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Lessons 
on

Leading
for
equity

eaverton—a suburb of  Port- 
land, OR—is best known 
as the world headquarters 
of the sports  apparel be-
hemoth Nike. In his state 

of the city address, Mayor   
Denny Doyle described the  

community as “vibrant,  
friendly, welcoming, ath- 
letic, and  responsible.” 
Like many suburban 
communities across the  
country, however, Beaverton has been under-

going a steady transformation from a homo-
geneous, middle-income population to one that’s  

increasingly ethnically and economically  diverse. No-
where is that more apparent than in Beaverton’s classrooms.

Jeff Rose, the superintendent of the Beaverton School District, pointed 
out that when he first came to the district as a teacher in the early 1990s, most 
students were White. Hispanic students made up 6%–7% of the population 
and were the largest minority group. Today, Hispanics make up more than a 
quarter of the student body and Beaverton is on the verge of becoming a “mi-
nority majority” district, with almost half of all students coming from different 
racial and ethnic backgrounds. “That surprises many people,” said Rose. “We 
have over 93 languages spoken in the district. We have some schools that have 
6% poverty and some 90%; even some of our low-poverty schools often have 
14 to 20 languages spoken, while some of our high-poverty schools may have 
3 or 4 languages spoken.”

Although student demographics have shifted, staff member demograph-
ics have not. To support school leaders and teachers in serving students of 
diverse backgrounds better, Beaverton has taken a number of steps, including 
joining with other Oregon school districts that are facing similar challenges 
in providing equitable educational opportunities for all students. Sixteen dis-
tricts that serve more than a third of the state’s students have formed the Or-
egon Leadership Network (OLN), the nation’s only comprehensive education 
leadership development network with equity at its core ( http://oln.education 
northwest.org/).

Founded about a dozen years ago, the OLN provides networking opportu-
nities, professional development institutes, technical assistance, and other re-
sources. It helps inform changes in state policy, including revisions to Oregon’s
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Equitable education 
begins with district and 
school leaders educating 
themselves about racial 
and cultural biases. 

Understanding the 
difference between 
equality and equity and 
using disaggregated data 
to support decisions are 
key elements. 

Staff development must be 
thorough and ongoing to 
result in real change. 
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administrator licensure programs and standards 
that now require evidence of demonstrating 
equitable practices. The group, which includes 
members of educational service districts, represen-
tatives of higher education, and community and 
business partners, also conducts research on issues, 
such as racially based disparities in disciplinary 
practices and graduation rates.

Most recently the OLN has collaborated on 
the development of the Leadership for Equity 
Assessment & Development (LEAD) Tool (http://
leadtool.educationnorthwest.org/).

Now being tested by OLN members, the 
LEAD Tool is a research-based series of rubrics to 
guide school-based equity practices. Through the 
rubrics, members of a leadership team collectively 
examine their practices and enact the 10 high-le-
verage equitable practices most likely to eliminate 
race-, class-, and other group-based disparities in 
student opportunities and outcomes. (See  
figure 1.)

All of those activities have contributed to a 
few broad “lessons” for principals and other leaders 
who seek to address practices that marginalize 
students from underrepresented groups:

n Start with the leaders 
n Understand the difference between equal and 

equitable
n Use disaggregated data to drive all decisions
n Provide high-quality staff development in 

equitable practices.

Start With the LeaderS
As in other areas of school improvement, efforts 
to address equity are driven by leaders at every 
level of the education system. Education leaders 
exert influence over key drivers of change: curri-
cula, instructional practices, assessment and evalu-
ation, and community involvement. Teacher lead-
ers design and mobilize staff members for equity. 
School board members create policy structures 
to support implementation of equitable practices. 
By modeling equity beliefs in those areas, school 
and district leaders signal to the entire staff the 
importance of viewing policy and practice through 
a lens of equity.

In leading the change process, education lead-
ers must be willing to confront racist language and 
racial stereotypes that are all too easily accepted 
in society. Too often, however, educators have no 
training or background in conducting the honest 
conversations that are essential to making real 
progress. If administrators attempt to engage all 
stakeholders in those conversations but do not yet 
have the skills to handle the sometimes-heated 
emotions and strong opinions that arise, they may 
actually do more harm than good.

Oregon’s Tigard-Tualatin School District—an 
OLN member—began its journey toward equity 
by involving all administrators in a yearlong series 
of trainings focused on racial equity. The district 
established an equity leadership team to develop a 
framework for transformational change. Members 
included administrators from all levels, as well as 
teacher leaders of color. This group continues to 
meet monthly to examine district policies, struc-
tures, and systems through a lens of racial equity. 
The team’s structure has been replicated within 
each school in the district, and each school-based 
team includes staff members who have the will 
and the skill to successfully teach students of all 
cultures. Six years later, those teams function at all 
levels and are realizing a slow but steady closing of 
the racial achievement gap.

CO
RE EQUITABLE PRACTICES

Modeling ethical
and equitable

behavior

Constructing
and enacting

an equity
vision

Developing
organizational

leadership
for equity

Engaging in
self-reflection and
growth for equity

Collaborating
with families

and communities

Influencing the
sociopolitical context

Hiring and placing
personnel

Fostering an
equitable

school culture

Allocating
resources

Supervising for
improvement of

equitable instruction

Figure 1 High-Leverage equitable Practices
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Another OLN member, Portland Public 
Schools, now tests all principal applicants for 
their racial awareness and will not hire candidates 
who appear to lack the capacity to be leaders for 
 equity. The 25-minute test is administered by a 
person of color, and applicants are asked about 
their first racially related experience and about 
specific experiences that have influenced their 
personal and professional thinking about race. 

The tests are scored by several people at the 
highest levels of the district who are involved 
in supervising principals. “We’re sending a clear 
message that you don’t get hired as a principal in 
Portland Public Schools unless you can demon-
strate that you’re on a personal journey of devel-
oping a racial consciousness,” said a senior district 
 administrator. “You need to be far enough along in 
that journey to lead this work in our schools.” 

UnderStand the difference BetWeen  
Equal and EquitablE
Equality and equity are closely related, but dif-
ferent, concepts. To understand their relation-
ship, it may be helpful to think in terms of inputs 
(resources) and outputs (outcomes). 

Equality emphasizes providing the same (or 
equal) resources to all. If all students get the same 
resources, justice is served through equal treat-
ment and equal opportunity. Such a view may not 
address the fact that not all students start at the 
same place in terms of cognitive development and 
access to resources and supports. Nor do all educa-
tors start at the same place in terms of cultural 
awareness, racial consciousness, or understanding 
poverty. Although well-meaning, this approach of-
ten leads to disproportionate outputs and predict-
able results by race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic 
status. 

In an equity-based model, on the other 
hand, policymakers and educators intentionally 
adjust a variety of resources to better serve the 
highest-need students. The allocation of resources 
at the school and district level must go further 
to address inequality. That requires bold and 
intentional conversations about school structures, 
student supports, data use, professional learning, 
and instructional improvement that help meet 
individual student needs. Those conversations 
encourage schools to view each student—and 
each staff member—as an individual with needs, 

Equality and equity 
are closely related, but 
different, concepts. 
To understand their 
relationship, it may be 
helpful to think in terms 
of inputs (resources) and 
outputs (outcomes). 
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skills, and a background that is unique to him or 
her. When implemented effectively, equitable 
practices can create greater equality of outcomes. 
For example, Portland Public Schools is intentional 
and systematic in reviewing their policies and 
practices, which are rooted in a board-adopted 
racial educational equity policy (www.pps.k12 
.or.us/news/6097.htm). 

USe diSaggregated data to drive  
aLL deciSionS
Although data use is now embedded in the prac-
tice of most schools and districts, school leaders 
struggle to explicitly examine and act on data that 
have been disaggregated by race and ethnicity. 
Achieving educational equity demands that we do 
just that. To intentionally adjust school practices, 
which is fundamental to creating more equitable 

practices and outcomes, educators must be willing 
to look at the hard facts of disparities in outcomes 
that are related to race, ethnicity, culture, and 
poverty.

For example, newly released data from the US 
Department of Education show that from 2009 to 
2010, Black students, especially boys, were more 
likely to be suspended or expelled than White 
students. One in five Black boys and more than 1 
in 10 Black girls received an out-of-school suspen-
sion. Overall, Black students were three and a half 
times more likely to be suspended or expelled 
than their White peers.

The following questions may be useful in be-
ginning an equity-focused, data-based inquiry:
n Have we engaged the voices of diverse par-

ticipants and stakeholders in planning and 
implementing this initiative? 

n How do we show that we believe that all stu-
dents can learn?

n What evidence accounts for the disparities 
among student subgroups?

n Can we articulate what we need to do to more 
effectively teach those students with whom we 
have been least successful?

n Why do disparities among student subgroups 
persist?

Provide high-QUaLity Staff deveLoPment  
in eQUitaBLe PracticeS
Directly confronting issues of race, ethnicity, 
and social class encourages educators to consider 
whether student failure is the result of fundamen-
tal injustices within the system itself. Although 
raising consciousness is a first step, it must be fol-
lowed by high-quality professional development 
that can help educators bring equity practices into 
the classroom.

One example of a classroom-focused effort is 
developing culturally relevant lessons that connect 
to students’ diverse traditions. Unlike multicul-
tural education that incorporates all of the world’s 
cultural and ethnic diversity into lessons, culturally 
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relevant teaching specifically draws on the under-
standing, views, concepts, and ways of knowing of 
the students who are in a particular class or school.

As a first step in implementing culturally rel-
evant teaching, teachers and administrators must 
understand that everyone views the world through 
a cultural lens. Each staff member must examine 
how his or her cultural perspective affects the way 
he or she sees students and their families. Each 
must ask, What self-exploration do I need to do?

After probing their personal beliefs, staff mem-
bers must think about what additional informa-
tion they need to learn about their students, such 
as their cultural backgrounds and perspectives and 
their personal and family values. Staff members 
must also think about how they can demonstrate 
that students’, families’, and community members’ 
cultural framing and knowledge are important to 
the school community. Staff members must know 
how they can tap their students’ cultural strengths 
and ensure that they are not teaching on the basis 
of stereotypes.

Once they’ve explored their own cultural 
lenses and those of their students, staff members 
can begin to build relationships and communities 
in their classrooms using activities that help staff 
members and students know one another better 
and learn from each other. This process takes time. 
Experience shows that it’s best to start small and 
then build up to larger activities and projects.

In the Beaverton School District, for example, 
teachers regularly meet to share classroom action-
research projects that focus on equity issues and 
the implementation of solutions to meet the 

needs of each student. Other areas for profes-
sional development might include how to provide 
conceptual scaffolding for students who need it 
and how to ensure that assessments do not contain 
items that call for background knowledge that 
certain students may lack. Those efforts can also 
include rethinking schoolwide practices that lead 
to placing racial and cultural minority students 
in low-rigor curricular tracks. Many schools have 
embedded equity practices into their models for 
identifying individual student interventions and 
for determining which students need special edu-
cation services.

Conclusion
Leading for equity is hard, yet inspiring, work. It 
requires thoughtful and bold conversations about 
race and poverty; close examination of poli-
cies and practices; and astute attention paid to a 
variety of data and evidence of student achieve-
ment, progress, and success. Above all, it requires 
a willingness to look deeply at one’s beliefs and 
attitudes and to reflect on how those attitudes 
play out in daily practice.

Viewing practice through a lens of equity 
challenges educators to acknowledge that the need 
to close achievement gaps and address disparities 
that continue to undermine education systems 
isn’t driven simply by federal or state mandates. 
Rather, it comes from personal and organizational 
transformation that is focused on leadership devel-
opment and data-infused equitable practices. PL
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Leading for equity is hard,  
yet inspiring, work.




