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Preface

In early 2013, I called George (a mentor and friend since 2007), then Mark (whom I’d 
met and whose work I had followed), and then Gretchen (whom I knew of but had never 
met) and asked them to join me in thinking about the unique practice of school leader-
ship that aims to make meaningful structural and systemic shifts toward educational 
equity. I will remain forever grateful to each of them for saying yes to the possibility of 
the four of us working together and, ultimately, for the ways they opened themselves 
and shared their experiences, energy, wisdom, investment, and hearts to envision how 
we might offer something of value. That they selected me as lead author of this book 
reflects only that I made the initial contacts; it does not reflect the true investment of 
time, knowledge, ideas, and words on the page that we collectively imparted. I am both 
honored and humbled to be in partnership with Gretchen, Mark, and George and forev-
er changed by the process of, and learning from, our work and relationships together.

We began our four-person team first by talking about ideas and approaches to 
this type of leadership, and then began to discuss what form our collective work might 
take, eventually deciding to write a book—this book—together. Our sole purpose was 
to address an overwhelming need in the field for practical and effective resources and 
guidance to make systemic change that advances social justice in schools and school 
districts while building cohesive communities. We wanted to develop a book that would 
provide leaders with processes and tools to engage in the deeply disruptive nature of © H
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v i i i         F IVE  PRACTICES  FOR EQUITY-FOCUSED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

equity change with thoughtful attention to fundamental human needs for connection, 
growth, and homeostasis. 

Through our multiyear process of developing content and writing together, we 
witnessed national events that were changing our world: Ferguson; Philando Castile; 
the growing power of Black Lives Matter; the unprecedented election of President 
Donald Trump; the ushering in of the post-truth era; Brett Kavanaugh and the #MeToo 
movement; escalating climate change; sweeping and inhumane anti-immigrant actions; 
increasing awareness and acceptance of gender diversity; and the increasing levels of 
both activism and polarization aided and fueled by the evermore omnipresent role of 
the internet and social media in our lives. As of this writing, we are months past the ini-
tial stay-home orders in most states related to the Coronavirus, and the U.S. count has 
surpassed 18 million cases of infection, with more than 1.5 million deaths worldwide. 
These numbers, as well as any report on the economic impact of this crisis, will undoubt-
edly seem incredibly stunted by the time you read this. We cannot predict the lasting and 
unimaginable ways this global pandemic—or the political and social polarization that 
accompanies it in the United States—will change our world on every scale, including in 
schools and in our daily lives. By the time you read this, although you will have a better 
idea, the true impact will not be known for years.

Beyond the COVID-19 pandemic, we are witness to social unrest and uprising on the 
largest scale in decades, ignited by the slow and painful murder of George Floyd, held 
under the knee of a Minneapolis police officer for over nine minutes, and captured on 
videotape for the world to see, just a few miles from my home in Minneapolis. 

We believe that whatever happens in the months and years ahead, and however 
our lives change, the processes and tools in this book will be useful for you. We wrote 
this book such that it could be practical and useful across contexts, and not rely on any 
particular set of assumptions about the way your school, district, or other educational 
setting might work, with the exception that yours is a human system, it is focused on 
learning, and it exists in a centuries-old context of racism, sexism, classism, and other 
forms of exclusion.

To that end, we know that the management literature and paradigms about how 
business leaders grow and create more profit through their companies and practices 
simply cannot be directly applied to schools that seek to serve all students, particularly 
as they exist in broader systems that structurally guarantee and necessitate inequal-
ity and inequity. Educational equity requires the examination and revision of tightly 
held beliefs about how schools are structured and operationalized, for what purpose, © H
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3

Introduction

Schools in the United States, while providing many great experiences and opportunities, 
are still grossly inequitable. Consider these facts:

• School discipline disproportionately targets students of color, students with disabil-
ities, and transgender students. Black students are suspended or expelled at three 
times the rate of White students (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil 
Rights, 2014, 2016); they represent 16 percent of the student population, but up 
to 40 percent of students suspended and 27 percent of students referred to law 
enforcement. Students with disabilities are twice as likely to be suspended than 
their nondisabled peers. These statistics worsen for students of color with disabili-
ties: Nearly 25 percent of boys of color with disabilities are suspended and approx-
imately 20 percent of girls of color with disabilities receive suspension, compared 
to 6 percent of students without disabilities. Transgender students are twice as 
likely to be disciplined than their cisgender peers (Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer, & 
Boesen, 2014). Those who are suspended are less likely to graduate and more likely 
to enter the juvenile justice system than those who aren’t. 

• White and Asian students are twice as likely as their Black and Latino/a/x peers 
to attend high schools where the full range of math and science courses—Algebra I, 
geometry, Algebra II, calculus, biology, chemistry, physics—are available. Further, 
Black and Latino/a/x students as well as students with disabilities and English © H
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4         F IVE  PRACTICES  FOR EQUITY-FOCUSED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

learners (ELs) are less likely to be in these classes even when they  
are offered.

• While students with disabilities represent 12 percent of the student enrollment, they 
make up 58 percent of students placed in seclusion or involuntary confinement and 
75 percent of students who are physically restrained (U.S. DOE OCR, 2014, 2016). 
These students comprise 22 percent of students who are retained and only 2 per-
cent of students in an AP class. More than 1.1 million students have minimal or no 
access to general education and limited inclusion with their peers; in many places, 
this disproportionately impacts students of color (U.S. DOE OCR, 2016). 

• English learners have graduation rates (Layton, 2014) at approximately 59 percent 
nationally, with some states graduating only 24 percent of their ELs. While making 
up approximately 5 percent of high school students, ELs represent 11 percent of 
students retained or held back, and 21 percent of ELs are chronically absent (U.S. 
DOE OCR, 2016).

• Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning, and intersex (LGBTQIA+) 
students are targeted at alarming rates. Seventy-four percent are verbally 
harassed, 36 percent are physically harassed, and 17 percent are assaulted. While 
the majority of LGBTQIA+ students miss school and stay away from extracurric-
ular events because they feel unsafe, most (57 percent) do not report it to school 
officials as they feel nothing will be done. They’re not off-base in their predic-
tions: 62 percent of LGBTQIA+ students who did report harassment or assault to 
school authorities indicated that nothing was done (Kosciw et al., 2014).

• Since 9/11, Muslim and Arab students and their families have faced heightened 
concerns about harassment and being targeted. In 2014, more than 50 percent 
of Muslim students reported being insulted or abused because of their religion 
(Blad, 2016; Shah, 2011). Approximately 30 percent of girls who wore hijabs 
reported that their head coverings were inappropriately touched or pulled. Many 
have experienced teachers, principals, and fellow classmates profiling them as 
associated with terrorists.

We believe much can be done to change these circumstances, yet school leaders 
don’t always have the tools, knowledge, and resources to actually do so. We wrote this 
book because we wanted to offer an actionable framework that individual leaders and 
school, district, and interorganizational teams can use to address this need.© H
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1
This Is So Hard!  

The Challenge and Urgency  
of Leading for Equity

We know that schooling and education are powerful gateways to opportunity and qual-
ity of life. We know that hundreds of thousands of teachers and administrators give 
their blood, sweat, and tears to their students every day and have profound impact. We 
know that the spirit of universal public education is a spirit of equity and opportunity. 
Nonetheless, in the midst of this noble work and promise, we have gross inequity. This 
inequity must and can be changed. 

This change requires a systemic and transformative approach. By systemic, we mean 
that the problem lies in the system and the inequities are symptoms and results. In other 
words, although inequity breeds inequity, it is not the cause but the result of a system 
that is set up to produce inequities. Therefore, system-based approaches are necessary 
to create equity. When we say transformative, we mean that you have to learn to think 
and act in some fundamentally different ways to change these historic patterns that are 
entrenched in the system. This section establishes the need for you, as a school leader, 
to make a firm and engaged commitment to prioritize equity leadership. 

To begin, we illustrate some of the harder truths about how inequity lives, acts, 
and grows in schools. We visit Ezra in Meadowbrook to explore how systemic inequity © H
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10         F IVE  PRACTICES  FOR EQUITY-FOCUSED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

manifests. We then present the Levels of Systemic Equity to help you understand ineq-
uity as historical, structural, institutionalized, and interpersonal/individual, demon-
strating why equity leadership must address systemic causes.

Over the past 10 years, the suburban community of Meadowbrook has transitioned 
from a farming community made up of mostly White, working class families to a 
more complex and densely populated exurb. It is now home to an elite gated golf-
course community in the southeast corner of the city along the lakefront, as well as 
an increasing number of Section 8 housing developments in the more commercial 
areas of the city. New residents are drawn to the city because of the school system’s 
reputation for excellence and high achievement. At all income levels and across the 
variety of housing options, the city is becoming more racially, ethnically, and linguis-
tically diverse.

Ezra, a White male in his late 30s, has been the principal of Meadowbrook Middle 
School for eight years. Because the city’s 6th through 8th graders attend school 
there, it is a virtual microcosm of the city. In addition, Ezra’s shift from teacher to 
curriculum specialist to principal began during the implementation of No Child Left 
Behind, creating increased awareness of racial disparities in opportunity, resources, 
and achievement. As principal, he was tasked with leading his entire staff to “close the 
achievement gap” and create a welcoming and inclusive environment for all students.

Now, under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), Ezra continues to feel pres-
sure to raise test scores and eliminate inequities in his building. Simultaneously, racial 
and ethnic tensions are increasing throughout the building related to events in the 
community. Specifically, the local mall management has been under fire related to 
anti-immigration rhetoric and graffiti that continues there, seemingly without inter-
vention. In addition, the city council is debating policies and services related to the 
local library and their obligations toward patrons who are immigrants, refugees, or 
have insufficient financial resources. 

Ezra is beginning to realize that all of these things are connected. Due to his 
long-standing commitment to all students, he has been working at equity for a long 
time. When trying to address the problems he’s facing, he’s been encouraged to 
reach for the nearest, most promising tool. It’s been tempting to look to new curricu-
la or teaching strategies, especially those approaches that are “scientifically based” 
or “scientifically proven.” But, as Ezra has experienced, most schools can make some 
progress with these methods, but then they plateau or worse, regress. 

What Is Going On
As you consider how to use your leadership to create equitable outcomes, we encourage 
you to also consider how the scope of systemic inequity spans historical, structural, 
institutional, and individual/interpersonal levels (see Figure 1.1). © H
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