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1. Introduction 

For the last fifty years, at least, leadership has been an object of investigation in 
different areas, in the context of trade and economic organizations and also in 
service companies and institutions (education, health, social services…). From the 
very first investigations, initiated in the 1930´s, until today, the characteristics of 
the contexts and conditions in which organizations develop have varied radically. 

Focusing on the educational field, the progressive increment in the complexity 
of variables that converge on school organizations is indisputable. This requires 
further research on leadership that must be enabled and encouraged to tailor its 
management to the demands of today’s society, which evolves rapidly and pro-
motes new urgent and even contradictory requirements to schools; requirements 
that are difficult to satisfy and place school management in a complex scenario, 
characterized by multiple dilemmas. 

There are numerous research studies on the nature and effects of leadership 
(e.g., Bass, 1990; Yukl, 1994) and on successful school leadership in the literature 
(e.g. Hopkins, 2001). They revealed that school leadership is most successful 
when it is focused on teaching and learning, and that it is necessary, though not 
sufficient, for school improvement that leadership should take different forms in 
different contexts and should use various mechanisms through which schools 
leadership achieves its effects. Specialized literature has highlighted the impor-
tance of leadership as a practice for educative institution improvement, under-
stood not as a personal or characteristic attribute of leaders, but in the sense that 
Elmore (2006) defends as a set of action models, based on a body of knowledge, 
skills and habits of mind that can be objectively defined, taught and learned. In the 
past two decades, different conceptions of leadership have emerged and have 
been discussed. Among others, Bass (1990) contrasts the perspectives of trans-
actional leadership and transformational leadership. The first is characterized by 
explaining people’s motivations by positive and negative reward mechanisms, 
considering that social systems work better with a clear chain of command, in 
which everyone transfers authority to management, and proceed according to 
what it establishes. On the contrary, transformational leadership focuses on the 
idea of motivation, as a result of an awareness task; as what drives people con-
veniently to accomplish a genuine teamwork. 
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In disagreement with traditional leadership theories, which take satisfaction and 
knowledge of subordinates as dependent variables, theories of transformational 
leadership adopt as variables emotional responses, stimulus, and participants’ 
self-esteem, trust and security in leaders, individual values, and their motivation 
for implicating themselves, beyond what they call ‘duty’. On the other hand, unlike 
those theories that describe leadership in terms of tasks and people-oriented be-
haviours, new theories conceive it in terms of articulating and focusing visions and 
missions, creating and safeguarding a positive image in people’s minds that inte-
grate in organizations, implanting challenging expectations for all, showing trust 
and respect for them and adopting behaviours that reinforce the vision and the 
mission of the organization (House y Singh, 1987) 

Another key question related to leadership that has emerged is the idea that, in 
many cases, it’s a temporary and located phenomenon, with a short duration, and 
that produces little widespread improvements, although at the same time it points 
out that certain managers transcend what we could call a bad management of 
change, taking one more step and boosting reforms that respond to the denomi-
nated ‘sustainable leadership’, that Hargreaves and Fink (2003, p. 3) characterize 
as ‘the [leadership] that extends and is durable. It is the shared responsibility that 
doesn’t improperly exhaust human and financial resources, that is concerned to 
avoid negative collateral damage in the educational environment and the commu-
nity. Sustainable leadership has an active commitment with the strengths that in-
fluence it, and creates an educational atmosphere of organization of the organiza-
tional diversity, promoting the exchange of ideas and good practices in shared 
learning and development communities’. 

To get to this definition, authors start off from the context of the natural and 
human environment of educational institutions and focus their contributions in one 
of the most important aspects, and often most forgotten, of leadership: sustainabil-
ity. The target they pursue is a long-term leadership, not immediate, and for all 
schools, not only for a few. To achieve it, they outline a framework of seven char-
acteristic values of sustainable leadership: a scheme that fits deep learning and 
effective achievements versus performance superficially appreciated through 
tests; the duration of long-term impact beyond individual leaderships, with continu-
ity in an efficient management; the influence amplitude, which turns leadership 
into a shared responsibility; the justice to make sure leaders actions don’t damage 
pupils, but help finding ways of sharing knowledge and resources with other 
schools and local community; diversity, which substitutes standardization and mo-
notony by plurality and generates cohesion and new relations; ingenuity, which 
maintains and renews the leaders’ strengths and does not allow them to feel disil-
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lusioned; and, finally, conservation, which parts of the most outstanding of the 
past to build a better future. 

We stand conceptually in this perspective and, therefore, our methodological 
approach adopts an interpretative approximation of school organizations. We con-
ceive schools as places where educative agents relate and interact; they are the 
ones who really generate daily situations. Our perspective is micro-political, con-
ceiving schools as dynamic realities, complex and changing, characterized by 
power relations, influence, conflict, diversity of interests and aims, as well as dif-
ferent ideologies and values. All of it gives them the character of unpredictable 
organizations, vulnerable to extern and intern influences, which host a multiplicity 
of interpersonal relations that must be investigated and considered if we wish to 
know their real function. 

The purpose of the paper is to increase understanding of successful leadership 
and leadership strategies in effective schools situated in challenging urban envi-
ronments. The study which is presented in the paper might facilitate better cross-
national communication and exchange, concerning and understanding of success-
ful leadership and leadership strategies in effective schools in challenging urban 
environments. It might provide a good starting point for dialogue with diverse au-
diences about the successful school leadership in disadvantaged urban communi-
ties. Perhaps the key importance of the study lies in the fact that it promotes sus-
tainable development and tackles the future challenges for education and training 
systems and lifelong learning. 

2. Research development 

The essential claim of this paper is to present the development and results of the 
Sócrates-Comenius Project (Action 2.1), which under the label ‘Leading Schools 
Successfully in Challenging Urban Context, 2005-2008’, is a research promoted 
by nine European universities and financed by the European Union, which seeks 
to contribute to the in-service training of management teams of non-university 
schools. The aims of this joint European-wide three-year project were to identify, 
analyse, evaluate and disseminate strategies to improve school leadership in pri-
mary and secondary schools in disadvantaged urban communities. 

The Leading Schools Successfully in Challenging Urban Context research pro-
ject (USIS) utilized a multi-case-study methodology to gather contextually sensi-
tive data concerning individuals’ perceptions about the work of their principals, 
because case studies provide an opportunity to uncover causation through insight, 
discovery and interpretation. 
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The main objectives and expectations of this project of R&D are to identify the 
most successful strategies that educational leaders use to manage schools in dis-
advantaged contexts with success and later to elaborate transnational formative 
materials susceptible to be used in managers’ training. For this purpose, we have 
selected thirty-six urban schools of early childhood education, Primary education 
and Secondary education, belonging to nine European Union countries that, coor-
dinated by their local universities, have conducted this triennial project of research 
and development. 

The participating universities and countries are England (University of Notting-
ham, which has coordinated the project), Poland (University of Lodz), Finland 
(University of Helsinki), Sweden (University of Umea), Portugal (University of 
Minho-Braga), Greece (Aristotle University, Tesalónica), Ireland (St. Patrick’s Col-
lege, Dublin), Holland (Inholand University) and Spain (University of Alicante). The 
Spanish schools that have collaborated in the research are the state schools of 
early childhood education and Primary education San Roque and Virgen del 
Remedio, and the Secondary schools Antonio J. Cavanilles and Virgen del 
Remedio, all located in Alicante city. On the other hand, Spanish researchers as-
signed to the project belong to the Department of General and Specific Didactics 
of the University of Alicante.  

The research was methodologically carried out through a sequence that con-
templates the following phases:  

 
a) Selection in each country of two Primary schools and other two Secondary 

schools, all located in contexts of social and economic disadvantage. 
b) Fieldwork with managers and school community members to identify suc-

cessful school management strategies, and provide evidence of them. 
c) Comparison and contrast of the findings in the different countries and 

elaboration of a document supervised and evaluated by all participating 
countries. 

d) External evaluation of the project by an institution belonging to a non-
participating country (Danish School of Education. Denmark) 

 
The implementation of the research has provided the participant schools some 
opportunities that ought to be highlighted. On the one hand, it has made them 
start an inquiry job through inter-institutional and transnational cooperation. On the 
other hand, it has allowed them to know and exchange points of view and experi-
ences with other schools located in different countries, with differenced school 
cultures. Thirdly, it has given the schools’ members the role of key players in the 
development and configuration of the training materials, which are the last aim of 
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the project. Finally, it has allowed them to assist and participate actively in the 
Nottingham general meeting in August 2008, which, besides serving as a conclu-
sion for the project, was intended to promote exchange, final discussion and dis-
semination of its results between the whole of the participating schools and man-
agers. 

The project has been developed in six phases which correspond to the follow-
ing steps: i) design of the procedures for the selection of schools; ii) harvest of 
data through common protocols, which had been previously agreed by research-
ers; iii) analysis of data, according to previously agreed schemes; iv) first elabora-
tion of experimental materials; v) piloting of materials in the different countries, 
according to agreed strategies, through discussion groups with the participation of 
managers; and, vi) revision, recapitulation, redaction and discussion of the final 
report, including the proposal of materials which were to be diffused in the lan-
guages of the participant countries in DVD format. 

2.1.  Selection of schools 

For the school selection, different variables were activated. As for principals, they 
should have managed their schools for a period of at least five years, taking care 
that in each country there was a balanced number of principals. Finally, we looked 
for a positive readiness from them to take part and lead collaborative work groups. 
As for the school context, criteria were handled as the inclusion of schools with 
important quotas of pupils from disadvantaged social and economic contexts and 
with an evident presence of behaviour problems and other associated dysfunc-
tions. They should be located in urban areas with important challenges of all kind 
and respond, in what is related to their students’ composition and their social 
communities, to the representative traits of each country social reality. The reputa-
tion of the schools had to be sufficiently contrasted through indicators such as 
school inspection reports, information collected from the media, their social pres-
tige or the results in extern evaluations, and other evidence. 

Singularly, in connection with the students’ class attending and their academic 
performance, the selection required an improvement in the absenteeism results 
during the mandate of the actual principals to be perceptible and, on the other 
hand, an improvement in the assessment results was also required, either through 
the process of extern valuation (in countries where systems ad hoc are implanted) 
or intern valuation (where they’re not implanted). Finally, improvements in the in-
dex of the pupils’ marginalization as well as in conflict and unsocial behaviours 
were demanded too. 
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2.2.  Harvest of data  

The main technique used to collect data has been semi-structured interviews with 
the principals of the selected schools, which has been complemented with focus 
group work with the diverse collectives in each school (teachers, parents and stu-
dents). These key-informers haven’t been chosen at random. On the contrary, 
their trajectory and commitment in their respective schools has been taken into 
account, either as members of the school boards and parents/students associa-
tions or as members of management or teaching teams. 

Collection was initiated with an extensive semi structured interview with the 
principals of each school, which covered different aspects: 

 
i) About their biographies, taking note of significant data about their arriving to 

the school, job they were assigned to, time of leadership work and a summary 
of their career as principals. 

ii) As for their perception of the school, identifying its principal aspects and char-
acteristics, highlighting its strengths and challenges to achieve. They were also 
asked about their interest in remaining there and if they preferred to work in 
other schools with less challenges, the reasons for their choice. Besides, they 
were asked to explain how they faced the school challenges, what support 
they received in their management task, as well as what factors they consid-
ered essential for their school success. Finally, they were asked for evidence 
and explicit examples that illustrated their assertions. 

iii) Relating to the appreciation they have of their own leadership and the devel-
opment of the school in the course of time, describing the role they had played 
as successful leaders and the strategies they had used in the different man-
agement levels of the school. 

iv) With reference to the definition of their professional profiles, analysing the val-
ues, aspirations and purposes that guided their task, the prior experience in-
fluence on their management work, other school leaders’ actions affecting their 
own, and their leadership strategies evolution along time. 

v) The interview concluded with questions about the characteristics they attrib-
uted to principals of similar schools to those under study, what kind of support 
they considered most important and what were the causes that prevented 
them from achieving more success. On the other hand, they were asked about 
the most important supports pupils and families should get, factors or condi-
tions that would make schools more successful and what probable future they 
could see. Finally, they were asked for their opinion on what typology of lead-
ers they would demand in the future to manage efficiently urban schools such 
as the ones they managed. 
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The data collection relating to students, parents and teachers was executed 
through focus groups, which are well-founded as a technique to collect informa-
tion. Authors as Krueger (1991), Ibáñez (2003), Alonso (1996) or Suárez Ortega 
(2005) have developed the theoretical frame in which it falls within. With focus 
groups we allude to sets of people (teachers, parents or students in this case) that 
meet with a specific purpose (to think about their school and its principals leader-
ship), that have certain common characteristics (they are all members of an edu-
cational community) and offer data (personal, from their own point of view), in a 
specific time and space (which we establish in the research), of a qualitative na-
ture (material is produced after a discursive situation), in a guided conversation 
(characterized by non-directivity) by us (researchers), who act as moderators. 

Relating to teachers, a focus group was carried out, and it contributed evidence 
of the following thematic clusters: 
 
i)  Their own perception of the school, identifying its key characteristics 

(strengths and highlighted challenges) concerning to students, the general 
school running, teachers and its conditions in the last five years. They were 
asked about their choice to continue working in the school or not, as well as 
the way they meet daily challenges of their task and the supports they re-
ceive, if it is the case. 

ii)  Assessment of leadership and evolution within the school, contributing their 
vision of the principals’ role, the kind of leadership they carry out, and also 
identifying the strategies used at different levels, both related to the school in-
ternal running as to its external renown. 

iii)  Focus group concluded with a paragraph of considerations about the essen-
tial qualities of principals in urban schools with challenges, about the supports 
and needs teachers, students and families have and, finally, about the ele-
ments to facilitate even more success in these schools. 

 
Other focus groups were carried out with the students’ families, with identical pa-
rameters than the one accomplished with the teachers. Again, opinions were col-
lected about their perception of the school, the existing leadership and the evolu-
tion over time, highlighting key aspects of their success and contributing opinions 
on the qualities they considered essential for principals in urban schools as well 
as on the conditions that would increase success in the school itself. 

Collection of data concluded with those obtained through the focus groups with 
the students in each of the schools, who were asked questions abounding in the 
same sections described for parents and teachers, that is, their own perception of 
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the school and the principals’ leadership, their evolution and the factors that, from 
their point of view, would contribute to increase the school success. 

2.3.  Analysis of data 

Data were analyzed through schemes and agreed guidelines, which have permit-
ted to harmonize the task of the different teams and the contrast of the different 
contributions a posteriori, in the research group meetings. 

The analysis techniques have been used mainly to open the axial codifications 
proposed by Strauss and Corbin (1990). This kind of codification implicates a 
closed scrutiny of collected data during the research. It is a process that is initi-
ated without restrictions, assigning conceptual labels to the found incidents in 
them. Afterwards, incidents and similar phenomenon are compared and con-
trasted, assigning them the same category. When these concepts are defined, the 
interrogation process opens and codification is initiated, which has a tentative 
character and, therefore, it is subject to changes, in the recurrent process of data 
contrast with the experience and knowledge that researchers introduce in the re-
search process. On the other hand, axial codification enables an intense analysis 
around a codification category, identifying relations and data patterns. Through it, 
comparisons and questions made to them become the focal point of the inductive 
and deductive analysis. Therefore, it focuses on specifying the categories, terms 
and conditions that made them rise, the specific context in which they are inter-
woven; and the action/interaction strategies that are carried out. These elements 
support a precise explanation of the phenomenon or categories and later, the 
subcategories. The link of the subcategories with a category through the set of 
relations connects with the ‘paradigm model’ that Strauss and Corbin mention 
when they use the axial codification. 

Operatively, we develop a sequence of three steps that respond to the follow-
ing succession: 

 
i) First, we held the transcription of the interviews made to principals, analyzing 

them and creating a categorical scheme of themes and topics according to the 
reached agreements. Later, the contents of the focus groups were transcribed, 
relating the new data to the categories emerged from the principals’ contribu-
tions. 

ii) Secondly, we created a matrix for each chapter, using the topics and headings 
resulting from the emptying of the contents of the interviews and focus groups, 
comparing the different points of view and the contributions of the participant 
groups. 
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iii) This phase of the research was concluded with a first report, according to the 
agreed scheme, that was materialized in a case study for each school that also 
included references to its social and economic context. 

 
In September 2006, in Warsaw, we celebrated the first general meeting to coordi-
nate the research group, in which we analyzed the thirty-six case studies and 
checked we had collected very interesting material but excessively voluminous, 
overflowing the objective of configuring the material for the principals’ training with 
a functional focus. In that meeting it was agreed to prepare a draft of experimental 
material that should incorporate the reality of leadership, always from the perspec-
tive of viable strategies to train principals, which, in any case, had to be linked to 
experiences collected in the study cases, from which the most emerging facts and 
actions from the principals’ and school communities’ contributions had to be ex-
tracted. 

2.4. Process of developing training materials 

When the contents of the study cases were emptied, we found out that the contri-
butions were mainly related to nine topics: families, educational politics and ad-
ministration, social communities, atmosphere and environment of learning, teach-
ers, non-teaching staff supporting schools, students, management teams and 
some other general topics. Consequently, the research group agreed to elaborate 
schemes of the referred topics that would serve, after the appropriate analysis, to 
identify a number of elements for each one of them and to write the corresponding 
sector report. These elements were: the sort of school (Primary or Secondary), 
the addressed problem or issue, the context in which it was produced and de-
scribed, the actions developed to solve it and boost the improvement, the analysis 
of the obtained results and, finally, what the principals and the educative commu-
nity thought about those results. 

This analytic process was developed during 2007 and the principals of the 
concerned schools participated actively. We carried out focus groups with them in 
the different countries which, in the Spanish case, concluded their case explora-
tion highlighting the following topics: 

 compromise and involvement of the principal, parents, students and teach-
ers of the school life 

 extracurricular activities, as an element to encourage participation from all 
of them, and to ease their integration 

 necessity of training seminars for teachers and parents 
 a certain concept of education, as a means for change and social justice 
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 integration of immigrants 
 building, all together, the school we want 
 democratic practices in every level in the school 
 collaborative work of students and teachers 
 necessity of interdepartmental work 
 inter-subject work and connection between the different curricula 
 respect between students and teachers and vice versa, and mutual respect 

between students 
 development of new methodologies (project-based learning, cooperative 

learning, etc.) 
 transparency, flexibility and perseverance in the team work of the man-

agement  
 difference as an enriching element 
 integration of people at risk of exclusion 
 mentoring in pairs, in which student experts teach the school culture to the 

new ones 

With the different countries’ contributions, the research groups, met in Dublin in 
September 2007, were produced two training notebooks drafts. One of them cor-
responded to Early Childhood and Primary schools and the other one to Second-
ary schools. 

Again, the volume of the research group’s contributions recommended select-
ing half of the schools for each educational level (Early Childhood and Primary on 
the one hand and Secondary on the other), so the two most representative ones 
in each country were chosen. With all of it two second materials drafts were elabo-
rated, which included real full of life experiences, exercises and tasks on them, as 
well as a selection of readings. They intended to offer professional development 
activities in order to support leadership strategies and practices at schools around 
seven topics: leaders’ self-knowledge; socio-cultural diversity/inclusion; learning 
conditions at the classroom; sustainability; relationships/communication with the 
school staff; students’ involvement in their own learning; justice and equity. 

These materials have been designed to be used with both experienced princi-
pals and with those professionals wishing to become principals, as useful tools to 
raise their consciousness about the most pressing questions and the most promis-
ing strategies; prioritize the principals’ collective efforts in certain areas or coun-
tries (for example, providing an improvement agenda for the next two years); re-
port the scientific community about relevant aspects (e. g., proposing to extend 
this study to other countries); demonstrate the diverse supporting roles political 
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agents can play (for instance, justifying their financial support acting as mentors of 
new principals or improving the school services) 

Together with this new version of the training materials a piloting process took 
place too, through the focus group with principals and school leaders, in spring 
2008. The sequence consisted in its introduction to each country group, to whom 
a copy was distributed so that, along four weeks, its members went through it and 
discussed about the materials on their own, contributing their own observations 
and amendments. One of these periods was finished, the group met again, where 
opinions and assessments on the materials were expressed. In the Spanish 
group, the following ones should be highlighted:  

a) The group considered that the materials’ structure, that is, their modular 
format and the autonomy among their parts, was appropriate. 

b) It also thought the seven topics around which the materials were organized 
were the most relevant ones. 

c) But it considered there was an excessive asymmetry among the sections 
within each topic, proposing that the extension of its different parts (propos-
als, tasks and readings) should be harmonized.  

d) It believed it to be necessary to emphasize the importance of some strateg-
ic elements for a successful management, these ones especially: to enjoy 
teachers’ stability; to define the school educative project (citizenship and 
coexistence space); to develop welcome programs (in order to bring the 
schools closer to the families and make the students’ arrival easier); to look 
for closer attitudes and agreements between the administrations and the 
schools and, finally, to redefine the concept of ‘school success’, relating it to 
the students’ profiles and the answer to the diversity needs.  

e) It showed a particular interest in two topics: Socio-Cultural Diversity and 
Justice and Equity. To meet the problems related to them, it considered 
pertinent these strategies: to increase educative programs and resources; 
to provide a large offer of Vocational Training; to encourage teachers to 
adopt new methodologies (especially to make more flexible groups); to pay 
special attention to tutorial action and to get involved in conflicts solving; to 
improve the relationship between teachers and students; to make the 
access to principals easier for the whole school community; to increase the 
families’ relationship, coordination and training (school for parents, media-
tion services, support to social aspects: regularization, health, accommoda-
tion…); to make teachers more professional (mainly through training at the 
work centre and learning teaching techniques to meet diversity); to improve 
coordination among teachers and promote new organizational solutions 
such as flexible groups, subjects organized in modules, etc.) 
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2.5. Final drawing-up  

This research concluded collecting together the work done by all the national 
groups along 2008, what took place in the Nottingham final conference in August, 
where both researches and principals from the involved countries took part. After 
the appropriate debates and contributions, a definite materials selection was 
agreed, which are grouped around the following topics: 

a) Diversity meeting and social and cultural inclusion. 
b) Learning conditions at schools and classrooms. 
c) Sustainability. 
d) Teachers’ professional development. 
e) Challenges to involve students in their learning (participation, influence and 

change) 
f) Justice and equity. 

Each topic develops a training module that is organized in different parts. The first 
one starts with a short introduction to the module contents and characteristics. 
The second part specifies its aims, justifying it and explaining its possible uses. 
The third one offers a task proposal, which includes multiple exercises (to work 
individually or in collaborative/focus groups, to answer questionnaires and matrix-
es, etc.); most of these tasks are based upon the participant principals’ study cas-
es, upon their quotations and mentions, upon the same sceneries offered by these 
studies and upon other ones that principals taking part in future training actions 
will be able to contribute. The module finishes with a selection of readings, in 
which texts, webs and some other supporting and deepening resources are pro-
posed.  

They keep a modular structure because researchers and school communities 
consider it as the most appropriate and functional one. The seven modules of the 
project are structured according to the sequence explained in an above para-
graph.  

3. Conclusions and implications 

The first conclusion to be reflected is that the research group has managed to im-
plement the project successfully, since training materials have been elaborated 
with examples of key challenges and dilemmas as well as strategies used by prin-
cipals to face up to them, integrating students from diverse socio-cultural contexts 
and raising their levels of achievement. The materials include real experiences, 
exercises and tasks, as well as a selection of meaningful readings, to reinforce 
their interest and facilitate the future principals’ training. 
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Furthermore a transnational research network has been activated, with a high 
productive capacity, which has managed to carry out its tasks with an important 
participation level and a high involvement from every participant. Besides, it has 
been the object of a positive evaluation from an external agency: the Danish Uni-
versity of Education (Aarus University), by the team coordinated by Dr. Lejf Moos.  

As for the diffusion of the research results, apart from specific actions in other 
participant countries, being limited to Spain, we shall point out that it has been the 
object of a wide treatment in the local and national media, with a certain periodic-
ity of three years. And, within the Portuguese-Spanish space the experience has 
been spread in the academic context, especially in the Successful Schools Con-
ference that took place in Palma de Mallorca in April 2008, where a poster was 
submitted. A research article was also submitted to the world meeting of the 
Council on Education for Teaching (ICET 2008, Braga), in July 2008. Finally, a 
communication was submitted to the Educational Leadership Conference at Malta 
University in November 2008. 

Moreover it is to be stated that the research has motivated an intense reflective 
process from researchers and participant school leaders or communities based 
upon the analysis of the educational politics and reforms as well as their effects on 
schools and leadership. This, as Ferreira (2007) has pointed out, means to distin-
guish between two levels that correspond to different rationalities and produce 
diverse paradoxes related to autonomy. On the one hand, at the legal or political 
level, some decentralization and debureaucratization are promoted together with 
some flexibility and autonomy. On the other hand, at the practice level (schools 
and teachers), arising opportunities, challenges and limitations are strongly influ-
enced by a very centralized and bureaucratic tradition.  

In other words, politics orientated to decentralization and debureaucratization, 
together with their emphasis on valuation processes and results securing coexist 
with centralized practices, which underline the importance of structures and the 
value of formal procedures in the organizational culture. As a consequence, prin-
cipals and teachers tend to worry much more about documents, about the applica-
tion of legal rules and regulations, about the importance of formal meetings rather 
than about the questions affecting to the daily school life and teachers. As many 
authors hold, this situation leads to tensions, ambiguities and dilemmas that must 
be taken into account when analyzing the challenges and strategies designed and 
applied at the school level (Knapp & al., 2003; Newman, King & Youngs, 2000). 
Nevertheless, despite the current tendencies towards uniformity, in the context of 
centralized and bureaucratized systems, schools and their leaders continue de-
veloping strategies and show specific qualities to face up to limitations and take 
advantage of opportunities. All of it highlights the importance of questions such as 
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culture understanding, leadership and micropolitics, as well as interaction among 
them in different contexts, something authors like Dimmock & Walker (2005) or 
MacBeath (2006) have dealt with. 

The developed case studies have emerged key questions related to the above 
mentioned perspectives such as vision, passion, knowledge management, teach-
ers and students’ participation, motivation, ethics and morals in aims, leadership 
sharing, ability and pro-action. As for strategies, we have already underlined the 
high participation of teachers in questions related to the school management and 
organization, giving great importance to communication and exchange of informa-
tion at both internal and external levels, to the need of assuring transparence in 
the students’ assessment, as well as promoting collaborative work among teach-
ers in order to guarantee the school curriculum coherence and to improve dynam-
ics inside and outside the classrooms, through extracurricular activities, etc. Be-
sides, the necessary refurbishing of the school installations, together with the spe-
cial attention to socio-cultural diversity and the students’ learning process, de-
mands diverse curricula and more flexible ways to form the groups of students. 

Participants have identified some of the qualities successful leaders, as their 
ability to promote participation and engagement among every school community 
member, to guarantee every democratic decision and to introduce assessment of 
complex aspects (lesson planning coherence, students’ assessment, welfare and 
healthy atmospheres at schools, etc.)  

In short, this research provides evidences of successful leaders mark differ-
ences, even within difficult circumstances, due rather to general conditions (the 
legal framework) or to specific school contexts. It also reinforces other researches 
about the role of leadership in the creation and continuity of those schools trying 
to become learning communities, as it has been described in Leithwood, Jantzi y 
Steinbach (1999), Fernández (2000), Barker (2001), OECD (2005)  

In Spain, the democratic management at schools started in the 1980s. Since 
then it is directed by teams whose composition and functions have been modified 
along time, with some reforms relating to decentralization, autonomy and partici-
pation. Regulations have been adopted in order to avoid bureaucratization and to 
increase autonomy and self-management at schools. But in practice, these re-
forms were not always successful and many times they implied tensions, ambigui-
ties and contradictions. Literature on educational leadership has often criticized 
hierarchical, centralized, bureaucratized approaches, opting more openly for per-
spectives of shared leadership based upon collaboration. Not always the legal 
framework and the leadership practices at Spanish schools have favored these 
approaches; what is more, in the last years a strengthen, effective leadership 
seem to have been imposed, answering to personal approaches rather than col-
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laborative perspectives, orientated to accountability rather than participation and 
collegial school management. These thinking preconceptions affect more and 
more diverse schools, whose complexity exceed a leadership of this kind and de-
mands other ways of management through distributed approaches, which pro-
mote collaborative communities and learning/management networks, as the par-
ticipant schools in this research have proved with their daily practices, achieving 
success for ‘almost everyone’, even within their complex contexts and despite the 
importance of the challenges they have ahead. 

Research findings from the Leading Schools Successfully in Challenging Urban 
Context project revealed the powerful impact of leadership in securing school de-
velopment and change. Case studies of schools that served children who are from 
low-income families, especially those that succeeded beyond expectations and 
provided detailed portraits of leadership. Findings from these studies are intended 
primarily to be descriptive and not necessarily transferable to other contexts. As it 
was a small-scale study, the possibilities for generalization are inevitably limited. 
Nevertheless, the richness of data collected, together with the perceptions of nu-
merous stakeholders, i.e. senior managers, middle managers, teachers, pupils, 
parents, which took part in the project, offers a rich empirical basis for exploring 
leadership practice in schools facing challenging contexts. The findings show a 
remarkable degree of commonality demonstrating that the core aspects of suc-
cessful school leadership can be identified in ways that can help explain the com-
plexity of principal leadership that leads to improved student outcomes in schools, 
which took part in the research. We can state that collectively, these studied 
schools demonstrate what look to be indications of promising progress in relation 
to sustainable school improvement. On the one hand there are certainly common 
ingredients within the strategies that have led to school improvement; and on the 
other hand a solution, which each of the school has for solving the problems, tend 
to be individual and context specific. 

The evidence is sufficient to suggest that existing theories of leadership only 
partially reflect or explain the current approaches to leadership in schools facing 
challenging contexts. It is suggested that schools facing challenging contexts 
place demands upon leaders that require them to have a broad range of leader-
ship approaches underpinned by a core set of values and a strong moral purpose. 
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