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Arab women’s educational
leadership and the

implementation of social
justice in schools

Khalid Arar
The College for Academic Studies, Or Yehuda, Israel

Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to focus on gender and social justice (SJ) among pioneer female
principals and superintendents in the Arab education system in Israel. The research questions were: what
motivated these women to act for SJ? Are there common personal characteristics and educational values
which characterize these women? What actions have they taken to apply SJ through their work?
Design/methodology/approach – Four superintendents and two principals participated in in-depth
interviews, describing their careers in education and their contributions.
Findings – The findings indicate that these women were highly motivated often by their backgrounds to
right social wrongs upholding values of equality and justice and empowering others to succeed.
They employed leadership skills that initiate a strong desire to succeed and challenged inegalitarian rules and
norms. They brought their unique feminine strengths and experience to promote social goals far beyond
requirements of their official job descriptions. Hopefully their views and actions can guide the Arab education
system to pedagogy that rectifies social injustice includes students and empowers teachers.
Originality/value – It is concluded that through their jobs these women leaders were able to initiate a policy
of change and promote a new educational agenda.
Keywords Principals, Gender, Educational administration, Social justice
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
The concept of social justice (SJ) is discussed extensively in extant educational literature,
especially in relation to educational leaders’ role in the application of SJ principles in school
(Arar, 2015; Arar et al., 2017; Berkovich, 2014; Theoharis and Brooks, 2013). However, the
concept of SJ is open to various interpretations and often politically loaded (Brooks et al., 2015;
Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Severe criticism is voiced toward the education system, arguing that
the declared aspiration to improve SJ in schools and rectify discrimination, exclusion and
marginalization, often remains in the realm of rhetoric and is not expressed in school policies
and praxis (Fraise and Brooks, 2015; Wang, 2016).

It has been argued that equal access to educational processes, of itself cannot guarantee
SJ, when the output is not equal (Garratt and Forrester, 2012). Brooks and Miles (2006)
indicated that in order to face the challenge of dealing with social inequity, school leaders
should ensure that schools embody the principles of justice, containment, caring and
empathy. Therefore, school leaders are expected to develop critical awareness of forms of
oppression, exclusion and marginality (Brooks and Miles, 2006), and to understand how
non-representative resource and power distribution in the educational organization can lead
to the favoring of one group over another (Diem and Boske, 2012).

Various scholars have examined how educational leadership can turn SJ into a regular
school practice; they describe three main dimensions of SJ which should be considered in
schools: distributive justice, relational justice, and cultural justice (Arar, 2015; Bogotch and
Shields, 2014; Brooks and Miles, 2006; Fraise and Brooks, 2015). Diem and Boske (2012)
claim that leaders who wish to improve SJ in their school should be aware of the power
distribution in their organization and how the status quo is maintained. Using this
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awareness and sensitivity, they should guide long-term change, by attempting to ensure
equal opportunities for students and providing a space of empowerment and support for
staff and students. Naturally these actions will be affected by the leaders’ world-view and
the social context in which they operate (Arar, 2015; Fraise and Brooks, 2015).

In the context of the Arab education system in Israel, there is significant distributive
injustice (Wang, 2016), reflecting the power balance in the State of Israel between the
governing Jewish majority and a governed Arab minority. This distributive injustice is
manifested in unequal allocation of budgets to the Jewish and Arab education systems. The
budget allotted to Arab education is about 30 percent less than that for the Jewish education
system. This unequal input leads to a gap between the Jewish majority and Arab minority
school students, evident in the unequal achievements of students from the two education
systems in national and international tests (Balas, 2015).

Cultural injustice is also evident in Israeli schools, in two dimensions. The deeply rooted
patriarchal culture of Arab society impedes the realization of gender equality. Yet, it is
actually in these disadvantageous circumstances that educational leadership is challenged
to introduce principles of SJ into the Arab education system (Arar, 2015). Such action was
described in the book “Sacred Dreams” (Brunner, 1999), which described women principals
and superintendents as “running with wolves” to fight social systems that had betrayed
weak social strata. The Israeli Ministry of Education largely ignores Arab culture and
heritage and limits the expression of this culture in the Arab education system.

This paper describes how Arab women principals and superintendents, who promote the
application of principles of SJ, act as agents for social change in schools. These women
described their careers in education and the changes they instigated. Specifically, the paper
attempts to answer the following questions:

RQ1. What motivated these women to act to advance SJ?

RQ2. Are there common personal characteristics and educational values which
characterize these women?

RQ3. What actions have they taken to apply SJ through their work?

The paper begins with a literature review relating to the concepts of SJ, and educational
leadership and more specifically to the role of women as educational leaders. This is
followed by a description of the research’s context in the Arab education system in Israel.
Research and writing about women leaders allows their voices to be heard, exposing
barriers that stand in their way, and empowering women who are leading educational
processes. The research’s methodology and findings are presented, followed by a
discussion, considering the present findings in relation to findings and theory in extant
literature. The conclusions could help to move this discourse to center stage, and clarify the
important contribution of women principals and superintendents to the transformation of
schools into havens where SJ is applied for the benefit of the schools, their students and
ultimately for society in general.

Educational leadership and SJ
SJ is defined as the belief that it is the duty of society and its institutions to advance
economic welfare for all its members (Mansfield, 2013). A society committed to SJ should
adopt policies that ensure equal distribution of educational resources (Brooks and Miles, 2006)
so that each student can enjoy high-quality education regardless of his or her ethnic or social
background (Bogotch and Shields, 2014).

A school principal’s ability to promote SJ, afford equal access to high-quality education,
and improve educational achievements in a changing reality is usually related to his/her
active desire to develop a school culture that promotes values of equity, diversity and
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realization of personal potential among the students (Dantley and Tillman, 2009). To ensure
full and equal participation of the population in public education, resources should be
distributed equally, students should enjoy physical and mental security, and the school
should be a place that enables equal and empowering development (Walker, 2006).
Therefore, the chief effort should be invested in building a school culture that is democratic,
inclusive, and containing. To do this, school leadership should foster conscious recognition
of issues of inequality, exclusion, and oppression (Mansfield, 2013).

Scholars have argued that educational leaders should be able to critically analyze the
students’ and the school community’s socio-economic status, so as to identify its effect on
perceptions and attitudes of teaching-learning. They should be aware of how such data
position students within definitions of poverty, exclusion, repression, and oppression
(Arar et al., 2017; Rodriguez and Fabionar, 2009). Additionally, it has been argued that
school leaders should recognize and provide for the needs of the students’ diverse identities;
they should enable leadership development as a result of caring pedagogy (Shields, 2004).
Research shows that when children feel that they belong and that their expectations are met
by the discourse in their surroundings, then their learning experience becomes an
empowering experience (Gerst-Pepin and Aiken, 2012).

Two questions arise in this context: How does one recognize SJ leadership when one
sees it? What motivates an educational leader, who leads SJ?

Women leaders and SJ
Until recently, principalship and superintendence were perceived as primarily male roles
(Bjork, 2000). Despite two waves of feminist movements in the USA and Western Europe,
education administration remains under male domination and women struggle to attain
senior positions. Blackmore (1999) noted that since the education administration was mainly
identified with a hegemonic “male” culture, a masculine culture affected the values,
ideologies, structures and theoretical premises of educational administration, and the daily
social relationships that structure every change in this field. Thus, women education leaders
enter and try to change a territory that they sense is often foreign and hostile.

Scholars have attempted to identify the traits that characterize educational leaders
who advocate and act for equal, caring, and empowering pedagogy (Ayers et al., 2009;
Brooks and Miles, 2006). These leaders are guided by certain values and a liberating
critical consciousness ( Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Studies about the role of women in
education systems, their actions in developing teaching skills and empowering pedagogy
(Gardiner et al., 2000), and the preponderance of female educational leaders involved in
developing “transformational leadership” (Coleman, 2011; Grogan and Shakeshaft, 2011)
report that when women fill the role of principal or superintendent, their leadership
positively affects the functioning and success of schools (Brunner, 1999; Grogan and
Shakeshaft, 2011; Kamler, 2006).

There have been attempts to define the qualities and strategies of those female leaders,
who undertake to reduce inequality and gaps in education (Brooks and Miles, 2006).
Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) argued that women educational leaders try to distinguish
between various sources of authority, and divide them among the team members.
The common denominator they found between women principals in the USA was their
effort to promote SJ through their educational praxis, focusing on finding social solutions to
the educational problems that they encounter at school.

The way in which educational leaders perceive issues of SJ, diversity, access, and equality
influences their educational policies and the ways in which they promote these values in their
work (Garratt and Forrester, 2012; Scanlan, 2012). Brooks and colleagues (2007) claim that an
educational leader who promotes SJ establishes a critical consciousness, compassion,
democracy, containment, freedom, and active change. Other scholars have argued that many
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women who act as SJ leaders in school have a comprehensive awareness of their students’
political-social-economic context, and firmly criticize students’ exclusion. They express this
through the leadership style they choose and the values that guide them. Their leadership is
manifested by personal example and daily involvement in teaching, and they have a sense
that they were destined to realize principles of an ethical code and bring about social change
(Grogan and Shakeshaft, 2011; Newcomb andWelton, 2013). This type of leadership strives to
make school a place that fosters holistic development, suffused with care and compassion by
an educational staff that fights for every student (Sanders-Lawson et al., 2009).

It seems that many women SJ leaders experienced a childhood of exclusion,
suffering and/or discrimination (Wang, 2016). Studies have shown that the first signs of
women leader’s leadership can be found in their early childhood (Coleman, 2011;
Grogan and Shakeshaft, 2011). Early leadership buds fostered in childhood by an
empowering family were observed in women who reached senior positions in Arab
education (Shapira et al., 2011). Such empowerment enabled these women to traverse the
difficult road to their position and reinforced their desire and sense of mission to bring
about social change.

Four content layers occupied female principals and superintendents in the USA:
designing an educational vision, building an infrastructure of inclusion, supporting
students and bridging gaps between them, and development, empowerment, and
cooperation. These areas concerned women much more than their male counterparts
(Grogan and Shakeshaft, 2011). Beyond the more intuitive thinking of women, Grogan and
Shakeshaft identified five different ways in which women lead: relational, SJ, spirituality,
learning and balanced leadership. They indicated that these ways of leadership may be used
collectively or selectively, but theorize that these feminine ways of leading are more likely
than the more traditional dominant, justice oriented masculine leadership to lead social
change by applying principles of SJ.

These women’s struggle and progress to influential positions are a result of their
perseverance, courage, assisted by the collective efforts of women who educated, helped,
and supported the promotion of other women (Coleman, 2011) – a process that develops
empowerment circles and social comradeship.

The Arab education system in Israel
The Arab population in Israel numbers 1.7146 million, 20.2 percent of the total population, and
includes Moslems (1.4203 million), Christians (160.9 thousand), and Druze (133.4 thousand)
(Central Bureau of Statistics, 2015). The Arab population mostly resides in separate
communities, in rural regions that are afflicted by economic shortage, though some Arabs live
in a few mixed Jewish-Arab cities. The incomes of 53 percent of the Arab population are
below the poverty line and their standard of living is 60 percent that of the Jewish population
(Ghara, 2013). Arab society is a heterogeneous society containing a variety of cultures,
religions, ideologies, and living in different geographic areas. In addition, the Arab population
differs from the Jewish population in culture, norms and values, and is influenced by norms
and values of neighboring countries (Arar et al., 2017).

Jewish and Arab education systems are separate, and receive unequal resources.
The separation of study settings does not lead to autonomy in Arab education, there is no
separate Arab administrative organization. Rather this separation leads to the
subordination of Arab education to Jewish education. The literature has dealt
extensively with the discrimination of Arab education by the Israeli education system.
This includes allocation of less teaching hours for Arab schools. Arab school classes are
larger (27 children in the average Jewish class and 30 children in the average Arab class),
the infrastructure is weaker and inadequate and the numbers and quality of Arab schools’
teaching and auxiliary staff are lower (Balas, 2015). As a result, the Arab education
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system has inferior outputs (Arar and Abu-Asbe, 2013). The Taub Institute (2014)
Statistical Yearbook states that in 2012, the percentage of students eligible for
matriculation in the Hebrew ed`ucation system was 73.6 vs 50.7 percent in the Arab
education system. Therefore, there are consistent calls for the Ministry of Education to
adopt policy that ensures essential equality in case of low starting points for Arab schools,
as is done for other populations in the country (Arar and Abu-Asbe, 2013). In general,
Arab students show lower levels of achievement, especially in university entrance exams,
which limits their access to higher education and influences their choice of prestigious
fields of study (Arar and Oplatka, 2016). Inequality in education between Jews and Arabs
also includes computer/internet access and digital literacy. In addition to the unequal
budgets for Arab schooling, over the years the Education Ministry has strictly controlled
content of learning programs in Arab schools, hindering the teaching of the Arab cultural
heritage, and avoiding mention of Arab culture and identity in textbooks (Arar and
Oplatka, 2016).

This description of the Arab education system points up the need to clarify the
perceptions and actions of Arab education leaders regarding the advancement of SJ. It is
precisely because of the noted inequality that they endure that leaders of Arab schools can
play an important role in introducing social change (Arar, 2015).

Very few studies have traced the attempts to introduce principles of SJ in Israeli
schools in general and the way in which ethnicity and cultural values and the gender of the
principal influence the implementation of SJ principles. This chapter attempts to fill this gap
in knowledge.

Methodology
Qualitative multiple case study was used for empirical data collection and analysis
(Thomas, 2011). In-depth semi-structured narrative interviews were conducted with each
superintendent and principal (Creswell, 2007). Selection of the sample was assisted by the
researcher’s familiarity with staff in the Arab education system, as the head of a college
Master’s degree program in educational administration. Additionally, the researcher was
aided by the chief superintendent of Arab education in finding suitable respondents,
according to the criteria that they would be women principals or superintendents in the
Arab education system, known as leaders who promoted principles of SJ in the Arab
education system and initial participants also suggested additional participants, who met
these criteria.

All participants were individually interviewed for about two hours in the interviewees’
offices. The questions were predetermined, to ensure that answers to the same
categories would be obtained and to facilitate reliable interview analysis. Interviews were
conducted in Arabic – the researcher’s mother tongue. The objective of the study was
explained, and confidentiality was promised by preserving anonymity in any research
records. Participation was consensual; interviewees were able to terminate the interview
at will. The interviews began with the reading of a vignette illustrating socio-economic
diversity in school; then the principal was asked to describe his/her perspectives
concerning national, gender, or social status discrimination, indicating the sources
of their perceptions of SJ and describing actions they conduct to promote SJ and equity in
the school (Brooks and Miles, 2006). Example questions included “As a principal,
how do you lead to the implementation of SJ in your school?’ or “As a principal, how do
you cope with social dilemmas at school?” The subjects were then asked to provide
examples of the dilemmas they experienced when applying SJ (Creswell, 2007). This was
followed by clarifying questions such as, “Can you expand slightly on this matter”
and interpretative questions such as “If I have understood you correctly, in your view,
SJ praxis is […].”
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The research population
Six women educators participated in the study – four superintendents (Rania, Ahlam,
Amna and Fadia) and two school principals (Shiraz and Siham) (all names are fictive).
The participants are now described in greater detail:

• Rania – is a Christian Superintendent in her late 40s, married, and mother of several adult
children. She lives in a city, and has a PhD in Literature. Rania was among the first women
superintendents in the Arab education system, and has held this position for four years.

• Ahlam – is a Muslim Superintendent in her mid-30s, married, and a mother, living in
a village. She has a PhD in Arab Language, and has completed post-doctorate studies
in the USA. She has been a superintendent for three years.

• Amna – is a Christian Superintendent in her mid-50s, mother of several adult
children. She has an MA degree in Arabic Language, and lives in a mixed city. In the
past, she was a Teacher and Instructor, and is the first woman who was appointed as
a senior professional superintendent in the Arab education system.

• Fadia – is a Muslim Superintendent of educational counselors in her late 40s, married
and mother of several children. She lives in an Arab city, and has a MA degree in
Educational Counseling.

• Shiraz – is a Muslim high school Principal in her early 40s, and lives in a mixed city.
She has a BA degree in sciences and a MA degree in management of education systems.

• Siham –is a Muslim elementary school Principal in her early 50s, has a MA degree in
Arabic language, and is a graduate of a school principals’ training course. She has
been a Principal for 17 years.

Each interview lasted about two hours, and the interviews were recorded and transcribed.

Analysis
The interviews were analyzed according to the “Listeners’ Guide,” a method in which, while
reading the transcript, the researcher follows the narrator’s different voices, and tries to
identify each separately (Gilligan et al., 2004). This method facilitates the exposure of the
entirety of a respondent’s relationships with their self, their surroundings and society. It was
employed in a previous study of women leaders in the Arab education system in Israel
(Shapira et al., 2011). In this study, four readings of each interview were performed that
related to the following issues: the interviewee’s perception of SJ, contribution of personal
background, SJ in educational leadership and management, and social change. The findings
are presented under these headings: “I move around school with antennae”: perceptions of
SJ; a childhood of “struggling with rules and regulations”; “I believe in sharing, listening and
being available” and “I see myself as a social changer.”

The researcher’s experience and his previous extensive research on educational research
in the Arab education system in Israel, added authenticity and reliability to his
interpretation of the findings. Use of systematic data collection procedure also contributed
to the credibility and authenticity of the data (Marshall and Rossman, 2012). Since this was a
small sample from a specific group of participants, this limits generalization of the findings
to other social contexts. The reader is invited to judge the applicability of the findings and
conclusions to other similar circumstances.

Findings
The findings are presented as they appeared from the interviewees’ narratives, identifying
the interviewees with fictive names; they are discussed in relation to extant literature in the
discussion section below.
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“I move around school with antennae”: perceptions of SJ
Educational leaders’ perceptions of issues related to SJ, such as diversity, accessibility and
equity affect their educational policy and its implementation at school (Scanlan, 2012).
Any school principal arrives at their post with a background of personal and public life
experiences, including their home life, and the societal context in which they have lived.
When we understand the principal’s background, this allows us to understand the ways in
which they practice their principalship. The interviewees’ narratives described how their
perceptions of SJ were formed by their personal development, life experiences, and personal
beliefs. Shiraz stressed that:

A principal brings her entire lifetime, the house she grew up in, her society […] I grew up in a home
with ten children, with a mother, who was illiterate but who could run the country […] sharing a
piece of bread between nine children […] it’s part of my accumulated experience. The turning-point
came when I became a significant person, a vice-principal […] I tried to free the school from its
selective outlook, but when I couldn’t do it as vice-principal, I had to attain the principalship […]
I don’t believe in an uncompromising school. I regard the parents’ difficulties to pay as a challenge
I must deal with […] every child has a place here […] I make room for diversity.

Siham’s narrative illustrates how her personal development affected her perceptions, and
how she sees SJ as a means to cope with diversity in Arab society. Her perception is based
on religious faith:

The first objective is strengthening faith, to reduce educational gaps, to contain students, to make
room for diversity […] We have Muslims, Christians and Druze students, affluent city children and
village children, so it’s no easy job to foster a place of diversity.

The diversity she mentions is one aspect in the implementation of SJ principles, which
includes concern for equal distribution of resources, cultural control, respect, and power
balance in an educational organization (Scanlan, 2012). Ahlam, on the other hand, focused
on the educational-social aspect of SJ:

SJ means believing in students and their ability to succeed, to affect them and their future […] it means
investing in these children. I don’t put any child to the test of “go home”, but rather embrace them […].
I come from a very difficult background, and that background motivates me to instill change.

The interviewees’ beliefs guided them to move from theories to action, to implement
an SJ policy. Amna emphasized this:

I believe in respecting students. You are an educator in everything you do or say. I always teach,
because that’s the real work […] it’s important to me to contain the students, I believe they should
all be allowed to find themselves […] There are many problems in the Israeli education system,
because of the “production line” called matriculation exams; half the students fail and leave. I fight
against this production line.

Elsewhere in her interview she added, “I think its important to provide solutions for the
students’ diverse needs. There should be room for emotions, they should develop critical
thinking, find room for creativity, work with their heads, and be humble.”

Despite their different backgrounds, it seems that the interviewees had arrived at their posts
from marginal social standing and had undergone difficulties in childhood. When they became
educational leaders, this background motivated them to fight for SJ in their schools, through
and despite the mechanisms of the education system. They criticized the education system’s
policies harshly and strove to fight the injustices they cause as is evident in the next theme.

A childhood of “struggling with rules and regulations”
Rania was born in a big, open Arab city, but she describes her childhood as a series of
struggles against rules and regulations, which restrict a girl’s presence in the public space,
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and her participation in group activities outside, because it is a girl’s role to help her mother
with housework. Together with her strong desire to make changes and fix injustices,
Rania had the ability to lead and act bravely contrary to conventions. For example,
she described a struggle she had as a high school student:

In high school, I was elected, in very difficult elections, to head the student council. I remember that when
the intifada started, the principal refused to declare a strike, although all other schools in Arab society
were on strike […] I climbed up on a stone at the school’s entrance and told the students: “Dear friends,
today we commemorate the intifada […] if you have any feelings for the children that are being killed
over there and are throwing stones for their freedom, then honor this strike and go home”. The principal
stood there and looked at me. None of the students entered the classrooms, they all went home.

She continued:

Everything I wanted to achieve, I had to fight for, persuade, recruit others, and cope with various
objections along the way. It made me more determined, and instilled a faith in myself. If I set a target,
I have to move toward it until I accomplish it. Now I feel that it is my job to change the sad reality in our
schools, which prevents students and teachers from attaining the goals they had set; a reality that teaches
them conformity […] It is my job to enable, empower, and nurture and change the existing situation.

Rania’s struggle with school rules and her opposition to the principal’s decision exemplify
her self-perception, indicating how her leadership was formed in childhood through
struggles with conventions. She opposed common rules in Arab society, and challenged
them in her immediate family, as well as at school. She described how she coped with the
principal’s inquiry about her behavior:

Two days later I was summoned to a sort of “trial” at school. There were representatives of the
student council and the staff. They all wanted to shun my activity, but couldn’t. I told them, “I just
told the students, my friends, to go home; I didn’t threaten them, and they went”. That was my first
struggle as a young person, a woman, against the rules.

Shiraz explained how her personal background motivated the changes she leads as a principal:

We were a large family, four girls and five boys, raised in a very harsh reality; all of us had to help
with work in the field and at home. As the fourth girl, I had to make do with very little. I wore hand-
me-downs from my sisters, and got new clothes only twice a year, on holidays. Once I didn’t
understand a math lesson, when I went to the teacher, she said, “Sorry, I already explained it in
class”. That instilled my belief that school should be a hothouse that rectifies such injustices, and
provides everyone with optimal conditions, so that they can realize their potential and enjoy equal
and empowering educational experiences.

Similarly, Siham described how her difficult childhood inspired her to lead change:

My father went to jail for drug trafficking when I was a little girl. My aunt adopted me, because
Mom had to work to support us. I lived with the feeling that my family had given up on me; I had to
live at other people’s mercy, and prove to my aunt that I was worthy. In the eighth grade, I was sent
to a Christian boarding school, and again I had to cope with loss and misery. But that place actually
empowered me and turned me into a determined woman.

As found in previous studies (Arar, 2015; Coleman, 2011; Shapira et al., 2011), it seems that
the women’s childhood tribulations actually strengthened their determination to change the
reality they grew up in, and to challenge unjust rules and restrictions.

The interview questions aimed to elicit information concerning the values and
consolidated educational approach that guided the interviewees’ actions. Amna’s words
clarify this:

I once read a story about an Egyptian kadi [ judge] who decided to take a walk in the middle of a
night session with his friends. He heard someone crying, approached, and saw it was a woman.
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He asked, “Why are you sitting here and crying?” She answered, “Because I am married
to a coward; he took my children and threw me out”. The kadi asked, “Why didn’t you go to
the kadi to complain?” she answered, “A poor woman like me who doesn’t have a penny can’t
reach the courts to complain to the kadi. I complained to God, and trust in him”. The kadi replied,
“I am a kadi and God sent me to you”. That’s the place where I grew up, I came from there.
I read Paulo Freire’s “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” and Nel Noddings’ “Pedagogy of Caring”.
I belong to that school.

Rania also functions according to a consolidated educational vision that motivates her to set
“uncompromising demands and unrestrained support”:

I seek justice; it is rooted in my mind and soul. In essence, I am a believer; here it grew and
developed. I grew up without a father, I missed something. That experience has given me strength
to give and contribute, but for me giving entails not compromising. I have to see them making an
effort and not feeling sorry for themselves, because that is what builds strength in an adult, and by
the way – in a teacher too. It has to manifest itself in every statement and action, everywhere.

Later, in her narrative, she described how this belief is translated into school work:

We made it our motto to move from inflexibility to flexibility, from duty to commitment,
from coercion to partnership. In order to instill these values, we opted to give the children the
right to choose, believing that choice is a basic human value […] Choice is the basis for equity
and democracy. The right to choose means giving a chance for self-expression and sharing
decision-making. It also means consideration, commitment, and responsibility for the outcome.
We organized frameworks for elective studies at school to demonstrate and instill humanistic
and democratic values based on equality and inclusion of the students by the teacher and
between the students.

From the teachers’ narratives, it seems that SJ has become an integral part of their
values systems and this is expressed in and guides the agenda that they push forward:
enabling teachers and students to participate in school processes, demonstrating
total commitment to the school, to the education system and to society through
empowering pedagogy. These principles were also expressed by Fadia in her work as a
professional superintendent:

I believe in humanistic and democratic values. At home I had to prove myself and accept the
authority of the men in my life –my father and older brothers. At school, I had to prove how good
I was, but accept the fact that I would never have an equal opportunity. I came to fight that.
I believe in equity, self-expression, and an atmosphere that legitimizes diversity, which is the
heart and soul of human and educational quality. It is important that teachers experience an
enabling and equal atmosphere, so that they notice the difference themselves, and can
consequently contain the students.

Like Fadia, Siham clarified her perception of SJ and the qualities she attempts to impart in her role
as school principal:

I am always sensitive to the other’s needs; I try very hard to include others. I believe deeply in
sharing, listening and being available. I believe it is my responsibility to initiate empowering
discourse with weak students and connect with them.

In summary, we learn from the narratives of Rania, Amna, Fadia, and Siham that the
concept of SJ became a part of their value system and their educational perspective as
principals and superintendents. A consolidated educational perspective such as this guides
their work as leaders, and includes social commitment toward the students and teachers.
This approach involves inclusion, accessibility, caring, and empowering pedagogy as
described in the literature about SJ among educational leaders ( Jean-Marie et al., 2009;
Lindsey and Lindsey, 2011). The next theme describes how these value systems steer their
activities in the education system and at school.
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“I see myself as a social changer”
The interviewees’ narratives described the policies that they tried to implement in the
schools, working according to principles of SJ to provide an appropriate response to
the needs and desires of various stakeholders.

Fadia demonstrated this approach in her narrative about the projects she led: “I had to
start to build an infrastructure. I fought to add counselors, to build a professional layout for
educational psychology services. Now we have an organized professional program for the
counselor from the minute she enters the school”. She then described programs that she had
built and operated:

Today we can say that we have a strong infrastructure for professional development, which is
admired. Although, there is no such framework for principals or vice-principals, school
counsellors have a professional address to turn to on almost every relevant topic. We are building
a foundation for therapeutic programs, and I know I can demand what we need from the
management. Today I am leading a program called “Strength to Empower Adolescent (Girls)”,
mentoring students in distress.

Ahlam also described her organization of conferences and education programs as an
opportunity to impart not just knowledge but also a social vision:

I look for people who can be trained to be strong coaches with foresight and vision, who can adopt
my approach, and together we can realize our vision, a vision we have been dreaming of for thirty
years […] If you want to impart knowledge or a vision to others, they have to believe in you and
your abilities, and you have to include everyone.

Further on in her interview, Fadia spoke about promoting challenging and thought-provoking
pedagogy by means of activation:

I started teacher training programs. I gave them a new approach: let’s enter the classroom with
positive energy. What can I give the students when I come to the classroom?When the ball is on the
floor, no one wants to play with it, but if one student picks it up, they will all want the ball.
As a teacher, you have to give them the ball, always. If you simply hold the ball, they will all look at
you and won’t understand. But if you throw them the ball, then Azhar and Nadine will want it, and
then Suzanne will throw them the ball. The ball will be thrown around the classroom and will come
back to you. That’s how you activate students. Don’t see yourself as big, as knowing everything;
give it to them, they know [how to pass things on] too.

Shiraz told us how she and her school staff cope with the challenge of children from diverse
population groups:

Our school serves a mixed population: Muslim, Christian, Druze, and Circassian. Therefore, it has to
relate to the symbols of the various groups. You can’t ignore symbols; they are the cultural codes of
each group and have to be recognized at school. Yet, we are committed to preserving the social
fabric of the school as a collective organization. The code that guides our organizational culture is
consciousness, attentiveness. We respect the rituals and symbols of each group, even if it’s a minor
culture like the Circassian. This projects humanistic values, and increases the commitment of each
group to the other group’s values, developing multiculturalism among the students rather than
seclusion in the single-culture of one’s group […] Unfortunately, my predecessor did not foster
these qualities, so that I spent a lot of time putting out fires due to tension between students and
among staff members.

Fadia described how she builds and nurtures teachers to take on guidance and
leadership roles:

Superintendents used to ask, “Do you have a strong teacher?” Maybe he’s a strong teacher,
but as a mentor he is a flop. I said, “I won’t just pull people out of a drawer; I’ll nurture people
to become strong mentors”[…] I look for people who can be trained to become strong mentors
with vision […].
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Rania tries to lead Arab schools to success in matriculation exams, without putting herself
in the center, but as someone who empowers and outlines the way for teachers in the field:

I let the results speak for me. I organized the first conference and I made sure it was a good
conference, because I knew that after we succeeded, the results would be evident in the work.
Many teachers call me and say, “You gave us tools. We see the change since your second or third
month at work, and see the change in the matriculation exams’ results”. I don’t have to remind
everyone that “I’m the superintendent”, these results will bring more success. So, let us work quietly.

Siham described how she tries to open interpersonal communication channels between Arab
and Jewish students. She talked about multicultural discourse at school, as part of the
construction of a reality-changing consciousness that bridges the existing conflict between
the two nations:

I can’t envision the school without multicultural encounters between Arab and Jewish youth and
educators. I served on many steering committees to promote this issue; for many years, I was part
of a Ministry of Education think-tank and steering team. In my work, as principal I try to nurture
the educational staff’s sensitivity; particularly three leading teams: management, homeroom
teachers, and subject coordinators. These three teams are tuned to the needs of the weak
population at school, and to fostering values of interpersonal discourse […] Our professional
choice of people for these roles sends a strong and loud educational message. The educational
team’s development workshops also include many educational messages and values that I want
to promote as principal.

When Siham was asked to remember an example from school life where she felt her own
and the educational team’s commitment to SJ values, she replied:

There are quite a few cases, and it’s not hard to remember […] There was a case at the end of last
year. Rona [pseudonym], a student in the excellence school, was in a traffic accident that left both
her legs paralyzed. Her mobility was compromised because she was in a wheelchair. We found out
that her parents intended to transfer her to an accessible school. We, her homeroom teacher, the
grade coordinator and I, ran to her home on foot, and I told them firmly: “She started with us, so
don’t take that mandate away”. I went to the municipality to start making the school accessible for
the student, and I was angry when I saw that matters were mired in local bureaucracy. The next
step was to convene the parents’ committee, continue to apply pressure, and raise the needed
finances to make the school accessible for one student. And I succeeded. Rona gained equality like
all the other students. Furthermore, I made sure the same thing would happen at the middle-school
which received her after she graduated here.

Discussion and conclusions
This study aimed to shine a light on various aspects in the lives of women school principals
and superintendents in the Arab education system in Israel, and to elucidate their roles as
agents of change through the promotion of SJ in the system and organization where they
work. I have tried to show how the studied Arab women principals and superintendents
perceive all aspects of their leadership: personality factors, values, career path, perception of
responsibility, and the effect of all these elements on the way that they choose to lead social
commitment to promote values of equity and justice.

The interviewees’ narratives revealed that it was actually their personal difficulties in
childhood that had motivated them to undertake positions of responsibility and to commit
themselves to addressing social inequities. Their background also increased their awareness of
the need to act for social change and reduce educational and social gaps. They realized their
vision in the practice of SJ in the systems under their jurisdiction (Arar, 2015; Brooks et al., 2015).
These female educational leaders act out of their deep consciousness regarding several
dimensions: the equal distribution of resources and restorative support for weaker school
populations; recognition and respect for diversity, and participative distribution of power to
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increase all stakeholders’ empowerment and equality (Diem and Boske, 2012). The research
findings are in line with the conclusions of Brooks and Miles (2006) that “underlying the
aspiration to establish SJ in education is the deep critical awareness of a state of oppression,
exclusion and marginality” (p. 5). This deep awareness and analysis of the distribution of power
and resources in an organization constitutes a critical stage in the work to alter the situation
(Bogotch and Shields, 2014; Diem and Boske, 2012).

The findings indicate that these women had a strong desire to succeed from their
childhood. Struggling to overcome restrictive rules and regulations in their local societies
motivated them to rectify social injustices. They work hard to implement values of equality
and justice, while sharing power and empowering others to succeed (Coleman, 2011;
Mansfield, 2013). Their experiences were affected by their gender, ethnicity, culture, and
specific circumstances. Most interviewees noted the resistance that they met and overcame
in more than one arena (home and career) in their struggle to become women leaders, and for
years they were required to make sacrifices and concessions (Brunner and Grogan, 2007;
Coleman, 2011; Kowalski, 2003; Rodriguez and Fabionar, 2009). However, they felt that it
was actually this situation of restrictions and resistance that inspired their commitment to
establish a state of justice and equality and to ameliorate a social order that perpetuates
gaps and sees women as inferior (Grogan and Shakeshaft, 2011).

The principals and superintendents whose stories were told here bring to their jobs their
feminine qualities, their power and experience, in order to promote social achievements that
go beyond their official job definition (Wang, 2016). Examination of their leadership style
reveals that they feel it important to lead meaningful changes in education and learning,
and adopt democratic leadership, an approach that according to previous research is far
stronger among female leaders than among male leaders (Grogan and Shakeshaft, 2011;
Kamler, 2006; Kowalski, 2003; Lindsey and Lindsey, 2011; Skrla, 2000).

The findings indicate that the superintendents’ employ pedagogy to challenge the social
order, include the students, and empower the teachers. They try to promote professional
discourse, constructing an educational vision that guides the system’s strategy and work
(Arar et al., 2017; Brooks and Miles, 2006), employing goal-oriented planning and
performance (Newcomb and Welton, 2013). The agenda that the interviewees attempt to
perform constitutes a foundation for the construction of the school’s collective efficacy and
the formation of a learning community in the school that strives to alter the students’ reality
(Newcomb and Welton, 2013). The culture of action is oriented to a value-based,
multicultural discourse (Bogotch and Shields, 2014). A powerful strategy of leadership for SJ
mentioned by the interviewees is the provision of a personal example/model (Arar, 2015;
Scanlan, 2012). The interviewees altered the discourse of the school leaders, and then
harnessed the school staff to believe in and implement their goals, constructing a just and
harmonious school community but also broadening their activities beyond the school into
the surrounding community.

The findings of the present study are also in line with the theory of Grogan and
Shakeshaft (2011) that some of the women in education management positions represent a
“post-gender” stage, pouring special meaning into the role, and attempting to promote an
agenda of first degree educational reform, empowering others and promoting equality and
SJ (Bogotch and Shields, 2014; Diem and Boske, 2012).

In conclusion, the interviewees’ narratives explained how the concept of SJ developed for
each of them as part of their system of values and educational perspectives (Lindsey and
Lindsey, 2011). This consolidated educational perspective guides their dynamic leadership
in the schools, with serious commitment toward students and teachers, employing
participatory management, making themselves accessible and working with care and
concern to form an empowering pedagogy as described in the literature on educational
leadership for SJ (Lindsey and Lindsey, 2011; Jean-Marie et al., 2009).
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The principals and superintendents in this study focused on proactive interventions with
the student populations that they serve and empowered the teachers to improve learning
successes, while leading a systematic change as argued by Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011).
Basic values of leadership for SJ noted by various researchers are evident in the women’s
narratives, for example, their desire to reduce gaps in academic achievements. They are
strongly aware of the need to identify injustice and oppression in order to affect change in the
system that maintains these injustices ( Jean-Marie et al., 2009), including a lack of respect for
diversity that pushes those who are “others” to the margins or the linguistic, economic, and
ethnic gaps that prevent equal access to resources and achievements (Bogotch and Shields,
2014). The women feel that it is their role to ensure equal access for students from different
social, cultural, and ethnic cross-sections, and for students with disabilities, to consider their
diverse needs and help them all to excel (Mansfield, 2013; Theoharis and Brooks, 2013).
As Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011, p. 97) noted: “Women have become leaders because of what
they can do […] and not because of what they can be.”

The findings of the present research can illustrate how enlightened educational leadership
can help to establish a more just society in those places where there is unequal access to
education and thus reduce gaps in achievement between different populations and neglect of
weaker groups. The research identified injustices and difficulties in a multicultural society
split by schisms. It revealed the efforts of female educational leaders to introduce and practice
an agenda of inclusive and containing education. Despite its limitations, the research
highlights ways in which these female leaders with social awareness have initiated a caring
pedagogy to rectify inequality and inequity in the schools that they lead.
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