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Á undanförnum áratugum hafa orðið verulegar lýðfræðilegar breytingar á Íslandi í kjölfar aukinna fólksflutninga. Samfélagið hefur þróast úr því að vera nánast einsleitt yfir í að vera fjölmenningarlegt, þar sem ólík tungumál, venjur og menningarviðmið bætast við samfélagsgerðina. Þessar breytingar hafa haft víðtæk áhrif á öll svið samfélagsins, ekki síst á skólakerfið, sem hefur þurft að aðlaga starfsemi sína að breyttum veruleika.
Rannsóknir sýna að þrátt fyrir jákvæðan vilja, breytingar á lögum og námskrám, njóta nemendur af erlendum uppruna oft ekki sömu tækifæra og innfæddir nemendur. Þeir standa ekki jafnfætis innfæddum nemendum þegar kemur að námsárangri, námstækifærum og brottfalli í námi. Í þessu doktorsverkefni var sjónum beint að forystu í leik-, grunn- og framhaldsskólum með hátt hlutfall nemenda af erlendu bergi, sem höfðu náð góðum árangri í að stuðla að félagslegu réttlæti til handa erlendum nemendum.
Markmið verkefnisins var að draga fram reynslu og sjónarhorn stjórnenda ofangreindra skóla til að varpa ljósi á hvað það er í forystuháttum sem skýrir árangur skólanna. Í þessu samhengi var sett fram eftirfarandi rannsóknarspurning: Hvaða forystuhætti má greina sem áhrifaríka í að stuðla að og viðhalda félagslegu réttlæti fyrir nemendur af erlendu bergi og fjölskyldur þeirra í skólasamfélögum?
Þessi rannsókn byggir á gagnrýninni raunhyggju (e. critical realism) og gagnrýnni leiðtogafræði (e. critical leadership theory). Um er að ræða fjöltilviksrannsókn (e. multiple case study) þar sem gagna var aflað með hálfopnum viðtölum við skólastjóra og lykilstarfsmenn í málefnum nemenda af erlendu bergi í níu skólum, þremur af hverju skólastigi. Að auki var rætt við foreldra barna í þeim leikskólum sem tóku þátt í rannsókninni og kennara í grunnskólunum. Einnig voru móttökuáætlanir fyrir nemendur af erlendu bergi skoðaðar sem og skólanámskrár skólanna.
Rannsóknin byggir á fjórum greinum. Í þeim er skoðað hvernig skólastjórnendur á Íslandi takast á við samspil samfélagslegra strúktúra og gerendavirkni (e. agency) til að stuðla að félagslegu réttlæti fyrir nemendur af erlendu bergi. Dregnir eru fram bæði styðjandi og hamlandi þættir í umhverfi skólanna, sem og forystuhættir sem efla og viðhalda félagslegu réttlæti. Gagnagreining fór fram með aðferðum rammagreiningar (e. Framework analysis) þar sem mismunandi fræðilegir rammar voru notaðir í samhengi við efni greinanna og afturleiðslugreiningar (e. retroduction analysis) til að greina undirliggjandi samfélagslega krafta sem styðja við eða hindra félagslegt réttlæti. Í ritgerðinni eru niðurstöður úr greinunum fjórum dregnar saman og skoðaðar út frá þríþátta líkani (e. trialectic framework) Woods (2016). Líkanið byggir á kenningum Archer (2003) um samspil menningar-, félags- og stofnanastrúktúra (e. structures) og áhrifavalds (e. agency) og þau gagnkvæmu áhrif sem þeir hafa hver á annan. Woods aðgreinir gerendavirkni í eiginleika einstaklingsins (e. person) og starfshætti hans (e. practice), sem saman skapa aðstæður og möguleika hans til að hafa áhrif á strúktúrana innan skólanna og í samfélaginu. Rannsóknin varpar ljósi á spennuna milli skipulagslegra aðstæðna, eiginleika og starfshátta stjórnendanna og hvernig þessir þættir hafa áhrif hvor á annan til að annaðhvort stuðla að eða hindra félagslegt réttlæti. Niðurstöðurnar benda til þess að lýðræðisleg gildi, jafnréttishugsjónir og mikið samfélagslegt traust styðji við inngildandi forystu en staðalímyndir um „venjulega“ nemandann, eintyngisstefna (e. monolingualism), óljós stefnumótun og skortur á fjármagni, jaðarsett menntun fjölmenningarlegra kennara og neikvæð viðhorf til nemenda af erlendum uppruna virki sem skipulagslegar hindranir fyrir forystu í þágu félagslegs réttlætis.
Skólastjórnendur í þessari rannsókn brugðust við þessum hindrunum með því að byggja á fjórum kjarnastyrkleikum: sterkri skuldbindingu við félagslegt réttlæti, miklum væntingum til allra nemenda, baráttuhugsun og raunsærri nálgun á takmarkanir. Þá unnu stjórnendurnir að því að skapa sameiginlega framtíðarsýn, byggja upp traust og efla þekkingu og færni starfsfólks í fjölmenningarlegum málefnum til að skapa námssamfélag inngildingar og félagslegs réttlætis. Þeir dreifðu forystu til að virkja skólasamfélagið og vinna gegn ójöfnuði með því að innleiða breytingar á starfsháttum sem endurspegluðu fjölbreytileika nemenda og stuðluðu þannig að auknu félagslegu réttlæti. Í mörgum tilvikum virtist þessi forysta þó vera mjög samhengisháð og byggjast á einstaklingum. Þar að auki var áberandi skortur á formlegri stofnanavæðingu þessara starfshátta í stefnum og menningu skólanna, sem minnkaði líkurnar á því að viðleitni til félagslegs réttlætis yrði viðhaldið til lengri tíma.
Gildi þessarar rannsóknar felst í þeirri innsýn sem hún veitir um tengsl samfélagslegra strúktúra og eflingar félagslegs réttlætis í skólum. Hún dregur fram þær áskoranir sem þessir strúktúrar setja markmiðum og starfsháttum skólastjórnenda í viðleitni þeirra til að styrkja félagslega og námslega stöðu innflytjendanemenda. Rannsóknin er hluti af norræna rannsóknarverkefninu Learning Spaces for Inclusion and Social Justice (2013–2015) og byggist rannsóknin á gögnum sem safnað var á því tímabili. Þrátt fyrir að gögnin séu ekki ný af nálinni veita þau dýrmæta innsýn í forystuhætti sem stuðla að og viðhalda félagslegu réttlæti fyrir nemendur af erlendu bergi, en undirstrika jafnframt þörfina á nýjum rannsóknum. Niðurstöðurnar hafa hagnýta þýðingu fyrir þróun forystu og menntastefnu í fjölmenningarlegu samhengi.
Lykilorð: 
forysta til félagslegs réttlætis, félagslegt réttlæti, aðstæðubundin forysta, gerendavirkni leiðtoga, tilviksrannsókn.
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In recent decades, Iceland has undergone significant demographic changes because of increased immigration. The population of Iceland has transitioned from being primarily homogeneous to being multicultural, characterized by diverse languages, customs, and cultural norms. These developments have had a broad impact across all sectors of society, particularly the school system, which has had to adapt to this new reality.
Previous research has indicated that despite positive intentions and changes in legislation and curricula, students from immigrant backgrounds do not enjoy the same opportunities as their native peers. They experience higher dropout rates and disadvantages in academic achievement and access to learning opportunities. This doctoral project focuses on leadership in preschools, compulsory schools, and upper-secondary schools with a high proportion of immigrant students that have demonstrated success in advancing social justice.
The study aims to highlight the experiences and perspectives of school leaders to identify leadership practices that contribute to the success of these schools. The guiding research question is: What leadership practices can be identified as influential in advancing and sustaining social justice for immigrant students and their families within school communities?
Building on critical realism and critical leadership theory, the study employs a multiple case study approach. Data were collected through semi structured interviews with school principals and key staff working with immigrant students in nine schools, three at each educational level. Additional interviews were conducted with preschool parents and compulsory school teachers. 
The research builds on four publications: three articles and one book chapter. Together, the four publications explore how school leaders in Iceland navigate the interplay between societal structures and leadership agency to promote and sustain social justice for immigrant students. Data were analyzed using framework analysis with different theoretical frameworks applied according to the content of each article, and retroduction analysis to identify underlying forces that promote or hinder social justice. The findings from the four publications are synthesized and examined through the lens of Woods’s (2016) trialectic framework, which is grounded in Archer’s (2003) theory of the interplay between cultural, social, and institutional structures and agency and how these elements influence and shape one another. Woods further distinguished agency into two dimensions: person (individual characteristics) and practice (actions), which together create conditions and possibilities for the leader’s capacity to influence the structures.
The study highlights the tension between structural conditions, leadership characteristics, and leadership practices and how they interact to either promote or hinder social justice. The findings indicate that democratic values, ideals of equality, and high levels of societal trust support inclusive leadership, whereas stereotypes about the “normal” student, monolingualism, policy ambiguity, lack of funding, marginalized multicultural teacher education, and negative views of immigrant students function as structural barriers to social justice leadership.
The school leaders in this study responded to these barriers by drawing on four core strengths: a strong commitment to social justice, high expectations for all students, an activist mindset, and a pragmatic approach to constraints. Consequently, they worked toward a shared vision by building trust, enhancing staff knowledge and competence in multicultural matters, and creating inclusive learning environments. They employed strategic planning and distributed leadership to engage the school community and address inequities by implementing changes in work practices that reflect student diversity, thereby promoting greater social justice. However, in many cases, this leadership appeared to be highly context-dependent and reliant on individual actors. Moreover, there was a notable lack of formal institutionalization of these practices within the schools’ policies and culture, reducing the likelihood that social justice efforts would be sustained over time.
[bookmark: _Hlk208394998]The value of this study lies in its overview of the relationship between societal structures and the promotion of social justice in schools. It highlights the challenges these structures present for school leaders in their efforts to enhance the social and academic positions of immigrant students. This study is part of the Nordic research project Learning Spaces for Inclusion and Social Justice (2013–2015) and is based on empirical data collected during that time. Although the data are not recent, they offer valuable insight into the interaction between structures and agency and into leadership practices within this context, emphasizing the need for further research. Moreover, the findings have practical implications for leadership development and education policy in multicultural contexts.
Keywords: 
Social justice, social justice leadership, contextual leadership, leaders’ agency, case study
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I was appointed principal of a music school in North Iceland at the age of 29. Interestingly, I had been a pupil at this same school. As I took on my new role, some of my former teachers, who were now my subordinates, came to mind. One was an elderly gentleman who had taught me music theory seven years earlier. He had a PhD in musicology and was a distinguished music theorist and teacher in his country of origin. I greatly admire him because he treated his students as equals and significantly influenced my music education.
Around a week after I became principal, my secretary informed me that the teacher mentioned above had requested an appointment. Although the level of formality took me aback, I was looking forward to meeting my former mentor. Because the school was not in session, only the secretary and I were present. When he arrived, he was wearing a suit and tie, whereas I was dressed casually in a T-shirt with a picture of a penguin on it that read, “I’m not overweight. I’m under-tall.” He approached me respectfully, shook my hand, and bowed, which made me feel awkward. Here was someone I had held in high regard, and he was bowing to me because I was his boss. This experience had a profound effect on me and opened my eyes to the importance of cultural diversity when leading schools with culturally diverse students and staff.
Like most music schools in Iceland, the institution I oversaw was multicultural in that roughly one-third of the teachers had an immigrant background, whereas the students were primarily Icelandic. The cultural differences between the teachers and students created a range of challenges, misunderstandings, and frustrations. Nevertheless, they also resulted in a dynamic and productive school environment. I observed that despite being more highly educated and qualified than their Icelandic counterparts, the immigrant teachers were hesitant to influence school policy and decisions. They also faced more complaints from students’ parents, primarily related to language barriers or perceptions that the immigrant teachers placed unreasonable demands and expectations on the students.
My experience as a principal ignited my curiosity and interest in studying school leadership in culturally diverse settings, beginning with music schools and later expanding to preschool, compulsory, and upper-secondary schools. I believe it is crucial to understand how school leadership can promote social justice and harness the potential of cultural diversity for the greater good of society. Therefore, my dissertation explores this topic by examining the leadership practices, priorities, and values of school leaders in nine Icelandic schools. These schools were identified as successful in establishing inclusive and socially equitable learning environments for immigrant students, with three schools representing each of the following educational levels: preschool, compulsory, and upper secondary.
The dissertation comprises six chapters: 
1. Chapter 1 provides background information and begins with an overview of demographic changes in Icelandic schools over the past two decades. It also addresses the growing cultural diversity affecting Icelandic schools and the challenges it presents to school leadership. 
2. Chapter 2 introduces the overarching research question and its sub-questions and presents a structural overview of the project’s four papers, highlighting their respective scopes and objectives in relation to the overarching research question. 
3. Chapter 3 presents the theoretical scope of the dissertation and provides perspectives from previous international, Nordic, and Icelandic research. 
4. Chapter 4 describes the case study methodology utilized in the research. The chapter examines the researcher’s role and considers ethical issues, including the validity, trustworthiness, and limitations of the research. It subsequently presents an outline of the methodology employed in each paper.
5. Chapter 5 provides a summary of the four peer-reviewed publications on which the study is based. The identifying information for the publications is included in the List of Original Publications. 
6. Chapter 6 discusses the findings and their implications for identifying factors that enable and hinder social justice leadership in Icelandic schools as well as how leadership in these schools has addressed these factors through practices that advance social justice.
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[bookmark: _Toc240361444]Introduction
In recent decades, Iceland has undergone a demographic transformation with immigration steadily reshaping the country’s cultural and social fabric. This shift is especially evident in schools, where the growing presence of students from diverse cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds has introduced both new perspectives and distinct challenges to an educational system that has historically been oriented toward a more homogeneous population. As Iceland’s classrooms become increasingly multicultural, ensuring equal access to educational opportunities has become a pressing concern requiring both policy action and thoughtful leadership.
This study draws on data from the Nordic LSP research project. Despite the age of the data, they offer valuable insights into leadership agency and the dynamics among cultural, social, and institutional elements. Subsequent policy debates and demographic developments suggest that the challenges identified in the study have not only persisted but, in some cases, intensified. Therefore, the findings provide valuable insights into leadership practices that continue to resonate in today’s context.
This chapter situates these insights within the broader demographic and policy changes that have brought cultural diversity to the forefront of Icelandic education, setting the stage for examining the role of school leadership in fostering socially just and inclusive learning environments.
[bookmark: _Toc240361445]Immigration in Iceland and Its Impact on the Icelandic Education System
[bookmark: _Toc223923946]Since the beginning of this century, Iceland has undergone a significant demographic shift because of rising immigration. The proportion of immigrants and second-generation immigrants rose from 3.2% in 2000 to 18% in 2024 (Statistics Iceland, 2025). Although the pace of growth has stabilized in recent years, the overall trend continues to reshape Icelandic society, including its education system.
This shift is clearly reflected in the student population. In preschools, the proportion of children with an immigrant background increased from 5% in 2008 to 12.8% in 2023 and in compulsory education from 4.1% to 14% during the same period (Statistics Iceland, 2024a, 2024b). Although comparable data are not available from Statistics Iceland for upper-secondary schools, similar patterns are expected. These changes demonstrate the growing cultural and linguistic diversity within Icelandic classrooms at all levels.
Although immigration has brought valuable diversity, it has also exposed systemic challenges in education. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2023a), migration across Europe continues to rise after a brief decline during the COVID-19 pandemic. Iceland is no exception despite a recent decline in asylum applications (Directorate of Immigration, 2025). The changing demographics necessitate a critical reevaluation of educational policies, curricula, teaching methods, and leadership strategies to ensure that the system responds equitably to the needs of all students (Banks, 2021).
Research has indicated that Icelandic schools face persistent difficulties in meeting the needs of students from immigrant backgrounds. Language barriers remain a central issue across all school levels (Peskova & Ragnarsdóttir, 2018; Ragnarsdóttir, 2020), and immigrant parents often report limited involvement in school matters (Gunnþórsdóttir et al., 2019; Ragnarsdóttir, 2019). In preschools, inclusive practices are still being developed (Hreinsdóttir & Ragnarsdóttir, 2019), and some immigrant families express concerns about whether their children genuinely feel included in the school community (Einarsdóttir & Rúnarsdóttir, 2022).
In compulsory schools, immigrant students frequently report feelings of being different and socially excluded. Language challenges often hinder both their academic success and social integration (Gunnþórsdóttir & Aradóttir, 2021). Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) reports (OECD, 2019, 2023b) have shown that their academic performance remains significantly below that of their native peers. In upper-secondary schools, dropout rates are higher among immigrant students, and they often face reduced opportunities after graduation (Sigurðardóttir, 2024). Furthermore, the school choice system, which is based on academic performance, tends to reinforce social inequalities and disadvantage students with lower grades and complex support needs (Blöndal et al., 2024; Þorkelsson & Magnússon, 2024).
These findings highlight structural shortcomings within the Icelandic education system. Despite growing diversity, schools have not adapted sufficiently to provide equal learning opportunities for all students. The failure to support immigrant students contributes to patterns of social injustice that limit their full participation in the school community.
To address these disparities, policymakers, school leaders, and educators must take concrete steps toward inclusive reform. These steps involve rethinking institutional structures and actively engaging with culturally diverse families. Leadership practices must be grounded in principles of social justice and equity. Only through such commitment can Icelandic schools truly prepare all students for participation in a multicultural society.
[bookmark: _Toc240361446]Legislative and Policy Content Regarding Student Diversity
In response to the demographic changes described in the previous section, the Icelandic government has taken steps to address the educational implications of increasing immigration. These efforts include increasing expenditures and introducing legislative reforms that emphasize equality and cultural diversity across all school levels.
The legal framework guiding preprimary, compulsory, and upper-secondary education is rooted in the principle of equal educational opportunity (Lög um framhaldsskóla [Upper Secondary School Act] No. 92/2008; Lög um grunnskóla [Compulsory School Act] No. 91/2008; Lög um leikskóla [Preschool Act] No. 90/2008). These laws require schools to support all students regardless of their social, cultural, or linguistic backgrounds. Complementing this foundation, the current National Curriculum Guides for all three school levels place greater emphasis on inclusion and multicultural values than previous versions (Ministry of Education and Children, n.d.-a). Schools are expected to ensure that immigrant students receive equitable educational opportunities regardless of their ethnicity, language, religion, or socioeconomic status.
Despite these policy developments, research has indicated that the education system continues to face challenges in ensuring meaningful inclusion and social justice for all students (Halldórsdóttir et al., 2016). Harðardóttir and Magnúsdóttir (2018) argued that educational policy in Iceland tends to emphasize formal equality, treating all students the same, rather than equity, which would recognize and respond to diverse needs. The emphasis on sameness may obscure the structural inequalities that immigrant students face.
At the school level, teachers often report feeling unprepared and unsupported when working with culturally and linguistically diverse students (Gunnþórsdóttir et al., 2019). Moreover, the degree of support provided by municipalities varies significantly, which affects schools’ ability to implement inclusive practices effectively (Ragnarsdóttir & Gunnþórsdóttir, 2025). Communication barriers between schools and immigrant families further hinder parental involvement and reduce parents’ ability to navigate the school system (Gunnþórsdóttir et al., 2019; Ragnarsdóttir, 2020).
Although some schools have initiated promising practices to foster student participation and utilize cultural and linguistic resources (Ragnarsdóttir, 2020), these initiatives are not yet widespread. Discriminatory practices continue to affect marginalized groups, particularly students with disabilities (Sverrisdóttir & Hove, 2021). In addition, although a few municipalities have introduced policies specifically addressing the needs of immigrant students, many still lack a coherent or structured approach. This unevenness in local policy contributes to persistent gaps in support, particularly for refugee youth (Harðardóttir & Magnúsdóttir, 2018).
Together, these findings suggest that although national policies and curricula support inclusive and socially just education in principle, their practical implementation remains inconsistent. Structural, pedagogical, and communicative barriers continue to impede immigrant students’ full participation and access to quality education. To move beyond policy rhetoric and toward genuine equity, it is crucial to examine which factors foster or hinder inclusion and how school leadership can play a transformative role in bridging this gap.
[bookmark: _Toc240361447]The Role of School Leadership in Culturally Diverse Schools
The gap between the legal framework and the challenges schools face in meeting immigrant students’ needs is concerning and highlights both a disconnect between policy and practice and the need to examine not only national frameworks but also school-level dynamics. Therefore, a closer look at leadership within schools is warranted.
Research has consistently shown that school leadership plays a significant role in shaping student achievement and overall school performance (Grissom et al., 2021; Hitt & Tucker, 2016). Moreover, effective leadership is critical for creating inclusive and supportive school environments, particularly in multicultural settings (Leithwood, 2021; Ryan, 2006, 2016; Theoharis, 2007).
Although many schools in Iceland face challenges in implementing multicultural education, some appear to have successfully met the needs of immigrant students. These schools provide valuable insights into how educational practices can bridge gaps in academic achievement and promote inclusion across cultural identities. The observed variation in outcomes across schools suggests that leadership plays a significant role in enabling or constraining schools’ capacity to effectively support immigrant students.
[bookmark: _Toc240361448]Summary

Discussion
The significant rise in immigration has reshaped Icelandic schools, resulting in a more ethnically, culturally, and linguistically diverse student population. This demographic shift has presented both challenges and opportunities for promoting inclusion. Although Iceland’s legislative and curricular frameworks promote equality and multiculturalism in principle, schools continue to face persistent difficulties in meeting the diverse needs of immigrant students. These challenges include gaps in language support, parental engagement, academic achievement, and municipal-level assistance. Such ongoing challenges underscore the critical role of school leadership in bridging the gap between policy and practice and in fostering socially just and inclusive educational environments.
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[bookmark: _Toc213000111][bookmark: _Toc213000112][bookmark: _Toc223923947][bookmark: _Toc240361449]Research Focus and Overview
This study aims to shed light on leadership practices in Icelandic schools serving ethnically, culturally, and linguistically diverse students. It focuses on schools identified within the LSP project (Ragnarsdóttir & Kulbrandstad, 2018) as having successfully promoted social justice and created inclusive learning environments. The aim is to identify the leadership values, priorities, and practices that contribute to these successes and to analyze how they are shaped by broader contextual factors.
The study is guided by the following overarching research question: What leadership practices can be identified as influential in advancing and sustaining social justice for immigrant students and their families in school communities? To explore this question, the study addresses four interrelated subquestions:
How do cultural, institutional, and social factors shape leadership practices aimed at promoting social justice in the schools?
What are the school leaders’ values, attitudes, and priorities in promoting social justice within their schools?
How do the school leaders describe their leadership practices in relation to inclusion and social justice for immigrant students?
What leadership practices are aimed at ensuring the long-term sustainability of social justice efforts for immigrant students in school communities?
The study draws on four publications (three articles and one book chapter). Each offers unique, interconnected insights. All discuss contextual factors (Subquestion 1), but each focuses on specific aspects of leadership:
· Publication I examines school leaders’ understandings of social justice, using Fraser’s (2009) framework of parity of participation to analyze how leadership practices address structural inequalities.
· Publication II focuses on democratic leadership in preschools, applying Woods’s (2005) theory to explore how leaders facilitate participation and agency among staff and families.
· Publication III examines leadership styles in diverse school contexts through situational leadership theory (Duke, 2010; House, 1996), highlighting how leaders adapt practices proactively and reactively.
· Publication IV addresses the sustainability of social justice leadership, drawing on Hargreaves and Fink’s (2006) framework to analyze continuity, capacity building, and shared responsibility in compulsory schools.
Table 1 visually links each article to the study’s subquestions. The shading indicates each article’s focus on the relevant subquestion. The darker the shade, the more the publication addresses the relevant subquestion. Most articles address contextual factors (Subquestion 1), whereas each emphasizes different aspects of social justice leadership.
[bookmark: _Toc240361405]Table 1: Overview of the Relationship Between Articles and Subquestions
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Together, these articles offer a comprehensive understanding of how school leadership can promote social justice for immigrant students. By situating leadership within specific school environments and examining the interplay between leadership dispositions and structural contexts, the study reveals both the transformative potential of inclusive leadership and the enduring challenges that must be addressed to realize equity in education.


Helgi Þorbjörn Svavarsson

1. [bookmark: _Toc223923948][bookmark: _Toc196060221][bookmark: _Toc196060219][bookmark: _Toc240361450]Theoretical Scope and Perspectives From Previous Research
This chapter outlines the theoretical framework of the study by drawing on research related to immigrant students and school leadership for social justice. The framework serves as the analytical foundation for interpreting the findings and understanding how leadership operates within culturally diverse school settings.
The chapter is organized into three main sections. The first section introduces the critical realism perspective and examines the structural, cultural, institutional, and social structures that shape responses to increasing cultural diversity (Archer, 2003; Woods, 2016). The section then links these dynamics to social justice by illustrating how structural interplay affects equitable educational outcomes. It concludes by highlighting how Nordic policies and educational systems can promote or limit social justice in schools.
The second section focuses on school leadership and leaders’ agency, as conceptualized by Archer (2003) and Woods (2016). It examines how school leaders respond to structural constraints and highlights their leadership values, priorities, and practices related to inclusion and social justice. The section also reviews Nordic research on leadership in multicultural schools.
The third section summarizes these theoretical perspectives, serving as a bridge to the subsequent analysis of how school leaders navigate complex structural realities to advance social justice for immigrant students.
[bookmark: _Toc240361451]Structures and Social Justice
This study is grounded in critical realism and its subsequent elaboration within the social sciences by Archer (2003) and Danermark et al. (2019). Critical realism posits that reality is stratified across three ontological domains: the empirical, the actual, and the real. The empirical encompasses what is directly observed or experienced, for instance, what school leaders report in interviews about their practices and values. The actual comprises the events and practices that occur in schools regardless of whether they are observed or recorded, including the everyday interactions, decisions, and institutional arrangements that shape immigrant students’ experiences whether or not they surface in leaders’ accounts. The real constitutes the deepest layer: the underlying structures and mechanisms, such as linguistic gatekeeping or deficit assumptions embedded in institutional culture, that produce those events and practices but cannot be directly observed and can be inferred only from the patterns they generate (Danermark et al., 2019). 
Central to this framework is Archer’s (2003) conceptualization of structures as enduring configurations of rules, resources, and relationships that exist independently of particular individuals yet are formed and continuously reproduced through collective human interaction. Crucially, these structures are not merely contextual backdrops; they actively shape the conditions under which human agency operates, both enabling and constraining the possibilities for action (Archer, 2003). For instance, a school persists as an institution irrespective of the turnover of its members, yet its norms, traditions, and values are constantly reproduced and reconfigured through the practices and interactions of those who inhabit it.
The concept of generative mechanisms (here also referred to as mechanisms) is central to understanding the underlying forces that produce structures’ effects. A mechanism is not merely a description of what happens but an account of why and how it happens. It is the process by which a structure generates particular outcomes in specific contexts (Danermark et al., 2019). Crucially, these mechanisms are not directly observable. They operate at the level of the real, beneath the surface of empirical events and actual practices. They may be activated or dormant depending on contextual conditions, and the same mechanism may produce different outcomes in different contexts or be counteracted by other mechanisms operating simultaneously (Archer, 2003). 
This theoretical orientation provides a framework for examining the relationship between leadership and the cultural, institutional, and social structures within which it is embedded. Woods (2016) extended Archer’s framework by demonstrating how cultural values, institutional regulations, and social relationships simultaneously condition leadership practices and, in turn, are transformed by them. Importantly, these structural domains do not operate in isolation; they are continuously negotiated, reinforced, or contested through the exercise of human agency. Attending to this dynamic and recursive interplay affords a more analytically rigorous account of how leaders work to transform their institutional environments, particularly regarding commitments to equity and social justice.
[bookmark: _Toc240361452]Culture and Cultural Structures
Archer (2003) viewed culture as a homogeneous and logically coherent whole, challenging the assumption that it is universally shared within a society. Instead, she conceptualized culture as a complex network of often contradictory ideas, values, symbols, and power relations. Culture exists independently of individuals but is continuously reshaped through human agency and serves as both a framework for behavior and a dynamic force for transformation.
Building on this critique, traditional cultural studies have often relied on static classifications, assuming that cultural characteristics remain stable over time (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003; Hofstede, 2011). This perspective, which reduces culture to categories such as nationality, language, or ethnicity, has led to cultural essentialism (i.e., the belief that inherent biological or physical traits of human “races” determine personality, heritage, cognitive abilities, or “natural talents” common to all individuals within a racial group) and stereotyping (Moodley, 2021; Nguyen-Phuong-Mai, 2017; Soylu Yalcinkaya et al., 2017). In Iceland, for instance, such a perspective might assume that all locally raised individuals should be fluent in Icelandic and conform to a narrow set of national values.
Contemporary research emphasizes a more dynamic view of culture as fluid and shaped through human interaction, migration, and changing contexts (Causadias, 2020; Myers & Tan, 2002; Schein, 2010) and, in turn, shaping cognition, behavior, and learning (Hong, 2013) and permeating all aspects of life (Williams, 2013). Furthermore, intersectionality complicates cultural identity by showing how race, gender, class, and other roles intersect (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2019).
Archer’s (2003) perspective aligns with dynamic conceptions of culture. She saw cultural structures as interconnected systems of meaning (i.e., values, ideas, and practices) that guide social interaction yet often carry internal tensions. These structures include dominant norms that define acceptable behavior while shaping and limiting agency (Woods, 2016). For school leaders, navigating these structures means working within established expectations while also having the potential to challenge them.
A key aspect of Archer’s cultural theory is hegemonic culture, which refers to dominant values and ideas that are framed as self-evident, thereby gaining compliance without coercion. Hegemonies sustain power imbalances, marginalize dissent, and perpetuate inequality (Archer, 2003). Such hegemonies may appear in linguistic norms, curriculum content, and behavioral expectations that privilege a certain cultural group (Guimond et al., 2014; Wollast et al., 2023).
In response, alternative approaches, such as multiculturalism and interculturalism, have emerged. Both multicultural and intercultural perspectives emphasize the recognition and appreciation of diverse cultural identities. However, these concepts can be distinguished by their emphasis on intercultural interaction. Multiculturalism is considered to promote the coexistence of distinct cultural groups, whereas interculturalism explicitly prioritizes interaction and dialogue among cultures, aiming for stronger social cohesion (Guimond et al., 2014; Safdar et al., 2023). In educational practice, this distinction may influence whether schools prioritize representation or dialogue in policy and pedagogy. However, both perspectives have been criticized for perpetuating fixed views of identity and failing to foster genuine interaction, a concern addressed by Dewilde and Skrefsrud’s (2016) concept of transculturalism, a fluid, evolving model that emphasizes relational and intersectional understandings of culture.
Hegemonic cultural structures influence educational systems and practices, shaping dominant norms and expectations that appear “natural.” In response, multicultural education promotes equal opportunities, recognizing that traditional systems privilege the mainstream group (Banks, 2021; Moodley, 2021; Nieto, 2020). To address these disparities, schools must acknowledge privilege and adapt environments to accommodate diverse needs (Banks, 2021; Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015; Hynds et al., 2017; Khalifa, 2018; Nieto, 2020). Multicultural education thus seeks to address inequalities by counteracting embedded privilege (Banks, 2021; Nieto, 2020). 
However, T. C. Howard (2021) noted that even well-meaning culturally responsive strategies may primarily benefit the mainstream group if they are not critically examined and reoriented. In the Icelandic context, where schools are becoming increasingly diverse, language barriers and cultural misunderstandings continue to limit the full participation of immigrant students. These conditions raise urgent questions about equity and belonging in schools that often operate under implicitly monocultural assumptions.
In line with the main argument, understanding cultural structures as both constraining and enabling equips school leaders to challenge dominant narratives and foster more inclusive practices. This orientation is essential for moving beyond static cultural models and leading schools toward transformative social justice.
[bookmark: _Toc240361453]Institutional Structures
Building on Archer’s (2003) theory of structure and agency, Woods (2016) defined institutional structures as formal and informal systems, rules, norms, and arrangements that shape the functioning of institutions and regulate social interactions. The key contrast lies in the nature of these structures: Formal institutional structures include laws, regulations, and organizational hierarchies, whereas informal structures stem from cultural values, interaction patterns, and unwritten social norms. For example, a school’s governance may be defined through national legal frameworks, national and school curricula, organizational hierarchies, and standardized testing requirements, all of which illustrate formal structures. These formal regulations determine what is taught, how learning is assessed, and how resources are allocated. In contrast, daily operations are equally shaped by informal interactions, such as student–teacher relationships, parental involvement, and power dynamics among the school staff. These informal dynamics can significantly influence how schools operate, often in ways that complement or challenge the formal structures.
Institutional structures both constrain and enable action. They set boundaries on what is permissible; for example, standardized curricula can limit teachers’ flexibility to adapt instruction. At the same time, these structures enable action by providing a framework that ensures school operations are efficient and consistent. However, when institutional structures perpetuate inequity, they can facilitate systemic discrimination.
Institutional discrimination refers to the systemic disadvantages that some social groups experience because of entrenched institutional norms, rules, routines, and widely accepted justifications. Organizations and their professionals often unintentionally perpetuate these inequalities (Hasse & Schmidt, 2012), which are deeply rooted in deficit thinking (Noguera & Syeed, 2021). For example, deficit thinking might blame lower academic achievement among immigrant students on personal shortcomings, ignoring structural barriers (Noguera & Syeed, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc240361454]Social Structures
Woods (2016) defined social structures as networks of relationships, roles, and social arrangements that shape interactions and processes within societies and institutions. These structures, both formal and informal, influence how individuals relate to one another and how leaders exercise authority and influence within schools. Social structures often operate subtly within institutions and societies, manifesting as hierarchies, unwritten rules, or expectations tied to social status, and constrain behavior by defining roles, limiting decision-making, and creating barriers for specific groups based on gender, race, or seniority. Simultaneously, they provide a predictable framework for collaboration and task allocation, ensuring that the organization functions effectively.
Examples of social structures include networks of influence, cliques, and both formal and informal rules that define acceptable behavior. By understanding these structures, we gain clarity on how social dominance orientation (SDO) influences social justice. For instance, Guimond et al. (2014) introduced SDO as a mindset favoring social hierarchies, and Wollast et al. (2023) identified a correlation between a culture’s openness to external influences and its SDO level. Moreover, SDO may manifest as an implicit belief in hierarchy, such as the idea that the young should respect their elders, or as explicit ideologies, such as White supremacy, which claims that non-White individuals are inferior. SDO allows individuals and cultural groups to rationalize social privileges as deserved entitlements based on presumed superiority rather than recognizing systemic injustice.
The effect of high SDO disproportionately favors mainstream groups, leading to three key ways in which inequities manifest: (1) It narrows cultural perspectives (Moodley, 2021; Nieto, 2020), (2) sustains deficit-based assumptions about minorities (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015; T. C. Howard, 2021), and (3) perpetuates institutional discrimination (G. R. Howard, 2021; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2021). Even though subcultural influences contribute to shaping society, mainstream groups often define norms, values, and language, thereby reinforcing their status and marginalizing others (Banks, 2021; Moodley, 2021; Nieto, 2020).
Labeling individuals as “mainstream” or “minority” reinforces stereotypes, worsens social divisions, and perpetuates inequalities in educational settings (Moodley, 2021; Nieto, 2020). A narrow cultural lens, together with SDO, often leads to minority students being unfairly perceived through deficit-oriented perspectives, such as attributing academic struggles to personal shortcomings rather than systemic barriers (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015; Nieto, 2020). T. C. Howard (2021) noted that such deficit thinking is especially common in schools and education policy. To counteract SDO’s consequences, scholars advocate for a structural approach rather than relying solely on tools such as affirmative action or test-based accountability. They call for a critical examination of how educational processes are designed, implemented, and experienced, which involves questioning whose knowledge is valued, who is included in decision-making, and how schools can become more just and inclusive (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015; T. C. Howard, 2021; Nieto, 2020).
Although social structures may seem static or self-evident, Woods (2016) emphasized that they are continually shaped and transformed by human agency, meaning that they are adaptable and open to change. These theoretical insights provide a valuable lens for examining how school leaders in Iceland understand and promote social justice in multicultural school environments.
[bookmark: _Toc240361455]Social Justice and Inclusion
Social justice is shaped by structures that can both constrain and enable its development (Woods & Barnett, 2021). However, the concept of social justice remains contested, with its meaning and implications varying across contexts. At the heart of this debate lies a fundamental question: What constitutes fairness? Scholars generally approach this question from two perspectives.
One perspective, the redistributive paradigm, emphasizes the fair distribution of resources and advocates equality of opportunity through objective standards (Rawls, 1999). In this view, a just society distributes wealth and opportunities to ensure that everyone has an equal chance to succeed. The approach promotes equality, universal policies, and targeted compensatory measures to support disadvantaged groups (Berkovich, 2014; Gewirtz, 2006; Honneth, 2004; Sen, 2010). 
In contrast, the recognitional paradigm contends that a distributive focus alone overlooks subjective forces that shape perceptions of fairness and stresses the importance of recognizing and addressing injustice as it occurs, emphasizing subjective experiences within specific social and cultural contexts (Berkovich, 2014; Fraser, 2009; Gewirtz, 2006; Sen, 2010). For example, Sen (2010) rejected universal fairness principles, instead proposing a comparative approach that evaluates present justice in relation to past conditions. The recognitional perspective thus centers on people’s actions and responses within their contexts, distinguishing itself from the more universal and abstract distributive approach.
Honneth (2004) argued that injustice occurs when individuals are denied recognition, which hinders their ability to express themselves without shame, realize their full potential, and establish a sense of identity as equal members of society. A critical element of the recognitional paradigm is the responsibility of mainstream social groups to recognize, identify, and confront injustice (Gewirtz, 2006; Honneth, 2004), which highlights the importance of preventing subjective factors, such as prejudice and unconscious bias, from resulting in unjust outcomes. This paradigm aims to foster equity by acknowledging and correcting these influences, ensuring that background, social, or economic status does not limit opportunities.
Although recognitional justice is context dependent and attentive to the unique needs of specific groups, organizations often operate based on clear, uniform policies that ensure consistency and order. However, such standardized distributive paradigms, although they offer clarity and administrative stability, tend to overlook individuals whose circumstances fall outside generalizable categories (Sen, 2010). This limitation suggests that despite their inherent complexity, recognitional approaches may offer a more inclusive and responsive path to achieving justice, one that accounts for diverse lived experiences rather than solely relying on abstract principles of justice.
For example, consider a policy ensuring that children with learning disabilities receive extra support in schools. From a distributive perspective, this is socially just because it seeks to equalize opportunities. However, from a recognitional standpoint, such support might unintentionally stigmatize students, provoking pity or shame and thus reinforcing social injustice.
Fraser (2001) examined the conflict between distributive and recognitional justice. Her primary concern was how social justice issues are framed. She argued that social justice issues are predominantly perceived through the lens of social identity (such as immigrant vs. nonimmigrant or male vs. female), rather than social status, and that claims for justice based on identity are often incompatible with social justice and result in misrecognition, which arises when unique identities and needs are ignored or insufficiently acknowledged, undermining equal participation.
Fraser (2009) proposed integrating recognition and redistribution by removing identity labels and focusing on overcoming barriers to participation. Accordingly, social justice is achieved when institutional processes and cultural values enable parity of participation, meaning that all individuals can participate fully and as equals in social life.
Fraser (2009) identified three conditions necessary for achieving parity of participation:
· Objective conditions: Equitable access to material, economic, and social resources, such as quality curricula and educational materials
· Intersubjective conditions: Institutionalized cultural values that ensure mutual respect and enable individuals to gain social esteem
· Representative conditions: Fair political representation and influence, particularly in governance structures, such as school boards
Recognizing systemic disadvantages that minority students face is essential for advancing social justice. Banks (2021) and Gorski and Swalwell (2015) argued that educational systems often privilege mainstream cultural norms and, thus, structurally disadvantage minority students. Schools may operate within formal structures intended to promote social justice; however, they may fail to promote justice in practice because of their inherent flaws. The disparity between institutional intentions and actual implementation highlights the contextual nature of social justice and underscores the divergent influences of cultural, social, and institutional structures. Consequently, this disparity underscores the importance of democratic and inclusive leadership practices in promoting social justice in education.
Understanding redistributive and recognitional justice helps us see how school structures shape student experiences. For school leaders, social justice requires more than following policies; it means questioning the cultural and institutional factors that help or hinder inclusion. This notion of inclusive participation provides a natural conceptual bridge between Fraser’s framework of social justice through parity of participation and the literature on inclusion in education. Booth and Ainscow (2011) arrived at a similar position, defining inclusion not as the physical placement of students in mainstream settings but as a process of increasing participation and reducing exclusion from the cultures, curricula, and communities of schools. Both frameworks thus converge on participation as the defining measure of social justice and inclusion.
Moreover, Fraser’s three conditions for parity of participation map directly onto the multidimensional understanding of inclusion that has emerged in the research literature. Her objective conditions correspond to what inclusion scholars identify as structural inclusion: access to quality curricula, appropriate teaching, and adequate support (Ainscow, 2020; Carvalho et al., 2022). Her intersubjective conditions correspond to cultural inclusion: the extent to which students feel recognized, valued, and able to express their identities without shame or stigma (Ainscow, 2020; Carvalho et al., 2022). Finally, Fraser’s representative conditions align with the participatory dimension of inclusion, in which students and families are not merely present in institutional spaces but are able to influence them (Ainscow, 2020; Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015; Šilc et al., 2024).
The concept of inclusion holds multiple, sometimes contradictory, meanings in the research literature. In the narrowest sense, inclusion refers to physically placing students in mainstream educational settings instead of segregated ones (Ainscow et al., 2006). However, this spatial view has been widely critiqued as insufficient. Booth and Ainscow (2011) offered a broader, influential definition, describing inclusion as a process of increasing participation and reducing exclusion from school cultures, curricula, and communities. Throughout this thesis, inclusion is therefore understood as a multidimensional concept encompassing structural, cultural, linguistic, and participatory dimensions. An inclusive learning environment is not simply one in which students are physically colocated with peers but one in which students experience cultural recognition, have equitable access to the curriculum in a language they can engage with, and are able to participate meaningfully in the school’s social and academic life. 
The discussion above shows that social justice and inclusion create the conditions needed for everyone to participate fully and equally in shared institutions. Fraser’s (2009) three conditions for parity of participation are not merely similar to the structural, cultural, and participatory aspects of inclusion discussed in the literature; they represent the same basic requirements from different viewpoints. Because of these similarities, the terms parity of participation and inclusion are often used interchangeably.
[bookmark: _Toc240361456]Social Justice and Immigrant Students in Nordic Schools
Research has suggested that several dominant traits characterize the structures shaping the Nordic education system, including a strong democratic foundation, an emphasis on welfare and inclusive education (Gunnulfsen et al., 2023; Mikander et al., 2018; Mittal et al., 2020; Moos, 2017), an emphasis on maintaining the Nordic languages (Peskova et al., 2023), the organization of teacher training, and high levels of social trust (Andreasson, 2017; Holmberg & Rothstein, 2020). However, these traits have undergone significant transformation because of increasing global influences, particularly the marketization of education and the introduction of neoliberal policies (Frønes et al., 2020; Mikander et al., 2018; Moos, 2017).
A key aspect of the Nordic education model is its foundation in Bildung, a comprehensive and holistic approach to education that promotes individual development and societal cohesion (Andersen & Björkman, 2017). Andersen and Björkman (2017) argued that this tradition has been crucial in maintaining a strong democratic culture in the region by fostering equity, freedom of speech, and active citizen participation in democratic discourse. Additionally, Buchholtz et al. (2020) argued that these underlying values were established during a period when the classrooms in Nordic schools were more homogeneous than they are today.
In Iceland, democratic and educational ideals have deep historical roots. Finnbogason’s (1903) Lýðmenntun (Public Education) demonstrated this by emphasizing education’s role in social justice and equality. These long-standing commitments to democracy and social justice have played a crucial role in enabling schools to act as agents of equity and inclusion with the curricula of the Nordic countries highlighting equity, social justice, and democratic rights (Lappalainen & Odenbring, 2020). This commitment also appears in policies that aim to educate active citizens (Mikander et al., 2018). Most Nordic countries, except Denmark, have established an institutional framework that promotes cultural diversity (Buchholtz et al., 2020). In Iceland, this commitment is reflected in education laws and national curricula. All schools must develop reception plans for students of foreign origin (Buchholtz et al., 2020; Ministry of Education and Children, n.d.-a).
However, increasing globalization has introduced policies that challenge the emphasis on Bildung with Nordic education policies increasingly influenced by international organizations, including the European Union, the OECD, the United Nations, and the World Trade Organization (Gunnulfsen et al., 2023). The European Union and OECD, primarily through the PISA reports, have significantly promoted neoliberal policies that emphasize market-driven reforms, accountability measures, and performance metrics, which have had a substantial influence on Nordic education systems (Buchholtz et al., 2020; Harðarson, 2016; Moos, 2017). Instead of viewing education as an intrinsic good, there is a growing emphasis on skills and knowledge that align with measurable outcomes (Harðarson, 2016). This shift risks undermining the equity-based foundation of Nordic education and potentially exacerbating social inequalities (Buchholtz et al., 2020; Mikander et al., 2018; Moos, 2013).
The effects of this shift toward increased neoliberalism are evident in many ways. In Sweden, the expansion of charter schools and a grading-based school selection system has led to significant segregation based on socioeconomic background with a strong correlation between students’ socioeconomic status and academic performance. In Denmark, neoliberal trends have been reflected in the growing emphasis on preparing students for higher education and the labor market alongside the greater acceptance of school privatization (Buchholtz et al., 2020). Norway’s strong focus on Norwegian language acquisition may limit opportunities for bilingual students (Paulgaard & Saus, 2023). Finland’s more comprehensive approach stands out but requires consistent implementation across different regions (Paulsrud et al., 2020). This development of neoliberalism has disproportionately affected immigrant students, who often experience lower academic achievement compared to their native-born peers (Buchholtz et al., 2020).
The development of cultural and institutional structures, which encompass the values and structure of education, reflects the evolution of social structures. There is substantial evidence that immigrant students are more likely to experience bullying and discrimination and are at greater risk of dropping out of school (Helakorpi et al., 2023). The educational discourse in the Nordic countries potentially perpetuates biases against immigrants by portraying them as less capable than their native-born peers (Pihl et al., 2018). These issues can lead to systemic segregation, in which immigrant students are placed in educational programs with fewer resources or in schools where high proportions of immigrant students are perceived as inferior, thus reinforcing stereotypes about their limited potential (Pihl et al., 2018).
The tensions posed by the conflicting aims of Bildung and neoliberalism, along with the social disadvantages immigrant students face in schools, present a challenge for schools in the Nordic countries. In response, Nordic governments have sought to maintain centralized control over education to ensure equal access across different regions primarily because of the large rural areas that limit the effectiveness of school selection policies (Buchholtz et al., 2020). The maintenance of centralized control may reflect a broader commitment to educational equity.
Another prominent structural element is the role Nordic languages play in establishing Nordic and national cultural identities (Strang, 2023). Language hierarchies exist within the Nordic countries, where the national languages (i.e., Danish, Finnish, Icelandic, Norwegian, and Swedish) hold the highest status. As a result, immigrants are strongly encouraged to learn the official language of their host country (Peterson & Fägersten, 2023). However, the growing dominance of English has raised concerns about the preservation of Nordic linguistic and cultural identity (Strang, 2023), particularly in the digital era, where smaller languages, such as Icelandic, face the increasing threat of extinction because of increased globalization and digitalization (Sigurjónsdóttir & Rögnvaldsson, 2018; Strang, 2023).
This emphasis on national languages appears in institutional structures. The Nordic countries stress that learning the dominant national language through L2 education is essential for integration (Peskova et al., 2023) and for academic and employment success (Borsch et al., 2019). Simultaneously, the Declaration on Nordic Language Policy affirms the right of all residents to maintain and develop their mother tongue. This dual emphasis creates tension between linguistic inclusion and the preservation of national languages (Ahlholm et al., 2022; Peskova et al., 2023) and reveals disparities in how bilingual education is implemented across the Nordic countries.
Although Nordic policies stress national language proficiency and linguistic diversity, Finland and Sweden have gone further by adding bilingual education to their curricula (Paulsrud et al., 2020; Peskova et al., 2023; Zilliacus et al., 2017). However, other Nordic countries lack the necessary frameworks or resources to implement bilingual education. As a result, their education systems often function as monolingual environments, limiting opportunities for immigrant students to develop both their mother tongue and the main national language (Peskova et al., 2023). In Iceland, support for immigrant students’ mother tongues is often minimal or absent (Gunnþórsdóttir & Aradóttir, 2021; Gunnþórsdóttir et al., 2019; Ragnarsdóttir, 2020).
This linguistic gap is not merely a practical resource deficit. Tajic and Bunar (2023) found that linguistic support is central to whether newly arrived students experience school as a place of belonging or one of managed marginalization. Without mother tongue support and meaningful bilingual provision, the cultural and linguistic dimensions of inclusion remain unaddressed even where students are formally placed in mainstream classes.
Consequently, inadequate support for immigrant students’ mother tongues can contribute to social marginalization and negatively affect their self-identity and confidence (Peskova et al., 2023). Furthermore, disparities in municipal-level support for immigrant students create inequalities based on geographic location with some municipalities offering significantly more language and integration support than others (Ragnarsdóttir & Gunnþórsdóttir, 2025).
This linguistic gap can contribute to disparities in academic achievement and overall integration outcomes. Moreover, the limited support for bilingual education and the expectation that immigrant students assimilate without sufficient linguistic and cultural accommodations raise concerns about social justice and educational equity (Helakorpi et al., 2023).
How the Nordic countries organize and prioritize teacher training also reveals how cultural structures emerge within institutional and social structures. Although teachers show positive attitudes toward cultural diversity (Benediktsson, 2023; Thomassen & Munthe, 2020), the influence of neoliberalism on teacher education is evident. It has transformed teachers’ roles by emphasizing performance metrics and accountability for educational outcomes, deviating from the traditional holistic approaches found in Bildung. Consequently, many teachers feel underprepared to effectively teach in multicultural settings (Gulya & Fehérvári, 2023; Santoro, 2017).
For example, teacher education in Denmark has been criticized for failing to adequately prepare teachers to create inclusive and multicultural school environments (Benediktsson, 2024). Similarly, teacher education in Sweden has been criticized for its limited multicultural content (Hermansson et al., 2022). Moreover, Icelandic teacher education does not provide sufficient training on how to effectively teach immigrant students, which affects teaching strategies and student outcomes (Gunnþórsdóttir et al., 2019; Oddsdóttir et al., 2023). Therefore, it is crucial to introduce culturally responsive approaches throughout teacher preparation programs (Gist et al., 2019) and to develop comprehensive upskilling courses that focus on multiple competence elements related to culturally responsive pedagogy (Gulya & Fehérvári, 2023).
This deficiency in teacher training negatively affects students from immigrant backgrounds, who often experience social isolation and lower academic achievement compared to their peers (Benediktsson, 2024) as well as communication between immigrant parents and schools (Jahreie, 2022). If teachers lack adequate training in multicultural education and working with diverse student populations, immigrant students may struggle to see themselves as equal members of the learning community (Wee et al., 2023).
The final structural element considered influential in advancing social justice is the level of social trust. Social trust is primarily based on administrative transparency and low corruption levels. Such transparency and low corruption have reduced bureaucracy and limited regulatory oversight (Andreasson, 2017). However, social trust diminishes when citizens perceive government actions as biased or corrupt. The Nordic countries have historically experienced high social trust with citizens trusting government institutions and vice versa (Holmberg & Rothstein, 2020). However, recent studies indicate that social trust is in decline (Holmberg & Rothstein, 2020; Víðisdóttir & Geirdal, 2023).
With Iceland ranking lower than other Nordic countries in social trust, the rise of misinformation, fake news, and declining public trust in institutions has weakened the social fabric that Nordic education relies on (Holmberg & Rothstein, 2020; Víðisdóttir & Geirdal, 2023). This trend poses a challenge for schools seeking to maintain their role as promoters of democratic engagement and inclusion. Given these developments, there is an urgent need to reassess how democratic values can be preserved and reinforced within Nordic education systems.
Decreasing social trust can contribute to the marginalization of immigrant communities (Brezicha & Leroux, 2023). Research by Brezicha and Leroux (2023) suggested that when immigrant students perceive their educational environment as unwelcoming or discriminatory, they may develop distrust of societal institutions. This distrust can lead to withdrawal from school engagement and a broader sense of exclusion within the education system and society (Brezicha & Leroux, 2023).
To promote social trust, parental and student engagement in school governance is considered a key feature (Buchholtz et al., 2020). Across the Nordic countries, there is a strong emphasis on transparency. Although parents and students are formally included in decision-making processes, their role is often limited to providing input on school policies with the ultimate decision-making authority resting with school leaders or education boards.
The tension that emerges regarding language, teacher training, and social trust reflects the underlying conflict between Bildung and neoliberalism. Consequently, education policies lack clear strategies to effectively support immigrant students, which suggests that societal attitudes toward this group may not fully align with official rhetoric (Paulgaard & Saus, 2023) and that social justice efforts may be more symbolic than practical (Beach, 2017). This symbolic nature of inclusion is especially visible when policy documents affirm inclusive values while school practices produce linguistic isolation, academic segregation, and social marginalization for immigrant students, revealing the gap between formal inclusion and lived exclusion.
This lack of clarity is particularly evident in the education of immigrant students, where discrepancies persist between policy intentions and actual implementation. In Iceland, unclear policies and inadequate support for both immigrant students and their teachers suggest that the education system does not sufficiently address cultural and linguistic diversity (Ragnarsdóttir & Gunnþórsdóttir, 2025). Moreover, education policies often prioritize the adaptation of immigrant students to the Icelandic school system over fostering meaningful inclusion despite an overarching inclusive school policy (Gunnþórsdóttir & Aradóttir, 2021; Harðardóttir & Magnúsdóttir, 2018).
This literature review highlights how the Nordic education model, historically rooted in equity, democracy, and welfare, faces increasing pressure from global neoliberal trends. Although policies continue to promote social justice in principle, implementation gaps, declining social trust, and inadequate support for immigrant students indicate a misalignment between values and practice. Thus, understanding these tensions is not only crucial for educational practice but also aligns with the theoretical lens of agency within structure, as outlined by Archer (2003) and Woods (2016).
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This section explores the concepts of educational leadership and leaders’ agency through Woods’s (2016) adaptation, situating them within the context of social justice leadership. It begins with definitions of leadership and agency, rooting the thesis in the tradition of critical leadership. The chapter then expands to social justice leadership theory and concludes by examining how school leaders in the Nordic countries, particularly in Iceland, navigate these dynamics.
[bookmark: _Toc240361458]Critical Leadership Theory and Agency
This study aligns with critical educational leadership theory, which foregrounds power, ideology, and structural inequality as primary analytic concerns (Gunter et al., 2013; Theoharis, 2007). Here, leadership is seen not as a neutral performance tool but as a politically and ethically situated practice embedded in and capable of transforming social, institutional, and cultural structures. Leadership becomes the mediating agency that reproduces or challenges these structures. To establish this, the section reviews functionalist and critical leadership traditions, clarifying their epistemological distance and the critical tradition that frames this study. The section then introduces the person and practice dimensions of leaders’ agency (Woods, 2016). 
The definition of leadership is shaped by its intended purpose. For example, Bennis (2007) sees leadership as comprising a leader, followers, and shared goals. Definitions depend on how scholars view the relationship between leaders, followers and the pursuit of those shared goals. One dominant strand of leadership theory draws on functionalist views, treating leadership as a neutral, technical competence aimed at maximizing productivity and efficiency. From this view, leadership is exercised through organizational design, defined roles, and streamlined procedures (Hannah et al., 2014; Peci, 2009). Research in this tradition has analyzed leader traits, behaviors, and interactions that drive performance (Burns, 1978; Judge et al., 2002; Larsson & Vinberg, 2010) as well as which leadership styles most effectively motivate followers in various contexts (Duke, 2010; Gagné et al., 2022; Herzberg, 1993; House, 1996; McGregor & Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 2006).
Burns’s (1978) distinction between transactional and transformational leadership highlighted leaders’ capability to inspire and motivate through extrinsic or intrinsic means. Transactional leadership manages performance using structured exchanges of rewards and sanctions, whereas transformational leadership seeks to inspire followers to go beyond expectations and develop their own leadership capacities. Empirical research supports the idea that leaders who demonstrate charisma, strong interpersonal skills, and a focus on intrinsic motivation create more dynamic and effective organizations (Gaur et al., 2023; Khan et al., 2020).
In education, the functionalist approach links school leadership to student achievement, emphasizing accountability and predefined goals (Asimiran et al., 2020; Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Leithwood et al., 2019; Robinson et al., 2008; Thelma et al., 2024). This is consistent with neoliberal policy reforms that emphasize standardization, market competition, and outcome measures. These trends have shaped many education systems, including those in the Nordic countries (Buchholtz et al., 2020; Harðarson, 2016; Moos, 2017). However, framing leadership around efficiency and performance raises key questions: Whose goals are served? Who defines success? What forms of knowledge and participation are privileged or marginalized?
For example, Biesta (2020) critiqued the narrowing of education’s purpose to measurable achievement, arguing instead for fostering autonomous, responsible individuals. When educational purpose is understood in this broader ethical and democratic sense, a critical perspective on leadership becomes not only preferable but necessary. From this standpoint, a critical leadership perspective shifts the focus from effectiveness to equity and from efficiency to justice, prioritizing fairness and social responsibility over outcomes and processes alone. Leadership is understood as a collective force that can either strengthen the status quo or contribute to transformative change, questioning dominant assumptions, challenging inequitable structures, and working toward more inclusive and socially just practices.
Although critical leadership perspectives challenge traditional functionalist views, they still recognize the key role of formal leaders. Formal leaders function as gatekeepers or enablers within organizations, mediating relationships, regulating participation, and shaping collective dynamics within structural constraints. Their role extends beyond directing organizational activity to controlling which stakeholders gain access to influence, resources, and decision-making, through everyday interactions as well as institutional processes, such as hiring, promotion, recognition, and representation (Abawi, 2021). As McCaughan and Hill (2014) emphasized, these gatekeeping decisions are inherently ethical and political because determining who enters, who advances, and who is heard reflects which knowledge and communities are valued. Principals thus actively participate in a collective leadership landscape in which decisions relate to structural issues of equity and inclusion with their authority formed by institutional norms and policy frameworks (Irwin, 2021).
This central position of formal leaders provides an important entry point into discussions of distributed leadership. Distributed leadership is often presented as an alternative to hierarchical, leader-centered models, emphasizing that leadership practice is distributed across multiple actors within the organization (Amels et al., 2020; Gunter et al., 2013; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Harris, 2012; Spillane & Healey, 2010). However, the meaning of distribution differs depending on whether it is interpreted through a functionalist or a critical standpoint. From a functionalist perspective, distributed leadership is framed as an organizational strategy to enhance efficiency and effectiveness by sharing tasks to improve coordination, strengthen instructional capacity, and achieve predefined performance goals without fundamentally questioning existing power structures (Gunter et al., 2013; Harris, 2012; Hill-Berry, 2019). 
A critical perspective, by contrast, treats distribution as a political process in which the central questions are not only how leadership is shared but also who is enabled to lead, whose knowledge is valued, and how influence is allocated. Distributed leadership genuinely shifts practice only when it redistributes power, broadens participation, and disrupts injustice. The gatekeeping function of formal leaders is important. Through selective or inclusive distribution, they can either strengthen existing hierarchies or facilitate more democratic and equitable participation (Gunter et al., 2013). This distinction is especially significant in educational contexts shaped by cultural diversity and structural inequality, where the transformative potential of distributed leadership depends not on its occurrence but on its underlying intent and direction.
Understanding how leaders navigate and reshape these power relations requires closer attention to what enables or constrains their capacity, or agency, to act. Archer (2003) defined agency as the capacity of individuals and groups to act purposefully within the constraints and opportunities shaped by institutional, social, and cultural structures. Crucially, Archer argued that agency is not a passive response to structural conditions but a potent force capable of sustaining or transforming them. Through internal conversations, reflective processes by which individuals interpret structural conditions and determine how to respond, agents may reproduce structures by following established practices or alter them through innovation, resistance, or collective action. This is not a purely individual process: Agency can manifest in personal decisions, such as a teacher adapting a curriculum to reflect cultural diversity, or in collective actions, such as a school community advocating for policy change. Accordingly, agency mediates societal and cultural evolution, addressing tensions and contradictions within or between structures.
Building on Archer’s framework, Woods (2016) reconceptualized agency as a dynamic, relational force in leadership. Woods argued that agency emerges from interactions among people, structures, and cultural contexts. To capture this relational quality, he introduced a trialectic model in which leaders simultaneously engage with, are conditioned by, and in turn influence institutional, cultural, and social structures. Woods described two inseparable dimensions of agency. The person dimension encompasses the skills, values, motivations, and reflective capacities leaders bring to their role. The practice dimension refers to the everyday actions through which leadership is enacted, including meetings, decision-making, resource allocation, and relationship building. 
Within this trialectic framework, agency is not merely responsive to structural conditions but a source of generative power (here also referred to as power). When leaders draw upon the values, reflective capacities, and commitments that constitute the person dimension and translate these into deliberate and sustained action through the practice dimension, they can generate powers capable of activating the mechanisms that make structural change possible (Danermark et al., 2019). These generative powers are not guaranteed in their effects. Their activation depends on context, and they may be counteracted by the powers of constraining structures (Thorpe & Elonga Mboyo, 2025). However, under enabling conditions, the generative powers summoned through leadership agency can challenge, disrupt, and gradually transform the mechanisms that reproduce disadvantage, creating the conditions for more equitable institutional arrangements to become possible.
Viewing agency as relational and structurally embedded is particularly meaningful for social justice leadership. A principal’s capacity to promote inclusion, challenge deficit thinking, or redistribute resources is never purely a matter of individual will or disposition. It is always mediated by institutional norms, policy frameworks, cultural expectations, and material conditions. At the same time, Archer’s and Woods’s frameworks resist structural determinism. Through sustained reflection, deliberate action, and collective engagement, leaders can contribute to transforming the very structures that constrain them.
Taken together, these theoretical strands constitute an integrated framework for examining how Icelandic school principals respond to increasing cultural diversity. Critical educational leadership defines the normative orientation, foregrounding power, ideology, and structural inequality. The concepts of gatekeeping and distributed leadership specify how that critical orientation operates at the institutional level. Agency, defined by Archer and Woods as a relational, structurally embedded, and transformative capacity, explains how leadership action connects to broader structural change within the realities of Nordic schooling.
[bookmark: _Toc240361459]Leadership for Social Justice
Social justice leadership emerges from the critical leadership perspective and challenges traditional leadership models, such as functionalist models, which have historically excluded diverse voices (Gunter, 2006; Lumby & Coleman, 2007; Su‑Keene & Bogotch, 2024). At its core, social justice leadership stresses equal participation and inclusion across all social groups and aligns with transformative leadership in that equity becomes the central organizing principle of leadership. Rather than reinforcing hierarchical control, social justice leadership advances democratic and participatory approaches to leadership that can address systemic injustices and create more inclusive school environments (Slater et al., 2014).
From this critical standpoint, “success” is redefined beyond conventional performance metrics (Leithwood et al., 2019). Equity, justice, and transformative impact must stand at the forefront, not only within individual schools but also across the broader education system and society (Furman, 2012; Gunter, 2006; Lumby & Coleman, 2007; Su‑Keene & Bogotch, 2024). Although research on social justice leadership is expanding, the empirical evidence remains uneven, and its strength varies across contexts.
Nevertheless, studies have tended to highlight four recurring indicators of progress toward social justice in schools. The first concerns reduced academic inequities and enhanced access for students from marginalized groups. Schools demonstrating success in this area work actively to close achievement gaps and improve the well‑being and educational opportunities of minoritized students through measures such as ensuring access to advanced courses, special education services, or second-language programs (Brooks et al., 2007; DeMatthews & Izquierdo, 2017; DeMatthews et al., 2016; Moraca, 2025). A second indicator involves cultivating an inclusive school culture that fosters learning environments in which students from diverse backgrounds feel safe, valued, and represented (Bennouna et al., 2021; Brooks et al., 2007; Szeto, 2020; Tuters & Portelli, 2017). Such environments tend to strengthen students’ sense of belonging and engagement, resulting in improved learning outcomes (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). A third indicator is the development of sustainable professional capacity. Effective social justice leadership has been associated with reduced staff turnover (Joseph et al., 2025; Theoharis et al., 2023) and with stable, ongoing professional development that prioritizes equitable teaching practices (Joseph et al., 2025). The fourth indicator is leadership that results in transformative and enduring institutional change. Rather than simply naming injustices, leaders who practice social justice leadership engage in actions that challenge dominant norms, ask critical questions, and work toward lasting structural transformation (Clark et al., 2022; Furman, 2012; Miller, 2019; Wang, 2018). 
Despite this growing body of scholarship, empirical claims about the causal impact of social justice leadership must be interpreted cautiously. Although qualitative approaches are well suited to capturing the complexity of leadership practice, much of the literature has focused on potential or theorized outcomes rather than demonstrated effects. Beyond these methodological concerns, the field also reflects a broader epistemological limitation: The theories, indicators, and practices described in the social justice leadership literature have been developed and validated in Anglo-American school systems. There, specific assumptions about race, class, immigration, and institutional accountability shape what counts as injustice and what constitutes an effective leadership response. Translating these frameworks to other national contexts, such as the Nordic countries, requires careful adaptation rather than straightforward application. 
Three major theoretical lenses tend to shape research on social justice leadership, often overlapping despite their distinctions. One draws on Fraser’s (2009) multidimensional framework of redistribution, recognition, and representation to examine how leadership can construct identity and address social injustice (Berkovich, 2014; Moraca, 2025). A second lens is grounded in critical theory and focuses on power relations through approaches such as critical race theory, intersectionality, and decolonial perspectives, all of which challenge dominant Western epistemologies and leadership norms (Angit & Jarvis, 2024; Barnes, 2019). The third perspective emerges from critical and multicultural pedagogy and emphasizes developing the critical consciousness of school communities, identifying and confronting injustice, reducing bias, and ensuring that curricula reflect student diversity, commonly discussed in terms of culturally responsive or culturally sustaining leadership.
Despite the richness of these theoretical perspectives, several tensions within the social justice leadership literature remain unresolved. The relationship between individual leadership agency and structural constraint is one such tension. Although social justice leadership emphasizes the transformative potential of individual leaders, it acknowledges that systemic barriers can severely limit what any single leader can achieve. A related tension concerns the balance between universal justice principles and context-specific responses. What constitutes a just outcome in one setting may look different in another. These tensions can have direct implications for how social justice leadership is practiced and studied across different national and institutional contexts. Despite these tensions, the social justice leadership literature has recognized a set of leadership practices through which the promotion of social justice becomes visible in schools. Although these practices are inevitably shaped by context, they reflect a shared normative commitment to equity, democratic participation, and the dismantling of structural disadvantage. 
The enactment of social justice leadership is characterized by distinct traits and actions (Leithwood, 2021; Woods, 2016). Social justice leaders publicly champion equity, articulate clear goals centered on marginalized students, and assume the political and personal risks associated with advocating for reform. A defining practice is the deliberate redistribution of resources so that those with the greatest needs receive the most support (Leithwood, 2021). They implement culturally responsive and culturally sustaining practices that affirm the languages and cultures of their students, revise curricula to enhance inclusivity, and foster school climates where all students experience belonging. This work requires leaders to scrutinize institutional norms to disrupt exclusionary patterns and to avoid reinforcing cultural hierarchies (Ladson‑Billings, 2021; Nieto, 2021).
Distributed leadership is another essential dimension; social justice leadership is not confined to those in formal positions. Leadership is shared across the school rather than delegated through hierarchical management structures (Brooks et al., 2007; Woods, 2005). This includes creating opportunities for marginalized students, including immigrants, to influence decisions about their education (Ryan, 2006). Democratic processes that engage diverse stakeholders enhance mutual understanding and support improved educational outcomes (Cortina & Earl, 2020; Khalifa, 2018; Wang, 2018). Ongoing professional learning is equally vital. Leaders must continuously adapt to the needs of diverse communities (Forde & Torrance, 2017), supported by sustained training and reflection (Hill‑Berry, 2019). Strengthening equitable partnerships with families and communities extends social justice leadership’s reach beyond the school and supports efforts to confront structural inequality (DeMatthews et al., 2016; Furman, 2012). Effective leaders invest in staff capacity, develop middle management to institutionalize equity‑oriented practices, and build the political skills needed to mobilize coalitions for social justice initiatives.
Furman (2012) regarded social justice leadership as a form of praxis that combines reflection and action in pursuit of transformation. Leaders engage in ongoing critical self‑reflection, examining their identities and positionality to understand how they may reproduce or challenge systemic oppression (Banks, 2021; Moodley, 2021; Nieto, 2021). This reflective stance requires recognizing the structural advantages afforded to dominant groups and understanding how cultural and socioeconomic factors shape learning. Influenced by civil rights movements, feminism, and multiculturalism, social justice leadership calls for participation in the political and social work of transformation (Brooks et al., 2007; DeMatthews et al., 2016). It demands not only policy implementation but also the willingness to challenge structural inequities through reflective and transformative practice (Furman, 2012; Theoharis, 2008; Woods, 2016).
Even with its transformative potential, social justice leadership continues to face persistent systemic barriers. Institutional pressures, such as standardized testing and accountability frameworks, can constrain inclusive practices (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). These demands often lead to superficial compliance rather than genuine reform (DeMatthews, 2016). Furthermore, leadership preparation programs often do not equip future leaders with the skills and knowledge necessary for equity-driven work (Berkovich, 2014; Brown, 2006; Furman, 2012). Resource limitations also present another significant challenge. Schools that serve marginalized populations often lack sufficient funding or personnel to implement meaningful justice-oriented reforms (DeMatthews, 2016). Thus, scarcity forces compromise and undermines long-term goals. Additionally, educational leaders frequently operate within political systems that may conflict with their values or community expectations (Wang, 2018).
Despite these obstacles, research consistently suggests that schools cannot disrupt entrenched inequalities without leaders who are willing to pursue justice through reflective, sustained, and equity-driven action (Leithwood, 2021; Woods & Barnett, 2021). The barriers described above are real and structural, but they do not render leadership agency powerless. Rather, they underscore the need for a framework that can hold structural constraint and individual agency in productive tension, which is what Woods’s (2016) trialectic model, linking person, practice, and structure, offers.
Within this framework, several internal characteristics emerge as fundamental to leaders’ agency in social justice leadership. Critical self‑examination and awareness of one’s positionality and privilege are essential, as is the ability to recognize how cultural and socioeconomic factors shape learning and opportunity (Banks, 2021; Moodley, 2021; Nieto, 2021; Theoharis, 2007). Moral clarity and political literacy equip leaders to address systemic barriers and contradictions (Brooks et al., 2007; Furman, 2012). Courage, resilience, and persistence enable them to pursue transformative change despite resistance (Dantley & Green, 2015; Woods, 2016). Leaders must cultivate a learning orientation and engage in continuous professional development to respond effectively to diverse communities (Forde & Torrance, 2017; Furman, 2012; Hill‑Berry, 2019). Finally, sustained internal reflection across the person‑practice‑structure triad, as described by Woods (2016), builds the insight and agency necessary for meaningful and sustainable social justice leadership.
To conclude, social justice leadership is best described as a form of praxis that integrates critical self-reflection with deliberate action to reduce inequities and enhance inclusion both within and beyond the school (Bogotch et al., 2017; Furman, 2012). Success is redefined as justice‑oriented outcomes, such as the reduction of systemic inequalities, the active participation and voice of diverse stakeholders, and democratic, equitable practices that lead to lasting change (DeMatthews et al., 2016; Ryan, 2006; Woods, 2005). Effectiveness is understood as the alignment of processes and policy with equity goals, the presence of distributed leadership, and the leader’s capacity to navigate and transform systemic barriers (Brooks et al., 2007; Dantley & Green, 2015).
This requires a form of personal agency grounded in critical self-awareness, moral commitment, resilience, and a continuous learning orientation, as well as professional practices that are democratic, culturally responsive, system‑oriented, and community‑engaged. However, the literature reviewed here has developed predominantly within Anglo-American contexts, where specific histories of race, class, and immigration shape both what injustice looks like and what effective leadership responses require. Whether and how these frameworks translate into the Nordic welfare state tradition, with its distinct assumptions about equality, homogeneity, and institutional trust, remains an important issue.
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Increasing cultural diversity in schools presents school leaders in the Nordic countries with new challenges, which are exacerbated by tensions between the traditional Nordic ideal of inclusive education and international educational influences. Other factors include declining social trust, limited teacher training in multicultural education, and a monolingual policy that elevates the dominant language above others. To better understand how school leaders in the Nordic countries navigate these complex demands, it is helpful to apply Woods’s (2016) concept of agency. Applying this concept involves examining both the person (i.e., the leader’s individual qualities and values) and the leader’s practice (i.e., actions and strategies) within professional contexts. Such an approach allows for a more nuanced view of leadership shaped by both internal motivations and external structures. To examine how these dimensions of agency manifest in practice, it is important to review what is currently known about school leaders’ approaches to social justice in the Nordic countries.
Research exploring school leaders’ attitudes toward social justice in the Nordic countries is limited (Andersen & Ottesen, 2014). Many Nordic studies indicate the qualities, values, and priorities predominant among leaders in the Nordic countries primarily by examining the preconditions and roles of school principals as well as the scope afforded to them by government mandates (Gunnulfsen et al., 2023) rather than directly studying leaders’ personal views. Nevertheless, evidence of principals’ agency emerges in their strategies to address the challenges of increasing cultural diversity.
In response to increasing diversity, recent studies indicate that school leaders in the Nordic countries benefit from enabling factors to advance social justice, including their autonomy. Smeds-Nylund et al. (2023) noted that although it is difficult to claim school leaders generally have a high degree of autonomy in Nordic schools, many exercise a certain level of independence through professional expertise, particularly in Finland. Conversely, Gunnulfsen and Leo (2023) found that principals in Sweden and Iceland have less autonomy and more limited decision-making power than their colleagues elsewhere in the region, resulting in some aspects of school life being shaped by public education policy or narrow performance demands. Despite these constraints, studies have indicated that Nordic school leaders can significantly affect social justice practices within their schools even though their influence on policy and broader cultural or political frameworks remains limited. External structures affect principals’ actions, but their personal values and professional ethics also shape their approach to social justice.
In a Nordic context, several recurring themes regarding school leaders’ personal qualities and values that support social justice can be identified. Research has suggested that most school leaders strongly favor equality and democratic perspectives (Lundahl, 2016; Trujillo et al., 2021). This perspective on equality and democracy is manifested in principals’ emphasis on equal learning opportunities for all students, democratic participation in the school community, and the importance of students’ voices being heard in the school’s decision-making (Jantunen et al., 2025). In many cases, they view themselves more as collaborators and guides than as figures of authority, aligning with the tradition of democratic values in Nordic schools (Laursen et al., 2024; Paulsen & Henriksen, 2017).
Although these democratic and inclusive values are broadly shared across the Nordic countries, they manifest differently across national contexts, reflecting distinct institutional traditions and policy histories. For example, Møller (2006) and Seland et al. (2021) found that Norwegian school leaders strongly emphasize empowerment and shared decision-making to enhance everyone’s participation in the school community. In Sweden, some principals describe social justice as a moral obligation to reduce inequality, partly by mitigating discrimination and realizing liberating goals for each student (Karlsson Pérez et al., 2024). Similar attitudes are found in Denmark, where the emphasis on equality and moral leadership, founded on trust and collective responsibility, is common among school principals (Laursen et al., 2024). In Finland, Jantunen et al. (2025) noted that principals prioritize creating inclusive schools where student diversity is valued. Furthermore, studies show that Icelandic principals regard equality, democratic participation, tolerance, and justice as core values in education (Hansen & Lárusdóttir, 2020; Ragnarsdóttir, 2019). Across these national variations, however, a common thread emerges: Nordic school leaders tend to understand social justice as a moral and relational commitment rather than a purely technical or policy-driven obligation.
Although Nordic school leaders generally share common values related to social justice, it is not always evident whether these values are translated directly into daily practice. Hansen and Lárusdóttir (2020) pointed out that even though principals emphasize noble educational values, these values often are not reflected in their practice. Instead, their practice prioritizes management tasks that emphasize efficiency, accountability, and outcomes rather than tasks related to education and school development. Hansen and Lárusdóttir’s findings have revealed a persistent agency gap in which external demands prevent the alignment of leaders’ person and practice. Building on this foundation of values, researchers have also identified specific leadership practices that align with and support the pursuit of social justice.
Although the person aspects of Nordic school leaders are grounded in the Nordic tradition of democracy, justice, and equality, three central themes emerge when examining the practices of Nordic school principals that are believed to foster social justice. The first is distributed leadership, broad consultation, and community engagement aimed at activating students and parents in school activities. The second is redistributing resources and structuring the school to meet student needs. The third is the emphasis on professional development to advance equality.
Nordic research identifies distributed leadership, broad consultation, and active community engagement as core practices for advancing social justice (Møller, 2006; Yttergård & Foshaug Vennebo, 2024). Principals promote genuine participation among teachers, students, and families, ensuring that diverse perspectives inform decision-making and foster collective responsibility for student welfare and educational success (Jantunen et al., 2025; Leo & Wickenberg, 2013). This collaborative approach aligns with the democratic traditions of Nordic education and emphasizes trust-building, dialogue, and active participation. Principals also actively engage families from diverse cultural backgrounds by scheduling accessible meetings, providing interpreting services, and validating cultural identities. These actions create more inclusive environments for immigrant students (Trujillo et al., 2021). According to Woods (2016), this collaborative orientation reflects the practice dimension of agency, representing the everyday actions through which leaders translate democratic values into institutional reality.
Furthermore, studies have shown that school leaders attempt to redistribute funds in a targeted manner to provide equality of opportunity for students (Karlsson Pérez et al., 2024; Trujillo et al., 2021). In schools in more economically disadvantaged areas or with a high proportion of students of immigrant origin, principals often prioritize resources for special initiatives, such as hiring more teachers or providing additional support for student groups that are experiencing inequities (Karlsson Pérez et al., 2024). Such measures require clear prioritization and a moral conviction that social justice should guide the school community (Trujillo et al., 2021). However, several studies (Keisu et al., 2024; Leo & Wickenberg, 2013) have indicated that redistributing resources can present challenges for principals, such as a lack of adequate institutional support. Principals must often advocate strongly within the system to ensure that specialized initiatives are funded and not merely dependent on short-term grants (Karlsson Pérez et al., 2024). Yet, as the barriers described here suggest, redistributive practice is never simply a matter of individual will. It is always mediated by structural conditions that both enable and constrain what leaders can achieve.
In addition to financial redistribution, principals also invest in building internal capacity through professional development, primarily to support the needs of diverse student populations. School leaders aim to create professional learning communities as a strategic choice and an extension of their belief in democratic learning environments and mutual capacity building (Leo & Wickenberg, 2013; Yttergård & Foshaug Vennebo, 2024). Multicultural teaching strategies, second-language instruction, and ways to boost participation among students from diverse backgrounds often require specialized teacher training. Yet, despite these proactive efforts, research also highlights a persistent gap between stated commitments to social justice and their consistent implementation in practice (Beach, 2017; Wee et al., 2023). This investment in professional capacity reflects leaders’ recognition that sustainable social justice requires not only structural change but cultural transformation within the school community itself.
Several indications of the strong Nordic tradition of equality suggest that traditional Nordic values are not consistently reflected in schools (Hansen & Lárusdóttir, 2020; Ragnarsdóttir, 2019; Wee et al., 2023). For instance, Beach (2017) pointed out that the notion of equality, active democracy, and social justice likely does not run as deeply in the Nordic national psyche as some Nordic studies might suggest, with other Nordic researchers supporting that viewpoint. For example, Nyegaard (2024) argued that in Norway, there is a tendency toward denial regarding discussions and responses to racism in upper-secondary schools, leading to the assumption that racism is not an issue and needs no particular attention. Furthermore, Andersen and Ottesen (2014) noted that Norwegian secondary school principals frequently delegate responsibility for integrating immigrant students to teachers, rarely making it central to school-wide initiatives. Wee et al. (2023) further pointed out that discussions about advancing inclusion and social justice tend to focus more on classroom interactions or broader societal issues rather than proactive school leadership from principals.
Principals increasingly describe themselves as jacks-of-all-trades, simultaneously responsible for administrative duties, pedagogical leadership, and multicultural policymaking. When formal support systems, such as consultancy, professional training, or expert assistance, are lacking, it is difficult to emphasize and maintain a strong focus on social justice (Hilt et al., 2019; Sigurðardóttir et al., 2022). Consequently, workloads for Nordic school principals have increased because of diverse demands regarding performance, financial oversight, and administrative tasks (Gunnulfsen & Leo, 2023; Hansen & Lárusdóttir, 2020). Additionally, research has referred to the rapid increase in cultural diversity in schools and the need to find flexible methods to accommodate diverse student groups (Benediktsson, 2022; Guðjónsdóttir & Óskarsdóttir, 2020).
In some Nordic countries, multicultural school policy is relatively recent, or official guidelines are unclear, making it challenging for principals to align multicultural concerns with the prevailing framework (Björnsson, 2020; Seland et al., 2021). In Iceland, Ragnarsdóttir and Trân (2016) examined how immigrant policies were implemented in certain municipalities. They found that although these municipalities had policies in place and key personnel expressed a commitment to implement them, those same personnel complained that the schools’ apparent lack of interest in these issues was the main obstacle to implementation. Some scholars have noted that there is an emphasis on accountability and standardization in education, whereas immigrant students may bring highly varied cultural backgrounds that do not always fit this structure (Moos, 2013). Furthermore, coordination with other public agencies whose services could otherwise support the school environment, such as social and health services, may be lacking (Ragnarsdóttir & Blöndal, 2014).
The research surveyed here shows that Nordic school leaders can have considerable leeway to develop a school strategy that supports and strengthens social justice. Jantunen et al. (2025) noted that Finnish principals in multicultural schools employ a systematic approach to meet the needs of diverse students. At the same time, they need flexibility to adjust to shifting conditions. For that purpose, there is an emphasis on principals’ critical self-examination, whereby they confront their own biases or conceptions of a normal student (Jantunen et al., 2025). This emphasis by Jantunen and colleagues on critical self-reflection echoes Theoharis’s (2007) and Furman’s (2012) writings. Such critical self-reflection forms the foundation for strengthening leaders’ agency because it helps them become aware of their values and priorities and critically examine whether their actions align with their value base and intentions (Furman, 2012). However, the findings of Hansen and Lárusdóttir (2020) suggested that Icelandic school principals may be unaware of how their practices reflect their values. Therefore, they called for greater emphasis on principals’ self-awareness to help align their words with their actions.
Overall, Nordic research demonstrates both the potential and the limitations of social justice leadership in this regional context. School leaders are not merely passive agents shaped by external mandates. Their leadership is animated by personal convictions about fairness, inclusion, and democracy that inform the strategies they adopt within institutional constraints. Yet the persistent gap between stated values and enacted practice, documented across multiple Nordic studies, reveals that personal conviction alone is insufficient. Structural conditions continue to shape what is possible.
This is where Woods’s (2016) trialectic framework proves most analytically useful. It captures not only the values and practices of Nordic school leaders but also the structural conditions within which their agency is exercised, constrained, and potentially transformed. The increased emphasis on accountability and performance measurement has altered the role of school leaders, resulting in increased bureaucratic oversight and reduced professional autonomy (Gunnulfsen & Leo, 2023; Hansen & Lárusdóttir, 2020). This shift has created tensions within the education sector as leaders navigate political expectations and the needs of educators and students. 
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This study uses an integrated theoretical framework. It combines critical educational leadership, Fraser’s (2009) social justice theory, Archer’s (2003) structure and agency theory, and Woods’s (2016) trialectic model of person, practice, and structure. Together, these frameworks shape the analytical architecture of this study.
Critical educational leadership provides the normative foundation. It foregrounds power, ideology, and structural inequality as central concerns. Leadership is described as a politically and ethically situated practice. Gatekeeping and distributed leadership specify how inclusion and exclusion are created in institutional practice. Decisions about who leads, whose knowledge counts, and how influence is shared all shape the school community.
Fraser’s (2009) theory of justice develops this critical orientation. Her framework of parity of participation offers concrete criteria for evaluating leadership responses. She proposed three conditions—objective, intersubjective, and representative—which provide criteria for assessing whether schools support full and equal participation. Fraser’s framework avoids identity-based approaches. Instead, it focuses on institutional and cultural barriers that restrict immigrant students’ participation.
Agency, as defined by Archer and Woods, is relational, structurally embedded, and transformative. It explains how leadership action, both individual and collective, connects to structural change. Leaders are not only products of their contexts. Through reflection, deliberate action, and collective engagement, they can help transform the structures that constrain them. Woods’s trialectic model serves as an analytical tool for exploring this dynamic. It captures what leaders value and do as well as the structural conditions in which their agency operates and which they may transform.
The Nordic context adds analytical complexity. Schools in these countries promote democracy and equality. Yet, these values are tested by neoliberal reforms, demographic shifts, and policy inconsistencies. Nordic school leaders often commit to fairness, inclusion, and democratic participation. However, research shows a gap between stated values and practices. Cultural structures favor dominant languages and national identities. Institutional frameworks promote equality but often lack multicultural responsiveness. Social attitudes continue to reproduce ideas of homogeneity. Icelandic school principals exercise their agency within these structural conditions.
These frameworks are not used independently. They are mutually constitutive. Critical leadership sets the normative horizon. Fraser’s theory provides evaluative criteria. Gatekeeping and distributed leadership describe the institutional mechanisms shaping justice. Agency, as theorized by Archer and Woods, details how people navigate, reproduce, or transform these mechanisms. Together, they inform how the leadership of Icelandic school principals reflects, navigates, and sometimes challenges the structures of Nordic schooling.
 
[bookmark: _Toc240361462]Method
This research is grounded in critical realism and a qualitative research tradition. It builds on the LSP project, conducted in preschools, compulsory schools, and upper-secondary schools in Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and Finland between 2013 and 2015 (Ragnarsdóttir & Kulbrandstad, 2018). The LSP project focused on identifying success stories among school communities at different levels and examining how they created just and inclusive learning environments and defined pupils’ success in terms of both academic achievement and social well-being (Ragnarsdóttir & Kulbrandstad, 2018). 
Based on this foundation, the current research explores what leadership practices are influential in advancing and sustaining social justice for immigrant students and their families within school communities and the structural conditions that either facilitate or hinder social justice. Drawing on Woods’s (2016) trialectic model of social justice leadership, it examines how leaders respond to these conditions and how they apply their values and dispositions (i.e., person) along with their professional actions (i.e., practice) to promote social justice.
The chapter begins by establishing the thesis’s epistemological foundations, followed by a description of the research design, and then presents the argument in favor of a multiple case study approach. The case selection, contextual background, and participants’ profiles are described; then the data collection, analysis, and trustworthiness of the research are detailed. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the study’s limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc240361463]Epistemological Foundations
From a critical realist perspective, the aim of social research is not merely to describe surface phenomena or capture actors’ subjective meanings. Its aim is to identify the generative mechanisms, that is, the structural, cultural, and organizational conditions that make certain practices and outcomes possible, probable, or constrained. This distinguishes critical realism from positivism, which seeks law-like causal regularities. It also differs from constructivism, which restricts knowledge claims to the meanings actors ascribe to their experiences.
This epistemological stance fits a study of social justice leadership in culturally diverse schools. Here, the research interest is not only in how leaders describe and make sense of their practice. It is also concerned with how the structural conditions of Nordic schooling enable or constrain that practice. Analytically, the study operates at two levels. First, it examines the empirical and actual ontological layers of critical realism (as introduced in Section 3.1) and observes how participants understand and narrate their leadership experiences and how these experiences appear in the schools’ contexts. Second, it uses those narratives as a basis for drawing conclusions about the real layer and the generative mechanisms that shape leaders’ experiences, mechanisms that operate beneath the surface of what is directly observable but whose effects are visible in the patterns leaders describe.
This combined perspective means the study does not position itself as purely socioconstructivist, although it treats participants’ sense-making as primary data. Nor does it make positivistic causal claims, although it does make claims about conditions that support or hinder social justice leadership. For example, when the study finds that a school’s practices help support immigrant students, this is a claim about a generative mechanism. It refers to a practice that, in certain contexts, could create opportunities for more equitable outcomes, not a claim of direct, measurable causation. The evidence for such claims remains interpretive, context dependent, and theoretically mediated. It should be read this way throughout the thesis.
Critical realism also informs the study’s relationship to generalization. Critical realist research seeks what Danermark et al. (2019) called analytical abstraction, the identification of mechanisms and structural conditions that may operate across contexts even if their concrete manifestations differ. This study does not claim that its findings from nine Icelandic schools are directly transferable. It does claim that the mechanisms identified have theoretical relevance beyond the specific cases studied. This is consistent with the case study logic outlined by Flyvbjerg (2006), who argued that carefully selected exemplary cases can contribute to the development of theoretical knowledge even without claiming statistical generalizability.
Finally, critical realism aligns with the study’s theoretical framework. Archer’s (2003) morphogenetic approach rests on critical realist ontology. Structures exist independently of actors’ awareness, shape but do not determine action, and can be transformed by agents through sustained practice. Making this epistemological foundation explicit also strengthens the coherence between the theoretical framework and the methodological choices in this chapter.
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This research uses a multiple case study design to investigate social justice leadership in Icelandic schools. A case study is “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clear” (Yin, 2018, p. 15). It explores leadership practices as they unfold in the complex and dynamic realities of school communities.
According to Yin (2018), a case study approach is justified for three key reasons: The study asks “how” questions, focuses on a contemporary phenomenon, and takes place in a context over which the researcher has little or no control. All three criteria apply here: The study investigates how school leadership advances social justice, is conducted in naturalistic settings without researcher intervention, and examines real-time practices within Icelandic schools.
Case studies are particularly valuable when context matters, as it does here. Leadership for social justice cannot be fully understood without attending to the cultural, institutional, and social structures that shape and constrain leadership work in each school context (Woods, 2016). The approach aligns with the study’s theoretical foundation in structure and agency (Archer, 2003; Woods, 2016). This perspective emphasizes the interplay between human action and structural conditions. A case study allows this relationship to be explored in depth, capturing both the situational constraints leaders face and the strategies they use to navigate or reshape them.
This research defines a case as a bounded system (Stake, 2006), specifically each school. Leadership practices that promote equity and inclusion for immigrant students are examined. Following Swanborn’s (2010) framework, this study operates at the meso-level by focusing on leadership practices rather than individuals or broad societal trends.
The methodological advantages justify adopting a multiple case study design rather than a single case. Yin (2018) argued that multiple case studies allow for broader theoretical insights with findings from individual cases contributing to a more comprehensive picture and facilitating, to some degree, analytical generalization. Studying leadership practices across nine schools at three levels allows for comparative analysis that identifies common patterns and context-specific variations in how social justice leadership is enacted. This approach improves the rigor and credibility of the findings because recurring themes across cases strengthen the validity of conclusions (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2018).
Although immigrant students and their families form the subject and purpose of the research, they are not directly involved in the research. However, two of the associated publications (Publications II and IV) incorporate perspectives from interviews with preschool parents, teachers, and support staff. However, in this dissertation, these voices are peripheral because the focus is primarily on the experiences of school leaders.
In summary, this case study design enables a context-rich and theoretically grounded analysis of leadership for social justice. It provides insights into what leaders do and why they act as they do, given the structural conditions they face. The design supports both practical relevance for educators and broader theoretical contributions. It advances the understanding of how socially just leadership is enacted in multicultural educational settings.
[bookmark: _Toc240361465]Case Selection and Context
This research uses a purposeful sampling strategy to select cases with the greatest potential to generate rich, relevant data aligned with the research questions (Stratton, 2024; Yin, 2018). Purposeful sampling enables the selection of information-rich cases, particularly when exploring complex social phenomena such as leadership for social justice (Stratton, 2024).
This research studies leadership at three school levels: preschool, compulsory school, and upper-secondary school. Preschool education is available for children from age 1 until they begin compulsory schooling at age 6. Although preschool is not mandatory, it is widely attended and plays a vital role in children’s early development. Municipalities primarily run these institutions, which are publicly funded, although parents typically contribute a portion of the cost (Ministry of Education and Children, n.d.-b).
Compulsory education in Iceland spans 10 years, from the ages of 6 to 16. This level combines both primary and lower-secondary education into a single, unified system. Attendance is mandatory for all children within this age range, and local municipalities operate the schools. Education at this level is free of charge and follows a national curriculum set by the Ministry of Education and Children (n.d.-b).
Following compulsory education, students have the right to attend upper-secondary school, which typically serves students aged 16–20. Although attendance is not compulsory, most students choose to continue their education at this level. Upper-secondary schools offer both academic and vocational programs with the most common path being a 3-year program that leads to a matriculation examination, which qualifies students for university admission. The state generally operates these schools, and they are publicly funded, although a small number of private institutions also exist (Ministry of Education and Children, n.d.-b). 
Nine Icelandic schools, three from each of the three educational levels, were selected based on their success in promoting social justice. The selection process was determined by the LSP project, which identified schools that demonstrated effective practices in addressing the needs of immigrant students. The selection indicators included academic performance (e.g., average grades, standardized test scores), student retention rates, and favorable external evaluations by educational authorities (Ragnarsdóttir & Kulbrandstad, 2018). 
Focusing on successful schools reflects a strategic choice to examine cases where leadership practices that contribute to social justice are already visible and active. Studying exemplary cases can provide deep insights into how desirable outcomes are achieved within existing structural constraints (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Such cases are not expected to represent perfection but rather to shed light on leadership practices that foster positive change even where structural inequalities persist.
Although the selected schools have demonstrated success in promoting inclusion and social justice, the research is grounded in a critical awareness that systemic inequities remain embedded in the Icelandic school system. Therefore, the research emphasizes influential leadership practices and critically examines how leadership can advance inclusive and socially just learning spaces.
Explicit theoretical and empirical justification is needed to call the nine schools in this study successful, given that school success is a contested concept. This justification operates on two levels. First, it concerns the criteria the LSP project used to identify and select the schools as successful in the first place. Second, it concerns the distinct criteria this thesis applies to describe and evaluate the schools as they appear through the interview data. These two sets of success criteria are related but not identical, and the distinction matters for how the study’s findings are interpreted.
Success is often measured by outcomes such as student achievement, graduation rates, value-added metrics, and evaluation results (Reynolds et al., 2014; Sammons, 1995). This tradition has contributed important insights into organizational and leadership factors associated with better outcomes. Yet, it has been criticized for focusing on limited indicators, privileging dominant groups, and overlooking structural inequalities (Slee & Weiner, 2001). From a social justice perspective, a school with strong overall outcomes but failing to support immigrant students cannot be deemed successful.
The LSP project used academic performance, student retention rates, and external evaluations as selection criteria, reflecting a pragmatic combination of effectiveness measures and holistic indicators. Retention and external evaluations are valuable because they capture school characteristics that standardized tests miss, such as school climate, inclusivity, and responsiveness. However, these criteria alone are not enough to define success in social justice leadership.
In addition to the LSP criteria, this thesis applies a second conception of school success consistent with the study’s critical realist epistemology and social justice framework. Drawing on Theoharis (2007) and Khalifa (2018), a school is considered successful if it demonstrates active efforts to reduce exclusion and foster a sense of belonging among all students. Success also entails establishing structural, cultural, and relational conditions that promote equity. This perspective aligns with Fraser’s (2009) argument that genuine success requires equitable distribution of resources, cultural recognition and belonging, and meaningful participation in school life.
Here, the LSP project’s selection criteria serve as proxies for broader conditions. Schools were chosen for high immigrant retention, strong academic results for all groups, and positive inclusivity evaluations. The aim was not to favor traditional metrics but to show how these schools help immigrant students stay, succeed, and feel that they belong. The focus is on generative mechanisms, that is, how school conditions promote more equitable outcomes, not only measured results.
The selection criteria risk circularity and selection bias because schools were deemed successful partly because assessments may reflect mainstream norms. This study does not claim that these schools are ideal social justice models but treats them as information-rich cases in which social justice leadership is sufficiently apparent for in-depth analysis (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The aim is to understand the structural and relational conditions and the forms of agency that enable social justice leadership.
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P1 is a preschool in North Iceland, in a municipality where approximately 4% of the population were immigrants in 2013–2014. Established in the 1950s, the school accommodates 90 children, including 18 with immigrant backgrounds. During the 2013–2014 school year, the professional staff consisted of 24 women and two men, the majority of whom had university degrees in pedagogy and early childhood education. Among the staff, two members had immigrant backgrounds, and the staff retention rate was notably high. The preschool’s core principle was learning through play. It was organized into four divisions, grouping children by age. All divisions shared a central open space, where most children had their meals, met, and engaged in art and free-play activities. Each division operated independently but communicated information about its activities to parents through daily updates and the school’s home page (Ragnarsdóttir, 2015).
P2 is in a part of the Capital Region, where the immigrant population was approximately 18% in 2013–2014. From its inception in 1975, this preschool specialized in working with children with special needs. Out of 86 children enrolled, approximately 30% had immigrant backgrounds. The staff was exceptionally diverse, comprising 29 members (eight men and 21 women), seven of whom had immigrant backgrounds, and their age range was broader than that of the average preschool. The school emphasized inclusive education and promoted the values of democracy, equality, and social justice. In response to increasing cultural and linguistic diversity, it emphasized the importance of culturally responsive practices. Daily activities revolved around free and organized indoor and outdoor play alongside structured assignments and routines centered on rest and mealtimes (Ragnarsdóttir, 2015).
P3 is on the outskirts of the Capital Region, where about 25% of the population were immigrants in 2013–2014. Founded in 1980, this preschool was organized into three divisions based on age. One-third of the staff and 46 (approximately 80%) of the 57 children enrolled came from immigrant backgrounds. The preschool’s motto was “Do not fear diversity, embrace it.” Its core values included equality, well-being, language, democracy, play, and creativity. The preschool strove to make both parents and children feel welcome and valued within the school community. It offered both mother-tongue support and Icelandic language classes for parents. Additionally, the preschool received several grants for development projects aimed at supporting mother-tongue teaching, promoting democratic participation, fostering collaboration between preschool and compulsory school levels, and cooperating with a local sports team (Ragnarsdóttir, 2015).
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C1, established around 1900, is outside the Capital Region. In the 2013–2014 school year, greater than 10% of the local population were immigrants. The school employed 53 staff members (39 women and 14 men), including 34 teachers, none of whom had immigrant backgrounds. The school had 302 students in Grades 1–10, with 23% identifying as immigrants. It operated an International Department with 53 students. In 2012, fourth-grade students performed above the national average on standardized tests, and seventh-grade students excelled in math. The school emphasized diversity and encouraged all students to participate in activities, particularly during its annual celebration (Ragnarsdóttir, 2015).
C2, founded in the early 20th century, is in the Capital Region. By the 2013–2014 academic year, approximately 20% of the local population were immigrants. The school employed 46 teachers, 17% of whom had immigrant backgrounds. Of the 472 students in Grades 1–10, 27% were immigrants. Its performance in Icelandic and math was above average compared with that of other schools in Reykjavik and the national average. C2 was known for its inclusive and multicultural approach, tailoring activities to meet the diverse needs of students (Ragnarsdóttir, 2015).
C3, created in 2010 by merging two schools in the Capital Region, is located in a school district where approximately 7% of the population were immigrants in 2013–2014. The school employed 75 teachers and 44 other staff members, with 20% of the staff being male, and had a management team comprising five members. Among the staff, 12 were immigrants. C3 served 700 students speaking 21 languages, with 18% coming from immigrant backgrounds. Its students scored above average in Icelandic, math, and English on standardized tests. The school focused on student well-being and creativity, promoted a collaborative approach to planning, and ensured that all voices were heard (Ragnarsdóttir, 2015).
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U1 is an upper-secondary school in the Capital Region comprising 13 trade and vocational schools. During the 2013–2014 school year, U1 had a diverse student body with more than 4.5% of its students coming from immigrant backgrounds. In January 2013, 119 immigrant students representing 38 different nationalities were enrolled at the school, primarily in programs to learn Icelandic as a second language (ISA) and improve their English, math, and computer skills. The school provided separate instruction for students with immigrant backgrounds until they demonstrated proficiency in Icelandic, enabling them to participate in other academic subjects. Many students went on to pursue vocational programs offered, such as hairdressing, information technology, or multimedia (Ragnarsdóttir, 2015).
U2, also in the Capital Region, prepares students for the matriculation exam, which qualifies them for university-level academic studies. In 2011, the student population exceeded 2,000 with 3.3% of the students coming from immigrant backgrounds. U2 had a long-standing commitment to educating students with immigrant backgrounds and had developed a multicultural policy along with a reception plan for these students. Although the expected duration of study was 4 years, students had the option to accelerate their studies and graduate in 3 years or to extend their studies by up to a year and a half beyond the typical 4-year timeline (Ragnarsdóttir, 2015).
U3 has a rich history as the first comprehensive secondary school of its kind in Iceland. It is in the Capital Region and had a diverse student body and staff in 2013–2014. The school accommodated 1,300–1,500 students during the day and around 900 in the evening. U3 prepares students for university-level academic programs and qualifications in areas including a business diploma, licensed practical nursing, carpentry, electrical studies, and cosmetology. Additionally, U3 has a 2-year program focused on ISA (Ragnarsdóttir, 2015).
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Within each selected school, participants were chosen using a purposeful sampling approach, which aimed to capture a broad range of perspectives relevant to leadership, inclusion, and the everyday realities of working in culturally diverse educational settings (Patton, 2002). This approach ensured that all participants had direct experience and the contextual knowledge necessary to contribute meaningfully to the research themes. 
To support and enrich these data, additional material collected by members of the LSP research team was incorporated. The additional material includes interviews with nine parents, three teacher aides, seven certified teachers in the three preschools, and 19 compulsory school teachers. Table 2 provides an overview of the distribution of participants by school level and role.
[bookmark: _Toc240361406]Table 2: Overview of Participants According to School Level and Role
	School level
	Principals
	Key teachers
	Teachers
	Teacher aides
	Immigrant parents

	Preschools
	3
	4
	7
	3
	9

	Compulsory schools
	3
	3
	19
	0
	0

	Upper-secondary schools
	3
	4
	0
	0
	0



Each of the four publications draws on different subsets of the dataset, depending on the study’s focus.
· Publications I and III analyze data from school leaders across all nine schools.
· Publication II focuses on preschools. It incorporates data from principals and key teachers, supported by additional insights from preschool teachers, aides, and immigrant parents, which provide context for leadership perspectives.
· Publication IV draws on data from the three compulsory schools with the experiences of school leaders complemented by those of compulsory school teachers to enhance the reliability and richness of the findings.
This sampling strategy aimed to gather diverse viewpoints across stakeholder groups. It reflects the multifaceted nature of school leadership within multicultural contexts. As Creswell and Poth (2016) emphasized, involving multiple voices in qualitative research enhances the depth and credibility of findings, which is important when exploring complex social dynamics such as inclusion and equity.
By purposefully selecting and interviewing the participants, the researcher ensured that they had the necessary experience and insight to engage with the study’s focus on leadership, inclusion, and social justice. Moreover, by incorporating voices from leadership, teaching staff, parents, and support personnel, the researcher facilitated a broader understanding of how inclusive leadership practices are perceived and enacted across different roles and school contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc240361470]Ethical Considerations
This research followed the University of Iceland’s Code of Research Ethics and international standards for qualitative educational research (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Ethical approval was obtained before data were collected through the LSP project review process. All procedures met strict ethical standards. Written consent was obtained from all participants prior to interviews (Patton, 2002), during which they were informed about the purpose of the study, their right to withdraw at any point without consequence, and the voluntary nature of their involvement.
All identifying details were removed or anonymized during transcription and reporting to ensure anonymity and confidentiality with schools and individuals referred to by pseudonyms and specific contextual markers modified when needed to prevent potential identification, especially in smaller communities where participants might otherwise be recognizable (Liamputtong, 2010). However, the participants were also aware that despite the measures taken to protect the identities of schools and individuals, the small size of the Icelandic community could limit complete anonymity.
Throughout data collection and analysis, the researcher engaged in ongoing reflexivity, acknowledging how the researcher’s positionality may have influenced both the interview process and the interpretation of participants’ perspectives (Creswell & Poth, 2016). All data, including audio recordings and transcripts, were stored securely in password-protected digital formats. Only authorized research team members could access these files, in compliance with the General Data Protection Regulation. These procedures protected participants’ autonomy and confidentiality while strengthening the study’s credibility and trustworthiness.
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Consistent with a critical realist epistemology, this research adopts a multiple case study design that allows for the investigation of leadership practices as they are enacted within the real structural conditions of the participating schools. Data for this study were collected through semistructured interviews (see Appendix A) between 2013 and 2014. Semistructured interviews are well suited to exploring complex social phenomena, such as leadership practices and social justice. Capturing participants’ experiences, interpretations, and values is crucial (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018; Flick, 2018). Semistructured interviews allow researchers to address predetermined themes, remain open to unexpected insights, and balance structure with flexibility (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).
Data collection was conducted collaboratively by members of the LSP research team, including the author of this dissertation. The author interviewed all principals and key teachers. Other interviews in preschools (conducted with teachers, teacher assistants, and immigrant parents), analyzed in Publication II, were conducted by other members of the LSP team. In Publication IV, interviews with compulsory school teachers were conducted by a master’s student from the University of Iceland.
The interviews took place at each participant’s school and lasted about an hour. They were exploratory, meaning that the interviewer and participant delved into the topic of leading multicultural schools. The interviews were also descriptive with participants sharing school practices focused on inclusion and social justice (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018), enabling them to share experiences in their own words. For example, school principals answered reflective questions such as “What are your current leadership priorities?” and “How is decision-making shared within your school?” Teachers and parents contributed their views on their involvement in school practices and on inclusion. Participants also shared personal and professional stories, giving deeper insight into their motivations, values, and leadership practices (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim to maintain accuracy and preserve the authenticity of participants’ voices. Verbatim transcription supports detailed analysis and enhances the trustworthiness of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Consequently, the interviews generated rich narrative data, offering insight into how social justice leadership is enacted within the schools in their respective educational contexts. This approach enabled the researcher to flexibly explore both anticipated themes and emergent issues from each participant’s perspective.
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The analytical approach of this dissertation operates at two distinct but interconnected levels, reflecting the stratified ontology of critical realism (Danermark et al., 2019; Thorpe & Elonga Mboyo, 2025). The first level, the empirical level, encompasses the analytical work across the four publications, using thematic analysis, framework analysis, and qualitative content analysis to identify and interpret patterns in the data. The second level, the mechanistic level, encompasses the analytical work of the dissertation, which uses retroduction to move from those empirical patterns toward theoretical claims about the generative mechanisms and structural conditions that explain them. These two levels are complementary dimensions of a single coherent analytical process. The empirical analyses provide the evidential basis for retroductive inference, whereas retroduction provides the interpretive framework that gives the empirical findings their theoretical significance.
[bookmark: _Toc240361473]Empirical Analysis: Thematic, Framework, and Content Analysis
The analytical work across the four publications employed two complementary approaches: framework analysis and qualitative content analysis. Although these methods originate from distinct disciplinary traditions, they were applied interchangeably in this study as mutually reinforcing tools for organizing, coding, and interpreting empirical material. 
Coding incorporated both inductive codes generated from participants’ language and deductive codes derived from the theoretical frameworks of each publication. The coding was both descriptive and interpretive with theoretical lenses guiding analytic attention without predetermining findings (Gibbs, 2018). All coding was conducted using Dedoose, a web-based application used to analyze and visualize qualitative and mixed methods data, which enabled systematic organization, retrieval, and cross-case comparison of coded data segments.
Qualitative content analysis, as outlined by Mayring (2000) and Schreier (2012), ensured systematic coverage of relevant conceptual content. This approach facilitated the identification and organization of specific concepts, practices, and values, including democratic participation, language policy, and resource allocation, throughout the dataset prior to higher-level interpretation.
Framework analysis, as described by Gale et al. (2013), established the cross-case comparative structure for the multiple-case study design. Coded material was organized within a matrix structure with schools and participants as columns and analytical categories as rows, thereby making cross-case comparison visible and systematic. The analytical framework was both theory driven, drawing on each publication’s theoretical framework, and data-driven, incorporating categories that emerged inductively from the dataset.
Together, these two approaches shed light on the empirical and actual layers of reality (Thorpe & Elonga Mboyo, 2025). They form the empirical foundation of the study’s analysis, producing accounts of the experiences, values, and practices reported primarily by school leaders across the nine schools, grounded in data, systematically organized, and informed by theory.
It should be noted that the individual publications describe their analytical approaches using varying terminology, and references to analytical procedures differ in explicitness across the four publications. This variation reflects the evolution of the analytical process because the publications were written over several years and, in some instances, emphasized procedures relevant to each publication’s specific focus. The clarification provided here serves as retrospective transparency, offering an explicit articulation of the analytical logic that guided the research and is described here with greater precision than in the individual publications.
[bookmark: _Toc240361474]Mechanistic Analysis: Retroduction 
The dissertation plays a distinct and more analytically ambitious role than the individual publications. It brings together insights from all four publications and progresses from empirical patterns to theoretical claims about the mechanisms and structural conditions behind those patterns. This inferential process is the second level of the study’s analytical procedure and is best described as retroduction (Danermark et al., 2019; Thorpe & Elonga Mboyo, 2025).
Rather than simply identifying patterns in the data, retroduction asks what underlying structures and mechanisms produce those patterns. Starting from observable effects, such as the leadership practices, structural conditions, and equity outcomes documented in the four publications, it works backward to identify the generative mechanisms that most likely account for them (Danermark et al., 2019). 
In the dissertation, this retroductive process unfolds in four analytical movements, as outlined by Danermark et al. (2019). First, the empirical findings, descriptions of leadership practices, structural constraints, and participant school leaders’ perspectives, were generated through the framework and content analyses conducted across the four publications. Second, these descriptions were broken down into elements that identify specific dimensions of leadership agency, the structural conditions of Nordic schooling, and the mechanisms by which inclusion and exclusion recur across the nine schools. Third, the core retroductive inference investigates which generative mechanisms could account for observed patterns. For example, it examines why some leaders translate equity values into transformative practice whereas others experience an agency gap. It considers which structural conditions, including policy issues, institutional trust, professional autonomy, resource availability, and cultural recognition, could help or hinder social justice leadership.
This two-level analytical procedure includes empirical analysis in the publications and retroductive synthesis in the dissertation. It reflects the stratified ontology of critical realism. The empirical level addresses what is observable and reportable, that is, what participants said about their experiences. In contrast, the mechanistic level focuses on what is real but not directly observable. The transition from the empirical to the mechanistic level forms the analytical core of the dissertation. This transition supports the dissertation’s claim to generate theoretical knowledge beyond the descriptive findings of the publications.
It is important to clarify the scope and limitations of retroductive inference. Retroduction does not provide causal proof in a positivist sense. Instead, it offers theoretically grounded and empirically supported accounts of mechanisms that plausibly explain observed patterns. Claims in the discussion and conclusion should be seen as the strongest theoretical explanations available. These are based on evidence interpreted through critical social justice leadership theory, Fraser’s participatory theory of justice, and Woods’s trialectic model of agency to explain what enables social justice leadership in culturally diverse Icelandic schools.
[bookmark: _Toc240361475]Trustworthiness
To ensure the trustworthiness of the study, several strategies were employed throughout the research process. During and after the interviews, reflective notes were taken to document the author’s initial impressions, feelings, and biases (Houghton et al., 2013). These notes informed the analytic process and contributed to reflexivity.
The study used theoretical triangulation by drawing on multiple theories to interpret the data. These theories included social justice theory (Fraser, 2009), selected leadership theories (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; House, 1996; Woods, 2016), and democratic theory (Stokes, 2002; Woods, 2005). The diverse range of theoretical approaches enriched the analysis and offered a comprehensive understanding of the research (Aguilar-Solano, 2020).
Throughout the LSP project, the researcher collaborated with co-researchers. The researcher led the project, proposed the theoretical framework guiding data analysis, and discussed themes and codes with coresearchers to reach conclusions. After the LSP project ended, the doctoral committee and supervisors provided critical feedback, greatly strengthening the process and ensuring the trustworthiness of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc240361476]Study Limitations
This study acknowledges several limitations, the first of which is that the data used in this study were collected between 2013 and 2014 and reflect leadership practices and school contexts from that period. Since then, school demographics, leadership, and policy environments may have shifted. However, the underlying dynamics of structures (e.g., policies, institutional norms) and agency (i.e., the capacity of individuals to act within or against these structures) remain a central focus. The results of the study thus provide insight into how leadership practices are shaped by the interplay between these elements in a specific context. Regardless, this limitation highlights the need for updated research.
Second, the schools were selected based on their perceived success in implementing social justice and inclusive learning spaces for immigrant students. However, this success was determined by subjective or institutional assessments, which may have overstated the schools’ achievements and thus introduced possible selection bias.
Third, as a qualitative study, the findings are not meant to be generalizable but rather to illuminate the conditions that shape leadership practices aimed at creating equitable and socially just learning environments (Ragnarsdóttir & Kulbrandstad, 2018). These findings deepen the understanding of leadership practices that foster inclusion and social justice in Icelandic schools. 
Fourth, this study adopts a critical realist epistemology, which recognizes that knowledge is always produced from a specific standpoint and is therefore inherently fallible and subject to revision. Terms such as inclusion, social justice, and integration are not neutral; rather, they are value laden, and their meanings are contested across different cultural and theoretical contexts. As a researcher from the mainstream cultural group investigating the experiences of schools serving immigrant students, I acknowledge that my interpretations are shaped by my own positional knowledge, including my cultural assumptions and professional experience. Critical realism does not seek to eliminate this positional influence but requires that it be made explicit and subjected to ongoing reflexive scrutiny. This approach ensures that the distance between the structural mechanisms the study aims to identify and the interpretive lens through which they are accessed remains visible throughout the analysis. Finally, relying solely on semistructured interviews, without additional data such as classroom observations or school documents, limited the potential for triangulation. Furthermore, translating participants’ narratives from Icelandic to English introduced challenges in capturing cultural meanings.
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[bookmark: _Toc240361477]Summary of the Publications
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]This chapter introduces the dissertation’s four publications and their main findings and explains how they relate to the project’s overarching research question. The publications are available in their entirety in the project’s appendixes.
[bookmark: _Toc240361478]Publication I: Social Justice Leadership in Culturally Diverse Schools in Iceland: Addressing Social Justice From a Social Status Perspective
This article draws on data from all three school levels and examines how school leaders’ values and practices foster social justice and inclusion for immigrant students and their families. The study applies Fraser’s (2009) theory of social justice, focusing on the concept of parity of participation, which emphasizes objective, intersubjective, and representative conditions. Moreover, it examines how leaders operate from a perspective of social status rather than social identity. 
Findings reveal that the school leaders demonstrate strong agency by aligning personal values with inclusive practices. They emphasize trust building with immigrant families through open communication, inclusive activities, and consistent yet flexible support, often going beyond formal duties to ensure participation and belonging.
The article illustrates how the school leaders in the participating schools navigate the tension between identity and status-based justice frameworks. Their agency, expressed through inclusive values, practical innovation, and critical self-reflection, enables them to promote equity despite structural challenges. The findings highlight the importance of ethical and value-driven leadership that bridges institutional mandates and everyday realities.
[bookmark: _Toc240361479]Publication II: Democratic Leadership Practices in Three Preschools in Iceland 
This book chapter examines preschool leaders’ dispositions toward democratic leadership and how these dispositions affect their practices in preventing the marginalization of immigrant students and their families. 
The chapter uses Stokes’s (2002) four models of democracy as a theoretical framework, distinguishing between republican and liberal democratic models. These models vary in their purposes, either societal development or individual growth, and in the degree of participation they expect from stakeholders. This framework offers a lens for examining how leadership practices foster inclusion through democratic engagement.
The chapter demonstrates how leadership agency, shaped by individual dispositions and external structures, influences democratic practices in preschools. The diversity in leadership styles reflects varied models of democracy, each with implications for inclusion and marginalization. For democratic participation to be genuinely inclusive, school leaders must move beyond minimal engagement and proactively foster meaningful partnerships with families. Strengthening participatory leadership models, such as developmental democracy, offers the potential for greater equity and a stronger bond between schools and their communities. However, realizing this potential requires systemic support to mitigate structural constraints and enable sustainable, inclusive practices.
[bookmark: _Toc240361480]Publication III: Leadership and Diversity in Icelandic Schools
This article focuses on identifying key leadership practices across all three school levels that promote inclusion and social justice for immigrant students. The theoretical framework combines the path–goal theory of leadership (House, 1996) with dimensions of transactional and transformational leadership (Burns, 1978; Sergiovanni, 2006). Although the path–goal theory emphasizes leaders’ role in guiding followers through challenges, transformational leadership highlights proactive, visionary practices.
The article identifies structural hindrances and shows how leadership agency interacts with structural conditions. Participative, supportive, directive, and transformational styles are all tools used, depending on the school’s context. Effective leadership in multicultural settings requires equipping principals with the knowledge and support to foster inclusive and just educational environments.
[bookmark: _Toc240361481]Publication IV: Leadership and Succession in Ethnically Diverse Schools: Examples From Three Compulsory Schools in Iceland
The fourth and final article explores sustainable leadership in compulsory schools. Written in Icelandic, it examines how leadership agency helps build long-term, systemic support for social justice in education. The article also asks whether this support extends beyond the school to influence society.
The theoretical framework is based on Hargreaves and Fink’s (2006) idea of sustainable leadership, which involves cultivating enduring and widely shared practices that persist despite changes in leadership. The framework’s central concepts are breadth and length, which describe leadership that extends across and beyond individual leaders. The article also asks whether leadership transitions create continuity or discontinuity.
The article shows how leadership agency both shapes and is shaped by existing structures. It highlights leaders’ efforts to promote distributed leadership and shared responsibility among school stakeholders. However, it also finds that sustainable leadership is often neither clearly planned nor systematically pursued.

[bookmark: _Toc240361482]Discussion
This chapter presents the research findings and discusses them in relation to Woods’s trialectic framework. The overarching research question guiding this study is: What leadership practices can be identified as influential in advancing and sustaining social justice for immigrant students and their families within school communities? Four subquestions explore different dimensions of this issue. The following sections address each subquestion, analyzing the findings related to the cultural, institutional, and social structures that help or hinder social justice in schools. The concluding section synthesizes these insights to respond to the overarching research question, outlining the key leadership practices identified as effective in promoting equitable educational opportunities for immigrant students.
This chapter constitutes the second level of the study’s analytical architecture, the retroductive synthesis described in the methodology chapter. Drawing on the empirical findings of the four publications, it moves from the patterns identified at the empirical level toward theoretical claims about the generative mechanisms and structural conditions that explain those patterns. The analytical question throughout is not simply what leaders do but what structural conditions and agentive capacities make certain leadership practices possible, constrained, or transformative in the participating schools. Consistent with the study’s critical realist epistemology, the discussion reasons across three levels of reality: the empirical level of what participants observed and reported, the actual level of the practices and conditions that exist whether or not they are visible to researchers or acknowledged by institutional actors, and the real level of the underlying generative mechanisms that produce those practices and conditions.
[bookmark: _Toc240361483]Influential Factors in the Schools’ Environments
The section is organized around the study’s first sub question: How do cultural, institutional, and social factors shape leadership practices aimed at social justice in the schools under discussion? The section starts with an overview of the enabling and constraining structures identified in the study. The section then addresses the generative mechanisms that constrains social justice leadership and analyzes the empirical findings from the publications using Archer’s (2003) and Woods’s (2016) theoretical frameworks and Fraser’s social justice theory. The section concludes by summarizing and problematizing the ways in which constraining structures affect school leadership.
Iceland’s social, institutional, and cultural structures promote inclusion through democratic values, human rights, social trust, and inclusive policies. However, they also create barriers for school leaders (Auðardóttir & Magnúsdóttir, 2020; Gunnulfsen et al., 2023; Oddsson, 2021; Ragnarsdóttir, 2020; Víðisdóttir & Geirdal, 2023; Woods & Barnett, 2021; Önnudóttir, 2009). 
Despite a focus on structural barriers in this thesis, school leaders also described some flexibility within the legal and regulatory framework. Key teachers in the compulsory and upper-secondary schools expressed satisfaction with the autonomy and flexibility that came with running a department for immigrant students, noting that this flexibility allowed them to adapt practices to student needs (Publication III). This flexibility, however, is not simply a matter of individual initiative or leadership style. It is itself a structural feature that varies by school level, municipality, and policy context. Thus, flexibility functions as a generative mechanism that either enables or constrains what leaders can do in practice. Recognizing flexibility as a structural condition rather than a personal attribute therefore matters. Expanding the conditions for social justice leadership means attending to the structures that shape students’ learning spaces, not only to leaders’ individual qualities and capabilities. 
Conversely, four main barriers appear in this study: monolingualism, policy ambiguity and lack of funding, marginalized multicultural teacher education, and negative views of immigrant students. These barriers are linked, revealing a deeper mechanism that maintains the dominance of mainstream culture and controls access to education.
The pattern identified across Publications I, II, and III shows that the role of Icelandic language proficiency as a prerequisite for parity of participation escalates systematically as students progress through the school system. This points to a generative mechanism that operates beneath the level of individual school policy. At the empirical and actual levels, this mechanism manifests in specific institutional arrangements. In preschools, language development is integrated without formal access barriers (Publications II and III). In compulsory schools, students are placed in reception classes or special departments until they meet proficiency benchmarks (Publications I and III). In upper-secondary schools, Icelandic proficiency is required for course enrolment. Special programs in ISL provide a parallel but restricted educational pathway (Publication III).
This mechanism has a considerable impact on immigrant students. They encounter institutional arrangements as conditions for educational participation (Publication III). These arrangements mean being assessed and categorized by linguistic criteria that they did not create and cannot easily meet. This puts them at a disadvantage and contributes to lower academic achievement and higher dropout rates among immigrant students. 
At the level of the real, monolingualism represents a generative mechanism. It acts as a structural logic that reproduces linguistic hierarchy. Icelandic proficiency becomes the default for educational entitlement. Other linguistic repertoires are seen as insufficient for access to further education rather than as resources to be used. This mechanism is real in the critical realist sense and exerts causal force independently of any individual’s intent or awareness.
Monolingualism as a generative mechanism has deep structural roots. The emphasis on Icelandic language proficiency stems from cultural pride, geographic isolation, and a historically homogeneous population. It is genuinely intended to protect the national language from the pressures of globalization and digitalization (Sigurjónsdóttir & Rögnvaldsson, 2018). However, although intended to preserve linguistic and cultural heritage, it also risks entrenching portrayals of immigrant students that focus on what they lack in the Icelandic context rather than recognizing their multilingual repertoires as valuable educational assets (Harðardóttir & Magnúsdóttir, 2018; Peskova et al., 2023). In practice, this monolingual focus acts as a structural gatekeeper in Icelandic society and education (Borsch et al., 2019). It sustains deficit thinking regardless of the intentions of individual leaders or teachers.
This mechanism operates across all three of Fraser’s conditions for parity. It establishes proficiency requirements that restrict educational access, entrenches norms of deficit thinking about immigrant students, and undervalues non-Icelandic languages in education. School leaders, especially in compulsory and upper-secondary schools, face a dilemma: prioritizing short-term language benchmarks for access or making long-term curricular changes to value multilingualism as a resource.
As Peskova et al. (2023) noted, monolingualism contradicts the democratic and equality values of the Icelandic school system. It creates a structural contradiction in Nordic language policy. The policy formally states that all residents should have the opportunity to maintain and develop their mother tongue but stops short of committing governments to support this opportunity in practice. This contradiction is built into the structures. It stems from the tension between Nordic education’s commitment to universal inclusion and the competing priority of protecting a distinct national identity. School leaders committed to social justice must navigate this tension, but they cannot resolve it from within the school.
The structural contradictions embedded in language policy directly connect to the second mechanism identified across the publications. At the empirical and actual levels, a systematic misalignment appears between the resource needs of schools serving immigrant students and the funding arrangements intended to address those needs. The school leaders consistently reported insufficient and unstable funding at the compulsory and upper-secondary levels. By 2013, 5 years after the financial crisis, staff shortages and reduced funding for immigrant students persisted. The government prioritized funding for mainstream students in its postcrisis recovery while treating immigrant students’ education as a secondary concern (Publication III). The consequence was a structural shift toward project-based funding. Temporary grants replaced stable operational budgets as the primary mechanism for supporting immigrant student education (Publications I and III). This arrangement generates a specific pattern of institutional behavior. Keisu et al. (2024) noted that project-based funding undermines long-term sustainability and signals the government’s tendency to treat the education of immigrant students as a secondary concern or a problem within the school system. Schools become dependent on grant cycles. Leaders’ attention is diverted from educational development to funding applications. Initiatives that begin as purposeful responses to student needs become contingent on the availability of short-term external support. 
At the level of the real, the generative mechanism is the structural positioning of immigrant student education as an exceptional, rather than ordinary, feature of the school system. Educating immigrant students becomes a problem to be managed through targeted interventions rather than a permanent feature of the educational landscape with clear policy and appropriate resources. This mechanism is reproduced through the accumulated decisions of funding bodies, unclear policy frameworks, and institutional priorities. These factors collectively signal that the education of immigrant students is an auxiliary element rather than a constitutive part of the core mission of the participating schools.
In Fraser’s (2009) terms, this is a failure of objective and intersubjective conditions. Resource allocation does not align with actual needs, and the resulting material inequity constrains leaders’ capacity to create the structural conditions for parity of participation. However, it also carries intersubjective implications. Treating immigrant student education as a special project rather than a core responsibility reinforces a deficit mindset toward immigrant students. Furthermore, it reflects and reproduces the misrecognition of immigrant students as peripheral members of the school community.
This resource misalignment generates and widens the agency gap. In other words, equity values are written into policy, but the resources, training, and institutional support needed to put those values into practice are not provided, creating a gap between leaders’ aspirations and what they can actually do. This mechanism would create agency gaps even for leaders with strong social justice commitments because it operates at the structural rather than the individual agency level. As a result, leaders often find that their time and energy are diverted from strategic educational development to grant seeking and crisis management (Karlsson Pérez et al., 2024), not because they lack commitment or capacity but because the structural conditions within which they operate make sustained development practically difficult.
The issue of resource misalignment also intersects with the question of how schools are funded. To increase transparency and equitable distribution of support, it is common to connect educational needs to specific social categories, for example, by tying access to language support to the criterion of immigrant parents, as one compulsory school principal reported (Publication I). This arrangement reveals a further dimension of the resource misalignment mechanism: the use of social identity categories as proxies for educational need. Although directing funds this way simplifies administrative matters, this approach increases the risk of misrecognition, which Fraser (2009) identified as a structural barrier to parity of participation. Diversity is perceived as a deviation from the mainstream, thereby narrowing what is considered a typical student and what are considered typical students’ needs. By extension, the estimated cost of their education is calculated based on assumed needs, thereby reducing the potential for social justice leadership (Jantunen et al., 2025). The result is an agency gap in which leaders struggle to direct funds and support where they believe they are most needed because the funding architecture itself determines who makes that decision.
The third structural barrier identified across the publications, the peripheral position of multicultural teacher education, reflects a generative mechanism that operates through the institutional definition of professional competence. At the empirical and actual levels, leaders across Publications I and III generally reported positive attitudes toward multiculturalism among staff but noted shortcomings in teachers’ knowledge and training in multicultural teaching practices. Schools frequently relied on a small number of individuals who had developed expertise through special training or experience to guide colleagues who lacked such knowledge (Publication III). Some teachers viewed multicultural practices as burdensome or unnecessary, and those with limited experience often depended heavily on reception classes or immigrant teams for guidance. Targeted recruitment of teachers from immigrant backgrounds was rare (Publications I, II, and III).
This pattern generates a specific structural dynamic. Multicultural competence is concentrated in specialist roles rather than distributed across the professional community. This concentration of multicultural competence creates a structural dependency on experts and reinforces the idea that diversity is an exceptional challenge for which the institutionalization of diversity into designated roles releases the rest of the organization from responsibility (Ahmed, 2012; Bunar & Juvonen, 2022) At the level of the real, this structural definition is reproduced through teacher education curricula, professional development frameworks, staffing models, and the everyday language schools use to describe and respond to cultural diversity.
This mechanism carries significant consequences for social justice leadership. As Yang Hansen et al. (2020) emphasized, teachers are central to creating inclusive classrooms, and treating multicultural competence as a special project sustains narrow norms about the normal student, limits cultural definitions, and reinforces a deficit mindset toward immigrant students (Benediktsson, 2024; Jahreie, 2022; Wee et al., 2023). Without systematic capacity building across the professional community, social justice leadership relies on individuals or short-term initiatives, hindering sustainable development and creating structural fragility. Furthermore, the peripheral position of multicultural competence in teacher education entrenches the deficit perspective at its root.
In Fraser’s (2009) framework, this mechanism operates primarily at the intersubjective level, reinforcing institutional cultural values that treat the monolingual, ethnically Icelandic student as the norm against which others are measured and valued. However, it also has objective consequences. The concentration of multicultural competence in specialist roles means that the distribution of effective teaching is itself inequitable. It means that immigrant students are disproportionately likely to be taught by teachers who are less well prepared to meet their needs. The agency gap is widened here not only by insufficient funding but also by insufficient professional infrastructure. School leaders may have the values and strategic vision to promote social justice, but without a professionally prepared teaching workforce to enact that vision, their agency remains structurally constrained.
The fourth structural barrier, negative societal attitudes toward immigrant students, points to the study’s deepest and most pervasive mechanism. This is understood as the social and cultural structures (Woods, 2016) that shape and constrain the choices of all actors within the educational system, defining what counts as a good student, a good school, and a good educational outcome through the lens of monolingual, ethnically Icelandic norms.
At the empirical and actual levels, this mechanism manifests in leaders’ reports that public opinion often views schools with a high proportion of immigrant students as low-status schools (Publications I and III). In preschools, it also manifests in immigrant parents’ expressions of a lack of confidence in participating in school activities, which were partly attributed to a lack of a sense of belonging (Publication II). It manifests in the daily microinteractions of school life. Moodley (2021) showed how the discourses circulating within schools through the curriculum, language used in staff meetings, and the expectations communicated to students and families, reproduce assumptions about race, ethnicity, and cultural belonging. These are rarely explicit acts of exclusion; they operate through what is treated as normal, unremarkable, and self-evident, reproducing the idea of the normal student as a reference point against which immigrant students are measured and found wanting (Guimond et al., 2014; Moodley, 2021). At the level of the real, the underlying generative mechanism is the institutional logic that ties a student’s educational worth and sense of belonging to how closely the student conforms to the norms of the mainstream cultural group.
In Fraser’s (2009) terms, this mainstream cultural structure manifests simultaneously as maldistribution, misrecognition, and misrepresentation. First, the allocation of educational resources reflects the lower institutional status of schools serving high proportions of immigrant students. Second, the cultural values embedded in society do not treat immigrant students with equal respect or social esteem, and third, immigrant students and their families have limited or no influence over the governance structures and policy processes that shape their educational experiences. In Woods’s (2016) model, the mainstream cultural structure widens the gap between leaders’ person dimension and their feasible practice because the structural conditions within which they work reproduce the deficit thinking that constrains what social justice leadership can achieve.
As Furman (2012) argued, school leaders need to assert their agency not only within the school but also in the broader societal context. This is a demanding expectation, and the study’s findings suggest that even leaders in relatively successful schools struggle to meet it consistently. Democratic values, social trust, and the Nordic tradition of equality provide some countervailing leverage against mainstream structures, but they do not dissolve them. The coexistence of formally inclusive values and structurally exclusive practices is not a failure of implementation but a structural condition. It is the product of the same historical and institutional processes that have produced both the intended equity commitments and the persistent inequities of the Nordic educational model.
It is worth reflecting on what the persistence of these structural barriers in schools designated as successful implies for the study’s findings and their theoretical significance. The schools in this study were selected based on evidence that they were creating relatively more equitable conditions for immigrant students than the national average, as reflected in retention rates, academic performance across diverse student groups, and positive external evaluations highlighting inclusive practices. Yet the structural constraints identified across all four publications were present and active in all nine schools.
Taken together, the four mechanisms identified in this discussion—linguistic gatekeeping, resource misalignment, the institutionalization of multicultural competence as specialist knowledge, and the narrow definition of the normal student—constitute an interconnected structural architecture that shapes and constrains social justice leadership in the participating schools. These mechanisms are not independent policy failures that could be addressed through targeted reforms in isolation. They are structurally interconnected expressions of deeper institutional logic. 
This structural architecture exists at the level of the real. It operates independently of whether individual actors are aware of it, intend it, or endorse it. It is reproduced through the accumulated weight of institutional, social, and cultural structures and everyday practices. Together, these elements define what a normal student, a good school, and a successful education look like in the Icelandic context. This structural architecture has direct implications for social justice leadership. These mechanisms cannot be dismantled through individual commitment or good intentions alone within each school. Leaders who seek to promote equity are not simply navigating policy gaps or resource shortfalls. They are working against generative mechanisms that are actively reproduced by the very institutional arrangements within which they operate. Yet the fact that the schools in this study produced relatively more equitable outcomes despite operating under the same structural constraints suggests that whereas structures set the parameters of what is possible, they do not determine outcomes. Archer (2003) argued that agency can open spaces for social justice even within constraining structural arrangements. What remains to be examined, then, is how the leaders in these schools exercised that agency. The following sections explore how leaders navigated, responded to, and at times pushed back against the structural conditions described here and what this reveals about the nature and limits of social justice leadership in practice.
[bookmark: _Toc240361484]Leaders’ Dispositions Regarding Social Justice
This section addresses the second research subquestion: What are the school leaders’ values, attitudes, and priorities in promoting social justice within their schools? It examines how the person dimension of Woods’s (2016) trialectic framework influences leaders’ responses to the structural constraints discussed earlier. This dimension includes the skills, values, motivations, and reflective capacities that leaders bring to their role. The section first presents evidence of leaders’ internal conversations as introduced in Section 3.2.1. Next, it introduces the four leader–person agency traits identified in the study and discusses how they address the structural barriers and their implications for social justice. The section concludes with a summary of the analysis.
Previous research has identified critical reflection and self-examination as essential traits of social justice leaders (Furman, 2012; Karakose et al., 2023; Theoharis, 2007). Similarly, critical self-reflection, analogous to Archer’s (2003) internal conversation, enables leaders to reflect on their circumstances and clarify their commitments. Within the person dimension of agency, generative power can emerge to activate generative mechanisms that transform constraints into enabling structures. Nonetheless, possession of generative power alone does not guarantee its use; applying it depends on leaders’ conditions, institutional support, and whether reflexivity leads to sustained, purposeful action (Thorpe & Elonga Mboyo, 2025).
All four publications show evidence of leaders’ internal conversations in practice. For example, school leaders reflected on restrictive structures and responded by changing school practices. These include, support for students outside eligibility criteria (Publication I), reflection on elevating children’s and parents’ voices in preschools (Publication II) and mediating between conflicting policy demands to support participation and diversity (Publication III). Across several schools, staff jointly analyzed project proposals and the vision regarding diversity (Publication I), and in the preschools, the school leaders connected democracy to participation and reflective dialogue as drivers of change (Publication II). Together, these strategies created protected spaces for reflection, challenged established practices, and fostered more equitable cultures (Furman, 2012; Karakose et al., 2023).
Few direct verbal accounts of critical self-reflection appear in the data. However, leaders’ internal conversations are evident in their actions but do not always surface in their words. Conclusions about leaders’ reflexivity based on interviews alone require caution. Therefore, the analysis seeks evidence of generative powers at both the empirical and the actual levels. It also asks which structural constraints the person dimension of agency targets.
Despite this reservation, the main argument emerging from the data is that leaders’ person dimension comprises four interconnected qualities: a strong commitment to social justice, high expectations for all students, an activist mindset, and a pragmatic approach to constraints. The following discussion explains how each quality enables specific generative powers and addresses related structural constraints.
The first quality of leaders’ person dimension, discussed here, is the leaders’ strong commitment to social justice. At the empirical and actual levels, they regard democracy, equity, and students’ well-being as essential prerequisites for successful education. This commitment shows most clearly in their rejection of narrow definitions of the “normal” student and their stance against linguistic gatekeeping (Publications I and II). In Publication I, leaders stressed safety, belonging, and listening, whereas in Publication III, promoting a culture of participation and shared learning was key. 
The depth and specificity of this commitment varied across school levels. These differences do not reflect the leaders’ core values. Instead, they show how closely daily practice connects to the constraints faced by immigrant students. Leaders in close contact with immigrant students, such as preschool heads and compulsory school staff, demonstrated more concrete commitments, whereas upper-secondary principals made more general commitments. This variation is not a sign of different generative powers but instead shows how context shapes perceptions of injustice and motivates specific responses, such as addressing linguistic gatekeeping and resource misalignment.
At the real level, three structural barriers are the main targets of the generative powers arising from leaders’ social justice commitment. The most significant is the narrow definition of the normal student. By rejecting deficit thinking about immigrant students and setting a broader educational purpose, leaders develop the power to redefine meaningful participation (Moodley, 2021). They challenge assumptions underlying this mechanism and create space for more inclusive ideas of student success (Woods, 2005). This is the most direct example of generative power in this dimension of agency. Two other barriers are addressed less directly. Emphasizing safety, belonging, and listening targets linguistic gatekeeping by creating spaces for participation that are not based on language conformity. Leaders work to weaken language as a tool of exclusion. When leaders are close to families, they can turn those experiences into organizational responses. This helps address resource misalignment by ensuring that resources meet actual needs.
Fraser’s (2009) framework links these generative powers to three participation conditions. Rejecting narrow definitions targets the cultural dimension of misrecognition and challenges stigmatizing norms as argued by Gorski and Swalwell (2015). Creating inclusive spaces addresses the political dimension by enabling immigrant voices to be heard. Translating proximity into action addresses the economic dimension by matching resources to needs. Leaders’ commitment to social justice does not act as one force. Instead, it creates multiple, connected powers. Each power is aimed at a specific structural barrier and supports parity of participation when conditions allow.
The second quality of the leader’s person dimension is high academic expectations for all students. At the empirical and actual levels, leaders in both compulsory and upper-secondary schools found it unacceptable for immigrant students’ academic performance to lag behind that of their peers (Publication III). This rejection extended beyond academic outcomes. Rather than seeing multilingualism as a deficit to be remedied, leaders viewed diverse languages and cultural knowledge as institutional assets. 
This rejection of deficit thinking led to concrete institutional responses. Schools with histories of lower performance set specific achievement goals (Publication III). Upper-secondary schools adapted assessment practices so that language barriers did not distort evaluations of knowledge and skills (Publication I). These approaches allowed immigrant students to show what they knew regardless of linguistic proficiency. The data do not include student perspectives directly. Yet, the comparability of outcomes across groups suggests that these orientations were not merely aspirational but carried real institutional consequences.
At the real level, two interrelated generative powers emerge from leaders’ commitment to high expectations. The first is the capacity to reframe linguistic diversity. Leaders challenge the structure that sees multilingualism as a deficit and work to replace it with one that values diverse languages and cultural knowledge. This power opposes the logic of linguistic gatekeeping. The second is the ability to separate academic capability from linguistic proficiency. Leaders redefine what counts as knowledge and competence. This enables immigrant students to show their abilities equally. This targets the narrow definition of the normal student by expanding the criteria and valuing success more broadly. This is a deliberate effort to shift norms from a focus on deficits to recognizing potential and value (Noguera & Syeed, 2021). This cultural shift is not merely symbolic. It works to dismantle the mechanisms that reproduce disadvantage and contribute to a positive school climate (Miranda & Brezicha, 2023). It creates the cultural basis for immigrant students’ voices to be heard and their capabilities recognized.
Viewed through Fraser’s (2009) framework, these two powers affect both intersubjective and objective conditions for parity of participation. At the intersubjective level, reframing linguistic diversity as an asset directly challenges misrecognition in linguistic gatekeeping and the narrow student definition. At the objective level, adapting assessment practices is a redistributive intervention that levels the conditions under which capability is measured and rewarded.
Rejecting entrenched structures such as deficit thinking requires more than values. It requires an activist mindset that translates personal commitments into deliberate action against unjust structures (Theoharis, 2007). At the empirical and actual levels, leaders’ activism is clearly visible in their accounts of what they do and how they respond when structural constraints bear down on immigrant students. In this sense, the activist mindset is best understood not as a declared identity but as a dispositional quality.
The leaders defended services against cuts, initiated Icelandic language courses for parents, launched development projects to expand students’ learning opportunities (Publications I and III), confronted discriminatory practices and negative staff attitudes toward immigrant students, and in some cases bent rules that prevented immigrant students from receiving needed support (Publication I). These actions represent deliberate interventions at the point where structural constraints most directly affect immigrant students’ access to learning and participation. Taken together, they constitute the activist mindset in practice.
At the level of the real, the activist mindset emerges as perhaps the most broadly directed generative power within the person dimension of agency (Ryan & Tuters, 2017; Theoharis, 2007), engaging all four structural mechanisms identified as constraining social justice leadership in the schools. By confronting negative staff attitudes and deficit-oriented thinking, leaders aim to disrupt the intersubjective foundations of the narrow definition of the “normal” student. By creating alternative participation pathways, they work against linguistic gatekeeping. By defending services and bending rules to secure the support needed, they push back against resource misalignment. By challenging entrenched institutional norms and attitudes, they resist the institutionalization of multicultural competence as specialist knowledge, insisting instead that responsibility for immigrant students’ success is shared across the school community.
However, it is important to note that the activism documented here operates primarily within the school, working to reduce the impact of constraining structures rather than to transform them at their source (Furman, 2012). Leaders intervene at the point where structural mechanisms produce their most immediate effects on students and families, but the structures themselves remain intact. This distinction carries significant implications for understanding both the potential and the limits of agency in advancing structural change.
Viewed through Fraser’s (2009) framework, the activist mindset contributes to all three conditions for parity of participation, primarily within the school community. At the objective level, leaders’ willingness to defend services against cuts and bend rules to secure support represents a form of redistributive intervention. At the intersubjective level, leaders’ direct confrontation of discriminatory practices and negative staff attitudes constitutes an active challenge to the misrecognition of immigrant students. At the representative level, initiatives such as Icelandic language courses for parents are particularly significant. By removing a key linguistic barrier to engagement, leaders work to give immigrant families a genuine voice within the school community and strengthen their capacity to participate as recognized members of it.
Yet the powers generated through activism appear to reach their limits in relation to structural constraints. It is then that the fourth quality of the person dimension becomes evident. The empirical and actual levels reveal that although many leaders displayed an activist mindset, they were nonetheless pragmatic and acutely aware of the constraints structures imposed. Rather than pursuing ideal end goals, they primarily sought improvements that were achievable within existing conditions (Sen, 2010). This pragmatism was most evident in the establishment and operation of reception classes and departments for immigrant students (Publication III). Although opinions differ on the value of such arrangements, the leaders pointed out that it was not acceptable for schools to offer immigrant students an education without experienced teachers in multicultural contexts (Publications I, II, and III), a pragmatic assessment that kept social justice on the agenda within structural limits rather than abandoning it in the face of them.
This pragmatism manifested in leaders working deliberately within the boundaries imposed by structural constraints while seeking to widen those boundaries where possible (Chaaban et al., 2025; Ryan & Tuters, 2017). Rather than withdrawing from the field when activist approaches reached their limits, the leaders attempted to find ways to advance equity-oriented goals through what was institutionally available and permissible. The establishment of reception classes is a case in point. It reveals a pragmatic institutional response that acknowledges linguistic and curricular barriers while ensuring that immigrant students have access to experienced teachers in multicultural contexts (Publication III). In this way, pragmatic leadership does not replace activist leadership; it extends it into terrain where direct confrontation with structural mechanisms is not immediately viable.
At the real level, pragmatism is best understood as a leadership response to the recognized limits of generative power. Where the activist mindset presses against structural constraints, pragmatism represents leaders’ acknowledgment of constraints that cannot be overcome at the moment (Brunson et al., 2023; Ryan & Tuters, 2017). This is not a retreat from social justice but an awareness of the relationship between agency and structure. In this sense, pragmatism reflects what might be called an awareness of the agency gap. By working within this gap rather than being immobilized by it, leaders avoid two equally problematic responses: on the one hand, the paralysis that comes from confronting immovable structures without a viable path forward, and on the other hand, the accommodation that comes from accepting those structures as natural or permanent. Pragmatism, understood in this way, is not a limitation on the generative powers identified in this analysis. Rather, it is the quality that makes those powers sustainable over time.
Viewed through Fraser’s (2009) framework, pragmatic leadership sustains momentum toward parity of participation within the limits of what is currently achievable. The leaders focused their energies on maintaining and nurturing the intersubjective conditions for inclusion. By working to give immigrant students access to experienced and culturally competent teachers, the leaders aim to preserve the recognition and belonging that are preconditions for full participation. In this way, pragmatism ensures that, when objective conditions do not yet permit transformative structural change, the intersubjective foundations for such change remain alive.
The four qualities identified in this analysis together constitute the person dimension of agency (Woods, 2016) through which school leaders in this study engage with the structural mechanisms that constrain immigrant students’ full participation in the schools. These qualities form an interconnected dispositional architecture that shapes how leaders perceive, interpret, and respond to structural constraints. Viewed through a critical realist lens, these four qualities together constitute a form of a generative power that, under enabling conditions, is capable of activating mechanisms that work against the four structural barriers identified in this thesis: the narrow definition of the normal student, linguistic gatekeeping, resource misalignment, and the institutionalization of multicultural competence as specialist knowledge. However, as the analysis has consistently shown, both the school-level scope of these powers and the agency gap they reflect remain defining features of social justice leadership in this context.
[bookmark: _Toc240361485]Leaders’ Practices and Actions Toward Social Justice
This section addresses the third research subquestion: How do school leaders describe their leadership practices regarding inclusion and social justice for immigrant students? It explores how the qualities identified in the preceding section are translated into the strategies, arrangements, and relationships leaders use to promote social justice in schools. In doing so, it shifts the analytical lens from who these leaders are to what they do.
Four interconnected practices emerged as central to this work: articulating a shared vision, building trust, enhancing staff knowledge and competence, and creating inclusive learning environments. These are institutional practices aimed at overcoming structural barriers to immigrant students’ participation, each aligning with a different dimension of Fraser’s (2009) criteria for parity of participation. The section introduces each practice in turn before concluding with a summary of the analysis.
The leaders in all participating schools promoted social justice in daily interactions with staff and parents. At the empirical and actual levels, they addressed disrespect toward immigrant students, challenged negative staff attitudes, encouraged dialogue on inclusive practices, and worked to ensure that messages were clear to everyone (Publication I). These efforts produced a discernible alignment between discourse and practice. They provided justification for decisions on resource distribution and curriculum design (Furman, 2012; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). Articulating a shared vision serves as the primary mechanism for translating the person dimension into the practice dimension at the institutional level (Leithwood, 2021). Vision functions not merely as inspiration but as a practical resource that legitimizes equity-oriented decisions, reduces friction in implementation, and creates a shared normative foundation.
At the real level, the generative powers arising from vision building target three of the four structural mechanisms that constrain social justice leadership in the participating schools (Khalifa, 2018; Shields & Hesbol, 2020). Most directly, articulating a shared vision foregrounds the strengths of multiculturalism and challenges deficit assumptions. This approach shifts social structures away from viewing immigrant students as lacking, challenging the narrow definition of a “normal” student. At the same time, promoting multilingualism as an asset and embedding this idea within the school's shared normative framework allows leaders to challenge linguistic gatekeeping. Deliberately distributing responsibility for multicultural inclusion across the staff community is a generative power directed toward the mechanism of multicultural competence as specialist knowledge. However, high staff turnover is a significant structural obstacle. It limits the extent to which a shared vision can become durably embedded in institutional practice.
From Fraser’s (2009) perspective, a strong shared vision primarily addresses intersubjective conditions. It fosters mutual recognition and challenges the cultural assumptions that marginalize immigrant students. By shifting institutional culture from deficit-oriented to asset-oriented understandings, leaders create a cultural foundation. Furthermore, rooting equity-oriented decisions in a collectively held normative framework enables leaders to create conditions where resource redistribution and the amplification of immigrant students’ and families’ voices become not merely possible but expected.
The second practice, building trust, is closely connected to the shared vision discussed above. Although vision provides the normative direction, trust establishes the relational foundation for collective ownership and action. At the empirical and actual levels, the leaders consistently described trust as foundational to their practice, emphasizing democratic decision-making, transparency, and open communication with staff, parents, and students (Publication III). Similarly, one key teacher described trust as the precondition for meaningful communication and strong leadership (Publication I).
Trust building enables consultation, boosts participation, and encourages critical dialogue in which fairness and justice are explored collectively. As Brezicha and Leroux (2023) noted, a lack of trust creates unwelcoming environments and increases marginalization. Similarly, Felten et al. (2023) noted that trust enhances students’ sense of belonging, thereby supporting learning. According to Fraser (2009), trust strengthens intersubjective conditions by providing a foundation for mutual recognition and strengthens representative conditions by enabling genuine participation by diverse stakeholders in school life.
At the level of the real, trust building generates powers directed at two generative mechanisms that constrain social justice leadership. Creating relational conditions for open dialogue and mutual recognition enables leaders to directly challenge the narrow definition of the “normal” student by empowering diverse student identities. Simultaneously, fostering transparent, democratic communication across linguistic and cultural boundaries directly reduces the effects of linguistic gatekeeping by increasing access for all students.
However, leaders reported persistent difficulty in engaging immigrant parents, showing the limits of their influence. Most schools struggled to connect meaningfully with immigrant families (Publication II). This difficulty reflects deeper structural mechanisms. These include cultural assumptions about parental roles, linguistic barriers, historical experiences of exclusion, and power asymmetries between schools and immigrant families (Park, 2026). These mechanisms are linked to deficit thinking toward immigrants and linguistic gatekeeping. This results in inadequate linguistic and cultural support for meaningful family engagement. 
Viewed through Fraser’s (2009) framework, trust building contributes most at the intersubjective and representative levels. Specifically, by fostering mutual recognition and dialogue, leaders affirm immigrant students’ and families’ belonging and voice. However, the gap between leaders’ relational aspirations and the structural realities limiting their reach is a significant finding. This gap underscores the need to understand social justice leadership not only as a relational practice but also as a structural challenge.
Although trust shapes relationships essential for inclusive practice, it alone cannot ensure that staff possess the necessary knowledge and skills. The third practice, enhancing staff knowledge and competence in cultural diversity, addresses this gap. At the empirical and actual levels, the leaders emphasized the need to strengthen staff professionalism and cultural competence. Accordingly, school leaders organized meetings and workshops with multicultural education specialists (Publication III) and trained staff while promoting institutional values such as equality, well-being, language, democracy, play, and creativity (Publication II). Publication IV highlights leaders empowering teachers and staff through dialogue and strategic work. Thus, ongoing, embedded professional learning remains central to sustaining inclusive practice. These professional development initiatives fostered greater confidence in addressing diversity. As a result, more staff members engaged in social justice issues with confidence and professionalism. By investing in professional development, schools deliberately work to transform their capacity to educate diverse students. In this way, the approach sustains social justice leadership beyond the convictions of individual leaders.
At the level of the real, these initiatives highlight the systemic marginalization of multicultural approaches in teacher training (Benediktsson, 2024; Wee et al., 2023). Rather than being an incidental gap, this is a structural condition that repeatedly creates a lack of multicultural competence within school communities. Consequently, leaders must address this at the institutional level. According to Fraser (2009), professional development counters these effects in several ways: It closes knowledge and skills gaps for equitable teaching (objective), builds cultural understanding, reduces deficit thinking among staff (intersubjective), and enables more inclusive participation by immigrant students (representative).
The fourth practice identified here is the school leaders’ effort to create inclusive learning environments. At the empirical and actual levels, the leaders described sustained efforts to create learning environments that were as inclusive as structural constraints permitted. This is where leaders’ pragmatism was most visibly translated into practice (Publication III). Persistent challenges, particularly monolingual policies and narrow institutional definitions of normality, were most acute in the upper years of compulsory and upper-secondary schooling.
The leaders responded through a range of concrete institutional arrangements. They developed reception classes and departments for immigrant students, adapted curricula and assessments to prevent language barriers from restricting achievement, and integrated multicultural pedagogy into staff development (Publications I and III). Preschool leaders created learning spaces that built on children’s strengths and encouraged mother-tongue development to support conceptual transfer (Publication III). Some leaders embedded core institutional values while welcoming parents through visual and interpreted communication, offering both mother-tongue support and Icelandic language classes for parents (Publication II).
At the real level, the powers generated through efforts to create inclusive learning environments are directed at all four structural barriers identified in this analysis, although with varying reach and significant tensions. The adaptation of curricula and assessments and the development of mother-tongue support constitute powers directed at linguistic gatekeeping, working to ensure that language does not function as a barrier to academic participation and achievement (Khalifa, 2018; Peskova et al., 2023). The construction of learning environments that build on students’ strengths and cultural identities generates power that challenges the narrow definition of the normal student, creating institutional spaces in which diverse forms of knowledge and experience are recognized (Khalifa, 2018). The integration of multicultural pedagogy into staff development extends the generative power directed toward countering the institutionalizing multicultural competence as specialist knowledge, embedding inclusive practice more broadly across the staff community rather than concentrating it in designated roles (Leithwood, 2023). Where leaders secured mother-tongue support and additional linguistic resources for immigrant students and families, they generated power to address resource misalignment, bringing available resources closer to the school community's actual needs.
However, the establishment of reception classes as a response to resource constraints reveals a critical tension. In practice, these arrangements were forms of partial segregation, as Bunar and Juvonen (2022) noted, and were susceptible to reproducing the deficit assumptions and social isolation they were designed to overcome. This tension is not a reflection of individual inconsistency or hypocrisy but the product of generative mechanisms. As Nilsson and Bunar (2016) argued, placing newly arrived students directly into mainstream classes without adequate linguistic support and mother-tongue assistance carries its own risks for academic achievement. This finding helps explain why leaders in this study made the pragmatic judgment to develop reception classes despite their awareness of the segregating tendencies such arrangements carry. 
Structural resource constraints and monolingual policy frameworks force leaders to make pragmatic compromises that partially contradict their stated commitments. In this sense, reception classes are simultaneously a generative power directed against exclusion and an accommodation of the very structural conditions that produce it. The gap between what leaders value and what structures permit is nowhere more visible than in this finding, illustrating precisely the agency gap that Woods’s (2016) framework identifies and underscoring the argument developed throughout this analysis that the generative powers available to leaders at the school level are always conditioned and constrained by structural mechanisms operating beyond their immediate sphere of influence.
Viewed through Fraser’s (2009) framework, efforts to create inclusive learning environments address all three conditions for parity of participation, although they are subject to the tensions noted above. At the objective level, adapting curricula, assessments, and linguistic supports ensures that immigrant students have access to the material and pedagogical resources required for full participation. At the intersubjective level, the deliberate construction of environments that recognize and build on students’ cultural and linguistic identities challenges the misrecognition embedded in both linguistic gatekeeping and the narrow definition of the normal student. At the representative level, creating spaces where immigrant students can participate in academic and social life on more equal terms amplifies their presence and voice within the school community. Consistent with Sen’s (2010) emphasis on comparative justice, these efforts should be understood not as approximations of a fixed ideal but as ongoing, context-shaped processes that begin from where schools currently are and continuously seek to move toward greater equity, generating powers that are real and consequential even when they fall short of the transformative structural change that parity of participation ultimately requires.
The four practices identified in this analysis, articulating a shared vision, building trust, enhancing staff knowledge and competence, and creating inclusive learning environments, constitute the practice dimension of agency (Woods, 2016) through which school leaders translate their personal commitments into institutional action directed at the structural mechanisms constraining immigrant students’ full participation in the schools.
These practices form an interconnected institutional architecture that mirrors and extends the dispositional qualities identified in the person dimension. A shared vision provides the normative legitimacy that enables equity-oriented decisions to be justified and sustained. Trust creates the relational conditions within which the vision can be collectively owned and critically examined. Investment in staff knowledge and competence builds institutional capacity, enabling inclusive values to be distributed across the school community rather than remaining concentrated in individual leaders. The creation of inclusive learning environments represents the point at which all preceding practices converge in the lived experiences of immigrant students and families.
These four practices together can generate powers directed at all four structural mechanisms identified in this thesis: the narrow definition of the normal student, linguistic gatekeeping, resource misalignment, and the institutionalization of multicultural competence as specialist knowledge. Yet the analysis has also consistently revealed the limits of these powers. The school leaders are frequently placed in a structurally reactive position, compensating for constraints imposed by structures operating beyond the school. The tension most sharply illustrated by reception classes captures a dynamic that runs through the practice dimension as a whole.
This tension points toward a fundamental finding of this analysis. The powers generated through social justice leadership at the school level are real and consequential, but they operate primarily within the school, reducing the impact of constraining structures rather than transforming them at their source (Furman, 2012; Woods & Barnett, 2021). In Fraser’s (2009) terms, leaders make meaningful progress toward intersubjective conditions for parity of participation and achieve important gains at the objective level within the resources available to them, but the structural conditions that constrain those resources remain largely intact. However, the leaders’ efforts to establish meaningful contact with immigrant students and their families and to fully include them in the school community remain a major challenge, thereby reducing their ability to address representative conditions. This gap between what school-level leadership can achieve and what structural transformation would require is the central concern of the concluding discussion of this thesis.
[bookmark: _Toc240361486]Sustaining Leadership Practices Toward Enhanced Social Justice
This section addresses the fourth research sub question: What leadership practices are aimed at ensuring the long-term sustainability of social justice efforts for immigrant students in school communities? The preceding sections showed how leaders’ dispositions translate into concrete practices and how those practices interact with the structural conditions that shape school life. This section examines the conditions under which those practices endure or fail to endure over time in compulsory schools. It also explores what this reveals about the relationship between collective school-level agency and the systemic mechanisms that determine whether social justice becomes institutionally embedded or remains dependent on individual effort.
Two issues overlap with the previous discussion in Section 6.2. First, leaders’ burnout emerged as individual overextension resulting from an activist mindset colliding with immovable constraints. Here, it emerges when equity practices lack institutional embedding. Second, in Section 6.2, the institutionalization of multicultural competence as specialist knowledge was identified as one of the four structural mechanisms limiting social justice leadership. Here, the specialist knowledge problem is not only an external constraint imposed on schools but also one that schools themselves risk reproducing internally when leadership responsibility remains concentrated rather than distributed.
The discussion draws on two central concepts from Hargreaves and Fink (2006): length and breadth. Length refers to leadership practices that endure, withstand staff turnover, and enhance institutional stability. Breadth is the distribution of leadership across the school community, ensuring that social justice is not dependent on one person. Within Woods’s (2016) trialectic model, length concerns whether equity-oriented practices become institutionalized or remain tied to individual commitment, whereas breadth addresses whether values and capacities for social justice leadership are sufficiently shared enough to outlast individual departures. Similarly, in Fraser’s (2009) terms, length covers conditions for sustainability, including stable resources, routines, and norms that support equity practice, whereas breadth covers representative conditions, ensuring that diverse stakeholders share in leadership and ongoing social justice work. Together, length and breadth define sustainable social justice leadership. The findings show that both were unevenly achieved across schools with the reasons for this unevenness best understood at the level of the real.
At the empirical and actual levels, the variation among cases in this study shows both the consequences of fragility and the conditions that allow greater sustainability. In one compulsory school, a tradition of distributed leadership existed. Yet, impending staff turnover exposed a lack of systematic induction for new staff and few codified routines, threatening continuity (Publication IV). Without transparent processes, defined roles, and detailed guidance, equitable school practices relied on a few individuals. This left the institution vulnerable during transitions when continuity was most needed. This is a failure of length (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). Equity practices had not been embedded enough in organizational routines and expectations to have the permanence needed to persist beyond those individuals. 
In another school, the principal deliberately shared leadership responsibilities among middle leaders and teachers. This created conditions in which social justice leadership was collectively owned, not carried out by a single person (Publication IV). The principal demonstrated a strong commitment to multicultural education and actively supported its development, including by distributing leadership and empowering staff. As part of this approach, the coordinator responsible for the education of students of immigrant origin was included as an active member of the school’s leadership team and possessed extensive expertise in this area. Furthermore, staff knowledge and expertise likely promoted leadership continuity and aligned with Hargreaves and Fink’s (2006) description of breadth embedded in the school’s operations.
In the third compulsory schools, frequent leadership changes and competing operational pressures led to the marginalization of immigrant students’ education. A single coordinator held responsibility for immigrant students, with weak connections to both the senior leadership team and other teachers (Publication IV). As a result, leadership for immigrant education failed to develop as a distributed practice across the school, representing a failure of breadth (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Although the principal was well-intentioned, their limited expertise in multicultural education suggested that recruitment processes had not prioritized such knowledge. Consequently, support for immigrant students remained highly dependent on individual actors and vulnerable to personnel changes. This made it fragile and dependent on one person. If that person left, immigrant students would lose consistent advocacy and support. 
At the real level, these patterns reveal a critical insight into individual and collective agency in social justice leadership. As Archer (2003) argued, individual agency operates within structural conditions that predate it, and structural elaboration necessarily postdates and exceeds what individuals alone can produce. Therefore, individual agency from the person and practice dimensions does not automatically translate into the collective agency needed to create lasting generative powers for social justice leadership. Where length is absent, equity practices depend on certain people rather than on institutionalized structures. This concentrates social justice leadership in too few individuals, with predictable consequences. Hargreaves and Fink (2006) argue that the length of leadership is characterized by its impact beyond individual leaders and by resourcefulness that conserves rather than depletes leaders’ energy as core principles of sustainable leadership. Lacking either condition diminishes leadership sustainability over time. Where these conditions do not hold, equity work becomes personally and professionally costly in ways that are structurally produced rather than individually chosen. Joseph et al. (2025) reinforced this point, arguing that high rates of burnout among equity-committed educators reflect systemic inequities rather than personal failure. Therefore, signs of burnout and resignation are not incidental; they are symptoms of a generative mechanism in which the absence of institutional length destroys the very powers on which it relies. 
Where breadth is absent, schools risk repeating a mechanism that turns multicultural competence into specialist knowledge. When equity work was given to a single coordinator with weak institutional ties, it did not resolve the issue but replicated it within the school. Making social justice leadership a specialist responsibility separates the rest of the school from accountability (Ahmed, 2012). This isolation has an external effect. Leaders caught up in dealing with school constraints cannot advocate for social justice in municipal policy, teacher education, or national forums (Furman, 2012; Theoharis, 2007). Schools operating in this way risk becoming disconnected from the resources, networks, and accountability they need to increase their agency. This disconnect prevents collective agency from building momentum for structural change, leaving committed leaders in a reactive position.
In Fraser’s (2009) framework, insufficient length and breadth undermine all three conditions for sustainable parity of participation. At the objective level, reactive and temporary fixes cannot provide the stable resources immigrant students need for full participation. At the intersubjective level, recognition remains fragmented and uncertain when cultural diversity remains a specialist concern rather than a shared value. At the representative level, relegating immigrant education to specialist roles limits the extent to which immigrant students and families can be genuinely and consistently heard. Building sustainable social justice leadership requires more than personal commitment and the development of social justice leadership. It requires deliberate efforts that turn individual agency into collective agency. Social justice leadership must become a durable, collectively owned feature of school life, not a personal project.
[bookmark: _Toc240361487]Summary, Implications, and Conclusions
This thesis set out to answer the question: What leadership practices can be identified as influential in advancing and sustaining social justice for immigrant students and their families in school communities? The answer that emerges from this analysis is threefold. First, influential social justice leadership is grounded in a distinctive constellation of personal qualities. These include a commitment to social justice as a core value, high expectations for all students, an activist mindset, and a pragmatic approach to constraints. These qualities are not merely attitudinal. Rather, they constitute a form of generative power. This power can activate mechanisms capable of transforming structural barriers that constrain immigrant students’ parity of participation. 
Second, personal qualities must be turned into sustained institutional practices to have a meaningful and lasting influence. The four practices identified here are articulating a shared vision, building trust, enhancing staff knowledge and competence, and creating inclusive learning environments. These practices extend the person dimension of agency into the practice dimension. Together, they form the collective agency needed to generate powers. These powers are directed at all four structural constraints on social justice leadership in the schools: the narrow definition of the normal student, linguistic gatekeeping, resource misalignment, and the institutionalization of multicultural competence as specialist knowledge. Yet, these practices vary in their effectiveness against each constraint and remain limited by structural conditions outside the school’s immediate control.
Third, social justice leadership requires leaders to build the organizational conditions that make their commitments tangible and widely shared. The analysis of length and breadth shows that relying only on individual agency leaves social justice leadership fragile. When length and breadth are strong, individual agency becomes collective. This allows social justice leadership to endure and develop over time. If they are missing, even committed, capable leaders end up compensating for deficits created by mechanisms they cannot control.
Taken together, these three dimensions—person, practice, and sustainability—constitute the generative power of social justice leadership in the schools examined. Rather than forming a linear sequence or replicable model, they form a dynamic process through which leaders, often at personal cost, work to advance parity of participation for immigrant students and their families despite enabling and constraining structural conditions.
The analysis developed in this thesis has consistently revealed a fundamental tension between the generative powers that leaders develop through their agency and the structural mechanisms that condition, constrain, and at times, overwhelm those powers. This section draws that tension into explicit focus, articulating what this thesis identifies as the structural limits of school-level agency in advancing parity of participation for immigrant students and their families.
The powers generated through social justice leadership mainly operate within the school. Leaders in this study were mostly effective at reducing the impact of constraining structural mechanisms inside their schools. What they could not do was transform the mechanisms themselves. The narrow definition of the normal student, linguistic gatekeeping, resource misalignment, and the treatment of multicultural competence as specialist knowledge did not originate in these schools. They cannot be dismantled there. They are created and reinforced by mechanisms in policy, teacher training, funding, and broader cultural assumptions about identity.
This structural limit is exacerbated because social justice leaders are often reactive. Rather than receiving structural support and systemic alignment, they compensate for deficits caused by external mechanisms. For example, the lack of multicultural education in teacher training means leaders must continue to invest in staff development to build the needed competence. Inadequate municipal language support forces leaders to find local, improvised solutions for needs that policy should meet. Weak equity accountability frameworks mean leaders must rely on moral conviction rather than systemic expectation. In all these cases, structural conditions put leaders on the defensive. They respond to symptoms rather than addressing root causes.
The destructive cycle identified in the sustainability analysis reveals the most important aspect of this structural limit. When equity work is not institutionalized, it falls on specific individuals. That concentration of responsibility becomes a mechanism that drains the very resources it needs. Burnout, resignation, and loss of commitment are not personal failings but structural outcomes. The individuals in this study who experienced burnout and resignation had strong commitment and capability. They faced structural conditions that made it increasingly difficult to sustain their work. This thesis argues that these conditions themselves function as generative mechanisms against social justice in the participating schools.
It is important to be clear about what this argument does and does not claim. The analysis shows that the powers generated through committed social justice leadership are real and significant for immigrant students and families. However, these powers are necessary but not sufficient. Advancing parity of participation in a lasting way needs structural changes that school leaders alone cannot achieve. The agency gap described here cannot be closed by greater effort, deeper commitment, or better practice by individuals alone. It is a structural gap. It will only be closed by changing the cultural, social, and institutional structures. Such transformation requires collective agency from committed, critical social justice leaders who can build enough power to initiate the necessary change.
One striking pattern from this analysis concerns the link between Fraser’s (2009) representative condition and the person dimension of social justice leadership. Of the three conditions for parity of participation, the representative condition was the hardest to achieve in these schools. Apart from P3, leaders reported significant challenges in reaching and meaningfully engaging immigrant families. This created a gap between the school's commitment to participation and the lived experiences of many immigrant families.
This finding matters both as a result and for what it reveals about how social justice leadership develops. The analysis of the person dimension showed that leaders who worked closely and regularly with immigrant students and families expressed more grounded, specific, and urgent commitments to social justice. These commitments were more common among those leaders than among those whose positions kept them more distant. This thesis interprets that pattern in terms of proximity. Being close to practice deepens leaders’ ability to recognize injustice. The analysis of the representative condition allows a more precise interpretation. Proximity provides informal access to representative voices. Fraser’s framework identifies such a voice as a formal requirement for participation.
In short, when the representative condition is weak, being close to practice may partly compensate for it. Leaders working closely with immigrant students and families hear and notice differences in lived experience. Formal structures often miss or fail to convey these details. This informal access appears to significantly influence the depth of leaders’ commitment to justice. It fosters a stronger sense of responsibility among those closest to the effects of injustice.
This insight points toward a troubling dynamic that runs beneath the surface of the findings. Where the representative condition is weak, the consequences extend beyond the immediate democratic deficit that Fraser’s framework identifies. A weakened representative condition also impoverishes the informational and moral environment within which leaders develop their justice commitments. Limited access to immigrant voices produces more generalized and less urgently felt leadership commitments, which in turn, reduces the likelihood that leaders will invest the effort and creativity required to open and sustain meaningful representative channels, further limiting immigrant families’ access to institutional voice.
The converse dynamic is equally significant. Where proximity to practice is strong and leaders deliberately invest in creating the conditions for immigrant families’ genuine participation, a more positive cycle becomes possible. Sustained engagement with immigrant families’ lived realities deepens leaders’ justice commitments and sharpens their capacity to perceive and respond to structural injustice. Deepened commitment, in turn, motivates further investment in the representative structures through which immigrant families’ voices can be more fully heard. Fuller access to those voices further enriches the informational and moral environment within which leadership judgment is exercised. In Fraser’s (2009) terms, a strengthened representative condition does not merely satisfy a democratic requirement. It actively generates the conditions under which objective and intersubjective conditions for parity of participation are more likely to be identified, prioritized, and pursued.
This reflection carries a clear implication for both leadership development and school organization. If access to the lived realities of immigrant students and families is a significant condition for the development of a deep and sustained social justice commitment, then creating the structural conditions for such access must be understood as a leadership development priority in its own right. This means investing in the representative structures, linguistic supports, and intercultural mediation capacities that allow immigrant families to participate genuinely in school life, not only because their participation is a condition of social justice but also because it is a condition for the kind of leadership that justice requires. The voices of immigrant students and families are not merely the object of social justice leadership. They are perhaps its most important sources.
The analysis presented in this thesis has dwelt on the generative mechanisms that constrain social justice leadership in the participating schools and on the limits of what school-level agency can achieve in the face of them. Yet to conclude based on constraining mechanisms alone would be to misrepresent both the findings of this study and the broader structural landscape within which social justice leadership in Iceland is enacted. Alongside the constraining mechanisms that have been the primary focus of this analysis, there are also enabling structures.
The first and perhaps most significant enabling structure is the tradition of professional autonomy that characterizes Icelandic educational culture. School leaders in Iceland operate within a relatively decentralized system that affords them considerable latitude to shape institutional culture, allocate resources, and develop local responses to their communities’ needs. This autonomy is itself conditioned by policy frameworks, accountability structures, and resource constraints. It is part of the institutional structure within which the generative powers identified in this analysis can be developed and exercised. The activist interventions, pragmatic adaptations, and distributed leadership arrangements documented in this study were possible, in significant part, because leaders had sufficient professional autonomy to act on their convictions without requiring systemic permission. Professional autonomy is an enabling structure that expands the range of generative powers available to social justice leaders, widening the space within which agency can operate.
A second enabling structure lies in Iceland's democratic values and in the constitutional, legal, and normative commitments to equality, dignity, and inclusion, which provide social justice leaders with moral and institutional leverage in their work. These frameworks do not automatically translate into equitable outcomes. The constraining mechanisms identified operate within the same institutional context as these enabling ones. However, they do provide leaders with a legitimate normative foundation from which to challenge unjust practices, contest deficit assumptions, and advocate for the resources and policy changes that immigrant students and families require. When leaders invoke democratic values to challenge discriminatory attitudes or appeal to human rights frameworks to resist resource cuts that disproportionately affect immigrant students, they are drawing on enabling structures that lend their powers institutional legitimacy and moral force. In Fraser’s (2009) terms, these frameworks constitute a structural resource for advancing all three conditions for parity of participation by providing the normative grounding from which objective, intersubjective, and representative conditions can be claimed and defended.
Taken together, these enabling structures suggest that the agency gap identified throughout this analysis is not fixed or immutable. It is a structural condition that, under the right circumstances, can be narrowed through the deliberate and strategic use of enabling structures as leverage to build the momentum that social justice leadership requires. Where leaders consciously draw upon professional autonomy, democratic values, and inclusive policies as resources in their work, they are not merely compensating for structural constraints. They are actively working to shift the structural conditions and create the conditions under which their agency can accumulate, be distributed, and ultimately contribute to the kind of transformative change that parity of participation requires.
Ultimately, this is where the hope identified by this thesis lies. It lies not in the naive expectation that committed individuals can overcome structural injustice through effort and conviction alone but in the recognition that the structural landscape within which social justice leadership is enacted is not uniformly hostile. It contains real enabling forces that can strengthen the generative powers, enabling them to reach further and contribute more meaningfully to the structural transformation that immigrant students and their families deserve. The leaders in this study have shown that this work is possible. What remains is to create the conditions for it to become sustainable.
The findings of this thesis carry significant implications across three interconnected levels: individual leadership development, school organization, and educational policy. These implications constitute a set of structurally grounded conclusions about what would be required to close the agency gap identified by this thesis as a defining feature of social justice leadership in the participating schools.
The analysis of the person dimension suggests that social justice leadership cannot be reduced to a set of technical competencies or managerial skills. It is grounded in a distinctive constellation of values, dispositions, and capacities that are not easily developed through conventional leadership training programs. This has important implications for how leadership development is conceived and delivered in Iceland and beyond. Leadership development for social justice must attend explicitly to the normative foundations of leadership practice, creating the conditions within which new and practicing leaders can develop, examine, and deepen their value commitments through sustained engagement with the lived realities of immigrant students and families. The finding that proximity to practice deepens and sharpens leaders’ justice commitments suggests that leadership development programs should prioritize direct and structured engagement with the communities that social justice leadership is intended to serve, not as a peripheral experiential component but as a central and sustained feature of professional learning.
The analysis also suggests that leadership development must attend to the sustainability of commitment as well as its cultivation. The destructive cycle identified in this thesis points toward the need for leadership development programs that explicitly address the personal and organizational conditions for sustainable practice. This includes developing leaders’ capacity to recognize the signs of unsustainable social justice leadership practices, to build the distributed leadership structures that protect against them, and to advocate for the systemic conditions that would make sustained commitment possible without exacting an unreasonable personal cost.
The analysis of the practice and sustainability dimensions carries direct implications for how schools are organized in relation to social justice. The findings on length and breadth suggest that equity-oriented practice must be deliberately institutionalized if it is to survive the personnel changes and operational pressures that are an inevitable feature of school life. This has practical implications for how schools develop and maintain their equity commitments over time.
Schools should invest in the systematic codification of social justice leadership practices, not as bureaucratic exercises but as institutional memory-building processes that allow the powers generated by committed individuals to outlast those individuals’ tenure. This includes the development of clear induction processes for new staff that explicitly address multicultural competence and social justice values, the establishment of distributed leadership structures that spread responsibility for equity work across the school community rather than concentrating it in designated roles, and the creation of ongoing professional learning communities through which equity commitments are collectively examined, renewed, and developed over time.
The finding that schools in this study largely reproduced, internally, the structural mechanism of institutionalizing multicultural competence as specialist knowledge, points toward the need for a fundamental rethinking of how responsibility for immigrant students’ inclusion is distributed within schools. Multicultural competence must be understood and organized as a whole-school responsibility, reflected in recruitment criteria, performance expectations, professional development priorities, and leadership structures across the institution. Where this reframing is achieved, the powers generated through social justice leadership are more likely to become durable institutional features rather than expressions of individual commitment.
The most significant implications of this thesis operate at the policy level because it is at this level that the structural mechanisms identified as constraining social justice leadership in Icelandic schools are most fundamentally produced and reproduced. Three policy areas emerge from the analysis as particularly critical.
The first concerns initial teacher education. The systematic marginalization of multicultural education in teacher training programs, as this thesis has argued, is not an incidental gap but a generative mechanism that continuously reproduces a deficit of multicultural competence within school communities. Addressing this requires curriculum reform in teacher education to ensure that multicultural competence, culturally responsive pedagogy, and social justice leadership are treated not as specialist electives but as core components of professional preparation for all teachers and school leaders.
The second policy area concerns funding and resource frameworks. The resource misalignment identified in this thesis reflects structural conditions in which the allocation of resources to schools does not adequately account for the additional demands that linguistic and cultural diversity places on institutions. Addressing this requires developing funding frameworks that are explicitly sensitive to diversity and that broaden the definition of what constitutes a “normal” student to encompass the actual diversity of students. It also requires allocating resources in ways that reflect the actual needs of school communities rather than treating all schools as equivalent regardless of their contexts. This includes sustained investment in linguistic support services, intercultural mediation, and the professional development infrastructure that schools require to build and maintain multicultural competence across their staff communities.
The third policy area concerns the development of municipal and national frameworks for social justice leadership. The finding that schools in this study operated largely in isolation from municipal policy processes, professional learning networks, and national forums points to a critical structural gap between school-level practice and the systemic conditions that would sustain and scale it. Closing this gap requires the deliberate construction of municipal and national infrastructure to support, connect, and hold social justice leadership accountable. This includes developing clear equity frameworks at the municipal level, establishing professional learning networks that connect social justice leaders across schools and municipalities, and creating accountability mechanisms that make equity outcomes visible and institutionally consequential.
Taken together, these implications point toward a vision of social justice leadership that is structurally supported rather than structurally burdened in which committed leaders are not left to carry the weight of structural injustice largely alone but are provided with the organizational and systemic conditions that allow their agency to develop, be distributed, and sustain the transformative structural change that parity of participation ultimately demands. 
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Leadership, collaboration, and school cultures 
The main aim of this research is to explore how leadership promotes and sustains democratic participation; inclusive practices; and collaboration between students, teachers, and parents and what the main obstacles are for forming a collaborative school culture.
Key research questions:
•	How does democratic participation, with the involvement of teachers, students, and parents, represent itself in the schools, and how is diversity reflected in the school communities? 
•	How do teachers, students, and parents experience their school community regarding their chances for involvement and access to decision-making? 
•	How is diversity regarded in their school community, and how is it reflected in school policy, curricula, and practices? 
•	How are the visions of leaders and the stated policies of the schools consistent with and reflected in the experiences of the teachers, parents, and students? 
•	How do the schools ensure that adequate resources are available to students so that equal opportunities for learning are created?

Questions for interviews:
Principals and vice principals 
Questions will include (1) the principals’ visions on participation of teachers, students, and parents in the operation of their schools and (2) how they organize, support, and ensure the participation of teachers, students, and parents. 
Draft of questions:
1.	What are the challenges and opportunities principals envision in their schools where teachers and students are ethnically and linguistically diverse? (Secondary questions to be considered in the interviews are below.)
a.	What is the vision of the principal toward their school and its development?
b.	Is there a particular ideology?
c.	Where does the principal look for and get support and advice?
d.	Has a growing ethnic and linguistic diversity led directly to changes and development in the school?
e.	Does the principal build on and utilize this diversity in developing the school, and if so, how?
f.	Does the principal regard diversity as an obstacle or a problem?
g.	Can the principal name examples of how their vision appears in practice?
h.	Other issues…..?
2.	How does the principal organize the participation of teachers, students, and parents in school development? (Secondary questions to be considered in the interviews are below.) 
a.	How is their participation organized? 
b.	How does the principal distribute authority or power?
c.	How does the principal distribute tasks? 
d.	How does the principal develop trust in particular tasks? 
e.	How does the principal choose teachers for particular tasks? Are any individuals or groups marginalized or excluded?
f.	How does the principal ensure that teachers, parents, and students with other mother languages than Icelandic participate actively?
g.	Can the principal give examples of how they organize the participation of teachers, students, and parents in school development and decision-making?
h.	Other….?
	
Key teachers
Draft of questions:
1.	Can you describe your participation in the school development? (Secondary questions to be considered in the interviews are below.)
a.	Do you think your ideas are considered in the practices of your school? 
b.	Do you think linguistic knowledge (e.g., other mother languages than Icelandic) is considered in the practices of your school? 
c.	How do you perceive teachers’ participation in the management and operation of your school? Is their involvement extensive? How is their participation ensured? 
d.	Is the management emphasis in your school to delegate tasks? How is that conducted concerning students who are ethnically and linguistically diverse? 
e.	Other….?
2.	Can you describe the nature of the management emphasis in your school? (Secondary questions to be considered in the interviews are below.)
a.	To what extent is the management emphasis based on involvement of staff or some other ideology? 
b.	In what sense does the management emphasis include students and staff who are ethnically and linguistically diverse, and how does this diversity affect the management emphasis? 
c.	Other …?
3.	Can you describe your school as a working place? (Secondary questions to be considered in the interviews are below.)
a.	Do you experience prejudice among students and staff? 
b.	Do you experience conflicts due to different values concerning students and staff who are ethnically and linguistically diverse? 
c.	Other….?

Special educators 
Similar to questions for supervisory teachers, but add:
1.	How do you organize your work? (Secondary questions to be considered in the interviews are below.)
a.	How is special education organized with groups and individuals? 
b.	Who develops and makes decisions on how to organize this?
c.	Is there cooperation in organizing special education (with other teachers, parents, others...), or do special educators develop and make these decisions?

Students 
Similar to teacher questions? – to be discussed.
Parents 
Similar to teacher questions? – to be discussed
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