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What does it take to build schools where 
every student is seen, valued, and 
supported?
This question sits at the heart of a recent study by 
Youmen Chaaban from Qatar University with her 
colleagues, Khawla Badwan from the University 
of Manchester, and Khalid Arar from Texas 
State University. The study reviews a decade of 
global research on educational leadership for 
social justice and brings together evidence from 
124 studies published between 2014 and 2024. 
The goal is to offer a better understanding of 
how school principals can create inclusive and 
equitable learning environments for all students. 
The findings show both progress toward social 
justice in international literature but also identify 
many gaps that point to important areas for 
change.

Why social justice?
Schools do more than teach subjects. They shape 
students’ identities, opportunities and futures. 
Yet many educational systems still reproduce 
inequality, as students from marginalized 
backgrounds often face barriers linked to 
language, culture, or ability. These barriers are 
not accidental; they are built into the system’s 
policies and everyday practices that are meant 
to eliminate them. Social justice in education, as 
reflected in the reviewed studies, goes beyond 
equal access. It focuses on equity, recognition, 
and participation. This means ensuring fair 
distribution of resources, valuing diversity and 
creating meaningful opportunities for all students 
to succeed and belong. This is where educational 
leadership plays a defining role. School principals 
make decisions that affect teaching, curriculum 
and school culture. They have the power to either 
reinforce inequality or challenge it. The study thus 
argues that leadership for social justice is not 

optional, but a responsibility. It requires principals 
to actively address unfair structures and support 
all students.

What the research shows?
The review highlights several clear trends in 
recent research. First, most studies rely on 
qualitative methods such as case studies and 
interviews, with researchers focusing on the real-
life experiences of school principals. While this 
approach provides rich and in-depth insights into 
how leadership for social justice is understood 
and practiced, it also limits the ability to generalize 
findings across different contexts. Second, the 
research is concentrated in a few countries. The 
United States leads by a wide margin, followed by 
Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, and there 
is limited representation from the Global South. 
This creates a narrow view of how leadership for 
social justice is understood and practiced. Third, 
interest in this field has fluctuated. Research 
output increased around 2020 and 2021, then 
declined slightly. This pattern may reflect broader 
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global disruptions in education, as well as shifting 
research and policy priorities.

Key themes shaping leadership for social 
justice
Despite differences in context, several themes 
emerge from an in-depth analysis of the included 
studies.

Theme 1: Through the lens of culturally 
responsive leadership

Effective principals recognize and value students’ 
cultural and linguistic backgrounds, and they 
move beyond one-size-fits-all approaches by 
adapting teaching, policies, and school practices 
to reflect the diversity of their communities. This 
work also includes challenging deficit views of 
students and replacing them with strengths-
based perspectives, where students’ cultural 
backgrounds, languages, and experiences 
are seen as resources for learning rather 
than barriers. Principals play an active role in 
shaping inclusive school cultures by supporting 
teachers, revising curricula, and fostering strong 
relationships with families and communities. 
In doing so, they create environments where 
diversity is treated as an asset, which helps 
students feel included and improves both 
engagement and learning outcomes.

Theme 2: Leadership rooted in personal 
identity

A principal’s personal and professional identity 
shapes their decisions, as beliefs, values, and 
lived experiences influence how they respond 
to inequality and injustice in their schools. The 
research shows that leadership for social justice 
requires ongoing critical self-awareness, where 
principals reflect on their own assumptions, 
biases, and positions of power and consider how 
these may affect their practices and interactions. 
This process is not static, but develops over time 
through experience, dialogue, and reflection. 
Principals who engage in this work are better 
equipped to act with intention, challenge 
discriminatory practices and build more equitable 
school environments that support fairness and 
inclusion for all students.

Theme 3: Navigating tensions between policy 
and practice

School principals often face pressure to meet 
policy demands while addressing social justice 
issues, as these goals do not always align. For 
example, standardized testing may conflict with 
inclusive and culturally responsive teaching 
practices, while accountability systems may 
prioritize measurable performance over equity 
and student well-being. Principals must navigate 
these tensions carefully by interpreting policies 
in ways that respond to their local contexts and 
the needs of their students. This often requires 
balancing competing priorities, advocating for 
more equitable practices, and making difficult 
decisions that reflect both policy expectations and 
a commitment to social justice.

A call to action
The study makes a strong case for rethinking how 
we prepare and support school principals.

Professional learning programs should go beyond 
management skills and focus on:

• Building critical awareness of inequality.

• Developing inclusive and equity-driven 
leadership practices.

• Engaging with diverse communities in 
meaningful ways.

• Challenging dominant assumptions about 
knowledge, learning, and success.

Leadership for social justice is not a one-time 
effort; it requires ongoing reflection and action. 
Principals must be willing to question existing 
systems and imagine new possibilities for their 
schools. Creating equitable education systems is 
a complex challenge that demands commitment 
at every level. School principals are at the front 
line, and their choices influence daily experiences 
for students and teachers. This research shows 
that change is possible, but requires intention, 
courage, and continuous effort. For universities, 
policymakers, and educators, the message is 
clear: invest in leadership that puts social justice 
at the center and support principals who are ready 
to challenge the status quo and work toward more 
inclusive and equitable schools for all students.




