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Abstract

This study investigated social justice from the point of view of school directors, teachers, and
parents. We chose two schools that were undergoing major demographic changes because of
increased immigration into Catalonia, Spain. They were both classified as “schools of maximum
complexity” because of their socio-economic characteristics. The research questions focused on
how directors, teachers, and parents give meaning to social justice and what actions they take to
achieve it. Teachers and principals adopted practices that have been described in leadership lit-
erature as transformational, such as building trust and challenging the process; they only occa-
sionally showed transformative practices like those described by Santamaria (2014) as applied
critical leadership (ACL). They were motivated by seeing the needs of migrant families and stu-
dents with special needs. They seriously considered social cohesion and believed that all students
should be given the same opportunities and treated fairly. While these principals wanted to guide
teachers to see their work in new ways and develop practices to address the needs of a changing
student population, they did not reflect on the connection between day-to-day problems and the
larger social system. This critical perspective is essential to ACL.
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The importance of school leadership in addressing the needs of marginalized populations is
receiving increased attention around the world. (Belavi and Murillo, 2016; Bogotch and Shields,
2014). The International Study of Leadership Development Network (ISLDN) has been concerned
with distribution of resources, recognition of people of different backgrounds, access to power, and
inclusion since its founding in 2008 (Cerdas-Montano et al. 2018; Gurr et al. 2018; Jacobson and
Notman, 2018; Okilwa and Barnett 2018; Robertson, 2017; Sun, 2018).

A recent study on school leadership and child poverty in schools was carried out in western
Andalusia, Spain. Llorent-Bedmar et al. (2019) found that teachers were in urgent need of pre-
paration to work with students at risk of social exclusion, and principals needed greater autonomy
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to work with teachers to improve instructional practices. Llorent-Bedmar et al. (2019) make an
important contribution on the technical aspects of school leadership in Spain, but they do not
discuss issues of social justice directly.

This paper focuses on social justice in two schools in Catalonia, Spain, that have faced new
challenges caused by the arrival of immigrant families from all over the world. The research
questions focused on how directors, teachers, and parents give meaning to social justice and what
actions they take to achieve it. Our theoretical framework was applied critical leadership (ACL)
developed by Santamaria (2014).

In recent years, education systems in general and schools in particular have faced an urgent need
to support families overwhelmed by social challenges that go beyond the curriculum. Tejada
(2000:1) points out that social, cultural, and economic changes have a decisive impact on educa-
tional approaches and require structural modifications and changes in practices. Research studies,
such as those by Salimbeni (2011) have shown that student performance and learning are influ-
enced by the interactions that students have with all social actors, specifically with their families.
Siqué (2006) and Boylan and Woolsey (2015) add that such interactions can be altered when there
is great linguistic and cultural diversity.

According to UNESCO (CICS/IED/UNESCO, 2016), poverty, inequality, and social justice are
closely interrelated. Inequity is the starting point, and issues related to the economy, such as
differences in income levels, living standards, or employment are compounded by discrimination
based on gender, ethnicity, and race or religion. The report draws attention to those aspects which
are the most important factors determining social exclusion and discrimination.

In Spain, between 1996 and 2009, the number of immigrants increased by a factor of six. In a
few years immigrants went from being 3% to 14% of the population. More specifically, Catalonia
currently hosts people from all continents. Taking into account the data provided by the Statistics
Institute of Catalonia (IDESCAT, 2018), in 2017 the number of immigrants amounted to 1,041,362
(13.7% of the total population of Spain).

The origins of immigrant families are diverse. The Moroccan community predominates with
19.89% of the total number of foreign residents. Romanian are 8.55%; Chinese are 5.5%; Italians
are 4.97%; and Pakistanis are 4.24%. If we analyze the population by continent, there are 33.16%
from Europe, 27.25% from Africa (most from North Africa), 24.81% from South America (mainly
from Peru, Ecuador, or Bolivia) and 14.70% from Asia (IDESCAT, 2018).

Groups with different cultures, lifestyles, languages, and beliefs have come in contact with each
other. The great majority of the migratory waves come from marginal centers, and poor and socio-
economically disadvantaged areas.

Faced with a complex and culturally diverse reality, the European Union has set a goal of
inclusion (Commission European, 2010). All faculty are expected to serve students to live together
in a diverse context. The effort will have to be intensified to bring at least 20 million people out of
poverty by 2020. This idea is supported by the recent linguistic model of the educational system of
Catalonia, (GenCat, 2018).

In the Spanish case, Organic Law 8/2013 (BOE No. 295) states that one of the competencies that
students must develop is related to coexistence in a multicultural and diverse society. Antiinez
(2004: 89) understands participation as the action of intervening in the processes of planning,
execution, or evaluation of certain tasks that are developed in the school. Torres (2001) argues that
families and community can participate through management and decision-making; curriculum,
classroom activities, and educational support at home. This type of participation and recognition
leads to social justice and democracy (Belavi and Murillo, 2016).
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For Barrientos et al. (2016) promoting participation requires: (a) assuming that the goal of
education is none other than to ensure that children develop the competencies established in the
curriculum; (b) recognizing that respect for cultural diversity is essential for building an effective
relationship with families; (c) contributing to the construction of educational conditions in which
all people and groups can promote shared activities; and (d) valuing the contributions of external
professionals and families.

These contributions can be a reference that allows us to know if the practices that are developed
in classrooms are shared and are part of a collective identity and, above all, are oriented under the
principles of equity and social justice. However, these principles do not make sense if they are not
linked to the recognition of the value of differences and greater representation in social and school
life.

Theoretical framework

The field of leadership has advanced by following several models in recent years. Instructional
leadership has put the responsibility for school improvement on the shoulders of the principal
(Hallinger 2003). Distributed leadership emphasizes the role of teachers and those who take both a
formal and informal role in creating change (Harris et al, 2007). Moral leadership calls on schools
to be places of community and trust (Sergiovanni, 1992). Transformational leadership moves
beyond management to make fundamental changes in people and organizations.

Kouzes and Posner (2012) helped to popularize Burns’ (1978) concept of transformational
leadership in the world business. They defined a transformational leader as one who inspires a
shared vision; encourages collaboration and the creation of effective teams; promotes high expec-
tations; and recognizes the work of the members of the organization. This type of transformational
leadership requires a higher level of interaction among the members of an organization.

Da Costa et al. (2014) described transformational leadership as a result of increased motivation
and commitment on the part of managers and professionals at the center. They argue that it is
necessary to enhance the participation of all and work together. Cornejo et al. (2014) emphasize
that it is fundamental to guide teams in a particular direction toward excellence and organizational
learning. They point out that strategic management, communication, delegation, negotiation,
conflict resolution, teamwork, and the participation of families open new possibilities.

Transformational leadership (Kouzes and Posner, 2012) has had a major impact in business and
education. Being a successful manager is no longer considered to be an adequate profile for a
school director. This change from static directives to negotiation and inspiration has opened the
way to influence both leaders and followers to think in new ways and reflect on their own moral
convictions. While laudable, transformational leadership falls short because it can be carried out
without reference to conditions of social justice in the broader community. For example, a school
director might inspire teachers to implement reading programs that give students greater levels of
skill and help them reflect on their own moral behavior, but there might still be no reference to the
social conditions in which students live and the historical conditions that keep them in poverty.

For these reasons, Shields’ (2010) concept of transformative leadership goes wider because it
includes a more critical perspective and equitable change in social conditions. She argues that
leadership requires moral courage and activism.

Shields (2010) inspired a line of research that focuses on social justice. DeMatthews et al.
(2016) studied a school leader, Mrs Donna, who established a school in Mexico along the border
with the USA. She exhibited transformative leader practices, which included leadership oriented
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toward the lived experiences of marginalized communities, a connection of school lives to com-
munity lives, commitment to a view of schooling that included more than academic achievement, a
priority of interaction with the community, and, most importantly for transformative leadership, a
challenge of dominant ideologies.

Another school leader in northern California in the USA provided safety by protecting undo-
cumented parents and students from the threat of deportation. She was sensitive to the culture of
the community; she communicated regularly and had developed a critical consciousness (Craw-
ford, 2017).

The transformative practices reported by De Matthews et al. (2016) and Crawford (2017) were
related to the practices of culturally responsive school leadership described in a recent review of
literature by Khalifa et al. (2016). Culturally responsive school leadership included critical self-
awareness, culturally responsive curricula and teacher preparation, an inclusive school environ-
ment, and engagement with students and parents.

Transformative leadership is perhaps best exemplified by Santamaria’s (2014) concept of ACL.
It includes aspects of transformational and transformative leadership in the context of social
justice. ACL is defined by the following practices: conducting critical conversations, assuming
a critical race theory lens, building consensus, addressing stereotype threat, promoting academic
discourse, honoring all constituents, leading by example, and establishing trust.

ACL served as a guiding theory for this study because the above practices resonated with
transformative social justice leadership. We were looking for attitudes and actions that represented
these practices. The transformative social justice leader would confront moral issues when nec-
essary with critical conversations. A critical race theory would be applicable in the USA, where
Santamaria’s research was conducted, but we looked more broadly for oppression of any group,
particularly those newly arrived in the country. We were particularly alert for subtle threats to the
identity of immigrants that would affect their achievement. The leader would also have the skills of
transformational leadership to build consensus of families and teachers, promote academic dis-
cussion of the mission of the school, honor all constituents, lead by example, and establish trust.

Methods

This study looked for signs of transformative social justice leadership by examining the views of
school directors, teachers, and parents. We chose two schools that were undergoing major demo-
graphic changes because of increased immigration into Catalonia, Spain. They were both classified
as “schools of maximum complexity” because of their socio-economic characteristics. To deter-
mine the level of “maximum complexity” the following criteria are taken into account: diversity of
the school; family background; socio-economic and educational level of families; and academic
results. These schools receive a higher level of resources (Departament d’Ensenyament, 2014).

The schools were located in the cities of Santa Coloma de Gramanet in the province of
Barcelona, and in the city of Lleida. The two are located in the autonomous community of
Catalonia, Spain. The schools were selected for their diverse migrant populations. Principals and
teachers participated voluntarily, and teachers recommended parents to be interviewed.

The Santa Coloma school is located in a lower-middle class urban area. It provides services to
families in disadvantaged socio-economic conditions. There are three groups of pre-school and six
groups of primary school with 254 students and 20 teachers. In total there are 12 different
nationalities. 10% of the students are native to Spain and 90% are children of migrant families;
of these some were born in Catalonia but did not have contact with the Catalan language until they



Silva et al.: Towards social justice in highly complex schools in Catalonia, Spain 5

entered school. Students are predominantly of Moroccan origin, but there are also Romanian,
Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Chinese, Ecuadorian, Bolivian, Honduran, Dominican Republican,
and Nigerian students.

School two is located in the center of the city of Lleida. Traditionally, it was a school that served
people of the neighborhood with a high economic and social level. Now it is a different school,
hardly recognizable due to the change it has undergone. It provides services to families in dis-
advantaged socio-economic conditions.

There are three groups in preschool and six in primary school with 235 students, 22 teachers,
and three specialist teachers. There is a psychologist from the psychological support team and a
social worker who attends the school at specific times. There is a turnover of between three and
four teachers each year. There is free lunch for all students who request it. In total there are 46
different nationalities. 8% of the students are native to Spain and 92% are children of migrant
families. Like the school described above, some were born in Catalonia but have not had contact
with the Catalan language and culture until they entered school. The students are mainly of
Senegalese, Cameroonian, Algerian, or Moroccan origin. They also have students from South
America. The school also is classified as “of maximum complexity”.

Sample

School one. The principal (Montse) has 20 years of teaching experience. He has 12 years in
management positions. He previously served as head of studies and agreed to serve because the
former principal became ill and retired from school.

The teacher (Lluis) has 15 years of teaching experience. He has worked in several schools
teaching first, second, fifth, and sixth grades. Currently he teaches first grade.

The mother (Fatija) is a woman who is 33 years old. She is a single parent who lives with her
son. She is from Morocco and moved to Spain 20 years ago. Her son is 7 years old and was born in
Barcelona. After several changes of address, they have lived in Santa Coloma for 6 years. Her son
is in precarious health and has had difficulty in behavior at school. He has attended the school for
the last 4 years. He currently attends second grade of primary school.

School two. The principal (Alba) has 25 years of teaching experience. She has 10 years in the center,
four of them as director. She has experience in instructional management and was appointed by the
inspector.

The teacher (Sergi) has 30 years of teaching experience. He has spent 9 years at the school and is
currently head of studies, a position he has held for the last 4 years.

The mother (Nicole) is a woman who is 39 years old. She has two children of school age. She is
from Romania and has been living in Lleida for 15 years. She is unemployed and receives family
help each month from the government. Her husband works in a fruit company. The oldest of her
children is in secondary school and the second is in fifth grade.

Research design

With this sample we carried out an exploratory case study, that is, an examination of preliminary
issues of social justice leadership that are just beginning to be defined. The results were intended to
achieve greater clarification rather than to lead to conclusions (Cribb and Gewirtz, 2003;
Schwandt, 2000). It was characterized by the search for understanding social justice from the
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point of view of the participants through the systematic analysis of their narratives (Denzin and
Lincon, 2005). The methods used in this study are similar to those of Theoharis (2010) who studied
principals in the USA who showed commitment to social justice. The research questions were: how
were the beliefs of school leaders related to transformative social justice, and how were the actions
of school leaders related to transformative social justice?

An in-depth interview was used. We wanted to know the background and the reasons why the
participants were interested in issues related to social justice. The interviews were transcribed and
sent to the informants, so they could validate the content (Lincoln, 2001). We used the constant
comparative method of Coffey and Atkinson (2005). Two researchers read each transcript twice and
developed an initial list of codes. They compared the codes and agreed upon a common list of 20 codes.
Then they applied the codes to each transcript and compared their results. This coding process (da
Costa, et al. 2014; McMillan and Schumacher, 2005; Weitzman and Miles, 1995) led to themes related
to each of the research questions. For the beliefs of the leaders, the themes were: the needs of families,
migration of students, student needs, and the principle of treating students fairly. For the actions of
leaders, the themes were: teacher learning, relations with the community, and social cohesion.

Results

In this section, we present the beliefs and practices of these two schools that serve as a basis for
identifying elements related to transformative social justice and ACL (Santamaria, 2014). They are
organized according to each of the research questions.

How were the beliefs of school leaders related to transformative social justice?

We wanted to know how people we interviewed gave meaning to social justice (Cuenca, 2012).
We were interested in knowing their reasons and what motivated them to continue this pursuit. The
following participants wanted to honor all constituents (Santamaria, 2014) of the school, partic-
ularly families who had recently migrated to Spain and their children who needed personal
attention, as well as students with physical handicaps or autism.

Needs of families. Principal Montse expressed interest by looking at the context and needs of
families.

My interest in social justice was much more awakened when I took over the leadership. I think I’ve
always had sensitivity for others. In this school, what drives you is the need. You are in a neighborhood
of people who have many social needs. The vast majority of students, as you know, are in a precarious
social context. They are not native families. They come from many countries, especially from North
Africa, Latin America, and, above all, China. This neighborhood contains the largest Chinese com-
munity in Catalonia. (Principal Montse, School 1)

Migration. Principal Alba’s reasons stemmed from the change brought about by migration. She
noted that the students’ uncertainty and lack of adaptation to their new environment made her
aware of being involved in a new project.

I would say that what made me change was the attitude of the children. When I arrived at this school,
children had symptoms of sadness, you never saw them smile, they were never happy, and they were a
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little suspicious of the attitude of the teachers. Instead they are much closer now, always looking for
your support, your love. (Principal Alba, School 2)

Student needs. Teachers Sergi and Lluis were aware of the context; they worked directly with
students who needed personalized attention; and the effort they made to get ahead made them
realize that it was essential to provide adequate attention to students and their families.

A couple of experiences that caused me great impact arose with disabled children. The first experience
was with a girl who, despite having undergone several operations to be able to speak and only be able to
use two fingers of each hand, tried to be like others and do exactly the same as they did, despite her
disability. The second experience came from an autistic student who overcame his physical barriers to
achieve an out-of-school success. Both experiences made me see that, despite the limitations that one
may have, if he strives he can achieve many of the things that are proposed. (Teacher Sergi, School 1).

These experiences made both Teacher Sergi and Teacher Lluis realize how important it is to
work under the principles of equity and social justice (Brown, 2004).

... from what I observed I wanted my educational practice to offer the same opportunities to everyone
for which their parents thanked me . . . (Teacher Lluis, School 2)

Fair treatment of students. Honoring all constituents was also expressed in terms of fairness. Parents
and teachers felt that all students should be treated the same. Parent Fatija acknowledged that the
performance of faculty showed fair and equitable treatment for all students, “At school, they treat
all children and families equally. I have not seen that they treat one or the other differently,
regardless of origin” (Parent Fatija, School 1).

Parent Nicole pointed out that the treatment had been very fair and had met what she expected
from the school and its teachers. She believed that you should “treat people well, no matter whether
they are foreign or fat or whatever, they should not be treated badly ... They are all the same.”
(Parent Fatija, School 1)

These ideas are confirmed by the opinion of Principal Montse (School 1):

In school, for sure, we have inequalities because students come from different cultures. Here there are
no differences because they (parents and mothers) do not consider them so, for they are all from here,
children feel this more than their parents. Most of these children do not want to go back to their country,
the parents do. These children do not conceive of differences in any way; indeed, we do not demon-
strate them or emphasize them, on the contrary, we always use cultural differences to integrate.
(Principal Montse, School 2)

In all cases they emphasized their belief that it is important to attend to students in the
same way. Recognizing that change of context is very difficult and that children require
special attention has allowed teachers and managers to ensure equitable treatment, a concept
that mothers point out with the expressions such as, “all are equal” or “treat all children and
families alike.”

Sense of responsibility and action. The experience of teachers has led to the need to assume more
responsibility for their work. Ensuring that all students are able to study and have the necessary
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resources is to ensure equal opportunities for all children in school (Garcia, 2015). Principal Alba
described her approach to education in the following words:

I believe that the basic thing is to act every day, every moment, every minute, to act with justice, and
not only at a certain time, in a special circumstance, but every minute. It has to be a foundational job,
working and trying to make everyone happy, everyone has a pencil or an eraser. (Principal Alba,
School 1)

Parent Fatija agreed with this idea:

I think the materials are different. They worry about the children having all the materials: pencils,
notebooks . . . In other schools that I know they do not worry so much. We pay 60 euros a year for all the
materials and the child needs. That’s very good. In other schools they pay 200 or more. (Parent Fatija,
School 1)

In both schools, there were critical conversations (Santamaria, 2014) among teachers to chal-
lenge their own practices and find new ways of doing things. There was an explicit identification of
the need to challenge traditional practices and begin to do things differently. The needs of families
motivated teachers to orient their work under just principles. When they first arrived, the directors
confronted teachers with the need to change. The need to do things differently was never seen by
the two directors as overwhelming, but rather as a challenge and an opportunity.

When [ arrived, the teachers did not assume that there would be a new reality. They did not want to see
change and their lack of understanding of these children was the first things that caught my eye. That’s
why we started with training. (Principal Alba, School 2)

...teachers were all a little scared, not knowing what to do; what they would rather do was
complain. And that’s where I thought, “No, we do not have to complain,” what we have to see is what
is happening to us, and we will remedy it, and we will see if we have to change something. (Principal
Montse, School 2)

Confronting new challenges was also mentioned by Teacher Sergi and Parent Fatija:

It coincided with a new management team arrival and they began to act in another way, with affection,
with attention, with service, and the teachers began to realize that many more things were gained from
this (Teacher Sergi, School 1)

At school they have information about the child that is communicated from the social worker, from
the CAP (medical center-primary care), the hospital. They know everything. They quickly know
everything that happens to them...yes, they communicate quickly between them. (Parent Fatija,
School 1).

The directors described the difficulties that the teachers faced:

... (it) has been hard since many teachers did not understand the changes we were experiencing. We
went through many things, for example, difficulties like students who arrived without books, students
who came without the minimum qualifications, who had not eaten, who did not bring basic school
material such as a case, a pencil, an eraser. There were some teachers who resisted and did not
understand. (Principal Alba, School 2)
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When teachers were confronted, they felt uncomfortable in their attempt to address the needs of
a new immigrant population.

And in that time, what [ observed was a great discomfort on the part of the teaching staff because just as
the population began to change. Until then there had been an immigrant population, immigrant but
migrated from other parts of Spain. These were people who had been here for some years, and were
already quite adapted, working people, people within a normal area of the outskirts of Barcelona. The
foreign population was just beginning to arrive in large numbers, of course, nothing like the pre-
sent . . . (Principal Montse, School 2)

The assessments of the two directors were not unfounded because, in fact, there were uncer-
tainties in the teaching staff. They were facing a reality that they had never lived and for which they
were not prepared.

Evans (2007) concluded that educational leaders have a social and moral obligation to con-
front inequitable practices and create more equitable processes and outcomes for students of
different racial, socio-economic, gender, and cultural groups. Palacin (2008: 700) states that
teachers invest all their energies in order to work coherently and effectively in such a complex
context, but the working methodologies that they usually use are not always effective in the new
reality.

In our study these ideas about the back and forth struggle to confront inequities were con-
firmed. The teachers and the directors, despite the changes experienced, have been concerned
with promoting new actions and trying to change the institutional culture and promote new
projects.

The two cases that we present coincide with Brown’s (2004) and Hafner’s (2006) who suggest
that leaders for social justice help students overcome school failure by helping them to make
decisions and to implement actions to improve their own achievement. This is a process of
“deconstruction and reconstruction,” which could also be understood as reflective practice that
is akin to Santamaria’s (2014) practice of building consensus.

From their experience of a critical situation experienced in the school, teachers have been able
to overcome fears and uncertainties and to rebuild a new educational project that benefited students
by giving attention and honoring families and including them as the focus.

How were the actions of school leaders related to transformative social justice?

The analysis of the professional practices of teachers and managers showed the relationships
established with students and their families. Changes in context challenged teachers to broaden
their professional practice to adopt other principles in teaching. The faculty developed consensus
about what needed to be done through promotion of academic discourse (Santamaria, 2014).

Promotion of academic discourse. Zaretsky (2004) raises some concerns about the absence of prac-
tical guidance for school leaders and Santamaria (2014) adds the need for academic discourse as a
foundation for practical guidance. Our study coincides with these authors because teachers in both
schools recognized that they did not have the tools to meet the needs of children. Teacher Sergi
(School 1) said, “The main obstacle that I saw was the vision of the teaching staff. They did not
know how to act.” Principal Montse (School 2) said:
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The first thing we did was to get two years of training in Emotional Education, because many students
arrived with many problems that they did not understand; (they wondered) why they had been uprooted
from their natural environment and entered a school, in a country they did not know, in a society that
they did not know and usually with parents who were both working, and those children were immersed
in a different world and that caused many of them to have emotional problems, which were then
reflected naturally in the day to day life of the school. (Principal Montse, School 2)

At the first meetings in September we always explain the attitude that the teacher has to take.
(Principal Alba, School 2)

Trust with the community. Barrientos et al. (2016) point out that school management must base its
functions in two relevant dimensions: on the one hand, manage all areas of institutional activity
focusing on students and, on the other hand, promote a culture of participation with families and
the community. This participation had trust as its foundation (Santamaria, 2014; Tschannen-Moran
and Hoy, 2001). This idea emerged clearly from the results of our study:

I also connect social justice with the participation of citizens and decision-making, it is fundamental!
There is no social justice if there is no active participation and communication of people. The family
has an important role to play, without the support and involvement of parents, the student will probably
not succeed. Our priority now is the families, we want them to become support for the institution. We
have to focus on the emotional side of the student and his family, we do not want parents to only come
forward when there are complaints or difficult situations, but (we want them to) feel part of the
institution. We need to make links with parents. (Principal Montse, School 2)

Parent Fatija and Parent Nicole mentioned how the principals led by example and established
trust by reaching out to parents (Santamaria, 2014):

The principal always greets you, even if you do not have an appointment. You go without a date and
they always take care of you. You have to wait a little while but you enter and listen. (Parent Fatija,
School 1)

Mothers who do not understand what the teachers and the director tell them received explanation
many times, little by little, especially the Chinese. (Parent Nicole, School 2)

Emphasis on social cohesion. The educational administration of Catalonia considers social cohesion
to be a policy priority. Several schools have incorporated it as a priority of their educational project
(GenCat, 2006: 6; GenCat, 2009). Social cohesion means establishing trust among all groups
(Santamaria, 2014). Action in this direction is expected to reduce social inequalities, widespread
vulnerability, and social exclusion.

...in terms of social cohesion we realized that we needed to do a very important job with
families, and we got families involved more with all the artistic activities because we knew that if
families were involved with the school they were getting involved with society. They left their
familiar, social surroundings and integrated into a much more mixed, much more varied environ-
ment, which was the environment offered by the school. All this also coincided with the fact that
most of the parents remained unemployed. (Principal Montse, School 1)

Support for families has resulted in lunch grants and specific grants or savings in the purchase of
books through socialization. “If you have to pay something to go on an excursion, they allow us to
pay it little by little so that the child does not stay home without a trip.” (Parent Fatija, School 1) “For
the last three or four years, we have had used books and that helps us a lot.” (Parent Nicole, School 2)



Silva et al.: Towards social justice in highly complex schools in Catalonia, Spain I

Communication is a key to trust, and it becomes particularly challenging when working with
people of multiple languages. In some cases the schools receive help to strengthen communication.
Incorporating families into school life is not easy. Language is an aspect that can generate diffi-
culties. To avoid them, schools have translators.

Another of the things we get is to have a Chinese-language translator to do interviews with Chinese
families. That was very important, it’s still important now, but now we do not have the money to pay it.
(Principal Alba, School 2)

Despite insisting on the importance of school education, many parents, because of their particular
situation, have not tightened the link with the school and that translates into little support for activities.

Discussion

The social justice leaders in this study were motivated by seeing the needs of migrant families and
students with special needs. Programs for parents and interaction with them were judged in terms
of social cohesion. They exhibited many of the practices of ACL (Santamaria, 2014). They con-
fronted structural and pedagogical issues related to serving a new immigrant population. They
promoted academic discourse and worked to build consensus on a direction for their schools. They
honored all constituents through the establishment of trust.

They believed that students should be given the same opportunities, and all should be treated
fairly. The principals wanted to guide teachers to see their work in new ways and develop practices
to address the needs of a changing student population.

However, the directors, teachers, and parents in this study did not develop a critical perspective.
They expressed their commitment to improve the lot of their students through an education that
would meet their needs. They did not attempt to educate students about the broader reasons that
caused families to flee from their homeland. They advocated for more resources but did not
question the system that gave them less in the first place. They reached out to involve parents,
but they did not provide opportunities to raise their consciousness and act politically. Our research
questions reflect the strength of these schools to accommodate a new immigrant population as well
as the limitation of helping them only to adjust to their place in society.

How do social justice leaders make sense of social justice?

Shields’ (2010, 2017) conception of transformative leadership and Santamaria’s (2014) ACL come
from studies of socially just leaders. Critical leadership argues that people should engage in frank
conversations and analyze differences (Taylor et al., 2009). The principals and teachers in this
study were committed to improving the lives of students; they took action, and they achieved some
degree of academic success because first they cared for their students.

And, in the end, we have raised the academic level of this school, and we are very happy, and we have
received many congratulations because they begin to notice that we are at the same level of other
schools of Catalonia ... We know it because the tests of competences have shown us that we have
gradually been putting ourselves on the same level, but of course, we have had offer care first. It is a
word that would not have to be used in school, but here is primordial, performance is only understood if
it is accompanied by affection and understanding. (Teacher Sergi, School 1)
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What do social justice leaders do in school?

Teachers and principals interested in social justice adopt practices that have been widely described
in leadership literature as transformational, such as building trust (Bryk and Schneider, 2002) and
challenging the process (Posner and Kouzes, 1993).

The principals and teachers in this study exhibited these practices.

The development of social justice leadership and advocacy may occur in stages. At first teachers
were stunned by the changing world conditions that brought large numbers of immigrants to their
classrooms. Some resisted and wanted to return to the past in a stage of reaction. Then they began
to accept the new conditions but were unsure of what to do. They had entered a stage of inaction.

The next step was to advocate for children and families and seek out resources in a stage of
action. They took small steps and began to wonder if they were making progress and if their efforts
were making a difference. This was the stage of evaluation. They did not achieve the last stage,
which would be to reflect on the connection between their day-to-day problems in the school and
the larger social system. This is the stage of reflection to develop a critical perspective.

Conclusions

In this paper, we have provided an account of the relationship with social justice of a group of
people from two schools in Catalonia. It adds to those developed in other contexts (Boylan and
Woolsey, 2014).

The teachers, parents, and principals in this study were motivated by beliefs about the needs of
families, concerns about increased migration of people to Spain, individual student needs, and a
commitment to the general principal of fairness. This sense of responsibility led to action. Teachers
assumed more responsibility for their own teaching and wanted to make sure that students had the
resources that they needed. They were at times confused and uncertain when faced with challenges
of a new student population, and they longed for greater preparation. Despite their doubts, they
tried new projects and began to change the institutional culture. The themes of these projects were
academic discourse to determine how to accommodate immigrant students, outreach to the com-
munity, and promotion of social cohesion.

We recommend the alignment of social justice with the improvement of the school, the training
of teachers and managers to face the new challenges arising from the new social composition, and
the analysis of implications for management to move towards the goals of social justice in
Catalonia.

Paying attention to professional practices has allowed us to investigate how leaders take action
and position themselves in relation to families and social justice issues. The results show that if one
is interested in achieving social justice, good institutional management is essential (Antunez, 2000,
2004). It is difficult to imagine a successful school that does not consider all the people involved in
the educational task.

The management team must take the lead to promote, energize, and support all processes aimed
at promoting social justice (Slater et al., 2014). The priority is to exercise transformative social
justice leadership that includes critical leadership that is sustainable over time.

With this background, we are convinced that public schools are the first and most important
social institutions that can help make social justice possible. They are organizations that provide a
universal service, sustained and extended over time. A service that is common, for all citizens
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without exception, practically from the first months of life until the end of compulsory schooling,
usually at 16 years.

Schools, therefore, are challenged to help ensure that all students, without exception, have the
same opportunities to develop their competencies, especially those who are in personal and family
situations more precarious and at risk of falling into social exclusion. In this context, it is not
enough for a leader to promote equity within the school and treat students equally Rather, there are
obligations to address the marginalization of students resulting from injustices in society, to
address them in all areas, and to require a greater level of interaction among all constituents.
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