
LMU/LLS Theses and Dissertations 

2022 

More Than Just Lip Service: A Phenomenological Study of Urban More Than Just Lip Service: A Phenomenological Study of Urban 

Public Charter School Leaders of Color in Los Angeles Public Charter School Leaders of Color in Los Angeles 

Korey S. Hlaudy 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/etd 

 Part of the Educational Administration and Supervision Commons, and the Educational Leadership 

Commons 

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ Loyola Marymount University 
and Loyola Law School. It has been accepted for inclusion in LMU/LLS Theses and Dissertations by an authorized 
administrator of Digital Commons@Loyola Marymount University and Loyola Law School. For more information, 
please contact digitalcommons@lmu.edu. 

https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/etd
https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/etd?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fetd%2F1150&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/787?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fetd%2F1150&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1230?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fetd%2F1150&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1230?utm_source=digitalcommons.lmu.edu%2Fetd%2F1150&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@lmu.edu


LOYOLA MARYMOUNT UNIVERSITY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More Than Just Lip Service: A Phenomenological Study of Urban  

Public Charter School Leaders of Color in Los Angeles 

 

by 

 

Korey S. Hlaudy 

 

 

 

 

 

A dissertation presented to the Faculty of the School of Education, 

Loyola Marymount University, 

in partial satisfaction of the requirements for the degree 

Doctor of Education 

2022  



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More Than Just Lip Service: A Phenomenological Study of Urban  

Public Charter School Leaders of Color in Los Angeles 

Copyright © 2022 

by 

Korey S. Hlaudy 

 



!"#"$%&'%(#)"*+,&-+./0(1.,#&
234""$&"5&67*3%,."+&
!"1&8+90$01:&;8&&<==>?&

!"#$%&#$$'()*)#+,%-(#))',%./%0+('/%12*3&/4%3,&'(%)"'%&#('5)#+,%+6%)"'%7#$$'()*)#+,%
8+99#))''4%#$%*::(+;'&%*,&%*55':)'&%./%*22%5+99#))''%9'9.'($4%#,%:*()#*2%6326#229',)%+6%
('<3#('9',)$%6+(%)"'%&'=(''%+6%7+5)+(%+6%>&35*)#+,?%

!"#$!#"!""
7*)'

7#$$'()*)#+,%8+99#))''%

0*(',%135")#,=4%@"?7?4%7#$$'()*)#+,%8"*#(%

A#22#*9%@'('B4%@"?7?4%8+99#))''%C'9.'(%

!"#$%$&& ()&#*+
!"#$%$&&'()&#*+',-+.'/01'/2//'345/6'78!9

!+,#D#**%E(*,='4%>&?7?4%8+99#))''%C'9.'(%

ii



 

 iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Countless hours were spent in conversation, in consternation, in collaboration, and in gratitude 

throughout this entire dissertation journey. It would be remiss of me to not acknowledge and be 

mindful of the folks who guided me throughout the process. I have learned so much from each of 

you and I am incredibly grateful for the experiences we shared together: 

 

To the participants of this study, Cecilia, Denise, Lisa, Pablo, MDO, Carla, Lauren, Campbell, 

and Erin, thank you for time, your thoughtful reflections, and your continued leadership amid an 

unprecedented time in education. Without you, there would have been no study. I know that the 

leadership experiences you shared during this process will inspire current and future school 

leaders to challenge the status quo actively and consistently. 

 

To my Chair, Dr. Karen Huchting, thank you for your mentorship, your kindness, and your 

brilliant organizational skills when it comes to writing. You made me feel safe to verbalize my 

thinking when I was struggling to make meaning from my data. You helped me synthesize and 

organize my thoughts in a way that made sense to me and eased my writing anxiety. Thank you 

for being the absolute best. 

 

To my Committee Member, Dr. William Perez, for your expertise on social justice leadership 

literature and all the various intersecting theories. You helped me understand the complexity and 

nuance of research. Thank you for your thoughtful feedback and helping me make connections 

during this process. 

 

To my Committee Member, Dr. Tonikiaa Orange, thank you for your perspective and thoughtful 

feedback. Your practical experience being a charter school leader and teaching current school 

leaders helped ground this study in social justice leadership praxis. I am also grateful for the 

learning you helped facilitate at my previous charter school–relational trust is so important. 

 

To my friend and colleague, Dr. Melinda Love, thank you for encouraging me to start this 

journey and for your endless support throughout the entire dissertation process. Your insight and 

experience going through the program before me helped assuage the fears and doubts I had going 

through the program myself. 

 

To Cohort 16, thank you for being all in. Although none of us anticipated that our in-person 

program would be virtual after barely getting started, we persevered with grace, understanding, 

and humor. I want to specifically acknowledge Courtney Smith, Deonna Smith, and Jane Wyche-

Jonas for their endless support, our group writing sessions, and our friendship–you three really 

made this journey enjoyable and manageable. 

 

  



 

 iv 

DEDICATION 
 

This dissertation is dedicated to my patient, loving, and understanding partner, Heidi 

Lynne Jones, to our affectionate, fiercely independent, and goofy first-born, Arthur Christie 

Hlaudy, to our little human on the way who we are excited to meet, and to my stubborn big 

sister, Christie Maria Tania Hardway, who taught me more about life and love than she will ever 

know. I know you are proud of me wherever you are. 

  



 

 v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................ iii 
DEDICATION ............................................................................................................................. iv 
LIST OF TABLES ..................................................................................................................... viii 
LIST OF FIGURES ..................................................................................................................... ix 
ABSTRACT ....................................................................................................................................x 
 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................1 
Background of the Study ...........................................................................................................1 

Statement of the Problem ...........................................................................................................7 

Research Question .....................................................................................................................9 

Purpose of the Study ..................................................................................................................9 

Significance of the Study .........................................................................................................10 

Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................................11 

Research Design and Methodology .........................................................................................13 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Assumptions ..........................................................................15 

Limitations .........................................................................................................................15 

Delimitations ......................................................................................................................15 

Assumptions .......................................................................................................................16 

Definitions of Key Terms ........................................................................................................19 

Organization of Dissertation ....................................................................................................20 

 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ..................................................................................21 
Leadership in Schools ..............................................................................................................21 

Effective School Leadership ..............................................................................................21 

Instructional Leadership .........................................................................................23 

Distributive Leadership ..........................................................................................24 

Situational Leadership ...........................................................................................24 

Servant Leadership .................................................................................................25 

Transformational Leadership .................................................................................26 

Transformative Leadership ....................................................................................27 

Effective Leadership and Decision Making ...........................................................30 

Social Justice Leadership .........................................................................................................32 

Defining Social Justice and Social Justice Leadership ......................................................32 

Limitations of Social Justice Leadership Theories ............................................................37 

Social Justice Leadership Praxis ........................................................................................40 

Racial Academic Achievement Gap ......................................................................42 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Practices .....................................................45 

Inclusive Practices .................................................................................................49 

Community Involvement .......................................................................................53 

Critical Self- and Systems Reflection ....................................................................55 

Democratic and Shared Decision Making .............................................................59 

Theoretical Frameworks for Social Justice Leadership Praxis ..............................61 



 vi 

Tripartite Framework for Social Justice Leadership ..............................................64 

Active Inquiry ............................................................................................67 

Equitable Insight ........................................................................................67 

Practical Optimism .....................................................................................67 

Social Justice Leadership in Public Charter Schools ...............................................................69 

Effective Leadership in Public Charter Schools ................................................................70 

Constraints of Social Justice Leadership in Public Charter Schools .................................72 

A Lack of Clear and Transparent Communication ................................................72 

A Lack of Parental Understanding and Support ....................................................74 

Strengths of Social Justice Leadership in Public Charter Schools ....................................76 

Social Justice Leadership in Urban Public Charter Schools ....................................................78 

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY .............................................................................................80 
Research Question ...................................................................................................................80 

Method .....................................................................................................................................81 

Participants .........................................................................................................................82 

Procedures ..........................................................................................................................84 

Semi-Structured Interviews ...................................................................................84 

Data Analysis ...........................................................................................................................86 

Limitations ...............................................................................................................................89 

Phenomenological Design and Self-Report Data ..............................................................89 

Sample Size ........................................................................................................................90 

Positionality .......................................................................................................................90 

Delimitations ............................................................................................................................92 

School Leaders of Color ....................................................................................................92 

Los Angeles Urban Public Charter School Context ..........................................................93 

Conclusion ...............................................................................................................................94 

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS ...........................................................................................................96 
Background ..............................................................................................................................96 

Participant Definitions of Social Justice Leadership ...............................................................97 

Cecilia ................................................................................................................................97 

Denise ................................................................................................................................99 

Lisa ...................................................................................................................................100 

Pablo ................................................................................................................................102 

MDO ................................................................................................................................103 

Carla .................................................................................................................................105 

Lauren ..............................................................................................................................107 

Campbell ..........................................................................................................................109 

Erin ...................................................................................................................................111 

Thematic Findings of Social Justice Leadership Praxis ........................................................113 

Student-Centered Approach .............................................................................................117 

Learning ...............................................................................................................118 

Advocacy and Student Voice ...............................................................................124 



 

 vii 

Discipline .............................................................................................................131 

Staff Support ....................................................................................................................141 

Professional Development and Modeling Expected Behaviors ...........................141 

Intentional Relationship Building and Coaching Conversations .........................146 

Community Focused ........................................................................................................152 

Asset-Based Thinking and Honoring Community Values ...................................153 

Transparent Communication Amidst Challenge ..................................................160 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................167 

 

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION ....................................................................................................169 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................169 

Background ......................................................................................................................169 

Discussion of the Findings .....................................................................................................170 

Theoretical Analysis of Findings .....................................................................................171 

Tripartite Framework for Social Justice Leadership ............................................171 
Culturally Responsive School Leadership Framework ........................................178 

Theoretical Implications ..................................................................................................181 

Implications of Practice and Policy .................................................................................182 

Practical Implications ...........................................................................................183 

Restorative Discipline ..............................................................................184 

Equity Audits ...........................................................................................186 

Policy Implications ..............................................................................................194 

Participant Recommendations ...............................................................................................199 

Be Truly Yourself ............................................................................................................200 

Learn From the Community to Empathize With the Community ...................................201 

Reflect Intentionally and Learn to Listen ........................................................................203 

Prioritize Wellness ...........................................................................................................205 

Future Research .....................................................................................................................208 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................209 

Final Reflection ................................................................................................................211 

 

APPENDIX A .............................................................................................................................214 
APPENDIX B .............................................................................................................................217 
APPENDIX C .............................................................................................................................219 
REFERENCES ...........................................................................................................................221 
  



 

 viii 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

1. Participant Demographics ............................................................................................83 

2. Participants’ Social Justice Leadership Praxes .................................................. 114-117  

  



 

 ix 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure Page 

1. Distinctions Among Three Theories of Leadership  ....................................................29 

2. Theoretical Underpinnings of the Tripartite Framework for Social Justice 

Leadership ..................................................................................................................172 

3. Major Themes of the Tripartite Framework for Social Justice Leadership ...............174 

  



 

 x 

ABSTRACT 
 

 

More Than Just Lip Service: A Phenomenological Study of Urban  

Public Charter School Leaders of Color in Los Angeles 

 

by 

Korey S. Hlaudy 

Little is known about how school leaders of color implement social justice leadership praxis 

within the urban public charter school context, especially amid a global pandemic and 

heightened racial injustice. This study aimed to better understand the phenomenon of being a 

social justice leader of color, specifically examining how these leaders implemented practices 

and policies aimed to minimize the marginalizing conditions within their school communities. 

The dissertation study was qualitative in nature and utilized a phenomenological framework to 

provide an in depth understanding of the policies, practices, and mindsets of nine school leaders 

of color (eight principals and one assistant principal). Approximately three, 90-minute semi-

structured interviews were used to build rapport with participants and explore their responses so 

that they could reconstruct their experiences leading for social justice and make meaning from 

them. The findings were clear: school leaders for social justice engaged in practices that were 

student-centered, supportive of their staff, and involved community for insight, even amid socio-

political challenges. With every decision they made, which was influenced by their lived 

experiences with oppression, they prioritized and considered the voices and experiences of those 

who were and are traditionally marginalized to ensure that systems centering Whiteness were not 

perpetuated within their schools.



 

 1 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Study 

Charter school expansion and reform efforts are hotly contested and represent one of the 

most polarizing topics in United States public education. Some have asserted that the charter 

school movement promotes market-based solutions for greater educational opportunities and is 

anti-public school. Traditional public school (TPS) teachers have often been criticized for their 

lack of skills and antiquated approaches to teaching and learning. This kind of negative rhetoric 

has been used in the political arena to make sizeable cuts to public education, which has 

ultimately pitted public charter school (PCS) advocates against those favoring TPSs (Honig, 

n.d.). Current research has revealed that the expansion of PCSs and school choice reforms have 

exacerbated issues with segregation in urban school contexts. Scholars generally agreed that 

PCSs are more segregated than their TPS counterparts (Bifulco & Ladd, 2007; Frankenberg et 

al., 2010; Garcia, 2008; Marshall, 2017; Ni, 2012). 

Conversely, pro-charter advocates have argued that the creation of PCSs in the early ‘90s 

was a social justice movement to reestablish autonomy and accountability in the classroom, 

school, and district to counter TPSs’ failures to meet students’ diverse needs (Renzulli et al., 

2011). Essentially, it has been the belief that, with more autonomy for teachers and leaders and 

less bureaucratic constraints than what exist in TPSs, there is more room for PCSs to be 

innovative around pedagogy and programming, and better meet the needs of all learners 

(Renzulli et al., 2011). PCS advocates also argued that “decoupling school assignment from 

intensely segregated residential neighborhoods should have a net positive impact on school 
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integration” (Monarrez et al., 2019, p. v), which directly counters PCS critics’ concerns with 

them increasing racial and ethnic stratification. The opinions on PCSs are diametrically opposed; 

however, this has not stopped their growth. 

PCSs serve more than 3.4 million students in over 7,700 schools and campuses in the 

United States (The National Alliance for Public Charter Schools [NAPCS], 2022). The National 

Alliance for Public Charter Schools (NAPCS) reported in the 2019-20 school year that PCSs 

enrolled 7.2% of all public-school students. Since the 2005-06 school year, the number of PCSs 

and campuses has more than doubled, and their enrollment has steadily increased, more than 

tripling previous data (NAPCS, 2022). The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 

purported that PCS school enrollment increased by over 720% between 2000 and 2019 (National 

Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2021). NCES’s (2021) public charter school enrollment 

data also found PCSs to be diverse, historically serving proportionately more students of color 

and low-income students than TPSs. According to recent from the 2019-20 school year, 69.7% 

of PCS students and 52.9% of TPS students were students of color, while 58.7% of PCS students 

and 51.6% of TPS students were students who receive free and reduced-price lunch (NAPCS, 

2022). California PCSs serve racially, ethnically, and economically diverse student populations 

as well, with one in five of all PCS students in the United States attending a PCS in California 

(NAPCS, 2022). 

Even though California is not exempt from the national charter school debates, it is 

important to know whom they serve, how they are created and authorized, how they are funded, 

and how they are held accountable since they serve the largest number of students compared to 

all other states in the country. As of the 2019-20 school year, California had 1,336 PCS 
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campuses, far surpassing any other state (NAPCS, 2022). PCSs in California served 11% of the 

state’s six million students, which came close to the number of students who were served in the 

TPSs concentrated in urban areas (Fensterwald, 2019). Nearly 55% of California PCSs were in 

urban areas, thus serving highly diverse student populations (NAPCS, 2022). 

Like TPSs, California PCSs are subject to the following state and federal laws: They 

must be free and open to the public, they must serve students of all backgrounds and educational 

needs, and they are held accountable to the same educational outcomes as other public schools. 

The California Charter Schools Association (CCSA) is an advocacy organization that focuses on 

issues of social justice and civil rights, and reported that every charter school in California is 

100% public, free, and open the everyone (California Charter Schools Association [CCSA], 

2022). It is true that charter schools are, by design, subject to fewer regulations and bureaucratic 

constraints than TPSs; however, there is a rigorous authorization process in California they must 

complete successfully to be a legal and fully functioning entity. If a public charter school wants 

to exist within a specific neighborhood, then they must get approval from that neighborhood’s 

school district to operate. Put simply, if a charter school wants to open within an area governed 

by the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD), then LAUSD has the power to authorize 

and approve (or not) the existence of that charter school. Once approved, the charter school must 

demonstrate their effectiveness to the state and local authorizing agencies through the Local 

Control and Accountability Plan (LCAP). The LCAP is a three-year plan that “describes the 

goals, actions, services, and expenditures to support positive student outcomes that address state 

and local priorities” (California Department of Education [CDE], 2021). However, with the 

recent passage of Assembly Bill 1505 (2019), the new law revamped important sections of the 
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charter school law pertaining to approvals, renewals, and appeals of denials. The biggest change 

permitted charter authorizers “to consider for the first time the potential financial impact of 

charter schools as a factor in turning down a proposal” (Fensterwald, 2019). Los Angeles is a 

region that will be most affected by this recent revamping of charter law since there are more 

PCSs in Los Angeles, serving more students of color than anywhere else in the country (NAPCS, 

2022). 

Los Angeles is the home to more PCSs than anywhere in the country, many of which are 

also among the highest-performing public schools in California and the most diverse. PCSs 

continue to grow in response to demand from parents for high-quality school options in Los 

Angeles. Los Angeles truly represents the full diversity of the charter school movement with 

many small independent start-up schools, district schools that converted into charter schools, as 

well as larger networks of charter schools. Not only have PCSs in Los Angeles offered different 

approaches and missions including college preparatory curricula, programs emphasizing science, 

technology, engineering, and math or the performing arts, but schools have also prioritized a 

personalization of the learning experience through site based and distance learning programs, 

among others (CCSA, 2022). Most PCSs in Los Angeles were also autonomous meaning that 

they appointed their own board of directors, did not use the local school district’s collective 

bargaining agreement, were directly funded from the state, and were likely to be incorporated as 

a 501(c)3 (CCSA, 2022). 

Los Angeles autonomous PCSs serve a wide variety of students, most of which qualify 

for free and reduced lunch and are students of color. Using the most recent student demographic 

data from the 2014-15 school year, 71% of students identified as Latino, 12% as Black or 
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African American, 10% as White, 3% as Asian, 78% qualified for free and reduced lunch, 22% 

were Bilingual Emergent Learners, and 10% were students with special needs (CCSA, 2022). In 

terms of the academic achievement of students in urban PCSs, some have found no significant 

difference from TPSs, while other studies found that PCSs in urban charter contexts outperform 

TPSs in English and math (Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 2015). Other studies 

declared the opposite findings (Bifulco & Ladd, 2007). Regardless of the inconsistencies 

regarding student achievement, one component that is consistent in the achievement research 

between PCSs and TPSs (Zimmer & Buddin, 2015) was that having access to highly effective 

teachers and school leaders positively impacted students’ learning experiences, their well-being, 

and their academic achievement (Cardichon et al., 2020). 

Twenty years ago, nearly one-third of new teachers left the public education profession 

within the first three years, and one-half left after five years (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003). 

As of 2022, teacher turnover was still rampant as teachers left the classroom at alarming rates, 

with 90% of open teaching positions available because teachers left the profession altogether. 

While some of these openings were due to retirement, two-thirds of the vacancies were because 

teachers were dissatisfied with their jobs (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). These 

issues have been further exacerbated in schools that primarily serve students of color and within 

the urban PCS context (Miron & Applegate, 2007; Ronfeldt et al., 2013) and due in large part to 

the stressors and consistent uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic (Diliberti et al., 2021). 

Teacher burnout and job satisfaction were also worse in PCSs, where teachers left the 

profession or moved between schools at significantly higher rates than teachers in TPSs (Miron 

& Applegate, 2007). Specifically, Ndoye et al. (2010) found that attrition rates in PCSs were 



 

 6 

sometimes 15-40% higher when compared to their TPS counterparts. Since PCSs often have 

more flexibility and autonomy when it comes to programming, curriculum, and hiring, it made 

sense that the effects of teacher turnover in PCSs could be different than in TPSs (Torres, 2014). 

Nonetheless, teachers in PCSs were leaving the profession at higher rates because they were 

dissatisfied. These rates were even higher for teachers of color (Olsen & Huang, 2018), namely 

due to the lack of school leadership and the administrative support they received (Carver-

Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019). 

School leadership and support have consistently been associated with teacher job 

satisfaction (Brown & Wynn, 2009; Grissom, 2011; Olsen & Huang, 2018). Boyd et al. (2011) 

found that teachers’ perceptions of support had the most significant influence on their retention 

decisions, which was consistent for first-year teachers and teachers who recently left teaching. 

Sutcher et al. (2016) corroborated these findings and found that the support from the school 

leader was one of the most significant factors teachers considered when contemplating whether 

to leave their school or the profession altogether. In fact, the 2012-13 Teacher Follow-Up Survey 

(Goldring et al., 2014) administered by the NCES revealed that 21% of teachers rated being 

dissatisfied with their school leaders as an extremely or very important factor in their decision to 

leave; whereas, only 13% wanted or needed a higher salary (Podolsky et al., 2016). Multiple 

studies also found that the quality of school leadership and support can have a substantial effect 

on teacher turnover. Kraft et al. (2016) found that when improvements were made to school 

leadership and support (e.g., quality of leadership skills, professional development (PD) 

opportunities, and feedback), they were strongly correlated with less teacher turnover, which has 
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had positive impacts on students’ learning experiences, their well-being, and their academic 

achievement (Cardichon et al., 2020; Kraft et al., 2016). 

School leadership and support are crucial to keeping quality teachers, which ultimately 

help create positive educational outcomes for all students; however, the abovementioned studies 

did not define school leader support connected to social justice explicitly. The world is currently 

experiencing a pandemic (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2021) and has 

further exposed the deep-seated systems of oppression, racism, and the digital divide across 

nearly every urban locale, like Los Angeles. Furthermore, the pandemic has forced teachers to 

adapt to unexpected expectations amidst consistent uncertainty and increased stress levels, which 

has resulted in large amounts of teachers voluntarily quitting teaching (Diliberti et al., 2021). The 

kind of support that is needed from school leaders in 2022 transcends what has typically been 

defined in the literature as supportive school leader behaviors linked to job satisfaction, which 

traditionally does not take into consideration the re-burgeoning of racial injustice in the United 

States and the need for social justice leadership. Never before has it been more crucial to 

understand how leaders in urban PCSs, who serve and employ so many students and teachers of 

color negatively impacted by the current sociocultural and political climate, implement social 

justice praxis, which can be a deep form of support during these tumultuous times. 

Statement of the Problem 

It is a problem to have minimal access to examples published in the literature of social 

justice leaders doing the work necessary to improve the opportunities of all students, especially 

those in the margins. Even though school leadership preparation programs are shifting their 

curricula amid current racial injustices, current leaders need examples of how to implement 
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social justice practices now since the opportunity gap still exists and has been widening along 

economic and racial lines every day (Ladson-Billings, 2006). The global pandemic and rising 

racial tensions have intensified these problems, and there is even less published research that 

captures the practices of social justice leaders at this very moment in history. Furthermore, these 

gaps will continue to widen if classroom teachers and school leaders do not culturally, ethnically, 

and racially mirror their student body. 

It was found that higher mover rates among teachers of color disproportionately impact 

students of color and students in poverty, whom teachers of color most often serve (Carver-

Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; Olsen & Huang, 2018). If teachers of color are not being 

retained, then it is also true that teachers of color are not moving into leadership roles as 

frequently as their White counterparts, which creates a leaky pipeline to diverse leadership in all 

schools. And without diverse leadership in all schools, the practices of leaders for social justice 

in the literature only provide a myopic perspective centering Whiteness, which perpetuates 

dominant narratives related to the implementation of social justice practices. Without the voices 

of educational leaders of color for social justice and an exploration of exactly how they do the 

work that they do, true, radical change cannot happen. 

Little is known about how school leaders of color in urban PCSs implement social justice 

leadership (SJL) praxis, especially during a global pandemic. In Los Angeles specifically, the 

same aforementioned issues exist that and in many cases are often compounded in the urban PCS 

context where primarily students of color from historically and currently marginalized 

communities were served (NAPCS, 2022). What exactly are the school leaders doing to address 

inequities in their schools to provide better educational and life outcomes for all students? How 
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are leaders ensuring that issues like segregation and racial injustice are being addressed in the 

urban PCS context? How are students in urban PCS in Los Angeles being best served? These are 

all questions that need answers, but the research around SJL in the urban PCS context is limited. 

Research Question 

It is imperative to know how urban PCS leaders of color oriented toward social justice 

enact radical change within status quo systems that inherently perpetuate dominant perspectives. 

Leadership has been found to be one of the most important factors for improving student 

outcomes (Day et al., 2016); therefore, it is critical that school leaders enact just and responsive 

school systems so that educational outcomes for all students, especially students who have been 

historically marginalized, are equitized. SJL is not always easy to enact, but its strengths in urban 

PCSs lie in the leaders’ abilities to advocate for change without much of the bureaucracy that 

exists in more traditional educational sectors. This specific context provided an ideal setting to 

explore and make sense of how school leaders of color implemented SJL praxis. Therefore, to 

better understand the phenomenon of being a self-identified social justice leader of color, this 

study aimed to answer the question: How do urban public charter school leaders of color in Los 

Angeles integrate social justice leadership praxis? 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to explore the phenomenon of being an urban PCS leader of 

color leading for social justice in Los Angeles. Specifically, this study aimed to center the often-

unheard voices and perspectives of school leaders of color in the urban PCS context. 

Additionally, this study sought to identify the characteristics, policies, and general praxis of these 

self-identified leaders, so that aspiring urban PCS leaders could learn from their life experiences 
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and their implementation of SJL practices. Little is known about urban PCS leaders’ actual 

implementation of SJL practices, so this study filled a void apparent in the current literature on 

school-based leadership for social justice by providing examples of how school leaders of color 

were implementing social just policies in the Los Angeles PCS context amid a global pandemic 

and increased racial tensions. 

Significance of the Study 

The global pandemic (CDC, 2021), which has further exposed the deep-seated systems of 

oppression and racism that are rampant in the United States. Across the country, and in Los 

Angeles specifically, the resurgence of Civil Rights Era demands and movements like Black 

Lives Matter have called school leaders to radically shift school practices, policies, and 

pedagogy towards greater inclusiveness and social justice. There has not been a time in recent 

history when moral and ethical school leadership for social justice has been more urgent. Grogan 

and Andrews (2002) called for aspiring principals to “understand their ethical and moral 

obligations to create schools that promote and deliver social justice” (p. 250). Foster (2004) also 

called upon leaders to serve as change agents in a system that perpetuates the opportunity gap for 

some students, and also solidifies already ingrained ideological belief systems for others. The 

question of how school leaders enact change and promote equity remains unanswered nearly two 

decades later, especially in the urban PCS context.  

This study was significant because it explored and captured the SJL praxis of leaders of 

color who were already doing social justice work in urban PCSs amid a climate of racial injustice 

and social uncertainty. The findings of this study could guide aspiring urban PCS leaders in their 

attempts to form coalitions with like-minded leaders who aim to dismantle systems of oppression 
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that impact the opportunities and lives of all children they serve, especially if the current 

historical context repeats itself in the future. Additionally, this study could help current urban 

PCS leaders leverage and utilize aspects of their school-based autonomy to make social justice 

central to their missions and visions. Lastly, but most importantly, studying how school leaders 

of color implemented SJL practices at their schools can help other school leaders potentially 

minimize the negative impacts to students’ learning, experiences, well-being, and academic 

achievement (Cardichon et al., 2020). 

Theoretical Framework 

Maxwell (2005) asserted that a researcher’s theoretical framework is the “system of 

concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that supports and informs [one’s] 

research” (p. 33). Creswell (2014) further explained that a researcher’s theoretical framework is 

the lens and advocacy perspective by which the researcher shapes different elements of their 

study (i.e., how the dissertation and interview questions are formed, how data are collected) and 

allows for a call for action and change. Beachum and McCray’s (2015) Tripartite Framework for 

Social Justice Leadership reconceptualized social justice away from being commonplace in the 

ideologies and language of many leaders, to re-radicalizing it towards social action. Specifically, 

they wrote: 

The noble intentions of social justice are becoming more codified and solidified in the 

language and imaginations of many educators across many fields. However, these 

intentions are lessened when these same individuals value social justice in terms of verbal 

articulation but not social action. (Beachum & McCray, 2015, p. 303) 
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Beachum and McCray (2015) made it clear that speaking of the importance of social justice 

alone is meaningless unless it is coupled with action. For this study, it was important to amplify 

the voices of Black researchers like Beachum and McCray as a form of “social action” since the 

majority of published and widely cited SJL frameworks inherently align with dominant Western 

perspectives (Reagan, 2004). This was not to say that these researchers and their theories of SJL 

were invalid or did not contribute to the literature; however, positioning the voices of researchers 

of color in this study, especially given the current sociocultural and political climate in the 

United States, demonstrated a commitment to social justice in action. 

Beachum and McCray’s (2015) Tripartite Framework for Social Justice Leadership was 

largely influenced by Cornel West’s book, (2004) Democracy Matters: Winning the Fight 

Against Imperialism that outlines three democratic traditions: Socratic questioning, prophetic 

justice, and tragicomic hope, and Robert Starratt’s (1991) development of “multiethical theory 

for practicing administrators, which entailed an ethic of critique, justice, and caring” (Beachum 

& McCray, 2015, p. 313). Beachum and McCray’s (2015) reconceptualization and re-

radicalization of SJL combined the best of both models to support leaders in creating school 

environments where diversity and mutual respect are expected, practiced, and honored. 

Essentially, “the rationale is that when all members of the organization feel wanted, appreciated, 

comfortable, and their contributions and thoughts affirmed, then the organization can operate at 

optimum levels” (Beachum & McCray, 2015, p. 305). 

Their tripartite framework comprised the following elements: active inquiry, equitable 

insight, and pragmatic optimism. In short, active inquiry involved leaders asking questions about 

power relationships to interrogate them while also acknowledging that “things are not the way 
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that they are by destiny, but rather design” (Beachum & McCray, 2015, p. 314). After active 

inquiry, leaders gathered equitable insight. The goal of gathering equitable insight was to better 

understand people’s perceptions about the world through a justice lens, while realizing 

everyone’s responsibility towards social justice. Lastly, practical optimism was a way for leaders 

to advocate for change by promoting dialogue, challenging status quo policies, and modeling 

leadership through activism and action. Beachum and McCray (2015) purported that practical 

optimism “encourage[d] hope in the midst of hopelessness, action and advocacy in the face of 

hegemony, and a sense of spirit (and even humor), which replenishe[d] the soul and revive[d] the 

will for change” (p. 316). This framework and its critical themes allowed this study to examine 

the extent that principals of color implement the “life service” or action of SJL praxis instead of 

paying more attention to words of “lip service” of social justice (Beachum & McCray, 2015, p. 

307). 

Research Design and Methodology 

This study used a phenomenological research design (Moustakas, 1994) to explore and 

better understand the implementation of social justice praxis among nine urban PCS school 

leaders of color in Los Angeles. The decision to use this type of design was based on its 

flexibility; allowing for more freedom during the interview process to explore the essences of the 

school leaders’ experiences, and the desire to posture the human elements in the data (Miles et 

al., 2014). Additionally, this type of research design allowed the researcher to delve into the 

“human consciousness as a way to understand social reality, particularly how one ‘thinks’ about 

experience; in other words, how consciousness is experienced” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011, p. 

19, emphasis in original). Seidman’s (2013) three-series interview process was also used for this 
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study because this type of “interviewing allow[ed] [the researcher] to put behavior in context and 

provide[d] access to understanding [the participants’] action[s]” (p. 19). Additionally, this 

approach helped the researcher “build upon and explore [the] participants’ responses to [the 

open-ended] questions” (Seidman, 2013, p. 14) as the participants reconstructed their 

experiences becoming and being social justice leaders of color in the urban PCS context. This 

structure provided space to establish trust and rapport with the participants and follow up to go 

deeper into their examples of SJL praxis. 

Each school leader was interviewed separately for approximately three 90-minute, semi-

structured interviews on Zoom (www.zoom.us), a video conferencing platform. The first 

interview focused on the participants’ life histories and how those experiences intersected with 

how they defined social justice conceptually in their work. At the end of this meeting and in a 

follow-up email, the researcher informed the participants to bring artifacts (i.e., school policies 

and practices) of their social justice work to the next interview. The email included a link to a 

Qualtrics (www.qualtrics.com) survey that also collected their demographic data. 

The second interview was a discussion around their experiences with the artifact(s) they 

brought and how they illustrated their social justice praxis. For this interview, it was important to 

focus on “the concrete details of the participants’ present lived experience[s]” (Seidman, 2013, p. 

21) and their artifacts as it related to their social justice praxis. The goal of the second interview 

was to hear how the participants connected their artifacts to social justice themes, while 

minimizing their opinions. 

The final interview had participants reflect on the meaning of their experience as school 

leaders of color for social justice and to member check initial codes from the first and second 
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interviews for accuracy. This interview was important because “making sense or making 

meaning requires that the participants look at how the factors in their lives interacted to bring 

them to their present situation” (Seidman, 2013, p. 22). Even though Seidman’s (2013) entire 

three-series interview process was all about making meaning, the final interview positioned 

making meaning as the primary focus. 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Assumptions 

Limitations 

The phenomenological research design, while it allowed me to explore the phenomenon 

of social justice leadership more flexibly and gain understanding about the essences of others’ 

experiences (Miles et al., 2014), this type of qualitative research had potential concerns with 

reliability and credibility. Since most of the data were sourced through interviews, most of the 

data were self-reported. Even though the goal of qualitative research is to understand the human 

side of data, this method relied on the honestly and truthfulness of the participants. It is also 

important to note that I could not refrain from my positionality, as that was the lens with which 

the data were analyzed and understood (Creswell, 2014). Lastly, another limitation of 

phenomenological research is that the findings were non-generalizable, even within the specific 

context being studied, because all lived experiences are unique and complex. 

Delimitations 

This study only interviewed school leaders of color who were self-identified social justice 

leaders of urban PCS in Los Angeles. Narrowing the study in this way allowed me to focus on 

the lived experiences of a specific group, within a particular context. Additionally, a benefit of 
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delimiting the study to self-identified social justice leaders of color who led urban PCSs filled a 

gap in the current, non-inclusive literature. 

Assumptions 

It is important to acknowledge my worldview, my known and perceived biases, and my 

assumptions upfront, especially because this study utilized a phenomenological approach 

(Moustakas, 1994). Since this approach is qualitative in nature, I was the instrument of analysis 

and it was my salient interpretation of the data that ultimately led to the findings, so it is 

important for readers to know who I am to judge the credibility of the findings at the outset.  

I am a White, privileged, cisgender, able-bodied, straight, male math teacher and 

instructional coach. For nearly 10 years I have been a classroom teacher at the same urban PCS 

network and have been vocal around issues of performative social justice and transparency. In 

my experience, I have also witnessed school leaders come and go, missions change, and issues 

related to diversity, equity, and inclusion persist. I believe it is critical for everyone 

(organizations included) to interrogate their own biases to continuously gain higher levels of 

self- and system awareness, even if the journey is uncomfortable. It is also my firm belief that it 

is the school leader’s job to facilitate this process, no matter the context. In my view, it is critical 

that school leaders begin building the knowledge and awareness that is necessary for all staff 

members to disrupt the dominant perspectives that inherently permeate school systems and are 

often unintentionally perpetuated. It is crucial for the individuals within school systems to 

commit to developing awareness and understanding of how one’s identity interacts within the 

larger system of oppression so that problematic status quo systems will be critically analyzed. 
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As a White person, it is a privilege to be able to study the phenomenon of SJL praxis; 

however, the results of my research do not change the systems of White supremacy that continue 

to privilege Whiteness over darkness (Love, 2019). I believe that researchers of color bring to 

this specific work an experience and perspective that may not mirror the dominant perspectives 

in education, which enhances the authenticity and diversity of the literature in the field. Thus, the 

theoretical framework was a lens and an advocacy perspective that shaped various elements of 

this study (Creswell, 2014). 

Patton et al. (2010) also stated that people have multiple identities that coexist in different 

aspects of their lives. The intersections are identity-based and often have concurrent positions of 

privileges and oppressions. In short, intersectionality operates at the individual level and one’s 

various identities often complicate and interconnect each other at certain local contexts. One’s 

positionality, as defined by Madden (2005), is an awareness of how one’s position impacts one’s 

perceptions of the world. In essence, for people to challenge the status quo and to develop 

alternative models to influence outcomes (Madden, 2005), people need to understand how their 

position and relative power in an organization affect their own behavior, as well as that of others. 

Positionality is different for every individual because no one person has the exact same 

experiences as another, and thus the intersections of one’s positionality also are unique, which 

makes the relative power of every human being sacred and valid. I understand that my identities 

themselves give me immense power within systems built for White supremacy to influence 

outcomes both positionally and systemically because I represent nearly every sub-category of 

privilege. 
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However, I have come to realize that the privileges and power I inherently wield from a 

system designed for White, patriarchal supremacy, when I am critical of the dominant 

perspectives and systems, become less powerful to incite coalitional change for social justice. 

My ideas, which are byproducts of my positionality, are devalued, which gives me an extremely 

basic insight into how marginalization works. While nowhere near to the experiences that People 

of Color experience daily in the United States and in many parts of the world, my experiences 

speaking up against dominant perspectives have developed in my mind a self-reflective and 

critical instinct that informs and drives my social justice leadership praxis and my research. In 

short, I believe that my praxis is rooted in not just using my privilege and power for good, for if I 

did rely upon these, it would acknowledge and inherently condone the current system designed 

to center and privilege Whiteness. I must use my privilege and power to continuously work in 

solidarity and coalitionally with like-minded people to dismantle the very systems that give me 

my privilege and power. 

I used member checks and audit trails to ensure credibility and trustworthiness in this 

study given my positionality and known biases (Madden, 2005; Patton et al., 2010). I also 

approached this study reflexively, keeping in mind my own experiences with the phenomenon I 

explored and how those experiences influenced and shaped my interpretations of the data. Using 

member checks further established credibility because the participants were able to verify and/or 

clarify their intentions and/or provide additional information from their narrative data and my 

interpretations and conclusions. Audit trails also allowed me to describe how I collected and 

analyzed the data, bolstering the transparency of this study. Additionally, the audit trails clarified 
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to readers why I made the decisions I did and that my analyses were dependent on the 

participants’ narratives. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

Active Inquiry: The investigation, questioning, and self-examination of a school leader 

and their actions to interrogate power relationships acknowledging that “things are not the way 

that they are by destiny, but rather design” (Beachum & McCray, 2015, p. 314). This is one of 

the three tenets of the Beachum and McCray’s (2015) Tripartite Framework for Social Justice 

Leadership. 

Equitable Insight: The act of reflection of the past, present, and future to better 

understand people’s perceptions about the world through a justice lens, while realizing 

everyone’s responsibility towards social justice and equity. This is one of the three tenets of the 

Beachum and McCray’s (2015) Tripartite Framework for Social Justice Leadership. 

Pragmatic Optimism: A mindset school leaders must have when advocating for change 

is to promote dialogue, challenge status quo policies, and model leadership through activism and 

action–even when situations seem hopeless. This is one of the three tenets of the Beachum and 

McCray’s (2015) Tripartite Framework for Social Justice Leadership. 

School Leader: For this study, school leader referred to the participants of this study 

who were mainly principals (eight) and assistant principals (one) within the urban public charter 

school context in Los Angeles. 

People of Color: The term People of Color was used to describe participants who were 

eligible to participate in this study. In short, People of Color meant non-White. This term was 

intentionally used to be inclusive of the intricate combinations and intersections of gender, 
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race/ethnicity, and class of the participants, which were impossible to name completely. The 

participants in this study described their own identities and were referred to this way throughout 

the study; whereas, the term People of Color was used only in terms of defining eligibility 

criteria for this study. 

Organization of Dissertation 

Chapter 1 provided the background and context for the entire dissertation. Chapter 2 

discusses the relevant literature related to SJL in PCSs. It first includes an overview of effective 

leadership in schools, then narrows its focus to reviewing various definitions of social justice, 

social justice leadership, and social justice leadership praxis. Each of the aforementioned 

definitions will also be discussed specifically in the PCS context. Lastly, Chapter 2 reviews 

various theories and frameworks of social justice leadership and explains why the specific 

theoretical framework was chosen for this study. Chapter 3 discusses the study design and 

methodology, specifically highlighting the context, participants, procedures, 

instruments/measures, and how the data were analyzed. Chapters 4 and 5 present the findings, 

discussed the findings, and provided specific and pertinent recommendations and implications 

for future studies. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Leadership in Schools 

Effective School Leadership 

Effective leadership is a necessary ingredient of any successful school program; this is 

not surprising. Furthermore, school leaders are situated to influence the school climate, teachers, 

students, and the broader community. Previous research has extensively linked principal 

leadership to greater student achievement and educational opportunities, which is only second to 

good teaching (Day et al., 2016; Leithwood et al., 2020; Louis et al., 2010). Specifically, when 

effective principals can retain effective teachers, it brings about academic growth for students. 

However, when quality teachers are not retained, students suffer—especially students of color 

and students who live in low-income communities (Ronfeldt et al., 2013). Effective principals 

impact school culture by crafting the vision for their schools, utilizing PD to live out the vision, 

which impacts school culture and student achievement positively (Louis et al, 2010; Sebastian et 

al., 2017). Without effective leadership and access to experienced teachers, students’ learning 

experiences, their well-being, and their academic achievement are adversely affected (Cardichon 

et al., 2020). 

While research has shown that effective leadership is necessary for school success, there 

is no objective, universally agreed upon definition of what “effective leader” or “effective 

principal” means. Researchers have long debated what variables should be included in the 

definition of effective leadership. For example, Grissom (2011) identified the difficulty of 

defining what an effective principal is using data from the 2003-04 Schools and Staffing Survey 



 

 22 

(SASS) (Tourkin et al., 2007). Grissom (2011) used six Likert-scale statements from the SASS 

to encapsulate various aspects of principal effectiveness and performance. He categorized the 

statements into specific performance attributes: clear school vision and communication of that 

vision, setting clear behavioral expectations for students, clear staff expectations, providing 

support and encouragement to staff, recognizing staff for a job well done, and overall teacher 

satisfaction with school operations (Grissom, 2011).  

Additionally, researchers like Boyd et al. (2011) noted that administrative support like 

making teachers’ work easier and developing their instructional expertise, was an integral part of 

effective school leadership. Many studies also used data from more simplistic teacher surveys to 

operationalize school leader effectiveness, then implemented those perceptual measures to 

predict the likelihood of teacher turnover (Grissom, 2011. Boyd et al. (2011) found that 

beginning teachers in New York City were less likely to leave their positions when they had 

more positive perceptions of their principal’s effectiveness. Since the data in both Grissom’s 

(2011) and Boyd et al.’s (2011) models were perceptual in nature, and therefore, highly variable 

given the varying contexts of the studies, it is hard to say that their results define effective 

leadership within all educational contexts. 

While literature described what teachers perceived to be effective school leaders, six 

types of leadership emerged frequently to describe effective leaders within educational contexts: 

instructional leadership, distributed leadership, situational leadership, servant leadership, 

transformational leadership, and transformative leadership. For example, research suggested 

that strong school leaders are instructional leaders in that they foster and manage a positive 

school culture where rigorous learning is made possible through instructional modeling 
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(Hallinger, 2003). Similarly, literature pointed to the need for school leaders to practice 

distributed leadership whereby they promote a collaborative culture and share leadership 

responsibilities and decision making (Bolden, 2011; Mayrowetz, 2008). School leaders must also 

be able to adapt to a variety of situations, building trust and catering to teacher needs along the 

way (Leahy & Shore, 2019). Literature also suggested that effective school leaders serve the 

larger community and ultimately, implement positive and sustainable changes to transform 

educational contexts (Burns, 1978; Leahy & Shore, 2019; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Northouse, 

2010). 

Instructional Leadership 

Instructional leadership is a term that did not appear in the educational landscape, at least 

formally, until the 1980s. Many of the definitions for instructional leadership were more similar 

than they were different. Hallinger’s (2003) definition of instructional leadership incorporated 

many aspects that previous authors had explained and was most frequently used by more current 

researchers. His model “propose[d] three dimensions of the instructional leadership construct: 

defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional program, and promoting a positive 

school-learning climate” (Hallinger, 2003, p. 332). Words often associated with instructional 

leadership are strong, directive leadership, focused on mission, instruction, and curriculum.  

While instructional leadership described how a school leader models instructional 

expertise and provides feedback in a culture of continuous learning, it did not ensure that the 

pedagogical guidance teachers received helped them deepen their levels of self-awareness, meet 

the needs of all students, and was culturally relevant. 
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Distributive Leadership 

Distributive leadership is a relatively new term in education. Both Bolden (2011) and 

Mayrowetz (2008) suggested multiple usages for this theory of leadership that are still widely 

debated. This theory of leadership was most often associated with the terms: collaborative, team 

leadership, and shared leadership (Leahy & Shore, 2019). Essentially, a school leader who had 

distributive leadership tendencies is focused on trusting others within a school to make decisions 

without his or her direct influence. School leaders “shared” the decision-making burden with the 

teaching staff, which in turn, built trust and transparency and eliminated unnecessary power 

hierarchies. This kind of leadership was also most directly aligned with democratic decision-

making within schools (Bolden, 2011). 

While distributive leadership delegates decision-making to other staff members at the 

school to build trust, it does not always lead to justice and equity. This is especially important if 

the school leader is unaware or does not center issues related to diversity, equity, and inclusion in 

his or her leadership approach. 

Situational Leadership 

Situational leadership is an older theory of leadership proposed by Hersey et al. (1979) to 

be both directive and supportive. Leahy and Shore (2019) described that this type of leader is 

adaptable and can cater his or her leadership styles based on the situation, as the title would 

indicate. For example, after a one-on-one conversation with a teacher, a school principal gets a 

sense for what his or her teacher is feeling and what needs he or she has, and then uses elements 

of different types of leadership styles to meet the teacher’s needs and help him or her reach his or 
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her goals. Words often associated with the supportive aspects of distributed leadership are 

delegating, supporting, coaching, and directing (Leahy & Shore, 2019). 

Situational leadership also has its shortcomings. While it is important for a principal to be 

able to cater to the needs of staff and have a level of emotional intelligence, if the principal’s 

worldview does not include an awareness of social justice, then the type of support, coaching, or 

directing in schools may unintentionally perpetuate systemic injustices and dominant narratives 

(DeMatthews et al., 2015). 

Servant Leadership 

 Servant leadership is also an older theory of leadership that originated in the early 1970s 

as a prescriptive academic topic. More recently the topic has been clarified and substantiated by 

researchers (Northouse, 2010) and is still a popular leadership framework within education. 

Northouse (2010) explained that servant leadership “is an approach focusing on leadership from 

the point of view of the leaders and his or her behaviors” (Northouse, 2010, p. 227). This type of 

leadership also “emphasizes that leaders be attentive to the concerns of their followers, 

empathize with them, and nurture them” (Northouse, 2010, p. 227). It is important to note that a 

servant leader puts the concerns of the followers first, hoping to empower them to fulfill their 

fullest potential. Words often associated with servant leadership are listening, empathy, 

awareness, stewardship, and humility. The outcomes of servant leadership are follower 

performance and growth, organizational performance, and societal impact (Northouse, 2010). 

 Servant leadership also has its critics. As the name would indicate, a servant leader 

literally puts others’ goals and aspirations first and consequently has the potential to lack a 

personal vision for his or her followers. In a school setting, this would mean that the school itself 
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may not necessarily have a vision, but rather include aspects of the followers’ personal 

aspirations and goals. Essentially, the servant leader is interested is helping his or her followers 

self-actualize and meet their professional or personal goals (Northouse, 2010). Even though 

servant leaders get positive outcomes for creating community and behaving ethically among the 

adherents, there is not necessarily a focus on developing an awareness of how followers’ social 

identities interact and exist within a system designed for White supremacy. Some aspect of self-

transformation is crucial to help diminish or eradicate marginalizing conditions in schools. 

Transformational Leadership 

Burns (1978) first introduced a leadership theory focused on transformation, which 

gained widespread attention in his seminal study. He recognized that change, rather than 

maintaining the status quo, is an inherent responsibility of true leadership compared to leadership 

styles based on transactions. Today, transformational leadership “is a process that changes and 

transforms people. It is concerned with emotions, values, ethics, standards, and long-term goals” 

(Northouse, 2010, p. 348). Similar to servant leadership, a transformational leader makes a 

connection with his or her followers, is attentive to their motivation and needs, and seeks to help 

them reach their fullest potential (Leahy & Shore, 2019). Leithwood and Jantzi (2000) identified 

six main characteristics of educational leaders who are transformational: building school vision 

and goals, providing intellectual stimulation, offering individualized support, symbolizing 

professional practices and values, demonstrating high expectations, and developing structures to 

foster participation in school decisions.  

Even though transformational leadership is most aligned with elements of social justice 

thus far, it still falls short in that it does not make diversity, equity, and inclusion the focal 
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point—transformational leadership’s main goal is organizational change (Shields, 2010). Shields 

(2010) contented that transformative leadership, although it has wide variation in its meaning, 

connects “directly to the work of school leaders, [with] potential in practice to offer a more 

inclusive, equitable, and deeply democratic conception of education” (p. 559). Shields (2010) 

aimed to assess the usefulness of transformative leadership theory as a potential social justice 

practice for school leaders focused on effecting educational and broader social change. 

Transformative Leadership 

Burns (1978) emphasized the need for “real change—that is, a transformation to the 

marked degree in the attitudes, norms, institutions, and behaviors that structure our daily lives” 

(p. 414), which alluded to what would later be called transformative leadership in education. 

However, the foundational ideals of transformative leadership in education come from Freire 

(2017), who wrote about how transformation is a result of education undergirded by dialogic 

relationships. Other early articulations of transformative leadership show up in research focused 

on advocating for more inclusive education for severely disabled students (Capper, 1989). 

Specifically, Capper (1989) referenced the work of Giroux and McLaren (1986), who defined a 

transformative intellectual as someone:  

who resolves to insert teaching and learning directly into the political sphere by arguing 

that schooling represents both a struggle for meaning and a struggle over power relations 

. . . one whose intellectual practices are necessarily grounded in forms of moral and 

ethical discourse exhibiting a preferential concern for the suffering and struggles of the 

disadvantaged and oppressed. (p. 215) 
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Transformative leadership differs from transformational leadership in that it “explicitly attends to 

the moral and ethical issues related to power relationships of entire social systems that often 

perpetuate inequity and inequality in organizations” (Shields, 2010, p. 565). Shields’s (2010) 

further explained the distinctions and various nuances among transformational, transformative, 

and transactional leadership in Figure 1. Transformational and transformative leadership are 

often used interchangeably; however, they have nuanced differences even among their 

similarities and represent two distinct leadership theories. 
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Figure 1 

Distinctions Among Three Theories of Leadership 

 
Note: From “Transformative Leadership: Working for Equity in Diverse Contexts,” by C. M. Shields, 2010, in Educational 
Administration Quarterly, 46(4), 558-589, copyright 2010 by The University Council for Education Administration; used with 
permission. 
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As seen in Figure 1, the three theories of transactional, transformational, and transformative 

leadership are related yet distinct in that they each have different foundations and emphases, 

ultimately leading to varied outcomes in practice. Shields (2010) summarized transactional 

leadership to be a reciprocal transaction between people within an organization centered on 

advancing organizational goals; transformational leadership as improving organizational 

effectiveness by defining a common purpose; and transformative educational leadership as 

“challenging inappropriate uses of power and privilege that create or perpetuate inequity and 

injustice” (p. 564). 

Transformative leadership is the most socially progressive of the leadership theories 

covered thus far; however, the implementation of this kind of leadership in practice is no easy 

feat. While previous theories of leadership lacked a focus on social justice altogether, this theory 

lacks the appropriate tools to bridge theory into practice, especially given the decisions and 

tradeoffs principals must make daily. Given Shields’s (2010) comparisons in Figure 1, there 

would also be differences and varying implications for how school leaders make decisions 

depending on their style of leadership, especially when those decisions involve issues related to 

social justice. 

Effective Leadership and Decision-Making 

Researchers have also examined different leadership styles in conjunction with their 

various decision-making strategies to understand and define their overall effectiveness. Bogler 

(2001) used Leithwood and Jantzi’s (2000) definitions of transformational and transactional 

leadership, and autocratic versus participative types of decision-making styles of school leaders, 

to further define their efficacy for his study. Even though there is no formal agreement of what 
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each type exactly represents, Bogler (2001) summarized what researchers often agree on 

regarding the four types of decision-making styles: autocratic, consultation, joint-decision, and 

delegated. The autocratic leader does not consult with anyone when making a final decision. The 

consultation type of leader consults with someone within the organization and may take the 

advice or direction into consideration when making a final decision. The joint-decision leader 

works collaboratively with others within the organization to devise the final decision together; 

each included individual has some influence upon the final decision. Finally, the delegated leader 

divides tasks and/or decisions to a group of individuals within the organization and they make 

the final decision (Bogler, 2001). It makes intuitive sense that leaders who espouse more 

participative, democratic decision-making styles would be more effective in leading a school; 

whereas, more autocratic decision makers might have more difficulty establishing trust among 

staff and thus perceived as less effective, which is exactly what Bogler (2001) found in his study. 

Newer authors on this topic, like Grissom (2011) and Leahy and Shore (2019), used similar 

variables in their regression models, factor analyses, and qualitative approaches, respectively, to 

understand the impacts of effective leadership in both TPSs and PCSs.  

The struggle with categorizing school leaders as only having one management style and 

one decision-making style limits the overall complexity of their complete leadership 

methodology, which is heavily influenced by their life experiences (Santamaría, 2014). Certain 

decisions or contexts may take one specific kind of leadership style, whereas others take another, 

and school leaders may not, in all cases, fit into one category. The complexity of decision-

making and leadership among school leaders makes it difficult to objectively define what is and 

what is not effective. However, what is clear is in the literature is that to be an effective leader 
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and make decisions, the leader must possess the skills necessary to model instructional expertise, 

have a level of emotional intelligence to assess situations and offer individualized support, and 

be able to help teachers reach their fullest potential.  

What most of these leadership types and decision-making preferences is missing, is a 

proclivity towards social justice in education that “takes account of the ways in which the 

inequities of the outside world affect the outcomes of what occurs internally in educational 

organizations” (Shields, 2010, p. 584). Freire (2017) would define this as a kind of “critical 

pedagogy”—a form of deliberate intervention and decision-making that requires the moral use of 

power. Even though transformative leadership is tightly connected with social justice and 

acknowledges power in its processes, it is difficult to implement in various educational contexts.  

Leadership is one of the most important factors for improving student outcomes (Day et 

al., 2016), and as the world experiences a global pandemic and racism permeates nearly every 

facet of institutions in the United States, more than ever, transformative leadership for social 

justice has never been more urgent. The success of schools in the future will be to enact socially-

just school systems and implement socially-just practices so that educational outcomes for all 

students, especially students who have been historically and currently marginalized, are 

equitized. 

Social Justice Leadership 

Defining Social Justice and Social Justice Leadership 

There are many definitions of social justice (Blackmore, 2002; Bogotch, 2002; Dantley & 

Tillman, 2006; Furman & Gruenewald, 2004; Gewirtz, 1998; Goldfarb & Grinberg, 2002; 

Marshall & Ward, 2004). From a historical perspective, Williamson et al. (2007) argued that 
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social justice falls into two different categories: the promise of equity and mobility in society 

through assimilation, and honoring and appreciating the differences inherent in everyone, while 

using moral power to resist all forms of discrimination and inequity. Specifically, Williamson et 

al. (2007) indicated that: 

Scholars who subscribe to the notion of assimilation and individual advancement as 

social justice confuse the battle to acquire the privileges of Whiteness with the desire to 

assimilate. They paint a nostalgic picture of the past in which they assume that various 

immigrants and outsiders actively pursued the opportunity to shed their cultural and 

linguistic heritage in order to become American. (p. 195) 

Some definitions of social justice have made acquiring the privileges of Whiteness and social 

mobility as major tenets of their leadership theories; however, this study assumed that these 

conceptualizations of social justice are fundamentally false and problematic. It is important to 

recognize that this viewpoint of social justice still exists; however, in alignment with those who 

reject notions of social justice as assimilating to White norms, social justice is more about 

promoting equity, diversity, and inclusion. 

Goldfarb and Grinberg (2002) defined social justice as “the exercise of altering 

[institutional and organizational] arrangements by actively engaging in reclaiming, 

appropriating, sustaining, and advancing inherent human rights of equity, equality, and fairness 

in social, economic, educational, and personal dimensions” (p. 162). Gewirtz’s (1998) definition 

of social justice focused on disrupting systems that promote and perpetuate exclusionary 

practices and marginalization, which is like Goldfarb and Grinberg’s (2002) definition, which 

centers issues of social justice on situations of marginalization. Essentially, Gewirtz (1998) 
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purported that “social justice supports a process built on respect, care, recognition, and empathy” 

(Theoharis, 2007, p. 223). Marshall and Ward (2004) maintained that “social justice means 

ensuring that laws for individual rights are observed so that access to educational services is 

available . . . social justice can mean finding ways to ‘fix’ those with inequitable access” (p. 

534). 

Blackmore (2002) used a critical feminist lens to critique previous conceptualizations of 

social justice stating that principles of free market reform and new managerialism (Gewirtz & 

Ball, 2000), which undergird educational reforms in the United States, “do not provide us with 

any ethical ground upon which to base educational leadership for social justice” (p. 200). 

However, she also states that this should not dissuade researchers and practitioners to train 

principals to lead socially-just schools especially since “social justice and equity are more 

important as globalization creates new, or exacerbates old, forms of inequality inflicted by race, 

gender, class, and ethnicity” (Blackmore, 2002, p. 201). Conceptualizing social justice in this 

way acknowledges the ever-shifting sociocultural and political contexts that school leaders 

collectively experience, which is critical to consider if school leaders are to bring about change 

toward a more socially-just world (Blackmore, 2002).  

Furman and Gruenewald (2004) furthered this notion by expanding previous 

conceptualizations of social justice to include an ecological perspective, which considers the 

relationship between social justice given certain physical surroundings. Furman and Gruenewald 

(2004) argued that an ecological perspective is inherently embedded in conceptualizations of 

social justice since youth are preparing to enter the shared, global economy. It was their claim 

that without an expanded ecological perspective that takes seriously the cultural and ecological 
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conflicts of coexisting in a global economy, social justice cannot be achieved (Furman & 

Gruenewald, 2004). In order to understand this expanded conceptualization of social justice, 

“leaders for social justice and other educators must become aware of the links between social 

and ecological systems by developing a critique of the ways in which dominant culture affects 

people and places, humans, and habitat” (Furman & Gruenewald, 2004, p. 55). Leaders for social 

justice must be willing to engage in the “communal challenge involving not only policy and 

practice but also moral commitments and the courage to work for transformation” (p. 67), which 

is often opposite to how leaders arising from historic school reforms practice leadership 

(Blackmore, 2002). 

Bogotch (2014) asserted that social justice is a social construction and that “there are no 

fixed or predictable meanings of social justice prior to actually engaging in educational 

leadership practices” (p. 153). He goes so far to state that it is impossible to define social justice 

separate from the practices of social justice leaders because “social justice as educational 

theories and practices can never be guaranteed as the world remains imperfect, unpredictable, 

and unstable” (Bogotch, 2014, p. 52). Thus, really understanding how leaders engage in their 

work on a day-to-day basis is what defines and continuously redefines what social justice 

leadership is. Bogotch (2014) assumed the following characteristics in his work regarding social 

justice and social justice leadership: 

1. Social justice is both necessary and contingent with respect to education, that is, 

social justice can never be guaranteed or sustained without continuous efforts, 

including work within difficult, undemocratic circumstances.  
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• You have dedicated almost four hours of your time to share your experience with me. 
Why did you agree to participate? 

• The main focus of my study was to better understand the implementation of social justice 
praxis by school leaders/principals in public charter schools in Los Angeles. What was 

this experience like for you? 

• What does it mean to you to be social justice leader in today’s sociopolitical climate? 
• Given what you have shared in Interview 1 (Life History) and Interview 2 (Being a 
Social Justice Leader), how have you made sense of your present work as social justice 

leader? (Share what I have in previous interviews) 

o How has your life history influenced the implementation of your social justice 
practices? 

o Current context vs. “normal” context 
• What recommendations do you have for aspiring school leaders who want to lead for 
social justice? 

o What advice would you give a new administrator to hone their social justice 
leadership skills? 

• Is there anything else you wanted to say before we finish up our last interview? You can 
always reach out me via email if there is anything else you want to share. 
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APPENDIX B 

Demographic Data Survey Questions 

 
1. First Name 

 

2. Last Name 
 

3. Preferred Pseudonym 
 

4. Email Address 
 

5. Cell Phone Number 
 

6. Age (0-100) 
 

7. Ethnicity (self-identify) 
 

8. How would you describe your gender identity? If you prefer not to share, please leave 
blank. 

 

9. Do you describe your sexual orientation? If you prefer not to share, please leave blank. 
 

10. Preferred pronouns 
a. they/them 
b. she/her/hers 
c. he/him/his 
d. Not listed above (please specify) 
 

11. Total # of years as a school leader/principal (including current year) 
 

12. Total # of years as a school leader/principal of a public charter school 
 

13. Total # of years as a school leader/principal of a public charter school in Los Angeles 
 

14. Name of current school 
 

15. Name of the Los Angeles neighborhood where school is located 
 

16. Zip code where school is located 
 

17. Type of current school 
a. Elementary 
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b. Middle School/Junior High 
c. K-8 
d. K-12 
e. High School 
f. Alternative Program (please specify) 
g. Not listed above (please specify) 
 

18. Context of current school 
a. Single, community-based charter school 
b. District school converted to charter school 
c. Small charter network (2-4 schools) 
d. Medium charter network (5-7 schools) 
e. Large charter network (8+ schools) 
f. Not listed above (please specify) 
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