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This study aims to delineate the intellectual and conceptual architecture of social justice leadership (SJL) research in education by reviewing the strategic themes that emerged during its scientific evolution. The study combines bibliometric performance and science mapping analysis of 135 articles on “SJL in education” retrieved from the Scopus database. SciMAT software (version 1.1.04) was used for the study since it allows for sequential analysis. Our analysis comprised three periods: Period 1 (2003–2012), Period 2 (2013–2017), and Period 3 (2018–2022). Studies during the first period mostly centered around transformative leadership, social justice, and equity themes, while the research focus during the second period moved toward the roles of principals in enabling justice. During the third period, the analysis revealed more variety in the themes addressed by scholars. Instructional leadership roles of principals and the outcomes of social justice leadership, such as equity and well-being for different groups vulnerable to injustices, were the most prominent themes addressed during the last period. The study’s findings enable us to reflect on this research field’s well-or underdeveloped aspects. They would help guide research interest into the under-investigated or emerging themes of SJL, which would eventually increase our understanding of the practice and outcomes of SJL in the educational context.
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1. Introduction

The concept of social justice is familiar in educational literature, with almost 50 years of history. Earlier articulations of social justice mainly focused on sexism and racism (i.e., equity for women and racial minorities in education), particularly with pedagogical and curricular concerns (Lewis, 2016). However, over the past decade, the interest of educational scholars and practitioners in social justice has increased (Goldfarb and Grinberg, 2002; Shields, 2004; Marshall and Olivia, 2006; Furman, 2012; Berkovich, 2014; Canlı and Demirtaş, 2022; Rissanen et al., 2023), and the content of social justice has extended to inequities resulting from poverty, socioeconomic status, cultural diversity, ethnicity, disability, and sexual orientation (Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Starting from the early 21st century, the role of educational leaders in addressing and eliminating these inequitable practices has begun to garner increasing attention (Theoharis, 2007; Shields, 2010; Bogotch, 2013; Berkovich, 2014). Some scholars have even boldly asserted that “educational leadership and social justice are, and must be, inextricably interconnected” (Bogotch and Shields, 2014, p. 10), and “individuals who are unable or unwilling to purposefully, knowledgeably, and courageously work for social justice in education should not be given the privilege of working as a school or district leader” (Marshall and Olivia, 2006, p. 308).

The emphasis on social justice leadership (SJL) has increased internationally (Furman, 2012; Forde and Torrance, 2017), a trend which may be explained from several perspectives. First and foremost, research has shown that inequalities faced by marginalized groups or minorities not only damage school efficiency and effectiveness through harming social solidarity in schools, reducing motivation, and increasing disciplinary problems and drop-out rates but also harm the socioemotional growth and well-being of these students (Karpinski and Lugg, 2006; Berkovich, 2014; Wang, 2018; Moral Santaella, 2022). In the long run, inequities suspend schools from their contemporary mission of “facilitating the harmonious development of a diverse society” (Lumby and Heystek, 2012, p. 5).

Furthermore, under the influence of globalism, societies have become more culturally and ethnically diverse, with a growing number of minorities and socioeconomically disadvantaged groups. This has resulted in socioeconomically, culturally, and ethnically diverse student populations and commissioned schools to prepare students for participation in a more multicultural, multiethnic, multinational, and multi-religious society (Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Rissanen et al., 2023). The global education reform policies introduced in line with neoliberal agendas have also focused on system and research interest in social justice (King et al., 2021). On the one hand, the politics of neoliberalism use education to perpetuate societal inequities by supporting the dominance of elite groups over the marginalized and urging people always to strengthen their position (Berkovich, 2014). On the other hand, the accountability and audit pressures of neoliberalism have attracted the attention of policymakers and practitioners to increased inequities in schools, especially concerning academic achievement gaps in high-stakes exams (Shields, 2004; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Lewis, 2016). In terms of testing, international comparative testing regimes such as PISA have also led to national and international performance comparisons of schools, and the gaps between high and low-achieving students (mostly from disadvantaged groups) have become a significant concern (Blackmore, 2009; Forde and Torrance, 2017). Hence, ensuring social justice in educational policies and practice through school leadership is now more crucial than ever (Shields, 2010; Bogotch, 2013; Oplatka, 2014; Canlı and Demirtaş, 2022).

Social justice leadership discourse has advanced in the literature since the turn of the 21st century, and many scholars have addressed the means and challenges of alleviating and sustaining social justice in schools (DeMatthews et al., 2015). As Lewis (2016) asserted, much has changed and evolved concerning the conceptual understanding of equity and inclusion in schools and the structural factors that shape our notions of social justice. In this regard, a comparative analysis of the evolving SJL knowledge through identifying conceptual and topical trends in SJL research would help broaden our conception of the intellectual quest into “SJL in education.” Thus, the current study conducted a quantitative longitudinal review of the SJL in the educational literature by combining bibliometric and science mapping analysis, which aimed to help reveal how the intellectual structure of “SJL in education” has evolved as a research field. More specifically, the study aimed to address the following research questions:

RQ1: What are scholarship’s volume and growth trajectory on “SJL in education”?

RQ2: What journals and authors have evidenced the most significant citation impact on “SJL in education”?

RQ3: What is the intellectual structure and evolution of the knowledge base of “SJL in education”?

RQ4: What topical foci have attracted the most significant attention from scholars on “SJL in education”?



2. Conceptual background


2.1. Definition of terms: social justice and social justice leadership

Although there is no broad consensus on what “social justice” means in educational literature, it is often used as an umbrella term to refer to (in)equity, (in)equality, (un)equal opportunity, diversity, and inclusion (Blackmore, 2009; Berkovich, 2014). In brief, the concept of social justice addresses creating equitable conditions for all students regardless of their capabilities/disabilities, different racial, cultural or ethnic backgrounds, and/or spiritual and sexual orientations (Jean-Marie et al., 2009). In a socially just system of education, as elucidated by Shields (2004), all students are provided with equity of access to an inclusive and academically challenging curriculum that can open the doors to studying at the university level or seeking employment in a desirable workplace, as well as promoting equitable sustainability and outcomes of schooling which can, in turn, “equip all children from all groups to leave school fully prepared to lead productive, successful, fulfilling lives” (p. 124).

From the leadership perspective, a common understanding is that social justice focuses on the “inequity experiences of marginalized groups concerning educational opportunities and outcomes” (Furman, 2012, p. 194) and refers to the “exercise of altering the [institutional and organizational] arrangements by actively engaging in reclaiming, appropriating, sustaining, and advancing inherent human rights of equity, equality, and fairness in social, economic, educational, and personal dimensions” (Goldfarb and Grinberg, 2002, p. 162). In the same vein, SJL involves a strong interest in interrogating and identifying conditions that create or perpetuate inequalities and marginalization and a gallant attempt to substitute these inequities with equitable and democratic practices (Theoharis, 2007; DeMatthews, 2014; Sarid, 2021). SJL is not only about the recognition and awareness of all kinds of inequities but also involves activism to promote equity-oriented change in social structures and practices (Berkovich, 2014; Forde and Torrance, 2017; Flores and Bagwell, 2021).

Within this dual perspective of SJL, scholars have defined some exemplary personal/professional characteristics or acts associated with school leaders and elucidated the activism inherent in this type of leadership (Theoharis, 2007; DeMatthews, 2014). On the one hand, leaders’ beliefs, experiences, values, and worldviews (Ingle et al., 2011); their cultural or ethnic identities (Santamaria and Jean-Marie, 2014); their communication skills, emotional awareness, and their ability to build relationships and to foster collaboration among diverse groups (DeMatthews, 2014); their acumen and capacity to enact principled and democratic decision making (DeMatthews et al., 2015); their ability to see beyond the parts to the whole with a systems-level perspective (Wang, 2018); and their will to identify their own biases, prejudices, and deficit beliefs through continuous self-reflection (Furman, 2012; Lewis, 2016) are considered to be crucial for socially just leadership practices. On the other hand, social justice leaders are portrayed as activists because they are deemed to courageously challenge the status quo and raise critical consciousness of discriminating and marginalizing norms and practices to create profound and structural social change to eventually elude inequities of any kind (Furman, 2012; Hill-Berry, 2019; Sarid, 2021). In their attempt to transform persistent conventional inequities, these leaders also engage in solid advocacy work through maximizing resources, enhancing staff capacity, mediating conflicts, raising the awareness of others into the deficit beliefs building these injustices, and initiating a community-wide intervention to transform exploitative and marginalizing norms in and out of schools (Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Lewis, 2016). As such, SJL necessitates persistence, commitment, and courage (Furman, 2012) because it entails “an ongoing struggle complicated by personal, cultural, societal, and organizational dimensions associated with the leader, school, community, and society as a whole” (DeMatthews et al., 2015, p. 19).



2.2. Theoretical background

Scholars contend that educational leadership literature needs a solid theory of social justice. Thus, theories from social sciences could provide the intellectual scaffold for both research and practice of leadership (Young and Lopez, 2005; North, 2006). This section encapsulates some theories prominently used in the current SJL literature.

Lewis (2016) asserted that SJL as a modern concept is associated with ideas of distributive justice and societal reorganization, and theories of social justice are built upon three aspects of justice: distributive, cultural, and associational (Furman, 2012; DeMatthews et al., 2015). In brief, distributive justice is the equitable distribution of goods, rights, and societal advantages (Rawls, 2009). Cultural justice refers to recognizing cultural diversity and lacking cultural dominance or marginalization (Fraser, 1997). Associational justice, conversely, concerns ensuring marginalized groups’ participation in decisions that shape their lives (Taysum and Gunter, 2008). Within this framework, SJL is about ensuring that no school is confined to under-resourced, understaffed, undesirable, and inadequate conditions (distributive justice), eliminating deficit thinking, othering, stereotyping, disrespecting or degrading of any cultural group and fostering a culture-friendly educational atmosphere (cultural justice), and a strengthening culture of democracy that enables full participation of everyone where decisions are to be made (associational justice).

Another prevalent theory addressed in SJL literature is conceptualization of social justice of Fraser (1997): redistribution and recognition (Blackmore, 2009; Berkovich, 2014; Wang, 2016). Redistribution concerns eliminating the socioeconomic exploitation, marginalization, and deprivation of any group, and achieving socially just distribution of economic benefits, while recognition refers to eliminating cultural domination, non-recognition, or/and misrecognition; thus, “designat[ing] an ideal reciprocal relation between subjects in which each sees the other as its equal and also as separate from it” (Fraser, 1997, p. 10).

Scholars have also investigated SJL within the framework of socio-ecological theory (Berkovich, 2014; Zhang et al., 2018; King et al., 2021). The theory defines social life based on the interactions between individuals and multiple subsystems (immediate, broader, and macro-social structures) in society (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Within this framework, SJL is emphasized to be “tightly intertwined in the cultural, historical and personal contexts of the leader and the school” (Arar and Oplatka, 2016, p. 71). Thus, understanding SJL necessitates a holistic view that comprises the personal (e.g., beliefs, identity, and background), school (e.g., nature of relationships, climate, and a culture of trust), and community-level factors (e.g., politics and culture; Zhang et al., 2018).

Critical theory, which suggests that society is already organized unjustly and any attempt should benefit the marginalized, is frequently addressed in social justice literature and considered a sound theoretical framework for understanding SJL in schools (Theoharis, 2007). In the same vein, critical race theory, queer theory, and feminist theory, each developed from critical theory, are also suggested to offer a valuable lens to strengthen the investigation and practice of SJL (Young and Lopez, 2005; Marshall and Olivia, 2006; Jean-Marie et al., 2009).




3. Materials and methods


3.1. Study design

In this study, we combined performance analysis and scientific mapping methods to determine the bibliometric performance of the “SJL in education” research field, to reflect on its dynamic and structural features, and to comprehensively present the cognitive architecture of this academic field (Cobo et al., 2011; MacFadden et al., 2021).



3.2. Data search and identification

Online databases such as Clarivate’s Web of Science (WoS) and Elsevier’s Scopus are frequently used as data sources in bibliometric studies. Scopus is considered an optimum database for bibliometrics (Cañadas et al., 2021). Mongeon and Paul-Hus (2016) stated that almost all of the documents listed in the WoS database are also indexed in the Scopus database and that Scopus lists more journals than WoS. The broader coverage of journals reduces the risk of missing documents published that would be valuable to the analysis. For this reason, we used the Scopus database to search and extract data in the current study. During data collection/analysis, we followed a three-step procedure of searching and defining data, extracting and cleaning data, and subsequently analyzing the retrieved data (Hallinger and Kulophas, 2019). The selection process of the 135 articles in the current study is also reported according to Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyzes (PRISMA) guidance (Moher et al., 2009) in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 PRISMA flow diagram.


The following inclusion/exclusion criteria were applied to select publications for analysis (Table 1):



TABLE 1 Inclusion/exclusion criteria.
[image: Table1]

In line with the determined criteria, a keyword search was performed against the Scopus database on August 09, 2022, using the following keyword string:


TITLE (“social justice” OR “social justice leader*” OR “social justice leadership” OR “justice leader*” OR “justice leadership”) AND TITLE (“educational leadership” OR “principal*” OR “school principal*” OR “school administrator*” OR “school administration” OR “leader*” OR “school manager*” OR “school management” OR “head*” OR “headship” OR “headteacher*” OR “head teacher*” OR “school leader*” OR “school leadership” OR “supervisor*” OR “inspector*” OR “school*” OR “teacher*” OR “student*” OR “learner*” OR “pupil*” OR “classroom*” OR “learning” OR “teaching” OR “education*” OR “higher education” OR “secondary education” OR “primary education” OR “preschool education” OR “pre-school education” OR “K-12 education”).
 

Keywords were selected after an in-depth review of the relevant literature and the approval of two field experts. The initial search yielded 1,485 documents, of which 288 remained after excluding 1,197 documents failing to meet the selection criteria. Then, the titles of the 288 articles were examined one by one by the researchers, and 94 documents whose titles were not directly related to “SJL in education” were excluded from the dataset. Next, the researchers read the abstracts of the remaining 194 articles in detail. At this stage, 65 documents were excluded because they needed to be correctly populated and/or were considered out of scope. Eventually, 129 articles were left for the final analysis. However, six additional articles identified through the references of these articles were identified as being appropriate and were subsequently included. As such, the total number of articles selected for analysis increased from 129 to 135.



3.3. Data extraction and analysis

After performing a data search on the Scopus database, we transferred the bibliometric data of each selected article (title, author names, keywords, abstract, citations, publication date, journal name, plus other information such as country) onto the Science Mapping Analysis Tool (SciMAT) software (version 1.1.04) and made them eligible for analysis. Using the SciMAT, we manually grouped keywords representing the same concepts, such as leader and leaders, principal and principals, etc., to improve the thematic analysis’s quality (Cobo et al., 2012; López-Robles et al., 2021).

In line with our research purpose, we used a particular methodology to evaluate the bibliometric performance, conceptual structure, and thematic evolution of the “SJL in education” field based on the 135 most relevant articles selected for the study. First, a bibliometric performance analysis was conducted to determine the temporal distribution of related publications, the accumulated number of publications, and the average citations per article (Zupic and Čater, 2015). In addition, science mapping analysis was performed using the SciMAT software tool (Cobo et al., 2012) to analyze the conceptual structure and thematic evolution of the “SJL in education” research field. Science mapping analysis not only helps to reveal the conceptual structure, development, and research trajectories of a particular field but also aims to reveal the structural and dynamic aspects of this scientific research (Cobo et al., 2011; Martínez et al., 2015). SciMAT combines scientific mapping and bibliometric performance analysis techniques to examine a field, identify, describe, and visualize specific topics and themes, as well as show their thematic evolution. SciMAT is a potent tool for analyzing and monitoring a research field’s evolution over sequential periods (Garfield, 1994; Cobo et al., 2012; Batagelj and Cerinšek, 2013; Chen, 2017). In the current study, SciMAT was used for conceptual science mapping analysis following these four steps (Callon et al., 1991; Coulter et al., 1998; Cobo et al., 2011, 2012; Martínez et al., 2015; Murgado-Armenteros et al., 2015): (i) Identifying “SJL in education” research topics; (ii) visualization of research themes and thematic network; (iii) identifying thematic areas; and, (iv) performance analysis.


3.3.1. Identifying “SJL in education” research topics

A standardized network of co-occurring keywords was formed using the keywords extracted from the retrieved articles. Later, a clustering algorithm was applied to the normalized network of co-occurring keywords to identify research themes, with closely related keywords comprising each cluster or theme. This phase allowed for identifying and visualizing the conceptual subfields of “SJL in education” as a research field and revealing its thematic evolution.



3.3.2. Visualization of research themes and thematic network

Strategic diagram and thematic network were used as two different tools to create a graphical representation of the identified topics. A clustering algorithm was used in the current study to identify and illustrate the research themes. The themes from the cluster-based analysis were presented in a four-quadrant, two-dimensional strategic diagram based on the centrality (x-axis) and density (y-axis) values. Centrality measures the degree to which a cluster interacts with other clusters or the strength of its relationship. In other words, centrality relates to the external relations of a theme; so, as the relationship of a theme with other themes increases, the themes shift to the right-hand side of the strategic diagram. Centrality is mathematically formulated as “c = 10 x Σekh,” where “k” represents a keyword belonging to any one theme and “h” represents a keyword belonging to another theme. Centrality reveals that a cluster or network is an important crossing point and has a critical role in highlighting and helping to understand the relationship between themes. On the other hand, density measures the internal strength of the relationship, that is, the strength of the relationship between keywords within a theme. Density represents the capacity of themes in a research field to persist and develop over time. In addition, density relates to the internal relations of the themes. Themes with increased relationships among themselves shift upward toward the top of the strategic diagram. Density is mathematically formulated as “d = 100 (Σeij / w),” where “i” and “j” represent the keywords of the theme, and “w” represents the number of keywords in the theme. Using centrality and density values, a research field can be represented in a strategic biaxial diagram separating four categories.

In this regard, the research themes were divided into four groups for a conceptual science mapping analysis based on a network of co-occurring keywords as shown in the strategic diagram in Figure 2A (Cobo et al., 2012): (a) Motor themes (Q1): High centrality and density themes related to the development and structuring of the research field; i.e., they show high-progress and are the most significant themes for that field of research; (b) Basic and transversal themes (Q2): High centrality and low density (themes not that well developed but related to the research field; they still tend to be motor themes due to their high centrality); (c) Emerging or declining themes (Q3): Low centrality and density (themes emerging or already disappeared, which can be determined through in-depth qualitative analysis); and (d) Highly developed and isolated themes (Q4): Low centrality and high density (despite being highly specialized and environmental themes, they may be no longer deemed necessary, or lack the appropriate background due to newly-emerged concepts or technology in the field).
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FIGURE 2
 (A) Strategic diagram, (B) thematic network structure, and (C) thematic evolution structure (Cobo et al., 2012).


The thematic network structure presented in Figure 2B shows how strategic themes emerge alongside other subthemes related to the research field. Each thematic network is tagged according to the most important (most central) keyword in the associated theme. Here, the keywords are interconnected, with the volume of the spheres proportional to the number of articles corresponding to each keyword. The size of the circles in the thematic networks depends on the number of publications, whereas the thickness of the lines represents the strength of the relationship.

The thematic evolution map in Figure 2C explores the evolution of research themes, periods, origins, and interrelationships. It is presented as a set of themes developed over different periods. Depending on their interrelationships, a theme may belong to a different thematic area or may not be a continuation of any other theme. Solid lines on the thematic map indicate that the exact keywords as the theme names are shared between the themes; dashed lines indicate that ordinary words are shared apart from the theme labels. The thickness of the lines varies according to the degree of the relationship, while the size of the circles is based on the number of publications.



3.3.3. Identifying thematic areas

To analyze the evolution of the “SJL in the education” research field, the raw data were divided into three consecutive periods. An inclusion index was used to explore the conceptual links between themes from the different periods based on the equation: Ii = #(U ∩ V)/min(#U, #V; Börner et al., 2005; Sternitzke and Bergmann, 2009). The thematic evolution map was created by forming conceptual links (common keywords) from the U theme to the V theme. A thematic connection between the U and V themes shows that both themes have common elements and how they have evolved. As the number of common keywords between periodical clusters increases, their evolution becomes more evident.



3.3.4. Performance analysis

At this stage, the number of articles, total citations, and different h-index values (Hirsch, 2005; Alonso et al., 2009) were used as bibliometric indicators in order to measure the contribution (scientific impact) of each thematic area that emerged from the analysis to the whole “SJL in education” research field.

López-Robles et al. (2021) suggested that analysis made over different periods saves the data from uniformity and allows for comparative results. Therefore, we evaluated the articles focusing on “SJL in education” over three consecutive periods. The three-time periods were formed based on the number of articles published over the whole analysis period (2003–2022). Due to the fewer publications during the earlier years, Period 1 covered 2003 to 2012, Period 2 was from 2013 to 2017, and Period 3 was from 2018 to 2022.





4. Results


4.1. Overall bibliometric analysis

We conducted a performance-based bibliometric analysis to evaluate the “SJL in education” research field. Since performance analysis is based on bibliometric indicators that measure the global impact of publications, we separately examined the distribution of articles in this field according to the year of publication, the accumulated number of publications, citations per article, most productive/cited authors, and most productive/cited journals (Hirsch, 2005).


4.1.1. Temporal distribution of articles

Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of the 135 articles examined on “SJL in education” by year of publication, the accumulated number of publications, and a graphical representation of the average citations per article.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Number of publications and citations over time (2003–2022).


As Figure 3 illustrates, the interest in SJL within the educational literature has increased gradually according to the periods used in the current study, but with some unstable fluctuations. The number of publications in Period 2 and Period 3 showed a more evident upward trend, with 2021 having the highest number of publications. One reason publications escalated during 2021 may be due to the increased attention that social justice could have become a more significant issue during or since the COVID-19 pandemic and might have exacerbated the prevailing educational inequities for groups of already vulnerable students. On the other hand, many renowned journals published special issues during Period 1, such as Educational Administration Quarterly (2004), International Electronic Journal for Leadership in Learning (2006), Journal of Educational Administration (2007), Journal of School Leadership (2007), and Teacher Development (2008), which may have garnered additional interest in SJL in the subsequent periods. Figure 3 shows that articles published during Period 1 were the most cited, as expected. Interestingly, though, articles published in 2014 also received considerable numbers of citations when compared to the other years of Period 2.



4.1.2. Most influential authors

Table 2 lists the 20 most productive scientists contributing to the “SJL in education” field based on the total number of citations. Within the scope of the 135 articles analyzed, the number of authors that contributed to the articles totaled 222, with some authors also having been involved in more than one of the published studies.



TABLE 2 Most cited and productive authors.
[image: Table2]

Table 2 shows that DeMatthews contributed to the field with the highest number of articles (n = 7), while Theoharis’ articles received the highest number of citations (n = 663). Brown contributed two highly cited articles, while Capper was one of the most contributing authors to the field, having published four highly cited articles.



4.1.3. Most influential journals

The top 20 journals with the highest number of articles on “SJL in education” between 2003 and 2022 are listed in Table 3, based on the total number of articles published.



TABLE 3 Rankings of the most productive and cited journals.
[image: Table3]

As Table 3 illustrates, research on “SJL in education” was mostly published in one of the leading journals of the educational administration field; Educational Administration Quarterly. Although the list of most influential journals largely comprises journals with an education/educational management and policy focus, journals from social sciences, counseling, and psychology also showed significant interest in publishing research on “SJL in education.”




4.2. Science mapping and performance analysis

The articles obtained from the Scopus database were analyzed with the SciMAT software tool. They presented the main themes and performance measures (i.e., the h-index values, the sum of citations, centrality, and density ranges). In this section, the results of the science mapping analysis performed using SciMAT are reported as (i) structural analysis (thematic analysis) according to periods, (ii) overlapping graph analysis, and (iii) longitudinal analysis (thematic evolution structure).


4.2.1. Structural analysis: scientific thematic structure


4.2.1.1. Period 1 (2003–2012)

This period includes 34 articles published between 2003 and 2012. The strategic diagram and performance analysis results are shown in Figure 4, while the thematic network structure is shown in Figure 5.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 (A) Strategic diagram and (B) Performance analysis (Source: SciMAT).


[image: Figure 5]

FIGURE 5
 Thematic network structure (2003–2012).


The data analysis for Period 1 (2003–2012) revealed four main themes. Social-Justice-and-Equity, Leadership, and Transformative-Leadership emerged as the motor themes that contributed the most to the field’s development. This finding indicates that research during this initial period mainly focused on themes from the leadership and social justice literature. The Equity theme, on the other hand, was revealed to be an emerging and/or declining theme. The theme of highest significance during this first period was found to be Social-Justice-and-Equity, which was represented by 10 articles in total.

In order to identify the terms associated with the themes for the first period (2003–2012), cluster networks were examined (see Figure 5). Andragogy, Bigotry, Democratic-Leadership, Educational-Leadership, Educational-Administration, Principal-Preparation, Student-Resilience, and Adult were found to have associations with the Social-Justice-and-Equity theme (1, 0.75), which emerged as one of the motor themes of the period (based on the centrality and density values). The Andragogy, Adult, and Principal-Preparation motor themes reflect that prior studies on SJL focused on developing better leadership training programs to support SJL in schools (Furman, 2012). On the other hand, the Leadership motor theme (0.75, 1) established a strong relationship with Lawyers, Minority-Group, Principals, School-Leadership, Inclusive-Leadership, Environmental-Justice, Racial-Justice, and Emotional-Intelligence subthemes. These subthemes seemingly address the qualities (e.g., Emotional-Intelligence, Inclusive-Leadership) or the targets of leadership (e.g., Environmental-Justice, Racial-Justice, Minority-Group) in terms of creating socially just schools.

Another motor theme associated with Period 1 was Transformative-Leadership (0.5, 0.5), which was found to have strong relationships with the Ethnic-Groups, Leadership-for-Social-Justice, Organizational-Justice, Class, Critical-Social-Theory, Pathologizing-Practice, and Perceived-Organizational-Support subthemes. This finding indicates that transformative leadership research in the “SJL in education” literature centrally addressed these subthemes between 2003 and 2012.



4.2.1.2. Period 2 (2013–2017)

This period included 42 articles published between 2013 and 2017, with the results of the science mapping analysis presented as follows. Figure 6 shows the strategic diagram and performance analysis, while Figure 7 shows the thematic network structure.

[image: Figure 6]

FIGURE 6
 (A) Strategic diagram and (B) Performance analysis (Source: SciMAT).


[image: Figure 7]

FIGURE 7
 Thematic network structure (2013–2017).


Five main themes emerged for Period 2 (2013–2017); among them, the Principals and Social-Justice-and-Equity themes were revealed to be the motor themes. Their strong centrality and high-density values suggested that they were the main themes that contributed to the development of the field during the second period. The Leadership-for-Social-Justice theme, with low centrality and high-density values, emerged as a highly developed and isolated theme. On the other hand, the School-Leadership theme was found to be a relatively weak theme that emerged and/or disappeared within the second period. Educational-Leadership was shown to be a basic and transversal theme related to the research field but needed to be sufficiently emphasized. The theme of highest significance during Period 2 was found to be the principal’s theme, which was represented by 10 articles.

Cluster networks (see Figure 7) were examined to determine the subthemes related to the main themes that emerged during Period 2 (2013–2017). The central theme of Principals (1, 0.8) was strongly associated with Urban-Education, Student-Resilience, Instructional-Leadership, Leadership, Moral-Leadership, Social-Justice-Leadership, Equity, and Emotional-Intelligence subthemes. The solid, thick lines also indicate that Urban-Education, Moral-Leadership, Social-Justice-Leadership, and Emotional-Intelligence also had strong associations. The subthemes seemingly underline the means and outcomes of SJL in schools as practiced by principals, especially in the urban schooling context.

The central theme of Social-Justice-and-Equity (0.8, 0.6) was strongly related to Jewish, Muslim, Head-Teacher, Educational-Administration, Bilingual-Education, Community-Development, Advocates, and Educational-Equity subthemes. The finding reflects that research interest during the second period tended to focus on religion and/or language-based inequalities and emphasize the advocacy role of SJL.



4.2.1.3. Period 3 (2018–2022)

The third period included 59 articles published between 2018 and 2022, and the results of their analysis are presented as follows. The strategic diagram and performance analysis are shown in Figure 8, and the thematic network structure is shown in Figure 9.
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FIGURE 8
 (A) Strategic diagram and (B) Performance analysis (Source: SciMAT).


[image: Figure 9]

FIGURE 9
 Thematic network structure (2018–2022).


The analysis revealed 10 main themes for Period 3 (2018–2022). School-Leadership, Instructional-Leadership, LGBTQ, Well-Being, and Equity were the motor themes with strong centrality and high-density values. Thus, these themes contributed the most to developing the “SJL in education” field of research. The Leadership-for-Social-Justice theme emerged as highly developed and isolated, supported by its low centrality and high-density values. Social-Justice-Leadership, Diversity, and Educational-Leadership were each found to be emerging/declining themes that were relatively weak and either newly emerged or had disappeared from the research field during Period 3. Collective-Transformative-Agency was revealed to be a basic and transversal theme, indicating that while the theme was relevant to the research field, it needed to be more adequately developed. This quadrant displays transverse and general basic themes having high centrality and low density. The most significant central theme during Period 3 was the LGBTQ theme, represented by 13 articles.

Cluster networks (see Figure 9) were examined to determine which subthemes related to the main themes that emerged during Period 3 (2018–2022). The central theme of LGBTQ (0.8, 1) was revealed to be strongly related to Cooperative-Behavior, Criminal-Law, Leadership, Justice, Social-Justice-and-Equity, Lawyer, COVID-19, and Cooperation subthemes.

The central theme of Instructional-Leadership (0.9, 0.9) was found to have strong relationships with Preparation, Priority, Goals-of-Schooling, Commitment, First-Generation, Graduation, Matriculation, and Neoliberalism subthemes. Many subthemes address access to or successful attainment in higher education (i.e., Preparation, First-Generation, Graduation, and Matriculation). In other words, the scholars of SJL research have addressed instructional leadership to achieve social justice in accessing and completing higher education, which may determine prospects for a better life. In addition, the goals of schooling (maybe the academic and social goals) under the influence of neoliberalism are reconsidered with an SJL perspective during Period 2.

The central theme of School-Leadership (1, 0.8) was strongly associated with Citizens, College-Curriculum, Urban-Education, Talents, Advocates, Andragogy, Bridge-Partnerships, and Budget-Allocation subthemes.

The central theme of Well-Being (0.7, 0.6) was found to have strong relationships with Mental-Health, Social-Determinants-of-Health, Relational-Leadership, Minority-Group, Academic-Optimism, Anti-Racism, Food-Insecurity, and Health-Care-Policy subthemes, which seemingly address both the psychological and physiological aspects of well-being as an outcome of social (in)justices. The central theme of Equity (0.6, 0.7), on the other hand, was revealed to have strong relationships with Stakeholders, Gender, Bigotry, Marginalized, People-Oriented-Approach, Reform, Remedial-Courses, and Revolutionize subthemes during Period 3.




4.2.2. Overlapping graph

The overlapping map shows the keywords for each period and the newly appeared, lost, or reused keywords during the study’s three consecutive periods (Salazar-Concha et al., 2021). The overlapping map illustrated in Figure 10A shows that a total of 37 terms emerged for Period 1 and that while 15 of these did not exist in the subsequent period, a total of 22 terms also existed. For Period 2, on the other hand, a total of 48 terms emerged, of which 34 were also used in the following period and 14 were not. As for Period 3, 83 terms emerged in total. While the number of terms used for the first time in Period 2 was 26, this total was 49 in Period 3. The keywords increased from 37 in Period 1 to 83 in Period 3, indicating a significant increase in articles published. This cumulative keyword number increase reveals that the “SJL in education” research field has been diversified systematically. In addition, the increased number of words added during each period reveals that the field is continuing to develop, while the growing number of disjointed terms reveals that the terms used in this field of research are constantly being updated.
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FIGURE 10
 (A) Overlapping map and (B) Longitudinal map (Source: SciMAT).




4.2.3. Longitudinal analysis—thematic evolution

The longitudinal thematic evolution map (see Figure 10B) illustrates the development pattern in the knowledge base and the relationships between topics that formed the focus of “SJL in education” research over the three consecutive periods of the current study. While the size of the spheres in the longitudinal map indicates the number of publications, the thickness of the lines connecting the spheres indicates the strength of correlation between the themes within the periods (Cobo et al., 2012; Murgado-Armenteros et al., 2015). The thematic fields shown in this map reveal the main themes and emerging research fields covered by “SJL in education” research.

The longitudinal map illustrates that four themes emerged during Period 1 (2003–2012), constituting 25.19% of the published articles. Among these themes, Social-Justice-and-Equity continued to exist in Period 2. It was determined that the Leadership theme was exchanged with School-Leadership and Principals themes in Period 2. In addition, the Transformative-Leadership theme was observed to be exchanged for the Leadership-for-Social-Justice, School-Leadership, and Educational-Leadership themes in Period 2. However, the Equity theme was found to be exchanged by Principals, School-Leadership, and Educational-Leadership themes in Period 2.

Five themes emerged during the second period (2013–2017), covering 31.11% of the articles reviewed. Among these themes, Educational-Leadership, School-Leadership, and Leadership-for-Social-Justice continued to exist in Period 3. The Social-Justice-and-Equity theme was found to have merged with the LGBTQ, School-Leadership, and Collective-Transformative-Agency themes. In addition, the principal’s theme was exchanged with the LGBTQ, School-Leadership, Instructional-Leadership, Social-Justice-Leadership, Equity, and Educational-Leadership themes.

Ten main themes emerged in Period 3 (2018–2022), which covers 43.70% of the articles examined. Among these themes, Educational-Leadership, School-Leadership, and Leadership-for-Social-Justice were themes carried forward from Period 2, while seven appeared for the first time in Period 3 (LGBTQ, School-Leadership, Instructional-Leadership, Social-Justice-Leadership, Well-Being, Diversity, and Collective-Transformative-Agency). The Equity theme, which had appeared in Period 1 and interestingly disappeared in Period 2, later reappeared during Period 3. The Well-Being theme, which emerged in Period 3, was not found to have established any relationships with themes from the two previous periods.





5. Discussion and implications

Combining bibliometric and science mapping analysis, the present study delineated the intellectual and conceptual architecture of the SJL field by exhibiting the strategic themes that emerged during its scientific evolution. This quantitative longitudinal review suggests significant implications for the future investigation and practice of SJL in an educational context.

It was evident that SJL has incrementally garnered research interest in educational literature over the past two decades. This research field’s thematic evolution and conceptual architecture were analyzed in three consecutive periods to better observe the changing scope and trends. The featuring themes and subthemes, as well as the periodical evolution of these themes, are elaborated on and discussed in light of existing literature.

The results of the science mapping analysis showed that leadership, transformative leadership, social justice, and equity themes were featured for the first analysis period. Among these themes, transformative leadership and social justice/equity were significant for driving research during this period. As expected, the research at this initial developmental stage was building upon leadership and social justice literature, so the emergence of social justice and leadership as motor themes was not surprising. The fact that “social justice” and “equity” were combined as a single theme while “equity” got weaker attention might indicate that social justice and equity were held as two same constructs by the researchers and were used interchangeably or altogether rather than addressing equity alone. Looking into the definitions of SJL (as given earlier) alone could justify this claim. As for the transformative leadership theme, our finding supports Shields (2004) assertion that “perhaps the most prevalent theme in the literature is that social justice leaders are proactive change agents, engaged in “transformative leadership” (p. 195). Transformative leadership, “characterized by its activist agenda and its overriding commitment to social justice, equality and a democratic society” (Van Oord, 2013, p. 422), could be a suitable intellectual scaffold or a touchstone for SJL (Bogotch and Reyes-Guerra, 2014; Wang, 2018) since SJL is defined as an agentic, action-oriented, and activist endeavor toward realizing justice for all, and a challenging attempt to realize a profound change in the mindsets and practices of educational stakeholders concerning inequalities of all kinds (Lewis, 2016).

A closer scrutiny of the motor themes from the first period indicates that transformative leadership was also held with perceived organizational support, critical social theory, and pathologizing educational practices. Research on SJL as a transformative act was associated with the perceived valuing and caring aspect of leadership that could nourish the sense of belonging and collective responsibility for the well-being of everyone (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002; Wang, 2018) while using critical social theory as a theoretical lens. The theory had already become prominent in educational literature through the works of scholars such as Freire. It addressed the significance of building a humanist pedagogy that provides equal opportunity and power to access quality education (Benson et al., 2013). Concerning this, the critical social theory was seemingly taken up by researchers to investigate leadership acts for achieving equity for everyone regardless of their race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, disability, or other forms of difference. As for the pathologizing sub-theme, the following assertions of Shields (2004) might have been influential:


“…transformative educational leaders may foster the academic success of all children through engaging in moral dialog that facilitates the development of strong relationships, supplants pathologizing silences, challenges existing beliefs and practices, and grounds educational leadership in some criteria for social justice” (p. 109).
 

Shields (2004) suggests that pathologizing occurs due to the deficit thinking that differences result from the lived experiences of the marginalized and, thus, are abnormal and unacceptable within the school’s boundaries. This pathologizing approach could show itself through silencing the marginalized and discriminatory language used in policy statements or practices and thus possesses a significant barrier to achieving social justice.

The prominent themes during the second period were “principal,” “social justice,” and “equity,” while “school” and “educational leadership” themes were weakening. One particular reason for this result could be that principals were considered to play a vital role in enacting social justice in schools (Wang, 2016) and have “a critical position to move initiatives forward or to kill them off, quickly through actions or slowly through neglect” (Murphy et al., 2009, p. 181). Hence, principals are considered positionally powerful and morally responsible for fostering equitable practices and outcomes for all students regardless of race, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation (DeMatthews et al., 2015; Shaked, 2020). As such, several studies investigated the acts and characteristics of principals with social justice orientations (e.g., Jansen, 2006; Kose, 2007; Theoharis, 2007), and research interest in the second period moved from broader concepts of school or educational leadership to a narrower scope—the daily operations of principals concerning social justice.

The sub-themes associated with the “principal” theme, such as “moral leadership,” “emotional intelligence,” or “instructional leadership,” also support this interpretation, all of which stand as significant characteristics of effective principals as a leader (Theoharis, 2007; Rigby, 2014). In this period, Zembylas (2010), for instance, investigated the emotional aspects of SJL, answering Jansen’s (2006) call for studies explicitly addressing the emotions of social justice leaders, and found that SJL entails both pleasant and unpleasant emotions, which eventually impacts the leadership practices and outcomes.

Rigby (2014), on the other hand, defined social justice as the third logic of instructional leadership and underlined the significance of instructional leadership in leveraging the academic achievement of all students and promoting diverse needs in heterogeneous classrooms. Shaked (2020) later confirmed that SJL had parallels with instructional leadership in that they both aimed to support all students’ academic achievement and raise them as resourceful citizens. Principals practice both types of leadership when they “continuously examine whether …student learning is equitable for all student groups …and encourage teachers to critically examine their practice for possible bias regarding race, class, and gender” (Kose, 2007, p. 279). In the same vein, scholars often emphasized the “moral” aspect of SJL and defined it as a moral use of power to foster equitable school practices and outcomes (Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Bogotch and Reyes-Guerra, 2014). It is often suggested that the moral aspect of leadership must accompany the technical aspect in the field and leadership preparation programs (Furman, 2012). During the second period, these perspectives were all reflected in research focusing on principal leadership.

During the third period of analysis, the theme “instructional leadership” maintained its significance while the themes of school leadership and equity emerged as the motor themes. On the other hand, the main themes from the previous periods, such as “educational leadership,” “transformative leadership,” and “agency,” weakened. One reason why “school leadership” came into prominence while the “principal” theme disappeared could be the changing perspective of leadership from a single person (i.e., the principal) to more distributed or shared forms of leadership (i.e., increased leadership capacity) in schools (Karakose et al., 2022). For one thing, SJL, as the advocacy of equity for all in the face of persistent historical and systemic marginalization, is not an easy task, and leaders often confront challenges, pressures, dilemmas, and resistance, which can genuinely be overcome through collective efforts within and around schools (Theoharis, 2007; DeMatthews, 2014; Parveen et al., 2022; Tülübaş, 2022). For instance, as Wang (2018) underlined, working with like-minded teachers willing to collaborate to enact social justice in every dimension of students’ lives is crucial. Similarly, empowering and including all stakeholders (school administrators, teachers, parents, and students) to collaboratively address social inequities and groom them as critical-minded, transformative agents is essential for effective leadership (Zhang et al., 2018; Yirci et al., 2023). Therefore, a distributive perspective is considered to help develop a better understanding and practice of SJL (DeMatthews, 2014; Hill-Berry, 2019).

The analysis also showed that research interest in LGBTQ issues in educational contexts increased during the third period. One reason why LGBTQ became a driving theme in this period could be the increasing number of studies on the problems of LGBTQ students or staff during the COVID-19 pandemic, considering that the pandemic could make these groups of people more vulnerable to inequality due to their weaker status in many societies (Goldberg, 2020). This was also reflected in our findings, as COVID-19 was one of the significant sub-themes of the LGBTQ theme. Other sub-themes, such as law, lawyer, and justice, might indicate that these studies primarily focused on the legal rights aspect of the issue. On the other hand, scholars noted that studies addressing LGBTQ experience in education and leadership literature are scarce and insufficient to develop a clearer understanding of their lived experiences from social justice perspective (O’Malley and Capper, 2015). However, research indicates that students with LGBTQ identification often feel unsafe and victimized in school, and confront bigotry and verbal and physical assault/harassment (Myers et al., 2020). What is more, intersectionality, referring to the interconnected nature of social categorizations such as race, class, and gender, is found to be a shared experience among these students, which might bring in more severe injustices (O’Malley and Capper, 2015). These previous findings might have guided SJL research during the third period.

Well-being emerged as another theme that garnered research interest during the third period. The theme, with its various sub-themes such as health care, mental health and food security, anti-racism, relational leadership and minority groups, and academic optimism, suggests that research during this period focused on student well-being from quite a broad perspective. Indeed, both psychical and emotional well-being are expected and targeted outcomes of enabling social justice in schools. This can be achieved by improving all students’ life prospects, socioemotional growth, and academic outcomes (Berkovich, 2014). Considering that social equity has a significant influence on the psychological and physiological well-being of both students and the school-wide community (Gerdin et al., 2021; Polat et al., 2023), this increased research interest is gratifying and likely to contribute to our understanding of how student well-being can be enhanced through SJL.

The evolution of thematic trends across three consecutive periods also deserves some elaboration because the changing scope of these themes delineates the intellectual evolution of social justice leadership research in educational literature and presents a guideline for future research. When viewed holistically, it is evident that the number of themes consistently increased, each theme having a narrower scope. Closer scrutiny of the themes featured during the first period shows that social justice and leadership literature scaffolded the initial development of social justice leadership discourse in research. In the second period, the number of leadership concepts increased such that educational leadership, school leadership, and leadership for justice themes became prominent, while transformative leadership as a concept lost research interest. In the third period, the variety of themes increased, and research began to be guided by new themes such as LGBTQ or well-being. The transformative leadership theme re-emerged with a focus on the collective aspect. Diversity theme, which is, in fact, central to the understanding of social justice, though, was among the newly emerging, weaker themes. These results indicate that the increased understanding of the scope of social justice leadership over time enriched the research field.

On the other hand, the emerging themes in the final period, especially the weaker ones such as diversity, a collective transformative agency of all school-community or even all the stakeholders, await more research interest. Another significant finding is that “social justice leadership” and “leadership for social justice” emerged as two separate themes; the latter emerged as a stand-alone theme in the third period. This indicates conceptual confusion among researchers, which should be addressed in future investigations.



6. Conclusion and limitations

The current study contributed to the growing literature on “SJL in education” by delineating the periodical evolution of its themes and the conceptual architecture of the existing knowledge base. The findings support this research field’s future development by reflecting its well-or under-developed aspects. It would guide research interest into the under-investigated or emerging themes of SJL, which would eventually increase our understanding of the practice and outcomes of SJL in educational contexts. On the other hand, the present study has limitations, as any study is. For one thing, despite the comprehensive coverage of journals and articles on Scopus and the inclusion of a more enormous scope of research thanks to co-word analysis, the study might still have missed some research on “SJL in education.” In addition, this study neither attempts nor presents the review of previous research in conventional terms but solely illustrates its intellectual development and evolution between 2003 and 2022.
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