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ABSTRACT

DAWN J. ALEXANDER
THE PERCEPTIONS OF SCHOOL LEADERSHIP TOWARD TRANSFORMATIVE 
LEADERSHIP AND SOCIAL JUSTICE.
Under the direction of EDWARD L. BOUIE, Jr., Ed.D.

Positive academic outcomes are not evenly distributed among Black and Latino 

students and their White and Asian counterparts. This phenomenon is known as the 

academic achievement gap and is believed to be symptomatic of an even larger gap called 

the access gap. According to a number of sources these gaps can be partially attributed to 

unequal experiences while in elementary, middle, and high school. Arguably, these gaps 

actually threaten the health of America’s democratic ideals and economic growth since 

the greatest population growth are by groups who presently are experiencing the lowest 

levels of achievement. The gaps that persists is a problem for the United States of 

America because the nation’s largest populations will not have the social, academic, or 

technical skills needed to be participatory members in the local, national or global society 

in which they will have to live. And, as such, social stratification is perpetuated.

A critical theoretical analysis of the relationships that exist among educational 

attainment or the lack thereof, and social outcomes such as life/health, liberty/freedoms 

and property/wealth, categorizes the phenomenon (the gap) as a social justice issue. 

Similarly, since race and class are critical components of the schooling process, student



outcomes and therefore society, school leaders should have consciousness concerning 

leadership for social justice and transformative change. Social theorizing makes critical 

theory an appropriate position through which the nuances of this problem can be 

analyzed.

The researcher used a phenomenological lens to obtain the lived experiences of 

six school principals’. The extracted narrative supported the formation of seven 

overarching themes: I Don’t Make The Rules, I Just Work Here, Tight lipped, Exposure 

and Role Modeling are Things That We Can All Do, Data Driven, Gap Closure Is 

Unlikely But We Keep at It Anyway, Social Justice- I’m Sure It’s In There Somewhere, 

and Dangerous Dichotomies.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

According to Zajda, Majhanovich, and Rust (2006), “Social justice generally

refers to the idea of creating a society or institution that is based on the principles of

equality and solidarity, that understands and values human rights, and that recognizes the

dignity o f every human being” (p. 65). From this basic definition, scholars in religion,

(Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2007), psychology (Toporek, Gerstein, Fouad, Roysircar, & Israel,

2006), social work (Harrison-Henderson & Gilmore, 2010), business (Lochner & Moretti,

2011; Konow, 2011) and education (Ayers, Quinn, & Stovall, 2009), Curren, 2009;

Hirsh & Hord, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006) have developed various definitions

that allow them to operationalize the abstract theories, goals and beliefs inherent to social

justice. Underpinning the various definitions available concerning social justice is the

understanding by its proponents, that change is needed to make society more just and

equitable for marginalized groups (Asante, 1987; Cochran-Smith, Bamattm, Lahann,

Shakman, & Terrell, 2009; Toporek et al., 2006; Harrison-Henderson, & Gillmore, 2010).

The definition of social justice that considers the educational arena first, while

encompassing the political, socioeconomic and psychosocial origins of the status quo is

a paradigm that resists and challenges traditional oppressive mechanisms of 
education that preserves the status quo; a stance that ‘goes beyond the categories 
of race and ethnicity to encompass all categories that have been marked out to 
designate oppressed groups. (Paul & Smith, 2000, p. 77)

1
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Having three key dimensions specifically related to education, social justice is:

a paradigm that 1) considers the values and politics that pervade education, 2) 
asks critical questions about how conventional thinking and practice came to be, 
and 3) pays particular attention to inequalities associated with race, social class, 
language, and gender. (Oakes & Lipton, 1999, p. xviii)

Some of the societal inequalities that exist in the United States of America today 

can be attributed to the quality of education or the lack thereof that individuals experience 

(Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 2013; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010;

U.S. Department of Education, 2010 and 2012; U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2010; U.S. Department of Justice, 2010 and National Center for Educational 

Statistics (NCES), 2012). The primary question of concern here becomes, what happens 

to those individuals who do not succeed in school? The data suggest that individuals who 

do not succeed in school become part of an underclass who do not participate 

productively in society (Brewer, Hentschke, Eide, Kuzin & Nafack, 2007). According to 

Darling-Hammond (2010), “The strong relationship between under-education, 

unemployment, and incarceration creates a vicious cycle, as lack o f adequate investment 

in education increases the need for prisons, which now compete with the binding 

available for education” (p.24). The data relating to the school-to-prison pipeline best 

explains the vicious cycle referred to by Darling-Hammonds (2010) Gollihue (2010) and 

Smith (2003). Although educational attainment is not the only factor associated with 

criminality, the correlation between lack of education and incarceration does exist 

(Freeman, 1991; Geller, Garfinkel, & Western, 2006; Lochner & Moretti, 2011). State 

spending is relevant because some state leaders report that they cannot afford to invest in
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programs like early childhood education that have been found to increase graduation and 

decrease juvenile and adult crime, because prison costs are increasing and, as such, are 

decreasing their budgets by that much more (Schweinhart, 2005). School funding was at 

the core of access to equity cases such as Brown v. Board of Education and Williams v. 

State of California in addition to legislative reforms such as the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act of 1965 and Elementary and Secondary Assistance Act because 

school funding relates to access to equal educational opportunities and educational 

attainment. The school funding versus prison funding reality is a problem for education 

because it is related to equal access and resources. For example, according to Gifford 

(2002), from the late seventies, almost to the beginning of the new millennium, state and 

local expenditures for education increased by 370%, whereas state and local expenditures 

for corrections increased by 946%.

In Amendments 5 and 14 of the Constitution of the United States, the concepts of 

life, liberty and property are discussed (U.S. Constitution). To unjustly deny an individual 

these basic rights is in fact an injustice. Some of the injustices that currently exist in 

society have become the status quo and have been linked to the educational process 

(Smith, 2010). The positive relationships found between quality of life-outcomes and 

educational attainments are plentiful (Brock, 2010). Education levels and social benefits, 

such as health and healthcare have a strong and positive correlation (Rothstein, 2004). 

Similarly a positive correlation exists between education and personal wealth (National 

Center for Educational Statistics 2010). In both cases the correlations were found to be 

sustained for the duration of an individual’s life (Brewer et al., 2007). Students with low
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social economic status (SES) have more problems with toothaches, vision, respiratory 

system (asthma), hearing and lead poisoning than their high SES counterparts (Rothstein, 

2004). In the United States of America, the poor are less likely to have health insurance 

and have more experiences with violent crimes (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor & Smith, 2008). 

The aforementioned issues pertaining to life outcomes are related to quality o f life in 

addition to the constitutional context of life. Matters of liberty can be looked at through 

an understanding of data related to incarceration. According to the U.S. Department of 

Justice (2010) well over half (68%) of the state prison population did not have a high 

school diploma. The majority of incarcerated Americans have failed to graduate from 

high school, and well over half of the adult prison population are functionally illiterate 

(Barton & Coley, 1996; Lochner & Moretti, 2004). According to the U. S. Department 

o f Justice Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (1991) and The National 

Center on Education, Disability and Juvenile Justice (1997), almost half of the juveniles 

that were adjudicated had learning disabilities that were treatable, but were undiagnosed 

and or were not being adequately addressed by the schools that the offenders attended. 

Property in a constitutional context refers to the ability to peruse work and wealth 

building endeavors (U.S. Constitution). In The Declaration of Independence the concept 

of property is described as, the “pursuit of happiness” (The Declaration of Independence 

and The Constitution on the United States of America, 1976, p.l). Educational level and 

wealth have a strong positive correlation (Brewer et al., 2007). Essentially, the higher the 

level of education an individual has the more wealth they tend to acquire (National
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Center for Educational Statistics, 2010) and the more access and opportunities to gain 

wealth exist for them (Brock, 2010).

According to the United States Department of Labor there is a strong positive 

correlation between education and income. Figure 1, from the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, illustrates the strong positive relationship between wealth and educational 

attainment (U.S. Department of Labor, 2012).

Earnings and unemployment rates by educational attainment
Unemployment rate in 2012 (%)

i
1.51

All workers: 6.8%

Ooctoral degree 

Professional degree 

Mister's degree 

Bitheter'sdegree

Assoc late’sdegtee

Some college, ;
nodegree 3

High school diploma J

Leu than a 
'  high school diploma!

Median weekly earnings in 2012 {$}

1.71

I mm!

6S2

All workers: $815
Source: Bureau of tab o r Statistics, { w e n t  Population Survey

Figure 1. Earnings and unemployment rates by educational attainment.

The cyclical and sustainable nature o f poor health and healthcare disparities 

(Health, United States, 2009), the pipeline from schools-to-prison (Barton & Coley, 

1996; Smith, 2009), as well as poverty (Brewer et al., 2007; Kozal, 1991) allows one to
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observe the legacy of educational inequality and the trajectory of this legacy onto society. 

Quality of life realities such as health and healthcare, incarceration, and socio-economic 

status are social out-comes which have been empirically linked and strongly associated 

with level of educational attainment. Further, according to empirical research conducted 

by Brock (2010) and Collins (2009), these correlations, especially for minorities and the 

poor do not go away. The broader context of this research has much to do with societal, 

“inequalities associated with race and social class” (Oakes & Lipton, 1999, p. xviii) and 

becomes more focused on the “politics that pervade education” (Oakes & Lipton, 1999, 

p. xviii) then gets very specific about “critical questions and conventional practices” 

(Oakes & Lipton, 1999 p. xviii) in education. Collectively, these perspectives facilitate an 

understanding of the inequality of educational outcomes which seemingly perpetuate 

societal inequality, making school leadership for social justice according to Shields 

(2009) and Hilliard (1977) imperative.

Statement of the Problem 

Despite the current political rhetoric that public schools, teachers, and 

administrators are failing to provide students with quality educational experiences, there 

are indicators that progress is being made in American public schools in advancing 

academic achievement (National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2010). 

These indicators include a reduction in dropout rates (National Center for Educational 

Statistics (NCES), 2010); increases in students completing a more rigorous curriculum, 

including challenging mathematics and science courses (National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP), 2009); improvements in mathematics and science



7

achievement (Tennessee Department of Education, 2007); increased SAT and ACT 

scores (Southern Regional Education Board, 2007); more students taking Advanced 

Placement courses (College Board, 2013); and more students going on to higher 

education (NCES 2009). However, there is evidence that these positive outcomes are not 

evenly distributed across all populations of students.

Even though each o f these indicators also shows gains for both African American 

and Hispanic students (NAEP 2008, NCES 2010, College Board 2010; TIMSS 2007), the 

data still reveal persistent gaps between African-Americans, Hispanics, and Whites. In 

2008, the dropout rate for whites was 4.8% compared to 9.9% for African-Americans and 

18.3% for Hispanics (NCES, 2010). A greater percentage of White students (14%) 

completed a more rigorous high school curriculum than either African-Americans (6%) 

or Hispanics (8%) (NCES 2010), and college matriculation rates display similar gaps 

with 22% for White students, 13% for African American students, and 12% for Hispanics 

(NCES, 2009). The gaps in college graduation are even more pronounced with 37% 

completion rate by Whites, 21% for African-Americans and 12% for Hispanics (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2008).

According to a number o f sources, these gaps can be partially attributed to 

unequal experiences while in elementary and high school (Fine, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 

2003; Duncan, 2002; Darling Hammond, 2010; Irvine, 2003; Watkins 2001). When 

compared to White students, a lower percentage of African American students are 

enrolled in a college prep curriculum (NCES 2010); were more likely to be taught by 

inexperienced teachers (NCES, 2000, Fine, 2002); represent double digit numbers with
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regard to required remedial courses on the collegiate level(College Board, 2013, 

Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2007) more likely to be taught by 

ineffective teachers (Tennessee Department of Education, (2007); more likely to be 

taught by out-of-field teachers (Ingersoll, 2002; Haycock, 2000) more likely to be placed 

in special education programs (National Academy of Science, 2002; Harry & Klingner, 

2006); more likely to be referred, suspended and expelled for disciplinary infractions 

(Nogura, 2003; Watts & Ervelles, 2004) more likely to be pushed out or drop out of 

school (Croninger & Lee, 2001, Fine, 2002); more likely to have less caring teachers 

(Ogbu, 2003); more likely to experience stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995) and 

are more likely to have teachers with low self-efficacy beliefs about their ability to teach 

minority students successfully (Ogbu, 2003). The latter of these findings are critical 

because they create a psychology of doubt. “The psychology of doubt about academic 

ability has been found to exert measurable negative effects on achievement” (Darling- 

Hammonds, 2010, p. 67). Stereotype threat as described by Steele and Aronson (1995) 

creates yet another vicious cycle o f low self-esteem, poor academic performance, and 

disenfranchisement (Akbar, 1999) all of which have been shown to exert measurable 

negative effects on academic achievement as well.

Arguably, these gaps actually threaten the health of America’s democratic ideals 

and economic growth since the greatest population growth are by groups who presently 

are experiencing the lowest levels of achievement. According to the U.S. Census Bureau 

(2008), the largest projected population growth during the year 2010 are Hispanics,
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followed by Asians, Native Hawaiians, Pacific Islanders, African-Americans, and 

Whites.

Educational leaders can play a role in both perpetuating the current state of 

education for underserved students or can take steps to improve it. Northouse (2010), 

Leithwood (2010) and Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) indicated that second only 

to teachers, school leadership capacity, behaviors and attributes are most critical to school 

reform, and improved student outcomes. Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, and 

Meyerson (2005) showed that leadership capacities are essential to change specifically as 

it relates to outcomes for the growing populations o f underserved students and urban 

schools. Race and class are critical components of schools and student outcomes 

(Rothstein, 2004) and, as such, Cambron-McCabe and McCarthy (2005) stated that 

school leaders should have consciousness concerning leadership for social justice.

Shields (2009) posited a theory that educational leaders are expected to be 

transformative, and to attend to social justice as well as academic achievement.

Congruent with Shields’ belief, Bogotch (2000) has defined educational leadership as a 

“deliberate intervention that requires the moral use of power” (p.2). Building on this 

definition, Shields believes that rather than trying to balance numerous competing 

programs and demands, one of the central interventions o f educational leaders must be 

the facilitation of moral dialogue and strong relationships. Transformative leadership 

focuses on providing opportunities for all children to learn in school communities that are 

socially just and deeply democratic (Shields, 2009). Shields (2009) in her research on 

leadership and social justice differentiates between transformative leadership and
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transformational leadership. Transformative leadership as Shields explains it is far more 

reaching and has societal implications. Transformational leadership is more school-based 

and localized. In this respect transformative leadership is inherent to social justice and no 

dichotomy exists between social changes and educational leadership for social justice. 

School leaders for social justice then are taking a stance to reform society and change the 

status quo as opposed to attempting to stop social and cultural reproduction of the status 

quo.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to determine to what extent educational leaders in 

schools that serve large populations of Black and Latino students employ transformative 

leadership strategies to promote the concept of social justice and, if so, to identify these 

strategies and how they are incorporated with the intent to improve the educational 

outcomes of students.

Research Questions

1. To what extent do school leaders who serve primarily Black and Latino 

populations utilize transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept of social 

justice?

2. What strategies do school leaders use to improve the educational outcomes of 

students?

2a. How are the identified strategies implemented?

2b. What structural impediments affect the leaders’ ability to implement 

transformative strategies?
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2c. What perceptions do these school leaders have about their ability as educators 

to affect change within their schools practices?

Theoretical Framework 

Asante (1987), wrote, “Any criticism of society is, definitionally, a criticism of 

the ruling ideology of that society” (p.5). As such Critical Theory (CT) does provide a 

foundation because it suggests the analysis, reconstruction and transformation of the 

status quo on many deeply rooted levels specifically, changes in cultural practices that do 

not support the development of all of humanity. Further, because this study is examining 

phenomenon specifically related to the experiences of African American and Latino 

students in American schools, when appropriate, non-Eurocentric theoretical perspectives 

that primarily are aligned with positivism will also be incorporated in the critical 

discussions presented in this research. “However, in the sense that Afrocentricity 

proposes a cultural reconstruction that incorporated the African perspective as part of an 

entire human transformation, critical theory suggests a pathway” (Asante, 1987, p.5).

Critical theory “is critical of social organization that privileges some at the 

expense of others” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p.22). Fay (1987) stated that “Critical theory 

perspectives are concerned with empowering human beings to transcend the constraints 

placed on them by race, class, and gender” (Creswell, 2010, p.27). Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed is a social theory of the social, economic, and political oppression of racial 

and social classes that is grounded in critical theory Freire (1970). Social theorizing 

according to Morrow and Brown (1994) is “the desire to comprehend and, in some cases, 

transform (through praxis) the underlying orders of social life, those social and systemic
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relations that constitute society” (pp. 211-212). The distinction between methodology as 

in pedagogy and theory of the oppressed is important in this study, because both lenses 

(methodology/pedagogy and theory), will be used to explain how educational outcomes 

intersect with social realities and how mechanisms within a school shape and maintain 

social structures.

Social justice seeks to resist and challenge mechanisms in education that maintain 

social structures that preserve the status quo for marginalized groups. Similar to critical 

theory, social justice is critical of power structures that permeate education. As such, 

social justice asks critical questions about how conventional thinking and practice came 

to be. Lastly, social justice like critical theory is concerned with inequalities associated 

with race, social class, language, and gender and seeks to empower individuals so that 

they can change oppressive social and systemic relations. The academic gaps that persist 

for some Black and Latino students in addition to school failure and dropout rates can be 

partially attributed to unequal educational experiences. Levels of educational attainment 

and quality of life outcomes have been positively correlated (Collins, 2009; United States 

Department of Commerce, 2009) and relationships have been identified between 

education and other life outcomes (Smith, 2009). This research study aims to understand 

what, if  any, mechanisms and or structures within schools support or impede school 

leaders in creating conditions for social justice work. This research also seeks to 

determine if school leaders understand the concept of social justice and whether or not 

they use transformative leadership strategies to promote social justice in the schools that 

they lead.
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Two issues pertaining to teaching and learning that Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

addresses directly are the concepts of “banking” (Freire, 1970, p.73) knowledge and the 

“culture of silence” (Freire, 1970, p. 30). Freire’s theory examines specifically how the 

phenomenon of banking as opposed to “authentic education” (Friere, 1970, p. 81) take 

place in schools and prevents educators and students from developing critical awareness. 

It also considers how the culture of silence functions as a mechanism used to keep 

individuals in a situation where critical thinking and critical awareness cannot be 

developed. Literacy as described by Freire (1970) is not simply being able to read words, 

but instead, literacy is being able to read the world. The educational experiences of 

minority and poor children as well as the negative life outcomes associated with 

educational attainment or the lack thereof when examined through the lens of critical 

theory help to expose and explain possible systemic impediments faced by school 

leaders. Critical theorists (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2010; Foster, 1986) ask 

critical questions about organizations and power structures. In a study conducted by 

Grant and Agosto (2008), dialogue was identified as a critical aspect that shapes social 

consciousness. They also stated that there is a shortage of studies in education that 

document the role of dialogue and social justice specifically in the educational arena.

Critical theorists Gramsci (1971) and Giroux, (1980,1983, and 1995) demonstrate 

how hegemony and power operate in society and how both are present and are 

reproduced unconsciously in schools (Apple, 1999). The concepts of unknowingly 

(Freire, 1970), unconsciously (Shields, 2010), and unwittingly F. English (personal 

correspondence, June 6,2011) participating in oppressive practices is also present in
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Friere’s (1970) discussion of humanization. In this discussion, Freire explained how 

school leaders and teachers themselves are oppressed, and therefore are not in the 

position to liberate children and others around them. He states, “No one can authentically 

be human while he (or she) prevents others from being so” (Freire, 1970, p. 86). Freire 

(1970) contended that school leaders, teachers and policy makers alike are unknowingly 

supporting oppressive mechanisms when humanity and justice are not at the forefront of 

their practice. Freire (1970) went so far to say that if schools are not authentically 

educating people toward humanization, then schools are not educating people at all. 

Dehumanization is what happens when individuals are prevented from becoming fully 

human. Freire (1970) argued that a goal of education is to help individuals become fully 

human by empowering them with the knowledge needed to gain their own liberation. 

Similarly, Asante (1987) said critical theorist should seek, “to liberate those who see only 

a part of reality” (p. 5). Banking and silencing are mechanisms in education that keep 

teachers, leaders and their students submerged in ignorance whereby they are incapable 

of critical thought.

Along with pedagogical practices for marginalized and oppressed groups (Freire,

1970), the deconstruction of power relations and social relations are core elements of 

leadership for social justice (Foster, 1986). According to Freire (1970), the correct 

method for a transformative leader is not “libertarian propaganda” (p. 67). Instead, “the 

correct method lies is dialogue” (p.67). This study sought to examine the perceptions of 

educational leaders about creating conditions for social justice work, and their ability to 

critically dialogue. Shields (2009), Theoharis (2010 and 2007) and Freire (1970)
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explained the role of change agents in the context of social justice. Transformative 

leaders are change agents who aim to change social orders and systemic relations that 

have preserved the status quo for marginalized groups within society. A distinction 

between transformational leadership theory and transformative leadership theory is an 

important one although germane to both of them is empowerment and change. They 

contend that transformative educational leaders acting as change agents have social 

justice as a goal. According to Foster (1986), school leaders are to empower, transform 

and liberate others. The rudimentary element of critical theory is similar; “to release us 

from our prisons of ideology and to give us vision” (p. 188). In essence critical theorists 

such as Apple (1999), Asante (1987), Freirie (1970) incorporate a perspective of social 

justice that is centered around basic human rights of all individuals regardless of race, 

class, physical abilities, health, gender, age, ethnicity, religion or sexual orientation, and 

that empowers all individuals by educating them to identify, confront and change 

oppressive conditions in schools and society.

Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study is that it will illuminate what school administrators 

who serve large populations of minority and poor children know about social justice as 

defined infra. This study is also significant in that it may uncover transformative 

strategies used by school leaders to assure an equitable educational experience for all 

students. This study may expose systemic mechanisms in schools that impede leaders in 

their ability to create conditions for social justice. Additionally this study may serve to 

inform institutions of higher education, specifically leadership preparation programs, on
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how to better equip their candidates to lead in ways that do not impede the development 

of a culture in which critical conversations can take place. District and school leaders 

may become aware of institutional practices that impede their teachers, students, and 

leaders from functioning in more socially just and democratic ways. Lastly, this research 

may demonstrate to school leaders how a culture of fear and silencing can function within 

schools, thus, informing their decisions about methods of communication, professional 

developments and creating a positive corporate culture.

Procedures

This researcher intends on using a qualitative research approach to better 

understand the extent to which educational leaders who serve large populations of Black 

and Latino students employ transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept 

of social justice. The research also aims to gain insight on what school leaders know 

about social justice and how they feel about their ability to navigate possible structural 

impediments. I will be reviewing this information through the lens of critical theory 

perspectives, which according to Fay, in Creswell (2010), deals with “empowering 

people to go beyond the obstacles placed in their path because of their race, class, and 

gender” (p. 267). Yin (2002) explains the analytic nature and the funnel Bogdan and 

Biklen (2007), like characteristics of qualitative methodology where the researcher starts 

off with a broad idea like social justice, and narrows down, changes, and narrows further 

the concept with relation to the data produced from interviews, observations, and a 

literature review that should support the theoretical underpinnings or historical relevance 

of study. According to Bogdan and Biklen (2007), qualitative research is naturalistic in
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that the “actual settings” (p.4) are a data source and the researcher is the primary 

instrument. Similarly, in a phenomenological research study, “The researcher is an 

instrument of data collection” (Creswell, 2007, p. 67). A qualitative phenomenological 

approach uses theory to explain the connections between the micro (schools) and macro 

(social outcomes) of the phenomena being studied. These interpretations are not meant to 

be generalized but rather they are meant to illuminate how the bureaucratic structuring of 

school may or may not impede critical thinking, questioning, reflection, and action 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2010).

Limitations and Delimitations

A limitation is any influence, short comings, or condition that cannot be

controlled by a researcher. In qualitative research a general limitation is that the findings

of a study may not be generalized due to broad and often ambiguous meanings. Such is

the case with social justice. Social justice has various meanings. Rizvi (1998) noted that

the immediate difficulty one confronts when examining the idea of social justice 
is the fact that it does not have a single essential meaning- it is embedded within 
discourses that are historically constituted and that are sites of conflicting and 
divergent political endeavors. (1998)

The researcher confronted this limitation by analyzing and synthesizing the various

definitions for social justice. The ideas that were common to the various and often broad

meanings were utilized as an operational definition.

The term and concept has some philosophical and theoretical underpinnings that

are to date the topic of great debate in the academic arena. This is a limitation because

individuals are social creatures with varying philosophical and theoretical orientations.

There are two fundamental assumptions that drive this research and that are out of the
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control of the researcher. Firstly, schools should improve the lives of its attendees. 

Secondly, education is politically and ethically charged and those in power govern the 

process. Interviews will be used to collect data and a limitation associated with this 

methodology is that participants may not be truthful when responding. The researcher 

confronted this limitation by informing the participants of their rights, about how data 

and their identity will be secured, and by member checking.

Delimitations represent actions or choices that the researcher made. Delimitations 

can also be thought of as boundaries set by the researcher. In essence the researcher had a 

certain amount of control over the conditions. Qualitative research is subject to value 

judgments and as such researcher bias is delimitation of this research study. The 

researcher confronted this delimitation by bracketing beliefs, value statements and 

experiences that may contribute to researcher bias. This research study is limited to a 

sample size (n=6). This particular delimitation may serve to omit stories that are germane 

to better understanding the academic achievement gap, Social Justice and transformative 

leadership. The research was limited to six out o f ten participants because the six 

demonstrated that they were willing to participate in the interview process. Additionally 

the researcher chose to move forward with the six participants because a number of 

resources, Creswell (2007), Duke (1984), Giorgi (1997) and Rieman (1986) supported the 

appropriateness o f three to ten participants when conducting qualitative research. The 

goal was to secure ten participants, but only six responded to the invitation in enough 

time to participate.
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Definition of Terms 

Achievement Gap: The achievement gap is an indicator of disparities between 

groups of students usually identified (accurately or not) by racial, ethnic, linguistic, or 

socioeconomic class with regard to a variety of measures (attrition and enrollment rates, 

drug use, health, alienation from school and society, attitudes toward mathematics, as 

well as test scores. (Weisglass, 2001, p. 11)

Authentic education: According to Freire (1970), an authentic education is the 

type of education one receives when having been exposed to authentic thinking/teaching. 

It requires critical thought and enquiry. This type of education allows individuals to reach 

their full human potential. The end result of authentic education is heightened 

consciousness. It is the direct opposite of banking education.

Authentic thinking/teaching: According to Freire (1970), it is the nature o f true 

education. Authentic thinking/teaching is rooted in critical thinking that blends real life 

experiences and education. This mixture creates a clear understanding of reality. It is this 

type of critical thought and enquiry that fosters innovation. It is the direct opposite of 

banking knowledge.

Banking Concept o f  Education: This concept of education according to Freire 

(1970) "This is the "banking' concept of education, in which the scope of action allowed 

to the students extends only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits”

(p. 73). It does not encourage or allow for authentic teaching or learning (critical thought 

and enquiry). Human potential is never reached under the banking concept of education 

which intern allows for power to be easily maintained.
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Cultural capital: Is an asset that provides social mobility despite financial status. 

Cultural and human capital is negotiated in schools and in society.

Democratic: The implied form of schooling that ideally emphasizes justice, 

liberation, inclusivity, and openness. Transformative leadership does not need to be 

embedded in any particular form of governance structures (Shields, 2010).

Humanization: The process o f becoming fully human. According to Freirean, 

theory this is achieved when people are allowed to reach their full human potential.

Inequity: the unequal distribution of inputs (funding, teacher quality, quality 

educational experiences, resources)

Inequality : the unequal distribution of outputs (the access gap, the academic 

achievement gap, life outcomes, negative educational experiences)

Social justice: “Social justice generally refers to the idea of creating a society or 

institution that is based on the principles of equality and solidarity, that understands and 

values human rights, and that recognizes the dignity of every human being” (Zajda et al.,

2006, p. 6).

Transformative leadership: “Transformative leadership is deeply rooted in moral 

and ethical values in a social context” (Shields, 2004 p. 110).

Summary

Minority and students with low socio economic status (SES) in the United States 

of America do not have access to quality educational opportunities and have negative 

educational experiences. The academic achievement gap that persists between minority 

and low SES students and their White and Asian counterparts is merely symptomatic of
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the access gaps. Educational attainment or the lack thereof has social implications that 

have been shown to persist throughout the duration of the life of an individual. Negative 

life outcomes associated with educational attainment are issues of life, liberty, and 

property.

At present, the largest growing populations are experiencing the lowest academic 

outcomes. This scenario puts the United States o f America at risk because the nation will 

not have the economic, political or human capital to function on the global stage. Other 

than classroom teachers, school leaders, are best positioned to make sustainable, 

transformative change. This study aims to illuminate what school leaders know about 

social justice, what if  any transformative practices are being used, and if  mechanisms 

exist that may impede or facilitate school leaders in their ability to create conditions for 

social justice. A phenomenological methodology will be used to collect and analyze data.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE

The purpose of this study is to determine if educational leaders in schools that

serve large populations of African American and Latino students employ transformative

leadership strategies to promote the concept of social justice and, if  so, to identify these

strategies and how they are incorporated with the intent to improve the educational

experiences of students. The overarching research question formulated to serve this

purpose is, to what extent does school leaders who primarily serve African American and

Latino students utilize socially just transformative leadership strategies to improve

educational experiences and outcomes? The sub questions are: what perceptions do these

school leaders have toward social justice and education? What structural impediments

within the school district contribute to low student achievement among Black and Latino

students? What perceptions do these school leaders have about their ability as educators,

to affect social change? And, what strategies do school leaders’ implement to create

conditions for improved educational experiences and outcomes?

This chapter reviews literature addressing research and theory related to social

justice in the areas o f conceptual foundations for social justice, a historical overview of

education in America for traditionally underserved students, current educational

outcomes, individual and structural contributors to inequity, and transformative school

leadership. A summary analysis o f prominent themes and findings within the review of

literature is presented at the end of the chapter. As such, Chapter 2 provides a

22
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comprehensive review of the literature related to social justice and transformative 

educational leadership.

Conceptual Foundations of Social Justice

“Social justice generally refers to the idea of creating a society or institution that 

is based on the principles of equality and solidarity, that understands and values human 

rights, and that recognizes the dignity of every human being” (Zajda et al., 2006, p. 1). 

From this basic definition, scholars in religion, (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2007), psychology 

(Toporek et al., 2006), social work (Harrison-Henderson & Gilmore, 2010), business 

(Lochner & Moretti, 2004; Konow, 2011), and education (Cochran-Smith, 2009; Curren, 

2009; Hirsh & Hord, 2010) have developed various definitions that allow them to 

operationalized the abstract theories, goals and beliefs inherent to social justice.

Underpinning the various definitions available concerning social justice is the 

understanding by its proponents that change is needed to make society more just and 

equitable for marginalized groups (Alexander, 2005; Ayers, Quinn & Stovall, 2009; 

Zajda et al., 2006). Therefore, social justice is, “an umbrella term” (Spalding, Klecka, 

Lin, Odell &Wang, 2010, p. 192) that includes various concepts such as multicultural 

education (Banks, 1998, 2001,2004; Hilliard, 1997; Ogbu, 2003), culturally responsive 

pedagogy (Apple, 2000; Hilliard, 2000; Irvine, 1991,2003; Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 

2003), antiracist pedagogy (Alexander, 2005; Allen, 2009; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 

2006; Singleton & Linton, 2006) and intercultural education (Allen, 2009; English, 2008, 

Sears, 2008) that collectively are aimed at preparing both students and educators at all 

levels to understand, confront and change inequity in schools and society. What follows
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is an in-depth review of the philosophical underpinnings of social justice, arguments that 

have been made against social justice, and contemporary educational understandings of 

social justice that will also include the theoretical foundation of the Freirean perspective. 

Philosophical Underpinnings

Prior to discussing the multiple meanings of the modem concepts of social justice, 

it is important, particularly because of its philosophical underpinnings, to discuss the 

foundational beliefs about justice and its early connection to education. One may choose 

to go as far back to Plato (427-347BC) in The Republic, who argued that justice, along 

with wisdom, courage and moderation were the rudimentary virtues of a supreme 

government or to when his teacher, Aristotle (384-322 B.C) in Nichomachean ethics said, 

that which disturbs equality is essentially unjust specifically as it relates to equality in the 

distribution and acquisition of material and nonmaterial property (Bloom, 2006; Boyles, 

Carusi & Attick, 2009; Marshall, 1973; Ross, 2004; Zajda et al., 2006). Socrates 

concluded that when the city-state (government) and the soul (people) achieve a balanced 

proportion of “appetites, passions and reason” justice will then be achieved (Boyles et al. 

2009, p 31). The relevance of Kallipolis to the development of social justice and 

education is that after Kallipolis was created, an in-depth discussion (dialogue) followed 

explaining how, through education; justice was to be sustained in Kallipolis. To this 

dialogue Plato introduces one of the earliest connections between education and freedom 

suggesting “that an aristocracy is the government that best provides education for the 

cave dwellers” (Boyles, et al., 2009 p. 31).
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Although their early contribution to an understanding of justice and education is 

relevant, it would be erroneous to attribute social justice to Plato or Socrates. For 

example, the idea of maintaining justice through education came into existence because 

of their critical inquiry about the meaning of justice in general. Additionally, Socrates 

more specifically introduced the idea that both material and immaterial property could be 

given and taken away, accounted for, and as such, both were included in the early 

discussions on distributive justice (Boyles et al., 2009). More pertinent to this current 

research study is Socrates’ offerings on the concept of distributive justice. Specifically, 

Socrates includes as property intangible things like honor as well as tangible things like 

wealth and how they are evenly or not evenly distributed within society (Boyles et al., 

2009). In the modem examination of distributive justice, tangible property such as 

wealth, healthcare and real-estate as well as nontangible property such as access, 

treatment, opportunity and performance are quantified and examined to determine how 

each are distributed throughout society.

Aquinas and Kant, both of whom are deeply rooted in educational philosophy 

and, who although more than 530 years separate them, posit that justice is an innate duty 

among people (Boyles et al., 2009; Zajda et al., 2006). They spoke of ‘moral duty’ and 

resolved that the actions of individuals are morally correct if  motivated by duty and void 

of personal interests. Moral duty, ethics and justice are core philosophical underpinnings 

o f moral philosophy and to the concept of social justice (Gilligan, Ward & Taylor 1989; 

Shields, 2011). It was not until around the mid-1800s; however, that the actual term 

social justice appeared in European religious writings (Boyles et al., 2009; Zajda et al.,
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2006) after Taparelli, an Italian priest who was heavily influenced by Thomas Aquinas 

observed and wrote about what he perceived to be the domination of the subjects who 

held public and common interest by their authorities who held private and singular 

interest. With the religious writings of Taparelli, a different concept emerged of what a 

just society was, how it was developed and how it was maintained. According to Behr 

(2003), Taparelli wrote that it was through the collective works of the lower people or the 

‘subjects’ toward the good of the whole of society that justice is achieved. Unlike Plato 

and Socrates who primarily viewed justice from the “top down,” this new theoretical, 

religious and social perspective viewed the concept of justice now social justice from the 

“bottom up” (Behr, 2003, p 104). The works o f Plato, Socrates, Aquinas, Kant and 

Taparelli are relevant to the discussion of social justice because each established critical 

thoughts about what justice was, how it was to be achieved, how it was to be maintained 

and, as such, the concept ‘social justice’ emerged as a natural consequence. Therefore, 

although it would not be erroneous to attribute the term ‘social justice’ to Taparelli the 

Catholic priest, it would be wrong to attribute social justice and education to him because 

although the concept o f social justice did retain religious meaning in America when 

European settlers came, it was actually the beliefs of Protestant settlers that set the stage 

for the contemporary system used to educate people in America today (Boyles et al., 

2009).

According to Ayers (2009) and Roger & Oaks (2006), the earliest references to 

social justice education can be found in the philosophical writings o f John Dewy. It is 

those writings that most resemble the contemporary meanings o f social justice education
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(Ayers, 2009). Dewey’s progressive efforts included a philosophy about a type of 

education that would serve to change the status quo and rid society of inequality by 

educating students in school about social injustice (Ayers, 2009). Much of the 

participatory membership (italics added) language of social justice education can be 

found in the early writing of Dewey.

Freedom to dialogue about critical issues was essential to the democratic 

education that Dewy (1944) called for. Freedom to dialogue according to Dewy would 

also lead to a more just society. Essential to his philosophy was the stance that schools 

were not separated from society and as such were responsible for educating students 

about society (Dewey, 1944).

Boyles et al. (2009) stated that “for Dewey, social justice would be realized when 

individuals were free to participate in occupations of their choice, while also contributing 

to the welfare of their fellow citizenship and society in general” (p. 35). Therefore for 

Dewey, democratic schools are the beginnings of an equitable society. In schools, 

according to Dewey, people should learn to challenge inequality by reconstructing 

thoughts “so that each has to refer his own action to that of others and to consider the 

action of others to give point and direction to his own” (Dewy, 1944, p. 90). The 

reciprocal nature of Dewey’s democracy finds its way into the philosophical teachings of 

Kohlberg (1976) and his stages o f moral development.

Traditional theorists, when writing about moral judgment and behavior, focused 

on the concept o f honesty. Kohlberg (1976) who was heavily influenced by Dewey 

accepted the conventional philosophical views of the times which were (a) there is not
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always a relationship between what people think is right or wrong and what they do, and 

(b) external commands influence behavior that is not moral or immoral (Boyles et al., 

2009). Kohlberg said that behavior that conforms to conventional senses of right and 

wrong is not moral behavior at all. Morality to this end is a function of reasoning and not 

one’s actions.

Kohlberg is relevant to the discussion of social justice because Kohlberg places 

the idea of lack o f  prejudice or without prejudice on the very top of his pyramid of moral 

development (Kohlberg & Lickona, 1976). Further his principle of ‘reversibility’ is 

applicable to social justice. According to Kohlberg (1976) humans become fully 

developed as moral beings when they are without prejudice. There is, according to 

Kohlberg, a process called justice operation that humans go through when navigating 

social values and moral development. Justice operation has two avenues on which this 

navigation takes place. One avenue is equality and the other is reciprocity. Equality 

considers how people regard one another without prejudice of any kind and reciprocity 

considers the role that personal merit plays in morality.

The principle of reversibility, according to Kohlberg, is revealed when equality 

and reciprocity are reversed and the act or deed is still considered to be satisfactory.

Thus, Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is relevant to the discussion of social 

justice when considering a direct and honest response to the following question. Would it 

be satisfactory if the large majority o f African American and Latino children excelled 

academically while the large majority o f White and Asian students continued to fail? In 

examining the conditions o f education for African American students in America, Irvine
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(1991) offers a response that is in support of Kohlberg’s principle of reversibility when 

she stated that if  the same quality o f education that Black children receive were to be 

imposed on all American children by a foreign government it would be considered 

nothing less than an act o f war. In short, Irvine is stating that the acts and deeds of the 

American school system would not be deemed satisfactory if roles were to be reversed. 

Further, the reciprocity spoken of by Irvine and Kohlberg, according to Howe (2007,

2011), is inherent to and required of a democratic education. As such, non-oppression 

must be reciprocated between all members of society.

Moral Philosophy became the backdrop for social activists and social justice 

studies. The term social justice began to be used by advocates and reformers working 

toward improved conditions for disenfranchised and oppressed people during the late 

1800s. Further, philosophers such as John Locke and Thomas Hobbs adopted Kant’s 

position that there must not be disconnect between action and moral duty (Zajda et al., 

2006). A worldview of social justice was adopted in 1948 in article 26 in the Declaration 

of Human Rights (Mundy, 2007). Mill (1951) stated that “duty is a thing which may be 

exacted from a person, as one exacts a debt. Unless we think that it may be exacted from 

him, we do not call it his duty” (p. 60). Moral duty becomes more relevant to social 

justice and education as leadership and ethic of care (Gilligan et al., 1988; P. Kelly 

(personal communication, June 2, 2010; Kelly, 2010) discussions take place.

Despite having multiple theories o f moral development or moral philosophy, “few 

would disagree that morality ultimately lies in action and that the study of moral 

development should use action as the final criterion” (Blasi, 1980, p. 4). Social justice
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education examines the actions that individuals, groups or institutions take or do not take 

to either oppress or liberate members o f society. Social justice and distributive justice 

have specific roles in the discussion of education as a means of oppression and liberation. 

“Current and future educators and leaders interested in education for social justice must 

consider how they can overcome notions of distributive justice so as to forge a 

democratic education for real social change” (Ayers et al., p. 40). Distributive justice and 

social justice have unique yet similar roles and both are germane to the contemporary 

meaning of social justice education.

Contemporary Educational Definitions of Social Justice 

According to the Handbook of Social Justice in Education (2009), equity, 

activism, and social literacy are the primary principles on which social justice education 

stand (Ayers et al., 2009). Equity and social justice education incorporate the principles 

o f fairness, equal access, accountability for equitable outcomes, and “somehow for 

redressing and repairing historical and embedded injustices” (p. xiv). In regards to equity, 

fairness and education DuBois (1970) wrote, “Of all the Civil Rights for which the world 

has struggled and fought for 5000 years, the right to learn is undoubtedly the most 

fundamental. We must insist upon this to give our children the fairness (italics added) of 

a start” (p. 230). Activism and social justice education incorporate the principles of 

agency, participatory membership, and preparing individuals to critically think, analyze, 

question, and act when change is needed. West (2004) suggested a “democratic paideia” 

(p.42) that will promote the participatory membership of an informed citizenry and close 

the gaps that exist between our democratic ideals and everyday practices. Social literacy
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and social justice education incorporate the principles of relevance, being able to read the 

world, self-awareness, valuing, relationship building, and an understanding of how power 

is constructed and negotiated (Ayers et al., 2009). Cross (2010), Darling-Hammond 

(2010), and, Shields (2011) suggested that school leaders consider whether or not they 

are educating students about who they are in relation to the world and about how power is 

developed and negotiated. The principles of equity, activism, and social literacy are 

foundational to the numerous contemporary educational definitions o f social justice 

education that are reviewed in this section. However, to make the definition of social 

justice less confusing and more meaningful, the distinction between and a better 

understanding of distributive justice and social justice will be made.

The Corollary of Social Justice and Distributive Justice Explained 

Because many people who have varying views use social justice, the delicate 

relationship between distributive justice and social justice is often misunderstood 

resulting in both concepts being used interchangeably (Ayers et al., 2009). Purely 

distributive justice under the auspices of social justice is problematic for transformative 

goals of social justice education (Frierie, 1970; Shields, 2011). When this happens the 

participatory, emancipatory and other nontangible goals of social justice are 

compromised which may also result in school leaders and policy makers working 

primarily toward the equal distribution of resources as opposed to working toward real 

deeply rooted sustainable change within their practice (Shields, 2011). Further, the 

confusion between distributive justice and social justice results in opposition of 

individuals working toward seemingly the same thing, ‘social justice’.
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What then is distributive justice? According to Lamont (2013) in the Stanford 

Encyclopedia o f Philosophy, the “Principles of distributive justice are normative 

principles designed to guide the allocation o f the benefits and burdens of economic 

activity” (para. 3). In the educational arena, social justice from a distributive justice 

view, according to some scholars, is attained when resources are evenly distributed, and 

curriculum is the same for all regardless as to whether other structures and values that can 

perpetuate inequality are left untouched. The best way to understand this dilemma is to 

consider a few questions. What if  educational resources were evenly distributed among 

racial groups, gender groups, and economic groups? Does that mean that members within 

these groups will all experience an education that will equally enable them to participate 

fully within society? The precedence establishing case of Brown v. Board of Education in 

1954 is a prime example of this thought on distributive justice. In short distributive 

justice examines the even distribution of resources and sometimes outcomes within the 

confines of a highly economically and socially stratified society without consideration of 

the values and politics that pervade the broader less tangible elements of society (Ayer et 

al.; Chomsky, 2003; English, 2008; Shields, 201 l;West, 2001 and 2004). Additionally, 

although contemporary definitions of distributive justice are now beginning to focus 

more on outcomes, goods and burdens, the original understanding of distributive justice 

in the educational arena is still being applied (Ayers et al., (2009); Darling- Hammonds, 

2011; English, 2008).

It is not so much the case that distributive justice goals work against social justice 

goals, rather what is important to understand is that they are not equivalent nor do they
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encompass the same things. For example social justice has the specific goals of

reconstructing elements of school and social life by exposing and challenging the

legitimacy of ancient structures that serve to maintain inequality (Alexander, 2005;

English, 2005; Frierie, 1970; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006; Shields, 2011; Wren, 1977).

Social justice education has at its core emancipatory practices in schools that will

facilitate the transformation of a society where social and economic stratification is

perpetuated, to a more just and democratic society. Omitted from the egalitarian goals of

distributive justice are the transformative, emancipatory, and anti-oppression goals of

social justice. Nevertheless, germane to this current research study is the understanding

that “a theory of social justice without a distributive corollary is undesirable because of

the importance a fair allotment o f resources has to education” (Boyles et al., 2009, p.38).

As such the extent to which distributive justice interferes with social justice is important

to understand. For example, a distributive justice paradigm supports the standardization

of curriculum. The belief behind this practice is that all children will learn the same

things, be tested on the same things, and school administrators should be held

accountable if outcomes are not the same across different groups. The conflict here

between distributive justice and social justice is whether or not individuals are being

educated in a critical manner that would facilitate change and their liberation? Thus the

distributive goals of equal access are met, yet the liberation goals o f social justice go

unmet. Relevant to this research study, according to Boyles et al. (2009) is

an ongoing dialogue in which interlocutors, such as teachers, students, 
administrators, and parents actively address social justice as apart from and 
corollary to distributive justice can serve as an emancipatory practice by
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eradicating the institutional and individual constructs which work to oppress 
members of the school community, (p.39)

What is essential to understand about the contemporary meaning of social justice is that it

cannot be achieved if the only goals are equal access, standardization and globalization

because neither mandates the redressing of preexisting injustice within society.

The concepts of distributive and social justice that are more closely related to both

the individual and structural perspectives of social justice today were first discussed by

John Stuart Mill when he stated that individuals and institutions should strive to treat all

individuals equally (Mill, 1951). Some contemporary discussion on distributive justice in

particular is o f great relevance to this study because distributive justice specifically

examines outcomes.

From an economics perspective today, social justice is understood in terms of

social return versus private returns and non-monetary and monetary cost (Lochner &

Moretti, 2011). Through this lens, the social return of attaining an education is greater

than the private return. Similar to the return on investment concept, another economic

perspective of social justice is the concept of inputs and outputs. This concept provides a

bridge to the educational application of social justice with regards to structural and

individual inequity (inputs) and the structural and individual inequality (outputs); (Zajda

et al., 2006) that, as a result, support, reproduces and perpetuates negative conditions for

marginalized groups (Darling-Hammonds, 2010).

Social theorists began to ascribe to the government the responsibility and the duty

to protect human rights. As such, social theory, specifically social contract theories,

served as frameworks for studies on injustice and social reform efforts (Zajda et al.,
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2006). The development of human potential becomes an essential characteristic of social 

justice. The philosophical idea of judging an act to be moral or not based on the outcomes 

o f that act has significant implications in the study of social justice and education. When 

examining the status quo as it relates to persistent academic experiences, academic 

outcomes and life outcomes Brewer et al., (2007), Brock (2010), Collins (2009), and 

Smith (2010) found positive correlations. Additionally, the disparities that do exist have 

been linked to inequitable access to resources and commodities that are valued by society 

(Alexander, 2005; Darling-Hammonds, 2010; Heckman & Krueger, 2002 & West, 2001). 

“A social justice-oriented government, if it is to reflect its ideology of egalitarianism and 

move beyond the level of policy rhetoric, has to ensure a more equitable and fair access 

to resources, and socially valued commodities” (Zajda et al., 2006, p. 2). Distributive 

justice therefore is a concept very much associated with Rawls (1971) who examined 

how resources, goods and outcomes are distributed (Konow, 2011). Mill (1951) referred 

to this as the goods and burdens of society.

Access to equal opportunities “to gain material resources” (Barker, 2003, p. 137) 

is an economic perspective of social justice. English and Steffy (2001) offer a Marxist 

explanation of distributive justice as well. They contend that poverty is not a random 

variable in America and in doing so they side with a Marxist theory of the privatization of 

scarce resources, specifically money, and wealth-building commodities. Many of the 

economic perspectives on social justice speak to the concept of distributive justice that 

Rawls (1971) theorized about in his theory of social justice.
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Cochran-Smith (2009) and Curren (2009) define social justice in terms of access 

and quality of education, “a key measurement of social justice is the extent to which all 

students have access to and receive the highest quality of education regardless of their 

race, creed, color, socio-economic status, gender or disabilities” (Ayers et al., 2009, p. 

625). Others define social justice in terms of the work and actions, (Harrison-Henderson 

& Gilmore, 2010), that one takes. As such “social justice or social change work can be 

defined as actions that contribute to the advancement of society and advocate for equal 

access to resources for marginalized or less fortunate individuals in our society” (Toporek 

et al., 2006, p. 60).

In law, according to Smith (2003), “social justice also connotes that the 

distribution of advantages be fair and equitable to all individuals, regardless of race, 

gender, ability, status, sexual orientation, physical make up, or religious creed” (Toporek 

et al., 2006, p. 1). Toporek et al. connected the legal and political connotation of social 

justice to education by pointing out that the national Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act, most recently termed No Child Left Behind (NCLB) attempted to hold 

educators, specifically school leaders, accountable for equitable academic outcomes. 

Additionally, by 2014, according to the United States Department of Education 

(USDOE), individual state standards which were aligned with NCLB were to be met by 

all students regardless of race, gender, ability status, sexual orientation, physical make 

up, or religious creed. In addition to the discussion of NCLB and standardization of the 

curriculum with regard to social justice, English and Steffy (2001) offer yet another 

perspective. The current educational legislation Race to the Top (RT3) is arguably less
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threatening, is more practical but still looks to do the same. Their perspective, like 

Dubois (1970), in some respect seems to support standardization, with the claim that it 

levels the playing field for traditionally disadvantaged groups and may allow them to at 

least begin under conditions that are equitable from the start. The connection between 

social justice and Mill (1951) concept of equal share of both the goods and burdens of a 

society can be made in the educational, legal and political arenas.

In the contemporary study of social justice and education, from a structural 

perspective, there is a gap in access and the academic achievement gap is symptomatic of 

this access gap (Collins, 2009; Darling-Hammonds, 2010; English, 2008; Irvin, 2003; 

Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006; Larson, 2008). Mill (1951) in Utilitarianism, Liberty and 

Representative Government, stated that each individual “has a right to equality of 

treatment” (p.88). From an individual perspective recognizing institutionalized racism as 

a factor, Singleton and Linton (2006), suggests that a racial achievement gap is the 

problem and like Freire (1970) they suggests authentic dialogue, in the form of 

courageous conversations, about race as a possible solution.

According to Zajda et al. (2006), Rawls (1971) formulated a theory of social 

justice by building upon the preexisting philosophical theories that stated: strategies must 

be in place to deter unjust behavior (Bentham, 1970); that the outcomes of an action will 

determine if  it is moral or not, that the community of citizens have basic human rights 

and the government should protect them or be overthrown (Uzgalis, 2010)and that justice 

is a moral duty of man and institutions (Mill, 1951). According to Rawls (1971), theory 

of social justice, even when an act does help the majority of the people in a society each
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individual still has a sort of indestructible protection founded on the principle of justice, 

which is inherent to all o f humanity. As such, he defines social justice as a generalized 

concept that is derived from moral and human theory (Rawls, 1971). Similarly, Zajda et 

al. 2006 stated that when studying social justice, “one needs to remember, however, that 

justice is, by definition, social” (p.2). This position makes Rawls (1971) definition of 

social justice more political in nature because it does not allow for the collective interest 

spoken about by Kant and Mill, of any group or institution to justify, condone or 

rationalize unjust treatment, actions, or outcomes toward individuals, groups or 

institutions by applying the theory of collective interest. Rawls (1971) definition of social 

justice begins to take steps toward critically analyzing social realities such as racial, 

social and economic stratification (Collins, 2009; West, 2004), ruling relations (Gilligan, 

1988), human/cultural capital (Freeman, 2006; Heckman, 2007) and political structures 

(Bouie, 2010), all of which have implications for and are basic to the contemporary study 

of social justice and education.

From Rawls (1971), the theoretical perspective that social justice in its most basic 

form is concerned with humanity and by adding Habermas theory of communicative 

democracy (Bohmans, 2009) one can bridge the most recent definitions o f social justice 

and education with its philosophical origins. For example, and foundational to this 

research, is the Freirean definition of social justice that incorporates critical 

consciousness, critical thinking, critical reflection and critical action as means to achieve 

what he calls authentic humanization (Freire, 1970).
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Freirean Perspective

The Freirean discussion of social justice incorporates theories of dominance and 

oppression, empowerment, and liberation and mandates that if  educators are not 

educating toward humanization, then they are not educating at all (Freire, 1970). Critical 

theorists, Carspecken (1996), Fay (987), Foster (1989) and Gramsci (1971) embrace the 

Freirean application of social justice by examining and interrogating with a critical eye 

the political structures, pedagogical practices, and social relations that preserve the status 

quo and work toward deconstructing them (Freire, 1970,1985).

Pedagogy o f the Oppressed (1970) provides a theoretical and pedagogical analysis 

of the basic tenants of social justice in addition to the leader’s role in liberation or the 

perpetuation of a culture of oppression and dominance. Friere provided essential 

positions related to his theory. The type of education that people receive will either serve 

to liberate or oppress them. As such, the authentic education of oppressed people will 

liberate them from their oppression. Freedom, independence and liberation cannot be 

given to the oppressed. As such, the oppressed must be involved in their own liberation. 

The oppressed should not become the oppressors once they are liberated, although this is 

often the case. The power brokers that benefit from conditions as they are will not take 

steps to liberate the less powerful. In other words, the oppressor will not liberate the 

oppressed. Critical consciousness about contemporary and historical structures and 

conditions is important and necessary. That is why the oppressed must be made aware of 

their position in society and of the causes for their oppression. No dichotomy exits 

between liberation and action. As such, action must be taken and the action taken must



40

produce real change as opposed to just a bandage, rhetoric or fetishes. The symptoms, 

ills and conditions o f domination must be made visible so that people will come to 

understand the reality of domination. Often, and especially in education, the oppressors 

will also be liberated in this change process, for they too are being oppressed. Lastly, the 

end goal of education is humanization. That is, for each and every individual to have 

access and opportunity to live up to their fullest potential, becoming participatory 

members of society, and to give humanity the highest priority.

From a Freirean perspective, social justice therefore is essentially about humanity 

and consciousness (Freire, 1970). Raising the level of consciousness about the conditions 

of oppression and about ways to eradicate injustice and disparities within a society is 

what social justice workers do (Cross, 2011; Freire, 1985; Green, 1998). In the academic 

arena this means educating students as well as educators to be critical thinkers, action 

takers, and healers (Cross, 2011, Freire, 1998; Green, 1998). According to Freirean 

theory, however, teachers cannot educate for liberation if they themselves are oppressed, 

any more than leaders can liberate their schools toward or with an anti- oppressive 

pedagogy if they too are oppressed. “The leaders do bear the responsibility for 

coordination and, at times, direction-but leaders who deny praxis to the oppressed thereby 

invalidate their own praxis” (Freire, 1970, p. 126).

According to Harrison-Henderson and Gillmore (2010), much of social justice 

deals with the development of human relationships or the humanization (Freire, 1970) 

process in that people prevent others from becoming fully human. The definition of social 

justice that considers the educational arena first, while encompassing the political,
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socioeconomic and psychosocial origins of the status quo is “a paradigm that resists and 

challenges traditional oppressive mechanisms of education that preserves the status quo; 

a stance that goes beyond the categories of race and ethnicity to encompass all categories 

that have been marked out to designate oppressed groups” (Paul & Smith, 2000, p. 77).

Having three key dimensions specifically related to education, social justice is “a 

paradigm that (a) considers the values and politics that pervade education, (b) asks 

critical questions about how conventional thinking and practice came to be, and (c) pays 

particular attention to inequalities associated with race, social class, language, and 

gender” (Oakes & Lipton, 1999, p. xviii). These researchers define social justice from a 

Freirean perspective and as such provide the working definition for this research study. 

They also suggest that the argument of social justice, being a political agenda (Apple, 

2006) of educators, is invalid because it is not so much a political issue as much as it is a 

humanization issue. In this regard they fall in line with both the theoretical and 

pedagogical work of Paulo Freire. Harrison-Henderson and Gillmore (2010) like 

Freeman (2006) primarily examined how beliefs and values relate to the problem of 

social and educational inequity.

Cross (2011) like Freire (1970) stated that academic achievements as well as 

social development are both goals o f social justice. Further, according to Cross (2010), 

social justice is defined as an approach to education that educates children, teachers and 

school leaders about how power is produced in America and pushes all stakeholders to 

practice the ideals o f America as opposed to living in a paradox where the ideals of 

democracy exists but are not practiced. Cross’s definition resembles very closely a
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Freirean understanding of the purposes of education being enlightenment or 

consciousness raising via critical thinking, empowerment via critical dialogue, liberation 

via critical action and ultimately humanization. Adopting a Freirean stance, Green (1998) 

talks about the liberating ideals of social justice and, similar to Dr. Beverly Cross, 

proposes that socially just schools prepare students, and create spaces for educators to be 

able to identify, confront, and change conditions that are oppressive and unjust. 

Applebaum (2004) and Freire (1970) suggest that social justice and education, for that 

matter, are very political and that no dichotomy exists between its moral positioning and 

ethical stance. As such social justice is also defined as a position, stance or according to 

some teacher and leader preparation programs, a disposition.

Arguments Against Social Justice 

Social justice is not universally viewed as a legitimate endeavor, even in 

education. For example some claimed that the critical pedagogy inherent to and required 

by social justice proponents has as its primary goal the creation of political student 

radicals and as such have no place in the American educational system, specifically in 

university classrooms and lecture halls. Hayek (1979) in a three volume series, Law, 

Legislation and Liberty, explains how the concept of social justice is no more than a 

“mirage” (Hayek, 1976, p.62). From both economic and political perspectives, Hayek

(1979) argues against the legitimacy of social justice as means of re-ordering power 

relations or as a means of distributing resources. Others have identified social justice as a 

liberal political agenda and advocate against the practice o f institutions of higher 

education infusing social justice into the curriculum of future educators and school
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leaders (Applebaum, 2004). Hayek contends that a major flaw of social justice theory is 

that on the one hand it is used to designate a moral virtue, but on the other hand the types 

of descriptions given to social justice often refer to institutional conditions such as 

inequality of education, underemployment and unemployment. He contends further that if 

social justice is a virtue to be possessed by individuals, then only the reflective and 

deliberate actions of individuals can bring social justice to fruition. In this respect 

Hayek’s positioning on how social justice can be achieved is similar to the Freirean 

theory of social justice. Freire (1970) in Pedagogy of the Oppressed states that the 

oppressed themselves will have to gain their own liberation through first consciousness 

raising via an authentic education and critical thinking, empowerment via critical 

dialogue, and lastly critical action, “It is absolutely essential that the oppressed participate 

in the revolutionary process with an increasingly critical awareness of their role as 

Subjects of the transformation” (p. 127).

O’Neill (2011) along similar lines to Hayek contends that social justice is no more 

than a list of desires not rights that inevitably will require that the government force 

others to provide. This use of force, he suggests, is an injustice. O’Neill (2011) asserted 

that basic desires are being guised as rights by individuals who advocate for social 

justice. O’Neill’s opposition to social justice is derived from both a political and 

economic perspective. He argues that social justice has become an issue of morality, 

human rights and desires that were not rooted in the original philosophical concepts of 

morality and human rights and, as such, should not be considered in the discussion of 

social justice. Thus, things like clean air, quality education, and other desires that did not
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exist when the basic tenants or moral core were developed are not rights but rather 

desires. At its most basic level his argument is that there is a difference between a right 

and a desire, and that advocates for social justice have a long list of desires, and not 

rights.

Along similar lines to O’Neill, accepting “historical inevitability” (Canestrari & 

Marlowe, 2004, p. 227) as a model, others have rejected social justice on the grounds that 

when considering the whole of human history, humans have always practiced and 

maintained a culture of dominance and oppression and therefore the concept of social 

justice, according to this model, is more of an idealistic endeavor rather than a realistic or 

attainable goal (Sniderman, Tetlock &Carmines, 2003). In fact, Rikowski (2000) stated 

that in a capitalist society, social justice simply cannot exist because it “pushes at the 

boundaries of capitalistic social relations, and against the limits of capital itself’ (p.2). 

Sniderman et al., 2003 suggest that social justice is not an attainable goal. Similarly, 

Rikowski (2000) stated that in a capitalistic society, one can only struggle for the 

possibility of life where social justice exists.

Obstacles to Social Justice

Three primary challenges exist in the educational arena for social justice (Zajda et 

al, 2006). According to Zajda et al, (a) there is an assumption that the meaning of social 

justice is mono-cultural; (b) there is a belief that social justice is attainable regardless of 

the social context and economic practices; and (c) there exists a simultaneous yet 

contradictory relationship between the nation, stratification, and social justice. To these 

challenges, the following points are made. First, social justice is culturally-based in that
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social justice emanates from codes of morality present in each culture (Mayer, 2007). The 

core values and beliefs of a society dictate what is socially just. Second, as stated by 

Hayek (1979) and Rikowski (2000), social justice cannot authentically exist in any 

sustainable way in a capitalistic society. As such social justice will require the 

deconstruction of power structures, concepts of power and power relations. Third, school 

leaders for social justice will find it difficult to bring about change because there is an 

unequal distribution o f political, cultural, economic and social capital in schools 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Watkins, 2001; Zajda et al., 

2006). This reality will require that school leaders take a transformative approach Shields 

(2004,2011) toward education, critically analyzing both the individual and structural 

causes o f negative academic and life outcomes.

Historical View of Education

The following review primarily discusses the historical context of social justice 

and education focusing on the genesis of conventional thinking and practices.

Specifically, this overview will include historical facts and empirical research relating to 

the founding of the nation, the development of cultural exclusion, resulting devaluation of 

African American and Latino students by practices inherent to the American school 

system, educational exclusion in American schools, and the underutilization and 

underdevelopment of human potential in the American educational process.

“Equality of educational opportunity is difficult to achieve in highly stratified 

societies and economic systems” (Zajda et al., 2006, p. vii). The study of social justice 

has a great deal to do with social and economic stratification. As such research related to
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the historical as well as the contemporary contributors of social and economic 

stratification is critical to the study of social justice and education. From a historical 

perspective, some critical questions must be asked. Have schools in the United States of 

America prepared all its citizens with the academic and social proficiencies required to 

fully participate in society? Have all Americans had equal access to a quality education? 

Lastly, and more germane to this research, what are the long-term generational and 

societal effects of educational inequality on individuals, groups, and society? Placing key 

events in American history in chronological order will serve as a response to the 

questions above as well as to illustrate the anatomy of economic and social stratification 

in the United States of America.

To begin, The United States of America was established as an independent nation 

in 1776. Prior to that, upon landing in what is now called America in 1492 poor whites 

(indentured servants) and slaves (some of which may have been indentured servants as 

well) were brought to the New World by their European employees or captors (Foner,

2011; Harding, 1983; Van Sertima, 2003). In 1647 the first law created in America that 

was related to education indicated that geography and social order were influential 

elements of education. For example, only towns with one hundred or more families were 

mandated to have basic grammar schools and those schools were to teach reading, writing 

and above all Protestant Christian values (Foner, 2011). The purpose o f education 

therefore from the very first attempts at structured mandated education in America, at 

least by early European settlers, was the “maintenance of Christian traditions and the 

perpetuation of a strict social order” (Boyles et al., 2009, p 32).
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For 235 years (1620 to 1865) with the arrival of slaves in Jamestown to the end of 

The American Civil War, race-based slavery as an institution in America was intact. 

During this period, poor people were not educated beyond the extent that they needed to 

do their jobs, and the law mandated that Africans and their descendants, African 

American slaves, not be educated at all (Spring, 2001; Urban & Wagoner, 2003). To the 

point of economic and social stratification via educational experiences, only wealthy 

White males primarily and in a few cases children who belonged to families that could 

afford an education were formally educated. Progression up the social ladder, particularly 

in the south, for poor people was difficult to achieve and for African American slaves it 

was impossible (Foner, 2011). Thus far this represents a time period of approximately 

373 years in America where poor people and ethnic minorities did not have access to an 

education that would allow them full membership in the society in which they lived.

The efforts of Horace Mann during the mid to late 1800s toward establishing an 

educational system that would serve the ‘common good’ with ‘common schools’ via 

‘common values’ and ‘common experiences’ did not develop to the point of achieving 

social justice (Spring et al.). Arguably, with common schools the values and cultural 

practices of Protestant children were supported as opposed to those common to all 

children. Wealth distribution and social stratification did not change. And, structural 

practices such as labeling, tracking and standardization were created that also prevented 

educational equality for the poor, African American and Latino children. Educations role 

in maintaining social and economic stratification continued.
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To this timeframe, it is historically appropriate to add an additional 100 years 

because after 1865 race-based legalized segregation was operational. The American 

government via legally sanctioned mandates (Plessey v. Ferguson, 1896 and Jim Crow 

1865-1965) facilitated the development of a culture of exclusion via separate but equal 

policies and practices, although history has shown that little equity actually existed with 

regards to access to quality education, goods and burdens or social status (Chomsky, 

2003; Foner, 1998; Urban & Wagoner, 2003). Justice John Marshall Harlan was often the 

only dissenting judge in cases relating to civil rights. In a prophetic opinion to the Court, 

Justice Harlan stated in a dissenting opinion to Plessey v. Ferguson that “The thin 

disguise o f ‘equal’ accommodations for passengers in railroad coaches will not mislead 

anyone, nor atone for the wrong this day done” (Plessey v. Ferguson). Justice Harlan also 

made predictive statements that legally sanctioned racial segregation would taint and 

forever influence the public view of what equality and justice actually are.

For 50 additional years inequitable or differential access to education based on 

race, social status, language and geography as Justice Harlan predicted was and to some 

extent still is a reality (Apple, 1999; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Fine, 2002; Kozal 1991, 

2005; Oaks, 2005). Current and preexisting trends in education and educational reform 

with regards to school funding, structure, and educational practices illuminate the 

persistent nature of inequitable access to a quality education for all (Arum, Beattie & 

Ford, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 1990 and 2010; Fine, 2002; Ladson-Billing, 2006). From 

this perspective one can conservatively argue, even when considering some overlap of 

historical periods, that for approximately 393 years (from 1620 to 2013) not all
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Americans had access to the type of educational experiences, both tangible (Darling- 

Hammond, 2004; Fine, 2002) and intangible (Dilpit, 1995; Irvine, 1991) that would 

facilitate academic success or participatory membership in the society in which they live.

The social and economic stratification that was created by nearly 400 years of 

inequitable access facilitated the creation of a culture of exclusion in America whereby 

the cultural capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Sullivan, 2001) of some were valued 

more than others and as such some people were excluded from participatory membership. 

Cultural capital is an asset that provides social mobility despite financial status cultural 

and human capital was negotiated in schools and in society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979; 

Freeman, 2006; Giroux, 1995; Heckman & Krueger, 2003). Ellison in Invisible Man 

wrote about how African American people experienced existing in society and in doing 

so illuminated, supported and informed much of the research conducted on cultural 

exclusion and cultural capital. As a result of the alternate existence, alienation and 

assimilation experienced by African American and Latino people a culture of exclusion 

developed in America (Alexander, 2005; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979; Freeman, 2006; 

Giroux, 1983; Hickling-Hudson, 2006). Cultural exclusion creates a paradox (Cross,

2011; Freeman, 2006; Irvine, 1991) between the democratic ideals o f America and the 

policies and practices present in American schools and life. One of the challenges for 

social justice mentioned earlier was the existence of this paradox. Hickling-Hudson 

(2006) explored how schools facilitate the reconstruction of cultural identity and cultural 

capital in Jamaica and the research study has implication for social justice work in 

American schools.
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The culture of exclusion from participatory membership has led to the under 

development of Black and Latino students which has economic implications for society 

as well as for individuals (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006). For 

example, Brudevold-Newman (2010) conducted an analysis of the cost o f dropping out of 

school. This study provided relevant data on the number o f individuals in state and 

federal prisons who have dropped out of school. The relationship between school failure 

and life outcomes both economically and culturally are illustrated in the findings. For 

example, Brudevold-Newman (2010) found that “Over time, the cost o f dropping out of 

high school can add up significantly for the individual and for society” and that “75 

percent o f state prison inmates and 59 percent o f federal inmates are high-school 

dropouts.” The prison-to-school pipeline (Smith, 2009) best describes the cyclical nature 

of this particular phenomenon and will be discussed in more detail when examining 

inequitable life outcomes (Smith, 2009).

Freeman (2006) defined the culture of exclusion as “that process whereby Black 

children are excluded from schooling, whether through suspension or expulsion or 

placement in the lower tracks (or streaming by ability) of schooling- which would be 

referred to as an ‘internal expulsion’” (p. 43). According to Freeman (2006), the 

phenomenon of educational exclusion both internal via tracking to low level, pedagogy 

and in-school suspensions/ISS (Ansalone, 2003; Buris & Weiner, 2005; Hallinan, 1994; 

Oaks, 2005) and external via out-of-school suspension/OSS and expulsion(Smith, 2010) 

of Black and Latino children can be observed not only in American schools but in 

schools globally. Cultural exclusion from the educational process via the pervasive values
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of cultural capital that are present in both curriculum and pedagogy has had measurable 

negative effects on educational outcomes such as academic achievement outcomes 

(Anyon, 1997; Darling-Hammonds, 2010; English & Steffy, 2001; Irvine, 1991), in 

addition to drop-out/ push out, and access to higher education (Macedo, 1994).

Educational Outcomes

According to Darling-Hammonds 2010), Ladson-Billings (2006), United States

Department of Educational Research (2010), and Zajda et al.(2006), academic outcomes

are one of the four areas that are to be examined when studying educational inequality.

Similarly distributive justice (Rawls, 1971) examines the distribution of outcomes and

consequences in addition to the allocation of goods. Social justice and education critically

considers the totality o f  goods and education, the process by which goods are disbursed

and educational experiences, and the patterns or consistent ways in which goods are

divided as well as academic and life outcomes (Darling-Hammonds, 2010; Heckman et

al. Konow, 2003; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006, West, 2004). The achievement gap,

according to Weisglass (2004), is defined as

the achievement gap is an indicator of disparities between groups of students 
usually identified (accurately or not) by racial, ethnic, linguistic, or 
socioeconomic class with regard to a variety o f measures (attrition and enrollment 
rates, drug use, health, alienation from school and society, attitudes toward 
mathematics, as well as test scores, (p. 11)

The following review primarily discusses inequities related to race and educational

outcomes such as academic achievement outcomes, high school graduation, dropout/

push out, and higher education.
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Academic outcomes can be defined as the differences in students from varying 

groups acquiring the same skills and knowledge on the same levels that would facilitate 

them gaining employment or entrance to higher educational opportunities (U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). When 

compared to White students, a lower percentage o f African American and Latino students 

are enrolled in a college prep curriculum and African American and Latino students are 

more likely to be “pushed-out” or drop-out of school (Croninger & Lee, 2001, Fine, 

2002). Although it is true that gains have been made, it is equally as true that these gains 

are not evenly distributed across populations of students (Weisglass, 2004).

The data reveal persistent gaps between African Americans, Hispanics, and 

Whites. In 2008, the dropout rate for whites was 4.8% compared to 9.9% for African 

Americans and 18.3% for Hispanics (NCES, 2010). A greater percentage of White 

students (14%) completed a more rigorous high school curriculum than either African 

Americans (6%) or Hispanics (8%) (NCES 2010), and college matriculation rates display 

similar gaps with 22% for White students, 13% for African American students, and 12% 

for Hispanics (NCES, 2009). The gaps in college graduation are even more pronounced 

with 38% completion rate by Whites, 21% for African Americans and 12% for Hispanics 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2008; NCES, 2010). These data coupled with the data that outline 

the individual and societal cost that result from not attaining an education demonstrate 

how social and economic stratification may be perpetuated. An examination of both the 

structural and individual boundaries of access to a quality education or as Freire (1970) 

called it an authentic education is central to the study of social justice (Alexander, 2005;
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Darling-Hammond, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate 2006; Rothstein, 2004; Shields, 2010; 

Singleton & Linton, 2006; Wren, 1977).

Causes of Inequality 

Critical Theory primarily and Social Cultural Reproduction Theory (SCRT) are 

utilized to examine, interrogate and theorize the workings of educational and social 

inequality. Friere (1970), Gramsci (1971), Harrison-Henderson and Gillmore (2010), 

Oaks & Lipton (2010) and Paul & Smith (2000) stated that critical questioning about the 

causes of educational and social inequity is a critical component of the social justice 

paradigm. Further, the distinction between methodology as in pedagogy and theory of the 

oppressed is important because both lenses (methodology/pedagogy and theory), will be 

used to explain how educational outcomes intersect with social realities and how 

mechanisms within a school shape and maintain social structures (Bourdieu, 1979, Freire 

1970; Giroux, 1980; Gramsci, 1971). Boundaries to access can be categorized in two 

ways, individual boundaries and structural boundaries (West, 2001). Because individual 

and structural realities function simultaneously in society, when studying the causes of 

inequality both must be examined (Bourdieu, 1979, Giroux, 1980; Gramsci, 1971; 

Singleton & Linton, 2006). As such this section of the review explicates critical theory 

and social cultural reproduction theory (SCRT). Additionally the review focuses on 

research related to the structural causes of inequality, such as school funding, tracking, 

teacher characteristics, unequal treatment, organizational structures, and power relations 

as well as individual causes such as psychology of doubt, learned hopelessness, 

stereotype threat, self-efficacy beliefs, and low expectations and self-esteem.
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SCRT is a theory that states that schools as they currently are and historically, are 

not institutions of equal opportunity rather they are tools for the perpetuation and 

reproduction of dominance and oppression in the form of social inequities. Collins (2009) 

research on social reproduction theory is rudimentary to the study of social justice in that 

social justice seeks to understand the causes of the status quo. Collins et al. looks 

specifically at the reproduction of economic powers or wealth, culture and linguistics via 

an understanding of social, cultural and economic stratification. Collins states that despite 

the many gains made in theory, methods, and technology, there is still much needed work 

and study to better understand the relationships, interplay between classrooms, schools 

and society as a whole (p. 34). This statement is relevant to the study of social justice 

because it seeks to improve social conditions for people by challenging systems, 

structures and mechanisms aimed at perpetuating negative outcomes as they relate to 

classrooms, schools and society. As such an overlap of sorts will necessarily occur 

because o f the interrelated relationship between education and society (Bourdieu, 1977).

Critical theory, Asante (1987) stated that “any criticism of society is, 

definitionally, a criticism of the ruling ideology of that society” (p.5). As such Critical 

Theory does provide a foundation because it suggests the analysis, reconstruction and 

transformation of the status quo on many deeply rooted levels specifically changes in 

cultural practices that do not support the development of all of humanity. Further, 

because this study is examining phenomenon specifically related to the experiences of 

underserved children in American schools, when appropriate, non-Eurocentric theoretical
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perspectives that primarily are aligned with positivism will also be incorporated in the 

critical discussions presented in this research.

Critical Theory (CT), “is critical of social organization that privileges some at the 

expense of others” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p.22). According to Fay in Creswell (2010) 

“Critical theory perspectives are concerned with empowering human beings to transcend 

the constraints placed on them by race, class, and gender” (Creswell, 2010, p.27). Freire 

(1970) pedagogy of the oppressed is a social theory of the social, economic, and political 

oppression of the lower social classes that is grounded in critical theory. Social 

theorizing according to Morrow and Brown (1994) is “the desire to comprehend and, in 

some cases, transform (through praxis) the underlying orders of social life-those social 

and systemic relations that constitute society” (pp. 211- 212). As such the contributors of 

social and economic stratification are examined with the specific intent of restructuring 

them.

Social justice seeks to resist and challenge mechanisms in education that maintain 

social structures that preserve the status quo for marginalized groups. Similar to critical 

theory, social justice is critical of power structures that permeate education. As such, 

social justice asks critical questions about how conventional thinking and practice came 

to be. Lastly, social justice like critical theory is concerned with inequalities associated 

with race, social class, language, and gender and seeks to empower individuals so that 

they can change oppressive social and systemic relations. The academic gaps that persist 

for some Black and Latino students in addition to school failure and dropout rates can be 

partially attributed to the unequal educational experiences that they have. Levels of
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educational attainment and quality of life outcomes have been positively correlated 

Brewer, Hentschke, Eide, Kuzin & Nayfack (2007), Brock (2010), Collins (2009) and 

relationships have been identified between education and other life outcomes (Smith, 

2010; NCES, 2010; and U.S. Census, 2010).

Structural Causes of Inequality

As stated earlier by Hayek (1979), social justice cannot be sustained in a 

capitalistic society and as such the deeply rooted structural supports of inequality 

(McCarthy, 2002; Rogers & Oakes, 2006) must be identified, analyzed and deconstructed 

(Ayers, Quinn & Stovall, 2009) through sustained transformative change (Shields, 2011). 

Structural causes associated with inequality o f educational and societal outcomes are 

funding (Darling-Hammond, 2004, 2010; Rothstein, 2000), educational tracking (Oaks, 

2005) inexperienced-ineffective-and out of field teachers (Fine, 2002; Ladson Billings, 

2010; Miller, 1999), unequal treatment, organizational structuring (King, 2005), and 

power relations (Gilligan, 1988). The review of literature in this section analyzes some of 

the structural causes of inequality.

Empirical research data is plentiful with regards to historical and contemporary 

structural inequalities present in the American educational system (Darling-Hammonds, 

2004; McGee & Neufeldt, 1985; Watkins, 2001). To begin, school funding is considered 

by some researchers as a structural cause for inequality (Darling-Hammond, 2004 &

2010; Rothstein, 2000). State spending is relevant because some state leaders report that 

they cannot afford to invest in programs like early childhood education that according to 

Belfield, Nores, Barnett and Steinhart (2006), Heckman (2007) have been found to
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increase graduation and decrease juvenile and adult crime, because prison costs are 

increasing and, as such, are decreasing their budgets by that much more (Schweinhard, 

2005).

Some of the societal inequalities that exist in the United States today can be 

attributed to the quality of education or the lack thereof that they experience United 

States Depart of Justice (2010); United Sates Census (2010); and the U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services (2010). The primary question of concern here becomes, what 

happens to those individuals who do not succeed in school? The data suggest that 

individuals who do not succeed in school become part of an underclass who do not 

participate productively in society (Brewer et al., 2007), Brock (2010). One example 

being, “The strong relationship between under-education, unemployment, and 

incarceration creates a vicious cycle, as lack of adequate investment in education 

increases the need for prisons, which now compete with the funding available for 

education” (Darling-Hammond, 2010, p.24). The data relating to the school-to-prison 

pipeline best explains the vicious cycle referred to by Darling-Hammons (2010) and 

Smith (2009). Although educational attainment is not the only factor associated with 

criminality, the correlation between lack of education and incarceration does exist 

(Lochner & Moretti, 2004).

Additional examples of structural causes for academic and social inequality are, 

African American students being more likely to be taught by inexperienced teachers 

(Fine, 2002); more likely to be taught by ineffective teachers (Tennessee Department of 

Education, 2007); more likely to be taught by out-of-field teachers (Haycock, 2000) more
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likely to be placed in special education programs (Harry & Klingner, 2006); more likely 

to be referred, suspended and expelled for disciplinary infractions (Nogura, 2003; Watts 

& Ervelles, 2004); more likely to be “pushed-out” or drop-out of school (Croninger & 

Lee, 2001, Fine, 2002); more likely to have less caring teachers (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 

2005; Fine, 2002); more likely to experience stereotype threat (Aronson, Quinn & 

Spencer, 1998; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Steel, 1999 and 2010) and are more likely to 

have teachers with low self-efficacy beliefs about their ability to teach Black and Latino 

students successfully (Ogbu, 2003: Ortego 2009).The latter of these findings are critical 

because they create a psychology of doubt and learned academic helplessness.

According to a number of researchers, un-equal treatment in addition to unequal 

access is a key structural and individual cause of academic and social inequity and 

inequality in America (Alexander, 2005, Anyon, 1980). In the educational arena the 

hidden curriculum is the vehicle in which inequity and injustice is delivered. Anyon 

(1980) looked at social class orientation in the elementary school setting. Anyon broke 

social class down into three units: (a) Ownership relations to physical capital (the haves 

and have not) of physical capital, and mastery of symbolic capital such as linguistic and 

analytical skills; (b) Relations to authority; and (c) relations between people and their 

work. In short, Anyon said that school curricular, pedagogy, and assessments are geared 

more toward one social class and this creates a gap in the outcomes.

The gaps that are a result of this mismatch affect mastering the curriculum, 

teaching and learning process (pedagogy), and testing (Anyon, 1980; Irvine, 1990).

Anyon also found that in poorer and working class schools the curriculum stressed a right
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and wrong short lower order thinking response whereas in more affluent schools the 

curriculum stressed higher order thinking skills like problem solving and analysis. In 

short the educational experiences that they receive are dependent on their social class, 

and that predisposes them toward future acquisitions such as advance placement, college, 

language, work, wealth, health etc. This is a critical point of analysis in that Anyon

(1980) talked directly to a structural aspect of schooling, the curriculum, and 

demonstrates the reproductive nature of the hidden curriculum that is inherent in schools.

Like social reproduction theorists hidden curriculum researchers suggest that the 

hidden curriculum serves to maintain the status quo of inequity. They too make the 

connection between the curriculum and future occupation. Barfels and Delucchi (2003) 

looked at higher education whereas Anyon looked at the curriculum in elementary 

schools. Barfels and Delucchi looked at what they called social stratification which is like 

social class differences, and the workings of the hidden curriculum in maintaining social 

positions. They did a follow up study 5 years later to look at where the students were in 

terms of their occupations. They did find some support for a relationship between the 

hidden curriculums and future occupations. Their findings have implications for the 

examination of structural inequity of life outcomes and educational attainment. In the 

educational arena the research done on unequal treatment (Darling-Hammonds, 2010; 

Freeman, 2006; Irvine, 2002) of African American and Latino students is plentiful. 

Individual Causes of Inequality

Considering that Latin American and Black students are among the largest 

growing populations (U.S. Census, 2010) and that academic gaps persist among them
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and their White and Asian counterparts indicating that race is a factor in education 

(NCES, 2011; Rothstein, 2004), a school leaders understanding of and dispositions 

toward the individual causes of inequality is critical. Learned helplessness/hopelessness 

(Freire, 1994; Gilovich,2006), stereotype threat (Gilovich, 2006), low self-esteem, self- 

efficacy and self-concept (Alvermann, 2002; Bandura, 1964,1977& 1997; Parejas, 2001; 

Pajares & Valiante, 2000), stress (Jensen, 2005; Wolf, 2010), and the psychology of 

doubt (Alexander, 2006; Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Darling-Hammonds, 

2010; Fine, 2002) are examples of some of the individual phenomenon associated with 

inequality and have all been found to exert measurable negative effects on academic 

achievement and social mobility. Some research suggests that African American and 

Latin American students have encounters with individual causes while in school 

ultimately resulting in doubt about their ability, distrust and rejection of schooling 

(Darling-Hammonds, 2010; Kozal, 19915; Ladson-Billings, 2010; Ogbu, 2003; 

Rothstein, 2004; Spring, 20107). According to Alvermann, (2002), Bandura, (1993), and 

Pajares (1996), positive and improved academic and life outcomes are more likely to 

occur when students perceive themselves to be and are allowed to be authentically 

productive participants within a community of learners. In sum, Dilpit (1995) suggested 

that in part, “The key here is not the kind of instruction but the attitude underlying it”

(p. 175). As such the review of literature in this section analyzes some of the individual 

causes of inequality.



61

Learned Helplessness/Hopelessness

A large majority of Black and Latino students are not working to their full 

potential and as such do not perform well academically, or as Frank Parajas (1996) 

suggested, are not allowed to in part as a result of individual experiences that they have 

in school (Bartolome 1994; Dilpit, 1995; Irvine, 1991; Ogbu, 2003). A critical 

understanding of individual causes of inequality is essential for school leaders who wish 

to close the racial achievement gap and the daily individual experiences of Black and 

Latino children in their schools (Brown, 2004; Hilliard, 1977). Dilpit contends that 

“When teachers do not understand the potential of the students they teach, they will 

under-teach (italic added) them no matter what the methodology” (p. 175). How then is 

this, ‘under-teaching’ manifested among individuals in schools? And, what do such 

pedagogical practices do to children?

Black and Latino students as well as poor students often are reported as having 

low levels of motivation as it relates to academic work (Irvine, 1991). Academic learned 

helplessness according to (Bandura, 1986) is the belief that what they do or don’t do 

really does not matter and that they are unable to change their conditions, so why try 

(Fine, 2002). Learned helplessness/hopelessness can often be school based as is the case 

with academic learned helplessness and as such these beliefs and subsequent behaviors 

hinder academic performance (Fine, 2002). Students, according to Fine’s 2002 report to 

the California State Supreme Court, become aware of the poor quality o f teachers, 

school materials and facilities that they have in comparison to their White counterparts
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and this awareness coupled with the perception that they have no control over these 

condition, in some cases is a root cause of their academic learned helplessness.

Bandura (1986), Silegman (1975), and Wortman, (1975) define learned 

helplessness in a more clinical sense as being a leam behavior or state of helplessness 

resulting from either real or perceived lack of authority or control of unjust treatment, 

conditions, outcomes and individual experiences. Critical race theorists explicate how the 

phenomenon of learned helplessness is manifested in social situations like school and 

society in general. For example they would argue that the perceptions of their individual 

or collective ability as students or as a cultural group may suffer when Black and Latino 

students or as a cultural group they fail to achieve or appear to have failed to achieve 

academic, political or social goals. In sum academic achievements as well as social 

mobility are affected by learned helplessness or hopelessness. Academic learned 

helplessness can result from perceived or real individual encounters or experiences with 

unjust treatment and conditions whereby the student has no control over or authority to 

change. One of the behaviors that accompany learned helplessness is low motivation, and 

low motivation impacts academic student achievement. School leaders interested in 

combating academic learned helplessness may consider practices that serve to empower 

their faculty and students so that these individuals may realize that they do have the 

ability to affect change. Learned haplessness and low self-efficacy beliefs have been 

identified as agents relating to motivation. These characteristics, coupled with low self

esteem and the threat of stereo typing have been known to exert measurable differences 

on academic achievement (Bandura, 1986; Steel, 1999 & Irvine, 1991.
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Stereotype Threat

Stereotype threat (Darling-Hammonds, 2010; Gilovich, 2006; Steel, 2002; Steel & 

Aroson, 1995) creates yet another vicious cycle of low self-esteem, poor academic 

performance, and disenfranchisement all of which have been shown to exert measurable 

negative effects on academic achievement as well as on life outcomes (Aronson, Quinn,

& Spencer, 1998; Darling-Hammonds, 2010). Steel (1999) stated that “stereotype threat 

is the concrete real-time threat of being judged and treated poorly in settings where a 

negative stereotype about one’s group applies” (p. 385). Similarly, Aronson and Inzlicht 

(2004) define stereotype threat as “the apprehension people feel when performing in a 

domain in which their group is stereotyped to lack ability” (p.830). According to a 

number of researchers stereotype threat can manifest in a number of ways but in an 

educational setting it can , increase arousal (hyperactivity), divert attention (attention 

deficit), increase self-focus (obsession, off task behavior), engender over-cautiousness 

(second guessing, slow worker), prompt low expectations, and reduce effort all of which 

have a negative impact on academic achievement (Aronson, Quinn, & Spencer, 1998; 

Cohen, Garcia, Apfel, & Master, 2006; Good, Aronson, & Inzlicht, 2003; Kellow, & 

Jones, 2008; Darling-Hammonds, 2010).

Black and Latin American students and adults are often negatively stereotyped by 

teachers, school leaders, medical practitioners, law enforcement, employers and various 

other members that make up a society (Alexander, 2005; Braithwaite, Taylor & 

Treadwell, 2010; Gupta & Bhawe, 2007). Negative stereotypes about groups of people
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produce negative emotions and responses that can negatively impact how the individuals 

who are being stereotyped react, perform, levels of motivation and sense of self 

(Aronson, Quinn, & Spencer, 1998; Cohen, Garcia, Apfel, & Master, 2006; Good, 

Aronson, & Inzlicht, 2003; Kellow, & Jones, 2008). Steel (2010) explicates how 

imposing certain conditions of life on ethnic groups, stereotyping, can affect the 

psychological and social development of individuals, “social identities can strongly affect 

things as important as our performances in the classrooms and on standardized tests, our 

memory capacity, our athletic performance, the pressure we feel to prove ourselves, even 

the comfort level we have with people of different groups-all things we typically think of 

as being determined by individual talents, motivation and preferences” (p.4). 

Self-Efficacy, Self-Esteem, and Self-Concept

“People who think that ability is innate rather that developed with effort are less 

efficacious (italics added) and less able to rebound from difficulties” (Darling 

Hammonds” (p.65). Self-efficacy (SEf), Self-esteem (SEs) and Self- concept (SC) 

although they have been identified by researchers as individual contributors to inequality 

they have been used interchangeably as if they mean the same thing. Self-efficacy or 

one’s perceived self-efficacy has to do with how a person feels about what they are 

capable o f doing as it relates to a specific task (Bandura, 1997). Self-esteem focuses on 

how people feel about their self-worth. Although self-concept is more closely related to 

self-esteem, there is still a distinction between the two that is worth mentioning. Pajares 

(2001) explains that “Self-efficacy is a context-specific assessment o f competence to 

perform a given domain” (p.l). Self-concept is not content or context specific. Rather, it
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is a mental more cognitive assessment of one’s self usually having a self-esteem type of 

assessment along with it.

The study of self-efficacy is relevant here because of the manner in which 

individuals develop self-efficacy beliefs. Self-efficacy is developed by mastery 

experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, encounters, and physiological 

states. Bandura (1996) discusses how society and culture influences self-efficacy beliefs. 

In a 1986 landmark social science study, Bandura indicated that there are certain 

conditions under which self-efficacy does not perform their influential predictive or 

meditational role in individual human functioning. Conditions or systems that are 

prejudicially structured, support social constraints, and are inadequately resourced have 

negative effects on the development of self-efficacy beliefs in people.

Self-efficacy development therefore is a triple threat in that it has negative effects 

on academic and social outcomes but also cannot be developed under unjust or under 

resourced conditions. Institutionalized inequity and the development of self-efficacy 

beliefs play a critical role in the individual causes of inequality in school as well as in 

society (Bandura, 1977,1997; Blackwell et al., 2007; Pajares, 1996). It is the contention 

of many social theorists, specifically CT and SRT, that schools are prejudicially 

structured systems that continue to perpetuate social stratification and inequality via 

curricular and pedagogical practices of individuals within the schools. In one study on 

efficacy-beliefs and self-concepts, Pajares and Valiante (2000) concluded that “if agency 

and esteem are central to the construction of concept o f self, then the ordinary practices 

of school need to be examined with a view to what contribution they make to these two
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crucial ingredients of personhood”( p. 2). These ordinary practices that make up the 

individual experiences of students are in part individual causes of inequality.

‘Personhood’ or ‘humanization’ as Freire (1970) would have it called has increasingly 

been studied as a socio-structural phenomenon as opposed to solely the behavioral 

developmental phenomena as it has been in the past. Blackwell et al. (2007) joined the 

research on self-efficacy beliefs in an educational setting with research on the psychology 

of doubt and explicated that when academic ability is perceived by students and teachers 

as being innate as opposed to something that can be developed, self- efficacy beliefs 

about individual ability to teach and learn are low. Blackwell also found that individuals 

who were less efficacious had more difficulty rebounding and persevering through more 

challenging and difficult situations.

Psychology of Doubt

“The psychology of doubt about academic ability has been found to exert 

measurable negative effects on achievement” (Darling-Hammonds, 2010, p.65). The 

psychology of doubt can occur as a result o f unequal treatment. Psychology of doubt can 

be manifested in students as they become aware of the negative attitudes held by teachers 

concerning their personality and low expectations about their academic abilities. In other 

studies teachers have been found to have negative feelings toward the way Black and 

Latino students speak and behave when compared to White students with the same 

infractions. Ogbu (2003) found that Black students had fewer experiences with positive 

relationships and positive interactions with their teachers than their White counterparts
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do. As realities such as the ones described above become evident to students the 

psychology of doubt develops in them.

Stress

Stress according Medterms.com (2011) is “Forces from the outside world 

impinging on the individual.” Stress is an individual experience that can have academic 

(Gamer, 2009; Jensen, 2005; Wolf 2010) and social implications (Evans, Gonnella, 

Marcynyszyn, Gentile & Salpekar, 2005; Shonkoff, Boyce, & McEwen, 2009). Both 

individual and structural causes of inequality and inequity in an educational setting are 

forces that impinge on students, teachers and school leaders. Perceived or real injustices, 

stereotyping, low expectations, threats, and fear are some sources of stress that can exist 

in schools. According to a number o f educational neuroscientist and brain based learning 

researchers, stress can cause difficulties in learning, recalling information, focus and 

attention as well as behavior, all of which have a negative impact on student learning and 

achievement(Cain & Cain, 1994; Jensen, 1998; Wolf, 2001).

Of particular interests to this research are claims made by Caine et al, Jensen et al 

and Wolf et al who assert that perceived threats cause children not to focus and incapable 

of storing and recall information. Caine (1994) stated that “Learning is enhanced by 

challenge and inhibited by threat” (p. 94). According to Wolf (2001), in schools children 

who are subjected to threatening environments peripheral sight is so widened because it 

serves as a defense mechanism. Asking them to concentrate to the one thing directly in 

front of them like a book is essentially telling them to take their eyes off of their 

aggressors or to take their guard down. Eric Jesen (1998) states that there are a number
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of realities and experiences that cause children, especially those traditionally 

marginalized to feel threatened. One example that he gives is low expectations, not being 

called upon, unfair treatment, favoritism, and outright racism, prejudice and stereotyping. 

The brain in under these conditions does not function in a way that allows data to be 

stored and later easily recalled for future use.

Individual encounters according to Cross (2011) with the realities of social order 

and race are individual experiences that in part do contribute to learned 

helplessness/hopelessness, stereotype threat, low self-esteem, self-efficacy and self- 

concept, stress and the psychology of doubt. These phenomena influence the psychology, 

academic achievement and social mobility of African American and Latin American 

people. As such when considering the structural and individual causes of educational and 

social inequality and the overlap of the two, school leadership and the orientation that 

school leaders have toward causes o f inequity become very relevant in the study of social 

justice and education.

Leadership and Social Justice

The sixth standard of the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium 

(ISLLC) for school leaders to meet is, “Understanding, responding to and influencing the 

political, social, legal and cultural contexts” (English, 2005). However, according to 

English and Steffy (2001) despite the establishment and statement of the standard, “Most 

teacher and administrator training programs do not address social empowerment skills, 

even though the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) has identified 

this area as one of its six standards for initial and continued licensure o f administrators”
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(p. 140). Additional support for the paradox that exists between school leadership and 

social justice was presented in the findings of a research study conducted by Carney in 

2006. A primary finding of that research was that state school superintendents were not 

looking for school leaders who were concerned with social change, to the contrary, State 

school leaders according to this study are interested in leaders who could be good school 

managers or supervisors of teachers. Consistent with Fredrick Taylor’s efficiency model 

and scientific management theory, as well as Freirean theory, these school leaders, either 

knowingly or unknowing maintain the status quo. To address this dilemma transformative 

leadership for social justice suggest the development of critical consciousness (Foster, 

1986,1989; Freire, 1971,1985; Hybels, 2002; Shields, 2010. “Developing critical 

consciousness isn’t an exercise to get people to think in a certain way; rather it is 

intended to get them to think more deeply about the issues and relations of power that 

affect them” (Leistyna, 2009, p. 53). The desired common outcomes of transformative 

leadership and social justice education are the identification, deconstruction, and 

reconstruction of frameworks and power relations that serve to perpetuate the status quo 

(Dantley, 2003; Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1997,1980; Hybels, 2002; Shields, 2010).

In the same way that social justice education requires of teachers to educate all 

children about the oppressive and malevolent aspects of racism, socioeconomic, cultural, 

and political stratification, and about how these realities impact their lives via the 

policies, practices and procedures o f various institutions, a number of researchers suggest 

that transformative leadership requires the same of school leaders (Anderson, 2004; 

Aronowitz & Giroux, 1985; Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy, 2005; Dantley, 2003;
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English & Steffy, 2001; Fine, 2002; Foster, 1986; Freire, 1970; Leistyna, 1999; 

McKenzie et al., 2008; Quantz, Rogers, & Dantley, 1991, Shields, 2009; Tillman, 2005 

and Weiner, 2003). “Transformative concepts and social justice are closely connected 

through the shared goal of identifying and restructuring frameworks that generate 

inequity and disadvantage” (Shield, 2010, p.566). As such, the review of literature in this 

section examines the critical difference between transformative leadership and 

transformational leadership, conditions under which socially just transformative work is 

either impeded or facilitated, and the relevance of the school leader’s orientation toward 

causes of inequality and inequity.

Transformative v. Transformational Leadership

Foundational to transformative leadership is the belief that without education, 

broader societal changes will not take place (Shields, 2010). Deeply rooted in the 

Freirean pedagogical and theoretical thought that “education is not the ultimate lever for 

social transformation, but without it transformation cannot occur” (Freire, 1970, p.37), 

Shields (2004, 2009, 2010, 2011) combine the concepts of social change, education, and 

school leadership to create a theory of transformative school leadership. As such Shields 

(2010) contends that transformative leadership has, “the most promise and potential to 

meet both the academic and the social justice needs of complex, diverse, and beleaguered 

education systems” (p. 562).

As was the case with social justice and distributive justice, there exists for 

transformative leadership and transformational leadership some confusion. Another 

similarity between social and distributive justice and transformational and transformative
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leadership is that critical dialogue about justice and distributive justice gave birth to the 

paradigm of social justice just as dialogue and analysis about transformational leadership 

provided a platform by which transformative leadership could be developed (Bums,

1978; Leithwood, 2010; Northhouse, 2010; Shields, 2010). Additionally in both cases as 

well each term has been used interchangeably and to some extent to the detriment of the 

other adding even more confusion to critical conversations and analysis of transformative 

leadership (Foster, 1986; Quantz et al., Shields, 2009; Weiner 2003). As such, a critical 

distinction between transformational leadership and transformative leadership must also 

be explained in order to facilitate the critical dialogue about the relevance of social justice 

education, and school leadership.

To begin, although Bums work in 1978 and Bass in 1985 did not explicitly use 

the term, ‘transformative leadership’ in an educational context, the critical dialogue and 

conceptual foundation according to Shields (2010) for transformative leadership theory 

was laid. “Nevertheless, the implications of his conception of transformation point 

directly to transformative leadership” (Shields, 2010 p, 565). For example Bums (1978) 

discussed concepts such as revolution, changing social systems and changes in 

dispositions that impact the daily interaction of individuals within a work environment or 

organization. Additionally, when the term ‘transformational leadership’ was coined by 

J.V. Downton three years prior to Bums, leaders associated with transformation were 

characterized as being rebels (Northouse, 2010). Bums et al. assertion that 

transformational leadership “is more concerned with end-values, such as liberty, justice 

equality” (p.426) and Bass et al. assertion that transformational leadership “is concerned
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with the collective good” (Northhouse, 2010. p. 173) focuses on moral purpose and 

outcomes of leadership both of which are concepts associated with transformative 

leadership. However, their work primarily focuses on the organization or work place as 

the unit o f analysis.

Shields(2010) defined transformative leadership as “ leadership that explicitly 

attends to the moral and ethical issues related to power relations of entire social systems 

that often perpetuate inequity and inequality in organizations” (p. 565). As such 

transformative leadership is concerned with the transformation of broader social systems 

as opposed to the transformation within a specific organization. Transformative 

leadership according to a number o f sources, seek to change not only the oppressive 

practices and negative academic outcomes present in the school house and in education in 

general, but also those negative life outcomes and oppressive conditions that exist within 

society (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy, 2005; Dantley, 2003; Freire, 1970; Foster,

1986; Giroux, 1995; Quantz et al, 2006 and Shields, 20034). “Societal betterment” 

(Shields, 2010, p.566) via the restructuring of knowledge and social systems is the 

common goal of transformative approaches in the educational arena. As such 

transformative leadership as Shields (2011) explains it has far reaching societal 

implications. In contrast transformational leadership is more school-based and localized. 

In this respect transformative leadership is inherent to social justice and no dichotomy 

exists between social changes and educational leadership for social justice. Further, 

(Quantz et al., 2006) urges educational reformers to reconsider transformative school 

leadership as being a viable approach to reform. They contend like Foster (1986) that



73

contemporary models of school leadership theory will not result in empowerment, 

liberation and transformation. Their analyses of current leadership theory, conditions of 

education, and educational reform efforts o f the past and present suggest that “only the 

concept of transformative leadership appears to provide an appropriate direction” (p.96).

Transformative school leaders for social justice then are taking a stance to reform 

society and change the status quo as opposed to attempting to stop social and cultural 

reproduction of the status quo. Academic outcomes as well as social outcomes are 

concerns for transformative school leadership. However, “Only when educators have 

established both a language and process for communication about racial matters will they 

be poised to restructure their schools, classrooms, curricula, and relationships with 

students and families in ways that improve engagement and performance”(Singleton et al. 

p. 71). Similarly, in Courageous Leadership for Transforming Schools: Democratizing 

Practice, Shields (2009) analyzes research relating to the process by which school leaders 

create conditions for inclusive, deeply democratic, socially just, empowering and 

liberating schools. The critical dialogue spoken about here by Singleton (2006), Freire 

(1970) and Shields (2009) is not likely to take place according to English (2005 and 

2008) in schools or among school leaders who fail to recognize the structural and 

individual causes of academic and social inequality.

Table 1 facilitates an understanding of the delineations between transformative 

and transformational school leadership. This table was adapted, with permission, from 

Shields (2010). Transactional leadership was not critical to this study and was omitted.
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Table 1

Distinctions Between Transformative and Transformational Leadership Theories

Transformational Transformative
leadership leadership

Starting point Need for the organization to run 
smoothly and efficiently

Material realities & disparities 
outside the organization that 
impinge success of individuals, 
groups & organization

Foundation Meet the needs of complex & 
diverse systems Critique & promise

Emphasis Organization Deep & equitable change in 
social conditions

Processes Understanding of organizational 
culture; setting directions, developing 
people, redesigning the organization, 
and managing the instructional 
program

Deconstruction and reconstruction 
of social/cultural knowledge 
frameworks that generate inequity, 
acknowledgement of power & 
privilege; dialectic between 
individual & social

Key values Liberty, justice, equality Liberation, emancipation, 
democracy, equity, justice

Goal Organizational change; 
effectiveness

Individual, organizational & 
societal transformation

Power Inspirational Positional, hegemonic, tool for 
oppression as well as for action

Leader Looks for motive, develops common 
purpose, focuses on organization

Lives with tension, & challenge; 
requires moral courage, activism

Related
theories

School effectiveness 
School reform 
School improvement 
Instructional leadership

Critical theories (race, gender) 
Cultural and social reproduction 
Leadership for social justice

Adapted with permission from Shields (2010), Distinctions among three theories of leadership
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The Importance of a Leader’s Orientation

According to West (1993,2001 ), Gramsci (1971) and Bourdieu (1979/1984, 

1989/1996) there are both structural and individual realities in society that function 

simultaneously to perpetuate inequity(inputs) and inequality(outputs), therefore both 

orientations have to be present in order to begin working toward a more just society for 

traditionally marginalized groups. A school leader’s orientation according Glantz (2007), 

Marshalll and Olivia (2005) and Shields (2011) toward the causes of inequality and 

inequity inform the course o f action that they may or may not take to remedy the 

symptoms. A structural orientation includes a disposition that schools and the way that 

schools are structured are part of the academic achievement gap problem. An individual 

orientation operates from a deficit thinking perspective and places the blame for the gap 

on children and their families. Transformative leaders according to Shields(2011) 

contends that school leaders may not be able to control or impact what goes on outside of 

their school, but they can control what goes on within their schools and their actions 

towards those occurrences may serve to change conditions for children on a broader 

level. Schools leaders that have a structural orientation will take steps toward confronting 

and challenging the structural supports of inequality and inequity. A school leader that 

has an individual orientation may take steps toward addressing the unfair treatment of 

traditionally marginalized students by raising the consciousness levels of the faculty.

Both orientations are important in school leadership for social justice Glanz (2007), 

Marshall and Olivia (2005) and Shields (2004 and 2009).
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Summary of Prominent Themes and Findings

A review of the literature related to the academic achievement gap, social justice 

and school leadership presented a few persistent themes. Firstly, the structure of 

schooling has impacted educational outcomes. Secondly social, cultural and economic 

stratification is supported by and in some regards perpetuated by the education or the lack 

thereof that children receive and by the silenced dialogue of school leaders, teachers and 

students. Thirdly there are paradoxes that are central to the idea of democracy and 

education. The remaining themes of fear, power, courage, dominance, oppression, and 

liberation appear to emanate from these broader themes.

Summary

This chapter reviews literature addressing research and theory related to social 

justice in the areas o f conceptual foundations for social justice, a historical overview of 

education in America for traditionally underserved students, current educational 

outcomes, individual and structural contributors to inequity, and transformative school 

leadership versus transformational school leadership. A summary analysis of prominent 

themes and findings within the review of literature is presented at the end of the chapter. 

As such, Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive review of the literature related to social 

justice and transformative educational leadership.

Some rudimentary concepts were gleaned from the review of the literature. For 

example, a consistent theme across the large majority of the literature is that the 

challenges in education, particularly for Black and Latino students, are the result of 

longstanding, deeply rooted feelings about their cultural and political capital. The clear
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idea from the literature is that the historically established culture of schooling, for Black 

and Latino students have failed them. As such the current outcomes both academic and 

social are mere symptoms of equitable access, as opposed to academic ability. In short 

the research seemed to suggest that the academic achievement gap known as the GAP is 

in reality an access gap. Another prominent theme is that schools serve at agents of 

cultural and social reproduction, making change in the schooling process an imperative 

for social change. A large amount o f the empirical research present in this literature 

review demonstrated a strong positive correlation between education and life outcomes 

such as higher education, incarceration, employment and overall stand of living. The 

empirical researched covered in this section presented a persistent theme that the 

disposition of the school leader toward change, specifically social change, is an 

instrumental element of leadership for social justice. Lastly, a portion of the research 

suggest that because o f the social, economic, and political nature of the schooling 

process, a leader for transformative change via the educational system, must be 

courageous, persistent and determined. Rationale the aforementioned leadership 

characteristics stem from the body of literature that primary covered organizational 

structure of schools and social and cultural reproduction.
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

This study was aimed at understanding the phenomenon of low academic and life 

outcomes for Black and Latino students by exploring the lived experiences o f school 

leaders who serve them. This chapter will include a restatement o f the research purpose, 

the related overarching questions, the research design, and nature of the methodology, the 

research plan and a summary.

Research Purpose

The purpose of the study was to determine if  educational leaders in schools that 

primarily serve large populations of Black and Latino students employ transformative 

leadership strategies to promote the concept of social justice and, if so, identify these 

strategies and how they are incorporated to improve the educational experiences of 

students.

The related research questions were

1. To what extent do school leaders who serve primarily Black and Latino 

populations utilize transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept o f social 

justice?

2. What strategies do school leaders use to improve the educational outcomes of 

students?

2a. How are the identified strategies implemented?

78
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2b. What structural impediments affect the leaders’ ability to implement 

transformative strategies?

2c. What perceptions do these school leaders have about their ability as educators 

to affect change within their schools practices?

Research Design

The interest, assumptions and purpose of this study focused on the perceptions of 

educational leaders about social justice and strategies used to promote social justice in 

their schools. The research methodology employed to explore the questions addressed by 

the study was a qualitative approach. The qualitative research process as described by 

Bogdan and Biklen(2007), Creswell(2007), Merriam(2009) Monette, Sullivan and 

DeJong(2005) and Neuman(2006) is driven by gaining meaning, is holistic, is inductive, 

is inclusive, is flexible, is richly descriptive, and is concerned with daily lived 

experiences. Traditionally qualitative research has three primary assumptions. One it 

assumes that knowledge is subjective, two the researcher will remain neutral while 

gaining insight and three, the social world is structured and has order (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1999). Further, when working with participants in their natural setting 

qualitative research is the most effective approach (Creswell, 2007). Collectively, these 

characteristics are inherent, profoundly important and foundational to this study.

Qualitative research in general and phenomenology more specifically 

acknowledges “the views of the powerless and the excluded” (Bogdan &Biklen, 2007, 

p. 17). This approach fundamentally rejects the notion that the opinion and views of those 

in power are more relevant and valued than those who are not and as such a qualitative
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design and the phenomenological methodology gives voice to the subjects’ perceptions. 

Cultural exclusion, the deconstruction of power relations, and structural inequities are 

primary themes inherent to social justice. A qualitative design permits the researcher to 

gain insight and meaning about a phenomena as it occurs and in the setting in which it 

occurs (Denzin & Lincoln 2003). Denzin and Lincoln that qualitative research can also 

be characterized as being demanding, despite the absence of standardization found in a 

qualitative design.

Nature of the Methodology 

Phenomenology is deeply rooted in the tradition of attempting to understand 

interactions between individuals. “Researchers in the phenomenological mode attempt to 

understand the meaning of events and interactions to ordinary people in particular 

situations” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 25). According to Giorgi (1997,2002) 

phenomenology examines the total lived experiences of a single person. Additionally 

with phenomenological research, the researcher wanted to explore and learn about the 

experiences of the participants in relation to the phenomenon and to gain an 

understanding of the meaning that the participant gives to their experiences. Practitioners 

of this methodology must gain insight to the world, perspectives, and understandings of 

the participants. The researcher “must first arrive at it by a suspension, or bracketing, of 

all presumptive constructs about it” (Giorgi, 1985, p. 91). Creswell (2007) on the other 

hand, stated that “a phenomenological study describes the meaning for several 

individuals of their lived experiences o f a concept or phenomenon” (p. 57). As such, 

researchers utilizing this method attempts to describe what all the subjects have in
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common when experiencing a phenomena. According to Lester (1999) the purpose of this 

approach is to understand how the phenomena is perceived by individuals who are in the 

situation and who have experience with it.

The purpose therefore was to break down the lived experiences of school 

principals as they relate to the phenomenon of school failure among Black and Latino 

students into a description that gets at the heart or essence of the phenomena presently 

described as the academic achievement gap. Giorgi (1997) explains the three rudimentary 

elements of phenomenological research as follows: (a) it must be descriptive, (b) have the 

attitude of phenomenological reduction via bracketing past experiences and subjectivities 

in order to start anew and study things as they are,(c) Seeks unchanging and constant 

meanings o f context “essences” (p.237). As such, I will conduct in-depth interviews in 

order to yield rich descriptive data. The data was analyzed using descriptive language 

that accurately depicts what was said by the school principals. In an effort to start anew 

and to see things as they are the researcher bracketed prior experiences by write a 

subjectivity statement. Throughout the data analysis the researcher sought to identify 

consistent themes that speak to the heart o f what was meant and said by the school 

principals that were interviewed. According to Giorgi (1994 and 1997) additional 

criterion of phenomenological methodology is that data collection takes place primarily 

through verbal interviews, all data were read and re-read prior to analysis and transcribed 

verbatim, data were chunked/divided into parts based on meaning, a discipline based 

organization of data takes place and data is synthesized. These researchers also agree that
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the descriptions of the experiences are just that, descriptions, as opposed to an analysis or 

explanation of the phenomenon.

Giorgi (2002) cautioned researchers against trying to understand phenomenology 

from an empirical or quantitative philosophical perspective. This phenomenological study 

examined the total lived experiences of each individual principal. During the process the 

subjects’ consciousness was theorized. Phenomenology uses consciousness as a medium 

to gain access to perceptions and understandings. Employing this methodology enabled 

the researcher to acknowledge that the subjects’ consciousness has a multifaceted 

function in that it presents objects as well as gives meaning to them. Giorgi (2002) stated 

that intuition is sort of an umbrella and experience falls under it because experience is 

narrower in that it has reality inherent in it whereas intuition is broader in that it deals 

with awareness. For social scientist, this is an important thing to understand because the 

phenomena often being studied by researchers are often presences and may not have 

tangible, concrete or as he calls them realistic references, but are nonetheless very 

important to gaining understanding about the phenomena being studied. How these 

things are perceived or what they mean are more the focus of human sciences, not the 

objects themselves.

Phenomenology examines the presence as it is and makes no judgments one way 

or another (Gorgi, 2002). As such, an analysis of each of the principal’s experiences 

began with intuition and observation o f presence not objects and how the principals 

experience school failure among Black and Latino students and the strategies used to 

combat the problem. The job of the researcher was to capture and accurately describe the
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presence which is the phenomenon. Lastly, he says that the subject object relationship is 

an intentional and necessary relationship that must be understood by human scientist 

because inherent in consciousness is relational and openness.

Appropriateness of the Methodology to the Research

A phenomenological approach was appropriate because the purpose of the 

research study was to gain insight concerning the perceptions of educational leaders 

about social justice and about their perceptions toward the ability to affect social change. 

A phenomenological approach allowed for an examination of the mechanisms that are 

often not tangible but nevertheless serve to maintain a culture o f exclusion, dominance 

and oppression. Carpecken (1996) and Creswell (2007) suggested that when using 

critical theory(CT) as the theoretical framework for a research study a phenomenological 

methodology is often most appropriate because it like the qualitative process 

acknowledges “ the views of the powerless and the excluded” ( Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, 

p. 17).

This researcher used a phenomenological methodology to collect data because 

this method supports critical theory (Creswell, 2010). For example, critical theorist “share 

a concern with social theory and some of the basics issues it has struggled with since the 

nineteenth century” including “the nature o f social structure, power, culture and human 

agency” (Carspecken, 1996, pp.3-4). Another reason why the phenomenological 

approach was appropriate for this research was that it allows for the assumption of a 

sociological perspective. According to much of the literature on social justice and the 

assumption of traditional qualitative research that society is highly structured, and there is
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no dichotomy between justice and society; therefore assuming a sociological perspective 

was essential and most appropriate for this research project. A sociological perspective 

acknowledges that society influences people and that people influence society and as 

such the world cannot be directly knowable. “First, all social relations are influenced by 

power that must be accounted for in analyzing informants’ interpretations of their own 

situations” (Bogdan et al., p.33).

Research Plan

The research plan that was followed for this study included identifying 

individuals in leadership positions who can shed light on the phenomenon of negative 

academic outcomes for Black and Latino people. The research plan included gaining 

access, developing a relationship with perspective school leaders, purposeful sampling, 

data collection via in-depth person-to-person interviews and observations, recording and 

transcribing interview and field note data, and securing data.

Population and Sample

According to Creswell (2010) the range of sampling strategies are narrower when 

conducting a phenomenological study. Important, however, is that “all participants have 

experience of the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2010, p. 128). As such criterion sampling was 

used because all the participants represent individuals who have experiences with the 

phenomenon known as the academic achievement gap. The sample of school leaders 

interviewed for this research study came from a large urban public school system located 

in the southeast region of the United States of America. This school district serves almost 

100,000 students in nearly 140 schools. The schools in this large urban district are
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grouped by regions and then again into smaller clusters of schools. More than half the 

students in this district are African American (69%) with the next largest group being 

Latino (12.7%), and the third largest group of students in this district is White (11%).

This study focused only on school leaders who primarily serve Black and Latino students, 

who work in districts where less than half their schools failed to make adequate yearly 

progress (AYP), where the district themselves failed to make AYP because specific 

subgroups of students (Black and Latino) failed to improve while other groups(White and 

Asian) continued to show progress. Therefore the researcher chose five to six school 

leaders who primarily serve Black and Latino students, and who have experienced 

persistent school failure among Black and Latino students. The school leaders will have 

worked in schools that have been identified as Alert Schools, Priority Schools or Focus 

Schools.

The target sample for this research study included participants serving in a school 

leader capacity in Alert, Priority or Focus schools. The site is a district that has in place 

for at least 3 years vertically aligned planning teams, a state adopted school reform 

model, has schools that failed to meet adequate yearly progress (AYP) in the past, has 

schools that have been identified as Alert, Priority or focus schools, and that primarily 

serves Black and Latino students. The district chosen had to have these criteria in 

addition to being willing to allow the researcher to conduct research within their district. 

Communication with Site

Prior to gaining IRB approval the researcher made visits to schools that had the 

demographics that matched the population that I was interested in sampling. Access to
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the participants and sites was gained by first attending the district’s research and 

developments workshop for interested researchers. Secondly access was gained by 

undergoing the districts Institutional Review Board (IRB) as well as the IRB guideline 

and procedures for Mercer University. Upon gaining IRB approval from Mercer 

University I contacted the institutions again by phone first and then I followed the 

procedures for conducting research laid out by the district.

Communication with Sample

Once the research was approved I sent individual school leaders a request for their 

participation. When I received confirmation that an individual has agreed to be a 

participant in the research study I scheduled an appointment for a preliminary visit and 

for the initial interview. After the interviews had been conducted and transcribed, I met 

again with the members o f the sample so that they could check the accuracy of their 

responses.

According to Gorgi (1997) and Creswell (2007) for a phenomenological study 

anywhere between one and 10 participants are acceptable but that number can be much 

larger if  the researcher desires to tell a collective story. Otherwise, Duke (1984) and 

Riemen (1986) support Gorgi (1997) in stating that three to 10 participants are acceptable 

when conducting a phenomenological research study.

Data Collection

Within the research methodology of phenomenology, this study employed the 

techniques of in-depth interviewing with open-ended questions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Carspecken, 1996; Creswell, 2007; Kvale, 1996; Merriam, 2009; Rubin & Rubin 1995)
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and straightforward description based on observations made by the researcher (Creswell, 

2007; Giorgi, 1997) to generate data relevant to the research questions. The unit of 

analysis was individuals who are school leaders in schools that primarily serve Black and 

Latino students. Interviewing (Kvale, 1996) and observations (Spradley, 1980) were cited 

as the main two ways to collect data when conducting qualitative research because these 

two sources are used across all qualitative research methodologies (Creswell, 2007). 

Nature of Interviewing

In-depth interviews with open-ended questions are essential to qualitative 

educational research (Carpecken, 1996; Creswell, 2007; Kvale, 1996; Merriam, 2009; 

Rubin & Rubin 1995; Seidman, 1996 & 1998). Interviewing as a research methodology 

has roots in phenomenology according to Seidman (1996). In order to gain meaning from 

the lived experiences o f the participants thematic interviews are conducted. According to 

Seidman (1988) interviews can provide “access to the context of people’s behavior and 

thereby provides a way for researchers to understand the meaning of that behavior (p. 4). 

Comprehension, reflection and representation are essential to interviewing. Interviewing 

is naturalistic (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) and the insight o f the researcher is a primary 

instrument used during data analysis. Interviewing will take place on the premises adding 

to the naturalistic characteristic o f interviewing. Interviewing allows for the researcher to 

question the meaning of experiences. The point according to Creswell (2007) “is to 

describe the meaning of the phenomenon for a small number of individuals who have 

experienced it” (Creswell, 2007, p. 131).
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Appropriateness of the Technique

In a phenomenological study data are primarily gathered by conducting in-depth 

interviews (Crestwell 2007; Giorgi, 1997; Gubrium & Holstein, 2003; McCracken, 1988) 

and observations (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; Spradley, 1980). This method is 

appropriate because it allows the researcher to describe the meaning or essence of 

academic disparities among racial groups. The interviews also allow the researcher to 

understand how and what school leaders feel about their ability or inability to affect 

change within their schools. Additionally the interviews provide insight to what these 

specific school leaders know about social justice and strategies they use to promote social 

justice in their schools. Interviewing was appropriate for this research study because it 

will facilitate the critical investigation of the informants understanding o f their lived 

experiences and beliefs about the academic achievement gap and their ability as a school 

leader to be transformative in order to create conditions for social justice work.

In short, interviews are appropriate because interviews allowed this researcher to 

find out from school principals things that cannot be directly observed such as their 

feelings, understanding, and intentions with regard to school leadership and social justice. 

According to Patton (2002) “We cannot observe behaviors that took place at some 

previous point in time. We cannot observe situation that preclude the presence of an 

observer. We cannot observe how people have organized the world and the meanings 

they attach to what goes on in the world”(p. 340).
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Development of reliable/valid/trustworthy materials/instrument(s)

According to Seidman (1998),

What are needed are not formulaic approaches to enhancing either validity or 
trustworthiness but understanding of and respect for the issues that underlie those 
terms. We must grapple with them, doing our best to increase our ways of 
knowing and of avoiding ignorance, realizing that our efforts are quite small in 
the larger scale of things, (p. 20)

Nevertheless, the questions for this research study were developed based on the primary

research questions and the sub questions. By narrowing the primary questions in order to

develop the interview questions the researcher bound the interview questions to the

purpose of the study. The interview questions were refined by the dissertation

methodologist. By using an interview protocol (Creswell, 2007) and following it during

each interview the researcher enhanced validity and reliability. I interviewed school

principals and used two different ways to collect data. According to Denzin (1978), the

use of triangulation is a way to enhance validity, reliability, and trustworthiness of

findings. The questions were developed from themes found in the literature.

Procedure

By using the procedures outlined by Creswell (2007) for purposeful sampling in 

phenomenological studies, interviewees were selected based on their experiences with the 

phenomenon of disparate academic outcomes. Face-to-face and phone interviews with 

open-ended questions were used because they will render the most useful and accurate 

perceptions in response to the research questions. The purpose of the study and 

assurances of confidentiality were provided. With the permission of the participants the 

interviews were recorded. Audio recording and verbatim transcription help to assure that
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the research findings are “sufficiently authentic” (Lincoln and Guba, 2000, p. 178). The 

researcher will use a combination of the interview protocols offered by Kvale (1996, 

2006), Seidman (1996) and Creswell (2007). The site for the interviews was determined 

based on convenience, quietness, and privacy. Effort was made to keep the interviews 

within the designated timeframe. Lastly, the researcher demonstrated respect and 

courtesy to the participants at all times.

The data were prepared for analysis so that in the end the researcher can prepare a 

narrative that explains the essence of the perceptions of school leaders toward the 

academic achievement gap and social justice. “One enters with data of text or images 

and exits with and account or narrative” (Creswell, 2007, p. 26).

Data Analysis

Data generated by techniques previously described were subsequently interpreted 

through the analysis techniques/procedures of bracketing (epoch-subjectivity statement), 

coding (meaning units, textural and structural descriptions) and synthesizing the essence 

and meaning of leadership and social justice (Creswell, 2007). The method of analysis 

was the steps listed by Giorgi (1985). Step 1 involves reading the transcription in order to 

gain an overall sense of the whole. Step 2 involves going back and reading the text once 

more but this time with the precise purpose of identifying or discerning meaning units as 

perceived by the researcher, “from within the phenomenological reduction, a 

psychological perspective and with a focus on the phenomenon being researched” 

(Groenewald, 2004, p. 90). Step 3 involves going through all of the meaning units for the 

purpose of gaining psychological insight within the units specifically for the meaning
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units relevant to the phenomenon. Lastly, step 4, the structure o f the experience is formed 

by synthesizing the meaning units into a statement about the participants’ experiences 

with the phenomenon.

Prior to codes being assigned the data in this research study was managed by 

following a data analysis plan out lined by Creswell (2007) and Madison (2005). 

Transcripts in qualitative research are voluminous and as such the researcher was 

organized. This researcher transcribed the audio recorded text and memos by typing 

verbatim the interview and observation notes. The researcher read the transcriptions a 

minimum of three times in doing so the researcher became immersed with the small parts 

of each interview whereby gaining a better sense of the whole interview. As the 

interview data were collected, a system of organizing the data was set up. A chart was 

used to conduct a detailed analysis and coding process. The initial coding process 

described categories/themes for analysis. Clustering of the themes and categories 

determined how the descriptions and themes will be represented in the narrative. Lastly 

the meaning of the data was interpreted.

In qualitative research the adoption of a theoretical lens or perspective is essential. 

According to Madison (2005) when a critical theoretical perspective is used, as is the 

case in this research study, the theory becomes an important part of the data analysis 

process as well. The researcher in this study used a critical theory perspective to analyze 

the interview and observation data.
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Nature of Coding

In some respects coding is the essence of qualitative data analysis. According to 

Creswell (2007) “code or category formation represents the heart of qualitative data 

analysis” (Creswell, 2007 p. 151). In this research study, research study codes were used 

to sort the transcribed interview and observation data. In phenomenological studies like 

other qualitative approaches codes start off very broad and through the processes of 

interpreting, classifying and describing, units of meaning were derived and ultimately the 

essence of the phenomena is captured in narrative form. The researcher constantly 

compared themes and codes in order to develop an authentic representation of what 

school leaders think about academic outcomes and social justice. When coding, detailed 

descriptions were given, themes were developed, and interpretations were made. In this 

research study, the type o f information used to develop codes and themes were based on 

the lived experiences of school principals. “Classifying pertains to taking the text or 

qualitative information apart, and looking for categories, themes, or dimensions of 

information” (Creswell, 2007, p. 153). In this research study, the contents o f principal 

interviews and observations were analyzed to gain meaning o f school principals 

perceptions toward academic outcomes and social justice. Interpreting the data in 

phenomenological research is widely based on the researchers’ insights and intuition in 

addition to the theoretical perspectives used (Giorgi, 2002). The theoretical perspective 

used in this research study is critical theory.
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Application to the Data

The researcher began to code the data by following some basic steps for working 

with interview data (Hycner, 1985). The recordings and observation transcripts were 

approached with an attitude of openness to whatever meanings emerge. The researcher 

listened for wholeness by listening to tapes and reading transcripts a minimum of three 

times. Delineation of units was done line by line to elicit the true essence of the 

meanings expressed by the school principals. When possible the researcher used the same 

words of the principals when developing codes. The researcher will then assign 

delineating units of meaning with regard to the research questions and sub questions.

The units of meaning were viewed by the researcher in terms of either responding to or 

illuminating the research questions or not. From the list of relevant meanings redundant 

units were eliminated. The researcher clustered the units by looking for natural clusters- 

themes or essences that unites them in some way. The researcher then determined themes 

from the clusters. Themes expressed the meaning or essence of all the clusters. The 

researcher then wrote a summary for each interview using the wholeness and context of 

the themes. The researcher returned back to the school principals to check that what they 

meant to say is what was written. The researcher then identified general themes and 

unique themes for all of the interviews by identifying what was common to most or all of 

the interviews. The themes were placed back in the context of the phenomenon of the 

academic achievement gap. Lastly the researcher created a composite summary by 

writing about the essence of the academic achievement gap from the perspective of the 

participants, using the data gathered (Hycner, 1985).
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V alidity/T rustworthiness/T riangulation

In a general sense an essential part of validation in qualitative research is member 

checking (Creswell, 2007, p. 155). Gorgi (1985) provided an in-depth discussion on the 

issue of validity in qualitative research specifically with respect to phenomenology. On 

the other hand, other researchers such as Creswell (2007) and Polkinghom (1989) do 

provide a more direct approach to validity and trustworthiness issues when conducting a 

phenomenological research study. Collectively they suggested that if the researcher: (a) 

understands the philosophical underpinnings of phenomenology, (b) clearly states the 

phenomenon, (c) transcribes data as it was stated, (d) develops textural and structural 

descriptions that really reflect the experiences of the participants which can easily be 

identified in the transcripts, and (e) describes fully the essence of the phenomena, then 

the findings may be deemed valid.

The philosophical underpinnings of phenomenology were found in the goals of 

this methodology and that was to examine the lived experiences o f individuals who 

experience a specific phenomenon. This research study sought to examine the 

experiences of school principals regarding their perceptions about academic outcomes 

and social justice. What ought to drive the methodology and analysis is the actual 

phenomenon; in this case the academic achievement gap. Knowledge of basic practices 

can still help those who lack the philosophical underpinnings inherent in phenomenology 

(Hycner, 1985). The philosophers’ associated with a phenomenological approach are 

Weber, Husserl, and Shultz (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). These philosophers and others 

contributed to the theoretical and philosophical foundations associated with
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phenomenology and have concerned themselves with interpreting and understanding 

human interactions. Philosophically the stance is that human experiences are mediated by 

interpretation and as such reality is a social construct and always changing (Hycner, 

1985).

The phenomenon examined in this research study was the disproportionate nature 

of academic outcomes among Black and Latino students and the perceptions of school 

principals toward being able to change these outcomes in transformative ways. The data 

were transcribed verbatim. The data were recorded, transcribed, and re-read, reviewed, 

and summarized individually in order to maintain the contribution of each participant 

(Creswell, 2009). Rich and descriptive data reflected the true perceptions o f the 

participants to ensure a high level of internal validity. In other word, because the data 

were based on the principals responses, the findings were a representation of how 

understand the academic achievement gap and their own ability to change conditions.

The findings were based on the authentic representation of the participants’ perceptions 

about the academic achievement gap and their perceptions concerning their individual 

abilities to affect change. The findings were congruent with the transcripts.

In qualitative analysis, especially in the case of phenomenological research, the 

issue of validity is less pressing in comparison to research that is strongly based on test 

construction. When studying societal phenomena Giorgi (2002) argues that validity does 

not play the same role, and that the philosophy, discipline, and specific content must all 

be taken into consideration when attempting to contextualize the idea of validity during 

qualitative research. A test just does not do what it is supposed to do when studying
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people because it is only a representation of life experiences which are full, rich, 

complex, lived, and ambiguous. Validity test actually fail because it can only test 

fractions o f the world and only a fraction of the test takers characteristics are considered. 

Lastly, since a test is always less than what it is trying to study the validity should and 

will always remain an issue because the full picture of the lived experiences cannot be 

attained.

One major claim of Giorgi (2002) is that qualitative research is closer to 

conducting an experiment or taking a physical measurement than an analysis that call for 

validity. By bracketing researcher bias in a subjectivity statement the role of subjectivity 

is understood as oppose to attempting to eliminate it. According to Giorgi (2002) the 

goal of phenomenological research is to capture the lived experiences with strategies such 

as interviews and observations and as such ‘test validity’ a mute issue.

Role o f the Researcher 

As an academician I am qualified to conduct this research study because I have 

successfully completed a rigorous course o f study at my university. Additionally, I have 

completed the IRB training and assessments program. As a professional I have worked 

in the educational arena for 17 years where I have had a wide variety o f experiences 

ranging from classroom teachers, team leader, professional development provider, data 

chair of a leadership team, and Race to the Top site based facilitator.

Assumptions and Biases

According to a number of researchers (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2007; Hycner, 

1985; Lincoln & Guba, 2000), reflecting on the subjectivities of the researcher is a way of 

bracketing biases. This technique enhanced trustworthiness and validity of the research study in
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that the feelings of the researcher concerning school leadership, academic outcomes, and social 

justice are acknowledged and consciously placed in brackets. The subjectivity statement to follow 

is an honest reflection of the experiences of this researcher with relation to academic outcomes, 

educational leadership and social justice.

Personal Statement

As a student and professional, I have been molded by educators and educational 

institutions for eighty percent of my life. As early as elementary school I can vividly I 

remember what I know now to be unequal treatment and disparities in access to an 

excellent education. In middle school and high school it became even more evident that 

every child was not learning and all children were not afforded the same opportunities to 

do so. As an academician on a college campus, although less direct and personal I 

became aware of similar inequities in society. Despite my privileged status I recognized 

and was uncomfortable with the existence social inequities. I felt it was wrong. I knew 

then as I feel now that education as a whole was at the root of what I believe to be social 

inequality within a society that professes equal participation for all.

As a professional in the educational arena I see similar disparities most of which 

are in the form of student outcomes and treatment of students. Like most educators I 

came to the field because I wanted to make a difference in the world. I wanted to have a 

positive impact on the lives of children. I wanted to change the status quo not only in 

student outcomes, but in society as well. I thought that, if we taught all children to think 

about the world in which we live and not just about them, then they would take steps 

toward making the world a better place.
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As policy makers increasingly continued to assert their power I felt as if  teachers, 

school leaders and really the whole of education were being bashed by everyone 

including parents, the media, school leaders and teachers, and communities. After 

witnessing the courageous efforts of many teachers and leaders including myself being 

punished, shamed, blackballed, devoiced, silenced, devalued, and marginalized, I began 

to feel frustrated, powerless, downtrodden, and downright hopeless. The dream of 

schools being a place for change began to fade away.

However, I knew that I had the potential to be a better leader and that I could 

facilitate the change that I once yearned for and that was still needed. I knew that most 

educators wanted to assure the academic success of all students. I knew that school 

leaders could empower teachers, and that teachers could empower students and that 

students as they have done in the past could empower and change their communities and 

eventually the nation hence the world. Although I had all these grand ideas about how 

things could be, should be and would be, I realized that none of that mattered because my 

goals seemed to run counter to that of the organization and as such counter to what 

seemed to be the direction education as a whole was heading. I wanted to champion the 

development of human capacities, moral dialogue, and the development of strong 

relationships whereas the goals of education seemingly had more to do with test scores, 

meeting certain standards within certain periods of time, and providing to policy makers 

proof that my students learned what they told me to teach. I also knew that some teachers 

and school leaders were just as frustrated. However, no one was listening to our thoughts, 

opinions and ideas about how to improve teaching and learning, because our voices did
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not matter. I then began to think about what changes would have to take place in 

education if teachers and school leaders were to ever have a voice. I felt that teachers and 

school leaders especially should be part of the dialogue that took place about educational 

policies, practices and procedures. Then I came to the realization that as a teacher I 

would have absolutely no effect in facilitating that type of change. So I learned how, 

positioned myself accordingly and got to work.

I have come to understand that my role as a leader will have more to do with 

creating places, situations, and a culture if  you will, where empowering conversations 

about change can take place, and has less to do with me trying to convince those in power 

to change. I have grown and learned so much about myself and what I too will have to 

change in order to create those places and to lead more effectively. I know that I am an 

advocate for humanity first. I feel that school leaders can play a role in making changes 

that will have a positive impact on the educational experiences of all children and on the 

quality of life for many more people in the future. Education is a social justice issue. I 

am disheartened when policy makers, as opposed to teachers or school leaders, mandate 

changes in education that they feel will transform schools despite what the professionals 

who actually work directly with the students have to say. This is the reason why I 

continue to work in the field of education. I feel as if the individuals who have the most 

impact(teachers and school leaders) on the academic and social life of students should be 

heard, and their (our) voices should be considered when educational policy, practices and 

procedures are being developed.
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Should school leaders and teachers not have the ability to voice their concerns, 

ideas, and beliefs about the policies, practices and procedures that they are expected to 

execute and enforce? Without the opportunity to voice challenges and to question long 

standing beliefs, practices, mechanisms, and structures how are school leaders expected 

to facilitate the necessary change? How will change ever happen if  we keep doing what 

are essentially the same old things? Questions such as these have caused me to study 

critical school leadership and social justice.

Summary

The interest, assumptions and purpose of this study focused on the perceptions of 

educational leaders about social justice and strategies used to promote social justice in 

their schools. The research methodology employed to explore the questions addressed by 

the study was a qualitative approach. The phenomenon of low academic and life 

outcomes for Black and Latino students was explored by studying the lived experiences 

o f school leaders who served them. This chapter included a restatement of the research 

purpose, the related overarching questions, the research design, and the nature of the 

methodology. An explanation of the research plan and a summary concludes this chapter.

The purpose of the study was to determine if  educational leaders in schools that 

primarily serve large populations of Black and Latino students employ transformative 

leadership strategies to promote the concept of social justice and, if  so, identify these 

strategies and how they are incorporated to improve the educational experiences of 

students. To answer tis overarching question, two primary research questions were asked 

and the secondary question were asked. The research questions that guided this study
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were, to what extents do school leaders who serve primarily Black and Latino 

populations utilize transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept of social 

justice? And, what strategies do school leaders use to improve the educational outcomes 

of students? The secondary questions were how are the identified strategies 

implemented? What structural impediments affect the leaders’ ability to implement 

transformative strategies? And, what perceptions do these school leaders have about 

their ability as educators to affect change within their schools practices? Because 

qualitative research in general and phenomenological research specifically, acknowledges 

the views of the marginalized and powerless, the methodology employed by the 

researcher to explore the research questions was qualitative. The research plan included 

a number of protocols and procedures including, gaining access, to the developing a 

relationship with perspective school leaders, purposeful sampling, data collection via in- 

depth person-to-person interviews and observations, recording and transcribing interview 

and field note data, and securing data. Data was analyzed using bracketing, coding, and 

synthesizing during a 4 step process suggested by Giorgi (1985). A critical theoretical 

lens was used as part o f the data analysis. A critical theory perspective was utilized by 

the researcher analyze the interview and observational data.
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

The purpose of this study was to determine to what extent educational leaders in 

schools that serve large populations o f African American and Latino students employ 

transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept of social justice and, if  so, to 

identify these strategies and how they are incorporated with the intent to improve the 

educational outcomes of students. This chapter reveals the findings of the study.

Chapter 4 provides a detailed analysis in narrative form of the data that were 

extracted from the participants who have experience with the phenomena known as the 

academic achievement gap. A description of each participant and their school is provided. 

The purpose of describing these characteristics is to give the context in which the school 

leaders’ work. Additionally chapter 4 includes the methodology used to respond to the 

research questions and major and minor findings of the research study.

This study was guided by the following research questions:

1. To what extent do school leaders who serve primarily Black and Latino 

populations utilize transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept of social 

justice?

2. What strategies do school leaders use to improve the educational outcomes of 

students?

102
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2a. How are the identified strategies implemented?

2b. What structural impediments affect the leaders’ ability to implement 

transformative strategies?

2c. What perceptions do these school leaders have about their ability as 

educators to affect change within their schools practices?

The study utilized a phenomenological approach to answer the research questions. 

This particular method was selected in order to gain a greater understanding of 

participant perceptions towards social justice and their leadership approach. 

“Phenomenology is the study of the structures, and the variations of structures, of the 

consciousness to which anything, event, or person appears” (Giorgi, 1975, p. 72).

Seeking to understand the human experiences that make up the world is foundational to 

phenomenological research.

Interview Protocol

The face-to-face interviews required visits to six different research sites where 

data were collected. The interviews were digitally recorded, and the researcher kept a 

field note journal for additional nonverbal notations. Additionally, formal documents 

included brochures, mission statements, and the school’s Consolidated School 

Improvement Plans (CSIP) as well as informal documents, including posters and painted 

quotes on the walls.

The findings o f the research were arranged into themes. Themes that reoccurred 

were major while some of these themes were minor themes or subcategories. All o f the 

themes are listed and detailed descriptions such as quotes from the transcribed interviews
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and text from the documents were used. In order for a code to qualify as a theme, the 

essence of the code had to be present in the perceptions of five of the participants. In 

other words, there had to be alignment among the perceptions of at least five of the six 

participants.

Participant Demographics

The subjects were selected through purposeful sampling. Of the 10 respondents 

comprising the general pool, six participants were identified as most closely aligning to 

research criteria. All six subjects worked in schools that were identified by their state as a 

focus, alert, or priority school under the national reform model known as Race to the Top 

(RT3). A total of six semi-structured interviews were conducted. The participants were 

all school principals working in schools that primarily served African-American, and 

Latino students. Four of the participants were female and two were males. Five of the 

participants were African American and one participant was White. Three of the schools 

in which these principals work are middle schools, one is a high school, and two were 

elementary schools. All of the participants had worked as a school principal for a 

minimum of 5 years.

Felicia Lumpkin

Education is a civil right. Felicia is an African American middle school principal. 

Her 11-year career in education began as a middle school teacher in an inner city in the 

Midwest. All of her students were African American and on free and reduced-price 

lunch. Felicia loved teaching and still does attempt to “sneak in the classroom every now 

and then.” Her reasoning is twofold, one she never wants to forget what it is like for
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teachers in the classroom and two, she loves to see the “light in their eyes” when children 

are learning. Felicia is passionate about children, particularly African American children 

and even more specifically African American males. A sibling of hers did not finish 

school and this greatly influences her to help students, particularly African American 

males stay in school. She feels that her sibling could have been “saved” and admits that 

seeing what dropping out of school did to her brother and to the family made her want to 

help African American boys stay in school. Felicia has been an administrator for 6 years. 

Felicia did not come out of the classroom because she did not want to teach any more. 

Rather, she comes from a family of educators and school leadership was just a natural 

progression for her.

Felicia also worked in the central office of a major metropolitan city in the 

Midwest serving a cluster of schools where the students were predominantly African- 

American. Felicia got into building leadership because one of the schools that she was 

over lost its principal and she was asked to fill in temporarily. While initially, she did not 

want to go back to the school house, she eventually saw that she would have the 

opportunity to more directly impact the lives o f students. When asked why she got into 

education Felicia replied, “I felt that I could improve the lives of African American 

students by preventing them from dropping out like my brother did, I thought,... if I 

could just save one.”
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Darren Kaplan

Everybody has a mortgage to pay so you pay the mortgage. Darren is an African 

American middle school administrator. Darren has worked in the education arena for 22 

years and remembers thinking, “back then, I just wanted to change the whole world, one 

kid at a time.” Darren got into education because he liked his teachers and thought, 

“They were pretty cool people that I looked up to and admired.” He too had family 

members that were in education and was encouraged by them to peruse a degree in 

education. He has worked as an administrator for 6 years. Darren has held district level 

positions as well. He stated that he became interested in school leadership when as a 

classroom teacher his school principal encouraged him to become a principal and 

submitted his name for the district level leadership academy. Darren stated that while he 

feels that teachers and school leaders really can change the world: “There really isn’t 

much opportunity to do things like that in education today.”

Darren views the school leadership position and education in general as highly 

political and, at times, very dangerous position to be in. As a member of an African 

American Greek lettered fraternity, he is and has always been concerned with issues that 

affect the lives of African American people. “But now in my position I can’t just think 

about African American people because there are all sorts of kids in this school and one 

group has issues just as challenging as the next.” Darren loves his job and is very 

appreciative of the opportunities given to him but desires to feel the same way he felt 

when he first got into education. Now he feels that it is just a job and the problems in
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education are far beyond his reach. “Yet I will do what I can in my position to make 

things better for the children in my school”

Noah Goodwin

We will do no more harm. Noah Goodwin is an African American high school

principal. Noah has worked in education as a teacher, counselor, and building

administrator for a total of 35 years. Noah has worked as a school leader for over 16

years and in his current position as a school principal for 8 years. On the college level,

Noah served as a professor, counselor, and director of programs primarily serving what

he described as “traditionally underserved youth.” He states that he entered education

because of both family history and the desire to make a difference in the lives of people.

Noah is a self-appointed advocate for the marginalized child.

While thinking about his past work experiences, Noah said, “Every job that I ever

had seemed to be advocating for children or families that could not or did not speak up.”

Principal Goodwin has a keen understanding of the concepts of global literacy, social

justice, education and the role of a school leader as a change agent. With a history deeply

rooted in the civil rights and urban development, he seeks out opportunities to teach

children and young adults about navigating social and political structures that can hinder

their individual and collective forward movement. Noah believes wholeheartedly that the

establishment of authentic healthy relationships is essential to the re-channeling of

African American and Latino youth.

We believe that number one; we need to establish rapport with our students. I tell 
my staff that we need to build relationships and do no more harm than has already 
been done. When I hire teachers they must demonstrate that they care about kids, 
they must prove to me that they will help the kids and advocate for them. Once
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you have a more personal relationship, then there is a little more going on and 
more buy in for both the student and the teacher.

He views some African American and Latino students as victims of the public 

school system, faulting the school system with not knowing how to provide for them and 

their interests. Although Noah never heard the tern social justice used in an educational 

context, his responses to most if  not all of the interview questions consistently resembled 

the current literature, at times using the same terms and phrases. Noah leads White, 

African American and Latino students in a school specifically designed to serve the 

nontraditional students. His students for one reason or another would not have finished 

high school. New Opportunities Academy is one of the options opened to individuals 

who want to finish high school but who have been identified by their parents, teachers or 

selves as probably dropping out. The goal and purpose of his school is to “keep these 

kids in school and off to college if possible.” Noah faults school failure among African 

American and Latino students on the lack of courageous school leadership.

Noah has more autonomy in his position than most school leaders because o f the 

nature and purpose of his school. He feels that schools as they currently are structured do 

not offer enough alternatives for different types of students. He also feels that schools 

criminalize students who do not fit in instead of finding ways to help them get through 

school. “By the time they get to me, if they make it that far, their thinking is distorted 

about education and about whom they are, they are broken and disenfranchised from the 

whole process, and our goal here is to do no more harm.” Principal Goodwin is 

overwhelmed and at times feels defeated, because even though he has more autonomy 

than other school leaders he still feels as if  his hands are tied and is constantly being
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challenged about the legitimacy of the school in general. “They want to force these kids 

back into a failing system.”

Dr. Brittany Allen

We have to meet those basic needs first; let them know that they are safe and 

cared for.. .If that is not up to par, then I don't hire them. Brittany is all about 

relationships. Brittany is the principal that you will see talking to the students and giving 

them hugs. Brittany is a middle school principal who has worked in education for 30 

years. She has worked in her current position as an administrator for 10 years but at heart 

she is a mom first, a teacher second, and a principal last. Brittany states that she got into 

education because her parents were both educators and she thought that education was 

always something that was very important.

Like most of the other participants, educational leadership was a natural 

progression, but she remembers thinking, “I could do much more as an administrator than 

I can as a teacher.” Brittany remembered how as a schoolteacher and mother, she grew 

weary and frustrated with the low number of African American students represented in 

advanced placement (AP) classes or in gifted programs. Her own son in high school was 

not allowed access to gifted programming or AP classes because of his performance on a 

single standardized test despite the fact that his teachers agreed that he could do the work. 

With frustration, she said there were just too many rules, policies and procedures that 

prevented many kids from having access to an education that would prepare them for 

college.
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Brittany states, “When I become a principal I will make it better for kids .. .1 will 

change things.” Brittany is creatively insubordinate and does not mind asking for 

forgiveness later. Brittany does a lot of her advocating outside of the schoolhouse and 

feeds her desire to make changes in the world through church and community 

organizations. School, she admits, is not the place where leaders can advocate for any one 

group because they have to appear to be concerned about all children. “It’s just not 

popular to do things for African American or Latino students despite the fact that they 

are the ones who need help the most.” Chuckling, she stated, “Yet they want us to close 

the gaps.”

Robin Stockham

I can’t see the big picture so I just follow the directives. Robin is an elementary 

school principal. Robin has worked in education for 38 years. She has been an 

administrator for 15 years and in her current position for 8 years. Robin has taught in a 

classroom for over 20 years. As a teacher and an administrator, she worked in schools 

that served primarily African American and Latino students. She states that she got into 

education because the large majority of her family was educators. She stated that in 

education, you either retire as a classroom teacher or you just move up into a leadership 

role and as such, school leadership was a natural progression for her as well.

Just weeks away from retiring, Robin remains a by-the-book, follow orders, 

policy-and-procedure type of school leader. Through a combination of a military 

upbringing and good old common sense, she has learned to follow the directive and that it 

is better not to make waves or to cause trouble. “I can’t see the big picture so I just
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follow the directive, I just follow the directive, because I don’t have the time or the 

understanding to explain, reflect and then question these people, I trust that they know 

what they are doing.” Robin feels that school systems want to help all children to do well 

in school but that realities outside of the schoolhouse prevent real progress from being 

made. For example, she says that most of her students come from non-English speaking 

parents, broken homes, education is not valued and most live in apartments or low- 

income housing.

Robin was a very cautious individual, whispering whenever she said something 

that may shed the school or system in poor light. She was very careful with her words 

and mindful that what she said could be misconstrued so in general she was a woman of 

few words during the interview process. Nevertheless, she did express frustration in her 

work as a school principal who is “expected to move ALL kids and close gaps.” Robin is 

skeptical of her superiors’ claims of empowerment and autonomy. “They say we have the 

freedom to speak up and to do what we want in our schools, but it doesn’t feel like

that So you know I am just very careful.” Once the recorder was turned off she stated

that she does what she can to help African American students but it is not advertised. 

Suzanne Byrd

The gap will never close because a lot of things would have to change, society, 

culture and people. Suzanne is an elementary school principal. She has been in education 

for 16 years. Ten of the 16 years was as a classroom educator and the remaining years are 

in school leadership. Similar to all of the other participants, several members of her 

family were school administrators and classroom educators as well. Jokingly she stated,
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“I couldn’t help but to go into education.” When asked how she got into school 

leadership, she stated, “It was just natural for me, I was a teacher leader in many ways 

and my family is made up of either educators or administrators.” Unlike her co

participants, however, Suzanne is the only White administrator who agreed to participate 

in this research study.

Suzanne feels that while it is true that as a school principal she had little to do 

with the “bottled” reform and district plans to close the academic achievement gaps, she 

still feels that she has autonomy over what goes on in her own school. Often, she too just 

has to do what she is told despite the fact that she does not always agree with it. Byrd, on 

the other hand, feels that she has total autonomy over what she wants to do in her school. 

“This is my school and on the local level I do what I need to do for my school.” What 

frustrates her are crowded classrooms and the loss of needed supports such as 

interpreters. In frustration, she throws up her hands stating, “But what are you going to 

do? If the money is not there it just is not there, no sense in getting all crazy about it.”

Suzanne has a noticeably more laid back carefree disposition about her work that 

is very different from her fellow participants. For example, while she did state that she 

too thought “nothing is safe in education, anything can happen” she was the only one 

who expresses very little concern over that reality by stating, “but m e... .1 am not worried 

about it.” Her worry-free disposition comes partially from feeling that she is very well 

respected. Suzanne feels that she is empowered by her superiors’ trust in her and most 

importantly intrinsically. “I am empowered, because I have a job to do. It is internal.
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What empowers me is the change I see.” Table 2 summarizes the demographic 

information of the participants.

Table 2

Demographics o f  Study Participants

Participants Level
Years 

in education
Years 

as principal

Felicia Lumpkin Middle school 11 6

Darren Kaplan Middle school 22 6

Noah Goodwin High school 35 8

Brittany Allen Middle school 30 10

Robin Stockham Elementary school 38 15

Suzanne Byrd Elementary school 6 . 7

Note: Pseudonyms were used for the names of the participants.
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Findings

The recorded audio interviews were transcribed into text by a professional 

transcriptionist. The transcripts were read a total of three times each. The researcher also 

listened to clarify transcribed data. The narratives were filtered to glean specific aspects 

of the phenomena. The suggested interview prompts and the literature were the basis for 

the filters. The essences of the responses were recorded on a data chart that the researcher 

constructed. For each question, the collective responses were analyzed by first recording 

their individual responses and then the meaning of the collective responses. The 

researcher read the responses from all of the participants question by question. The 

researcher assigned broad codes initially. The researcher constantly compared themes and 

codes in order to develop an authentic representation of the participants’ perceptions of 

academic outcomes, transformative school leadership and social justice. Although there 

was little alignment across narratives with regard to their perceptions or meaning of 

social justice, based on the researchers’ analysis of the interview data, there was clear 

alignment across narratives that resulted in the assignment of the following seven themes: 

I Don’t Make The Rules I Just Work Here, Tight lipped, Exposure and Role Modeling 

are Things That We Can All Do, Data Driven, Gap Closure Is Unlikely, But We Keep at 

It Anyway, Social Justice- I’m Sure It’s In There Somewhere, and Dangerous 

Dichotomies. A significant element of the data is identified as Noah’s Ark.

Perceptions Toward Social Justice

According to Rizvi (1998), the immediate difficulty one confronts when 

examining the idea of social justice is the fact that it does not have a single essential
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meaning- it is embedded within discourses that are historically constituted and that are 

sites of conflicting and divergent political endeavors, (p.47)

True to the literature, the participants’ perceptions of social justice were 

simultaneously varied and similar. Equity, activism, and social literacy however are the 

rudimentary principles on which social justice education stand (Ayers, Quinn, & Stovall, 

2009). Equity and social justice education incorporate the principles of fairness, equal 

access, and accountability for equitable outcomes. Activism and social justice education 

incorporate the principles of agency, participatory membership, and preparing individuals 

to critically think, analyze, question, and act when change is needed. Social literacy and 

social justice education incorporate the principles of relevance, being able to read the 

world, self-awareness, valuing, relationship building, and an understanding of how power 

is constructed and negotiated (Ayers et al., 2009; Cross 2010; Shields, 2013; West, 2004). 

The perceptions of the participants’ understanding of social justice were in alignment 

with these three primary understandings. As such, their perceptions toward social justice 

were categorized under the concepts of equity, activism or social literacy.

Perceptions of social justice that incorporated the concept of equity were gleaned 

primarily from Daren, Brittany, Robin and Susanne. For example Daren described social 

justice in this way:

I think of social justice as the process of insuring that everyone has an equitable 
opportunity at education and justice in general. An equitable opportunity to reach 
a standard as it relates to justice, just having an equal opportunity at education.
To me that is what it’s all about. We have Black History Month programs as well 
as Cinco de Mayo and a Multicultural Program for other groups. I am very careful 
not to show favor toward any one group. I make sure that various clubs are 
available that represents the various cultures. To me, that is social justice, making 
sure that all students feel valued and they have equal opportunities here.
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Likewise Brittany further demonstrated how her perception of social justice

incorporates the concept of equity when she said,

Making sure that every student gets to learn regardless of their zip code.
Preparing students in such a way that they can function in society, being fair to 
all. Things like Title I funding that we get help us to assure that all students access 
to the same quality o f education that non-Title I schools have. That is an example 
of social justice to me. Title I funding is a great support because we have money 
to put into helping low performing students. In education we have to be fair and 
making sure that all schools have money is part of that. So social justice also has 
to do with being fair.

In the same way, the concept of equity was foundational to Robin’s perceptions 

towards the concept o f social justice.

The process of having stakeholders being fairly and equally incorporated into the school 
climate, making sure that they adjust well and given the same privileges regardless of 
their citizenship status, race or social economic status. Just you know opportunities being 
fairly and equally given to them... all students. To me it is equality, equal treatment, 
equal access, equal opportunities to be into clubs and activities. Each time I hold a 
meeting I make sure that I stress that it is important to treat all students fairly.

Suzanne explained how she perceived equity to be the very essence of social justice.

When I think of justice, social justice and stuff like th a t I just think of
equality. Equality to resource, equality the same recognizing of the different 
cultures that kids are coming from. Not having your preconceived whatever biases 
towards them, you know just treating everyone fairly... what I mean is I just treat 
all students fairly, not necessarily equally because in my mind equally doesn’t 
mean fair. Include all students, providing resources to the school is all part of it.

The perceptions of social justice that incorporated the concept of activism were

apparent in the perceptions that Felicia and Daren held. Felicia clearly demonstrated this

perception when she stated:

Social justice is the collaborative effort of a group of individuals to bring about 
change within society based on a social perspective; it is the collaborative efforts 
to bring about social change. I believe that education is a Civil Right, and that it is 
an injustice when people are not properly educated because then they can’t get by
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in society, they can’t vote, they can’t do anything but drain the system. It is in the 
best interest for schools to make sure that all children are educated. Social justice 
to me is very political because we are products of tax dollars and so, for that 
alone, it forces us to be a product of social justice.

Darren, primarily holding an equity-based perspective of social justice, also has

an activism perspective of social justice by adding statements like the following:

We have to educate people so that our way of life can be maintained. Jefferson 
said that education allows us to maintain civil order and a democratic society. The 
goal of education is to give students the skill set and confidence to compete in the 
world. Providing them with capacity.. .basic skills to be trained in whatever they
chose to do providing them with the ability to change things for themselves
and society.

Noah on the other hand understood social justice from a social literacy 

perspective.

I am seeing social justice as a way of empowering students so that they will be 
able to take care of themselves out here in the real world and be economically 
solvent. So that they can understand why things like this affect the schools; so 
they understand the systems in society and why they need to be a participant and 
not sitting on the sidelines. It is important that we concentrate on getting the kids 
back into the mainstream pipeline so that they can continue in society. We kind 
of hammer away with them that we are expecting them to make a change.

Likewise Daren’s perceptions now having appeared in all three categories made a

few statements that demonstrated a social literacy perspective as well.

Literacy leads the way. You have to have a level of literacy to participate in 
society. Your level of literacy determines how much you participate in your own 
community. But like I said, it leads the way as a transformative change. By 
exposing the students to world cultures through academic literacy we also teach 
them a lot about the world.

Despite the lack of whole-group alignment among the perceptions of the six 

principals toward social justice, there were five primary themes and two subthemes that 

persisted throughout the narratives.
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I Don’t Make the Rules -I Just Work Here!

The perceptions that principals were more managers as opposed to participatory 

members in the organization and decision-making processes were immediately clear. All 

of the participants made comments relating to their lack of opportunity or expectation to 

provide input, feedback, reflection or action concerning curriculum or gap closing. 

Collectively, the principals communicated that they were implementing someone else’s 

program or plan and their job was to do so with fidelity. Because this research study was 

about the perceptions of school leaders, the consistency of this theme was of some 

relevance.

All of the participants saw the role as a school principal as more of a managerial

role than a leadership role. Daren describes it this way:

Well, I think that my job for that is, again to be on the forefront and to one, model 
what the expectation is, two to communicate it and three monitor to make sure 
that it is done. I think that as principal, I need to be aware of what is going on and 
to monitor things that are in place because you know this thing that is going on 
but if  you don’t monitor it, it may not be going the way you want it to. I think 
that our role is to facilitate our building, which is a part o f the whole role. You 
know, it just depends on your capacity to do that. I get involved, but most of my 
time is spent with monitoring instruction and what die teachers do. The teachers 
seem to a little bit better when the supervisor is around.. ..inspection! As a 
principal and teachers, we do need to be advocates for our kids. I do feel that I 
have the opportunity to vet processes, but in the end you have to do what you are 
told to do on nonnegotiable things despite the fact that it is a bad idea. My 
responsibility is to keep my job first. Everybody got a mortgage to pay, so you 
pay your mortgage.

Felicia shared her perceptions toward her role as a principal in the 

following way:



119

I have a role as an instructional leader and my role is to communicate the vision 
of the district and to align the schools goals and strategies with the districts. So 
that is my role. My voice is sharing and communicating that information not only 
with scholars and staff members, but to parents and members o f the community as 
well.

Suzanne commented that essentially school principals are not in control of

anything and that at the end o f the day she has to do what she is told to do.

I didn’t ask to be part of this reform; I understand why. I didn’t craft it, so - this 
is a bottled up program. I don’t have a lot of leeway in changing it. I am quite 
certain I can make some modifications, but at the end of the day, I am responsible 
for “did you implement this with fidelity. The district’s practice o f moving school 
leaders around every 3-5 years is not a good formula for change, because it takes 
time to do what was done at XYZ School, and I would not have been able to do it 
in 3 years. But yeah that’s just another example of how you just got to go with 
what they say.

Brittney’s perceptions are similar, but she adds this unique perspective:

In the district’s plan, I don’t feel like I have much of a voice. I think that they 
decide how they want to teach us those particular aspects. They do give us the 
ability to hire, but outside of the building, I think they are more dictating to us 
how they want it done. No, we don’t have a lot of input. In many ways we are like 
managers. But, how it is going to be done in my building, I do have a say in.

Robin explained her strategy of making it a point to stick to the directives:

I think that there are more times than others that I have the opportunity to get 
meaning out of the directives. I can’t see the big picture so I just follow the 
directive, just follow the directive, because I don’t have the time or 
understandings to explain reflect or question them. They need principals to 
manage the school and make sure that things run smoothly.

Noah makes the point very clear by adding that

Principal participation is limited. There are those who think they have more 
power than they do, but they are really limited. When it comes down to it we all, 
even I, we just have to do what is asked o f us. They really don’t want people 
asking a whole lot of questions and all. They want to know that when you are 
asked to do this or that, that you are going to do it. The type of person that they 
need has to follow orders and do their job. The job makes you feel devalued and I 
very often begin to question why I am in leadership and if  I am the right person
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for the job. They may act like they are seeking input, but really their not. It is 
like nothing is going to change. We are changing titles and names, but I am not 
sure we are changing the environment. You need to change the environment to 
affect change.

I don’t make the rules I just work here, is a theme that represents the perceptions 

of the participants toward their role as a school leader. While all of the principals stated 

that they felt they had more autonomy over what goes on in their buildings, none of them 

indicated that they were participants in developing policies, practices and procedures 

that they are expected to implement and follow. Further, the participants demonstrated 

that their role primarily was to implement and monitor mandates and instruction from 

their superiors at the district office. The essence of what the participants said was that 

they did not make the rules and they were just doing their jobs. Hence, the theme I don’t 

make the rules I just work here, was assigned to their perceptions.

Tight Lipped

“Tight lipped,” “mums the word,” “you just can’t say things like that,” “ we may 

talk about social issues as principals, but not around our superiors” and “at principals 

meeting no one says anything about social justice stuff, especially if certain people are 

present,” are just a few comments that nurtured the development of the theme Tight 

Lipped. Right away during the interviews and later in the narrative it became apparent 

that the school leaders perceived their work to be unsafe. The participants consistently 

commented on the necessity o f being cautions and in fear of being ostracized, labeled a 

troublemaker or losing their jobs. Subsequently, critical conversations concerning their 

work as school leaders, social issues, their districts, and critical conversations beyond 

data usage about the academic achievement gap seldom occurred.
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Felcia explains the reason why she remains tight lipped when it involves work

and discussing race and other social issues.

No I don't feel safe as a school principal because the principalship is very 
politically charged. Anything can happen at any time and cause you your job. To 
talk about social justice issues, those real issue, people have to have a heightened 
awareness and when they don’t it is not safe for me to operate that way. As a turn
around- leader I feel that it is much easier to raise these issues because that is 
what I was hired to do and some of these social justice issues are easier for me to 
address. Generally speaking though, I don’t feel that the principalship is a secure 
job. The fear is that anything you say can be taken out of context. So no I don’t 
always speak up or out, it just depends on who is around me. It just depends on 
who is at the table and what the issue is. Sometimes great conversations take 
place; sometimes everyone is tight lipped and moves on. Schools are very 
political and people are careful about what they say in certain circles. In formal 
settings principals are very careful not to bring up issues that may make others 
feel uncomfortable. So there really is not much real reflection at all or an 
opportunity to be reflective about social justice issues. You know.... I did not want 
to be caught saying “Trayvon Martins family is right or George Zimmerman was 
wrong. Sometimes it is best not to say anything because you just never know.

Similarly, Noah stated that because of his unique and specific population he too

feels as if  he has more autonomy, but is still very cautious about what he says, how he is

perceived and how he presents the needs o f his school to stakeholders.

My school was formed for a specific purpose; we have statements about 
empowerment and social mobility for marginalized nontraditional youth, in most 
if  not all of our literature. Our school came together with three institutions coming 
together showing that there is a need for this kind of school for students that are 
not doing well in traditional high schools. Even when I advocate for my students I 
have to be careful because there are individuals in influential position who feel 
that programs like ours should not exist because these kids could not cut it in 
regular school so why should they be given this opportunity? When explaining to 
the power holders why these kids were not successful in traditional school, you 
just can’t say things like that, like they were faced with racism or prejudice or 
uncaring teachers, those thing are offensive and you just got to be careful not to 
say the wrong thing around the wrong person or you might just lose your job.
Even though it is the truth, some people still don’t want to face that reality.
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The perception that it is in the best interest of school leaders to remain silent is

capsulated by Principal Kaplan. Darren explains that he only takes “calculated risk”

when attempting to hold conversations about social justice orientated issues.

Previously I could speak up and out and hash out what needed to be said and 
done. But now I have to survey the environment and be very careful about what I 
say. Sometimes I don't want to ask questions, but I do anyway because I know 
someone on my staff will ask me the same thing. I did not advocate for what was 
best because we had to do it no matter what. Why make waves? They may talk 
among themselves, but if the district says to take this action, that action or no 
action at all, very few principals are going to question or challenge that authority. 
If there is something going on even a social justice issue, even if it looks like 
there is an opportunity to ask questions, people don’t because of the risk of being 
identified as a problem.

Similar to Darren’s calculated risk, Suzanne stated that while she would and does

speak up and out about some things, she also knows when not to. “I pick my battles

wisely and if  it is a local school thing I may speak up, it just depends, if not I usually

keep my mouth shut.” Robin admits that she does not talk about race openly and

perceives that other school principals do not as well.

The only time that serious conversation about race may take place is with other 
principals in a private informal setting. Principals just don’t talk about those 
things publically, at least not when I have been around, maybe they do who 
knows, but I don't think so. Even when there is something going on outside o f the 
school like that boy that got shot with the hoodie, nobody talked about it at any 
meeting I was at.
Although more subtle, the comments made by Brittany were similar in meaning.

Certain things, particularly race, were not spoken out loud.

I don’t say it public and I know the strategies in my head are for THOSE students; 
(whispering) Latino and African American. There are certain practices that are in 
place for Latino and African American students, attendance and reading, but I 
don't always identify them to students or to the faculty as being for those specific 
students. People seem to have a problem with it when it is geared toward helping 
special groups. I speak out through and by providing professional development 
geared toward helping Latino and African American students. I speak out by
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giving workshops. For example I know the African American males have 
problems in reading, so I make sure I have professional development in that area, 
but I don’t say why, I just quietly do what I have to do.

The theme, Tight Lipped captured the essence of the perceptions of the

participants toward how they express ideas, concerns and feelings toward social justice,

race, and the academic achievement gap. The perceptions were aligned with the idea that

social justice, particularly race was something they did not discuss with their superiors. If

any discussion took place it was among principals in an informal setting. Otherwise, the

principals remained silent. Hence the theme Tight Lipped is representative of the posture

these leaders assumed with regards to talking about social justice in their practice.

Exposure and Role Modeling Are Things We All Can Do

The theme, Exposure and Modeling Are Something That We All Can Do, was

assigned as major theme. When asked the question, what are you able to do specifically

to help Black and Latino students, each participant responded with exposure, role

modeling or a combination of the two. Felicia stated that,

In my school I can make people aware and be a good model. I feel I can make 
social change by exposing my students to a different way of life. I provide them 
with exposure to things that can help them, being African American I am a model 
figure to many. I feel obligated because I am African American. I feel my take 
away has always been exposing scholars to thing that they might not have ever 
been exposed to. Even as far as field trips, taking them outside o f their 
environment to see what life is really like and that you don’t have to be a 
basketball player to be successful. You could in fact, become a doctor, even if 
our mom is on drugs and things like that. So my take away is to let the scholars 
know that the sky is the limit as long as they work hard, they can do whatever 
they want to do.
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Darren mimics Felicia’s perception when he responded to the question this way.

“I can help them by being a good role model and providing them with resources and 

exposure that they need to succeed in life. That is something we all can do to help.”

When the same question was posed to Brittany, she raised her voice to say,

EXPOSURE! Yes! Specifically with Black and Latino students, they need it. I 
think that African American and Latino’s, we have to expose them to other 
aspects of the world. Other ways to learn and other people, their thoughts, the 
way they live. We have to do this so that they will know there is another world 
out there and you don’t have to stay where you are.

Noah added to the alignment of this theme when he stated that they bring in speakers and

provide programming that will expose students to the pit-falls in life. “We deliberately

expose the student to -  we try to as much as we can, get them to look at things from a

global perspective.” Noah’s elaboration of this perception will be explained in further

detail later.

Robin and Suzanne’s responses were in alignment with the perception of 

exposure. However, they had a different idea about how they could expose their students 

to. For example Robin felt that being a good role model and providing them with the 

skills that they need was what she could do to specifically help African American and 

Latino students. She also stated that she did not have to be the model per se, but that she 

could provide the students with experiences that would expose them to a variety of 

things.

You know the old saying; teach a man how to fish? Like that I can expose them to 
how to take care of themselves. I can bring in people who can help them with 
their needs and who will expose them to what is going on outside of their 
environment, I expose them to science, software, clubs, and important people.
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Similarly, Suzanne said that she exposes her students to the expectation that they 

can go to college.

Some of these kids have never been out of their communities. We try to get our 
students into our society and we get people in here to see what goes on here. We 
take our students and parents onto college campuses to set that an expectation 
because they are not exposed to that at home.

Data Driven

The theme Data Driven came about because collectively the principals’ perceived 

data usage to be essential to their profession and to understanding the phenomena 

commonly known as the academic achievement gap. Analysis of the narratives illustrated 

that data brought them to the table to begin talking about disparate academic outcomes 

among racial groups. Data were often the impetus of critical conversations, reflection 

and analysis of everything from student behaviors, teacher performance, teacher 

placement and disparate academic outcomes. Across narratives data usage was an 

identified strategy employed by principals to close the academic achievement gap and to 

justify the need for help. All of the participants used data within their practices, as such 

the theme Data Driven was assigned. Gap Closure is Unlikely, But We Keep at It 

Anyway, is a subtheme.

Felicia explains how data are a springboard to discussing socioeconomic status 

and race.

We are always talking about data because that is one of the things that are always 
on the agenda. We got together as regional directors; our discussion, always 
started off talking about data and it always went into the socioeconomics, race, 
and things like that and how they play a part in the performance o f scholars. I 
believe it was because o f the data that conversations were had. Because it forced 
us to look at the data based upon the categories.
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Darren further explained how data usage opens the door for critical reflection.

During weekly leadership team and design team meetings we discuss issues 
relating to academic outcomes. We look at sub-groups and think about what can 
be done to help them. Most of the reflection comes when looking at benchmark 
data and differentiating instruction to meet their needs. Using data allows us to 
change on a dime when practices are now working. Also when teachers see how 
their kids are doing in comparison to how students are doing, they start to think 
themselves, “what do I need to do,” you know data helps me to see who needs 
help and who my stronger teachers are.

Brittany said that data helps her to think and reflect critically and gives her

justification to critically question and to take critical action if  needed.

If I make the comparison; I look at the type of student that the teacher has and if 
there is any progress. I don’t expect them all to score the same, of course, but I 
do want to see progress. I reflect on which teacher to put the struggling student 
with. I compare them and generally our Hispanic students do better than our 
African American students. If I see the students and they are with this teacher and 
if  some actually score lower this year than last I begin to ask questions of the 
teacher. I take action and have conversations with those individuals. I group them 
with another teacher who is doing well with the same type o f students and they 
share the strategies.

Similarly, Suzanne uses data to identify strong teachers. Part of her gap closing 

strategy incorporates analyzing student performance data to determine who her stronger 

teachers were.

I did it because the gaps can be caused by the teacher as well. The data allowed 
me to put my most effective teachers, teachers who show 20-30 point gains over 
the course of 3 years in strategic places. This was not popular with the teachers 
and is not a popular practice in education period, but I did because the research 
that I have looked at says that it is an effective practice.

Noah explains how data are the foundation for the existence of his program and

how he uses data to educate his students about the realities of life.

Dropout data and school failure data supports the need for schools like this. I also 
use data to show the students how education plays a role in their life. They are
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always blown away when they see how much less they would have made as a 
high school dropout. Data is very important in what we do.

Similarly to Noah, data serves as evidence, proof and justification for Robin.

Who can dispute the data? It’s there in black and white, these students are failing 
and these students are not. You’d have to be both blind and stupid not to 
recognize something is going on and these kids need help

In sum, the theme Data Driven was assigned because the principals perceived data 

usage as an essential stagey in identifying achievement gaps, teacher and student 

performance and placement as well as the need for professional development. The 

incorporation of data in their praxis as school leaders was reoccurring; as such, Data was 

assigned as a theme.

Gap Closure Is Unlikely, But We Keep at It Anyway 

Gap Closure is Unlikely, But We Keep at It Anyway, is a subtheme to the theme 

Data, because achievement data are used to understand and to describe the academic 

achievement gap. Gap closure and data were commented on in tandem, as such the 

theme, Data Driven, gave birth to the subtheme Gap Closure is Unlikely, But We Keep at 

It Anyway. The academic achievement gap and its undoing were commented on by each 

participant. Among the narratives the principals consistently stated that they did not feel 

that the gap could ever be completely closed but that the identification of the academic 

achievement gap was important. Further the perceptions of the principals’ concerning the 

importance of closing the academic achievement gap were not aligned. At district level 

meetings the participants described data as being used to talk about racial disparities in 

academic outcomes and gap closure. According to Felicia, Darren, Noah, Brittany, Robin
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and Suzanne complete gap closure will never happen. Robin, Suzanne, Felicia and Daren

perceived that it is not necessary to close the academic achievement gap.

Felicia’s perceptions toward gap closure are explicated in the following quote.

On one hand, I feel that it is important to close gaps period, because it at least 
gives you a goal and something to strive towards. On the other hand, the way that 
society is built, I don’t necessarily know if it should be a requirement because 
everything has its place in the world, no matter what country you are in. You 
always have somebody at some level; there is no one on the same level, and I 
want to feel that that is okay. It will never be completely closed. I am just thinking 
of my own family dynamics. We have some college educated people and we 
have some high school drop outs, we have some that just went to a vocational 
school where they just have a skill. I don’t know and I am not promoting high 
school drop outs. So for that reason I would say that I don’t agree with the racial 
demographics. I don’t agree with having race as a gap. I agree that there are gaps; 
I agree that there is an achievement gap because you can drop out o f high school 
no matter what race you are. I think it is a better goal would be to look at gaps 
that impact society like high school drop outs. I feel it is important to close the 
achievement gap but I think we need to re-identify what causes the gaps.

Darren further elaborates on the unlikelihood of gap closure while indicating why

gap closure is important to him as a school principal.

Yes it is important to close the gap. But it should be closed by bringing the 
bottom up and not by lowering the top and that is what was done. It is important 
to monitor and to have as a goal in education. But yeah you want to close that gap 
you know. We just got to keep chopping away at it. It is important for me to close 
the gap because, this year we have been identified as a focus school. They have 
not given us the groups and subgroups in which they consider closing the gap 
their focus because there are gaps in the sub groups within the school.

Noah understood the gap and gap closure in a unique way. He viewed the

phenomena on a much broader scale. Noah perceived the gap and gap closure as a matter

of nationhood and nation building.

Closing the gap is important because I think that it will be a whole new phase. I 
think that they will develop; they are different personalities than the previous 
generation and I think that we will be trying to look towards them. They are the 
ones that are going to get us out of the whole we are in, in America. They are the
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future. Technology is here and it is not going away; it is only going to get better.
I think closing it will raise us as a nation and that is how we are going to survive. 
This will be our workforce and our decision makers; future voters, so this is going 
to be the ultimate fiber of what makes America grow, tick and move as a nation.
If we don’t empower them with education, with understanding, we are going to be 
lost and sunk. We are concerned about the debt we are incurring; we won’t be 
able to get out of it if we don’t have a strong work force and way to get out of it. 
We can’t deal with people not believing in America. Believing that I will have a 
home one day. That I can take care of my family etc. That I will grow old and 
have healthcare. Because of all of this we must to keep at it. Even if  we don't 
close it we must close in on it.

Brittany was very passionate about the academic achievement gap. Similar to

Noah she perceived the gap to be deeper than a local academic issue.

YES! Because then we have now hope, If we don’t close it kids will simply rise to 
where we put them. We need to close it so that they can be able to be successful 
in society. In order to get those top paying jobs, you have got to be able to think 
critically, to think outside the box, to question and to persevere" To expose our 
kids to all different things going on in the world. Unless we expose those kids... 
they won’t get it" more kids will be able to ask questions and think critically if  we 
close the gap and that will allow them to be better prepared to get by in society. 
This shows them they can get there, but in order to do so, you have to be properly 
educated. Unless we close the gap, expose the kids to that type of thinking, those 
types of courses and let them know that it can be fun. Inteiject the things they 
like; technology, etc.. .if we don’t do it, it won’t be done. So, unless we close that 
gap that writing is fun, reading is a good idea, etc... unless we push closing those 
gaps, putting those kids in advanced, AP in high school that gives them the 
opportunity to expose our kids to all different things going on in the world. Unless 
we expose those kids in school it just won't happen.

Robin and Suzanne echoed to some extent Felicia’s feeling toward the necessity 

of gap closure. While Felicia went back and forth on the importance of gap closure,

Robin and Suzanne emphatically agreed that gap closure is not a necessity and is 

unimportant. Like their fellow participants, however, they too perceived that the 

academic achievement gap will never be closed. Robin’s objections to the importance of 

gap closure are demonstrated in the following comments.
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Gap closure.. .no it is not important it will always exist. (Pointing her finger up to 
the air) But we will all become productive citizens! Yes that it is possible; they 
can still be productive citizens, but the gap will be there and we don’t all have to 
fill it or close it. But! We keep at it. It is important to keep trying to close it so that 
kids will see that they are just as capable, but we can still do good things in school 
and not close the gap. The gap is nature’s way of saying we are all different.

Lastly, similar to Darren and Angela, Suzanne does not want to see gap closure by

bringing the top down. Suzanne also weighs in on the unlikelihood and the unimportance

of gap closure by adding:

Yes, in some ways it is important. You know that’s why I hate to say close, 
because you are never going to close it; you want the highest to keep going high -  
you might close in on it, but I don’t think that it will ever meet together. There 
will be gaps between the smartest percent of the people in the world. And that is 

• fine with me. That gap will never close and I don't know that it has to really. So, 
yes, I want the lowest to keep moving up, but I want the highest to keep moving 
up too. I understand why we have to. I get why there has to be groups, but you 
have some Latino’s or African American people who exceed and do well - we are 
generalizing when we are saying a sub groups. Make the world better. I mean, 
when you have an educated person, they are going to contribute, I hope I would 
think.

Gap Closure Is Unlikely, But We Keep at It Anyway represents the persistent 

statements from the participants with regard to the phenomena known as the academic 

achievement gap and gap closure. All of the participants agreed that being aware o f the 

academic achievement gaps is important. There was not alignment as it related to the 

importance of closing the academic achievement gap. There was, however, complete 

alignment among the perceptions that gap closure is unlikely to happen. Lastly, each 

participant perceived that despite the fact that gap closure was unlikely, that it was 

important to keep working at it. The essence of the principals’ perceptions toward the 

phenomena is captured in the theme, Gap Closure is Unlikely, But we Keep at it Anyway
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Dangerous Dichotomies

The participants o f this study clearly provided the researcher with insight to their

sense of fear and frustrations. The principals in this research study demonstrated this

conundrum in that it was not so much that they did not want to advocate, think, reflect

and question conditions that they described as “frustrating,” “unfair” “fearful” and

“volatile.” Rather, the participants perceived that doing so would bring them harm. Harm

in the form of job loss, professional blackballing and being ostracized were among the

noted forms of perceived harm. The analysis of data along with observed body language

extracted stories that clearly reflect the frustration and fears of the coping mechanism

describe as dangerous dichotomies.

Robin’s perception exemplifies the essence of the theme dangerous dichotomies

because she explicated how fearful and frustrating it is to know that her job as a school

principal is not secure. While the district is taking measures to help some schools, the

specific kind of help that she needs for her unique population is not there. The fear and

threat of job loss is stressful and frustrating.

Well they are putting money into schools that need it most, so those kids should 
do better right? I think my kids will not do as well because a lot of attention is 
going to Math and Science, yet they have some serious language barriers and 
things going on at home that are not really being addressed by the resources being 
given. Those types o f things will help to close the gap too. I mean we are doing 
what we can. But I don’t think the gap will be closed that way. Yet I am being 
held accountable for closing the gap. They come in not speaking English, that is a 
gap in and of itself. I see a gap in how children are learning.

Holding her hands facing upward and out to the side and then dropping them to 

her lap with a defeated plop Robin goes on to explain further the source of frustration and 

fear.
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How is it possible to close gaps when they come to you with huge gaps? As a 
principal, if I want to keep my job, I got to get it done somehow. I don’t think it is 
a safe position or place to be in this day or time, every decision affects me 
because I am responsible for everything.. ..(gets louder)I am the one responsible.
It is only good when things work. Education itself is unsafe. You got a lot of 
folks who do good and bad things. It is frustrating to me knowing that I can lose 
my job at any point because of something someone else does or does not do.

Brittany mirrors the fear and frustration that Robin experiences concerning

accountability and job security.

Yes I do feel safe but in reality I am held accountable for things out of my control 
and I could easily lose my job for something I had nothing to do with and as a 
principal, I am responsible for everything that goes on in the building. Virtually, 
that is almost impossible because there are things that just, you don’t know; I 
have 1400 kids and 150 faculty and if something is going wrong, I just can’t be 
everywhere. That is the frustrating part about it all. It is very frustrating and 
stressful because my major concern is closing gaps and that is what I must to do.

According to Suzanne who was not as concerned for her livelihood as her co

participants were, “Nothing is safe in education; anything can happen, but me, I am not 

worried about it I can always get a job someplace.” Similarly, Noah perceives that he has 

less to fear than other school principals but perceives that school leadership is not a safe 

position, especially for socially conscious school leaders.

In today’s environment I think a lot of people in education are aware of some of 
the problems. I do think the climate is such that people are afraid o f losing their 
jobs right now, especially those who are socially conscious. But because of where 
I am located I have a bit more.. .1 could say things that some administrators would 
not feel comfortable in saying. School leaders are afraid to venture out and try 
new things. People are fearful of losing their jobs and being blackballed. If you 
say some things, people may look at you crazy. I think that people are just 
cautious because that kind of thought and behavior might have you lose your job. 
Because of the purpose and population of my school I can be an advocate and 
maybe get away with doing and saying things. They at least take that into 
consideration social issues and they don't at other schools. I get very frustrated 
when I have to justify the legitimacy of my program to stakeholders. There are 
some who feel like these kids don’t deserve a chance. Sometimes I do worry that
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the wrong people in the wrong position will just shut us down. Right now we are 
ok, but that is a constant concern of ours.

Felicia also perceived that because she was identified as a turnaround school

leader, that she too had more freedom to voice concerns about social justice related issues

and advocating for African American and Latino students.

No I don't feel safe as a school principal because the Principal-ship is politically 
charged and volatile. Anything can happen at any time and cause you your job.
To talk about social justice issues, those real issue, people have to have a 
heightened awareness and when they don’t it is not safe for me to operate that 
way. As a turn-around- leader I feel that it is much easier to raise these issues 
because that is what I was hired for and some of these social justice issues are 
easier for me to address because they know I got a job to do. So when I bring up 
conversations about the number of Black scholars not meeting or exceeding 
standards or the lack of Latino representation in advance classes it is not a shocker 
because that is what I am here to correct and they know it. Now I still get weird 
looks when I start to talk about why these things are happening, you know low 
expectations, ineffective instruction I have to be careful because people will 
assume that I am calling them racist and that is not always the case. Sometimes 
they are not doing a good job at teaching period. But those types of situation can 
turn ugly fast and I just have to be very careful about what and how I say things 
concerning race.

Darren solidifies the essence of the theme dangerous dichotomies by 

exemplifying how as a school principal the duality of his coping-self and his real-self 

function.

No, it is not a real safe environment and there are a lot of things that can jump up 
and bite you. So, no to me it is not a safe environment. You are just wide open. 
(Snaps fingers) Just like that it can be over; you’re gone because your test scores 
are too low or because someone in your building did something stupid. Next thing 
you know everyone is asking, “What happened to Darren?” I don't always feel 
safe and secure because at the end o f the day(index finger to chest) I and I alone 
am going to be held accountable for the outcomes despite the fact that there are 
factors that are out of my control that also affect academic outcomes. For 
example they took away our interpreters and funding for after school. Those 
types of things were likely to improve outcomes, yet when the scores come in; 
they are not going to remember what they did. It is frustrating and scary because 
there are so many variables that are out o f my control, yet 100% of the
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accountability is on me. On the one hand (left hand out) you have to improve test 
score, but on the other hand (right hand out) you got kids who are refugees that 
may have only had maybe 2 or 3 years of schooling. As a school leader I have to 
figure that out and still do a good job. No it is not safe at all.

The theme dangerous dichotomies represent the fear and frustration that these

school principals’ experience when having to navigate between their coping self and their

true self. The theme is the essence of perceived fear of job lose and not being able to

support their families. The participants consistently perceived it to be frustrating that

variable that was out of their locus of control could easily be the cause of them losing

their livelihood. The theme “Dangerous Dichotomies” represents the essence of their

dilemma.

Social Justice, I’m Sure That It’s in There Somewhere 

The assumed presence of social justice in each schools mission statement was a 

reoccurring theme. One administrator, Noah, was definitive and could quote and identify 

specific references to social justice in a brochure about his school and in the mission 

statement of the school. Robin was able to point to a poster that she had hung, out of 

sight behind the door in her office that supported the equity aspect of social justice. The 

remaining administrators including Robin were all certain that social justice was in their 

schools mission statement somewhere. Additionally, with the exception of Noah, the 

principals did not participate in the formation of the mission statements of their schools 

and acknowledged that their individual belief toward social justice was not represented in 

the mission of the school. Hence, the theme, Social Justice I’m Sure it’s in There 

Somewhere, was assigned to the persistent perception.
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Suzanne made it clear that her personal feelings toward social justice are not 

represented in the district or school mission statement. Similar to her co-participants, 

Suzanne assumed that language about equity and fairness was in the mission statement 

somewhere.

There may be some statements about, like all kids can do this, that, etc...There are 
probably comments in there that all students should be treated fairly, without any 
consideration of their poverty level, things like that. But no nothing specific, 
nothing specific about society and all or social justice though. Those are not are 
not my personal beliefs, no, not really, I inherited the schools mission. At my 
previous school I did participate in the development of the mission statement. We 
included missions and beliefs of what our students can do, they included 
statements about equity and treating everyone fairly and stuff like that.

Felicia almost mirrored Suzanne’s comments exactly when she stated:

No not in writing but in language like the pledge we recite, and in conversations 
social justice comes out, but it may not be categorized as such, it's there but not 
overtly. I doubt that students make the connection between what they are 
experiencing and social justice. But no there are no statements reflecting my 
individual beliefs toward social justice represented in the school. I am sure it is 
the schools mission statement though.

Darren’s perception toward his personal beliefs about social justice being 

represented at his school was similar to both Suzanne and Felicia. Like Felicia, he 

clarifies that the word “social justice” may not be used, but it meaning he believes to be 

present in the school mission statement as well. For example he stated, “Social justice no, 

but equitable opportunity at education is reflected in the mission statement of the school. 

These are not my personal beliefs per se, in that I did not create the mission statement I 

inherited it, but I do believe in the same things.”

As Brittany looked for a copy of her school’s mission statement, with a look that I 

describe as perplexed or unsure, she explained, “Yes, our school’s mission statement,
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vision and values statements include statements toward equity in education. Like, that we

are going to educate all of our students at very high levels, regardless of their creed or

race, etc.” Unable to put her finger on it she states, “I am sure all that is in there, it may

not be those exact words, but it’s in there.” When asked were those her personal beliefs

she stated: “ No those are not my exact words, those were written before I got here but

they do reflect the beliefs of the district and all of the schools missions statements should

do the same, no I can’t say that they reflect my own beliefs.”

Similarly, Robin perceived that her beliefs were reflected in the school mission

statement. She also makes it a point to use that same language when communicating with

her faculty and staff. Like Noah, Robin was able to readily point to a printed

representation of her beliefs that was hanging on the back of her door.

Yes! The mission is to give personal academic and social adjustment to all, and 
each time there is a meeting 'treat1 and 'fairly' are stated. Right there in Spanish 
and English, it is on the door too. Our mission statement says it too, just not that 
way using those same words. I think students should be able to take care of 
themselves, their families and be competitive, and that’s in there as well.. .1 think 
at least I hope it is.

Noah was the only participant who could identify a representation of his personal

beliefs toward social justice in literature about his school. Additionally he was the only

principal who participated in the development of his school mission statement. Noah

described the placement of his personal beliefs in the literature about the school as being

intentional and deliberate:

Yes my school was formed for a specific purpose; we have statements about 
empowerment and social mobility for marginalized nontraditional youth, in most 
if  not all of our literature. Our school came together with three institutions coming 
together showing that there is a need for this kind of school for students that are 
not doing well in traditional high school. For example, our mission and vision
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speaks to “recover disengaged high school drop outs, ages 16-20, grades 10-12 
and re-channel them into the educational pipeline.” We also have stated that 
although students may not have experienced success in a traditional setting, they 
do have the capacity to achieve academically in a different setting. There is a 
piece in there about preparing them to participate in society. Yeah, these feelings 
do represent my personal beliefs, I was part of developing the mission of the 
school, so I made sure that those basic beliefs and ideas were in there.
In sum, the theme “Social justice, I’m sure that it’s in there somewhere,”

represents the certainty and uncertainty that the concept of social justice was incorporated

in the mission and vision on their schools. This theme also encompasses the perceptions

that with the exception of Noah, the participants did not perceive that their personal

beliefs toward social justice were represented in culture and climate of their schools. The

theme, “Social justice, I’m sure that it’s in there somewhere” is the essence of the

perceptions of these school leaders toward the presence of social justice ideals being

represented.

Noah’s Ark

Many of the perceptions that Noah held did not fit any individually assigned 

theme, thus he is packaged into his own self-contained vessel. The rational for this was 

clear: his perceptions fully embodied the concepts of transformative school leadership 

(Shields, 2012) and social justice (Konow, 2011). Transformative leadership theory was 

exemplified by his understanding of impacting change outside of his school, relationship 

building, advocacy and deliberate action. Social justice was explicated by his 

acknowledgement and understanding of empowerment, freedom/liberation, power 

structures, global literacy, participatory membership, and social organization. In short, 

packed within his perceptions were all of the characteristics and elements of social justice 

and transformative school leadership theory. To assure that his point o f view was
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included, this section was added to the thematic discussion not as a theme but as a

significant element o f the data.

The alignment of Noah’s perceptions to social justice theory is evident in the

following statements where he demonstrated an understanding of the concepts of

empowerment, freedom/liberation, power structures, global literacy, participatory

membership, and social organization.

I am seeing social justice as a way of empowering students so that they will be 
able to take care of themselves out here in the real world and be economically 
solvent. They will have education and by that I mean at least a high school 
diploma and some college credit. That they also will be able to understand things 
like why we vote, why we are registered voters so that we can participate on a 
jury and stuff like. So that they can understand why things like this affect the 
schools; so they understand the systems in society and why they need to be a 
participant and not sitting on the sidelines.

The alignment of Noah’s perceptions to transformative leadership is evident in the

following statements when he demonstrated a keen understanding of change beyond his

school (social change), relationship building, advocacy and deliberate action.

Our mission is to recover disengaged high school drop outs, ages 16-20, grades 
10-12 and re-channel them into the educational pipeline. Our vision is that we 
believe that all students have the capacity to achieve in the collegiate 
environment; including students that have not yet experienced success in the 
traditional K-12 environment. The educational pipeline for me, is sort o f systems 
from pre-K through elementary, through middle school and high school through 
into some kind of post-secondary training; either a 2 year, 4 year, some kind of 
technical school or program. I would even go so far out to venture to the military 
because I think that people do get training done in high school here that could go 
into the military.

His understanding of the prison-to-school pipeline was verbalized in addition to

the ramifications that pattern has on society.

At the same time that pipeline is out here, I would say there is probably a break 
off point in the pipeline that goes into more of the criminal and leading towards
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incarceration... that pipeline there is sort of a break off. The break off starts 
about fourth or fifth grade and continues on and as you break off, you go further 
and further away from traditional education. So, it is important that we 
concentrate on that getting the kids back into the mainstream pipeline so that they 
can continue in society. We have to be more catalyst and talk to people about 
change and talk to the school board and be willing to venture out and not do what 
we has always done. We are not getting a good result in what we have been 
doing.

Additionally, Noah acknowledged how social realities impact his practice as well

as an understanding of his role as a school leader to promote change.

I recognize that if you are an African American male it can be an uphill battle 
because you are viewed differently from your white counterpart. I have even 
noticed within my community; I have a young man here that came to me with low 
scores and he was white. I had black man similar scores, similar background and 
he has turned himself around and is more mainstream and the white guy is at 
Georgia State and is doing very well. Black guys it takes a little longer and they 
need to be more industrious; white guys can do it a little easier to straighten 
themselves out. They are viewed differently in society. I have seen here that if 
you are a white guy off the track, you can straighten up a lot easier -  even if  you 
are tatted up you can still get hired. Blacks are trying and making an effort, it is 
still harder to get in mainstream. We have to teach people about these things so 
that they will know how to navigate and be able to help others get by.

Demonstrating once again a broader understanding of the academic achievement gap and 

closure, Noah explicates the phenomena in terms of nationhood, nation building and 

national safety.

That is why closing the gap is important because I think that it will be a whole 
new phase. I think that they Will develop; they are different personalities than the 
previous generation and I think that we will be trying to look towards them. They 
are the ones that are going to get us out of the hole we are in, in America. They 
are the future. Technology is here and it is not going away; it is only going to get 
better. I think closing it will raise us as a nation and that is how we are going to 
survive. This will be our workforce and our decision makers; future voters, so 
this is going to be the ultimate fiber of what makes America grow, tick and move 
as a nation. If we don’t empower them with education, with understanding, we 
are going to be lost and sunk.
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Brittany mentioned once the important role that relationship building and human

compassion play in her work. However, to Noah the idea that building strong

relationships and letting people, both faculty and students, know that you care and value

them is essential to improved social and academic outcomes. The concept of relationship

building was a consistent element to Noah’s broad understandings. To Noah everything

fell back on strong relationships and trust.

I think in the long run; America and the complexion of America is drastically 
changing every day. As we already have an African American president, I think 
that clearly that is sending a message to them that they can achieve some things; 
although, certain things in-between school and where the president happens to be 
probably needs to change drastically for them in order to change their lives. So, 
yes, I would say that—we probably most of the things we discuss today we need 
to work on. But, I think that it is important that they know we care about them and 
we want them to achieve. We are trying to establish with them right off the bat 
that they are important and that we do care. We recognize you are a human being 
that may have problems and we understand that and are willing to work with you.

The perception of the concept o f literacy on a global scale demonstrates a deeper

understanding then the understanding of literacy meaning being able to read, write and

compute. Noah demonstrated this level of understanding when he explained what he can

do as a school leader to help Black and Latino students.

We deliberately expose to the student to -  we try to as much as we can, get them 
to look at things from a global perspective. We ask that the teachers challenge 
them with concepts and ideas regarding that. We want, again going back to the 
concept o f being a human being in a very large world out here. So, literacy and 
this understanding that I live in a global world and how I fit in with everyone else 
is very important because they are going to be dealing with other countries. They 
are, right now they are probably competing with others in other countries for 
work. Getting them to see from a global perspective, who they are and their place 
in the world.
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The theme Noah’s Ark was necessitated by the all-inclusive views that Noah held 

toward the academic achievement gap, school leadership and social justice. Packed 

within his perceptions were concepts that were deeply rooted in transformative leadership 

theory and the paradigm of social justice. Noah’s perceptions encompassed concepts such 

as empowerment, liberation, advocacy, social structures, power, global literacy and 

participatory membership. Although, the other participants may have briefly mentioned 

some of these concepts as well, Noah consistently demonstrated a deeper and boarder 

understanding. As such, Noah’s perceptions were placed in a self-contained vessel 

identified as a significant element of the data called Noah’s Ark.

Summary of the Themes 

Through the lenses of six school principals, the study delivered six primary 

themes and one sub-theme. A significant element of the data was also identified. The 

themes: I Don’t Make The Rules I Just Work Here, Tight lipped, Exposure and Role 

Modeling Are Things That We Can All Do, Data Driven, Gap Closure Is Unlikely, But 

We Keep At It Anyway, Social Justice- I’m Sure It’s In There Somewhere, and 

Dangerous Dichotomies represent the essences of their perceptions. A significant 

element of the data is identified as Noah’s Ark. The table below is a list of how the 

themes were aligned with the concepts o f social justice, academic outcomes and 

transformative school leadership.
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Table 3

Summary o f  Themes

Social justice Academic outcomes Transformative leadership

I don ’t m ake the rules Data driven Exposure and role
I just work here m odeling are things that 

w e can all do

Tight lipped Gap closure is unlikely, Social justice- I’m sure

*N oah’s ark

but w e keep at it 
anyw ay

it’s in there som ew here  

Dangerous D ichotom ies

*N oah’s Ark *N oah’s Ark

Summary

The analysis of data gave insight to the perceptions of school principals toward 

social justice, transformative school leadership and academic outcomes. The lived 

experiences o f the participants were captured in narrative form resulting in the 

assignment of themes. Giorgi (1997,2002) phenomenological analyses o f data allowed 

for the significant statements of the participants to be clustered according to statements 

content. Chapter 4 provides a detailed analysis in narrative form of the data that were 

extracted from the participants who have experience with the phenomena known as the 

academic achievement gap. A description of each participant and their school is provided. 

The purpose of describing these characteristics is to give the context in which the school 

leaders’ work. Additionally chapter 4 includes the methodology used to respond to the
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research questions and major and minor findings of the research study. This was the 

foundation upon which the following themes were placed. The themes: I don’t make the 

rules I just work here, Data, Gap closure is unlikely, but we keep at it any way, Social 

Justice-I’m sure it’s in there somewhere, Exposure and role modeling are things that we 

all can do and Dangerous Dichotomies were assigned. An additional element of the data 

is an outlier of sorts entitled Noah’s Ark. The analysis of data also provides an 

opportunity for the significant statements to confirm the fit of the themes once assigned.

A description of each participant and their school is provided. The purpose of describing 

these characteristics is to give the context in which the school leaders’ work. Additionally 

chapter 4 includes the methodology used to respond to the research questions and major 

and minor findings o f the research study.

In Chapter 5, the findings from chapter 4 will be used to respond to each of the 

research questions. Following a reply to each of the research questions, the theoretical 

frameworks and the review of relevant literature will be synthesized to inform the 

discussion about the perceptions of school leadership toward transformative leadership 

and social justice.
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CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Chapter 5 consists of the summary of the study, findings from Chapter 4 and 

responses to the two research questions as well as the three sub-questions. Theoretical 

alignments and a comparison to the relevant literature, when applicable, follow the 

response to research questions. A section entitled, Critical Reflections of the Researcher, 

is a narrative that explains the thoughts of researcher after having a second opportunity to 

synthesize the review of the literature, theoretical underpinnings, findings and 

participants’ responses. Implications for the findings in the educational arena are 

presented in this chapter as well. Chapter 5 concludes with recommendations for 

educational leaders and future research. Chapter 4 ended with the gleaning of the 

following themes: I Don’t Make the Rules I Just Work Here, Data Driven, Gap Closure is 

Unlikely-But we Keep At It Anyway, Social Justice-I’m Sure It’s In There Somewhere, 

Exposure and Role Modeling Are Things That We All Can Do, and Dangerous 

Dichotomies. Noah’s Ark is a significant element of the data.

Summary of the Study 

The Perceptions of School Leadership Towards Transformative Leadership and 

Social Justice is a phenomenological investigation that gleaned the perceptions of school 

leaders who primarily serve African American and Latino students, towards the concepts 

of social justice, transformative school leadership and the academic achievement gap. 

Introduction, chapter one began with the definition of the term; Social Justice. Disparate

144
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social and academic outcomes were explicated in terms of the quality of education or the 

lack thereof that individuals experience. An introduction to the connections between 

academic attainment and adverse social outcomes provided a platform for understanding 

the significance of academic achievement gaps that threaten the health o f America’s 

democratic ideals and economic growth since the greatest population growth are among 

groups that are experiencing the lowest levels o f academic achievement. The remaining 

elements of chapter 1 are: the purpose of the study, the research questions, the theoretical 

framework, the significance of the study, the methodology used limitations and 

delimitations, a definition of terms and the summary.

Review of the Related Literature, Chapter 2, reviewed literature addressing 

research and theory related to social justice in the areas o f conceptual foundations for 

social justice, a historical overview of education in America for traditionally underserved 

students, current educational outcomes, individual and structural contributors to inequity, 

and transformative school leadership. Chapter 2 presented an analysis of prominent 

themes and findings within the review of literature. Chapter 2 is a comprehensive review 

of the literature related to social justice and transformative school leadership. A summary 

of the literature review is provided at the end Chapter 2.

Methodology, Chapter 3, included a restatement of the research purpose, the 

related overarching questions, the research design, and nature of the methodology, the 

research plan and a summary. An overview of the qualitative approach was provided. The 

nature and appropriateness of the phenomenological method was presented in chapter
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three as well. Other elements provided in chapter 3 were the research plan, the role of the 

researcher and bracketing of the researcher personal biases.

Results, Chapter 4, introduced the reader to the six school principals; Felicia 

Lumpkin, Darren Kaplan, Noah Goodwin, Dr. Brittany Allen, Robin Stockham, and 

Suzanne Byrd, who helped to inform the research through the granting of in-depth 

interviews. Assignments of the themes were derived from the alignment of significant 

statements made by the participants. The data analysis in chapter 4 was based solely on 

the perceptions of the six participants. Each of the themes as well as the titles for each 

theme was derived from thick, rich descriptions provided by the principals. The themes 

were then filtered using critical theory, more specially, social justice theory and 

transformative school leadership theory.

Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations, chapter 5, began with responses to 

the research question. Chapter 5 also provided the researcher with the opportunity to 

discuss the themes in relation to the review of the literature and the two theories that 

provided the lenses upon which the research was grounded. Chapter 5 ends with 

recommendations for P12 and higher educational leaders and with suggestions for future 

research.

Summary of Major Findings 

In this section each research question will be discussed through the concept of 

enduring understandings. Enduring understandings are the deeper, broader and long 

lasting understandings that one gains about something. In other words it is the big picture. 

The purpose of this study is to determine to what extent educational leaders in schools
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that serve large populations of African American and Latino students employ 

transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept of social justice and, if so, to 

identify these strategies and how they are incorporated with the intent to improve the 

educational outcomes of students. The related research questions that guided this research 

project were

1. To what extent do school leaders who serve primarily African American and 

Latino populations utilize transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept of 

social justice?

2. What strategies do school leaders use to improve the educational outcomes of 

students?

2a. How are the identified strategies implemented?

2b. What structural impediments affect the leaders’ ability to implement 

transformative strategies?

2c. What perceptions do these school leaders have about their ability as educators 

to affect change within their schools practices?

Findings for Research Question 1

Research question one asked, “To what extent do school leaders who serve 

primarily African American and Latino populations utilize transformative leadership 

strategies to promote the concept of social justice?” Transformative leaders according to 

the literature require “critique and possibility” in that they must create pathways and 

opportunities for dialogue to take place about emancipation from dominance and 

oppression (Quantz, 1991 p. 105-106). According to a number o f sources, Freire(1970),
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Bums(1978), Foster(1986), Bennis(1986) and Shields(2013), transformative leadership 

has more to do with broader societal change as opposed to strictly local school change. 

The following strategies are deeply rooted in transformative school leadership; the 

formation of “personal dialogic relationships” (Freire, 1970, p. 89), the conscientious use 

of purposeful/deliberate moral leadership (Bums, 1978, p. 434),critically educative 

toward the de-construction of structures that impede change or that are oppressive 

(Foster, 1986, p. 185), raising human consciousness about the hegemonic behaviors, 

cultures, and structures that maintain power(Bennis, 1986, p. 70), and lastly, being a 

transformative intellectual, in other words, one who specifically promotes and encourages 

the encourages social justice(Giroux, 1985).

In comparison to the above referenced strategies, some of the principals in this 

research study employed transformative leadership strategies, but not necessarily with the 

intent to promote the concept of social justice. Specifically, purposeful/deliberate moral 

leadership was evident in Noah, Felicia, and Darren. Personal dialogic relationships in 

the form of role modeling and providing intentional exposure to students were evident 

among all of the participants. Forming personal dialogic relationships with their superiors 

or their faculty was not an identified strategy used by the participants in this study. Noah 

demonstrated a gentle leaning toward critically educating students toward de-constructing 

structures that serve to maintain power structures. With the exception of Noah, none of 

the participants said anything about raising the consciousness levels of their faculty or 

students toward or about hegemonic society in which we live. As such, none of the 

participants specifically talked about the destruction or reconstruction of such structures.
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Noah showed that he had a raised consciousness about the hegemonic nature of society. 

None of the participants specifically or intentionally encouraged social justice. Further, 

according to their own perceptions, they did not perceive that the aforementioned 

strategies were used within the districts or systems in which they worked. Conversely, 

truthful and honest dialog about social justice was not encouraged by them or by their 

superiors and was perceived by the participants to be dangerous and risky practice.

One of the most enduring understandings gleaned from the school leaders was 

that pathways and opportunities were not there for them to dialogue about social justice 

or to incorporate transformative leadership strategies fully within their practice. Further, 

despite the fact that they saw the value and need for such pathways and opportunities, the 

principals did not feel safe in creating pathways or spaces for their teachers or for 

themselves. While all of the participants perceived that to some degree, they did have 

control over the managing of their own schools, in the end, they perceived that they had 

to do what they were told. Mandates or “nonnegotiable” as Darren described it, such as 

testing and the curriculum must be followed despite the fact that it is not always what is 

best for African American and Latino students. The perception was that not doing so 

could cost them their job.

Speaking up or out about social justice in their mind’s eye would be equivalent to 

committing professional suicide. Darren, Felicia and Suzanne showed courage and 

resiliency by being creatively insubordinate at times and by doing what they thought was 

best for the students that they served. These risks, however, were described as calculated 

risks and were not done very often and without great apprehension. The biggest fear that
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the participants had was the loss of property via their employment. The participants 

consistently indicated that dialog about social justice or social justice issues seldom took 

place between them and their superiors. Depending who was around, and if it was 

perceived to be safe, the participants indicated that impromptu discussions about an issue 

going on in their communities may occur. However, there was no evidence to indicate 

that dialogic relationships were being formed or that time was set aside for critical 

conversations, critical questioning, or critical analysis to take place. These strategies 

according to Freire (1970) are essential for social justice workers and are foundational 

according to Shields (2013) to transformative school leadership.

Noah did identify the need for curricular changes that would impact what goes on 

beyond his school. He suggested a curriculum that would equip students with the skill 

sets and dispositions to not only get a job but to make change. Noah stated, “We kind of; 

hammer away with them that we are expecting them to make a change." In this way and 

others, Noah did demonstrate consciousness raising and intentional effort to make 

change, both of which are inherent to social justice and transformative school leadership.

Similar to Freire (1970), Noah called for a shift in the type of relationships that 

exist among educators and the people. Noah said, “Because the kinds of things that might 

help will require people to go to people’s homes and get a face-to-face. Nothing is going 

to change in education until specific barriers are removed and the climate in education 

changes.” Additionally, like Freire, Noah demonstrated an understanding of how not 

specifically addressing and developing dialogic relationships with faculty and students
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would actually “undergird” the process for improved outcomes (Frierie, 1970 p. 89). For 

example, Noah said,

The stated plans may serve to widen the gap as oppose to closing it especially the 
graduation and drop out gaps because changes in those things will require trust 
and relationship building. Some people are not willing to trust, parents and 
students are not willing to trust. We have to develop report. As far as I know, 
there is no plan to build that or repair that. But because of the lack of trust and 
opportunity to build relationships in communities whatever plan the district has 
will not be successful for Black and Latino students.

Additionally, Robin showed an understanding of the need to form relationships

and to have dialog, but she also indicated that there is an impediment to this process over

which she had no control. Impediments are discussed in further detail with research

question 2(c). Robin said:

I think my kids will not do as well because a lot of attention is going to math and 
science, they have some serious language barriers and things going on at home 
that are not really being addressed by the resources being given. Those types of 
things will help to close the GAP too. The district taking all of the interpreters out 
of the schools was devastating to me as a school leader in a predominantly Latino 
school. I mean how I am to communicate and form relationships with my 
community if  I can’t speak their language and I have no interpreter.

Felecia, Noah and Darren demonstrated the use of purposeful/deliberate moral

leadership. This strategy however was not consistent among the participants. Felicia

stated that, “I always wanted to help others and make a difference in the lives o f people,

especially Black males. I have a brother who dropped out and I felt that he could have

been saved; I could save him and others like him I thought.” Further, when a controversy

arose in her school related to the murder of seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin, she

demonstrated the use of purposeful/deliberate moral leadership, and in some ways raising

consciousness, as well as courage and risk taking. When told to simply suspend and
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verbally discipline three African American boys who broke the school dress code by

wearing white hooded sweat shirts to school, she took a stand and said no. She

commended the students for their social consciousness and incorporated them into a

school-wide panel discussion about the law and human rights. In doing so, she said,

I was able to show them that it is important to know the law and your rights and 
that it was good to stand up for and even fight for what you believe in. Had I just 
suspended them like I was told to, they would have seen me and the White teacher 
who became the center of the conflict as wrong, and unwilling to hear how they 
were feeling. Most importantly, they would have learned that they were punished 
for speaking out and I never want to take that voice away.

Courageous leadership demonstrated by risk taking, advocacy and a willingness to accept

backlash, as identified by Shields (2013) and Singleton (2010) are additional dispositions

that socially just transformative school leaders have. Giving people a voice and

empowering them is in alignment with transformative school leadership theory, social

justice theory and pedagogy.

Noah, Darren and Brittany used purposeful/deliberate moral leadership by seeking

out and providing their African American and Latino students with mentors and exposure

to public speakers who talked to the students about who they are, their position in society

as an individuals and as part of a racial group, and specifically about “pitfalls” as Darren

described it, that exists in society. They both recognized the need to deliberately educate

African American and Latino students about things that could prevent them from getting

a good education.

The participants also said that they deliberately exposed students to different 

realities, served as positive models or both. These strategies can loosely fall under 

“personal dialogic relationships” (Freire p. 89) and “purposeful/deliberate moral
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leadership” (Bums p. 434). According to Larde (2009) exposure by the institution, “plays 

an important role to the first-generation students’ desire and ability to go to college (pp. 

267-268).” Further, according to Bandura (1993), Jensen (2005) and Larde (2009) an 

established school culture of safety, freedom and high expectations toward higher 

education lessens the stresses associated with stereotype threat, racism and low 

expectations, all of which have been found to exert adverse effects on academic 

outcomes. Bandura (1986,1993) found that positive self-efficacy beliefs do not serve the 

intended function under conditions, perceived or real, that are unfair, racist or that 

demonstrate low expectations. Jensen (2005) found that the lack of autonomy, the 

presence of stress and low expectations in the lives of African American students have 

had a negative impact on academic outcomes and behavior. According to Pajares (1996), 

and personal correspondence, it is not so much that they can’t excel academically, it is 

more so, that they are not allowed to because of the perceived or real outside influences 

of stress caused sometimes by racism or unfair conditions in the classroom and school. 

The principals in this research study deliberately exposed their students to the realities of 

college, high expectations, and positive role models. In doing so they facilitated the 

development of a positive school culture that was safe for the students to grow freely, go 

after their dreams (Larde, 2009) and to excel academically.

In sum, Felicia, Noah and Brittany did use “personal dialogic relationships” 

(Freire, 1970 p. 89) with some of their students. However, they did not demonstrate that 

they did so with the specific intent to promote social justice. Further, they did not 

demonstrate the formation of these types of relationships with their faculty and staff.
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Each participant deliberately exposed their students to the possibility o f attending college 

and they each served as role models and or provided their students with role models for 

the specific purpose of educating them about the numerous pitfalls that could prevent 

them from getting a good education. This strategy can be categorized as a 

purposeful/deliberate use of moral leadership. None of the participants demonstrated that 

they were “critically educative” toward de-construction of structures (Foster, 1986, p. 

185), that they “deliberately raised human consciousness” about the hegemonic 

behaviors, cultures, and structures that maintain power (Bennis, 1986, p. 70), or that 

developed “transformative intellectuals” by deliberately encouraging social justice 

(Giroux, 1985).

Findings for Research Question 2 

Research question two asked, “What strategies do school leaders use to improve 

the educational outcomes of students?” Unanimously the participants indicated that they 

used data, most often test data, to help improve educational outcome for their African 

American and Latino students. Data driven decision-making was identified as the 

primary strategy employed by all o f the participants. The participants also mentioned the 

use of remedial courses and programs like Black History Month, or Multicultural Clubs. 

Lastly, the participants used data to determine the need for professional 

development/teacher training that may improve educational outcomes. The latter two 

strategies most often incorporated the use of test data to determine the need and specific 

types of remediation and professional learning. The implementation of these specific 

strategies is discussed in Question 2 (a).
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Findings for Research Question 2 (a)

Research Question 2 (a) asked, “How are the identified strategies implemented?” 

Data served numerous functions for the principals in this research study. First, and most 

importantly, data identified who specifically the kids were and clearly illustrated the 

wide gaps among them and their White and Asian counterparts. Secondly, data provided 

the participants with justification for things like, teacher placement, special 

programming, professional development and teacher evaluations. Lastly, data were in 

some cases the springboard for conversations about race and the academic achievement

gap-

Noah used data to inform programming that was not academic in nature but that

may impact academic outcomes nonetheless .The remaining participants used data to

inform academic programming and professional development within the school. For

example, Noah considered how impediments outside of the school impact the lives of

students. He collected data on issues pertaining to their lives and as such, may also

impact their academic outcomes. Noah demonstrated both transformative leadership and

social justice pedagogy. The way in which his actions were in alignment with social

justice pedagogy was because he acknowledged realities outside of the schoolhouse that

impinged upon what goes on within the schoolhouse. Taking deliberate actions toward

addressing and correcting the social issues that may impinge upon the lives of his

students was a transformative leadership strategy.

We offer a foundations type class/seminar that educated the students on a variety 
of issues that can impede or support their success (home life, violence, 
interviewing, resume building, application process, and human sexuality). We 
offer a wide range of seminars that we try to get them to think about
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okay.. ."What does this have to do with me sitting in a classroom?" but a lot of 
times it has to do with a lot o f things that keep them from being in the classroom. 
We try to address them on a day-to-day basis. We kind of hammer away with 
them that we are expecting them to make a change.

The remaining participants, Felicia, Darren, Robin, Suzanne, and Brittany

implemented the use of data to identity students who were in need of help, to determine

where to place teachers and to identify the need for professional development. As such,

data in many ways armed these principals with rationale and justification for actions that

were taken. Nonetheless, the implementation of data driven strategies were limited to the

school house. Data were not used to provide global understandings, to demonstrate gaps

in social outcomes or even to inform students about the importance of getting a good

education. Using data on a local level represented a transformational as opposed to a

transformative disposition toward school leadership and improved academic outcomes.

Felicia, Darren, Robin, Suzanne and Brittany spoke of data usage and analysis strictly on

a local level and in most cases with relation to improving their schools test scores.

Data analysis for the purposes of determining immediate, “on the dime” (Darren),

remediation was the most common practice among the participants. The participants

consistently mentioned the presence of testing. A wide variety of test data are used. For

example, national test, state tests, district tests, school based tests such as summative tests

and formative tests are spread throughout the school year. A testing culture has become

part of the norm in the schools where these participants worked. The perception was that

testing provided the data that they needed to effectively do their job. Frequent

benchmarking was noted as the practice that provided the principals with the data that

they used most often.
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It is important to reiterate that testing is the primary source for the data that the 

participants used. I say this because, testing, high stakes testing, over testing, teaching to 

the test and testing fraud and cheating are prevalent themes in the literature (English,

2011) that argues for a shift in educational practices. Social justice pedagogy Freire 

(1970,1985,1998) and the concepts of authentic education versus banking knowledge 

Freire (1970) becomes relevant in this discussion on testing and the data that it provides. 

Also relevant to this discussion is the gateway role that testing plays for government and 

private businesses. According to Fenwick English (2005) public education is 

experiencing a corporate onslaught and according to his wife, Steffy English (2005), 

school leadership is up for grabs in that the leadership can sell-out or stand firm.

Freire’s theory examines specifically how the phenomenon of banking as opposed 

to authentic education take place in schools, in turn preventing the development of 

critical dialog, awareness and innovation. Banking encourages memorization, multiple 

choice, limited responses and very low-level thinking. Critical thinking, inquiry and 

authentic dialog are pushed to the side under these conditions. Further, and more to the 

point of testing and data, banking and standardization are joined at the hip. In an attempt 

to create this one homogenous country, states’ and institutions impose standardized tests 

among all levels of education. The resulting data that these principals relied on so 

heavily, so that they could make data based decisions, were attached to things like 

funding and in some cases penalties. In turn, school leaders and their teachers are 

pressured to teach to the test and as a result, become key players in the culture of testing 

that exist in their schools. Numerous curriculum mandates like mandatory
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benchmarking, common-standards based curriculum and scripted lesson plans are abided 

by out of the fear that, if they don’t comply they will lose their livelihood and the ability 

to take care of their families. Again the danger of equating distributive justice to social 

justice is illustrated.

Fear was a consistent theme among the participants and fear used as a tool is a 

function of dominance and indicative of oppression. This type of culture, according to 

English (2005), is in part, the result of the politically charged, fabricated 

commercialization of a testing culture that is rapidly taking over schools and education as 

a whole. With regard to transformative school leadership, Freire (1970) would argue that 

the correct method for transformative leaders is not politically charged, “libertarian 

propaganda” (Freire, 1970, p. 67), rather the correct practice is within “dialogue” (Freire, 

1970, p.67). This poses an immediate dilemma because as you will see in the next 

section, “the culture of silence” (Freire, 1970, p.30) was ramped among the perceptions 

of the six school principals who participated in this research study.

Findings for Research Question 2 (b)

Research Question 2 (b) asked “What structural impediments affect the leaders’ 

ability to implement transformative strategies? “Another enduring understanding from 

the study was that fear kept the participants silent. Once more, these school leaders 

became part of the same system of practices that they themselves identified as 

frustrating and fearful. As a whole, they did not encourage authentic dialog or 

relationships among their superiors, themselves, their teachers or their students. Another 

identified impediment was school funding and the lack of access to the specific
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resources that they needed to help their specific populations. An impediment that ties in 

with funding and resources is the misunderstanding that distributive justice is the same 

as social justice. Additionally, there was very little alignment (one out of six) between 

the mission, vision and goals of the schools to that of the school leader. More 

importantly, the participants perceive that statements about social justice or 

transformative school leadership were not present within the vision, goals or mission 

statement of the district or system in which they worked. The lack of time was an 

identified as a structural impediment as well. Lastly, deficit thinking, once more, was an 

impediment to transformative school leadership. The above mentioned impediments not 

only serve to impede the leaders’ ability to implement transformative strategies, they 

also deterred the participants from working in democratic ways that are more socially 

just, that facilitates transformative school change.

“The culture of silence” (Freire, 1970, p.30) is described as the climate of an 

institution that prevents pathways from being laid upon which discourse can take place. 

Singleton and Linton (2006) in Courageous Conversations about Race explained the 

necessity of school leadership to create spaces and places where these critical 

conversations may take place. Social justice was never on the agenda according to the 

participants. Planned, formal conversations about race seldom went beyond the analysis 

o f achievement gap data. The participants in this research study consistently indicated 

that dialog about social justice issues did not take place because of fear. Pathways could 

not be laid because fear held them at bay. They, in turn, remained silent hence 

contributing therefore to the “culture of silence” often referred to by Freire.
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Transformative leadership was therefore impeded by fear and silencing because “paths 

of thought that lead to a language of critique” could not be formed (Giroux, 1983, p.80).

Along similar lines, another impediment was identified. Despite the fact that the 

participants acknowledged that the fears and frustration that they experienced were 

wrong, they utilized some of the same practices imposed upon them. Again pulling on 

critical theory, specifically social justice theory as it is laid out in Pedagogy o f  the 

Oppressed, more often than not, the oppressed adopt the behaviors of their oppressors. 

This practice was evident among the participants in this research. For example the 

principals in this research study indicated that they very seldom, if  at all, are given time 

to think critically, question critically, reflect critically or act critically about the 

numerous mandates that they are required to implement at their schools or about 

academic achievements gaps. When asked how often, if at all, they allow for their 

teachers to do the same, each of the participants responses were similar. They stated that 

they did not have time or that it did not matter, because they too had to do whatever was 

being asked of them. This conundrum represents a structural impendent to 

transformative school leadership.

Another common perception among the principals in this research study, that 

served as an impediment to their ability to implement transformative strategies, was the 

way in which the district or in some cases the system was organized and operated. For 

example, all of the participants indicated that very little dialogue occurs between them 

and their immediate supervisors and even less occurs between them and upper level 

district leaders. There is a chain of command that is strictly adhered to, and it is
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considered to be taboo to break it. This structural impediment makes it difficult to 

communicate their concerns and needs. As a result, the principals most often talked and 

complained among themselves. Along similar lines, an operational impediment that 

described their inability to quickly access funds needed was also identified. Additionally 

the types of things on which they are allowed to spend money are not always the same 

things on which they need to able to spend money. Tile I was viewed by all of the 

participants as both a blessing and a curse. Felicia once again indicated that she had to 

be creatively insubordinate so that she could provide her students with the types of 

programming that she felt that they needed. Darren explained the frustration of not 

being able to fund a much needed after school program because the stated curriculum 

supported another program at the school. He too described a process of having to be 

creatively insubordinate. The lack of communication exemplified above represents 

another structural impediment to transformative school leadership.

Another impediment to transformative school leadership practices that is also 

related to funding is the misunderstanding that funds being distributed evenly is all that 

social justice is. For example, Robin and Noah raised concerns that an abundance of 

math and science resources were being provided to their schools because the systems in 

which they worked wanted to assure that each school was getting the same thing. Yet, 

what Robin needed were interpreters and language acquisition curriculum and resources 

because the large majority of the students in her school are English learners. Noah 

stated that while it was good that his district was looking to be equitable with the 

distribution of resources, his concern was that focusing only on equal distribution, left
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unnoticed the need for other necessary changes. This misunderstanding was identified in

the review of literature as, the corollary of social justice and distributive justice. For

example, with regards to his school system’s plan to close the academic achievement

gap by equally distributing resources among all schools, Noah stated,

The stated plans may serve to widen the gap as opposed to closing it, especially 
the graduation and drop out gaps because changes in those things will require 
trust and relationship building. Some people are not willing to trust, parents and 
students are not willing to trust. We have to develop rapport. As far as I know 
there is no plan to build that or repair that. But because of the lack of trust and 
opportunity to build relationships in communities whatever plans the district has 
will not be successful for Black and Latino students.

The above quote represents an understanding that distributive justice alone

undermines the participatory, emancipatory, and other nontangible goals of social justice.

Ayers (2009), Darling-Hammonds (2011) and English (2008) contend that the concept of

distributive justice, in education is erroneously being used interchangeably with the

concept of social justice and that this too impedes the implementation of transformative

practices. Purely distributive justice under the auspices of social justice is problematic for

transformative goals of social justice education (Frierie, 1970; Shields, 2011). When this

happens, the goals of transformative school leadership are compromised which may also

result in school leaders and policy makers working primarily toward the equal

distribution of resources as opposed to working toward real deeply rooted sustainable

change within their practice (Shields; 2011). The reality o f this was clearly represented in

the concerns that Noah and Robin had about funding. Further, the confusion between

distributive justice and social justice resulted in opposition o f individuals working toward

seemingly the same thing. This structural impediment was evident among all of the
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participants when talking about the difficulty of navigating Title I resources and provided 

their students with the specific resources that they need.

Lack of alignment among individual beliefs, school beliefs, and institutional 

beliefs toward transformative change and social justice, is another example of a structural 

impendent to the implementation of transformative leadership strategies. Noah was the 

only participant who actually played an active role in the formation of his schools vision, 

mission and goals. The reasoning provided by Felicia, Darren, Brittany, Suzanne, and 

Robin was twofold. One, they inherited the existing statements. Frequent movement of 

school leaders prevents them from developing with their staff belief statements that better 

reflect their own feelings and that might include some of the ideals of social justice and 

transformative school change. In addition, as Suzanne suggested, instability and frequent 

reassignments makes it difficult to establish a culture that is conducive to real change. 

Further and perhaps most detrimental to leaders’ ability to implement transformative 

strategies, is the perception held by the participants that explicit statements about social 

justice or transformative school leadership were not present within the vision, goals or 

mission of the district or system in which they worked. This is a significant impediment 

to the implementation of transformative leadership strategies that also represents a lack of 

leadership within the systems and districts in general. Once again, given the numerous 

mandates and managerial tasks that they must balance, they did not have the time revisit 

something that was already done. The lack of alignment between the vision, mission and 

goals of the schools and the principals in this research study does not necessary mean that 

they did not have an orientation one way or another, but it did indicate a serious lack of
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leadership and organizational continuity, which are identified impediments to the change 

process.

The participants perceived that the goals of education should be, to produce

globally competitive, productive citizens who would, upon graduation, be ready to go to

college or into a career. The achievement of these goals would allow them to be able to

work and to take care of themselves. Additionally, all of the participants said something

about improving society. Three of the participants made specific statements about

changing society. “For example, Suzanne said, “The goal of education to me is to get

them to be more knowledgeable, worldly, well rounded contributors in society; to change

society”. Noah did not say the word “change,” but when explaining what he meant by

literacy it was clear that he was talking about social change. For example, he said;

We should focus on literacy, because when you are not truly literate you don’t 
understand your place in the world, and you become hopeless. We would have a 
more productive and mindful society if  literacy was the goal because you would 
be more respectful and feel like you belong; it would be a better place.

Similarly, although he flip-flopped, Darren did say, “The goal o f education is to provide

students with the ability to change things for themselves and for society”. However, in

the very same breath he said that the goal was to maintain society. Specifically, “the goal

is to educate people so that our way of life can be maintained. Jefferson said that

education allows us to maintain civil order and a democratic society.”

There was a paradox between what the principals perceived as important goals for

education and their individual practices to improve academic outcomes. The goals as they

were stated were transformative in that they did address social outcomes and the need for

social change. However, the actual practices of these leaders represented change on the
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local level only. There was also a slight division in the perceived goals of the districts and 

systems in which these principals and their goals. None of the participants perceived that 

social change or redress was a goal of the systems or districts in which they worked. The 

existence of paradoxes was a prominent theme in the review of literature. Specifically, 

there are paradoxes that are central to the idea of democracy and education. These 

paradoxes represent additional structural impediments that affect the leaders’ ability to 

implement transformative strategies.

Impediments associated with the orientation of a school leader toward the causes 

of negative academic and social outcomes that were present among the principals in this 

research study was, deficit thinking and perceptions toward the goal of education. The 

existence of these dispositions according to a number of researchers (Bourdieu, 

1979/1984,1989/1996; Dilpit, 1995; Glantz, 2007; Gramsci, 1971; Irvine, 1991; King, 

2005; Marrshall & Olivia, 2005; Shields, 2006; West, 2001) affects the leaders’ ability to 

implement the strategies needed for deeply rooted transformative change.

For example when asked about their thoughts on the causes of the academic 

achievement gap and the high rate of school failure and drop-out among African 

American and Latino Students, each of the participants began with issuing statements 

about the students and their home life. Specifically, they mentioned things like single 

parent households, lack o f parental support, home language not being English, the type of 

housing as well as the location of the housing that the student lived in. However, almost, 

as a second thought, as if  they realized that what they were saying was that it was the 

children’s fault that they were failing (deficit thinking), did the participants begin to make
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statements connecting schools to the problem of school failure among African American 

and Latino students. What it looked like and sounded from an observational perspective 

was that the principals said what they really felt, but after realizing what that meant, they 

attempted to do damage control by issuing brief statements about the schools’ role as 

well. For example, Felicia quickly stated, “But, the problem could also be the teacher.” 

The perceptions that were gleaned from this research study mostly represented deficit 

thinking. This was an impediment to transformative change because not much was being 

done about it. Ideally, a transformative school leader would recognize this and provide 

professional development, which would raise consciousness levels about the dangers of 

deficit thinking (Theoharis, 2010 and Singleton 2006). However, in this situation the 

school leader was the one that maintained an individual orientation of deficit thinking, 

and it was not evident, what, if any supports were being provided to address that problem. 

As such, deficit thinking among the school leaders was a clear impediment to 

transformative school leadership.

The importance of a leader’s orientation to towards the causes of inequality, 

social justice and transformative change cannot be overstated. Specific orientations have 

been found to be impediments to the implementation of transformative leadership 

strategies. There are structural and individual realities that operate simultaneously in 

society that assist in the perpetuation o f inequity (inputs) and inequality (outputs). As 

such, according to West (2001), Gramsci (1971) and social cultural reproduction theorist 

Bourdieu (1996), both orientations are necessary for transformative school leaders. The 

orientation that an individual has, determine their course of action. For example, school
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leaders that have a structural orientation will take steps toward confronting and 

challenging the structural supports of inequality (outputs) and inequity (inputs) 

(Singleton, 2006 and Theoharis 2010). A school leader that has an individual orientation 

may take steps toward addressing the unfair treatment of traditionally marginalized 

students by raising the consciousness levels of their faculty Singleton (2006) and 

Theoharis (2010). In this regard, the lack of transformative school leadership served as 

impediment an impediment to the implementation transformative strategies.

In sum, the culture o f silence, the oppressed becoming the oppressor, the lack of 

authentic dialog among leaders, the lack of access to specific types of resources/funding, 

misunderstanding of distributive justice and social justice, unaligned visions, missions 

and goals, lack of time and deficit thinking affected the leaders’ ability to implement 

transformative strategies.

Findings for Research Question 2 (c)

Research Question 2 (c) asked: “What perceptions do these school leaders have 

about their ability as educators to affect change within their schools’ practices?” The 

primary theme that offers the best response to this research question is; “I Don’t’ Make 

The Rules-I Just Work Here!” An enduring understanding that I developed and that 

answers Research Question 2 (c), was that the participants in this research study 

perceived that in their current positions as school principals, the development of healthy 

relationships, exposure to different options and role modeling was the extent to what 

they did and could do specifically to help the African American and Latino students that 

they serve.
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Most telling about their perceptions toward their ability to affect change within

their schools of practice were their perceptions that school principals are voiceless and

therefore powerless managers as opposed to school leaders who had the ability to affect

change. All of the principals expressed this perception, which is why it was assigned a

theme. Suzanne and Darren suggested that principals did have more autonomy within

their own schools, but they all agreed that at the end of the day there was not much

really autonomy at all. Each principal commented on their lack of opportunity to

provide input, feedback, reflection or action concerning the many directives or mandates

that they were expected to implement. Noah solidified the essences o f all of their

perceptions and clearly illustrates the perceptions of these school leaders toward their

ability as educators to affect change within their schools practices.

When it comes down to it we all, even I, we just have to do what is asked of us. 
They really don’t want people asking a whole lot of questions and all. They want 
to know that when you are asked to do this or that, that you are going to do it. The 
type of person that they need has to follow orders and do their job. It is as if 
nothing is going to change. We are changing titles and names, but I am not sure 
we are changing the environment. You need to change the environment to affect 
change.

These perceptions were consistent with the review of literature specifically as it 

pertained to how schools are structured and what districts and states are looking for in 

building level leaders. For example, a primary finding in Carney (2006) was that state 

school superintendents were not looking for school leaders who were concerned with 

social change, to the contrary, State school leaders according to his study were interested 

in leaders who could be good school managers or supervisors of teachers. The following 

perception held by Darren, further support the findings in Camey et al. 2006.
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I think that as principal, I need to be aware of what is going on and to monitor 
things that are in place because you know this thing that is going on but if you 
don’t monitor it, it may not be going the way you want it to. I think that our role 
is to facilitate our building, which is a part of the whole role. You know, it just 
depends on your capacity to do that. I get involved, but most of my time is spent 
with monitoring instruction and what the teachers do. The teachers seem to a 
little bit better when the supervisor is around.. ..inspection! I do feel that I have 
the opportunity to vet processes, but in the end you have to do what you are told 
to do on nonnegotiable things despite the fact that it is a bad idea. My 
responsibility is to keep my job first. Everybody got a mortgage to pay, so you 
pay your mortgage.

In sum, the perceptions that these school leaders had about their ability as 

educators to affect change within their schools practices was that they felt that they a 

some autonomy in the buildings. The overarching perception however was that they were 

more like managers implementing the mandates, policies, practices and procedures of 

someone else. The school leaders did not perceive that they had any real ability to affect 

change in their schools o f practice.

Recommendations for Educational Leaders 

The willingness of educational leaders to assess, develop, and master social justice 

pedagogy is directly tied to their effectiveness in dealing with students of color.

1. A formal system of social justice education is not only warranted but long 

overdue. Increasing the capacity of the faculty is critical to creating an environment that 

would facilitate a transformative agenda, that is deeply democratic, values diversity and 

that is socially just. This education should include

2. Educational systems must address the current inequality present because of 

long standing and deeply rooted variances present in society. This would include an 

analysis of the systems’ policies and practices that have resulted in disparate academic
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and life outcomes. Transformative leadership is an effective practice for broader social 

changes. The lack of identification of transformative leadership and social justice as core 

competencies that are mandated for teachers and leaders support the maintenance of the 

status quo.

3. Further, transformative leadership couched in social justice should be included 

as a core competency both in the position description for educators as well as a preferred 

disposition for the hiring position. The standards that govern educational leaders and 

teachers provide insight to the desired outcomes for the whole of education.

4. As such, I recommend the restoration o f social justice and transformative ideals 

to the ISLC standards that guide education and leadership development.

5. Teacher and leader certification programs should implement processes to 

address the paucity of effective teachers and leaders.

6. Teachers and leaders should be trained on pedagogy that will facilitate the shift 

toward change that is more transformative.

7. Processes should be created and implemented to facilitate the identification and 

if  necessary the deconstruction of systemic impediments that are present, that impede 

critical questioning, critical reflection, critical action and courageous conversation from 

taking place.

There was alignment among the perceptions of the school leaders and the 

information gleaned for the review of the literature. Analysis of the perceptions that were 

held by the participants was aligned with aspects of social justice and transformative 

school leadership theory.
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Recommendations for Future Research

Based on the findings of this research study and based on the review of literature,

the researcher would like to make the following recommendations for future research.

Looking at the perceptions of teachers and area supervisors towards transformative

school leadership and social justice may provide information that sheds light on if they

perceive transformative school leadership and social justice differently or similarly to

principals. A research study with participants who have been identified as transformative«

school leaders and comparing them to individuals who are not, to determine specifically 

how, if at all they confront various challenges. Another recommendation for future 

research is to compare the academic outcomes and social outcomes of students who 

attend a school whose leaders are transformative with students who attend a school where 

the leaders are not. A collection of their narrative experiences may reveal if the type of 

leadership had an identifiable impact on their success or failures.

Summary

Chapter 5 consisted of the summary of the study, findings from Chapter 4 and 

responses to the two research questions as well as the three sub-questions. Theoretical 

alignments and a comparison to relevant literature, when applicable, follow the response 

to research questions. Critical reflection in the form of a discussion is provided within the 

summary of the major findings. The critical reflection of the researcher explains the 

thoughts of researcher after having a second opportunity to synthesize the review of the 

literature, theoretical underpinnings, findings and participants’ responses. Implications
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for the findings in the educational arena are presented in this chapter as well. Chapter 5 

concludes with recommendations for educational leaders and future research.

The Perceptions of School Leadership Towards Transformative Leadership and 

Social Justice is a phenomenological investigation that gleaned the perceptions of school 

leaders who primarily serve African American and Latino students, towards the concepts 

o f social justice, transformative school leadership and the academic achievement gap. 

The participants demonstrated feelings of fear and frustration when describing how they 

struggled to operate within a system that is not conducive for critical conversations, 

questioning, or actions concerning the disparate academic and life outcomes associated 

with race. For the most part they were helpless, powerless, and voiceless managers of 

their schools when it came to being able to confront and change policies, practices, 

mechanisms, and structures that may facilitate a more democratic work place and 

learning environment for the teachers and students that they serve. Critical to this 

observation is the use of fear and silencing to maintain practices that serve to oppress 

them as school leaders. The leaders intern, employ the same practices in their work. 

Because of the action required to bring about real, systemic, school wide and above all 

transformative change the researcher is doubtful that these participants will be given the 

opportunity to create safe places for the courageous conversation to take place whereby 

perpetuating a culture of dominance and oppression in schools and as such society.
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HOME INSTITUTION IRB STUDY CERTIFICATION



Institutional Rovimw Boarxl 
Jbr Bmsoaroh Involving Human Sulymcrs

15-Jun-2012

M s. Dawn Jo A lexander  
M ercer University  
Tift C ollege o f  Education - Atlanta  
3 0 0 1  M ercer University Drive 
Atlanta, GA 30341

RE: Perceptions of Schools Leaders Toward Transformative Leadership and Social Justice (H1206166

D ear M s. Alexander:

Your application en titled : P erceptions o f  Schools Leaders Toward T ransform ative Leadership and Social Justice (H 1206166  w as  
rev iew ed  by th is Institutional R eview  Board for Human Subjects R esearch in accordan ce w ith  Federal R egulations 2 1 CFR 
56 .110(b ) and 45 CFR 46.110(b) (for ex p ed ited  review ) and w a s app roved  under C ategory 6 ,7  per 63 FR 6 0364 .

Your application  w a s approved for o n e  year o f  study on 14-Jun-2012. The protocol expires 13-Jun-2013. If th e  study co n tin u es  
b e y o n d  o n e  year, it m ust b e  re-eva lu ated  by th e  IRB C om m ittee.

Item (s) A pproved:
N e w  A pplication

P lea se  co m p lete  th e  survey for th e  IRB and th e  O ffice o f R esearch C om pliance. To a c ce ss  th e  survey, click o n  th e  fo llow in g  
link: http://www.zoomeranQ.com/Survey/?p=W EB227URK2RB6Q

R esp ectfu lly ,

11&JL.&1&
Ava Cham bliss-Richardson, M.ED., CIP, CIM 
M em b er
Intuitional R eview  Board
M ercer University IRB & O ffice o f  Research Com pliance  
P hone (4 7 8 )3 0 1 -4 1 0 1  
Fax (478) 301-2329  
ORC_M ercer@M ercer.Edu

Mercer University has adoptad, and agraaa to conduct its clinical research studies In accordance with, tha 
International conference on Harmonization's (1CH) Ouldallnaa for Good Clinical Practice.

1308 College Street •  Macao. Georgia 31207-0003 
<478) 301-4101 •  FAX (478) 301-2329

http://www.zoomeranQ.com/Survey/?p=WEB227URK2RB6Q
mailto:ORC_Mercer@Mercer.Edu
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Department of Research and Evaluation

June 4, 2012

Ms. Dawn Alexander 
3199 Stanford Circle 
Lawrencevilie, GA 30044

Reference: Research Proposal, Perceptions of School Leaders Toward Transformative 
Leadership and Social Justice (File No. 2011-065)

Dear Ms. Alexander.

This letter is to advise you that your research proposal has been approved by the Department of 
Research and Evaluation for implementation in the . You
may now invite principals to participate in your study. P lease remember that the 
principal/chief site administrator has the final right of approval or denial of the research 
proposal a t that site. In addition, note that teachers and others may elect not to 
participate in your research study, even though the district has granted permission.

This approval is valid for one year from the date on this approval letter. Should there be any 
changes, addenda, design changes, or adverse events to the approved protocol, a request for 
these changes must also be submitted in writing to the Director of Research and
Evaluation during this one year approval period. Changes should not be initiated until written 
approval is received. Further, should there be a need to extend the time requested for the 
project, the researcher must submit a written request for approval at least one month prior to the 
anniversary date of the most recent approval. If the time for which approval is given expires, it 
will be necessary to resubmit the proposal for another review by the Research Review 
Committee.

Please forward a copy of your results to me when they are completed. Also, we would 
appreciate your feedback on our research approval process. Please complete the enclosed 
survey and return it in the postage paid envelope.

Best wishes for a successful research project. Feel free to call me at if you have
any questions.

Sincerely,



APPENDIX C 

LETTER OF INFORMED CONSENT



200

Tift College of Education

INFORMED CONSENT

Perceptions o f School Leaders Toward Transformative Leadership and Social Justice

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.

Investigators
Dawn Jo Alexander, BA and MA Ed. Currently a doctoral student in the Educational 
Leadership Program at Mercer University.
Edward L. Bouie PhD. Dissertation Chair, Pamela A. Larde PhD, Methodologist, and 
Elain E. Artman PhD, Committee Member.

Purpose of the Research
This research study is designed to determine to what extent educational leaders in schools 
that serve large populations o f Black and Latino students employ transformative 
leadership strategies to promote the concept of social justice and, if so, to identify these 
strategies and how they are incorporated with the intent to improve the educational 
outcomes of students. The data from this research will be used to better understand the 
perceptions of school leaders toward transformative leadership and social justice. The 
interview data will be analyzed to gain insight of the phenomena of school failure. The 
results will contribute to the field of education by illuminating what school administrators 
who serve large populations of minority and poor children know about social justice. This 
study is also significant in that it may uncover transformative strategies used by school 
leaders to assure an equitable educational experience for all students. This study may 
expose systemic mechanisms in schools that impede leaders in their ability to create 
conditions for social justice.
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Procedures
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in an 
interview. No controls will be used. Your interview will last approximately forty-five to 
sixty minutes and will be electronically recorded.

Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study. As a participant in this research 
study you have the right to discontinue participation, either temporarily or permanently.

Potential Benefits of the Research
Possible benefits for the participants of this project are that you may gain greater insight 
to aspects of transformative leadership, social justice and the academic achievement gap.

Confidentiality and Data Storage
To preserve confidentiality and privacy of the participants the researcher will use 
pseudonyms, strip the interview of any names and all other personally identifiable 
information, and conduct the interview at a safe and quite location. No identifiable 
information will be included in the final report. The name of the participants, their school 
and their districts will not be included in the research findings, paper, or final report. A 
digital audio recording of the interviews will be transcribed using the professional 
services of GMR Transcriptions. The electronic recordings will be stored by the 
researcher in a locked office desk. After the recordings have been transcribed the audio 
recording will be deleted. After all identifying information is removed the research 
methodologist, the researcher, and the transcription company will access to the audio 
tapes. Mercer University requires that data be stored at Mercer University for at least 3 
years after completion of the study.

Participation and Withdrawal
It is important for you to understand that your participation in this research study is 
voluntary. As a participant you may refuse to participate at any time. To withdraw from 
the study please contact
Dawn Jo Alexander at 3199 Stanford Circle Lawrencevilie GA, 30044 or at 
dia3x@bellsouth.net

Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Edward L Bouie, PhD, 
Dissertation Chair, at Bouie EL@Mercer.edu. 678-547-6165, Mercer University, Mercer 
University Drive, Atlanta GA

mailto:dia3x@bellsouth.net
mailto:EL@Mercer.edu
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This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you believe 
there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB 
Chair, at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered 
to your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to 
participate in this research study.

Signature of Research Participant Date

Participant Name (Please Print) Date

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date

TIFT COLLEGE OF EDUCATION 

Educational Leadership Program 

3001 Mercer University Drive 

Atlanta, GA30341
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Invitation to Participate
June 14,2012

Dear Principal,

I am currently enrolled as a graduate student at Mercer University. As a requirement for my 
doctorate degree, I will be conducting a research project entitled Perceptions o f School Leaders 
Toward Transformative Leadership and Social Justice. The purpose of this research is to 
determine to what extent educational leaders in schools that serve large populations of Black and 
Latino students employ transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept of social 
justice and, if so, to identify these strategies and how they are incorporated with the intent to 
improve the educational outcomes of students. I am humbly requesting your permission to 
include you as a participant in this research project.

This project will begin on June, 18, 2012 and end on July 22, 2012. The project will involve a 
45-60 minute interview at your school in a safe and secure room/office. As a part of this research 
I will transcribed, analyzed and summarized the interviews after all identifiers have been 
stripped. The professional services of GMR Transcriptions will be employed for this project. 
Access to student records is not needed for this research study.

Possible benefits for the participants of this project are that you may gain greater insight to 
aspects of transformative leadership, social justice and the academic access/achievement gap. 
There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts for participants in this project. As a participant 
your name, your schools name and the name of the district will not be included in the final 
report. All personally identifiable information will be stripped from the data and no identifiable 
information will be included in the final report.

Your participation in this project is voluntary. You will not be penalized or lose any benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled if you decide that you will not participate in this research 
project. If you decide to participate in this project, you may discontinue participation at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits. You have the right to inspect any instrument or materials 
related to the proposal. Your request will be honored within a reasonable period after the request 
is received.

Dawn Jo Alexander 
Mercer University
770-923-4258 email DJA3X@bellsouth.net or Dawn J Alexander@fc.dekalb.kl2.ga.us
Edward L. Bouie, PhD, Dissertation Chair
Mercer University, Educational Leadership
678-547-6165
Bouie_EL@Mercer.edu

If you agree to participate in this research, please complete the information below:

Participant’s Name (please print) Participant’s Signature Date

Return signed consent to Dawn Jo Alexander at the time of your interview. You may also 
mail it to me at 3199 Stanford Circle Lawrencevilie, GA 30044 prior to my arrival at your 
school.

mailto:DJA3X@bellsouth.net
mailto:Alexander@fc.dekalb.kl2.ga.us
mailto:Bouie_EL@Mercer.edu


205

APPENDIX E

SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS



206

Sample Interview Questions for Principals

Social Justice

1. In your own words define or explain your understanding of social justice. In 
essence define social justice or your understanding of it.

2. Does your school have statements or policies reflecting in writing your beliefs and 
actions for social justice?

3. What strategies or practices do you employ to promote the concept of social 
justice?

4. What are your perceptions toward school leadership and social change?
5. Do you relate your individual practice as a school leader to what goes on in the 

broader sense of society?

Academic outcomes:

1. What do you think about the academic achievement gap? In your opinion what is 
it? What are the causes?

2. What is your plan of action toward closing the academic achievement gap?
3. What happens at this school that benefits your students academically and assures 

that they receive a quality, competitive education?
4. What do you do in your day to day work that benefits your students academically 

and assures that they receive a quality, competitive education?
5. Do you feel that it is important to close the academic achievement gap? Why or 

why not?
6. What is the district’s plan for closing the gap?
7. How do you feel about the plan and will it work?
8. Do you have a role or voice in this plan? If so explain how.
9. How does this plan affect outcomes for your Black and Latino students?
10. As a school leader when do you have opportunities to think critically, reflect 

critically, question critically and or to take critical action concerning academic 
outcomes for the children that you serve?

Transformative leadership

1. In your own words, what do you think the goal of education presently is?
2. How do you think literacy plays a role in this goal?
3. What do you think the goal of education ought to be?
4. What is your perception of the value o f literacy in education?
5. What are you able to do specifically to help (insert-Black or Latino) students?
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6. In what ways are you either supported or not supported when implementing 
strategies, practices, or procedures that, support (insert- Black or Latino) students, 
are socially just or that may produce more equitable outcomes?

7. Was there ever a time when you wanted to institute a policy, practice or procedure 
that would positively impact the lives of your students, but did not or were unable 
to do so? If so tell me about that.

8. How did you handle that situation?
9. How would you handle that in a different environment?
10. Share with me why you would or would not describe this as a safe environment.
11. Do you feel secure enough to speak up in your work environment?
12. Tell me about a time when a policy practice or procedure was implemented that 

would not positively impact the lives of students or improve academic outcomes. 
What happened? What did you do? And how did you feel?

13. Was there a time and place for you to voice your concerns, thoughts or 
opposition?

14. As a school principal do you have the opportunity to think critically, reflect 
critically, question critically, and take critical action about the policies, practices 
and procedures that you are expected to implement? How does that look?

15. Tell me how you feel about your ability to impact change within your school and 
or society as a whole.

16. How are you empowered to affect change?
17. How do you empower others to affect change?

Guiding Research Questions That Focused The Study

1. To what extent do school leaders who serve primarily Black and Latino 
population utilize transformative leadership strategies to promote the concept of social justice?

2. What strategies do school leaders use to improve the educational outcomes 
of students?

a. How are the identified strategies implemented?

b. What structural impediments affect the leaders’ ability to 
implement transformative strategies?

c. What perceptions do these school leaders have about their 
ability as educators to affect change within their schools 
practices?
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Table 1

Felicia Darren Noah Brittany Robin Suzanne

I Don’t Make 
The Rules I 
Just Work 
Here

Tight lipped

Exposure and 
Role
Modeling Are 
Things That 
We Can All 
Do

Data Driven

Gap Closure 
Is Unlikely, 
But We Keep 
at It Anyway

Social Justice- 
I’m Sure It’s 
In There 
Somewhere

Dangerous
Dichotomies

my role is to In the end you The type o f No, we don’t They need I am
communicate have to do person that have a lot o f principals to responsible
the vision of the what you are they need has input. In many manage the for “did you
district told to follow ways we are like school and implement

orders and do managers. make sure this with
their job. that things

nm

fidelity
lull

smoothly.
everyone is tight very few you just got to I usually keep
lipped and principals are be careful not I don’t say why, Principals my mouth
moves on going to to say the I just quietly do just don’t shut

question or wrong thing what I have to talk about
challenge that around the do those things
authority wrong person publically

In my school I I can help We EXPOSURE! We take our
can make people them by being deliberately I expose students and
aware and be a a good role expose the them to to college
good model model and student to science, campuses

exposure things to help software, because they
clubs, and are not
important exposed to
people that at home.

our discussion, Using data
always started allows us to Dropout and if some actually The data
off talking about change on a school failure score lower this Who can allowed me to
data dime when data supports year than last I dispute the put my most

practices are the need for begin to ask data? It’s effective
It will never be now working schools like questions therein teachers,
completely this black and
closed white.

W ejustgo tto Even if  we If we don’t close I hate to say
I am sure it is in keep don't close it it kids will gap will be close, you are
the schools chopping we must close simply rise to there, we never going
mission away at it in on it. where we put don’t have to to close it
statement them. close it. But!
though. We keep at

equitable I was part of I am sure all that it There may be
opportunity at developing is in there, it some
education is the mission. I may not be those And that’s in statements
reflected in made sure exact words, but there as about, like all

This job is the mission those beliefs it’s in there well...I kids can do
politically statement of and ideas think at least this, that,
charged and the school were in there I hope it is. etc...
volatile. It is very
Anything can frustrating and
happen at any Just like that people are stressful, my Nothing is
time and cause it can be over; afraid of major concern is safe in
you your job. test scores are losing their closing gaps and As a education;

too low or jobs right that is what I principal, if  I anything can
someone did now, must to do want to keep happen, lam
something especially my job, I got not worried
stupid those who are to get it done about it, I can

socially somehow. always get a
conscious job


