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1 Introduction

Fostering school improvement and school success for all is still a challenge in educa-
tional systems worldwide as expressed in the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4
(United Nations, 2019). Several factors influence children’s learning and their future
expectations (OECD, 2015), and school improvement has been widely included in edu-
cational and principal leadership research (Deal & Peterson, 2016; Elmore, 2008; Hal-
linger & Heck, 2010; Leithwood et al., 2019; Louis et al., 2013; Sahlin, 2023). In fact, there
is evidence of the diverse effects that different forms of leadership have on academic
achievement, as on maths and reading performance (Robinson et al., 2008). Hallinger
and Heck (1998) highlight the role of the community in leadership practices of princi-
pals. In fact, the role of the community has historically played a key role for social trans-
formation (Freire, 1970). For example, Rosa Parks, an African-American Civil Rights
activist, became a leader when she refused to move from the seat she occupied in one of
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the “white” reserved seats in a bus in Montgomery in 1955 (Scott, 2013). Her action was
influenced by Park’s education in the Highlander Folk School, a fact that contributes
to the understanding of the ways the transformative and community-based approach of
schools can inspire and support such social changes. In the twenty-first century, emerg-
ing forms of principal leadership in schools, illuminate how the community is crucial to
transform schools, communities and neighborhoods.

The complexity of leading schools has increased in the recent decades due to globali-
zation, advancement of a knowledge-based society, technological change, and the rise of
culturally diverse societies across the world (Schleicher, 2012). School leaders are facing
the pressure to ensure that every child succeeds and to lead schools to achieve excellence
for all (Shields, 2010). Then, in the domain of educational leadership, several models
have evolved from theoretical approaches to natural processes taking place and shaping
educational institutions (Louis et al., 2013). The debate on school leadership has shifted
towards different forms of leadership. Models of successful school leadership aiming at
achieving excellence for all include those that have been referred to as shared: collabo-
rative (Hallinger, 2011), distributed (Crawford, 2012; Gronn, 2000, 2002; Spillane et al.,
2001, 2010), instructional (Gurr et al., 2007), transformational (Wang, 2021) or dialogic
leadership (Ledn-Jiménez, 2020; Padrds & Flecha, 2014). Within this shift, school leader-
ship is understood as a conjoint agency that includes a set of practices enacted by many
diverse people rather than concentrated in a strong and charismatic individual. Leaders
are thus understood as facilitators of environments for transformation and the condi-
tions for opportunity, instead of generating the transformation themselves (Marion &
Uhl-Bien, 2001).

The quality of education is defined by the quality of teachers who provide learning in
schools. A good teacher is undoubtedly influenced by a principal with the skills and com-
petencies to promote a quality learning environment, what Hargreaves (2004) defines as
inclusive learning environments. Leithwood et al. (2019) specifies seven strong claims
about successful school leadership, one of these is stated as follows: “Schools leaders
improve teaching and learning indirectly and most powerfully through their influence
on staff motivation, ability and working condition” To improve the quality of education,
the principal can provide the necessary direction and make efforts to actualize the qual-
ity of education through application of innovative educational practices. In this line,
the impact of Learning Communities has been widely studied for their extraordinary
academic and social cohesion results (Flecha & Soler, 2013; Rodriguez-Oramas et al.,
2022; Soler et al., 2019). However, the evidence in relation to the impact of the dialogi-
cal leadership exercised in these schools is lacking. Therefore, the aim of this article is to
examine the role of leadership in schools that are improving academic results and social
cohesion in many diverse contexts through dialogue.

2 Theoretical background

The relationship between principals, teachers and the school community, is at the core
of many works and developments in the field of educational leadership (Becker et al.,
2014; Gu et al., 2008). The influential review performed by York-Barr and Duke (2004)
on teacher leadership identified parental and community involvement as one of the
key dimensions of the practice among school leaders. Moreover, the authors suggest a
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theory of action for teacher leadership that requires the support of the principal as a
condition to influence student learning. Resonating with this approach, some research
demonstrates the role of the principal to foster community engagement in schools, par-
ticularly with parents (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014) and the impact of school leadership to
increase parental engagement in student s learning (Goodall, 2015).

In this line, Brown et al. (2011) argue that, in order to develop successful leadership for
the twenty-first century, school leaders need to include parents and community mem-
bers, build a strong academic commitment, and go beyond the institution. According
to the conclusions obtained from a larger OECD study exploring educational leadership
(Pont et al., 2008), the school leaders will be able to contribute to the success of their
schools if they work successfully beyond the school borders with the necessary condi-
tion of improving the quality of instructional practice (Elmore, 2008). Furthermore, the
publication from the OECD “Preparing Teachers and Developing School Leaders for the
21st Century” (Schleicher, 2012) highlights several successful cases around the world in
which school leaders in collaboration with the community are making a difference to
improve their practices and student’s learning. One of these cases is a learning com-
munity being part of a network of schools working on the basis of the implementation of
Successful Educational Actions (SEAs).

2.1 Schools as learning communities: sustaining change for school improvement

There is a lot of evidence around the world that through the implementation of SEAs
children in these schools are succeeding educationally, and also socially and emotion-
ally, in a dialogic learning environment that fosters social inclusion (Gatt et al., 2011).
These schools are Learning Communities, some of which are in Spain, Portugal, and
across some countries in Latin America such as Chile, Brazil and Peru, to name a few
(Morla-Folch et al.,, 2022). While the vast number of schools vary in the socio-economic
contexts they operate in, many belong to socio-economically deprived contexts (Garcia-
Carrién & Diez-Palomar, 2015). These schools operate at different educational levels;
from primary to adult education schools (Redondo-Sama, 2015).

There are seven SEAs: (1) Dialogic Gatherings, (2) Interactive Groups, (3) Family
Education (4) Educational participation of the Community (5) Dialogic Model for Pre-
vention and Conflict Resolution (6) Dialogic Pedagogical Training and (7) Extension
Learning Time. These SEAs have already achieved scientific, social and political impact
according to the measurements of impact, developed in social sciences (Flecha, 2015).
Schools as Learning Communities apply SEAs, actions that have been recommended by
the European Commission as a successful model to prevent early school leaving and to
improve school performance and social cohesion (European Commission, 2011). SEAs
are scientifically validated and based on dialogue in this dialogic society, for instance
spreading around the world through more than 15.000 schools developing Dialogic Lit-
erary Gatherings (Flecha, 2022).

Schools as Learning Communities open the doors to the families and community
members who participate in all the areas of the school, from management bodies to
classroom. Since the ultimate objective of these schools is contributing to every child’s
success and inclusion in the current society, they engage in a series of transformations
that rely on evidence-based research and are developed with community input (Gatt
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et al.,, 2011). This transformation considers distributed (Crisol-Moya et al., 2022) and
transformative leadership, and especially dialogic leadership (Padrés & Flecha, 2014)
to lead educational and social change. Principals, teachers, students and other commu-
nity members involved in Learning Communities are leading change in a way that goes
beyond the school walls. The results of Learning Communities are precise, and evidence
of their social impact has been published in different parts of the world, for example, in
Mexico (Rodriguez-Oramas et al., 2022), Colombia (Soler et al., 2019) and Spain (Flecha
& Soler, 2013; Garcia-Carrién & Diez-Palomar, 2015). However, less is known about the
particular role of principals in promoting these transformations and how they develop

dialogic leadership practices.

2.2 Dialogic leadership

The potential for school members (families, teachers, community members) to cultivate
leadership skills through their participation in school affairs has been studied previously
(Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011; Bukoski et al., 2015). In that line, dialogue plays a signifi-
cant role in building and consolidating leadership, especially in models that distribute
leadership among different teachers to enhance its effectiveness (Leithwood et al., 2019;
Padrés & Flecha, 2014). For example, within school leadership, dialogue helped realize
shared visions and goals, leading to an enduring transformation in a preschool (Deak-
ins, 2007). Dialogic leadership is the process through which the leadership practices of
all members of the educational community—teachers, students, families, non-teaching
staff, volunteers, and any other member of the community—are created, developed and
consolidated (Le6n-Jiménez, 2020; Padrds & Flecha, 2014; Redondo-Sama, 2015). One
of the key elements of the dialogic leadership approach is the involvement of all commu-
nity members in managing school affairs which leads to social impact (Gémez-Cuevas
& Valls-Carol, 2022). However, the school principal is crucial in fostering this leadership
in all school spaces (Redondo-Sama, 2016), while also becoming a community member
(Ballesta et al., 2017).

Additionally, teachers recognize that school community members have different
cultural knowledge and skills learned in very diverse contexts to solve daily problems
(Garcia-Carrién & Diez-Palomar, 2015). By promoting the inclusion of their voices
through dialogic leadership, they are taking advantage of the heterogeneous reality in
the learning environments of schools (Padrés & Flecha, 2014) achieving impacts at the
organizational and individual levels (Khagan & Redondo-Sama, 2024). These features of
dialogic leadership are demonstrated in deprived contexts, where majority of the stu-
dents came from poverty. Some schools achieve family participation after transforming
the school into a learning community, and as dialogic leadership emerges, major trans-
formations are possible to improve community engagement and student outcomes (Fle-
cha et al., 2024).

The dream of providing the most for all children is shared by transformative school
leaders as well as schools working as Learning Communities (Flecha & Soler, 2013;
Leithwood & Sun, 2012). Although there are commonalities and synergies within
both approaches, the role of the school leader in these schools has remained under-
researched. More would be accomplished if a better understanding of the develop-
ment of leadership in these successful schools is provided. With the aim of addressing
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this question, this paper examines the role of the principals in 10 elementary, special
and secondary schools as Learning Communities. To this end, the following section is
devoted to the methodological questions, the approach, data collection and analysis, the
research sites and the informants. Next, we will present the section on the findings, that
includes the main results that shed light on the description of the leadership enacted by
the principals in these schools within and beyond the school walls, including the dia-
logic approach of leadership for achieving success for all within the community. Last, we
introduce some concluding remarks in order to highlight the links established between
the type of leadership developed in these schools and the contributions to the current
state of the art, both influencing school improvement and social cohesion in the school.

3 The present study

The current research is underpinned by the use of Communicative Methodology (CM)
(G6mez et al,, 2011), which analyses social reality by focusing on the subjects and their
world instead of on structures (Habermas, 1987). CM has been used in research projects
at the highest scientific level funded by the European Framework Programmes. One of
these projects developed with CM was the large-scale European Union-funded research
‘INCLUD-ED. Strategies for Inclusion and Social Cohesion in Europe from Education’
(CREA, 2006-2011), which identified SEAs that have improved students’ educational
outcomes in many diverse contexts in Europe. This communicative approach is based on
the principle that knowledge is constructed dialogically. Therefore, it requires creating
the conditions that enable intersubjective dialogue between participants and researchers
to identify emerging categories and to contrast interpretations. The researcher brings
into the dialogue the expertise and knowledge about developments in the scientific
community, which are then contrasted with the perspectives and experiences of social
agents. This article continues and confirms this research line, transferring the social
impact to different contexts (Girbés et al., 2022).

3.1 Data collection

For this article, 10 schools were selected according to two criteria. First, the research
team ensured diversity of schools to allow the identification of principal leadership prac-
tices dealing with community participation in different contexts but with similar school
improvement patterns. As a result, the school sizes were different while serving different
kinds of communities (i.e., urban, rural, etc.). The fieldwork comprised a range of seven
elementary schools, one special education school, and two secondary schools. Most of
the schools are from the Spanish context, where the Learning Communities were born.
They also have a long tradition in primary schools. However, it has been decided to
incorporate the experiences from a school in Brazil because of the broad experience of
the director in the leadership of a Learning Community and because of her contribution
in secondary education. Second, it was important to gather evidence on how principal
leadership is developed in collaboration with the community, regardless of the length of
time these schools have been operating as Learning Communities (classified as schools
with less than 5 years since the transformation to a Learning Community, between 6-10;
11 and 15, 16—20 or more than 20 years). We considered also the level of the school
(primary, elementary, or secondary), the area of the school (urban or rural), and the
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socio-economic status (SES) of the school (low, medium or high). Additionally, the study
examined the diversity of experience among principals, also classified by years of experi-
ence (between 1-5 years, 6-10 years, 11-15 years, or 15-20 years of experience) (see
Table 1).

In each school, open-ended interviews with the principal were conducted. The inter-
views were carried out in-person and online, specially in cases where there were signifi-
cant distances. The researchers followed a semi-structured approach for the interviews
with a script prepared outlining the questions. As the interview progressed, additional
questions or elaborations were asked based on the interviewee’s responses. Adhering to
the communicative approach, the interviews prioritized an open and dialogic interac-
tion, ensuring the principals felt heard and understood, while also allowing social impact
and co-creation of knowledge through mutual engagement (Soler-Gallart & Flecha,
2022). A substantial part of the interviews focused on eliciting principals’ reports about
the specificities of the school leadership in a Learning Community, the values, mission
and the purpose of it. Principals were further asked to reflect on the extent to which
their leadership was exercised within and beyond the school walls and the transforma-
tions that it has promoted respectively. They were also invited to comment on the rela-
tionship between their leadership and the sustainability of the school project. Finally,
they contributed with their personal beliefs, motivations and experiences based on their
work as principals in these types of schools. A brief profile of the principals, along with
the characteristics of the schools are provided in Table 1.

3.2 Data analysis

The interviews allow us to identify differences and similarities across school contexts and
places. Also, they highlight what principals found particularly significant for developing
a sustainable dialogic leadership. The interviews were analysed inductively to guide the
researcher’s analysis in order to identify emerging concepts and themes (Creswell, 2002;
Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

Table 1 Schools and principals’ profile

School Principal Gender Yearsonboard Schoolareaand SES Learning Communities start
1 Miren Female 11-15 Elementary urban, low SES More than 20 years
2 Silvia Female 15-20 Elementary urban, medium- More than 20 years
Maria Female 1-5 low SES
3 Manuel  Male 11-15 Secondary urban, medium- Between 16 - 20 years
high SES
4 Patricia Female 6-10 Elementary rural, medium SES ~ Between 11 — 15 years
5 Marta Female 6-10 Elementary urban, medium SES  Between 11 - 15 years
6 Ana Female 11-15 Elementary urban, low SES Between 11 - 15 years
7 Daniel Male 1-5 Primary urban, medium SES Less than 5
8 José Male 1-5 Secondary urban, medium SES ~ Between 11 - 15 years
9 Esther Female 6-10 Primary school and secondary ~ Between 6 — 10 years
of special education needs,
medium SES

10 Joan Male 1-5 Elementary urban, low SES Between 16 — 20 years
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Data were reviewed electronically; critical episodes were selected, coded and grouped
into larger categories. The analysis presented here is organized according to the most
significant emerging themes and the selection of those quotes present in more than one
source (Denzin, 1970). According to the communicative methodology, the data analysis
considered both the exclusionary and transformative dimensions (Goémez et al., 2011),
focusing on the obstacles that principals face when they deal with the community, as
well as those factors that contribute to overcoming these barriers. The results are then
grouped into two sections, highlighting the role of principals as agents of educational
change. Table 2 represents the themes against the dimensions, highlighting the strengths
and obstacles for both themes. The data analysis included four codes divided into the
following dimensions and categories.

3.3 Ethical dimension

All participants were given consent forms that provided comprehensive information
about the study and clarified that they retain the option to withdraw from the research
at any given point in time. All participants provided their written or verbal informed
consent indicating their voluntary participation. To protect the confidentiality of par-
ticipants’ identities and personal information, pseudonyms were used throughout the
study. The data was stored securely and only the researchers had access to the data. This
specific study received ethical approval by the Ethical Committee of the Community of
Research on Excellence for All (CREA) with reference number 20240719.

4 Results

The results of the analysis are organized around two main themes. In the first theme,
about the leadership of principals, we explore how principals in Learning Communities
mobilize all available resources, emphasizing the importance of building strong relation-
ships with families and community members. These leaders create dialogic spaces that
encourage collective responsibility and enhance community involvement in the educa-
tional process. The second theme highlights how dialogic leadership, rooted in the spe-
cific contexts of Learning Communities, leads to significant school improvements and
social transformation. Principals utilize inclusive decision-making processes and prior-

itize community partnerships to improve educational outcomes and foster equity.

5 Educational leadership within and beyond the school walls: Being

a principal in a Learning Community
The moral purpose and main motivation of the principals in Learning Communities
is the mobilization of all resources of the community. Building strong relationships
with families and community members becomes effective at Marta’s school when she

Table 2 Dimensions and categories

Role as principal School
improvement

Exclusionary dimension 1
Transformative dimension 2 4
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describes them as “our allies in our teaching” Patricia leads a small rural school that pro-
foundly changed in a very short period. In her school, the families used to argue and
had big issues among them. Since they started to participate in the school, they began to
respect and support each other. She defines herself as a leader who aims to motivate and
mobilise pupils, teachers and other members of the community, for improving teaching
and learning.

I would define my role in the school, firstly, as a pedagogic leader, and as a part
of it, my main role is to motivate or, as I usually say, to rush all the members of
the community in doing their tasks (education, care, planning...) Maybe the differ-
ence between a Learning Community and other schools is that in the other schools I
found that the other teachers thought that my role of motivating the other members
of the community was not so appropriate. (Patricia)

In her quote, she highlights a collective and shared understanding among the teachers
for mobilising the community and getting them involved in the school life. She identi-
fies this purpose as a particular feature that characterizes these principals. For example,
Marta, who is on the board of a large urban school, highlights the importance of build-
ing capacity, also, beyond the school walls. She develops her leadership by involving par-
ents, volunteers and other community members in the SEAs implemented in the school.

The main difference between a Learning Community and a school which is not a
Learning Community is its openness (...) Every action has a projection outside the
school, because we are permanently being observed by relatives and volunteers who
are participating and collaborating with our work The environment is not against
us, on the contrary it becomes our ally in our teaching. (Marta)

In the same vein, Esther, the principal of a school with children with special educa-
tional needs, also highlights: “The families, since this is being engendered, enter the
school as if it were their home and come for something that makes sense, they see how
they can collaborate..” To this end, Joan stresses the importance of egalitarian dialogue
and always bears in his mind the importance of the community, as reflected in his words:

It’s about going out the school door, living with them, and sharing. Every morning,
I go out the door, and we talk about anything: how they are, whether they are going
to the doctor, the weather, or whether they have a letter from the town hall that they
don’t understand... When can I talk to you? Right now, come in, won't you? This
increases our confidence when we ask them to come in and work with us. (Joan)

From this close contact, Joan adds an example of how trust builds community involve-
ment in the school. There was a grandmother who initially became engaged in the school
by spending time in the library, in which there were activities mainly aimed at expanding
the learning time for students and families. This grandmother transformed the memo-
ries she had from her childhood experience in school. This transformation was possible
because of the dialogue with the teachers, and gradually her participation in the devel-
opment of SEAs expanded. She began participating in Interactive Groups twice a week,
significantly contributing to the school community. Joan describes her transformation:

There was a grandmother who used to tell me what a pain in the ass, what a pain in
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the ass! .... Ultimately, she went to the library because she didn’t feel safe being with
the teachers as she hadn’t studied. Now, she comes two days a week to Interactive
Groups, and Grandma is in everything. And now she says you've already messed me
up... But that's what that egalitarian look is all about: talking to each other. (Joan)

Beyond the individual commitment of the principals to make it happen, they create
dialogic spaces that enable everyone to play a role and have a responsibility, generating
further leadership practices. In this other case, Silvia refers to the “mixed committees’,
which is a management board of the school based on dialogue and composed by teach-
ers, pupils, parents and other members of the community. She acknowledges the barri-
ers to increase family engagement in the management for the school and how the mixed
committees work for, create, promote and develop leadership. Since her school became a
Learning Community and started to implement those committees, among other actions,
pupils’ performance improved by 58% within a five-year period.

Teachers usually are keen to lead but for some families this is more difficult because
most of the mothers have not had any participatory experience before. Therefore, it
is very important to have shared spaces where everyone can freely express his or her
ideas and if necessary, decisions are taken as well (...) The mixed committees are
very necessary. (Silvia)

Dialogic leadership has been identified as a cross-national element. Ana, the Brazil-
ian principal interviewed, shows how decision-making processes include children’s and
families’ voices through dialogue. Mixed committees work across different contexts and
cultures. In her large urban school, located in a very poor area and serving mostly Afri-
can Brazilian community, these dialogic spaces have contributed to empower children
and families who engage in the management of the school.

A Learning Community gives more space for the voices of others. Students and fam-
ilies attend to the school’s daily life and participate in decisions about the mixed
commiittees. As a principal I accompany the processes. I had to make decisions on
my own before. (Ana)

This dialogic approach is embedded in the principals’ actions and reflections. In the
same vein Patricia, who leads a very small rural school in Spain, includes multiple voices
in making decisions. She deeply values others’ knowledge and capitalises in families’
and students’ cultural intelligence. She accounts for their contributions that scaffold her
leadership.

I also ask the parents for advice, I often meet with them, with the parents’ associa-
tion at least once a month, and I also ask the children for advice. Sometimes I ask
them: “If you were the principal, what would you do?’ and it is amazing how their
contributions make you reflect on that particular issue. I learn in the school every
day, but it is its purpose, isn’t it? (Patricia)

Leadership is based on equity. The principals interviewed account for their positions
in the structure of the schools and are concerned about the importance to re-situate
themselves in a more equal relation grounded on dialogue, honesty and argumenta-
tion. Accounting for others voices and developing a dialogic management of the school
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is even more evident in Miren’s experience. Her school has been running the Learn-
ing Communities project since 1995, always with competence and passion; they are an

example of moving from individual management to collective enthusiasm.

To me, leadership means to transmit trust and enthusiasm, to encourage the partic-
ipation of the families, to ensure that everyone feels like a protagonist of this Learn-
ing Community. For this reason, it is crucial to listen to and attend to everyone.
(Patricia)

All the principals interviewed have in common their educational leadership inside and
outside the school walls. In fact, in their interviews, they are aware that they are agents
of change, as this leadership beyond the school gates has had many impacts. Neverthe-
less, principals shared similar concerns about the challenges their schools may face and
the extent to which their leadership practice is exercised. Two main risks were raised by
newly appointed principals, on one hand, changes in the teaching staff and on the other
hand, new teachers who do not know the scientific basis of the project. In this line Patri-

cia points:

It is important to have a stable teaching staff and school board to ensure the sus-
tainability of a Learning Community. I think that if the teaching staff changes, then
the project is threatened. Besides, if the teachers have not been trained, they may not

be capable enough to implement the successful actions in a proper way (Patricia).

More experienced principals like Silvia have already faced teachers’ turnover in her
school. Being aware of that challenge, she identifies some strength in the fact that the
leadership is being created, developed and promoted among the families and the pupils.
Mothers who come from minority groups in her school have been empowered though
participating in curricular activities in the classrooms and they support the new teach-
ers. Children have become leaders of their own learning processes and “explain to the
new teachers how the groups and the coexistence committee work and why it is better
to read classic literature in dialogic literary gatherings altogether”. The following section
develops the impacts on school dynamics and educational results.

5.1 Leading for efficiency and equity: School improvement and social transformation

Increasing the dialogic leadership in Learning Communities gives the principals a
greater knowledge of the context. They include in their leadership practice the context in
a broader sense, not only the teachers and the school organization. Furthermore, it ena-
bles a sensitive context linked to some of the claims for successful leadership (Leithwood
et al, 2019). Many of the cases analysed illustrate this process; for example, Marta
describes the process of engaging teachers in approving the school programme, that
concerns the curriculum and teaching. This enables teachers to take on the leadership

for learning.

When we have to approve the school programme in the teachers’ meeting, I normally
write a proposal. But I sometimes leave it incomplete so that the other teachers
intervene and take part in the task. Often this process takes more time, but in the
end, we have a programme that has been created by everyone, and everyone has
been responsible for writing it.(Marta)
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In the case of Silvia, she reflects on the advantage of including other groups from the

community in the management:

Including the work with the associations from the community has given me a greater
knowledge to manage the school in a better way and to find possibilities to improve
education for the children. (Silvia)

Certainly, this is consistent with some of the strong claims that have defined success-
ful school leadership; while improving school-community relationships, leadership is
progressively related to the improvement of the students” learning outcomes. All the
interviewees identify similar characteristics when describing their role as school leaders
in the Learning Communities. Understanding their leadership as a vehicle to improv-
ing teaching and learning, they emphasized a unique aspect: aiming to enable others to
be committed, motivated and engaged with the community. To this end, directors such
as Joan, Maria and Silvia emphasise that the key to this leadership is the strength of the
arguments, debates with all the members of the community based on egalitarian dia-
logue, which allow them to reach broad consensus.

The principals interviewed highlight how the transformation into a Learning Commu-
nity based on dialogic leadership has improved the school’s results and fostered a har-
monious environment, as the involvement of the whole community has facilitated the
transformation of the school and its community. Providing an excellent education and
achieving the best results for all the children mobilizes the principals to make it happen.
This purpose becomes a collective dream for the whole community and to make it possi-
ble, the school implements SEAs. Their leadership is strongly grounded on research and
focuses on achieving success for all, as Marta states.

To drive a Learning Community, it is essential to know the SEAs, because what
moves us is to implement them to achieve the maximum educational success for all
our students. (Marta)

Leadership in the schools classified as Learning Communities, grounds on critical
theory and scientific research. In line with dialogic leadership (Padrds & Flecha, 2014;
Redondo-Sama, 2015), principals embody the dialogic learning theory, which is the
basis of the project, and they intervene following the latest contributions in educational
research. After eighteen years in the school, Miren still remembers when they received
the scientific training to transform the school into a Learning Community. The theo-
retical principles and the dialogue with researchers impressed her and that experience
changed her.

Ramon Flecha told us about egalitarian dialogue, cultural intelligence, transfor-
mation instead of adaptation, the creation of meaning, solidarity, equality of dif-
ferences... and one sentence especially impressed me: The school you want for your
children is the school for all. All this led me to change my teaching practices with a
strong commitment to the school and later I assumed the role of the school principal.
(Miren)

A very similar feeling is described by Patricia whose school has only developed the

project for two years.
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My leadership is completely based on the principles of the dialogic learning;
at least I try it every day. Moreover, I am also doing my research related to the
Learning Communities in Andalucia, and I have been reading about the scientific
evidence. It has made me stronger and a better person; that is why I try to put it
into practice every day. (Patricia)

Both, theory and research are combined with passion and enthusiasm from the
principals’ perspectives. Their enthusiasm does not come from thin air but it is built
on the children’s and school success. These schools serve as an example of how to
achieve an improvement in academic results, as well as social cohesion. Silvia and
Miren, who are the most experienced principals on board in the school as Learning
Communities, have kept her enthusiasm for twelve and fourteenth years respectively.
Both have never lost hope and their enthusiasm has remained based on evidence, on
“credible solutions” that reflect the direct experience of their children’s success.

Leadership is based on the enthusiasm and the conviction that our pupils can
have the best possible education if we all work for it. (Silvia)

My enthusiasm is nourished by the results, despite the odds I usually face. For
this reason, I am so committed, education is the key for equality, and this has
been my life experience. Also, I had great and committed people working with me,
which made it easy. I believe in what I do. (Miren)

School improvement in Learning Communities is not only about performance on
standardised tests, it is also about the main purpose of education: to improve chil-
dren’s lives. For this reason, principals are deeply involved in including the whole
community to raise their children. They devote themselves as school leaders to
extending the improvement beyond the school walls, making a real difference in the
school and in the community. Patricia reports some improvements the school experi-
enced in two years.

The quality of the teachers has improved, we plan and organise the teaching in a
more realistic way. The relationship with the families has improved, and the per-
ception that society has of our school has improved very much too. Even children
from other villages are coming to our school. Children are more motivated and
committed. They realize that we work for improving their lives and their families,
and they return it to us. I can say that it has contributed to meaning making in
the school. (Patricia)

In Manuel’s words this is a “project of enthusiastic people with a shine in their
eyes” and within this project many different leadership roles can be played. For the
last eight years leadership in his school has moved from relying mainly on one or two
people to be exercised among many others. In the end, the leadership developed by
the head teachers interviewed shows how the involvement of the whole community
improves school results and encourages social transformation. The following exam-
ple demonstrates a transformation that the principals themselves have experienced
directly as Esther explains:

Some people have even told me, You are not the same as you were ten years ago.
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I am on the way, but I try to be more dialogic and egalitarian and listen to their
voices. This has also impacted the pupils’ way of being and learning. The other
day, the families also told me how they behaved in the assembly and the get-
togethers. They know more, but their behaviour is much, much better than it was
years ago. (Esther)

In other words, their story shows the transformation among all the community agents.
Along the same lines, Maria points out, You transform yourself. Now, I look back, and I
see that at some point, I transformed myself.

6 Discussion and implications

The insights gleaned from the principals’ experience in schools as Learning Communi-
ties have significant implications for leading schools through dialogue, applying innova-
tive educational practices based on scientific evidence with social impact. Resonating
with the findings of Leithwood et al. (2019), school leaders argue their practice is aligned
with most of the elements of the successful educational leadership.

First, principals seem to be effective in engaging teachers, pupils, families and volun-
teers in improving students’ learning and participating in the school management. They
create specific structures for building knowledge and capacity through dialogue. Lead-
ership roles and responsibilities were developed among the participants who shared a
strong academic commitment in all the spaces of the school. Principals in schools as
Learning Communities exercise moral purpose and mobilise the whole community to
provide the educational success for all their students. As demonstrated previously, this
successful leadership is a consequence of including the whole community (Padros & Fle-
cha, 2014).

Secondly, leadership practice in these schools is grounded on dialogic learning and
informed by research. As a consequence, the school and the community promote the
implementation of SEAs, to achieve both efficiency and equity. Interviewees state how
the implementation of the SEAs give meaning to their tasks. Sense-making is an aspect
that previous literature has already highlighted is significant for developing successful
leadership (Sahlin, 2023). Along this line, it is observed that the length of time principals
have been in charge does not determine the search for meaning, but that both the most
junior and the most senior principals are fully aware of the role of the school for guar-
anteeing excellence for all, because as shown by Leithwood et al. (2019), interviewees
show that they are conscious of the impact of their leadership to improve teaching and
learning.

Third, principals devote their time to create a school embedded within a larger com-
munity-based organization, not only to improve children’s lives, but also to transform
their sociocultural context. By giving to the community that sense of worth and empow-
erment, principals strive for equity and inclusion. It generates synergies between school
and community that go beyond the school border (Elmore, 2008). In this vein, the partic-
ipants in this research, through their stories, demonstrate that their leadership extends
beyond the school, with the school principal becoming a role model for the community.

In line with previous research (Brown et al., 2011; Elmore, 2008; Sahlin, 2023), this
indicates the relevance of developing successful leadership inside and outside the school
walls to foster school improvement and educational success for all. This article presents
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the results of eleven leadership experiences based on dialogic leadership, which, through
an equal dialogue with all stakeholders, achieve a shared commitment to school success
that becomes sustainable in the community and ensures educational management of
the highest excellence. The experiences of the principals reported in this article might
be an example of transformative educational leaders who make a real difference in their
schools and mobilize teachers, families and communities “to replace deficit thinking
with deep and meaningful relationships” (Shields, 2004: 128). They showed their capacity
to make things happen by creating inclusive learning environments (Hargreaves, 2004).
They enabled others to create a collective dream, achieve their shared purposed and
engage in social and personal transformations (Freire, 1970). The principals who par-
ticipated in this research have a role in the process though which leadership practices of
all the members of the educational community are created, developed and consolidated.

7 Conclusion and limitations

Without denying that differences in leadership practice are required within different
contexts, the principals in schools as Learning Communities share principles and prac-
tices that work in many diverse contexts. Results discussed in this article have referred to
urban and rural schools, small and large, public and private, across cultures and in two
different countries. The evidence on which this article is based is found in ten schools.
Despite not having a large sample, the qualitative and communicative methodology used
to address the issue has allowed us to shed light on the role of the principal in these
schools and to identify possible transferable elements among their practices. Although
it is interesting to continue in this line and to study the transferability of this leader-
ship in other educational contexts, the analysis presented in this article can be a starting
point to obtain more solid evidence on school leadership in the Learning Communities
project.

The challenges faced by school leadership teams and the fact that much that remains
to be done cannot be denied, but research such as this provides evidence of the keys in
educational leadership that facilitate progress in the face of such challenges with inno-
vative educational practices. In short, dialogic leadership, as presented through eleven
experiences, demonstrates how the dialogic approach enhances one’s sense of self-effi-
cacy and connection to the task at hand, showing that with egalitarian dialogue, we can
transform the school context and that all efforts to guarantee educational success for all
children are worthwhile.
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