school reflect the diverse needs for career development, except 
those studying in School A. School B and School C have diverse individual needs, as shown 
in Table 2. The centralised resources lack the redistribution of additional funding resources 
for individual schools’ specific needs.  

It is worth noting that the impacts of the social justice issue may not be a unique scenario in 
Hong Kong. Similar injustice scenarios have been identified in different education systems 
and high needs schools as reflected in the ISLDN’s research findings (e.g. Angelle 2017; 
Barnett & Woods 2021; Bryant, Cheng & Notman 2014). The issue of inclusivity of students’ 
differences and difficulties in learning has intensified due to the change of funding resources 
to the recruitment of a regular teacher subject to the decision of a school management 
committee. In other words, the change has stopped the original practice of sustainable and 
flexible deployment of the CLP funding resources. The central administration argues that a 
school can utilise its regular funding resource in support of students’ specific needs for CLP 
development. ‘The average and upward-performing schools always face limited resources 
due to the students’ individual learning needs in the regular subject curricula’, the teacher 
leader (School C) responded. Sustainability, flexibility, and redistribution of limited funding 
resources still cannot help the school improve the economic injustice, even though the central 
administration accepts the counter suggestion to the CLP policy development. Indeed, the 
social justice issue is comprised of economic injustice interwoven with associational and 
cultural injustices. The middle teacher leaders’ coping strategies in their individual CLP 
education plans (see Table 3) and the senior secondary students’ experiences in and responses 
to the differentiated CLP activities reflect the injustices.  

Sustainable, Flexible, and Re-Distributable Funding Resources 
To address the social justice issue, the major funding source still relies on the central 
policymaking and administration of the government. The SSPAS also needs a serious review 
for diminishing the stratification for a positive change to the stakeholders’ perceptions of the 
school types. The former is the focus of this section, but the latter needs further study. The 
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amount of funding may vary and be re-distributed according to individual schools’ specific 
needs for the students’ characteristics of learning, exploring, and developing potential 
pathways. The criteria may temporarily address the issue of diverse students’ differences and 
those with SEN in different schools. It takes longer to negotiate in the current practice of 
centralised distribution of funding resources for the CLP education as reflected in the 
historical development of career guidance policy in the European Union’s member countries 
(Watts, Sultana & McCarthy 2010). Thus, the middle teacher leaders need to seek additional 
resources first and then address the individual challenges of each school for improvement of 
the CLP education, as listed in Table 2. We have indicated that the schools have joined other 
CLP projects initiated and funded by universities, NGOs, and business corporations as a 
common coping strategy as the contribution of voluntary social funding resources. This is an 
alternative and temporary way of addressing the social justice issue for the socially just 
practice, not only in CLP education but also in other school development (Irving 2010; Szeto 
& Cheng 2018a). However, the free professional CLP activities and services from the external 
projects are unsustainable when nearing the end of the project timeline.  

Despite the time limitation, schools can access the voluntary social resources as a member, 
collaborator, or partner of external CLP projects. Related CLP programmes, materials and 
professional expertise are provided for teacher professional development in schools and 
character and career tests for students’ job-tasting, job shadowing or internships in the 
member/partner companies of the projects. Thus, the scope of the original CLP activities for 
the students’ career exploration and life planning structured with the EDB’s guideline is 
extended beyond schools by the partnership or collaboration in secondary schools. Both the 
middle teacher leaders and students have benefited from the contribution of the resources for 
a long period of time. In fact, the external charitable resources are not taken for granted in 
comparison with other places (Moote & Archer 2018; OECD 2014). With the external 
professional CLP services, the extended CLP education can be value-added on the 
differentiated support of students’ specific needs, as shown in Table 3. However, the 
sustainable, flexible, and re-distributable individual funding from the central administration 
for individual needs of schools is a long-term public commitment in the youth’s career 
exploration and life planning for their potential pathways at this educational stage. 

Can the Social Justice Issue Be Continuously Improved in the CLP Policy 
Development? 
The coping strategies and continuing search for external CLP project resources of the middle 
teacher leaders can effectively improve all students’ career exploration towards making 
decisions regarding their preferred pathways. We have identified the CLP practices of coping 
with the common and individual challenges of the social justice issue to the school types, 
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including the time limitation of preparing DSE in School A, the barrier of language, social and 
cultural differences of immigrant students’ career pathways in School B, and the weakness of 
self-confidence and self-efficacy of the students with and without SEN in School C. This 
situation of difference and difficulty has existed in this Chinese educational context for the 
past two decades, but it may continue (Szeto et al. 2019). The external CLP service and 
professional support can help the teacher leaders fully understand the students’ 
characteristics, strengths, and weaknesses in the schools regardless of the time limit. They can 
further improve the CLP education by extending the internal CLP activities to job-tasting and 
shadowing in real-world workplaces with additional career seminars provided by the 
external experts. 

For example, with the voluntary social resources, the schools can recruit additional social 
workers/counsellors as professional support for individual CLP exploration due to the 
diverse students’ career interests. The teacher leader accepts internship placement for student 
social workers from local universities. She stated, ‘This is a new way of recruiting social 
worker students as professional support for CLP counselling’. This not only reduces teachers’ 
loading with a focus on teaching, but also improves the scale of CLP counselling. Moreover, 
the recruitment provides a training ground for student social workers. Despite this, ‘diversity 
matters [and] so do the students’ career choice and development’, as the teacher responded 
in School B. This notion of diversity may cater to every student’s career development which 
requires a personal career plan. ‘We need to provide more counselling services for senior 
secondary students due to the DSE for interested majors offered by the preferred universities’, 
the teacher said in School A. The schools have deployed more manpower for counselling for 
students with or without SEN, although School A focuses more on DSE with a small number 
of students with SEN. With this improvement in mind, we query: Is it possible to further 
individualise CLP education by individual schools’ specific focus on every secondary student 
instead of implementing standardised funding and practice for all? This needs further 
research with a fundamental uncertainty: Whether the social justice issue can be continuously 
improved in the CLP policy development. 

The implementation of whole-school CLP education in the individual schools highlight the 
social justice issue of inclusivity. The middle teacher leaders of CLP education have adopted 
various coping strategies in the practice in the schools. The long-standing issue may be 
temporarily tackled. Although the students’ self-understandings, self-confidence, and self-
efficacy, as well as their character strengths seem to be awakened, the effects on individual 
students still vary over the 6-year secondary schooling. It is timely for policy makers and 
school educators to critically review the stratification by the school place allocation system 
and the stakeholders’ perception of the effect of student academic achievements. This should 
be the policy makers’ and central administrators’ long-term public commitment to individual 
young people’s future pathways in a social justice context of the city. The review should 
extend to institutionalise the CLP teacher leader as the official senior teacher position in the 
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school hierarchy due to the leadership function of planning, implementing, and developing 
an appropriate whole-school CLP programme for every student’s needs in a school. 

With the central policymaking for the young people’s growth in mind, a new political agenda 
is possibly evolving in the social justice issues. It relates to the teacher leadership for every 
student’s development in the whole-school CLP education. In fact, the evolving agenda of 
CLP education is an emerging research area for ISLDN researchers in the social justice strand. 
Whether or not the issue be continuously improved in the CLP policy development is yet to 
be fully studied in different education systems. Despite this, it is expected that diverse young 
people’s self-understandings, self-confidence, and self-efficacy can be sharpened for their 
career development in the process of long-term public policy commitment. Further 
international research collaborations of ISLDN can contribute to crystalising and comparing 
effects of the commitment and leadership of the teacher on youth’s career growth in different 
education systems in the next decade. 

To conclude, differentiated support of the youth’s specific different needs and difficulties is 
yet to be provided for all due to the change of funding resources from the central 
administration. External CLP services and supports as a form of voluntary social commitment 
are unsustainable due to the project-based funding by charitable trusts or business social-
support budgets, although the example we have used for the illustration has lasted for 10 
years. The sustainability, flexibility, and redistribution of public resources for individual 
schools’ needs should be institutionalised as regular financial resources. More importantly, 
the interweaving relation of the economic, associational, and cultural injustices embedded in 
the social justice issue strongly impacts on career exploration, development, and life planning 
of senior secondary students. If the above agenda for the social justice issue is not missing, 
the practice of whole-school CLP education will benefit the youth’s whole-person 
development and career planning at the stage of secondary education. Further career 
development and support of youth in higher education or in the workplace and the 
leadership development of CLP teachers in the changing school context are important for 
continuing study due to individual differences, difficulties, and long-standing injustices. 
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Middle Leadership and Social Justice 
Leadership in Scottish Secondary 
Schools: Harnessing the Delphi 
Method’s Potential in a Participatory 
Action Research Process 
Christine Forde, Deirdre Torrance, Margery McMahon and 
Alison Mitchell   

Abstract: The International School Leadership Development Network (ISLDN) is a large international 
research project focused on principal leadership for social justice and in high needs settings. With 
increasing research interest in the role of middle leaders for school success, it is timely for the ISLDN 
to expand to explore the work of middle leaders. In this paper, we expand upon our Scottish principal 
leadership research in the ISLDN, to propose a new research focus on middle leaders. Specifically, this 
paper sets out a proposed case study and research methods, outlining the role of middle leadership in 
Scottish secondary schools and detailing the middle leadership structures of the case study school. The 
paper first discusses key findings from a review of the international literature on the role of middle 
leadership, with a focus on its contribution to social justice leadership. The second element explores the 
adaptation of the ISLDN protocol, for the investigation of middle leadership within social justice 
leadership practices. The paper proposes the use of the Delphi method to gather data on the purpose, 
lived experiences and practices of many middle leaders within individual schools. During the design of 
this research several critical issues emerged which are considered including: sampling, corresponding 
to the definition of middle leadership selected; balancing individual and collective perspectives; 
methodological ethical issues; the tension between consensus building and mapping out the diversity 
of opinion. The paper ends with an outline of the case study design with a discussion around the locating 
of this study in a participatory action research process, as an extension to the ISLDN’s research. 
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Introduction 
Middle leadership is a well-established component of the management structure of secondary 
schools in Scotland (Girdwood 1989; Murphy 2018). This role has evolved substantially over 
the last two decades (Lipscombe, Tindall-Ford & Lamanna 2021) from encompassing a 
Department Head role to now covering a range of roles with a variety of responsibilities in 
curriculum, pastoral care, community links, additional support needs and equity issues 
(Forde, Hamilton, Ni Bhróithe, Nihill & Rooney. 2019). Middle leadership is viewed as a 
distinctive level of management with expectations of the role articulated in a revised 
professional standard, The Standard for Middle Leadership (General Teaching Council for 
Scotland [GTCS] 2021). In the current policy context of Scottish education, leadership is 
regarded as a key tool to bring about the necessary transformation to improve the quality of 
teaching and learning. There have been significant efforts to develop middle leadership as 
part of a national strategy to build the leadership capacity of schools. At the same time, the 
authors have been involved with an international school leadership project, the International 
School Leadership Development Network (ISLDN), which has mainly focused on principal 
leadership for social justice and in high needs schools (Forde & Torrance 2017; Torrance & 
Forde 2017). Examining the contribution of middle leadership is an important extension of 
this project, and here we focus on social justice leadership. This paper begins by briefly 
outlining the ISLDN research project and then the Scottish education policy context in which 
this case study is set. The significance of middle leadership and some of the inherent tensions 
in this role are discussed. The paper details the exemplar case study school and examines 
several issues that emerged in the process of designing the investigation, needing careful 
consideration in taking forward this proposed new strand in the ISLDN research. The paper 
concludes by considering the potential of setting this investigation within a participatory 
action research frame. 

The ISLDN Research Programme: Social Justice Leadership 
The ISLDN was established in 2010 as an international collaboration between the British 
Educational Leadership and Management Association (BELMAS) and the University Council 
for Educational Administration (UCEA) in the USA and has involved researchers and 
practitioners from 20 countries. There are two strands to the ISLDN research programme: the 
investigation of firstly, social justice leadership and secondly, leadership in high needs 
schools. This paper is concerned with the extension of the research strand on social justice 
leadership to include leadership at different levels of the school, specifically here, middle 
leadership.  
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An often-cited definition of social justice leadership is of school leaders who ‘make issues of 
race, class, gender, disability, sexual orientation, and other historically and currently 
marginalizing conditions [. . .] central to their advocacy, leadership practice, and vision’ 
(Theoharis 2007: 223). To date, international school leadership research projects have, in the 
main, focused on the role of the headteacher/principal. The ISLDN research into social justice 
leadership is no exception. The ISLDN study does make a unique contribution however, 
having been undertaken in over 20 countries, including economically developed countries, 
developing economies and large and small education systems (Angelle 2017). To help shape 
the project and to allow comparative analysis, a framework with a research protocol was 
generated to track social justice leadership within an educational system and its schools. This 
framework consists of the ‘macro’ (national or system level), meso (the local or community 
level) and micro (the school level and the practice of the school leader). The project’s 
overarching research framework consists of three aspects: a personal statement in relation to 
social justice by each researcher joining the ISLDN (Slater 2017); a policy study of the 
education system (Angelle & Torrance 2019); and contextualised case studies of school leaders 
known for their leadership in areas related to social justice. The case studies comprise analysis 
of school profiling data, together with analysis of data generated through two in-depth 
interviews with the school leader. Four main research questions are used, within a research 
protocol designed to shape and guide the in-depth interviews.  

As ground-breaking and important as the ISLDN research has been, further research is 
needed to include the voices of those not labelled as senior leaders, such as middle leaders, 
still missing from the international social justice research (Taysum & Gunter 2008). This paper 
proposes that we now extend the parameters of the ISLDN to investigate the level of 
leadership in the middle management structures of schools. Four case studies of school 
leaders have been conducted in Scotland with analysis of the findings published (Forde & 
Torrance 2017; Torrance & Forde 2017). We are now looking to augment those understandings 
by conducting a case study in a fifth school, examining specifically the contribution of middle 
leadership to the social justice leadership of the school. In this paper, we examine the potential 
of broadening the research methodology, as well as issues that have emerged in designing 
this next stage of the ISLDN research on social justice leadership. 

The Policy Context of Scottish Education  
Currently, Scottish education is taking forward a programme to reform education 
governance, the ‘empowerment agenda’, which includes changes for the role of headteachers 
(Murphy 2018). This reform programme is a means to take forward the twofold aims of 
‘Excellence and Equity’ (Scottish Government 2016a) that underpin Scottish education. These 



106 | ISEA • Volume 49, Number 3, 2021  
 

aims are intended to improve outcomes for all learners and, at the same time, close an 
enduring poverty-related gap in the attainment of pupils from economically advantaged and 
disadvantaged backgrounds (Forde & Torrance 2021). A National Improvement Framework 
(NIF) (Scottish Government 2016b) has been introduced with annual reviews and targets set 
for Scottish education, about pupil attainment. As part of this reform programme, central 
government has provided targeted resourcing directly to schools and to Local Authorities: 
funding and support has been provided through the Scottish Attainment Challenge to raise 
attainment of all learners; the Pupil Equity Fund is designed to tackle the attainment gap 
(Scottish Government n.d.). The funding that individual schools receive is based on the 
numbers of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds as measured by a national framework, 
the Scottish Indicators of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) (Scottish Government 2020). Part of 
this funding can be used to establish posts of specific responsibility to tackle this attainment 
gap, as leadership at all levels remains a key policy tool to bring about the desired 
transformational change (Forde & Torrance 2021).  

Developing Understandings of the Contribution Of Middle 
Leadership 
Although ‘middle-level leadership has not captured the research interest it deserves’ (Gurr & 
Drysdale 2013: 57) and an ‘examination of previous systematic literature reviews shows 
research into teacher leadership is far more advanced than research into middle leadership’ 
(Lipscombe et al. 2021), there is a growing body of recent work on middle leadership. Such 
studies explore how middle leaders work as conduits or ‘brokers’, boundary spanning 
(Timperley 2009) at the interface of various influence sources, potentially impacting on 
classroom practice both directly and indirectly, representing significant actors in school 
improvement efforts (Lipscombe et al. 2021). However, this hybrid role, combining the 
accountabilities of teaching and leadership (Irvine & Brundrett 2016) constitutes a difficult 
balance. For example, Javadi, Bush and Ng (2017) find that teaching duties tend to dominate 
the work of middle leaders, and they have little opportunity to engage in leadership. 
Similarly, Hallinger and Murphy (2012) highlight the constant calls made on middle leaders’ 
time and attention, diverting them from the strategic elements of their role. Grootenboer, 
Edwards-Groves and Rönnerman (2015) characterise middle leadership as occupying two 
spaces: the space of teaching and the space of leading, and in this role, building links both 
vertically and horizontally in a school. Given this dual role, Melville, Hardy, Weinburgh and 
Bartley (2014) also point to the importance of middle leadership making connections across 
the school.  

Leadership at all levels presents clear attractions, offering ‘potential for greater autonomy, 
agency and more democratic decision-making’ (Forde & Torrance 2021: 18). Indeed, in the 
UK and more specifically in Scotland (Ozga 2021), transformational and distributed 
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leadership (DL) are policy endorsed normative approaches, having a homogenising effect on 
the field (Lumby 2006). So, although 

DL as a perspective on leadership does highlight features of practice that it is 
important to understand if social injustices are to be effectively addressed. . . . 
Restrictions arise from the fact that there are power and resource differences between 
people in the interactive processes that make up organisational life . . . Nevertheless, 
if inputs into the interactions that give rise to leadership are distributed (however 
unevenly) across the many opportunities for initiative and change are also distributed. 
(Woods & Roberts 2013: 5)  

We lack an evidence base for the effect that leadership style has on social justice leadership 
(Zembylas & Iasonos 2016) and more specifically, the forms of distributed leadership that can 
help in promoting social justice, beyond closing the attainment gap (Woods & Roberts 2013).  

The significance of middle leadership in school effectiveness is recognised by Sammons, 
Thomas and Mortimore (1997) in their finding that links between departments form a crucial 
element in the overall effectiveness of the school. Additionally, Leithwood (2016) argues that 
middle level leaders make a greater contribution to the development of teaching and learning 
than school level leaders. These studies deal with one form of middle leadership, that of 
subject department head, but this role has expanded to include other roles and responsibilities 
exercised in the middle of the school. Leadership in the middle is complex, being ‘diverse, 
contextually driven, and important for advancing teaching and learning’ (Lipscombe et al. 
2021: 15). Part of the complexity of the role emanates from its dual focus on teaching and 
leadership, added to by competing expectations around accountability and collegiality 
(Lipscombe et al. 2021). Greater understandings of the role are needed through investigating 
middle leaders’ relationships with others in their communities of practice (Busher, 
Hammersley-Fletcher & Turner 2007). Moreover, both DL and other leadership concepts can 
only be properly understood through ‘appreciating the policy context in which [they are] 
developed and put into practice’ (Woods & Roberts 2013a: 10). 

Middle Leadership in Scottish Secondary Schools 
Forde et al. (2019), in their critical policy analysis, identify three dimensions in which the role 
of middle leadership has evolved in Scottish schools: from (1) middle leadership as the first 
level of a top down management hierarchy to a form of a distributive leadership approach, 
(2) line management and resourcing role to a role centred on leading learning and, (3) limited 
concern for development and effectiveness of practice to a recognition of the contribution of 
middle leadership to school improvement. Further, the scope of middle leadership has also 
changed from department head to a range of responsibilities. The diversity of middle 
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leadership roles is captured in the current Standard for Middle Leadership and Management 
(GTCS 2012: 4), the professional standard for this role:  

Middle leaders in schools will have different areas of responsibility in addition to 
enhanced pedagogical skills, which may include curriculum leadership, departmental 
or faculty leadership, pastoral leadership, leadership in additional support provision, 
or leadership of school improvement priorities. They may have line management 
responsibility for a team of staff, lead a team delivering a specific area of provision, or 
a team involved in development activities.  

This description illustrates the range of possible responsibilities of middle leadership and the 
importance attributed to the role in relation to teaching and learning, and to building 
collaborative practice. In this, middle leadership roles are largely formal posts of 
responsibility. The revised standard, The Standard for Middle Leadership (GTCS 2021: 6) widens 
the scope to include teacher leadership with teachers taking forward informal leadership 
roles: ‘The Standard for Middle Leadership recognises that effective leadership depends on 
the principles of collegiality and that all teachers should have opportunities to be leaders, 
who lead learning for, and with, all learners’. In this study, our focus is on formal posts of 
responsibility. 

Social justice and equity are central to the professional standards (GTCS 2021) and to the 
quality assurance framework, How Good is Our School? (Education Scotland 2015). Harris, 
Jones, Ismail and Nguyen (2019: 271) argue that: ‘it is imperative that more empirical work is 
undertaken that contributes to a deeper, validated and contested vantage point on middle 
leaders/leadership in schools’. However, as discussed, there has been little investigation into 
the perspectives and practice of middle leadership in relation to social justice leadership and 
even less research on middle leadership in Scottish schools.  

Investigating the Role of Middle Leaders: Emerging Issues 
In furthering the Scottish study of social justice leadership, we are now investigating middle 
leadership. We characterise middle leadership as representing ‘the nano level’, forming the 
connective tissue of school leadership. As such, middle leadership is at the heart of key sites 
of school leadership both vertically, linking to senior leadership and to the classroom context 
and horizontally, across the nano level of middle leadership. The distinctive nature of this 
role necessitates a different approach to the investigation of this level of leadership in a school. 
Issues have emerged in scoping out and designing the investigation into middle leadership 
which are now discussed.  

Defining Middle Leadership 
One of the critical issues is the definition of the concept of middle leadership. Having 
comprehensively reviewed the international literature on middle leadership, involving 35 
empirical studies across 14 countries, Lipscombe et al. (2021) define middle leaders as: 
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‘formally appointed leaders, with accountable responsibilities, who operate between senior 
leaders and teachers and lead in order to positively impact teaching and student learning’ (p. 
14). Similarly, Gurr and Drysdale (2013: 57) in their exploration of secondary schools, define 
middle-level leaders as ‘those leaders who have significant responsibility for specific areas 
within a school’. The authors elaborate further:  

They will likely have position titles such as director of teaching and learning, 
curriculum coordinator, subject coordinator, head of department, student well-being 
coordinator or year-level coordinator. . . . We exclude deputy principals, or those with 
similar overseeing roles such as a head of a campus or school section; these people we 
would include in a senior leadership category. (p. 57) 

Recognising the complexities of this role as incumbents mediate a range of different 
perspectives and needs, translating policy into practice within a distributed perspective, 
Torrance (2018) identifies an emphasis on leading and collaborating with teams within policy 
rhetoric and in the limited theory available, with an associated emphasis on motivating and 
leading people. 

Also arguing that ‘middle leadership can be a rather fluid concept’, De Nobile (2018: 397) 
proposes a theoretical model of middle leadership in which he distinguishes between the 
‘what’ and the ‘how’ of middle leadership, two aspects that previously have tended to be 
conflated. On a continuum of ‘managing to lead’, De Nobile contends that middle leadership 
enacts five broad functions: leading teams, managing relationships, managing time, 
communicating effectively, and managing self. However, De Nobile recognises the 
difficulties of a precise definition of middle leadership with a category ‘other’ to include other 
possible responsibilities of middle leadership. This model highlights some of the leadership 
dimensions in the middle of the school.  

The Proposed Investigation 
The main aim of this investigation is to explore the role and contribution to social justice 
leadership of the middle level of leadership in a school. In this section we describe the selected 
school and the research that will be undertaken. 

The School Context  
The criterion of reputation was used to select school leaders for the ISLDN case studies, but 
it would be difficult and potentially divisive to use that criterion to select individual middle 
leadership participants from a school cohort. More importantly, such an approach does not 
recognise the significance of the role of the school leader in creating the context and culture 
for the exercise of social justice leadership (Lipscombe et al. 2021). In the ISLDN study of 
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social justice leadership with headteachers/principals, there was an assumption of the 
catalytic effect of the school leader in shaping school culture and practices (Forde & Torrance 
2017). De Nobile (2018) highlights the importance of contextual factors such as headteacher 
support and school culture in shaping the way middle leaders carry out their functions. In 
expanding the lens of the ISLDN research, part of the focus on middle leadership is to 
illuminate further the ways in which the social justice leadership of school leaders influence 
others in the school. 

Therefore, in this new strand, the exemplar case study school was selected based on the 
reputation of the headteacher about social justice leadership, with no assumptions made 
about the understandings, attitudes, and practices of middle leaders about social justice. 
Instead, sampling was based on the whole population with all middle leaders in the school 
in formal roles of responsibility (permanent or short-term posts) invited to participate. The 
structure of the school is described in Table 1.  

Table 1: Management Structure in the Case Study School  

Senior Leadership 

Headteacher 

Deputy 
Headteacher 

Deputy 
Headteacher 

Deputy 
Headteacher 

Deputy  
Headteacher 

Middle Leadership 
FH  

Additional 
Support for 

Learning 

PT  

Inclusion 

(Visual 
Impairment 

Unit) 

PT 

Pastoral    
Care 

PT  

Family 
Engagement & 
Employability 

PT 

Linguistic 
& Cultural 
Inclusion 

PT  

Raising 
Attainment 

Community 
Learning 
Officer 

Campus PC 

 

Family 
Support 
Officer 

FH 

Design 

FH 

Health 

FH 

Mathematics 

FH 

Modern 
Languages 

FH 

Religious 
Moral & 

Philosophical 
Studies 

FH 

Performing 
Arts 

FH 

Social Subjects 

FH 

Science 

FH 

Business & 
Computing 

FH English 
and Media 

Positive 
Pathways 

Coordinator 

PT Digital 
Technology 

MCR Pathways 
Coordinator 

(Looked After 
Pupils) 

  

Key: FH - Faculty Head; PT: Principal Teacher; PC: Community Police Constable  
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An important aspect of the selection of case studies for the ISLDN research has been the school 
profile and the level of disadvantage and inequities evident. A preliminary profile of the case 
study is in Table 2. 

Table 2: Preliminary Profile of the Case Study School (2020-2021) 

Roll: 1278 pupils 

SIMD 1 SIMD 2 FME LAC EAL VI ASN 
 

24% 29.4% 28.6% 3.5% 11% 9.3% 29.9% 

310 376 365 45 141 12 383 

Key 

SIMD: Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation providing a relative measure of deprivation 
across seven domains (income, employment, education, health, access to services, crime and 
housing) with Zones 1 and 2 representing the most deprived communities in Scotland on a 
decile scale (1-10). Households in data Zone 1 are in the 10 per cent most deprived areas in 
Scotland according to the seven measures.  

FME:  Free meal entitlement (uptake) 
LAC:  Looked after children (children placed into public care) 
EAL:  English as an additional language 
VI:  Visually impaired 
ASN:  Additional support needs 

This preliminary profile indicates that the catchment includes advantaged and disadvantaged 
areas. The SIMD indicators alongside FME indicate that over 50 per cent of the pupil 
population live in the 20 per cent most deprived data zones in Scotland, facing significant 
issues related to poverty, with the SIMD 1 and 2 numbers amounting to more than 20 per cent 
of the school roll, indicating higher than average poverty. The school also has pupils from a 
range of circumstances, or with additional learning needs, for which the school must provide 
additional support. 

Developing a Research Methodology 
In the investigation of the social justice leadership of school leaders in the ISLDN research 
project, the protocol included a school profile and two in-depth interviews exploring the four 
research questions. For each research question a set of prompts was agreed to help probe the 
issues. Arguably, this ISLDN interview protocol for the two school leader interviews could 
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be adapted. However, given the number of middle leadership posts in an individual school 
(15-30), this might be costly and access difficult to arrange, unless the middle leadership 
research were to focus on a sample group. Aside from these practical reasons, there is a 
concern to recognise some of the distinctive features of middle leadership. The ISLDN 
protocol for school leadership is designed for individual application, involving a unique role 
with ultimate authority in a school. In contrast, middle leadership is exercised by many 
teachers whose roles and responsibilities are intended to complement one another (although 
the practice realities might be different, with lack of collaboration and collective endeavour 
highlighted in the middle leadership research). Therefore, a key element of the investigation 
is not only the understandings, practices, and development of individual middle leaders but 
also, the collective perspective of a middle leadership level in a school. The Delphi method is 
now considered as a research tool that could provide the opportunity for middle leaders in a 
school to come together, to exchange views and experiences, and contribute to a collective 
perspective. This is a tool that allows for all middle leaders in a school to participate in the 
research with an equal voice, whilst being economical of the time involvement of the 
participants. 

The Delphi Method 
Originally designed as a tool ‘to obtain the most reliable consensus of opinion of a group of 
experts’ (Dalkey & Helmer 1963: 458), since then the Delphi method has been adapted and its 
use extended. Green (2014: 6) describes the Delphi method as ‘a communication structure 
aimed at producing a detailed critical examination and discussion’. The building of consensus 
can be one objective, but the tool can also be used to chart the diversity of opinion across a 
group. While previously the Delphi method has been used as a forecasting tool in areas of 
science and technology where expertise was essential, increasingly there has been a call for 
more co-production of ideas and more democratic forms of research. Therefore, this seems to 
be a fruitful development for the investigation of social justice leadership in schools from the 
perspective, in this instance, of middle leaders. It is an approach which could also conceivably 
be used with the wider staff group. The Delphi method provides a means of gathering both 
individual and collective perspectives. Skulmoski, Hartman and Krahn (2007: 3) suggest that 
‘the researcher would select the Delphi method when he wants to collect the judgments of 
experts in a group decision making setting’. Further, Fletcher and Marchildon (2014: 3) 
described the Delphi method as ‘the collection of informed judgements on issues that are 
largely unexplored, difficult to define, highly context and expertise specific, or future-
oriented’.  

Fletcher and Marchildon (2014) see the Delphi method as a powerful exploratory tool to 
examine an elusive concept such as leadership. They used the Delphi method to investigate 
leadership across different organisations and services in the health service in Canada, arguing 
that ‘a modified and open-ended Delphi method facilitated a qualitative understanding of 
participants’ personal leadership experiences’ (p. 13). One of the strengths of the Delphi 
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method is that it opens a communication space and looks to participants to collaborate in this 
space to build understandings. The Delphi method offers a useful tool enabling each middle 
leader to firstly, contribute their ideas and experiences and secondly, engage in a dialogue 
about these through repeated rounds of responding to questions and then commenting on 
the collated themes emerging from these responses. The Delphi method can be used 
asynchronously and is relatively easy to set up via email. Therefore, there would be no need 
to subdivide the middle leaders into smaller groups but instead, all middle leaders in the 
school could be involved in the same process and all contribute to the same discussion. 

Sampling and Criteria for Selection 
Early Delphi method studies used panels of experts in a specific field of endeavour, typically 
scientists. In this study on the understandings, practice, and development of middle 
leadership in relation to social justice leadership, the middle leaders can be regarded as 
having expertise through their lived experiences in this role. Skulmoski et al. (2007: 4) propose 
four requirements for ‘expertise’ which are operationalised for this population in Table 3. 

Table 3: Requirements for Expertise 

Requirement Operationalised for the ISLDN study 

Knowledge and experience with the 
issues under investigation  

Experience of a middle leadership role 

Capacity and willingness to participate  Process via email and individual invitations 
extended to each middle leader to participate 

Sufficient time to participate in the Delphi 
method 

Estimated time for completion of the rounds: 
20/30 minutes; time frame of 2-3 weeks per 
round  

Effective communication skills  Medium of email well used in Scottish 
education; surveys and discussion well-
established in school development processes. 

The Process of the Delphi Method 
Rowe and Wright (1999) characterise the classical Delphi method by four key features which 
help shape the proposed approach. Firstly, participants can engage freely with the questions 
and evaluate the feedback which includes the contributions of all middle leaders because the 
process is anonymous, an important issue where the panel is of middle leaders from the same 
school. The second key feature is the process of iteration which allows participants to reflect 
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on their own understandings as the Delphi method progresses through the rounds. Therefore, 
this is not only a useful research tool but also has potential as a developmental tool. The third 
feature is that of controlled feedback where, by reviewing the contributions of other middle 
leaders, each participant will have the opportunity to understand different perspectives and 
to clarify and refine their ideas and possibly change their minds. The fourth feature allows 
for the use of statistics in which the data are aggregated as a group response. If the study of 
middle leadership was conducted across several schools, there could then be a quantitative 
phase to this extension of the ISLDN research.  

There are two phases in the Delphi method. In the first exploratory phase, ideas are generated 
in response to a series of open-ended questions. Iqbal and Pipon-Young (2009) suggest that 
where there is a limited literature base, the initial round needs to be open-ended to generate 
the issues. The second is evaluative, where the collated responses to the questions are fed 
back to all participants for further comment. Where the intention is to build consensus, this 
process can be continued with subsequent rounds until consensus is reached. Alternatively, 
further rounds can be used to identify the diversity of opinion or to explore solutions to 
challenges (Fletcher & Marchildon 2014). The proposed rounds are set out in Table 4. 

Table 4: Rounds in the Delphi Method  

Round Focus 

Round 1 Q1: biographical details; Q2-5: 4 open-ended questions adapted from 
the ISLDN interview protocols for school leaders 

Round 2 Anonymised feedback with key themes identified from analysis of 
responses to each question, evaluatory comment invited from all 
participants 

Round 3 Further synthesis of second round evaluatory comments identifying 
key issues; two additional questions – professional learning needs of 
middle leaders; next steps for the enhancement of social justice 
leadership in their school 

Draft report Circulation of summary key themes to all middle leaders, inviting 
further evaluatory comment 

Final Report Summary of key themes circulated to all middle leaders 
 

Round 1 begins by asking biographical details related to length of service, experience in a 
middle leadership role and current remit. This material will not be circulated as part of 
subsequent rounds but provides a profile of the sample. As this study of middle leadership 
is an extension of the research on school leadership, the extant ISLDN questions provide a 
useful framework for Round 1. These are sufficiently broad to allow a variety of responses 
but at the same time, would afford a comparison to the findings of the study of school 
leadership and social justice leadership. Therefore, the four open-ended questions used in the 
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ISLDN school leadership interviews have been adapted for the Delphi rounds. The four initial 
questions for Round 1 are as follows: 
• As a middle leader how do you make sense of social justice? 
• What do you see as your role as a middle leader in addressing issues of social justice and 

equity? 
• What factors help and hinder the work of middle leadership in social justice leadership? 
• What has shaped your thinking and practice as a middle leader? 

Ethical Issues and the Use of Controlled Feedback  
Several ethical considerations are raised related to the rounds of questions, responses, and 
feedback with the process of the Delphi method. In other methods, typically data gathered 
from individual participants are not shared with the other participants to elicit evaluatory 
comments. However, in this method, the collated responses from individuals are 
subsequently circulated to all participants to elicit comment on this material. Therefore, 
anonymity needs to be preserved. The responses to question 1 – biographical details of the 
participants remain confidential and any references, for example, to a specific subject or area 
of responsibility would be removed from the data to be used in the feedback. However, given 
that participants are being asked to evaluate the responses of their colleagues (albeit 
anonymised), a further step is necessary. All references to specific roles, anecdotes, 
descriptions of incidents or stories that might reveal the identity of the participant should be 
removed (Fletcher & Marchildon 2014). For each round the data generated will be analysed 
using Clarke and Braun’s (2018) thematic analysis, so the emerging themes can be used as the 
controlled feedback. The process is set out in Table 5. 

Table 5: Feedback and Data Analysis 

Step Process 

1. Participants provided biographical details and respond to 4 open-ended questions 

2. Data for Part 1 removed; data for questions 1 to 4 analysed using Clarke and 
Braun’s (2018) method of thematic analysis to generate themes 

3. Summary themes presented under each question and participants invited to 
comment – agree, disagree, further comment 

4. Further comment analysed and themes clarified, and participants invited to 
respond to the themes and add comment. Two further questions circulated: 
professional development needs; next steps to build middle leaders social justice 
leadership 

5. Data for questions 5 and 6 analysed 
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6.  Summary themes for questions 5 and 6 circulated to all middle leaders, inviting 
evaluatory comment 

7. Further comment analysed and themes clarified. Draft report complied and 
circulated, inviting final feedback 

8.  Further comment analysed and themes refined for final version of report 
 

Clarke and Braun (2018) set out a six-stage approach to the analysis of qualitative data which 
can be applied to different studies generating qualitative data: familiarisation, generation of 
initial codes, initial identification, review, definition and finally reporting of the themes. It is 
the data from this last stage that will form the controlled feedback.  

A further ethical issue relates to the possibility of negative or contentious comments being 
made on the leadership culture and leadership style of other leaders in the school, so we need 
to consider how these data would be reported. Here, we can go back to some of the original 
purposes of the Delphi method, particularly its use to facilitate future thinking (Iqbal & 
Pipon-Young 2009). Rayens and Hahn (2000) present an approach to the use of the Delphi 
method, ‘the policy Delphi’, to build consensus. They highlight the developmental nature of 
the Delphi process where participants can begin to understand different perspectives and 
reflect on and clarify their own thinking and then in later rounds, generate and evaluate 
options for future action. Fletcher and Marchildon (2014) take this a step further, locating the 
Delphi method as a tool in a participatory action research project to identify challenges and 
then to examine the efficacy of possible solutions. 

Next Steps: Considering a Participatory Action Research Approach 
A recent development is the use of the Delphi method in participatory action research, and 
this might be considered in the development of the proposed strand in the ISLDN research. 
Participatory action research reaches back to Lewin’s (1946) original construction of action 
research as a tool for groups to come together to resolve social issues relevant to their lives. 
Participatory action research has been variously characterised as ‘a dynamic educative 
process, an approach to social investigation, and an approach to take action to address a 
problem or to engage in socio-political action’ (Macdonald 2012: 36). Each of these 
characteristics has a resonance with the task of enhancing social justice leadership in schools 
to bring about greater equity. Participatory action research has a history in education 
particularly with teachers collaborating as researchers in the development of teaching and 
learning (Carr & Kemmis 1986). 

Revez et al. (2020: 2) examine some of the benefits to be gained from ‘a greater participatory 
democracy focus’ in a modified Delphi method which is situated in a participatory action 
research (PAR) framework and draws from specific aspects of PAR. There has been a call for 
more co-production of ideas and more democratic forms of research, particularly in areas 
where there needs to be engagement with communities whose lives are directly affected by 
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the issue or issues under investigation and whose actions are critical to change. In this, the 
Delphi method is inherently developmental, where participants not only clarify and reflect 
on their own thinking but gain insight into the perspectives of others. The use of the Delphi 
method with the cohort of middle leaders in a school is a considerable investment of 
resources. Further, the commitment to social justice underpinning the ISLDN research project 
points to the importance of contributing to the enhancement of social justice leadership for 
the benefit of all learners. As such, this is a method that can be used with wider groups of 
members of a school’s community. 

The iterative process of the Delphi method chimes with the cyclical nature of participatory 
action research where ideas and actions are explored and tested. However, Revez et al. (2020) 
found that one of the limitations of the project was the lack of feedback to the participants 
following the final round. The Delphi method can be used as a tool to promote future thinking 
and help to build consensus around a developmental agenda by asking participants to 
consider what might be some of the solutions to the challenges to social justice leadership 
identified in the earlier rounds and what professional learning would support their 
development in being able to contribute to social justice leadership. The outcome of the 
Delphi method is not a summary of the key themes but a report identifying challenges, 
possible solutions and the professional learning needs of middle leaders. 

Conclusion 
As ground-breaking and important as the first 10 years of the ISLDN research have been, to 
date the focus has been on the role of headteachers/principals, with an assumption of their 
catalytic effect in shaping school cultures and practices. Although key, the 
headteacher/principal role represents one aspect of the leadership and management of a 
school. Further research is now needed that includes the voices of other leaders, still missing 
from the international research. In looking ahead to the next 10 years, this paper proposes an 
extension to the parameters of the ISLDN protocol to explore the potential for and 
contribution of middle leaders as significant actors in the social justice leadership practices of 
schools. Like fascia, middle leadership provides the connective tissue: mediating the interface 
between hierarchical and classroom-based leadership influences; spanning the nano level of 
structures for school improvement. There is much that still needs to be explored and 
understood broadly about the complexities of this role in practice, and specifically in relation 
to middle leadership’s contribution to social justice leadership. 

The distinctive nature of middle leadership necessitates a different approach to the 
investigation, by broadening the research methodology. The second purpose of this paper 
addresses some of the methodological issues that have arisen in designing this extension to 
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the ISLDN project. The network’s original protocol was designed for individual application, 
exploring the unique headteacher/principal role with its ultimate authority in a school. In 
contrast, middle leadership is exercised by many teachers whose roles and responsibilities 
are intended to complement one another. Therefore, a key element of the investigation 
involves an exploration of the collective perspective of middle leaders. The exploratory nature 
of the Delphi method proposed provides the means to create spaces for open dialogue, 
gathering data on the purposes, lived experiences and practices of large numbers of middle 
leaders within individual schools. By placing this use of the Delphi method in a wider 
participatory action research frame, it affords the opportunity to support the ongoing 
development of practice, resonating with intentions to enhance social justice leadership to 
bring about greater equity in schools.  

Scotland provides a rich case study to explore middle leadership within a social justice 
leadership perspective, as middle leadership is a well-established component of the 
management structure of its secondary schools, with current policy seeking to build the 
leadership capacity of schools to bring about improvements in educational outcomes. In 
expanding the lens of the ISLDN research through examining the contribution of middle 
leadership (however that is defined in different education systems), this investigation marks 
an important extension of the ISLDN research strand into social justice leadership, 
broadening and deepening understandings of the lived realities of the practice of social justice 
leadership in schools. 
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Measuring the Barriers and Supports to 
Socially Just Leadership 
Pamela S. Angelle and Lee D. Flood 

Abstract: While the literature about socially just schools has increased in recent decades, the dominant 
research methodology has been overwhelmingly qualitative. Qualitative methods provide deep insights 
into leadership but can be limiting in cross-national studies, given the nature of small sample sizes 
attributed to each country. As a result, the development of the Social Justice Barriers and Supports 
Scale (SJ-BAS) was undertaken. Scale components and items were informed by a grounded theory 
analysis of 18 interviews with school leaders from 11 countries. The SJ-BAS built upon the insights 
gleaned from the comparative work of the International School Leadership Development Network 
(ISLDN) to measure the extent to which school leaders perceived the presence of several supports and 
barriers on their work towards/for social justice. Findings from this testing are documented in this 
paper. 

Keywords: Social justice, SJ-BAS, ISLDN, principals, barriers, supports   

Introduction 
The International School Leadership Development Network (ISLDN) is a network of 
researchers and practitioners sponsored by the British Educational Leadership, Management, 
and Administration Society (BELMAS) and the University Council on Educational 
Administration (UCEA).  The network was launched in 2010, and soon after two strands of 
ISLDN research formed: the high needs strand and the social justice strand. The research 
reported in this paper is a result of the work of members of the social justice strand.  

Since 2010, the social justice leadership strand of the ISLDN has generated unique 
scholarship, in: 
• Journal articles (Angelle, Arlestig & Norberg 2015; Arar, Beycioglu & Oplatka 2017; Arar 

& Oplatka 2016; Forde & Torrance 2017; Morrison, McNae & Branson 2015; Richardson & 
Sauers 2014; Silva et al. 2017; Slater, Potter, Torres & Briceno 2014; Szeto 2014; Torrance & 
Forde 2015).  
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• Book chapters (Angelle, Morrison & Stevenson 2016; Arar, Ogden & Beycioglu 2019; 
Beycioglu & Ogden 2017; Branson, Morrison & McNae 2016; Flood & Oldham 2017; Jones, 
Angelle & Lohman-Hancock 2019; King, Forde, Razzaq & Torrance 2019; King & Travers 
2017; McNae 2017; Miller, Roofe & Garcia-Carmona 2019; Morrison 2017a; Potter 2017; 
Robinson 2017; Szeto & Cheng 2017). 

• ISLDN compilations (Angelle 2017; Angelle & Torrance 2019a). 
• Multiple presentations in conference venues throughout the world.  

As we move forward, we must consider what we have learned and how we might serve the 
field of socially just educational leadership through a wider lens.  

The rich, in-depth qualitative interviews conducted during the early years of the project 
documented the unique contexts and nuances of practice shared by the principals across 
countries. The country-by-country sample sizes were small, which disallowed generalisation 
of findings within and across national borders. Nonetheless, these accounts provided crucial 
insight into the macro, meso and micro determinants shaping the policy-practice interface. A 
common research design and shared language, together with ease of technology, enabled us 
to compare findings in different parts of the world. However, to draw conclusions across 
countries, data should be collected on a larger scale to identify cross-country findings. 

The purpose of this study was to construct and validate a quantitative instrument, grounded 
in the qualitative data gleaned from the ISLDN Social Justice Project. The focus for this 
research stemmed from one research question in the original project; that is, what factors help 
and hinder the work of social justice? Here we report how the qualitative data were 
analysed/interpreted and items constructed for the Social Justice Barriers and Support Scale 
(SJ-BAS). We then document the Delphi process, followed by a discussion of the factors that 
represent supports and barriers to social justice that emerged from this study. We begin with 
an overview of the definition of social justice, followed by a discussion of the nuances of cross-
comparative research. 

Conceptions of Social Justice 
As research on social justice in schools has increased over the past 10 years, myriad definitions 
and perceptions of social justice have exponentially increased. The concept has been 
explicated in terms of marginalised children, marginalised identities, distribution of goods 
and resources, most often through the lens of  justice, culture, and social capital.  

Much has been written about the lack of a narrow and focused definition of social justice, 
particularly as it applies to schools and marginalised children (Flood 2019). Literature has 
looked back as far as Aristotle who viewed social justice as providing individuals (not 
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including women and slaves) with what they ‘deserve, not what they need’ (Arthur, Collins, 
McMahon & Marshall 2009: 23). Rawls (1971) and the notion of social justice as recognition, 
furthers  the Marxist idea that ‘society also has a duty to the individual, which is to allow all 
individuals to be full active participants of society’ (as cited in Arthur et al. 2009: 23).  

Cribb and Gewirtz (2003) examined social justice through the lens of justice and injustice, 
including distributive, associational, and cultural justice. Drawing on the work of Rawls 
(1971), Cribb and Gewirtz (2003) look to distributive justice as provision of material, social 
and capital resources, according to need. While associational justice refers to participation in 
decision making from an institutional perspective, cultural justice looks to recognition and 
value of marginalised groups. The work of Cribb and Gewirtz frames the cultural justice 
concept as having both justice and challenging injustice. This offers a conundrum to socially 
just leaders when ‘competing perspectives on social justice conflict with each other such that 
a commitment to social justice in one area may generate social injustice in another’ (Angelle, 
Morrison & Stevenson 2016: 99). 

The idea of redistribution and recognition as elements of the agency of social justice largely 
follows the work of Cribb and Gewirtz (2003) and views of inclusion in terms of those who 
are marginalised by race, gender, ability, poverty, or culture/language (Artiles, Harris-Murri 
& Rostenberg 2006; Jean-Marie 2008; Larson & Murtadha 2002; Scheurich & Skrla 2003). 
Distribution of resources includes not only material resources and income, but also capital 
that is more difficult to measure, such as rights and respect (Bell 1997; North 2006). North 
(2006) referenced power and values as opposing forces to oppression and domination, which 
subvert the work of social justice leaders. Social justice is linked to power and privilege, ethics, 
and moral purpose, all of which should take place in a democratic community. Novak (2000) 
equated social justice to a ‘work of virtue’ while Griffiths (1998) noted that work toward the 
good for individuals as well as for the whole was an apt description. 

School leaders who set about the virtuous work of social justice for the good of the whole 
must be ever vigilant in their practice. DeMatthews (2018) describes the necessity of reflection 
in working for a socially just school to avoid ‘unjust decisions’ (p. 555). Furthermore, he 
emphasises the importance of ‘understanding context, problem-solving, and engaging and 
empowering community to solve its own problems’ (p. 555), as school leaders envision 
socially just practices beyond the individual to include parents, community, and other 
stakeholders beyond the school walls. 

Research findings have pointed to the importance of innate beliefs and values of school 
leaders who work for social justice (Arar et al. 2019; Arar & Oplatka 2016: Beycioglu & Ogden 
2017; King et al. 2019; McNae 2017; Morrison et al. 2015; Szeto 2014). The call for school leaders 
to work for a ‘moral purpose’ (Fullan 2001) has emphasised the importance of values as part 
of leadership agency, much like the conflict noted by Cribb and Gewirtz (2003). Stevenson 
(2007) also points out the difficulties for school leaders in working for social justice; that is, 
the ‘values clash’ (p. 772) which occurs when the values of the leader who works for social 
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justice is at odds with macro policies’ impact on work at the meso level. At this intersection, 
as emphasised by Stevenson (2007), leadership for social justice becomes a choice where 
principals must decide how to implement policy while remaining true to their innate beliefs 
about equity. Stevenson calls this a ‘”right versus right” dilemma [which] can be characterised 
as “either/or” situations where there exists a clear opportunity cost resulting from whatever 
action is not pursued’ (p. 776). Thus, working for social justice is complicated by the barriers 
placed in what otherwise might be an easy decision.  

Moreover, agency as a socially just leader is further confounded in that most definitions of 
social justice found in extant literature are clearly from a Westernised perspective. These 
views of social justice predominantly fail to consider the culture and context of non-western 
countries. As Oplatka and Arar (2016) noted: 

Our conclusion is simple; traditional societies need a particular conceptualization of 
leadership for social justice that is based on entrenched social norms giving unique 
meanings to issues of justice, respect, interpersonal relations, equality, and equity in 
education. Otherwise, any attempt to ‘force’ western-based concepts of social justice 
and leadership on the educational systems of these societies is doomed to failure as 
these concepts might be too normatively remote from local interpretations of life and 
the ‘correct’ structure of the society. (p. 354)  

The idea of justice as a western concept is reinforced in the work of Rawls (1971) who suggests 
that views of justice are part of a social contract; that is, sacrificing individual interests for the 
general interests of all. Rawls’ theory of justice is founded in utilitarianism, clearly, a western 
principal that to be morally good equates to equal distribution of justice, resources, and 
fairness for the greater good (Rawls 1971). This idea of justice may be more acceptable to 
western ideals but may not transfer to societies that do not operate on the idea of social 
contracts. Thus, social justice will be viewed through a differing lens depending on context. 

Social justice as a construct takes on meanings related to race, gender, identity, abilities, and 
gender. Attempts to bound social justice in one definition will leave the term incomplete as it 
is a fluid concept, based in culture and context. As noted by Angelle and Torrance (2019b): 

[T]he construct of ‘social justice’ seems to have a universal acceptance but the specific 
contextual issues and barriers encountered, and the ways in which a social justice 
leader works to address them are shaped by culture, both at the societal macro level 
and within the immediacy of education and the school meso level. (pp. 196-197) 

We look to enhance our understanding of social justice by examining the organisational 
elements that support and hinder the work of social justice in schools. 
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Cross Comparative Studies 
National context in studies of practice play a powerful role in what may be gleaned from the 
research. This role becomes more complex when myriad contexts from several countries are 
brought together to draw conclusions. International comparative studies have, nonetheless, 
emphasised that the behaviour and decision making of principals is influenced by the local 
context in which these decisions are made. Michael Sadler, an influential  English educator 
and historian in the late 19th century, stated long ago that ‘in studying foreign systems of 
education we should not forget that the things outside the schools matter even more than the 
things inside the schools and govern and interpret the things inside’ (as cited in Osborn 2004: 
266). The goal of the ISLDN Social Justice project team was to examine how principals across 
the world not only understood social justice but how they practiced social justice. To 
accomplish this, we looked to comparative studies to understand how the socially just leader 
promoted their values during the barriers they confronted, and the supports needed that led 
them to prioritise the needs of marginalised children. 

As Hantrais (1999) suggested, the value of comparative case studies lies in the opportunity to 
observe the same phenomenon in a variety of national contexts, with a view to identifying 
and explaining similarities and differences. This is a far from straightforward exercise, 
however. Comparative studies have been criticised, both for a lack of methodological rigour 
(Osborn 2004) and for ignoring multiple and diverse facets of culture in addressing findings, 
opting instead to ‘average’ societal culture (Cheong 2000). The ISLDN Social Justice project 
team has endeavoured to avoid these pitfalls by employing the same methodology and data 
gathering instruments and, from this, upscaling our data collection instrument to allow for a 
wider scope of understanding across countries. 

Qualitative Phase 
The development and validation of the SJ-BAS required a multiphase process that utilised 
both qualitative and quantitative methods. The first phase involved ISLDN members 
conducting semi-structured, qualitative interviews using a standard interview protocol. This 
approach led to a wealth of data needed for a rich cross, comparative analysis so that we 
could more deeply understand the barriers and supports to enacting social justice that 
educational leaders faced within their various contexts. In sum there were 18 transcripts 
hailing from the following countries: Costa Rica, England (2), Ireland, Israel (2), Jamaica, 
Mexico, New Zealand, Portugal, Scotland, Sweden, Turkey (2), and the United States (4). 

Interviews were transcribed using standard conventions. Transcriptions were analysed in 
NVivo using an iterative, open coding approach that allowed data to emerge inductively and 
independently. This grounded-theory approach involved a constant back and forth between 
data and codes to ensure a thorough analysis (Charmaz 2003). The researchers performed 
multiple, collaborative iterations of coding before arriving at the final codes. After the final 
iteration, the researchers analysed the codes for similarities. Codes were synthesised into like-
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groupings to lead to the construction of categories and themes that illuminated and explained 
the data (Charmaz 2003). Code maps and concordances were created that outline the process. 
The code maps provided a visual representation and an audit trail of the qualitative analysis 
(Anfara, Brown & Mangione 2002).  

From that analysis, seven themes related to perceived supports for social justice and six 
themes related to perceived barriers were identified. The support themes were: Principal 
Behaviours, School Culture, Teacher Characteristics, Community Involvement, Teacher-
Student Interface, Policy, and Resources. The six barrier themes were: Student’s Family 
Situation, Perceptions of the School, Lack of Resources, Policy and Politics, Staff Variables, 
and Organisational Culture.  

Following the qualitative analysis, the researchers developed survey items that would be 
representative of the identified themes. In total, 39-initial items were developed specific to 
the Supports Instrument with six items for the Principal Behaviours, six items for the School 
Culture, seven for Teacher Characteristics, five for Community Involvement, seven for 
Teacher-Student Interface, four for Policy, and five for Resources.  

Additionally, 27-initial items were developed specific to the Barriers Instrument with four 
items for Student’s Family Situation, five for Outside Perceptions of the School, five for Lack 
of Resources, three for Politics, four for Staff Variables, and six for School Culture. Item 
response options were on a 7-point Likert-Scale ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly 
Agree. 

Delphi Process 
Following the qualitative analysis/findings and the subsequent creation of initial items aimed 
at more deeply understanding those themes, the researchers engaged in a Delphi process to 
improve the quality of those items (Hsu & Sandford 2007). The Delphi process refers to an 
iterative process where the initial items undergo multiple rounds of feedback provided by an 
expert panel to refine the items and determine which of the items should be included on the 
final versions of the instruments. Experts on the panel were identified based upon their 
expertise in both school leadership and social justice. The expert panel was comprised of four 
expert reviewers (three male and one female) who were acting principals in the United States 
and had an active interest in social justice leadership.  

Initially, reviewers were asked to qualitatively comment on the items for issues related to 
readability, wording, clarity, content specificity, construct alignment, cultural 
appropriateness, researcher bias, and/or any other issue with an item that came to their 
attention. The items were revised based upon this initial feedback. Thirty-five items were 
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modified following the first round of Delphi to improve clarity, better define the scope of the 
statement, and qualify terms. 

Following the first round, the same collection of expert reviewers rated the revised items on 
a Likert-type scale regarding question quality (1 = Poor to 5 = Excellent) and provided 
qualitative commentary on items. Items had to meet a mean cut-off score of 3.7 or higher (out 
of 5) to remain on the SJ-BAS (Franklin & Hart 2007). Following multiple rounds of 
quantitative scoring and qualitative feedback, scale items were retained/revised (50) or 
deleted (18). These 50 items became the initial items used on the SJ-BAS. 

Quantitative Findings 
The SJ-BAS was distributed to publicly available principal emails in the United States. Of all 
surveys distributed, the instrument was viewed by 2,158 individuals and started by 1,555 
respondents. The number of principals that completed the SJ-BAS was 226. Principals from 
27 states responded spanning all geographic regions of the country. The makeup of the 
sample was fairly representative on a number of demographic characteristics. Compared to 
data from the National Center for Education Statistics (2020) on the characteristics of public 
school principals, the sample was slightly more female (58% compared to 54%), marginally 
less white (75.2% compared to 78%), and had more education beyond a Master’s degree 
overall (46.4% compared to 37%). A map of the geographic distribution of respondents 
(Figure 1) and a detailed accounting of the sample’s demographic (Table 1) are included. 

Figure 1: Geographic Distribution of Respondents 
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Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of the Sample 

Demographic Characteristic Number Within Sample (%) 

Gender  

Male 89 (39.4%) 

Female 131 (58.0%) 

Prefer Not to Comment 4 (1.8%) 

Missing 2 (.9%) 

Age  

25-34 4 (1.8%) 

35-44 64 (28.3%) 

45-54 97 (42.9%) 

55-64 50 (22.1%) 

65-74 9 (4.0%) 

75 or older 1 (.4%) 

Missing 1 (.4%) 

Highest Degree  

Master’s degree (e.g. MA, MS, MEd) 116 (51.3 %) 

Professional degree (e.g. EdS) 31 (13.7%) 

Doctorate (e.g. PhD, EdD) 74 (32.7%) 

Other 2 (.9%) 

Missing  3 (1.3%) 

School Location  

Urban  77 (34.1 %) 

Rural  63 (27.9%) 

Suburban 85 (37.6%) 

Missing 1 (.4%) 
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Ethnicity (Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish Origin?)  

Yes 25 (11.1%) 

No  196 (86.7%) 

Missing 5 (2.2%) 

Race 

American Indian or Alaska Native 4 (1.8%) 

Asian 1 (.4%) 

Black or African American 33 (14.6%) 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander 

0 (0.0%) 

White 165 (73.0%) 

Multiracial 6 (2.7%) 

Other 10 (4.4%) 

             More than One Option Selected:  

American Indian or Alaskan Native and 
White 

3 (1.3%) 

Multiracial, Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander, and White 

1 (.4%) 

Black or African American and Native 
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

1 (.4%) 

White and Other 1 (.4%) 

Missing 1 (.4%) 

Self Identifies as Social Justice Leader  

Yes 152 (67.3%) 

No 74 (32.7%) 

Note: Percentages are rounded to the nearest tenth 

Findings: Supports of Social Justice  
Prior to performing a principal components analysis on the Social Justice-Supports 
Instrument, there were several assumptions that must be checked including sample size 
considerations, sampling adequacy, and sphericity. The sample size of 226 is considered fair 
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by Comrey and Lee (1992). However, the sample size was mitigated by increasing the critical 
value for factor loadings to .364 (Stevens 2002). Assumptions related to sampling adequacy 
and sphericity were also tested and met. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of sampling 
adequacy (KMO) was 0.949, considered marvellous by Beavers et al. (2013), suggesting the 
absence of multicollinearity. Additionally, the Bartlett’s test of sphericity produced an 
approximate chi-square value of 5,994.955, p<0.001, indicating that the correlation matrix was 
not an identity matrix.  

Principal components analysis with an obliging rotation was used to analyse the factor 
structure. Utilising an iterative process that included the inspection of eigenvalues, viewing 
the scree plot, and retaining item with loadings >.364, a 24-item, four-factor solution was 
found (Table 2). Three survey items were deleted because of cross loadings with an absolute 
value less than .2. Another item was deleted because it loaded independently onto a factor. 
The final solution accounted for 75.279 per cent of the total variance. The Cronbach’s Alpha 
for the Social Justice – Supports Instrument was .965. All the individual components had 
Cronbach’s Alphas greater than .91 (Table 3).  

Table 2: Social Justice-Supports Items Factor Loadings  

Item 

Component 

1 2 3 4 

Attitudes within my school community support 
social justice leadership. 

   .535 

Within my school, processes are organised to support 
social justice leadership. 

   .593 

Data available at my school are used to support social 
justice leadership. 

   .664 

Reflective practice is required to be a successful 
socially just school leader. 

   .817 

The culture of my school is supportive of social justice 
leadership. 

   .582 

Staff collaboration in my school supports social justice 
leadership. 

   .625 
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At my school, fiscal resources are available to support 
social justice leadership. 

 .892   

At my school, school information resources are 
available to support social justice leadership. 

 .812   

At my school, instructional resources are available to 
support social justice leadership. 

 .853   

At my school, human resources are available to 
support social justice leadership. 

 .792   

Reciprocal communication between teachers and 
students at my school supports social justice 
leadership. 

.777    

Communication among stakeholders at my school 
supports social justice leadership. 

.638    

The level of trust between students and teachers at my 
school supports social justice leadership. 

.787    

Principal and teacher focus on students' best interest 
at my school supports social justice leadership. 

.691    

Valuing student voice in my school supports social 
justice leadership. 

.515    

School policy documents that guide decision-making 
are supportive of social justice leadership. 

.777    

School-level decision-making processes are 
supportive of social justice leadership. 

.669    

Local guidance/control of decision-making is 
supportive of social justice leadership. 

.728    

The extent of the principal's autonomy to make 
decisions for the school supports social justice 
leadership. 

.754    

Parents at my school support social justice leadership.   .788  
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Collaboration between teachers and parents in my 
school results in increased support of social justice 
leadership. 

  .870  

Principal and parent connections at my school result 
in increased support of social justice leadership. 

  .889  

Principal involvement in the community results in 
increased support of social justice leadership. 

  .901  

The extent of values cohesion between the 
community and school results in increased support of 
social justice leadership. 

  .906  

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  

Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Normalisation.a  

Rotation converged in 9 iterations. 

Table 3: Social Justice-Supports Items Component Information 

Component # Of Items Cronbach’s Alpha 

School Culture and Practices 6 .918 

Parental and Community Support 5 .940 

Communication, Collaboration, and Guidance 9 .940 

Resources 4 .928 

Findings: Barriers to Social Justice 
For the Social Justice Barriers Instruments, the same process was followed. The initial KMO 
was .903. The Bartlett’s test of sphericity produced an approximate chi-square value of 
3,182.028, p<0.001. Following an iterative process that included the deletion of three items 
(two for cross loading and one for failing to meet the >.364 threshold), a four-factor, 19-item 
solution was found (Table 4). The final solution accounted for 68.989 per cent of the total 
variance. The Cronbach’s Alpha for the Social Justice – Barriers Instrument was .923. All the 
individual components had Cronbach’s Alphas greater than .86 (Table 5). 
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Table 4: Social Justice-Barriers Items Factor Loadings 

Item 

Component 

1 2 3 4 

Lack of communication with stakeholders is a barrier to social 
justice leadership. 

   .748 

Principal isolation in advocacy work is a barrier to social justice 
leadership. 

   .687 

Principal's vision can be a barrier to social justice leadership.    .883 

Value systems can be a barrier to social justice leadership.    .803 

School's hierarchical structure is a barrier to social justice 
leadership. 

   .760 

Lack of financial resources is a barrier to social justice 
leadership. 

  -.698  

Limited time during the workday is a barrier to social justice 
leadership. 

  -.823  

Limited access to current research is a barrier to social justice 
leadership. 

  -.580  

Lack of input on policy is a barrier to social justice leadership.   -.738  

Inconsistent policy implementation is a barrier to social justice 
leadership. 

  -.562  

Bureaucracy is a barrier to social justice leadership.   -.584  

Focus on achievement outcomes is a barrier to social justice 
leadership. 

.669    

Societal expectations of schooling are a barrier to social justice 
leadership. 

.890    

Societal bias against marginalised groups of students in my 
school is a barrier to social justice leadership. 

.816    
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Parental resistance to school initiatives is a barrier to social 
justice leadership. 

.611    

Staff perceptions of students' socioeconomic circumstances are 
a barrier to social justice leadership. 

.527    

Students' socioeconomic circumstances are a barrier to social 
justice leadership. 

 .799   

Income inequality between students is a barrier to social justice 
leadership. 

 .827   

The home environments of my students are a barrier to social 
justice leadership. 

 .836   

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis 

Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Normalisation 

Rotation converged in 12 iterations 

Table 5: Social Justice – Barriers Component Information 

Component # Of Items Cronbach’s Alpha 

Student’s Family Situation 5 .863 

Perceptions 5 .862 

Resources and Policy 6 .875 

School Culture 3 .888 

Social Justice-Supports Scale 
The Communication, Collaboration, and Guidance component examined how a variety of 
forces including channels of communication, guidance related to decision making, and 
philosophical orientations to student voice interact to support leadership for social justice. 
Principals denote the importance of encouraging open communication and collaboration in 
achieving outcomes tied to social justice. Oftentimes, communication and collaboration are 
referenced as desirable outcomes in and of themselves in that pursuit because they serve to 
guide and decision-making processes at various levels. However, this component provides 
insight into how principals themselves view the extent to which those elements support their 
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ability to lead for social justice as cross-sectional, contextual factors rather than as ideals or 
outcomes. Sarid (2020: 14) noted that a ‘communicative environment in which each voice can 
be heard’ is a fundamental prerequisite for social justice to occur within a school. 

The Resources component explored how a variety of resources, including fiscal, information, 
instructional, and human, aid a principal’s leadership for social justice. Principals perceive 
the access to a variety of resources as an enabling condition to achieving their school vision. 
Principals have complex and multi-faceted roles beholden to a variety of accountability 
measures. Their work, in general, and specifically for social justice is enhanced when they 
have a variety of resources to draw upon.  

The Parental and Community Support component addressed how the principal perceives the 
interface between their work and various stakeholders including parents and the community 
at large. Principals’ work for social justice is buoyed by the value and resources innate within 
parents and communities. ‘Social justice leadership as theorised is not just about a leader’s 
individual work but how she or he connects with families and communities and attempts to 
access untapped resources, knowledge bases and areas of expertise’ (DeMatthews 2018: 556). 
When principals have access to a strong network of parent and community support, they 
develop a shared responsibility that aids them in their pursuit and achievement of social 
justice (Normore & Blanco 2008).  

The School Culture and Practices component was comprised of items that aimed to 
understand how attitudes, processes, practices, and culture within the school served to 
promote the social justice leadership of principals. Social-justice oriented principals place a 
great deal of emphasis on creating school environments that benefit marginalised students 
(Theoharis 2007). However, this component serves to understand the perceptions of 
principals of the existing environment rather than their preferred environment. Morrison 
(2017b), in explaining the ISLDN framework, noted that contextual elements within schools 
can create barriers for leaders as it relates to school culture and, ultimately, impede their 
ability to lead for change.  

Social Justice-Barriers Scale 
The Perceptions component included items that interrogated the way that various 
stakeholders, including parents, staff, and society, view schooling and marginalised student 
groups and how that created barriers to social justice leadership. School leaders have an 
intimate awareness of the societal expectations on schools. Student achievement on 
standardised tests can be a formidable barrier as such tests are widely held as ‘the currency 
required to legitimise school success in the public eye’ (Miller & Martin 2015: 141). Principals 
are located at a pinch point where they are hyperaware of how this singular measure of 
success is viewed by others and may make decisions that run contrary to their ideals of equity, 
fairness, and justice to better align with those outside perceptions and expectations (Miller & 
Martin 2015). Additionally, overcoming ‘the momentum of the status quo, obstructive staff 
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attitudes and beliefs, and insular and privileged parental expectations’ can present a barrier 
to achieving social justice outcomes (Theoharis 2007: 238). 

The Student’s Family Situation component contained items that sought to understand how 
principals perceived issues presented by the home environments and economic situation of 
their students within their context as barriers. A community’s socioeconomic environment 
impacts the ability of parents to meet the basic needs of their children, to augment their 
educational environment outside of the school, and to support the school with time and 
monetary resources. In turn, the ability of parents to contribute time and resources to the 
school have been identified as impacting the way a principal allocates their time and energy 
(Morrison 2017b). 

The Resources and Policy component measured how the lack of or limited access to a variety 
of resources as well as issues related to school bureaucracy were perceived as barriers to social 
justice work. The policies that inform school governance/operations and the resources that 
are available to schools impact social justice leadership (Chiu & Walker 2007). For example, 
Morrison (2017b) detailed an example of how the lack of resources directly affects a 
principal’s capacity to lead for social justice in New Zealand: 

In New Zealand, for example, schools in poorer areas struggle to attract the minimum 
number of parent representatives required by legislation to form the school’s 
governing Board of Trustees (BOT), let alone those with financial, legal, personnel and 
property management skills (Morrison 2013). In the absence of free school meals and 
other forms of state assistance, school principals expend considerable energy 
resourcing and coordinating the provision of school breakfasts, uniforms, and 
supplies. One of the consequences of this workload intensification is that the energies 
of the school’s instructional leader are diverted away from the classroom. Conversely, 
Board of Trustee elections for schools in affluent areas are often hotly contested and 
the elected board comprised of skilled professionals. This expertise allows for some 
division of labour and, in theory, releases the principal to place greater personal focus 
on the core business of learning and teaching. (p. 54) 

The School Culture component details how elements of the way a school was led by a 
principal and its fundamental approach to operating could be perceived as barriers to the 
implementation of social justice leadership. Chiu and Walker (2007) observed that leadership 
practices in school are antecedent to social justice issues within schools. Taysum and Gunter 
(2008) found that the social justice leadership of principals was directly affected by ‘tensions 
between what they wanted to do and what they could do in their schools’ (p. 197). 

We would be remiss if we did not acknowledge that the current study had some limitations. 
We were able to conduct a PCA on the data, but we did not perform any additional 
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confirmatory testing due to the size of the sample and the inability to split it to run both tests. 
While the PCA shows good reliability and a logical structure, further sampling  is needed for 
confirmatory testing. Furthermore, while the instrument was tested among principals in the 
United States, the foundational data for the items were gleaned from principal interviews in 
countries throughout the world. The survey with only some local adaptation of terms could 
be used in many countries where English is the main language. For wider dissemination, the 
items first must be translated and interpreted. There is potential that translations from English 
may interfere with original item meanings. Further testing in other contexts is warranted to 
see if the factor structure and scale reliability holds. Moreover, interpretations of the words 
‘social justice’ may carry myriad perceptions to principals from countries throughout the 
world, potentially influencing responses. Even within countries, context may influence how 
principals respond.  

Implications 
The development and validation of the SJ-BAS provided fresh insights into the contextual 
elements that principals engage with and complex environments that principals find 
themselves as actors within. This study provided fresh, global insights into the nature of the 
barriers and supports those principals encounter as they work for social justice in their 
contexts. Those insights from the qualitative analysis should be viewed as important findings 
on their own merit even though they also served as the way to operationalise scale items to 
construct the SJ-BAS. In doing so, we were able to provide a new way to understand these 
contextual elements outside of the dominant methodological paradigm present in the study 
of social justice leadership. 

The instrument provides an important contribution to the social justice literature, to 
international literature on socially just leadership, and to the literature in cross comparative 
studies. First, this instrument measures both macro and meso level constructs that support 
principals in their work as socially just school leaders as well as those constructs that act as 
barriers to social justice in schools. Results from this survey can be informative to stakeholders 
internal to the school but also external stakeholders such as governing boards and district 
level personnel. Survey items are particular which allows for specificity in areas where 
assistance and development to enhance social justice is warranted. 

Findings from cross country studies are heavily dependent on context. The foundation of the 
SJ-BAS was the same question (what helps and hinders the work of social justice in your 
context?) asked of principals in countries throughout the world. The responses from that 
question manifested as items on this instrument. Thus, survey items touched upon constructs 
found in schools across the world, lending to the instrument’s credibility and validity. This 
survey will allow researchers from across the globe to examine and compare responses in 
their context to responses from principals in other places. 
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Those seeking to engage in cross comparative studies will benefit from an instrument that 
allows for generalisation across countries. Most cross comparative studies are qualitative and 
thus, the subtleties of context and culture are often examined within small pools of 
participants. Context and nuance weighs heavily in qualitative findings. A quantitative 
instrument grounded in contextualised qualitative responses allows for larger research 
samples in data collection that, in turn, allows for generalisations across countries. This not 
only adds to the literature on cross comparative studies but also enhances the ability for 
researchers to report substantive findings by and across macro-levels. 

On a more practical level, this study’s contribution is one of utility. The result of this 
endeavour resulted in a tool that practitioners, scholars, policymakers, and programme 
evaluators could use to understand the environmental conditions that are supports and 
barriers to social justice. By understanding these contextual elements, the complex 
environment that principals encounter can be more deeply understood and meaningfully 
addressed through training, resource allocation, or deliberate intervention.  

The SJ-BAS is simultaneously reflective and forward-looking for the ISLDN. In one way, it 
serves as a point of orientation to view a singular achievement from the last 10 years of 
research collaboration among the ISLDN. More importantly, we hope that it serves as a point 
of convergence for future collaboration among members to advance explorations, expand 
designs, and forge partnerships that promote meaningful exchanges and pursuits of 
knowledge. 
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Recreating Home Through Social Justice 
School Leadership in Latvia and 
Lithuania 
Jenny Tripses, Jūratė Valuckienė and Milda Damkuvienė 

Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to examine the social justice school leadership of two principals 
whose careers began when their countries, Latvia and Lithuania, regained independence after over 50 
years of Soviet occupation. Having used the International School Leadership Development Network 
(ISLDN) protocols, the paper seeks to describe how each of these social justice leaders makes sense of 
‘social justice’, describe their social justice leadership practice, identify factors that help and hinder their 
work as social justice leaders and consider how they learned to become social justice leaders. Each 
principal was interviewed, their interviews audiotaped, transcribed or translated, and analyzed 
thematically. Both leaders employed transformative leadership in their social justice school leadership. 
Around the period of transition into independence in the early 1990s, each advocated nationally for 
more socially just educational practices. Their social justice school leadership development continues to 
evolve.   

Keywords: Social justice school leaders, ISLDN, transformative leadership, moral purpose, 
creative decision making 

Introduction 
All societies are dependent upon leaders of social institutions, including schools, or perhaps, 
especially schools, for wisdom and cognitive capacities to create and implement conditions 
that successfully navigate globalisation (Tripses 2019). Nearing the end of 2021, educational 
leaders throughout the world have confronted extraordinary challenges during the pandemic 
that began in 2020 and whose end is not in sight.  

This chapter analyses two identified social justice school leaders who experienced another 
seismic shift at the beginning of their careers in education. Their stories shed light on the 
influences upon them when their home countries gained independence after over 50 years of 
Soviet occupation. The two school leaders faced opportunities as well as significant 
challenges when their respective countries were liberated from ‘Soviet times’ requiring each 
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country to recreate all cultural institutions, including schools, based upon national 
democratic identities. Both leaders referred back to the period of independence, during 
interviews using the ISLDN research protocols, as a time of great excitement for them as 
young professional educators. 

The paper seeks to better understand the factors present in these two young educators at the 
beginning of their careers that caused them to conceive of and enact socially just school 
leadership. Both experienced typical Soviet style educations in their own education. As one 
of the principals said, ‘We were totally isolated and had no idea what education in other parts 
of the world was like.’ The paper analyses their stories based upon interview transcripts, with 
the intention that their experiences and examples might provide insights into preparation of 
future school leaders into social justice school leadership. The Lithuanian principal’s 
educational career began in 1994 as a teacher, a couple of years past the official demise of 
Soviet times. The Latvian principal is approximately 10 years older. He established an 
Alternative School in 1991, intentionally seeking alternatives to Soviet education. Neither 
overtly criticized education in Soviet times.  

The original idea to consider the stories of these principals, whose careers in education began 
as their respective national homes were changing from Soviet controlled to societies in rapid 
transition, were based upon the 2020 UCEA conference theme: Re/Building Home (UCEA 
2020). Briefly we will consider the macro level of two Baltic societies transitioning from Soviet 
ways to recreate their national identities in their schools.  

Background 
The collapse of the Soviet occupation in the Baltic countries created economic, social, and civic 
uncertainty. After regaining control after World War II, the Soviets resumed the integration 
of the Baltic lands into the United Soviet Socialist Republic. A considerable number of 
nonindigenous officials (Ukrainian, Belarussian, Polish, and others), unfamiliar with the 
societies of the region, were brought in to consolidate Soviet rule and to complement the 
heavy presence of military and coercive forces in the Baltic countries. The regime sought to 
eradicate the last vestiges of the period of Latvian and Lithuanian cultures that emerged 
between the first and second world wars (Muslunas & Bater 2019).  

Argument for Moral Purpose and Creative Thinking Through 
Cognitive Science 
In this section a conceptual framework is described which is derived from consideration of 
the work of educational, organizational and psychological researchers. The conceptual 
framework is grounded in literature on moral purpose and cognitive science specifically 
related to the creation of new ideas. Moral purpose in school leadership is concerned with 
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right and wrong (Furman 2003), strong focus on the common good (Fullan 2003), the 
development of a common sense of purpose (Fullan 2003; Furman 2003; Sergiovanni 1992, 
1994, 1999) and the development of leadership potential in others (Fullan 2003). Leaders with 
a strong moral purpose have the capacity to see beyond constraints in the environment that 
stem from bureaucratic policies, scarce resources, oppression, and societal issues reflected in 
the lives of students and their families (Lyman, Ashby & Tripses 2005). A vision of education 
not tied exclusively to test scores and academic achievement but instead is driven by values 
developing faculty, staff, and students’ sense of self-worth and community connections.  Such 
a vision that encompasses these justice values is created by moral leadership (Marshall, 
Gerstl-Pepin & Johnson 2020).  

The relevance of cognitive science to this inquiry seeks deeper understanding of how the two 
subjects, who were relatively young educators when their societies were released from Soviet 
control, viewed their country’s new-found independence as well as their roles as educators. 
Raised in Soviet systems, they were suddenly thrust into what each described as a heady 
environment filled with uncertainty and promise. Multiple names are ascribed to the 
influence of ways individuals conceptualize their environments including mental models 
(Senge 2006), mindset (Dweck 2006), and flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1990, 1997, 2013) based upon 
the premise that how we think affects how we act.  

The primary resource for considering how humans conceptually frame experiences in this 
study comes from Howard Gardner in his books Creating Minds (Gardner 2011) and Leading 
Minds (Gardner 2011). In Creating Minds, he analyses the creativity of six highly recognised 
creative individuals from the 20th century. Employing cognitive psychology in Leading Minds, 
Gardner examines how ideas or thoughts of leaders are organised to create their stories.  

The creative individual is a person who regularly solves problems, fashions products 
or defines new questions in a domain (which in this case is educator or teacher/learner) 
in a way that is initially considered novel but ultimately becomes accepted in a 
particular cultural setting. (Gardner 2011: 33)  

Gardner goes on to explain that creative individuals are often explorers, innovators, tinkerers. 
The stories of the two principals, framed by ISLDN protocols, comprise the evidence of ways 
each of them created visions and mindset (Dweck 2006) that deviated from Soviet times and 
moved educational practice towards equitable opportunities for all students. Close to 30 years 
later, their leadership was recognized as strong social justice practices.  

In Figure 1, ideas concerned with moral purpose and creative thinking are represented as 
being in a state of tension or balance with the need for new ideas and ways of being balanced 
with moral purpose considerations. 
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Figure 1: Moral Purpose and Creative Thinking in Social Justice Leadership 

 

School Leaders and Social Justice 
Social justice school leadership differs from one culture to another. Understanding social 
justice in other cultures requires the capacity to respect differences and establish common 
understanding based upon mutual tolerances of history, culture, tensions, and deeply held 
principles of backgrounds different from one’s own. Each of the more than 190 nations in the 
world is challenged to re-center how it defines educational quality for its citizens (Bogotch 
2014). Social justice, as it is conceived in western cultures, primarily Britain, Canada, Australia 
and the United States, does not readily transport to other countries or cultures (Bogotch 2002, 
2014; Bolman & Deal 2017). That does not mean that societal values related to western 
conceptions of social justice are not present in other societies. Social justice addresses the 
spectrum of human tendencies to confront unjust practices. Social justice leadership writ large 
seeks to address moral purposes of schools and advocate for traditionally marginalized 
students (Furman 2003; Larson & Murtadha 2002; Lugg & Soho 2006).   

Moral Purpose
•Deep knowledge of discipline
•Relationships involving trust, common 

understanding, practical decision making
•Coherence making
•Work towards common good 

Creative Thinking

Capacity to conceive new ideas
Deep disciplinary knowledge and practice
Access to their field of practice
Convergent and divergent thinkers
Combine imagination and sense of reality
Humble yet proud 
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Social justice as an educational practice includes all members of the world’s populations 
regardless of governmental structures, cultures, or ideologies (Bogotch 2014). There are 
multiple definitions of social justice school leadership. The ISLDN defines a social justice 
school leader as a ‘principal who is committed to reducing inequalities and makes this aim a 
high priority in leadership practice (Angelle 2017: 308). Social justice in schools does not 
happen accidentally. It takes intention, skill, and constant attention. Social justice school 
leaders see injustice in ways that others do not, and have the will, skill, and necessary 
relationships to combat injustice for the benefit of all students. The essence of social justice 
leadership at all levels, macro and micro, is to continuously develop capacity to question who 
is and who is not served by policies and practices and creating actions to change those 
practices that do not serve all.  

Unless we are able to make social justice fundamental to education and educational 
leadership, unless we are able to recognize injustice and work to overcome it, then as 
educators we fail to fulfill our civic roles in societies around the world; indeed we are 
complicit in perpetuating injustice. (Shields & Bogotch 2014: 1252) 

Theoharis (2009) posits that ‘a democratic and far-reaching narrative is a central aspect to 
changing the metanarrative of good leadership’ (p. 159). Social justice is always context 
specific to a particular school setting and organizational structure. Recognising this reality 
expands understanding of ways social justice is employed, defined, and implemented in the 
formerly Soviet Baltic countries. 

Methods 
The research followed the prescribed ISLDN protocols of the social justice research group to 
learn more about how social justice leaders make sense of social justice, how they do social 
justice leadership, factors that help and hinder the social justice leadership work, and finally 
how they learn to become social justice leaders (Angelle 2017). This protocol involves 
individual interviews with principals. To secure appropriate principals, collaboration with 
local university scholars in all three Baltic countries who were familiar with local schools was 
essential to identify an appropriate local principal, and to conduct the interview(s). 
Limitations include basing our conclusions upon one interview and limitations on 
generalisability of qualitative exploratory case study in general (Creswell & Creswell 2018; 
Yin 2011). However, the opportunity to consider influences of independence from Soviet 
influences that brought on rapid changes in every aspect of their lives and career are worth 
noting despite the limitations. Every case study is unique, limiting generalizability. 
Connections between the memories of these two social justice school leaders as disclosed in 
their interviews, and theoretical understandings of how human minds create new ideas and 
practices based upon moral purpose have relevance to understandings of ways that 
individual leaders come to be social justice school leaders. Subjects were not specifically asked 
to recall their reactions when their countries were released from Soviet control, however they 
were asked to talk about the influences they believe made them social justice school leaders. 
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In both cases, the subjects themselves connected the period of national independence from 
Soviet occupation and subsequent reawakening of ideas around democratic ideals. Broad 
themes were identified from the initial interviews and those themes were analysed (Miles, 
Huberman & Saldana 2020) through creative cognitive science (Csikszentmihalyi 2013; 
Gardner 2011) and moral purpose (Bolman & Deal 2017; Fullan 2020) perspectives.   

One author (Tripses, a U.S. scholar) was in Latvia as a Fulbright Scholar in the spring of 2018 
on a research/teaching grant on social justice school leaders. Her connections with ISLDN and 
social justice scholarship contributed to the project. The remaining two authors (Lithuanian) 
organised the interview with the Lithuanian social justice school principal, translated and 
transcribed the interview which was conducted in Lithuanian. Both co-authors were involved 
in the final analyses and writing. The interview with the Lithuanian principal was conducted 
on the school site by the two co-authors in Lithuanian in May 2018. Tripses interviewed the 
Latvian principal online in the fall of 2019. Institutional review approval to conduct the 
interview online was sought and granted by Bradley University. The Latvian principal’s wife 
(the daughter of two Latvian emigres who fled Latvia at the end of World War II and met in 
Chicago, Illinois where they raised their family) participated in the interview serving as a 
language and cultural interpreter for the American interviewer.  

Principals’ Stories 
Based upon their self-described professional timelines, both educators, in different ways, 
received recognition for their leadership potential early in their careers. Their stories 
demonstrate their individual paths to seize opportunities afforded by national independence, 
to further their conceptualizations of school leadership. Soviet ways of schooling were the 
only reality these two young educators knew and yet both spoke of interest in and excitement 
during the independence transition in the early 90s when their respective countries were 
figuring out how to recreate Lithuanian and Latvian cultures in post-Soviet Latvia and 
Lithuania.  This section will describe interviews with each principal.  

To help the reader, Table 1 provides some core features of the principals and associate themes 
from the research. 
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Table 1: Principal Characteristics Comparative Matrix 

Principal 
Characteristics  

Latvian Principal  Lithuanian Principal  

Personal history 1983 as math teacher (IT) 

Riga School of Art 1988-90 (IT) 

Creates and teaches History of World 
Culture course (IT) mid 1980s  

Works with others to create Teacher 
Code of Ethics (IT) in the late 1980s 

1991-2019 Director of Latvian 
Alternative School (IT) 

ABD U. of Latvia (IT) 

1994 history teacher in gymnasium  

1999-2009 principal gymnasium 

2009-2014 Vice Minister Lithuanian 
Ministry of Education and Science 

2015 – decided to become principal of Rural 
School to break the myth 

Definition of 
social justice  

Ethics (IT, SD) 

Professional development for teachers 
(IT) 

Teachers Professional Code of Ethics 
Sept 1989 (SD) 

 Child-centered (IT) 

Social responsibility (as opposed to social 
justice) of all educators – working out 
common agreements (IT) 

Child-centered (IT) 

Decisions must serve child, not the system 
(IT) 

Influences 
contributed to 
social justice 
leadership   

Negative experience as student in 
Soviet system (IT) 

Active with other educators 
participation/leadership in transition 
period to recreate Latvia’s culture (IT) 

Created common learning experiences 
for teachers (IT) 

Work with parents to solve problems 
(IT) 

Democratic principles (IT) 

Parents took in relative with special 
circumstances who raised as his sibling (IT)  

Primary school teacher (IT) 

Broader perspective related to causes of 
inequities as Vice Minister of Education (IT) 

Peace Corps volunteer (IT) 

Work with parents to solve problems (IT) 

Early career 
promise  

Leader/convener of various groups 
(IT and SD) 

Teacher ethics (IT and SD) 

Class he taught (IT and SD) 

Created course on culture during 
Soviet times (IT and SD) 

Taking the initiative – overriding 
theme (RN) 

Youngest principal in Lithuania when 
appointed leader of prestigious 
gymnasium in 1999 (IT) 

Co-created with US Peace Corps volunteer 
a child rights education center (IT) 

School culture Multiple activities for students (RN) 

Concern for his elderly mother (RN) 

Examples creating solutions for 
students with special needs (RN) 

Conditions surrounding school (RN) 

Multiple activities for students (RN) 

Respect towards student (RN) 

Legend: RN - research notes, IT - Interview transcript, SD - Supporting documents  
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Lithuanian School and Principal  
The drive up to the Multifunctional Center afforded a clear view of the old school building 
surrounded by evidence of active use by children and community outside of school hours.  
The school grounds included an elaborate bicycle obstacle path, a small building later 
identified as the community center, and a large garden next to that. A famous bicyclist had 
come to the school to talk about bicycle safety. The garden was named for a famous woman 
ecologist. In front of the greenhouse to the garden was a cross inside a circle which was 
explained as a symbol of community. Extensive playground equipment surrounded the 
building. Everything was well maintained, evidence of a school that supports holistic child 
development and connections with the community.  

We were greeted warmly by the librarian and ushered up to what appeared to be a teacher 
workroom. Well organized student work was prominently displayed in the hallways. The 
principal was casually dressed, very cordial and pleased the interview could be conducted in 
his native language, Lithuanian. After we toured the building, he offered us coffee or tea 
before the interview began. While the building was old, all furnishings were up to date.  

The school is a full-time, general education school in Lithuania that includes early education 
(kindergarten), pre-primary education, primary (1 to 4 grades), basic education (5 to 8 grades) 
and non-formal education programs. Students at the school were described as statistically 
average Lithuanian. The principal noted, ‘Our kids are generally good. They are excellent 
students.’ There are about 5000 inhabitants in the community, half of them – ‘newcomers’ to 
this village.  There are a few immigrants in the village. One family was described as ‘mixed’, 
mother is Lithuanian, father is a foreigner, and they all moved to live here.  

The principal began his career in education in 1994 where he worked as a history teacher 
at the gymnasium. From 1999-2009 he was principal of the gymnasium. The student 
population in a Lithuanian gymnasium school is comprised of university bound students.  He 
stated that at 27, when he became principal, he was the youngest school leader in Lithuania. 
From there, he was Vice Minister at the Lithuanian Ministry of Education and Science from 
2009-2014.  

After four years in the Lithuanian Ministry of Education, he decided to become a principal of 
a small rural school to ‘break the myth that education in the rural territories is condemned’. 
He sought to dispel the notion that family socioeconomic status creates situations that schools 
are powerless to overcome. When he assumed the principal position, the school was facing 
the threat of closure due to poor performance.  

So the starting position was obvious and straightforward – we were at the bottom, it 
could not get any worse. Looking from this point, it was effortless to do progress. 

We must take responsibility for the child, not a responsibility to serve the system . . . 
It is crucial for me to ensure that teachers feel and take this responsibility. It is vital 
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that we make decisions that benefit children, not the system or ourselves. . . . I would 
[add] persistence. . . . Youth must be taught to finish any job they start. This is the most 
significant challenge of modern times.   

His ideas about teaching and learning include ‘creative thinking, IT use, competence 
development instead of only learning the subjects’. He went on to add that ‘democracy is very 
important in education’. Here he is describing democratic processes that involve 
conversations with teachers and parents ‘based on learning to find common agreements and 
living in such environment . . . We give considerable attention to working out on collective 
agreements, even though they are often not very convenient for adults.’ He stressed that ‘a 
child with specific needs that are different from the needs of the majority’ deserves an 
education that serves those needs. He sees this emphasis to be ‘the main difference 
distinguishing a socially just school principal. You do not ignore a problem, but rather try to 
solve it.’ 

He was clear about the influences in his early years (during Soviet times) that melded him to 
become the school leader he is today. He credited a primary school teacher who insisted on 
excellent performance. His parents took in a young relative who came from a problem family 
and was raised with him as a brother. His position as Vice Minister of Education gave him a 
much broader perspective of education than he realized as principal of a gymnasium. From 
that position, he came to understand more fully the disadvantages faced by ‘country schools’.  

A final influence was a Peace Corps volunteer who served five years in Lithuania. She and 
this principal, who at the time was a gymnasium teacher, collaborated to establish a child 
rights education center at the gymnasium where he taught that was funded by the U.S. 
embassy. He also learned from her how to conduct strategic planning, goal setting and run 
meetings. She was a strong influence. In 1995, the principal and his Peace Corps colleague 
arrived for an interview with Russian president Boris Yeltsin, full of enthusiasm for their 
ideas about education focused on democratic values. As they were waiting for their meeting, 
they realized neither of them was appropriately dressed to meet with the president. The 
importance of the principal’s relationship with the American Peace Corps volunteer describes   
interest and involvement early in his career to educational methods outside Soviet 
educational methods.  

The Latvian School and Principal 
The Alternative School was created by the Latvian principal in 1991 after Latvia regained 
independence from the Soviet Union. The purpose of the school was to promote an alternative 
to the teaching methods used in Soviet times. Students in the school are preschool (3–6-year-
olds) and primary grades 1-9 (7- to 16-year-olds). The total number of students is 185. 
Enrolment in the preschool is 60 students and 125 students are in the primary school. Students 
come from all walks of life. Some live in the local area, but others are from the capital city, 
Riga.  
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The Latvian principal began his career in 1983 as a mathematics teacher in Riga’s Secondary 
School. From 1988 through to 1990 he taught at the Riga School of Art. From 1991 until 2019, 
he was the Director of the Alternative School. After retirement, he continued his work in 
teacher preparation at the University of Latvia. His educational credentials include bachelor’s 
and master’s degrees in mathematics from the University of Latvia. Between 2009 and 2012 
he completed the coursework requirements for a doctoral degree in pedagogy. He has not 
completed requirements for the doctoral degree.   

The Alternative School principal talked about his long history of curiosity and advocacy for 
educational practices that deviated from Soviet style education. During the period of coming 
independence, he was a co-founder and responsible secretary for the Latvia Society of 
Education which he organized under the Popular Front. The Latvian Popular Front was a 
multifaceted umbrella group formed in the mid to late 1980s that proved useful in pursuing 
interrelated goals of democraticratisan and national self-determination that eventually 
contributed to Latvian independence from Soviet control (Penikis 1996). He created a unit of 
study on culture during Soviet times and was granted approval by Soviet authorities. This 
endeavor is described in a current Latvian novel that describes the effects of Soviet rule on a 
single individual. While the novel is described as fiction where ‘resemblance to actual 
persons, living or dead, events or locales are entirely coincidental’, the principal’s cultural 
studies are described in detail (Ikstena 2018) adding credibility not only to the cultural study, 
but also the nature of influence it had on young Latvians at the time. In sharing past 
experiences in an interview, his wife characterized him as ‘relentless’ in pursuit of a cause he 
sees as important.  

The Latvian principal’s conceptions of social justice are firmly grounded in ethics. During the 
second online interview, he talked about his fascination with the study of ethics when he was 
studying in university. It’s important to note that ethics was not part of the mathematical 
curriculum. On his own, he created a relationship with a University of Latvia Philosophy 
professor. He attended many lectures and read widely on the topic. He bases his ideas on 
ethics on Plato’s four cardinal virtues – prudence, courage, temperance, justice. All four are 
fundamentally important in life and education.  

The Latvian principal believes ethics are more important than rules. He initiated the creation 
of a code of ethics for teachers in Latvia in the 1980s and facilitated a group of 10 people that 
included Latvia’ s expert on ethics, Philosophy Professor A. Milts. The Code of Ethics argues 
that the child’s development is the primary role of education and education is the main tool 
for society to increase happiness and gain insight to improve themselves and the lives of 
others, to help find themselves and to identify their own strengths and weaknesses. The 
Alternative School in 1991 emphasized character development, or moral development, as the 
foundation for the acquisition of knowledge.  
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This principal has a long history, that began prior to independence and continues to the 
present, of organizing and providing professional development to teachers. Mentioned 
earlier, he created and gained approval from Soviet authorities to offer a unit on cultural 
studies. He talked about week-long professional development training programs he created 
and conducted in the early days of independence, where teachers from all over Latvia left 
changed and inspired by what they’d learned during the week.      

Practices that set the Latvian Alternative School apart from other schools in Latvia can be 
described as focusing on learning for understanding as opposed to rote learning. Emphasis is 
given to teaching and learning through nature in outdoor lessons. Forty-minute outdoor 
recess periods regardless of the weather, are required unless the student is sick. The school 
schedule is organized to facilitate multi-age collaboration.  

To reduce the gap between high and low student achievement, the Latvian principal turned 
to the local parents’ group to sponsor school in-service courses (100 lectures in 3 years) for 
teacher development. He also worked with the parent group to organize and sponsor annual 
collective trips for teachers to visit schools. An added benefit of these trips was the bonding 
that occurred with the staff. These trips included an annual visit during spring vacation, two 
days in October, and one day in June. These educator trips included visits to the Espoo 
Montessori School in Finland, Inga Grinberga’s Montessori school in Stockholm, Sweden, the 
Reggia Emilia School and Educational Centre in Italy, and Plato School in Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands. These educator field trips to schools in other countries share common initiatives 
for non-traditional teaching and learning.  

The Alternative School Parents’ Foundation understood the value of education for their 
children and supported the school in various ways. Donations were used to support students 
whose family cannot afford ‘extras’ for their child. For example, the foundation paid for the 
graduation dress, shoes, and haircut for an orphan. The Alternative School conducted 
mandatory camps after 3rd and 6th grades and the Parents’ Foundation paid part of the 
expenses so that all could participate. Every class in the Alternative School determines a 
service project which the Parents’ Foundation supports as needed.   

The Alternative School regularly organizes two-day projects in which half of 6th grade spend 
all day in the Russian language school and Russian speaking children learn all day at the 
Latvian language school. The next day the other half of the classes do the same. Ukrainians 
and Russians are on staff and national identities do not interfere with common goals to 
provide the best education possible for each student.  

Analysis  
Having grown up in ‘Soviet Times’ where individual freedoms and expression were 
significantly limited, these two, young-at-the time educators, grabbed hold of socially just 
concepts in education to apply in environments full of uncertainty and political strife as their 
countries gained independence. Almost 30 years later, each could point to achievements in 
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their schools fueled by strong convictions that every child and his/her family deserves an 
equitable education. The broad themes identified from the initial interviews are:  
● Identifying inequities in ways others, and especially bureaucracies, don’t 
● Seeing problems in unconventional ways by devising processes with others to create 

solutions 
● Seeing problems in unconventional ways through emphasis on learning beyond 

traditional methods  
● Acknowledging social justice work is difficult for teachers and school leaders while also 

maintaining high expectations for self and others to persevere    

Identifying Inequities in Ways Others Don’t, Especially Bureaucracies 
These leaders employ moral purpose to discover means to work through complex issues with 
others in ways that energize rather than deplete organizational member commitment. The 
Lithuanian principal stated:  

We can only talk about social responsibility . . . what actions the school administration 
takes, how we work with parents . . . because on the national level there are many 
problems with social justice. 

Here he is referring to his recognition that country schools do not receive the level of funding 
that is afforded city schools. This discrepancy translates into fewer programs, lower teacher 
salaries, but his understanding of the disadvantages posed extend far beyond regularly noted 
differences.  

In our system, a kid can be hurt twice: for the first time when you are born in a family 
that cannot take care of you and that nobody else takes care of you further on. So, there 
is a huge mess with social justice in Lithuania: many good things are declared but in 
reality . . . Say, village kids; they are harmed five times more to compare with the kids 
in the towns. For example, who will take them to non-formal education / sports school, 
if parents cannot do that? Every kid should be provided with the opportunity to 
attend. That would be fair and right.  

The Latvian principal referred to the time of independence when the U.S. Embassy in Riga 
provided $10,000 to purchase books. When he was in the U.S., a Latvian American in Chicago 
opened her bookstore to him to select the books. When he returned to Latvia, he created a 
‘library on wheels’ in a small van that travelled the Latvian countryside in the summers. 
Teachers came to look at the books. From there, he and others began weeklong in-service 
courses for teachers. ‘It’s interesting that. . . . more than 500 teachers finished our courses from 
all around Latvia. The idea was to show them something to do differently (in the classroom).’  
In this case, the Latvian principal is recognising at the point of independence that educators 
in his country required information outside of Soviet methods about their profession.  
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The Latvian principal is approximately 10 years older than his Lithuanian counterpart. Prior 
to independence in the 90s, he was already active at the national level. He was an organizer 
in the Popular Front organizing groups of teachers to travel to Germany to learn about 
education ideas outside the Soviet sphere of influence. While he was still a mathematics 
teacher, he created and gained Soviet approval for the History of World Culture which he 
taught for five years. He also created in-service courses for teachers. One hundred and twenty 
Latvian schools offered this course in secondary schools. He commented that he regarded this 
time when he taught the History of Culture ‘like a second education’. His insight was that he 
got ‘more by myself as I study as maybe from mathematics when I studied in university’. 
Subsequent leadership actions reflect this deep self-immersion into the study of ethics.  

Seeing Problems in Unconventional Ways and Devising Processes with Others 
to Create Solutions 
Each principal’s story revealed strong convictions and subsequent leadership actions based 
upon moral purpose and creative problem solving. Both principals advocated working with 
the parents and teachers to create child-centered solutions. The Latvian principal said: 

The idea is that if the child has a problem, it’s very important to understand how the 
parents are looking at the issue. If we can work together with the parents, we can do 
anything. 

The Lithuanian principal was clear, ‘I prefer the term social responsibility’. Going on to 
explain that the national government policies on education do not provide social justice he 
states: 

If there is no social justice in the system (quite common here), then we must take 
responsibility. We must take responsibility for the child, not a responsibility to serve 
the system. Often decisions must be made where you say ‘stop, this is required 
according to the papers, but let’s now take a look at the actual situation with the child’. 
I find the sense of responsibility very important. It is crucial for me to ensure that 
teachers feel and take this responsibility. It is vital that we make decisions that benefit 
children, not the system or ourselves.  

The Lithuanian principal’s convictions are clearly articulated and point to a critical 
understanding about social justice school leadership. Social justice school leaders distinguish 
between serving the system and serving the student.  

From the social justice perspective, the mindset must be not institution-centered, but 
child-centered. If we look from the institutional perspective, we can hardly talk about 
any social justice, because the focus is on school, teachers . . . So again, the rules of the 
game must be child-first, not school or teachers; then decisions would be clearer and 
more straightforward even at national level. 
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Seeing Problems in Unconventional Ways and Emphasis on Learning Beyond 
Traditional Methods  
Based upon his experiences at the national level, the Lithuanian principal saw how common 
educational practice fails to serve students.  

I think that talking about social justice there should be synergy between systems. In 
this case, there must be no dividing lines between education, culture, youth policy, 
health because these are interrelated things.  

He expresses two concepts here, one the need to recognize and work beyond typical silos, but 
also the need to approach educational practices from a holistic perspective for the student, 
which was quite evident from the site visit in May 2018 where an old building is surrounded 
by a bike path, community centre, garden, and play equipment for the students.   

The Latvian Alternative School actively seeks out and employs multiple learning experiences 
for teachers and students including arts, music, drama, and outdoor exercise. The Latvian 
principal described the mandatory camps for students in grades 3 and 6. The Parents 
Foundation pays part of the expenses so all students can participate.  

Acknowledging Social Justice Work Is Difficult for Teachers and School 
Leaders While Also Maintaining Expectations for Self and Others To 
Persevere    
The Lithuanian principal uses democratic processes to solve problems that arise when student 
needs don’t fit the existing programs or practices.  

I find democracy very important in education . . . democracy means more principles, 
more values. . . . We give considerable attention to working out collective agreements, 
even though they are often not very convenient for adults. . . . That’s direct democracy; 
I like such things. 

 Going back to the influence of his Peace Corps friend, he demonstrates a strong practice of 
seeking perspectives of everyone involved with a child whose needs fail to fit into the normal 
way of doing school, considering alternatives, and insisting that the solution must arise from 
the table where the conversation happens. He acknowledges that problem solving under 
these conditions can be inconvenient for the adults, whether they be teachers or parents. He 
sees his role to maintain focus on solving the issue for the child.  

The Lithuanian principal summarised his feelings about social justice this way:  

Social justice requires great patience. . . . You can’t feed every child in the morning, 
but you must take care of that (if a child arrives hungry). Again, I prefer ‘social 
responsibility’ over ‘social justice’ concept.’ 
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The Latvian principal cited Michael Fullan during his interview. Talking about how the gaps 
between high and low performers was reduced in the Latvian Alternative School he stated: 

We work very hard to make sure every student is successful. Teachers stay after school 
to help students even if they were not paid for the extra work.  

When asked about the importance of organizational culture in the school he emphasized the 
importance of strong culture to promote a child’s development. He went on to say, ‘I see 
teachers come. They become alternative schoolteachers or leave in a year or two.’ While he is 
not as direct as the Lithuanian principal about the difficulties and extra effort required to meet 
the needs of all students, he is expressing the same opinion. Social justice work is not easy.  

Discussion 
Shields’ (2018) theory of transformative educational leadership is evident in the stories of 
these two Baltic social justice school leaders. The Lithuanian principal’s preference for the 
term social responsibility as opposed to social justice stems from lack of familiarity of the term 
social justice. Taken the interview in its totality, he is referring to his insistence that teachers 
and other educator specialists at his school take responsibility to deal with situations 
presented through the lives of students and their families. He is describing what he sees as a 
need for deep and equitable change. He deconstructs knowledge frameworks that perpetuate 
inequity and reconstructs them. He and other educators in the school address inequitable 
distribution of power (Shields 2018). This principal described in the interview how his 
perceptions about the inequities of Lithuanian school funding changed in his role at the 
national level in the Ministry of Education. Prior to that his career experiences were confined 
to working with university bound students.  

The Latvian principal seized educational opportunities before and after Independence. He 
too, eagerly embraced a need for change as well as ways to deconstruct knowledge 
frameworks that perpetuate inequity and the reconstruction knowledge frameworks. Using 
different methods, he was seeking knowledge of ways he and other educators could address 
inequitable distribution of power. As he said, Latvia was completely isolated in Soviet times 
and he sought ways to learn more and then share the knowledge he gained with other Latvian 
educators.  

Shields’ tenet of moral courage is omnipresent in the careers of these two principals. Neither 
principal allows educators to dismiss an unmet student or family need with the excuse, ‘that’s 
not my job’. Indeed, these principals insist educators work together to resolve issues of 
inequity. Both principals address inequitable distribution of power and advocate for 
schooling as both a private and public good and in engaging in critique and promise for the 
disenfranchised students in their schools, they are practicing moral courage (Shields 2018). 
Each principal is focusing on emancipation, democracy, equity and justice; they are engaging 
in critique of the status quo as well as providing educators and families hope and promise, 
and, in so doing, they are disrupting power, privilege, and underlying assumptions (Shields 
2018). Recall the Lithuanian principal took on his assignment purposely to disprove what he 
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called the myth that country (read underfunded and isolated) schools are doomed for failure. 
The Latvian principal founded his ‘alternative’ school to be in direct contrast to Soviet schools, 
in which he did ‘not do well’.   

Social justice work requires moral courage to create deep and equitable change that in turn 
creates a cohesive school culture around democratic values (Shields 2018). Potter (2017) 
emphasized that we can learn much from practicing social justice school leaders. The 
principal he interviewed responded to his query about how she handles the conflicting 
agendas of others. She responded, ‘I just think you try as many different things as you can’ 
(p. 248). But her methods are anything but hit and miss. She goes on to say she has to be very 
clear about her message and communicate with people one-on-one.  

Closing Thoughts 
Societies need leaders at all levels who can think beyond the current condition and for  
leadership to be grounded in moral principles or ‘[t]o strive to improve the quality of how we 
live together is a moral purpose of the highest order (Fullan 2020: 20).  This study of two 
social justice school principals, who came of age professionally when their countries, Latvia 
and Lithuania, were released from more than 50 years of Soviet occupation, was an 
opportunity that was not planned in advance. The two school leaders intentionally sought 
out novel ideas for education in their respective countries during particularly turbulent times 
as their countries recreated all civic institutions.  

Post pandemic school leaders worldwide will be faced with different problems including how 
their students fared during the pandemic. Social justice school leaders will determine what 
was learned about online learning in terms of what was more effective than face to face 
teaching/learning and what we’re happy to leave behind. School leaders will also want to 
seek out information about online availability and the social justice issues related to the 
winners and losers in that arena. Everyone in education, principals included, will be 
emotionally and physically exhausted when this ordeal ends. Social justice leaders will need 
to understand how that worked in their school community. We contend, from the findings of 
our studied two principals, that the concluding thoughts are helpful to considering research 
questions for the ISLDN over the coming years. 

Fullan (2020) states that most of what we know about excellence in organizational leadership 
comes from those who do it well. However, ‘leaders cannot make social justice happen by 
their passion and will alone’ (Marshall & Olivia 2010: 14). These educators figured out how 
to advance social justice through collaboration with parents and their communities. We have 
the opportunity, post-pandemic, to research stories of school leaders and examine further 
what can be learned from their stories to enhance the chances that more future school leaders 
become strong social justice school leaders. 
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Book Review: Stand Up and Be Counted 
Trevor Kerry (2021). London: Routledge. ISBN 978-0-367-55314-2 

Reviewer: Christopher Bezzina 

The title of this work Stand Up and Be Counted takes us away from the popular metaphors in 
management literature we are used to, by introducing us to a number of military metaphors 
to illuminate the leadership process and applying the insights from military leadership to the 
education context. In this regard the book is quite unique. 

The title itself helps us to appreciate that the teaching profession is a calling and more so for 
those who want to take leadership seriously. The book, which is mainly directed at middle 
leaders, is written by a seasoned educator who has vast international experience. 

Trevor Kerry helps us to appreciate that once one embraces the notion of leadership this can 
only be seen as a journey that has no end – for leadership is an act, an act of influencing self 
and others. 

This book covers various aspects of leadership that are pertinent to the role, practically as it 
unfolds. The main inspiration behind the book was a military book written by Major General 
Paul Nanson and the military terms found in the book serve as an interesting metaphor that 
aims to engage the reader to reflect in a different way to the various principles behind 
leadership in education. 

As the author argues, this is not an academic text. It is written in a prose style that aims to 
engage the reader in a journey of reflection, inspiration and transformation. However, whilst 
avoiding theorising, one appreciates the depth of knowledge and insight that the author 
brings through this concise volume where each chapter can stand alone and be enjoyed over 
a short span of time. In fact, each chapter can be managed over roughly 10-15 minutes with 
each chapter allowing the reader time to engage with each theme as each section unfolds. 
There is no actual sequence so one can go ahead and pick a chapter that catches your attention 
and jump in! 

Running throughout each chapter are not only insights that one who has directly experienced 
can offer, but include questions that allow the reader – as actual or aspiring leader – to reflect 
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upon and engage with the learning opportunities that will allow one to develop the 
leadership skills and attributes necessary for the role. 

One thing that makes this book stand out is its pragmatic, realistic, down-to-earth approach 
adopted to the profession. I particularly like Kerry’s reference to his own personal experience 
(and those of others) which brings the ideas presented to life. I enjoyed reflecting on particular 
points raised and took me back to my days as a school leader.  

Kerry also presents us with sound advice throughout the text with phrases such as ‘miracles 
happen but realism is necessary to take others along the path’; ‘as a leader, one must take 
others with you: you can’t do it all yourself, the workload will grind you to a pulp’; ‘teachers 
should be interesting and interested. If you are not interested in what you are doing then you 
are in the wrong job’. So true! The clarity and candidness with which they are presented help 
us to appreciate the beauty behind self-belief, motivation, empowerment, collaboration and 
accountability. 

The author is not afraid to pose questions, to present us with a wide canvas of challenges and 
possibilities. He does this, at times, in a very stark manner so that no stone is left unturned; 
to show that leadership is not for the faint hearted; is not for those who seek fame or glory; 
who want to be revered for the position they hold rather than the person they are or could be. 
Practical examples abound which allow the reader to become an active participant as she/he 
engages with similar realities. Kerry argues that ‘everything that has been said in this book is 
about students – about doing the best for them, making their work interesting, improving their 
life chances, setting them on the path to future well-being’ (p. 89, emphasis in original). So 
true, but for this virtuous task to be achieved we need to help and support our educators, 
creating opportunities for them to grow as individuals and as professionals. We all have a 
leadership calling but not many may take the bold step to taking a formal position of 
leadership. This book helps to address this by contextualising middle leadership. It helps the 
reader to reflect on what it takes to start considering and addressing issues directly related to 
such posts. In this respect the book serves as a good introduction to the area. 

What endears this book to me is the candour with which points are raised and presented, 
together with its realism. In conclusion, I find the book clear, inviting and an inspiring 
contribution to an area that needs to be better understood and respected. Stand Up and Be 
Counted is a persuasive and eloquently argued book which is sure to generate further 
constructive dialogue. Its real value lies in its potential for defining and influencing 
individuals’ own professional development. I would recommend this book as a salutary 
reminder that leadership is a moral act and therefore requires courage, commitment to people 
and goals worth pursuing. 

This book will make valuable reading for current middle leaders, senior teachers and those 
aspiring to take on leadership positions or interested in undertaking leadership qualifications.  
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