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A global pandemic, racial uprisings, global climate impacts, 
and an impending economic crisis have brought demands 
to address anti-Blackness, racism, and settler colonialism 

to the doorsteps of school systems across the United States. Such 
concerns are hardly new; educators, youth, families, communi-
ties, and scholars, especially in Black, Indigenous and other 
People of Color (BIPOC) communities, have been working to 
disrupt racial injustices in education for centuries (DuBois, 1899; 
Ladson-Billings, 2006; Smith, 2013). Yet dominant models of 
educational improvement continue to prioritize technical, incre-
mental change within the existing paradigm of schooling, with 
little attention to the complexities of race, power, and privilege in 
addressing long-standing racial injustices (Khalifa et al., 2014).

Many have argued for a principled refusal of a return to the 
inequitable “normal” (Grande, 2018; Roy, 2020). In this article, 
we build from these calls to argue for new roles for research-prac-
tice partnerships (RPPs) in education. We challenge normative 
assumptions embedded in RPP paradigms and draw on the 

scholarship of race and education as well as our own partnerships 
to propose three pivots for RPPs to begin to address deep-seated 
racial inequities in education:

(1) center justice in multidimensional systems change;
(2) develop equity-centered data systems; and
(3) enlist the expertise of racially minoritized youth,  families, 

and communities.

These pivots represent central shifts in our partnership’s efforts 
to better align our work with our evolving theory of change. 
Rather than systematizing individualistic interventions to “fix” 
students, our partnership seeks to transform unjust instructional 
and schooling practices by leveraging expansive local leadership 
and integrating equitable data practices into race-conscious, 
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iterative inquiry and learning across the system. We conclude 
with a call for research-community-practice partnerships 
(RCPPs) that reach beyond the constraints of dominant institu-
tional norms in systems change. As partners in an ongoing racial 
equity-focused RPP, we challenge ourselves and our colleagues to 
take up the work of remaking schooling to become answerable to 
the learning and knowledge of youth, families, and communities 
impacted by racial and educational injustices (Patel, 2014).

Theorizing Liberatory and Decolonizing  
Change in Systems

A growing number of districts and educators across the country 
have undertaken efforts to address racial inequities in schools. 
Although such efforts have begun to move beyond narratives of 
supposed deficiencies in Black and Brown children or their fami-
lies, educational practice remains dominated by color-evasive 
remediation interventions that do little to address historically 
rooted dynamics of power embedded in settler colonialism and 
racism, particularly anti-Blackness (Gutiérrez & Vossoughi, 
2010). Settler colonialism refers to the elimination of Native 
people to permanently settle the land, a structure (rather than 
event) that manifests today in schools through the ongoing era-
sure of Indigenous youth and communities, their linguistic and 
cultural knowledge, and their sovereignty (Tuck & Yang, 2012; 
Wolfe, 2006). Anti-Black racism is rooted in histories of slavery, 
oppression, and ongoing dehumanization of Black people that 
play out in multiple schooling scenarios (Dumas & Nelson, 
2016; Jenkins, 2021), from overreferrals to special education 
(Sullivan & Artiles, 2011) and disproportionate discipline (Coles 
& Powell, 2019; Skiba & Knesting, 2001) that fuels the “nexus” 
between schools and prisons for Black students (Meiners, 2011) 
to low expectations, exclusionary tracking practices (Oakes, 
2005), marginalizing Black family advocacy (Lareau & Horvat, 
1999; Sampson & Bertrand, 2020), and low-level instruction 
(Diamond, 2007).

We argue that efforts to realize racial justice in educational 
systems must also interrogate the ongoing ways anti-Blackness, 
settler colonialism, and other dynamics of oppression manifest 
in schools through mechanisms like resource allocation and 
boundaries, tracking and course-taking policies, curriculum, and 
instructional practices. We readily acknowledge that efforts to 
uproot anti-Blackness, Indigenous erasure, and anti-immigrant 
and intersectional racism within schooling cannot be limited to 
school systems themselves, as they necessitate societal forms of 
change and justice (e.g., land return and reparations) and may 
include refusals of schools as we know them today (Grande, 
2018). Even as we recognize these tensions and the importance 
(as well as incommensurability) of these social movements (Tuck 
& Yang, 2018), we argue that RPPs can and should undertake 
more powerful roles in challenging these oppressions and in 
walking with educators and communities to remake schooling. 
Although research has far more often caused harm to Indigenous 
and communities of color (Smith, 2013), we also recognize the 
community organizing wisdom that “systems will not change 
themselves” (M. Chin, personal communication, February 3, 
2022). Successful justice-based social movements have always 
drawn on multiple forms of expertise, combining the 

lived experiences and power of those affected with systematic 
knowledge production enabled by researchers (Warren et al., 
2018). Likewise, we posit that the institutional legitimacy and 
rigorous analytic contributions of university-based researchers 
can expand the intellectual and social resources available to dis-
trict leaders and educational practitioners in their efforts to 
reshape educational systems to become more just.

Contextualizing RPPs and Racial Equity  
in Education

The emerging work of RPPs departs from more conventional 
research-to-practice paradigms by situating real-time persistent 
problems of practice at the center of joint work and elevating 
relevance to practice as a criterion for rigor in educational 
research to ensure its longevity and efficacy (Gutiérrez & Penuel, 
2014). Such investigations seek nuanced understandings of con-
texts, resources, and constraints that foster knowledge about 
“why, how and under what conditions programs and policies 
work” (Gutiérrez & Penuel, 2014, p.1). RPPs aspire to move 
beyond individualistic research agendas driven by the norms, 
timelines, and publications of academia towards longer-term 
research and development endeavors with teams of researchers 
and educators collaborating to improve instructional practices 
and outcomes and build knowledge.

A comprehensive review of RPPs is beyond the scope of this 
article, but several prior reviews have addressed the different 
types of partnerships and shared dimensions of effectiveness and 
outcomes (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Hendrick et al., 2017). 
Prominent RPPs include research alliances (for instance, the 
Chicago Consortium on School Research with Chicago Public 
Schools), design partnerships (such as the MIST [Middle-School 
Mathematics and the Institutional Setting of Teaching]) (Cobb 
et al., 2018), SimCalc or SERP (strategic education research 
partnership) (Donovan & Snow, 2017), as well as networked 
improvement communities (NICs) and improvement science-
based work supported by the Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching (Bryk, 2015). A more recent review of 
the RPP landscape suggests that this typology no longer encom-
passes the broad range of partnerships that exist, offering an 
updated definition that argues that RPPs share in common cen-
tral engagement with research activity, long-term collaboration 
across multiple projects, a focus on educational improvement or 
equitable transformation, and a commitment to connecting 
diverse expertise and shifting power relations in the research 
endeavor (Farrell et al., 2021). In many cases, RPPs include 
researchers with specific disciplinary expertise partnering with 
district and school leaders and teachers to leverage research in 
addressing problems of practice, especially related to improving 
instruction in classrooms and schools. Such partnerships have 
proliferated in the past decade, with an increasing number 
focused on stabilizing improvements and systemic coherence.

Until recently, though, most systems-focused RPPs have not 
centrally addressed issues of race, equity, and power in educa-
tion. The theories and analyses in RPP research rarely intersect 
with research on the dynamics of racialization in schools, White 
supremacy, and settler colonialism that shape opportunities and 
learning for Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian American, and 
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Pacific Islander students (Brayboy & Castagno, 2009; Delpit, 
1988; Ladson-Billings, 2006). For instance, improvement sci-
ence-based initiatives focus on pain points in educational sys-
tems that serve what they refer to as “our most disadvantaged 
students and communities” (Bryk, 2015, p. 467). This approach 
considers system complexity and performance variability as 
problems of implementation within efforts to scale improve-
ments that produce “reliable” outcomes across “subgroups” of 
students. The complex dynamics of racialization, colonization, 
or oppression are not an explicit or central focus of attention. 
However, the scholarship on race in education demands that we 
“see the system” as rooted in histories and ongoing legacies of 
racism and colonization that make “disadvantaged students and 
communities” more than a coincidental outcome. Systems were 
designed to produce inequity and the profound “education debt” 
that continues to accumulate to Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian 
American, Pacific Islander, and other students (Ladson-Billings, 
2006; Love, 2019). The ongoing organizational policies, rou-
tines, decisions, and practices of educators in those systems func-
tion to uphold whiteness and differentially award opportunities 
or consequences that produce or reinforce racial disparities 
(Lewis & Diamond, 2015).

Long-standing scholarship about race, culture, and learning 
(Lee, 2001; Nasir, 2011) as well as leadership, law, and policy 
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014) 
have illuminated the racialized dynamics that open or foreclose 
learning for minoritized youth. Researchers centrally attend to 
race and power in social design experiments (Gutiérrez & Jurow, 
2016), community-based design (Bang et al., 2016), and youth 
participatory action research (Vakil et al., 2016). Similarly, 
research in higher education has introduced critical approaches 
to transforming institutions that reckon with power asymme-
tries, leverage the expertise of marginalized students, and mobi-
lize multiple forms of data and inquiry to support equitable 
change (Bensimon & Malcom, 2012; Hurtado, 2015). These 
and other scholars have ushered in a broader “turn” towards 
addressing politics in the learning sciences and educational pol-
icy (Dumas et al., 2016; Horsford et al., 2018; The Politics of 
Learning Writing Collective, 2017).

Amidst these “turns” in the field, some RPPs have begun to 
attend to value tensions and power imbalances in partnering 
between educators and university-based researchers as well as in 
their efforts to design learning environments that aspire to epis-
temic justice for culturally and linguistically diverse students 
(Bevan et al., 2019; Denner et al., 2019; Penuel & Gallagher, 
2017). Although these shifts represent important departures 
from conventional approaches, RPPs are not yet practiced at 
remaking systems and transforming from vehicles of systems-
centered incremental reform to collaborators in community-
driven educational justice.

Applying Theory to Practice: RPP  
Pivots in Context

We draw on an ongoing RPP between a district, a union, and uni-
versity-based scholars not as an exemplar but as a promising con-
text within which we are continually working towards more 
expansive aims, to root our theorizing in the realities of complex 

systems during a time of remarkable turmoil. Our partnership with 
Seattle Public Schools and the Seattle Education Association first 
emerged in 2015 as a study of the racial equity teams (RETs) estab-
lished through a collective bargaining agreement and bolstered by 
the district’s racial equity policy (Partnering for Racial Equity, 
2019). Amidst an increasingly neoliberal education policy land-
scape, the union was the first nationally to bargain for resources, 
structures, and accountability for racial equity (Rajendran, 2021). 
This created an atypically conductive context within which to sup-
port the district and union in realizing overlapping commitments 
to addressing educational inequities.

Across 6 years, our RPP has also worked to prefigure more just 
relations in our joint activity (Bang & Vossoughi, 2016). Our 
team of university-based researchers of color (principal investiga-
tors [PIs] and research assistants identified as Asian American, 
Black, and Indigenous Latinx) sought to foster politicized trust 
(Vakil et al., 2016) and cross-racial relational agency (Lott et al., 
2021) with district and union leaders (most of whom identify as 
Black, Latinx, Indigenous, or multiracial). We worked to address 
power asymmetries across institutional boundaries by decentering 
academic expertise, constructing shared historicized understand-
ings of systemic racial inequities, and sense making about the 
dynamics of racialization within which RETs pursued change in 
schools. Our initial study evolved into a design partnership with 
the district and union to support professional learning and 
improve the initiative. Thus, we use examples from this partner-
ship to illustrate the potential for deeper change within a long-
standing, promising context. At the same time, we also position 
the work as incomplete and ongoing, given the depth and com-
plexity of anti-Black racism, settler colonialism, and other inter-
sectional oppressions embedded in the partnering institutions 
(district, union, and university), as well as the profound challenges 
facing districts across the country, such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic, leadership turnover, and strained district-union relations.

Alongside our findings about RETs, our RPP inquiries illu-
minated the multidimensional nature of inequities in educa-
tional systems, the limitations of existing data systems, and the 
racialized institutional logics that exclude minoritized familial 
and community expertise. These findings point to a common set 
of institutional assumptions and color-evasive technical-rational 
logics that undergird the normative functioning of educational 
systems and constrain equity-focused change. Efficiency models 
premised on technical rationality emphasize the machine-like 
production of standardized outcomes through linear, apolitical 
processes and an exclusive reliance on easily quantified data, 
managed by hierarchical “professional” expertise designated 
through positions and degrees (Khalifa et al., 2014; Schön, 
2001). Such technical-rational approaches disregard the ethical, 
political, and normative dimensions of equity-focused change 
(Trujillo, 2014), resulting in administrative racism—compliance 
with technical procedures that uphold White supremacy, racially 
discriminatory outcomes, and the dehumanization of people of 
color (Starke et al., 2018). Administrative racism through adher-
ence to technical rationality has been implicated in school clo-
sure decisions (Kirshner & Jefferson, 2015; Khalifa et al., 2014), 
school board policy making (Sampson & Bertrand, 2020), sus-
pensions and discipline (Khalifa & Briscoe, 2015; Larson, 1997, 
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cited in Khalifa et al., 2014), and school choice (Roda & Wells, 
2013).

Thus, anti-Blackness and other forms of oppression are per-
petuated through the technical-rational routines of organiza-
tional administration in educational systems. In our RPP work, 
this undergirding logic manifested in singular interventions, 
test-score-based accountability data systems, and the exclusion 
of youth and families of color from consequential deliberations. 
We suggest three pivots for RPPs to consider to disrupt adminis-
trative racism and step up to the complex demands of educa-
tional justice. The pivots represent initial efforts to reorient RPPs 
towards historicizing and humanizing educational improvement 
by reckoning with the powered dynamics of racialization in edu-
cational systems (Diamond, 2021; Ray, 2019) and building 
from the expertise and brilliance of Black and Brown youth and 
families (Love, 2019). Below, we elaborate each pivot in turn 
and provide examples of how we have sought to initiate these 
changes in our partnerships.

Center Racial Justice in Multidimensional Systems 
Change

Racial injustices exist and reproduce across systems through 
structural, organizational, and interpersonal dynamics that are 
not solely a function of individual beliefs and behaviors (Bonilla-
Silva, 2015; Lewis & Diamond, 2015). Addressing individual 
educator bias has become a popular equity intervention in 
schools, but a narrow focus on implicit bias can obscure organi-
zational and institutional dimensions of injustice. Individual 
remediation and interventions targeting a single context or 
level—as in individual students or teachers, a classroom, or even 
a grade-level content area—adhere to the dominant technical-
rational logic of linear processes to realize standardized aims but 
often do little to alter the complex overlapping mechanisms of 
inequity (Sullivan & Artiles, 2011). RPPs can play a role in help-
ing districts to operationalize their aspirations to racial equity at 
multiple scales simultaneously across a system.

In Seattle, we have worked to expand the operating theory of 
change for systemic racial equity by attending simultaneously to 
vertical change (connecting individual educator-student interac-
tions to classrooms, schools, the district central office, and the 
broader community) as well as more horizontal coordination 
between systemic equity initiatives. Whereas these dimensions 
have previously been identified for “scaling” external reforms 
(Coburn, 2003), we argue that scaling is distinct from the ongo-
ing inquiry and change making of systemic racial equity. At the 
outset of our RPP, racial equity trainings primarily focused on 
teaching educators equity concepts, such as implicit bias, White 
privilege and racial microaggressions, to change their attitudes 
and beliefs (Seattle Public Schools, 2015). This theory of change 
prioritized individual adults as the primary unit of change and 
conceptualized equity as the elimination of achievement test 
score gaps between Black, Latino, and Native students relative to 
White students. This approach unintentionally set up a “black 
box” between educator awareness about anti-Black and other 
forms of racism and the result of equitable systemic outcomes, 
such as elimination of racial disproportionality in discipline or 
racial achievement disparities. However, the institutional logic 

prioritizing the “hearts and minds” of individuals (especially 
White educators) prior to other aspects of change can constrain 
changes to policy and practice at other levels (Ishimaru & 
Galloway, 2021).

Through our shared inquiries, our RPP evolved a theory of 
change that aims to bridge individual educator and classroom-
level practice with ongoing, iterative district-level capacity build-
ing and coordination across the system. To address the need for 
both vertical and horizontal multidimensional change, our still-
evolving theory of change asserts that systemic change towards 
racial equity must extend beyond singular technical interven-
tions to centrally focus on shifts in instructional and schooling 
practices, leverage educator and local team leadership, and foster 
collective race-conscious learning and inquiry across classroom, 
school, and districts.

Equitable practice as a throughline in vertical multidimensional 
change. In Seattle, our RPP has contributed to efforts to support 
educators in developing instructional practices—not only atti-
tudes and beliefs—to effectively work with learners impacted by 
educational injustices, especially Black boys who have been least 
well served by the system. For instance, teacher leaders with the 
union’s Center for Racial Equity and the district director of pro-
fessional learning developed training for RET members, school 
staff, and new teachers focused on developing culturally respon-
sive teaching practices through the analysis of classroom-based 
cases, classroom audit tools, and self-reflection. These efforts not 
only offered practice-focused professional development to teams 
and schools, they fostered the capacity of local school teams to 
leverage their own knowledge and practices in leading change.

Simultaneously, the RPP undertook race-conscious inquiry 
to examine RETs’ efforts leading change in their schools. 
Through survey analysis, qualitative case studies, and partner-
ship design discussions, these inquiries illuminated the impor-
tance of principal learning, the dynamics of power for educators 
of color, and the relative dearth of participation by students and 
families impacted by educational injustices in RETs. These 
inquiries expanded the focus of our RPP from RETs alone to 
racial equity and partnership work across the system.

Collective inquiry to bridge silos in horizontal multidimensional 
change. One way that RPPs can bridge horizontally is by provid-
ing a space for actors in different units to convene around initia-
tives related to racial equity. Designed to maximize efficiency, 
the default structure of complex urban districts can inadvertently 
silo equity work that cuts across conventional department lines, 
such as research and evaluation, curriculum and instruction, 
principal supervision, communications, human resources, and 
community partnerships. Though districts often implement 
equity policies through the creation of a separate role or depart-
ment to centralize and align efforts, the work can become com-
partmentalized to the staff or departments with titles related to 
equity.

Such bridging remains a work in progress in Seattle, but since 
the inception of our RPP and across three superintendents, the dis-
trict has streamlined the number of racial equity initiatives from 29 
parallel efforts to 9 connected efforts across the district, with new 
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targeted universalism commitments (powell, 2009) driving contin-
ued efforts to center the experiences and success of Black boys. 
Members of our RPP have influenced key levers across efforts. For 
instance, work with the RETs to focus on educator practice led to 
the development of a measure of culturally responsive practice that 
contributed to efforts to build a culturally responsive workforce 
with the human resources department (see below) and the African 
American Male Achievement Initiative. Similarly, the RPP has 
offered space to contextualize, connect, and adapt approaches 
across multiple different equity initiatives, even during this time of 
instability. Core RPP members include leaders from the district’s 
research and evaluation office, racial equity initiatives, professional 
development, community partnerships, human resources, and 
teaching and learning—as well as a union leader from the Center 
for Racial Equity. Leads of the African American Male Achievement 
Initiative and ethnic studies have also joined RPP conversations to 
share their work, explore overlap, and coordinate connections with 
schools and community-based organizations.

Undertaking a multidimensional approach to centering 
equity and justice in ongoing systemic learning calls for a  
robust system of equity-focused measures beyond conventional 
accountability metrics (Hurtado, 2015). Confronting anti-
Blackness and decolonizing educational systems necessitate 
efforts to transform damage-centered data systems implicated in 
perpetuating systemic inequities (Tuck, 2009). The remaining 
two pivots offer insights into emergent joint activity that hold 
strategic opportunities for change in the wake of school system 
responses to the COVID pandemic.

Develop Equity-Focused Data Systems

A second pivot for RPPs entails helping districts to develop a 
system of equity-centered measures and capacities to address the 
multiple dimensions of racial inequities. Championed for its 
ability to unveil racial “gaps,” data has long been promoted in 
policy narratives as a “driver” of improvement in the logic of 
accountability reforms, but its use in education has more often 
reinforced deficit-based ideologies about the intelligence and 
capabilities of students of color (Au, 2010). Research has begun 
to suggest more “equity-focused measures” (National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019) that expand 
beyond a sole reliance on standardized assessments to include 
measures such as student attendance, grades, suspension rates, 
and graduation rates. But the use of such conventional measures 
yet presumes that knowledge of outcomes, particularly the dif-
ferences between “subgroups” of students disaggregated by race 
or language, will motivate and inform change resulting in racial 
equity. Not only do these measures fail to operationalize the 
liberatory and decolonizing aims of education embodied by the 
demands of racially minoritized youth and communities, their 
use in most districts adheres to the technical-rational data-
driven decision-making logic that enables administrative racism 
and obscures the adult practices and organizational processes 
that shape student experiences in schools. Particularly in the 
face of the pandemic, the lack of conventional student outcome 
measures provided an opportunity for expanding approaches to 
data in systems, especially relative to efforts to foster more just 
schooling.

Identifying and developing measures. Scholars have increasingly 
argued for the need for multiple measures that address the actors 
and levels implicated in justice aims (Irby, 2018). Rather than 
solely seeking standardized achievement outcomes, a system of 
equity-focused measures might reflect a conceptualization of 
equity that attends to opportunities, process, and both proximal 
and distal outcomes of holistic learning, well-being, and postsec-
ondary life (Richburg-Hayes, 2021). Such a multidimensional 
conception of equity would entail measures that would look to 
students, teachers, leaders, and families as sources of data about 
their own experiences or about educator or leader practices. 
They might illuminate collective actions, group processes, or 
organizational routines that aim to eliminate racialized barriers 
and foster more equitable learning environments. And such 
measures could make visible the systemic supports, leadership, 
and conditions that foster (or inhibit) equity work. An equity-
centered system would also therefore leverage multiple methods 
and forms of data, including both quantitative and qualitative 
measures, to attend to the contextual and historical aspects of 
inequities. Finally, an equity-centered system of measures should 
be actionable, providing timely data to inform ongoing inquiry 
and shifts to policy and practices. When mapped to an explicit 
and evolving theory of change, routine sense making of such 
measures can build collective understandings about the nature of 
problems of inequity and enable monitoring and adjustments in 
addressing them.

In collaboration with multiple departments within the district, 
our partnership has sought to identify existing and new measures 
to attend to equity at each level. For instance, students’ experi-
ences of belonging and relationships with adults in schools, disag-
gregated by race, are used as survey-based indicators of equity in 
school climate. With the support of our RPPs, the district has 
begun to learn from a local community-based coalition about cul-
turally responsive survey data design and collection as well as part-
ner with community leaders and organizations to collect qualitative 
data from Black families and communities (see below). We also 
piloted and continue to validate a measure of teachers’ culturally 
responsive instructional practice and their working conditions, 
with particular attention to the experiences of teachers of color. At 
the school level, we collected survey, interview, and observation 
data about RET activity and system supports for teams to inform 
improvements. At the district level, our partnerships have exam-
ined strategies to diversify the teacher workforce, district profes-
sional development, and the quantity and quality of district 
one-on-one coaching via surveys, log data, observations, and focus 
groups. In sum, we posit that justice-focused change work requires 
continuously evolving multidimensional measures to understand 
and transform systemic practices.

Developing equitable data practices. Despite the technical-rational 
rhetoric of data use to “drive” practice that results in equity, teach-
ers and other educators often make deficit-based attributions 
about students as they make sense of data (Garner et al., 2017). 
Equitable data practices include decisions about which data to 
select, how to display it, as well as how to build the capacity of 
others to facilitate the interpretation and use of data. Critical racial 
data literacies (Philip et al., 2016) refer to the ability to be both 
racially literate about data (aware of how power shapes data 
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collection, representations, and use in relation to race) as well as 
data literate about race (how social meanings about race are pro-
duced through the use of data). Although critical racial data litera-
cies were originally conceptualized as a capacity for students, we 
argue for the need to also develop such literacies amongst teachers 
and educational leaders in their professional practice, as they both 
generate and use data used in decision making. Such practices 
counter the dominant “technical-rational” administrative 
approaches to “data-driven decision making” that purport objec-
tivity but privilege only a limited set of numerical data as “objec-
tive,” reinforce the interests of powered groups, and rationalize 
racial inequities (Khalifa et al., 2014).

Although the development of equitable data practice across 
the system represents a long-term project, our partnerships have 
supported initial steps. For instance, in a district that had 
received national attention for its Black-White test score 
“achievement gap,” a simple but crucial shift entailed moving 
away from norming performance and outcomes on White stu-
dents. Instead, the district began tracking students’ and educa-
tors’ own growth trajectories over time and focused on identifying 
prevalent themes and patterns. Our partnerships have also 
sought to examine data to identify strategies that are particularly 
effective for racially minoritized students and teachers. For 
example, in our study of what factors most influence the reten-
tion of teachers of color, we noticed (consistent with the litera-
ture) that school practices such as developing clear equity-focused, 
antiracist school culture, and supportive school administrators 
played a key role in retaining teachers of color. In the context of 
the pandemic, our RPP pivoted to examine culturally responsive 
and antiracist teaching practices in remote, online learning as 
well as monitoring the potential impacts of the pandemic on 
teacher recruitment and retention, district finance, and fiscal 
health. These efforts support systems in becoming more answer-
able to the core endeavor of learning (not test score production) 
and to the youth, families, and communities historically margin-
alized by systems (Patel, 2014).

Enlist Racially Minoritized Youth, Family, and 
Community Expertise

Finally, we argue that RPPs can expand the expertise available to 
inform and shape ongoing decision making and change in edu-
cational systems. In much of the RPP field, “partners” generally 
refer to formal educational practitioners. The inclusion of educa-
tional leaders and teachers in design processes marked a crucial 
and important shift from external researcher-driven knowledge 
and innovation. However, relatively longer histories of commu-
nity-based research, participatory design, action research, and 
community-engaged scholarship have long emphasized the 
importance of researchers partnering with change makers in a 
broad range of roles, from students, families, community lead-
ers, teachers, and other educators (York et al., 2020). Often dis-
missed or belittled by the academy as forms of “activism” or 
“advocacy” that do not pursue the kind of “knowledge produc-
tion” valued in White normative assessments of scholarship, 
these community-research collaboratives have developed meth-
odological innovations and knowledge that attend to powered 
dynamics across not only different roles and expectations but 

also across race, culture, language, forms of knowledge, and 
worldviews (Vakil et al., 2016; Warren et al., 2018).

Amid historical mistrust and limitations to most district’s 
capacity to meaningfully engage with Black, Indigenous, Latinx, 
Asian, and Pacific Islander families, RPPs can play a crucial role 
in helping districts to question their default practices of “family 
engagement” and develop new routines that prioritize the 
expertise of families and communities marginalized by educa-
tional systems (Barajas-López & Ishimaru, 2016). Enlisting the 
expertise of minoritized youth and families can offer knowledge 
about how systems of inequity reinforce anti-Blackness, 
Indigenous erasure, and racialized oppression on the ground 
and expand the intellectual, social, and cultural resources for 
remaking schooling.

The sudden closure of school buildings amplified the 
importance of bringing families and communities, especially 
those “farthest from educational justice,” into deliberations 
about education. Like districts across the country, SPS sur-
veyed families about their experiences with remote learning 
and intentions about returning to buildings. Not surprisingly, 
response rates were significantly lower from families of color 
and schools in low-income communities, especially the Black 
families the district has pledged to better serve. Through 
administrative racism, the default mechanisms for family 
engagement reinforced the voice and agendas of privileged 
families with access to technology, time, English literacy, and 
cultural familiarity with surveys. Thus, White and privileged 
parents tend to drive the conversations and decisions in dis-
tricts in ways that often reproduce existing racial inequities and 
opportunity hoarding (Lewis-McCoy, 2014). The priorities of 
Black, Indigenous, and other families of color rarely shape con-
sequential systemic decision making (Horsford et al., 2018; 
Rodela & Bertrand, 2021).

To support the system in reshaping its communication and 
relationships with Black families, our RPP provided resources 
and support in collecting data that proactively sought out the 
experiences, needs, and priorities of African American and 
Black immigrant families around learning during the pandemic 
and beyond. The district partnered with Black-serving com-
munity-based organizations to directly engage with Black 
youth and families through a variety of innovative culturally 
responsive data collection practices. For instance, learning cir-
cles (an elaboration on focus groups) began from the strengths 
and learning at home and in community, encouraged storytell-
ing and collective sense making, sought potential solutions, 
and committed to follow-up for accountability. We synthesized 
this data into a report along with focus group data conducted 
in Somali and a series of Black community meetings hosted 
and facilitated by a Black parent and community leader. Other 
targeted qualitative data collection efforts have also emerged in 
the district, such as interviews and focus groups with African 
American males and quarterly racial affinity meetings for fami-
lies of color whose students have disabilities. These efforts rep-
resent a first step in expanding from RPPs to RCPPs that seek 
to support community-centered responses to racial inequities. 
Future efforts might take up systems-based codesign, an itera-
tive, data-informed process that enlists minoritized youth, 
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familial and community expertise in crucial systems delibera-
tions (Ishimaru, 2020).

Conclusions

The COVID pandemic has “laid bare” the racial inequities in our 
educational systems (Ishimaru et al., 2021). The killings of Black 
men and women, ongoing Indigenous colonization, and continued 
racialized anti-Asian and anti-immigrant violence call us to not only 
address immediate needs but also work towards longer term goals of 
educational and racial justice. The recurrent policy narrative of 
“learning loss” often narrowly focuses on test scores and remediation 
strategies (e.g., summer school, tutoring, basic skills), a reiteration of 
the technical-rational logics that fuel administrative racism and per-
petuate inequities in educational systems. We argue instead, how-
ever, that these pivots offer “learning found” for systems that suggest 
more profound changes in school systems. RCPPs that center justice 
in multidimensional systems change, develop systems of equity-
focused measures, and enlist Black and minoritized community 
expertise can help harness the opportunity of COVID-era innova-
tions to build pathways towards more liberatory futures.

Collaborative efforts between research and practitioners in 
school systems often seek systemic alignment with existing dis-
trict goals, structures, and strategic plans (Forman et al., 2017). 
When systems are fundamentally designed to produce dispari-
ties, though, solely aligning systems can make RPPs complicit in 
reproducing administrative racism that upholds the status quo 
and historically rooted inequities. Moreover, the default culture 
of districts often positions efforts to partner with researchers or 
nondominant communities, or to pursue racial equity agendas 
as exceptions to core systems work or as isolated programmatic 
interventions associated with individuals, rather than efforts to 
inform broader, sustained institutional change. We challenge 
RPPs to move beyond aims of alignment with siloed work, defi-
cit-based measures, and exclusively professional expertise—
towards proactive and expansive processes and possibilities that 
take up racial justice agendas, data, and community expertise as 
explicit standards for the emerging field.

Especially since the COVID-19 pandemic, we have learned 
that systemic racial equity work demands spaces for innovation 
with (not for) nondominant communities and ethical stances 
that refuse justice as a settled destination but approach it as an 
ongoing and unfinished process of striving. These pivots repre-
sent only beginnings, but we call on RPPs to step up to the chal-
lenges of expanding our theories of change; our engagements 
with data; and our partnerships with nondominant youth, fami-
lies, and communities to repurpose formal educational systems 
to work towards liberatory and decolonizing aims.
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