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TARGETED EFFORTS IN CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT FOR EQUITABLE SCHOOLS

Defining Equity & Targeted Efforts
The purpose of this memo collection is to collate research-based 
interventions for school improvement that are equity-centered 
and culturally responsive. The interventions are grouped into four 
archetypes with corresponding memos for each. They are aligned 
to the interventions that Networks for School Improvement (NSI) 
generally follow: early warning and response systems, math instruction, 
ELA instruction, and well-matched post-secondary systems. NSI are 
communities of middle and high schools working with an intermediary 
organization to apply continuous improvement practices towards 
improving students’ on-track rates for postsecondary success 
and persistence. The practices featured in the memos come from 
literature and practical experiences of NSI.  

In this context, equity means striving for fairness in outcomes 
with the recognition of an unequal playing field shaped by race, 
gender, ability status, and other axes of identity through historical 
disinvestment in the education of minoritized people (Ladson-
Billings, 2006; Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014). In this set of practices, we 
are focused on racial equity for Black, Latinx, and Indigenous students.1 
Cultural responsiveness refers to the body of work emerging from 
culturally relevant (Ladson-Billings, 1995), culturally responsive (Gay, 
1994), and culturally sustaining (Paris & Alim, 2017) pedagogies which 
highlight the ways schools and classroom teachers can more 
specifically address the unique needs of historically minoritized 
students and draw upon the assets and cultural wealth of their 
communities. 

Choosing targeted interventions is just one part of fostering equity 
in schools, other foci include enacting equity through the stages 
of problem definition, assessing impact, and sustaining explicit 
focus. University of Washington researchers developed a five-part 
journey line to conceptualize the ways an intermediary can attend 
to equity through school improvement efforts. In this framework, 
the five dimensions of equitable improvement efforts are: ensuring 
focus, targeted efforts, driving change, assessing impact, and equity 
alignment at the core. Ensuring focus centers on problem-framing 
and an organization’s stated commitments to equity. Equity-driven 
work must be intentionally focused on the specific population being 
served. Targeted efforts focuses on the design and implementation 
of equitable practices and engagement with students, families, and 
communities around those practices. Driving change focuses on root 

1 We are using these terms with knowledge that there is rich diversity in the way that people self identify racially, and that these labels are inadequate to capture that 
diversity. Moreover, how racial groups may be marginalized and oppressed vary according to particular places and particular historical moments.
2 Sarah Clancey, Emily Donaldson, Aditi Rajendran, Matt Saunders, Hailey Karcher, Jennifer Gaul, and Dr. Jessica Rigby 

Targeted  
Efforts in 
Continuous 
Improvement 
for Equitable 
Schools

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1A3f-ayxDkae89MDSrqe7QFZzZsRybM5f/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1A3f-ayxDkae89MDSrqe7QFZzZsRybM5f/view?usp=sharing
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cause analysis and partnering with the community in that process. 
It considers the resulting decisions as well as the organization’s 
internal leadership capacity to address equity. Assessing impact 
pertains to the use of data to measure outcomes--whether they are 
disaggregated and include a variety of quantitative and qualitative 
metrics. Centering equity, having it at the core, means ensuring that 
there is coherence and evidence of attention to equity throughout all 
aspects of the work.  

Structure of Memos
University of Washington researchers identified targeted efforts as an 
area for collaborative work that responds to the needs and interests 
of NSI partners. Targeted efforts represent a focus on equitable 
practices and equitable engagement. The research team created a 
collection of memos that NSI intermediaries, namely improvement 
facilitators, could use to inform, strengthen, and clarify their work with 
schools and districts. The memos include a synthesis of literature, 
aligned practice examples, and discussion of enabling conditions.    

The memos do not delineate what research or examples are “best,” 
because the intent for this work is to create usable documents for 
schools and organizations to access, adapt, and apply according to 
their own unique contexts. One intervention or piece of research may 
not be equally effective or relevant given the local context for school 
improvement efforts. Instead, the memos focus on supplying practical 
examples that intermediaries, districts, school leaders or staff might 
undertake or learn from. In this vein, this research acknowledges 
that students, communities, teachers, and school leaders all possess 
expertise on their own schooling context. 

Our hope is that these memos can serve to support this work across 
organizations and networks of organizations seeking to improve 
educational opportunities and work for educational justice.

Suggested citation: Rigby, J., and Gaul, J., Karcher, H. (2021). Targeted Efforts in 
Continuous Improvement for Equitable Schools. Seattle, WA: The University of 
Washington. 
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PRACTICES TO EQUITABLY IMPLEMENT EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS

How to Use this Memo
The purpose of this memo is to summarize the recent literature 
on equity-based early warning systems and the organizational 
conditions that make them possible. This memo is one in a series for 
organizations doing continuous improvement work. The content is 
divided by research and practices. We have identified the context of 
each example: at the school [SCH], organization [ORG], classroom 
[CLASS], or district level [DIST]. However, the practices in each 
example could be used in a variety of settings depending on the 
need.

Framing Equity-based Early Warning Systems
Early warning systems (EWSs) can enable schools to provide supports 
and services to students early in their high school careers to change 
conditions that could later cause harmful consequences. Schools use 
EWSs to help students avoid successive and compounded struggles 
that can lead to disengagement from schooling, early school leaving, 
and difficult transitions to post-secondary schooling or training. When 
schools view the data from EWSs critically, it can also illuminate 
systemic inequities that are enacted through organizational culture 
and school personnel’s individual practices. 

TRADITIONAL TENETS OF USING EWSs 
n  Use reliable early warning indicators (EWIs) that accurately 

describe whether a student is likely on-track to graduate from 
high school and pursue postsecondary options (Allensworth 
& Easton, 2005; Allensworth & Easton, 2007; Balfanz et al., 
2007; Mac Iver, 2013; Mazzeo et al., 2016; Neild et al., 2007). 
>  Research on EWIs argues that indicators should be valid, 

actionable by teachers and schools, meaningful and 
understandable, and aligned with school and district 
priorities (Frazelle, 2014). 

>  Typical indicators include the “ABCs:” Attendance, Behavior 
Incidents, and Course Performance (Frazelle, 2014). 

n Select EWIs to focus responses on actionable problems 
(Allensworth, 2013). Bowers (2021) describes these as “recent 
or real-time, malleable, and under the influence of stakeholders” 
(p. 185). 

n  Organizations should also ensure that staff understand how to 
use EWSs, including indicator selection, data interpretation, and 
intervention design (Bowers, 2021; Frazelle, 2015; O’Cummings 
& Therriault, 2015).

Practices to 
Equitably  
Implement 
Early Warning 
Systems
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n  Use patterns in EWIs to create strategies to address 
performance (Allensworth, 2013). 
> Examples include using tiered levels of interventions as 

a response to EWIs and tracking the effectiveness of 
interventions (Frazelle, 2014). 

Overall, we found that equity is not typically discussed in the context 
of EWSs. Additionally, EWSs have the potential to frame students 
as “at-risk,” which Ladson-Billings (2007) describes as harmful as it 
contributes to narratives that portray Black and Latinx students as 
deficient. Because the term “at-risk” is often linked with students of 
color, we looked at the research on EWSs that specifically counters 
this connection and instead promotes an asset-based use of EWSs. 

The majority of NSI respond to EWSs with interventions using social-
emotional learning (SEL) interventions, so we also briefly reviewed 
the literature on racial equity in SEL warning systems and practices. 
Marsh & Kennedy (2020) found that pairing data on poor academic 
performance and student background characteristics, such as race, 
with SEL indicators such as measures of growth mindset, self-efficacy, 
self-management, and social awareness, has the potential to lead to 
deficit-based thinking. While SEL has the potential to “be a covert 
form of policing used to punish, criminalize, and control Black, 
Brown, and Indigenous children and communities to adhere to White 
norms” (Kaler-Jones, as cited in Abolitionist Teaching Network, 2020, 
p.3), it also “has tremendous potential to create the conditions for 
youth agency and civic engagement and, ultimately, social change” 
(Simmons, 2019, p.3). We capture this complexity and possibility by 
suggesting how to use SEL indicators in an equitable way. 

Our suggested actions below highlight practices and processes 
that can lead to equitable EWSs. We describe core tenets of EWSs 
that attend to racial equity through partnering with families of color 
to collectively engage in deep learning around EWSs, choosing 
indicators that provide a holistic view of student experience, and 
crafting interventions to change systems, rather than students. First, 
we discuss organizational conditions, then choosing early warning 
indicators, and finally selecting interventions. 
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Actions for Equity:  
Organizational Conditions for  
Equitable EWSs

g  This link from EL Education provides concrete ways to build trust in schools among staff 
that specifically involves using data from a survey to do so. [SCH]

g	This lesson from EL Education provides an overview of a professional development 
about relational trust, including a video and reading materials. [SCH] [ORG]

g	This resource from Education Northwest gives an overview of organizational trust 
in the context of school improvement, obstacles to building it, and outlines specific 
practices principals and teachers can take to build trust in schools. Finally, it reviews 
two profiles of schools focused on trust-building. Some of their trust-building practices 
include measuring the baseline level of trust in the school in a collaborative exercise 
with teachers and leaders, developing strong and consistent communication about 
plans for improvement involving the entire staff, using external facilitators to manage 
high-tension environments, and implementing shared decision-making by allowing the 
whole staff to vote on proposals developed by a representative committee. [SCH]

g	This article uses the research on organizational trust to create an operational definition 
of trust in schools. The author recommends that leaders using the list build measurement 
tools to understand the level of trust in a school. [SCH]

g	This case study of Leading Together, a two-year professional development series based 
on fostering collegiality and organizational trust, details the professional development 
used. [ORG] [SCH]

Organizational culture for equitable EWSs should be founded on trust, embedded in 
the community, and rooted in the process of collaborative inquiry. 

n  Organizations must build a culture of trust in order to engage teachers, staff, 
and researchers in effective collaboration. Trust-building is a contextual and 
relational endeavor that takes time and requires respect, personal regard, 
competence in core responsibilities, personal integrity, honesty, and willingness 
to risk vulnerability (Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). 
>  Building trust between groups with uneven power (like management and 

employees) requires superiors to share control through shared decision-
making and delegation (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). 

>  School leaders are critical to trust-building as models of trustworthy behavior 
(Bryk & Schneider, 2003). 

https://eleducation.org/resources/strategies-for-using-these-resources-to-build-relational-trust
https://eleducation.org/resources/culture-of-growth-relational-trust
https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/trust.pdf
https://learningforward.org/journal/december-2018-volume-39-no-6/lets-get-specific-about-how-leaders-can-build-trust/
http://www.couragerenewal.org/PDFs/UVA_LeadingTogether_July_11_2014_Final_Full_Report.pdf
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g  City Year is working with community partners to determine where new networks will 
expand by giving partners a formal role on the selection team. [ORG]

g An East Harlem School used a Learning Environment Survey, given annually to teachers, 
students, and parents, to measure school culture. This survey was used in tandem 
with other EWIs to determine interventions, and then was used later on to assess the 
effectiveness of interventions. This survey helped to provide context to the more typical 
“ABC” EWI data collected. [SCH]

g  The Federal Way School District in Seattle runs a Family & Community Partnership Office 
that uses a community-based asset model/shared responsibility approach. Partnerships 
focus on student achievement, including common EWS targets such as attendance and 
dropout prevention. [DIST]

n  Organizations must engage community through ongoing outreach and 
partnership with community members to build an EWS and ensure interventions 
reflect local contexts and interests (Actionable Intelligence for Social Policy, 
2020; Allensworth, 2013; Kochanek et al., 2020; Peneul, Farrell, & Daniel, 2020; 
Pierson, Frazelle, & Mazzeo, 2020). 
> To position families and students in a co-design process, they should be 

framed as experts with the experience of racial inequity as key knowledge 
(Ishimaru & Takahashi, 2017). 

n  Organizations should build a data culture for equity. While literature on EWSs 
and racial equity may still be in its initial stages, collecting data with the goal of  
creating racially just schools is a well-documented practice (Bensimon, 2005; 
Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014; Scheurich & Skrla, 2003). Ishimaru & Galloway 
(2014) describe an “inquiry culture” as one key driver in fostering organizational 
leadership for educational equity. The process by which this occurs is crucial to 
ensure that the goal of data inquiry is to change systems rather than students. 
Building an “inquiry culture” includes: 
> Use data beyond test scores, including course enrollments, discipline data, 

student voice and interpersonal and reflective skills (commonly referred to 
as SEL), instructional rigor, teacher placement, and parent climate survey 
data. These data should inform decision-making and be used to assess the 
impact of interventions.

> Engage the entire community in inquiry that is “grounded in systemic and 
historical understandings of disparities” (p. 138).

> Use complex indicators, like SEL indicators, means organizations must 
allot adequate time and resources for interpreting data collaboratively to 
increase trust and reduce bias (Marsh & Kennedy, 2020).

https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/resource-ed-early-warning-indicators.pdf
http://dropoutprevention.org/mpdb/web/program/201
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g  The Network for College Success (NCS) engages teachers in data inquiry to build 
capacity for solutions-oriented, asset-based work. [ORG]

g  NCS prepares and shares data for schools to use in collaboration in order to learn from 
one another, taking best practices and ideas for improvement across school campuses. 
[ORG]

g  The Family Leadership Design Collaborative collects resources and case studies of 
co-design in schools. While these examples do not center specifically on EWSs, they 
provide examples of anti-racist, culturally responsive co-design that involve students, 
families, and communities in the process of improving schools. [ORG] [SCH]

g  Aggregating several qualitative case studies of data use in four school districts, Datnow 
& Park (2018) found that data could be used to challenge teachers pre-conceived low 
expectations of students by disaggregating data at the teacher level. Teachers examined 
data in teacher team meetings, with leaders assisting teachers to redirect conversations 
about “low students” to highlight specific data rooted in issues of instruction. [SCH]

g Ishimaru (2019) uses Figure 
5.1 to conceptualize family 
collaboration in collecting 
and analyzing data. Examples 
of schools operating at higher 
levels on the pyramid include 
Youth Participatory Action 
Research which includes 
young people in identifying 
root causes, collecting 
data, analyzing the data, 
and advocating for change. 
This EdWeek report, cited 
by Ishimaru, details using 
parents as evaluators in a 
racially diverse district in Minneapolis. [SCH]

g  Huget, Farrell, & Marsh (2014) found in a case study that leaders can create a data 
culture for equity by maintaining ample and consistent time for teachers to collaborate in 
analyzing data. They also found that the more principals control the structure and tools 
used for data inquiry, the less interested teachers were in using these tools. Teacher 
agency in data inquiry, guided by leaders, can build a data culture for equity. [SCH]

https://familydesigncollab.org/resources/
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/a-district-knew-it-was-failing-some-students-how-its-using-parents-to-help/2019/06
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g  Chicago schools in the University of Chicago Consortium use an online tool called the 
“To & Through Online Tool,” which collects all EWS data for freshmen across participating 
high schools. This allows teachers and leaders to see data across schools so they can 
compare how similar students at different schools perform on certain metrics. For instance, 
schools can view all students who entered high school with a certain GPA and track their 
performance over time. This comparison focuses conversations on school practices, 
rather than student populations, and therefore shifts conversations from a deficit-based 
framework to an asset-based one (Moeller & Seeskin, 2020). [DIST] [ORG]

g  Kochanek et al. (2020) offer the following ten practical suggestions to address challenges 
in RPPs (summarized below). [ORG] 
1. Engage in mutually responsive, transparent communication about partnership 

activities 
2.  Find opportunities for human connection 
3.  Bidirectional efforts to build mutual understanding of language
4.  Ongoing efforts to check for understanding throughout the life of the partnership 
5.  One or more partnership members with varied experiences in both research and 

practical content to bridge those worlds 
6.  Have a diverse partnership composition or ensure that there is representation of 

individuals from various levels and layers of the system 

n  A culture of organizational learning should focus on building staff capacity to 
choose and use EWIs. 
> Increase educators’ capacity to have asset-based data-driven conversations 

about student differences and engage in reflection on their own instructional 
practice (Marsh & Kennedy, 2020; Moeller & Seeskin, 2020; Wentworth & 
Nagaoka, 2020). This is based on the organization having a culture of anti-
racist reflection (Simmons, 2019).

RPPs are often effective solutions to the complexity of EWSs because they offer support 
to practitioners in interpreting indicators and selecting interventions (Kochanek, Schols, 
Monahan, & Pardo, 2020; Peneul, Farrell, & Daniel, 2020; Wentworth & Nagaoka, 
2020). 

n  A study of eight research-practice partnerships noted that building trust is a key 
organizational condition when co-constructing an EWS (Kochanek et al., 2020; 
Pierson et al., 2020)

n  Researchers should not hold all the expertise in a partnership. Educators and 
community members should mentor researchers, and researchers should 
focus on building long-term organizational capacity to sustain EWS work over 
time (Moeller & Seeskin, 2020; Penuel et al., 2020).

https://consortium.uchicago.edu/
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7.  Leverage partnership “boundary spanners”—specific individuals with knowledge 
of multiple levels of the system who can help shape activities at the partnership 
level to help move the partnership’s work across the system 

8.  The strategy most frequently mentioned to engage members and ultimately 
cultivate trust and/or prevent turnover was to create authentic roles for practitioners 
and value practitioner voice 

9.  Have a relevant research agenda or focal topic concerning the development of 
trust, development of a common language, and prevention of member turnover 

10.  Select natural replacements to fill positions that turn over.

g	The RISE Network has an educator and community engagement team which, in 
partnership with their Freshman Success Team, brings key stakeholders into EWS work 
across the different school districts they support. [ORG]

g	A study of the University of Chicago/Chicago Public Schools RPP found that partners 
(parents, teachers, administrators, community members) helped shape research 
questions, with an explicit focus on including historically minoritized people (Penuel et 
al., 2020). [ORG]

g	This state of the field report on RPPs in education details cases of RPPs focused on 
equity. While they do not specifically focus on EWSs, several characteristics align with 
EWS work, like the inclusion of expertise from teachers, school and district leaders 
as well as researchers, and considering the systemic context issues of educational 
inequity are situated within. For instance, the Aquinas Center-Penn Partnership explicitly 
names the unequal power dynamics between the university and community partners, 
and therefore places community partners as mentors to researchers. [ORG]

https://www.ctrise.org/
https://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=23458
http://wtgrantfoundation.org/library/uploads/2021/07/RPP_State-of-the-Field_2021.pdf
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Actions for Equity:  
Selecting and Implementing  
Early Warning Indicators

g  CT RISE has multiple methods to measure student engagement that go beyond basic 
attendance measures. For example, in the 2021-2022 school year they are administering 
a student survey for all students on their on-track coordinator caseloads. It is designed to 
collect baseline data about students’ social/emotional learning and on-track knowledge 
in order to see how much growth they make over the course of the year. [ORG]

g	The BARR Center and the Eskolta network conduct student empathy interviews, focus 
groups, and surveys to get a holistic picture of individual students. Resources to support 
these practices, along with others, are housed at Eskolta’s Learning Center site. [ORG]

g	City Year, Bank Street, Baltimore City Schools, NCS, and CORE use the Co-Pilot Elevate 
assessment from PERTS to measure the strength of students’ relationships with adults 
in the building. [ORG] [DIST]

g	A study of 289 schools in Virginia found that schools that suspended higher percentages 
of students also had higher dropout rates (McMahon & Sembiante, 2020). Therefore, 
monitoring several indicators, like students’ perception of bullying and other behaviors 
leading to suspension, in addition to suspension levels, can lead to more effective, 
equitable interventions. [SCH]

g  City Year uses student engagement measures like student work submission and 
completion rates that ladder up to predictive indicators like grades, course pass rates, 
GPA, etc. [ORG]

SELECTING EWIS AND ADDITIONAL DATA WHICH CAN INFORM INTERVENTIONS
n To be racially equitable, EWIs need to provide a comprehensive picture of an 

individual student’s in-school and out of school experience, both through the 
choice of indicators and the combination in which they are used. 

n Using multiple student-level factors across several domains such as student 
perception of school, attitudes toward school, and relationships with teachers in 
addition to traditional ABC indicators can alert EWS users to more unique combinations 
of factors leading to early school leaving (McMahon & Sembiante, 2020). 

n Indicators should both predict academic milestones and be actionable at a 
school level (Allensworth, 2013; Pierson, Frazzelle, and Mazzeo, 2020). Race, special 
education status, and poverty should not be used as indicators (Pierson, Frazzelle, 
and Mazzeo, 2020).

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RQbu-NIC09dNaL-i_nUCV0AS8_ExEQjx/view
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Pxprj0iT46QMgMEz87bQnPfpLhz-0q8V9CgzI-G6Du0/edit?usp=sharing
https://eskolta.org/learningcenter/
https://www.perts.net/
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g  In a case study of the California CORE districts, Marsh & Kennedy (2020) found that 
teachers often struggled to interpret SEL data to craft interventions, and conditions like 
strong school-level leadership and effective collaboration made interpretation of SEL 
more seamless. [DIST]

n SEL indicators should be used to craft interventions, not to assess the possibility 
of early school leaving since they have the potential to reify oppressive systems 
by positioning characteristics associated with whiteness as the goal (Marsh & 
Kennedy, 2020). 

Choice of indicators should prioritize understanding the school and system-level 
factors that affect students’ performance and school experience (Marsh & Kennedy, 
2020). This can help mitigate assumptions about student deficits by placing the focus 
on how the system is serving different groups of students.

n As Paunesku & Farrington (2020) put it, “systematic efforts to improve learning 
environments should look ‘upstream’ and measure the characteristics of those 
environments, not just the competencies of individual students learning in those 
environments” (p. 13). This can include examining school climate (McMahon & 
Sembiante, 2020).

n Blake (2016) details how school psychologists can use discipline indicators to 
locate high-referring teachers, which would then lead to interventions that are 
focused on classroom practices instead of on students.
> SEL indicators should be used to change the system rather than the student, 

meaning that they should be chosen and evaluated in such a way as to 
accurately depict inequities and avoid positioning whiteness as the ideal 
(Simmons, 2019). 

g Eskolta measures educator mindset, including understanding of culturally responsive 
education, racial bias, and interpersonal relationships with students and other educators. 
NYU Metro Center designed the Perspectives on Culture & Race survey that they use in 
their work with network schools. [ORG]

g	NCS focuses on changing how expectations are communicated to students and 
adopting more equitable grading practices. [ORG]

g	The Everyone Graduates Center suggests schools eliminate academic tracking. [ORG]
g	This brief describes Sonoma Valley Unified School District’s EWS, which tracks credit 

attainment for students. They use the EWS to identify patterns in credit attainment and 
track where the school is funneling students into credit attainment levels that will not 
qualify them for admission into the University of California system. They then target 
interventions at changing school policies to ensure equitable credit attainment. [DIST]

g	Moeller & Seeskin (2020) give an example of a school that has a deep understanding 
of students’ data because they can identify “that the high rates of class failure they see 
for male students is driven largely by a disproportionate suspension rate” (p. 24). [SCH]

https://www.illuminateed.com/blog/2021/05/leveraging-an-early-warning-system-within-a-data-driven-mtss/
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g  While the Family Leadership Design Collaborative does not have specific examples  
of EWSs implemented in collaboration with families, they provide several examples of 
co-design with families and communities. [SCH]

g  Eskolta works with the NYU Metro Center’s Culturally Responsive Curriculum Scorecard 
to consider how parents and community members might work with educators to identify 
opportunities to develop more culturally sustaining practice. They also administer adult 

CRAFTING INTERVENTIONS
Although many schools are already implementing EWSs in some form, not all are tying the 
EWIs to interventions (Faria et al, 2017; Wentworth & Nagaoka, 2020). Educators’ work 
to “understand why students experience such different outcomes in the present—
in these classes and at this school” should drive data-driven interventions (Moeller 
& Seeskin, 2020, p. 22). A practitioner toolkit (UPenn, 2020) for racially equitable 
data use describes positive EWS interventions as “providing meaningful services and 
supports to clients” and problematic interventions as “increasing surveillance, punitive 
action, monitoring, or ‘threat’ amplifications via a risk score” (p. 26). Accordingly, 
indicators should be analyzed with the goal of tailoring the school system to support 
students through strategies like using human-led algorithms or testing false positives/
negatives across race and gender (Actionable Intelligence for Social Policy, 2020).

n Contextualizing students’ experiences using family input in data analysis 
allows educators to gain a better sense of where and how the system isn’t 
serving certain groups, specifically Black, Indigenous, and Latinx students. 
Interventions can then be focused on these identified areas.
> One way to consider race is by including family and community members in 

the choice of intervention. Families, including students, must be positioned 
as “co-designers of interventions” in order to make interventions effective 
and sustainable (Penuel et al., 2020, p. 10).

> Ishimaru & Takahashi (2017) suggest that as experts in knowing their own 
children, parents should be positioned alongside educators as equal 
partners in crafting interventions for their children. 

Interventions should use data to support teachers to examine their own practices 
to change racist systems.

n In the context of the anti-racist reflective culture described above, teachers, often 
White, must critically evaluate the racist norms they have internalized while 
concurrently creating equitable spaces for students who are culturally and racially 
different from them  (Barnes, Navelene & McCallops, 2019; Ishimaru & Galloway, 
2020; Whitaker, 2020). In the context of NSI, this means that support for schools 
enacting EWS should include opportunities for teachers to critically examine 
their own racial identity and its relationship to their teaching practice. 

https://familydesigncollab.org/
https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/metrocenter/ejroc/culturally-responsive-curriculum-scorecards
https://www.aisp.upenn.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/AISP-Toolkit_5.27.20.pdf
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mindset surveys to deepen discussions around implicit bias and color evasiveness. 
[ORG]

g	The Racial Empowerment Collective at Penn has a list of collected resources for building 
racial equity. Gooden & O’Doherty authored a compilation of resources for facilitating 
racial awareness. [ORG & SCH]

n SEL indicators can be used to help select appropriate support strategies for 
each student (Pierson, Frazelle, & Mazzeo, 2020). Effective practices include first 
using more conventional indicators to flag students, and then examining 
SEL data on identified students to craft more effective support and interventions 
(Pierson et al., 2020).
> The literature on SEL interventions indicates that they can be used to address 

academic outcomes, discipline issues (Jagers, Rivas-Drake & Williams, 2019; 
Williams et al, 2020), and feelings of connectedness (Brown, 2019). However, 
simply using SEL interventions without additional evaluation of school 
practices does not address the root cause of educational inequities because 
it does not require anti-racist systemic change (Simmons, 2021).

g  Kingsbridge School uses an SEL Student Survey, administered to all students in the first 
month of school, to shape advisory programs and interventions for students. [SCH]

g While implementing their EWS, Kingsbridge School expanded the role of school 
counselors. These counselors provided targeted support to identified students, 
including advocacy and acting as a family-school liaison. [SCH]

https://www.recastingrace.com/research/publications
http://3fl71l2qoj4l3y6ep2tqpwra.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/UTAPP-Module2014_063014.pdf
https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/resource-ed-early-warning-indicators.pdf
https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/resource-ed-early-warning-indicators.pdf
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How to Use this Memo
The purpose of this memo is to summarize the literature focused on 
racial equity-centered math instructional interventions for minoritized 
youth and highlight effective practices. It is one in a series for 
organizations doing continuous improvement work. The content is 
divided by research and practices.  We have identified the context of 
each example: at the school [SCH], organization [ORG], classroom 
[CLASS], or district level [DIST]. However, the practices in each 
example could be used in a variety of settings depending on the 
need.

Framing Equity-based Math Instructional 
Practice
How does race impact mathematics education? Mathematics is 
often thought of as race-neutral: how can numbers be racialized? 
Decades of research show how racism impacts students’ experiences 
as mathematics learners at multiple levels, through policies, school 
and classroom practices, curriculum, and individual interactions. In 
response to this, anti-racist work also happens on multiple levels, 
from individual classroom interactions to school-wide and policy 
decisions.

For example, race-neutral approaches to math education policy 
ultimately situate whiteness as the status quo and goal, an approach 
that plays a role in (re)producing racial inequity in U.S. society more 
generally (Gutiérrez, 2002; Martin, 2009; Moses & Cobb, 2001; Tate & 
Rousseau, 2002). Tracking is a perfect example of this, as it reinforced 
racial segregation immediately following school desegregation 
(Tate & Rousseau, 2002) and continues to perpetuate racist 
conceptualizations of math abilities of students of color. However, 
districts such as San Francisco that have eliminated tracking have 
seen an decrease in the percentage of Black, Latinx, and English 
Learner students needing to repeat Algebra 1 and an increase in the 
percentage who enroll in advanced math courses (Berwick, 2019).

Racism also impacts students’ mathematical identities and thereby 
affects their ability to learn in the classroom. Learning opportunities 
are structured by societal racial narratives (Martin, 2009) where White 
and Asian students are expected to excel at mathematics, whereas 
Black and Latinx people are not (Martin, 2009; Shah, 2017). These 
often implicit expectations shape individuals’ mathematical identities, 
and this matters both for teachers’ implicit biases that frequently 
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prevent them from offering high-quality instructional opportunities 
to Black, Indigenous, and Latinx students (Lewis & Diamond, 2015), 
and for students’ perceptions of their peers and of themselves as 
math learners (Shah, 2017). Rather than neutral spaces, we need to 
understand “classrooms as highly racialized spaces in which teachers 
and students participate in a range of practices in which they develop, 
contest, and internalize beliefs about what counts as math literacy 
and who is mathematically literate” (Martin, 2009, p. 315).

CORE TENETS OF AMBITIOUS MATH INSTRUCTION 
Mathematics education researchers have argued for a focus on 
teaching mathematics concepts rather than just fluency, or what 
is often called “ambitious math instruction” (Lampert, Beasley, 
Ghousseini, Kazemi, & Franke, 2010). Ambitious math instructional 
practices engage students in adaptive critical thinking and problem 
solving towards a broad approach to quantitative reasoning (Lampert 
et al, 2010; Munter, 2014). These practices differ from conventional 
math instruction, which often isolates math skills to memorize, rather 
than learn them as part of broad reasoning. Moreover, conventional 
approaches focus on computation and following directions. Ambitious 
math instructional practices are the foundation of equitable math 
instruction because they engage students in complex thinking 
that ultimately increases their capacity to succeed in high-level 
math. For example, a five-year longitudinal analysis of high school 
students learning with ambitious math resulted in improved academic 
performance from students who were mostly of color and low-income 
(Boaler & Staples, 2008). 

Much of the research on ambitious mathematics is concerned with 
how teachers can learn and adopt ambitious instructional practices 
in the classroom. Examples of ambitious math practices are choosing 
complex math tasks that build skills, reflecting on and using student 
errors, and using homework equitably (Wadell, 2014). Ambitious math 
practices do not explicitly consider equity and cultural responsiveness. 
Instead, the mathematics education field has had an implicit theory 
of action towards equitable opportunities and outcomes: if teachers 
learn ambitious math instructional practices, they will realize that all 
students are able to do mathematics at high levels and will therefore 
offer the high leverage practices to all students. This implicit approach 
has not panned out; teachers’ implicit biases and systems designed 
to reify White supremacy continue to prevail. In response, there is 
a growing field of mathematics education that focuses explicitly on 
equity and racial justice. We synthesize this literature below.
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Actions for Equity:  
Organizational Conditions for  
Equitable Math Instruction
The research on conditions that foster equitable math instruction is still emerging. 
The following school-level practices foster equitable math instruction: 

g  Denver Public Schools (DPS) uses feedback loops to collaborate with parents and 
students. These allow them to build trust, work with the whole family rather than just 
students, and make sure that family involvement is ongoing and varied. [DIST] [ORG]

g	Eskolta uses this protocol, designed in partnership with their network schools, to elicit 
student feedback and ideas about how the network should focus their improvement 
efforts. This allows the network to hear directly from students, thus promoting equity of 
voice in network goal-setting. [ORG]

PARTNERING WITH FAMILIES AND COMMUNITY MEMBERS 
This develops students’ identities as mathematicians and helps “mathematize” 
everyday practices. Partnering in this sense involves both sharing academic work and 
involving families and community members in decision making.

n Evidence from researcher-led workshops for parents (Jay, Rose, & Simmons, 
2017) and case studies of Latinx families in a Texas city (Williams, Tunks, 
Gonzalez-Carriedo, Faulkenberry & Middlemiss, 2020) suggest that connecting 
math learned in class with math happening at home by incorporating parents 
can help students develop math problem-solving. More specifically, Jay, Rose, 
& Simmons (2017) observed that repositioning family cultural practices as 
mathematical practices can create spaces where students build mathematical 
identities that include their racial and cultural identities. For instance, children 
often participate in family budgeting, selection of utility providers, discussions of 
time and rate (particularly with sports) etc. Facilitating families’ “mathematizing” of 
these processes can increase student engagement and self-efficacy. 

n Schools should center families as sources of data and knowledge and as 
authorities on math instruction (Ishimaru, Barajas-Lopez, & Bang, 2015). In a study 
that asked Black-identifying college students to reflect on their persistence in 
math throughout their education, researchers found that adopting an asset-
based view of parent and community expertise increases students’ math self-
efficacy and perseverance (McGee & Spencer, 2015). An example of taking an 
asset-based view is to focus on the attitudes or dispositions that parents instill in 
their children that help them in the math classroom.

https://www.studentpoweredimprovement.com/powered-feedback-loops
https://docs.google.com/document/d/19ymUQRhxyEcWT_oCht7yA77TG1VVto6tZxwGevwSPmQ/edit
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g	Rather than continuing to support exclusively adult and educator-driven continuous 
improvement, DPS strives to “welcome, foster, and liberate student and family voices” 
(slide 4 of the Network Convening Deck). This deck also includes an example driver 
diagram. [DIST] [ORG]

g	TODOS: Mathematics For All, a professional organization that advocates for equity 
and excellence in mathematics education, has a guide to student and family-centered 
mathematics assessment which suggests involving parents in assessing student 
engagement, confidence, and home learning environment, identifying familial resources 
for learning mathematics, and providing feedback to teachers and their children. [SCH]

g	Schools can make parent-teacher meetings more accessible by holding them at times 
that are convenient for parents, making the classroom space comfortable for adults, 
using a language that parents are comfortable speaking in, providing childcare, and 
meeting in a convenient location. This resource also suggests having a specific purpose 
for the meeting, planning and working together, and providing leadership opportunities 
for parents. [SCH]

A SCHOOL-LEVEL COMMITMENT TO EQUITABLE MATH INSTRUCTION
Schools should foster a community-based notion of equity rather than a top-down 
approach (Washington, Torres, Gholson, & Martin, 2012). This means that the school’s 
definition of equity in math instruction should mirror the community’s understanding 
of equity. Some of the practices listed in this section are examples of ambitious math, 
but are not specifically tied to racial equity. We envision leveraging the practices of 
ambitious math to support racial equity. For instance, de-tracking along with using a 
curriculum like New Visions’ could provide opportunities for students to collaborate 
and reflect in a racially and ability diverse classroom.

n In a mixed-methods study of nine high schools, Gutiérrez (2012) found that “a 
rigorous and common curriculum, commitment to a collective enterprise, and 
commitment to students and innovative instructional practice” improved student 
outcomes (p. 22). The common curriculum meant students had a streamlined 
path to achieving math graduation requirements and a culture of taking advanced 
math classes. The “collective enterprise” entailed a community of practice among 
teachers who rotated course instruction and shared teaching practices with one 
another. To commit to students, teachers had steadfast asset-based views of 
students, particularly those repeating math courses. 

n Part of this school-level commitment to equity involves eliminating ability tracking 
and grouping (Gresalfi & Cobb, 2006). This report from WestEd, which examined 
transcripts and course-taking patterns of 24,000 Californian students, found that 
an accelerated math pathway does not support students unless they are already 
proficient in math by grade 7. Students in the study who did not take Algebra 1 in 
8th grade were more likely to repeat courses and less likely to score proficiency 
on California’s state math test.

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1vnp68sl_LL16yrRhXwwUTRd2cM-G65ywOhwtrwnidrk/edit?pli=1#slide=id.g9d46eed08f_0_793
https://www.todos-math.org/assets/EDITED%20Final%20Rethinking%20Assessment%20Commentary%20Paper.edited.pdf
https://www.todos-math.org/assets/EDITED%20Final%20Rethinking%20Assessment%20Commentary%20Paper.edited.pdf
https://medium.com/@heinemann/once-im-comfortable-no-one-can-shut-me-up-building-community-and-agency-with-family-meetings-9c63eac6aad4
https://www.wested.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/139931976631921CFTL_MathPatterns_Main_Report-3.pdf
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g	New Visions has a common math curriculum designed specifically for blended remote 
and in-person learning, as well as innovative instructional routines designed to foster 
collaboration, productive persistence, and reflection. [ORG]

g	TxNSI used this book in their professional learning series focused on increasing 
discourse in math classes. There is also a high school-focused version of the book. 
The five practices highlighted in both are setting goals and selecting tasks, anticipating 
student responses, monitoring student work, selecting and sequencing student 
solutions, and connecting student solutions. [ORG] [SCH]

g	This Edutopia article describes how the San Francisco school district eliminated tracking, 
resulting in a lower Algebra 1 repeat rate for Black, Latinx, and English Learner students 
and higher enrollment in advanced math courses. It also resulted in higher standardized 
test pass rates for middle school students in the district. However, some parents feel 
that delaying higher level math courses is limiting their children’s access to competitive 
colleges, and cite the compressed Algebra 2 and Pre-calculus classes that students 
must take in order to fit Calculus in before high school graduation (Tucker, 2019). This 
slide deck details the thought behind the transition, beginning with the premises that 
“All students are mathematically brilliant” and “Math is a web (not a ladder)” on slide 7. 
[DIST]

g	A Pathway to Equitable Math Instruction has a set of exercises for math educators to 
use in reflecting on their own biases and learn about transformative instruction. [SCH] 

g	Eskolta provides their members with training that prompts critical self-reflection for 
the purpose of creating more culturally responsive systems. Through these trainings 
they communicate to educators the ongoing nature and parallel paths of self-work and 
relational and institutional work (slide 17). They also have an empathy interview structure 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING SHOULD HELP TEACHERS NEED TO UNDERSTAND 
THEIR OWN RACIAL POSITIONALITY (Waddell, 2014; Battey et al., 2018)  This 
involves self-reflection as well as shifting mindsets to believe that their students can 
succeed at math (Gutiérrez, 2016). 

n Understanding their own positionality means that teachers engage in critical self 
reflection to understand their role as agents of change in using mathematics to 
empower students (Martin, 2007 as referenced in Davis & Martin, 2008). They 
examine their practices in context to learn how to promote positive math identity 
development for Black, Indigenous, and Latinx students (Martin, 2009). 

n Teachers should learn to combat deficit perspectives of their students of color 
(Gholson & Martin, 2012; Gutiérrez, 2012). They have to believe that their students 
can succeed and provide them with rigorous coursework (Gutiérrez, 1996). This 
means the teacher’s role is to build from the mathematical thinking that 
students bring to the classroom as a jumping off point for new learning (Gresalfi 
& Cobb, 2006). 

https://curriculum.newvisions.org/math
https://curriculum.newvisions.org/math/course/getting-started/instructional-routines/
https://us.corwin.com/en-us/nam/the-five-practices-in-practice-middle-school/book260532
https://us.corwin.com/en-us/nam/the-five-practices-in-practice-high-school/book260533#contents
https://www.edutopia.org/article/it-time-detrack-math
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VR5riI3Y8GAw4IU-4p8EtMkjTQ6pGgiN/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Q9wzbEc1Sbn6bgCMxc19-egdDfLK0Bxd/view
https://equitablemath.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2020/11/1_STRIDE1.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Q9wzbEc1Sbn6bgCMxc19-egdDfLK0Bxd/view
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(slide 13) that encourages students to communicate with their teachers about what 
 works well for them in school and what motivates them. Although this is not specifically 

focused on math, reflective teaching and learning is key to ambitious math practices. 
[ORG] [SCH]

g	Bank Street is encouraging teachers to use exit tickets to learn more about students’ 
math learning and identity development, which they will then use to plan follow-up 
lessons. One example is the “Triangle-Square-Circle” protocol from The Teacher Toolkit, 
which uses the shapes to prompt students to write three important points, one thing that 
“squares” with what they already knew, and something that is still “circling” or that they 
are still thinking about. [CLASS] [SCH] [ORG]

g	TxNSI uses this resource from Community Design Partners to structure empathy 
interviews, which includes sections on planning, designing your questions, and 
preparing your team. It specifically prompts interview teams to look beyond people with 
“average” experience to capture the viewpoints of students and families who have been 
historically marginalized. The protocol also highlights the presence of power dynamics 
that might be present in an interview and suggests that the team works to reduce harm. 
Finally, it suggests that the interview team include students, families, and community 
members as interviewers. [ORG]

https://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/triangle-square-circle
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_0vfgzhKiEOWocbIF5V6qc5GXxWGIcng/view
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Actions for Equity:  
Instructional Practices
Not only does anti-racist teaching necessitate teachers’ evaluation of their own 
racial identities, it also requires that teachers understand and develop their students’ 
identities, specifically regarding race and math skills. Teachers can do this by valuing 
and utilizing the knowledge that students bring to the classroom and structuring their 
classroom activities to promote equitable participation. 

TASKS THAT VALUE AND BUILD ON STUDENTS’ PRIOR KNOWLEDGE
Teachers should make connections to students’ lives outside of the classroom and 
treat the knowledge that students bring from their experiences as valuable in 
learning and using mathematics (Bartell et al., 2017; Esmonde & Caswell, 2010; Hand, 
2012; Ishimaru, Barajas-Lopez, & Bang, 2015; Moses & Cobb, 2001; Nasir & McKenny 
de Royston, 2013). This means that teachers must also structure tasks so that students 
learn to value each other’s knowledge. Tasks should help students develop identities 
as mathematicians and position math as a tool for combating social injustices. 

n Anti-racist math instruction should build on identities that students bring to the 
classroom to incorporate mathematics (Nasir, 2002). Acknowledging student 
contributions can encourage students to think of themselves as mathematicians 
(Battey et al., 2018). This implicitly values their community funds of knowledge. 
Utilizing community math practices allows teachers to draw on multiple 
mathematical knowledge bases to make connections between mathematical 
and cultural knowledge (Aguirre et al., 2013; Esmonde & Langer-Osuna, 2013; 
Martin, 2009). 

n  Connections that students make to other cultures should go beyond other 
cultures in general and focus on the students’ individual community, prioritizing 
students’ needs in addition to math learning (Gresalfi & Cobb, 2006; Rubel 
et al., 2016; Gutiérrez, 2012). In supporting students to develop identities as 
mathematicians, teachers are also helping students develop a sociopolitical 
disposition and can increase student understanding and engagement in 
instruction (Bartell et al., 2017; Nasir & McKenny de Royston, 2013; Rubel, Lim, 
Hall-Wieckert, & Sullivan, 2016). To accomplish this, teachers should help students 
conceptualize mathematics as a tool to combat societal injustices, potentially 
through healing practices (Gutstein, 2003; Kokka, 2019).

n Rubel et al. (2016) investigate an example with a place-based mathematics 
problem investigating lottery spending in students’ neighborhoods. This project 
led to increased student engagement and participation among students who 
typically felt bored in their remedial math class. 

n  Privileging multiple forms of discourse and emphasizing collective 
responsibility provides opportunities for students of color to engage in 
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mathematics learning (Bartell et al., 2017; Esmonde & Langer-Osuna, 2013). Boaler 
& Staples (2008) list roles, multiple ability treatment (providing varied tasks that 
not all students can succeed at), assigning competence (believing that students 
are capable) and interdependence as strategies to positively structure group 
interactions and address status issues. 

g	This article from the American Mathematical Society’s blog has suggestions for educators 
to support diversity and inclusion in their classrooms, including using students’ interests 
in contextualized tasks, and exposing  students to a diverse group of mathematicians. 
[CLASS] [SCH]

g	Get the Math has a lesson plan that similarly asks students to consider the ways they 
use math in basketball. They also have math in fashion, video games, restaurants, and 
special effects lessons. [CLASS] [SCH]

g	TxNSI is introducing ways to discuss race by holding “Improvement for Equity” 
roundtables. The first roundtable will focus on   eliminating deficit thinking and getting 
started with empathy interviews. [ORG]

g	An example from Gutstein (2003) includes using math skills in a project on racism in 
housing costs, simulating the distribution of world wealth by continent, and investigating 
the standardized test scores of different demographic groups (students of color vs White 
students, males vs females; and low income vs high income students). [CLASS] [SCH]

g	Nasir & McKinney De Royston (2013) discuss an example of students using different 
strategies to solve math problems related to basketball based on context (within school 
or at a basketball game). A sociopolitical orientation towards instruction pays attention to 
the different forms of cultural capital used in each context--for instance, what knowledge 
do students bring as players that’s unique and valuable at a game? [CLASS] [SCH]

g	Healing practices described by Made for Math include building rapport, using a math 
journal to give students an opportunity to write about their feelings regarding math, 
practicing empathy, and facilitating successful math experiences. [CLASS]

g	This article from the American Mathematical Society’s blog has suggestions for designing 
assessments and assignments with a variety of response types and encouraging 
students to have a growth mindset. [CLASS] [SCH]

https://blogs.ams.org/matheducation/2017/03/06/six-ways-mathematics-instructors-can-support-diversity-and-inclusion/
https://www.thirteen.org/get-the-math/uncategorized/teachersmath-in-basketball-lesson-planoverview/199/
https://www.thirteen.org/get-the-math/teachers/teachers-math-in-fashion-overview/74/
https://www.thirteen.org/get-the-math/teachers/teachers-math-in-videogames-overview/75/
https://www.thirteen.org/get-the-math/teachers/math-in-restaurants-lesson-planoverview/172/
https://www.thirteen.org/get-the-math/teachers/teachers-math-in-special-effects-overview/248/
https://www.edtx.org/our-impact-areas/college-career-readiness/texas-network-for-school-improvement
https://madeformath.com/academic-wounding/
https://blogs.ams.org/matheducation/2017/03/06/six-ways-mathematics-instructors-can-support-diversity-and-inclusion/
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STRUCTURED PARTICIPATION
Historically, power in disciplines like mathematics and science has belonged to White 
people, but by utilizing discussion norms that promote equity and creating a 
classroom environment where mathematics ability is viewed as learned rather 
than innate and students are comfortable struggling productively, teachers can 
support their students of color in claiming their own mathematical identities (Agarwal 
& Sengupta-Irving, 2019). Additionally, tasks should be structured so that they are 
cognitively demanding and evaluation should focus on conceptual understanding 
rather than correct answers. We recognize that curricular choice is not always in the 
hands of teachers, so we have included suggestions here for curricular implementation.

n Teachers can structure their classrooms to support participation from students 
of color who may not see themselves as mathematicians by making norms 
and expectations clear (Munter & Haines, 2019; Wilson et al., 2019). Norms can 
position students as capable and attend to how students position each other 
(Bartell et al., 2017). Teachers can also re-frame mathematical ability as learned, 
rather than innate, to help students of color to see themselves as mathematicians 
(Battey et al., 2018; Wilson, Nazemi, Jackson & Garrison, 2019) and set anti-racist 
norms by setting a supportive emotional tone for their classroom (Battey et 
al., 2018). 

n  Math tasks should be cognitively demanding and scaffolded so that students 
have the tools to succeed (such as habits of mind and participation structures) 
(Boaler & Staples, 2008; Brown, Boda, Lemmi & Monroe, 2019; Rubel, 2017). 
Supporting students in their productive struggle to learn math reinforces the 
idea that they are capable (Bartell et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2019). In Boaler & 
Staples’ (2008) study, teachers supported students to complete cognitively 
demanding mathematics tasks by reiterating that success comes from hard work 
and teaching students learning practices.

n  When evaluating student learning, teachers should focus on conceptual 
understanding and mathematical validity of students’ ideas (Gresalfi & Cobb, 
2006; Gutiérrez, 1996).

n  Structuring tasks so that students have to draw on each others’ expertise and 
thus depend on each other helps students learn to value each other’s knowledge 
(Cohen, Lotan, Scarloss & Arellano, 1999). When there are more ways to succeed, 
students realize that several different practices are valuable and more students 
can feel successful (Boaler & Staples, 2008). Encouraging students to use their 
own forms of discourse can also help students learn to explain and justify their 
answers to mathematical problems (Boaler, 2002; Wilson et al., 2019).

g	A Pathway to Equitable Math Instruction also has a resource called “Creating Conditions 
to Thrive,” which focuses on supporting students’ social, emotional, and academic 
development. [CLASS]

https://west.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/3_STRIDE3.zip
https://west.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/3_STRIDE3.zip
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g	San Francisco School District has sample norms such as “Errors are gifts that promote 
discussion,” alongside a protocol for establishing and reinforcing norms. [DIST]

g	Bank Street lists four socio-emotional learning check-ins that are focused on math 
with possible modifications, such as Rose-Bud-Thorn-Gardener, which asks students to 
reflect on a highlight, a new idea, a challenge and someone who can help the student 
with the challenge. The other ideas are Appreciation, Apology, Aha!, Current internal 
playlist, and Notice, Wonder & Feel. [ORG]

g	This white paper from the Dana Center and Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning [CASEL] describe the “ideal classroom” that integrates SEL practices 
and mathematics instruction. In the classroom, the teacher is a content and instructional 
expert who can also provide students with robust mathematical tasks and create a 
trusting and inclusive environment. This resource includes a table demonstrating the 
connections between the common core and SEL competencies. [CLASS] [SCH]

g	This instructional guide for use with this swimming pool activity from Inside Mathematics 
is an example of a lesson that incorporates SEL competencies and math standards. 
[CLASS] [SCH]

g	This article from GettingSmart has suggestions for how to support mathematical 
discourse in the classroom so students can engage in “productive struggle” and “use a 
variety of approaches to convey their knowledge and solution strategies”. [CLASS]

g	Suggestion number 8 in this article from TeachThought provides ways to help students 
learn from their mistakes to develop deeper conceptual understanding. [CLASS]

g	Number 4 in this article from Understood gives strategies to use in structuring peer-
to-peer interactions such as pre-teaching how to have discussions, encouraging 
discussion of different approaches, and time for collaborative reflection on individual 
work. [CLASS]

g	Bank Street has four ideas for math discourse routines that provide students with regular 
opportunities to discuss math with each other. They include Which one doesn’t belong?, 
I notice...I wonder, Fishbowl, and Compare and Improve. [CLASS]

https://www.sfusdmath.org/class-norms.html
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1-9blwOxs_ho-DKjN2UjSgFDxo0DuLQul24T9oZQXeMY/edit#slide=id.g9a4438109c_0_57
https://www.insidemathematics.org/sites/default/files/assets/common-core-resources/social-emotional-learning/b__integrating_sel_and_ccssm_an_ideal_classroom.pdf
https://www.insidemathematics.org/sites/default/files/assets/common-core-resources/social-emotional-learning/sel_instructional_guide_for_mars_task_swimming_pool.pdf
https://www.insidemathematics.org/sites/default/files/materials/swimming%20pool.pdf
https://www.gettingsmart.com/2015/09/talking-math-how-to-engage-students-in-mathematical-discourse/
https://www.teachthought.com/pedagogy/9-ways-help-students-learn-mistakes/
https://www.understood.org/articles/en/evidence-based-math-instruction-for-struggling-students
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1RhYAm2NS9xHGJwEOrY_5O4pySc9Mgr2PLvrhW8Nj8Hk/edit#slide=id.g9a4438109c_0_57
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How to Use this Memo
The purpose of this memo is to summarize the recent literature on 
equity-based and culturally responsive ELA instructional practices and 
the organizational conditions that make them possible. This memo is 
one in a series for organizations doing continuous improvement work. 
The content is divided by research and practices. We have identified 
the context of each example: at the school [SCH], organization 
[ORG], classroom [CLASS], or district level [DIST]. However, the 
practices in each example could be used in a variety of settings 
depending on the need. For instance, an example labeled [CLASS] 
that involves curricular decisions may also be applicable to a district, 
organization, or school’s work on curriculum. 

Framing equity-based ELA Instructional 
Practice 
Much of the ELA instructional literature focused on equity is concerned 
with linguistic justice, positioning ELA instruction as able to uniquely 
“engage with, confront, and ultimately dismantle the racialized 
hierarchy of U.S. society” (Rosa & Flores, 2015, p. 167; Taylor, Taylor 
& Hartman, 2019). Gholdy Muhammad uses Toni Morrison’s Nobel 
Prize lecture to highlight the potential power of critical ELA instruction 
when she explains that language can “build and sustain culture and 
progressiveness, and...as a tool to fuel injustice and oppression” 
(2016, p. 450). An understanding of the historical interrelatedness 
of race and language is imperative for language instruction to truly 
interrogate racial injustices while also building and sustaining cultural 
and linguistic practices. While educators can position race and 
language in empowering ways in the classroom, oppressive colonial 
mindsets often dictate that White English is the only appropriate 
language for school (Flores, 2016; Rosa & Flores, 2017). Schools 
and teachers must take action to avoid reifying White language 
norms and instead create an environment where students of color 
can explore and use their linguistic assets for liberation. Equitable 
ELA practices encompass both liberatory language instruction and 
content selection. 

Because of the dominance of White English, both speakers of 
languages other than English and speakers of English that is not 
dominant White English deserve linguistic justice in the classroom. 
Although the spirit behind this memo--striving for linguistic justice 
through instructional practices--means that some of the examples are 
also applicable to English Learner classrooms, this memo is geared 

Practices for 
Equitable and 
Culturally  
Responsive 
Secondary 
ELA  
Instruction 



38

PRACTICES FOR EQUITABLE AND CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE SECONDARY ELA INSTRUCTION 

toward ELA classrooms.
CORE TENETS OF CRITICAL LITERACY
Critical literacy “focuses on the interplay between discursive practices 
and unequal power relations—and issues of social justice and 
equity—in support of diverse learners” (Vasquez, Janks & Comber, 
2019, p. 302). As Luke (2013) describes it, the difference between 
critical literacy and other critical pedagogical practices is that critical 
literacy provides “students with technical resources for analyzing how 
texts and discourses work” (p. 145). Not only does critical literacy give 
students a framework for analyzing inequitable power distributions, 
it also helps them learn how to pick out instances when the written 
or spoken word is being used to reinforce those inequitable power 
differences. In addition to the analysis of existing texts, critical 
literacy includes designing and producing texts meant for students’ 
communities, further augmenting students’ critical analytical skills 
(Janks, 2010; Vasquez, Janks & Comber, 2019). We position critical 
literacy as underpinning an equitable and culturally responsive 
approach to literacy instruction.
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Actions for Equity:  
Organizational Conditions that  
Support Equitable ELA Instruction

g Keehne et al.’s (2018) description of community involvement in Hawaiian schools 
highlights three administrators’ strong commitments to revitalizing the Hawaiian 
language and incorporating traditional Hawiian cultural principles into the school culture 
and curriculum such as the concept of ‘ohana (family) and rebuilding the lāhui (Hawaiian 
nation). This includes building collaborative relationships with other organizations. For 
example, the school supported the revitalization of local fishponds which were part of 
the traditional Hawaiian economy. [SCH]

g	The NYU Metropolitan Center for Research on Equity and the Transformation of Schools 
developed a Culturally Responsive Curriculum Scorecard. They work with members of 
Eskolta’s NSI to use the scorecard with schools in their network. The scorecard helps 
improvement teams evaluate curricular materials for culturally responsive and sustaining 
content. [ORG]

g	Rybakova et al.’s (2019) literature review of technology use in the ELA classroom 
describes several ways to involve the community: inviting community members into the 
classroom to assist in a storytelling project and using multimedia projects to explore 
community identity and agency. [CLASS]

EMBEDDED IN COMMUNITY LITERACY PRACTICES
School leaders that support understanding of communities, language practices, and 
cultural practices by recognizing their unique funds of knowledge create conditions for 
culturally responsive instruction in the ELA classroom (Keehne, Sarsona, Kawakami & 
Au, 2018; Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 1992). 

PRIORITIZING CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE AND EQUITY-FOCUSED 
CURRICULUM
Schools can abandon canonical secondary literature in light of its contribution to and 
reflection of dominant ideologies in favor of more racially and linguistically representative 
texts (Borsheim-Black, Macaluso & Petrone, 2014). In addition to selecting texts that 
highlight minoritized identities (Baker-Bell, 2020; Kourea, Gibson & Werunga, 2018; 
Morrell, 2017), teachers can lead students in problematizing texts that are normed 
to whiteness (Croom, 2020; Dover, 2015; Woodard, Vaughan & Machado, 2017). 
Borsheim-Black, Macaluso & Petrone (2014) propose using Langston Hughes’ poem 
“Let American be America to Me” alongside Of Mice and Men to consider the Black 
perspective on the Great Depression in addition to the dominant White perspective 
presented in Of Mice and Men.

https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/sites/default/files/2021-02/CRSE-STEAMScorecard_FIN_optimized%20%281%29.pdf
https://citejournal.org/volume-19/issue-4-19/english-language-arts/a-long-arc-bending-toward-equity-tracing-almost-20-years-of-ela-teaching-with-technology/
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ELA curriculum can incorporate social justice themes with units organized around 
local and current events relevant to students, specifically focused on sociopolitical 
impacts of oppression and injustice (Ladson-Billings, 1992a; Mirra, Coffey & Englander, 
2018). Teachers can develop student-driven interventions meant to affect sociopolitical 
change that they can then reflect on and evaluate for effectiveness (Dover, 2015).

g #DisruptTexts created eight guides for teachers to “challenge the traditional canon in 
order to create a more inclusive, representative, and equitable language arts curriculum” 
(Ebarvia, German, Parker, & Torres, 2020). The guides are aligned to Learning for 
Justice’s social justice standards and encourage teachers to interrogate their own 
racial and cultural biases prior to teaching the books. They include books that explore 
issues of race, sexual orientation, gender identity, culture, and immigration. The guides 
suggest that teachers help students reflect on their biases and assumptions, such as 
having students consider pilot identities and gender stereotypes before reading At the 
Mountain’s Base which is about a female Indigenious pilot. Each guide has discussion 
questions, journal prompts, extension activities, and lesson ideas. Finally, the guides 
provide suggestions for ways to integrate the texts into existing curriculum, for instance, 
replacing The Great Gatsby with Juliet Takes a Breath because of their similar themes, 
or pairing Patron Saints of Nothing with A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. [CLASS] [SCH]

g	This blog post details one teacher’s experience teaching The Hate U Give, including 
the things that worked (students and other teachers were exceptionally engaged in the 
book) and things that didn’t (a few students opted to read something else, one because 
he had a family member in law enforcement). The blog post also explains how the 
teacher has adapted the unit since first teaching it. [CLASS]

g	Learning for Justice has a guide for teachers to help students “read against” a text. They 
suggest modeling dominant, alternative, and resistant readings using a familiar text like 
Cinderella to help students understand the strategy. [CLASS]

g	Baltimore City Public Schools’ Networked Improvement Community determined that 
student engagement in the classroom is a driver of literacy outcomes. They have 
addressed this by supplementing their ELA curriculum with BMoreMe units, which 
are focused on culturally relevant exploration of students’ values and identities in the 
context of Baltimore. [ORG]

g	Institute for Learning (IFL) worked with Community Design Partners to support teachers 
in their work with students to codesign a unit on race and racism. Their guiding principles 
for the collaboration were to ensure that student involvement was ongoing and multi-
faceted, to invite and center historically and currently marginalized students, and to 
create spaces of trust, care, and truth through relationship building and sharing and 
affirming identities. [ORG]

g	In this TEDx Talk, Dr. Jamila Lysicott gives five principles for reimagining institutional 
spaces for equity: critical awareness (who am I as a student/educator and what does 
that mean?), agency and access (understanding how who you are affects your access 
to spaces of power and the value of your language), actualization (creating different 
ways to actualize identities), achievement (assessing institutions to challenge long-
held standards), alteration and action (institutions must be adaptable to and inclusive of 
diverse ways of knowing). [SCH]

https://disrupttexts.org/lets-get-to-work/
https://storage.googleapis.com/classroom-portal-production/uploads/2020/11/47136c91-disrupt-texts-guide.pdf
https://www.learningforjustice.org/sites/default/files/2020-09/TT-Social-Justice-Standards-Anti-bias-framework-2020.pdf
https://www.learningforjustice.org/sites/default/files/2020-09/TT-Social-Justice-Standards-Anti-bias-framework-2020.pdf
https://itslitteaching.com/teaching-the-hate-u-give-a-case-study/
https://www.learningforjustice.org/classroom-resources/teaching-strategies/close-and-critical-reading/reading-against-the-grain
https://vimeo.com/343074676
https://www.studentpoweredimprovement.com/powered-design-collaborative
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u4dc1axRwE4
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PROFESSIONAL LEARNING FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION AND LEARNING 
ABOUT THE COMMUNITY
Teachers should develop a habit of reflecting on how their positionality impacts their 
literacy instruction (Ebarvia, 2021; Mirra, Coffey, & Englander, 2018). Professional 
learning opportunities can help teachers envision themselves as sociopolitical 
activists who address institutional injustice in schools (Dover, 2015). 

Teachers must understand the unique contexts of their school community and the 
relevant student literacy assets and needs (Ladson-Billings, 1992b). Vincent, Tobin & 
Van Rizin’s (2017) used the National Indian Education Study’s Teacher Background 
Survey and School Background Survey to argue that teachers who were able to learn 
from one another and from the community about Indigenous language and culture 
were better able to implement culturally responsive practices.

g One way to do this is to guide teachers in completing a “history-in-self” about their own 
politicization (Mirra, Coffee, & Englander, 2018). [SCH] [ORG]

g When teachers consider and revise their literacy instructional practices based on an 
understanding of racial positionality, it can also affect their view and use of standards. 
With administrative support, teachers can position standards as “skill sets or building 
blocks, rather than outcomes in and of themselves” (Dover, 2015, p. 367). [SCH]

g Eskolta is re-envisioning their employee handbook to take a more anti-racist stance. 
They also provide their network members with culturally responsive/sustaining 
education training. These tools are developed in partnership with Positively Partners, 
an organization that supports schools and nonprofits to maximize team performance. 
[ORG]

g IFL provided professional development for central office staff, coaches, and teachers on 
the development and use of empathy interviews as part of their Collaborative Design 
Project on Race and Racism. Additionally, Community Design Partners provided multi-
session PD on empathy interviews and how to analyze and report on them to district 
administrators and coaches. Teachers use the topics that emerge during the empathy 
interviews to guide students as they co-design lessons. [ORG]

g Learning for Justice has a case study of a high school that provided educators with 
collaborative and cross-disciplinary professional learning communities in which they 
used data to end tracking in ELA and other subjects. [SCH]

g iChange Collaborative’s blog has links to resources for supporting educators and 
students of color. One example is about facilitating challenging conversations about 
race. [SCH]

https://eskolta.org/
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/summer-2019/getting-on-the-right-track-how-one-school-stopped-tracking-students
https://www.ichangecollaborative.com/blog/stepping-into-the-facilitator-role/
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Actions for Equity:  
Instructional practices
Culturally relevant ELA instructional practices foster an understanding of the 
relationship between language and other parts of culture in addition to integrating 
social justice aims into classroom practices across the domains of reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening. School structures should also be designed and implemented 
to support teachers in learning and practicing these instructional strategies.

RECOGNIZING STUDENTS’ LINGUISTIC ASSETS
Teachers can use students’ language as a jumping-off point for instruction (Baker-
Bell, 2020; Cheesman & DePry, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1992a; Love, 2014; Vincent, 
Tobin & Van Rizin, 2017). 

n Teachers can use explicit terms to discuss the characteristics of language 
that students use (grammar, morphology, and metalinguistic features) (Jensen 
& Thompson, 2020). Similarly, descriptive instead of prescriptive grammar 
instruction can help students identify the structure of their own language use 
(Woodward, Vaughan & Machado, 2017).

n Teachers can create units that ask students to study their own language use 
and that of their community, exploring language ethnographically in students’ 
homes and communities (Martinez & Mejia, 2020; Morrell, 2017).  D’warte’s (2014) 
paper describes how students in three classrooms explored their own linguistic 
repertoires through language mapping. This kind of activity can help students 
“a) explore how specific practices are similar to and different from those they 
use in other contexts of their lives, and b) validate differences as bona fide and 
significant to their social roles, responsibilities, and relationships outside of 
school” (Jensen & Thompson, 2020, p. 4). 

n Supporting students’ development of multiple literacies can encourage linguistic 
plurality, or using their own languages as well as academic English to read, write, 
speak, and listen (Muhammad & Gonzalez, 2016; Woodard, Vaughan & Machado, 
2017). Teachers can prioritize communication over “correct” language use by 
supporting students in using whatever language they bring to the classroom and 
resisting correcting writing for dominant English grammar (Woodard, Vaughan & 
Machado, 2017).

n Kourea, Gibson and Werunga, (2018) theorize that small group instruction, 
cooperative learning groups, peer tutoring, and using response cards and 
guided notes give students opportunities to participate in their own way and use 
their own cultural knowledge. 
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g Teachers can point out how students “manipulate complex morphologies as they mix 
English and Spanish to enhance meaning in informal conversations” (Flores, 2020; 
Jensen & Thompson, 202, p. 40; Martinez & Mejia, 2020). One way to draw attention 
to these connections is through language mapping, an activity that can “identify and 
chart the various ways that students use language across different spaces, places, and 
interlocutors” (Martinez & Mejia, 2020, p. 59). [CLASS]

g	This article from Edutopia suggests creating homework that involves students’ and 
parents’ interactions to support students’ engagement in community literacy practices. 
[CLASS]

g	The New York City Department of Education has a detailed description of how to help 
students use their home languages to access content in English. They suggest that 
teachers begin by activating students’ prior knowledge and support home language 
use throughout the lesson to develop content understanding and discussion. After the 
lesson, teachers should reflect on how home language use helped students engage 
with the lesson. [ORG] [DIST]

g	For writing assignments, the blog Two Writing Teachers suggests allowing students to 
record their voices saying what they want to write before putting it down on paper. This 
allows for more fluid transitions between languages and gives them a chance to edit. 
[CLASS]

g	In surveys and focus groups, first-year undergraduate students identified strategies to 
make reading more social through collaborative activities such as “building glossaries, 
using questions to focus comprehension, and ‘translating’ the meaning of key passages 
using more relatable language and examples’’ (Kimberely & Thursby, 2020, p. 10). This 
can also make the reading process more transparent and accessible. [CLASS]

g	IFL supported partner schools in developing curriculum that helped students explore 
texts through their personal and cultural lens. The curriculum was designed to support 
teacher implementation of sequenced change ideas for comprehending and analyzing 
text that incorporate student centered routines rather than relying on a more traditional 
curriculum that focuses solely on comprehension. [SCH] [CLASS]

g	This article details seven principles that can help students become compassionate 
listeners and develop a strong learning community. The principles include being fully 
present, knowing listening is enough, responding with acceptance, understanding 
conflict as part of real-life learning, asking authentic questions to learn more, being 
gentle with yourself, and treating others’ candidness as a gift. [CLASS]

http://blogs.shu.edu/lmlc/what-are-language-maps/
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/beginners-guide-connecting-home-school-tabitha-dellangelo
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1n2erepRbtkP9KlbMlKA1jOfYkXbb2XjodI-KqzaTDH8/edit?pli=1
https://twowritingteachers.org/2021/04/22/recording-revision-repetition/
https://ifl.pitt.edu/documents/white-papers/2016_5_23_Relevant_Reading.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZsjDTKTHfckZCH65iaBhQP41tP17hnH4/view?usp=sharing
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_listen_with_compassion_in_the_classroom
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g A reader-response approach that also utilizes critical literature pedagogy (CLP) asks 
students to consider how their positionalities shape their understanding of a text, for 
example in a reading of Toni Morrison’s Beloved (Borsheim-Black, Macaluso & Petrone, 
2014). The authors contrast traditional reader responses, which “can overemphasize 
the importance of ‘relating’ to a book” (p. 130), with CLP-informed reader responses that 
instead ask students “to consider how aspects of their own identities —especially their 
own positions of power and privilege —factor into their experiences with a novel” (p. 
130). 

g	In a conceptual piece, Ebarvia (2021) suggests asking students to interrogate how their 
identities enable them to engage with and understand a text. She urges teachers to 
incorporate students’ identities throughout the school year rather than simply having an 
identity unit at the beginning of the year. To accomplish this, as students discuss new 
texts or issues, they should ask “How does who I am inform my thinking on this text or 
this issue?” (p. 583). Students can go deeper by asking how their identity might inform 
or restrict insight into a particular issue as well as how their emotions and socialization 
could be affecting their understanding. [CLASS] [SCH]

g	Jensen and Thompson (2020) highlight nominalization (turning a adjective or verb into 
a noun, such as turning “happy” into “happiness”) as a practice of academic English that 
can be confusing unless explained explicitly to students. Although students do not have 
to adopt its use, helping them understand something like nominalization allows them 
to understand sentences in which it is used and provides teachers with an opportunity 
to highlight how writers can use nominalization to draw attention away from oppressive 
actors and actions. [CLASS] 

g	The National Council for Teachers of English has curated a list of resources for teachers 
to help build critical language awareness in their classrooms. [CLASS] [SCH]

g	Learning for Justice created social justice standards that teachers can use to bolster 
their incorporation of social justice principles into lessons. [SCH]

CRITICAL LANGUAGE AWARENESS AND CRITICAL LITERACY
Instructional practices should support students to discuss the racialized power 
differences between languages (El-Amin et al, 2017). Teachers can encourage critical 
language awareness by engaging “students in the analysis of how their personal and 
cultural identities affect their societal interactions,” in order to help them understand 
how and why language is racialized (Baker-Bell, 2020; Dover, 2015, p. 368).

n Teaching about the history and use of Black language in contrast to dominant 
White English can help students reflect on their linguistic identities (Baker-Bell, 
2020). 

n Teachers can give students the opportunity to analyze multiple perspectives of 
literary, school-based, local, historical, and political events, focusing on instances 
of inequity and justice (Dover, 2015). They can help students read both “with 
and against a text” to understand both the literary elements and perspectives 
and how the text is “embedded in and shaped by ideologies” (Borsheim-Black, 
Macaluso & Petrone, 2014, p. 124).

https://ncte-org.offcampus.lib.washington.edu/blog/2017/08/there-is-no-apolitical-classroom-resources-for-teaching-in-these-times/
https://www.learningforjustice.org/frameworks/social-justice-standards
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g Hill Pedagogies has a lesson plan that supports students in analyzing and writing about 
the politics of Black hair utilizing a variety of resources (ranging from newspaper articles 
to poems, videos, and images). This lesson also has some specific questions asking 
students to reflect on their experiences at home and in their community regarding their 
hair. [CLASS]

g	Incorporating slam poetry into the classroom allows students to “use language in 
unbounded ways, [as] they are concurrently analyzing power in language and within 
society as society’s most pressing issues are researched and written about” (Muhammad 
& Gonzalez, 2016, p. 449). [CLASS]

g	El-Amin et al. (2017) list three best practices to support critical consciousness in students 
along with examples of projects that support them. They are based on the finding that 
“Black teenagers are attuned to the vast array of unjust structural forces operating in 
their communities, in society, and in their schools,” which emerged in the authors’ mixed-
methods study. The practices are 1) teaching the language of inequality, 2) creating 
space to interrogate racism, and 3) teaching students how to take action. The example 
lesson of teaching students how to take action involved role playing a meeting of the 
African National Congress during apartheid. During the lesson students were able to 
make connections to personal experiences, such as participation in the Black Lives 
Matter movement as well as other courses. [CLASS]

g	In her blog post (part of the #31DaysofIBPOC series), Debbie Reese urges teachers to 
prepare students with the skills and knowledge they need for authentic writing projects. 
She uses a diary entry by Sacagawea as an example, where a student wrote about 
gender roles rather than other, more historically realistic concerns that Sacagawea 
might have had. In response to this example, Reese and her colleague developed Tips 
for Teachers: Developing Instructional Materials about American Indians which urges 
teachers to focus on local tribes and their cultures, including referring to them using the 
specific Native Nation name. [CLASS]

USING LANGUAGE FOR LIBERATION
Because ELA instruction is inherently political, schools should integrate critical 
consciousness into curriculum and pedagogy (Carter, 2008; Gutiérrez, 2008). 
Teachers can position language and literacy as a tool to use in the fight against 
social injustices (Baker-Bell, Butler & Johnson, 2017; Mirra, Coffey & Englander, 2018) 
by helping students see themselves as readers and writers and encouraging them 
to use creative expression to “question and problematize their worlds” (Dover, 2015, 
Ebarvia, 2021; Love, 2014; Muhammad & Gonzalez, 2016, p. 448). 

n Acknowledging students’ feelings regarding prior reading experiences and 
having open dialogue about the process of reading can “empower students to 
move beyond” frustrations (Kimberley & Thursby, 2020, p. 9). This allows teachers 
to validate students’ decisions around reading practices and help them develop 
identities as readers.

n  A critical literacy stance asks students to consume, produce, and distribute texts 
for real life purposes and audiences (Borsheim-Black, Macaluso & Petrone, 2014).

http://hillpedagogies.com/resources/
https://kappanonline.org/critical-consciousness-key-student-achievement/
https://americanindiansinchildrensliterature.blogspot.com/2021/05/thinking-critically-about-writing.html
https://31daysibpoc.wordpress.com/
https://americanindiansinchildrensliterature.blogspot.com/p/tips-for-teachers-developing.html
https://americanindiansinchildrensliterature.blogspot.com/p/tips-for-teachers-developing.html
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g	Dover (2015) profiles a teacher who uses various historical contexts and types of media 
in her classroom to discuss social injustice. At the conclusion of the unit, students write 
a paper analyzing the high morbidity of local people of color and argue whether it could 
be considered an example of genocide. [CLASS]

g	Janks (2013) gives an example of a critical literacy approach in a unit that examines the 
history of Mexican-American studies, has students analyze texts and primary sources, 
take a stance and defend it, and finally connects their learning to a local context. 
[CLASS]

https://www-tandfonline-com.offcampus.lib.washington.edu/doi/pdf/10.1080/10665684.2015.1056710?needAccess=true
https://doi.org/10.3402/edui.v4i2.22071
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How to Use this Memo
The purpose of this memo is to summarize the literature focused on 
racial equity-centered college access interventions for minoritized 
youth and highlight effective practices. It is one in a series for 
organizations doing continuous improvement work. The content is 
divided by research and practices. We have identified the context of 
each example: at the school [SCH], organization [ORG], classroom 
[CLASS], or district level [DIST]. These details are intended to 
make the practical examples simple to match to other organizational 
contexts given teacher and staff expertise of their own schools. 

Framing Well-matched Postsecondary Access
Assumptions about college access often tie college readiness to a 
set of skills, including academic proficiency and non-academic skills 
such as choosing a college, accessing and completing financial aid 
applications, etc. However, Black, Indigenous, Latinx, low-income, 
and first-generation students often face choices that traditional 
college choice frameworks don’t consider as they are normed 
to whiteness and middle-class experiences (Cox, 2016). Multiple 
system-level barriers make college access difficult for students of 
color: predatory colleges and universities put students of color into 
disproportionate rates of debt, public systems do not invest in many 
campuses that enroll larger percentages of students of color, well-
resourced institutions often exclude students of color, and there is an 
overall belief that access to college is the responsibility of individual 
students (Elliott & Jones, 2019). Students regularly apply to schools 
less selective than they are academically prepared for, sometimes 
because of a lack of high-quality options geographically close to their 
families (Roksa & Deutschlander, 2015). 

Research on college access often frames students of color in a deficit-
based way, using social and cultural capital attainment theories that 
compare students of color to their White peers (Welton & Martinez, 
2014). In contrast, we forefront suggestions that focus on asset-based 
strategies and recognize students of color and low-income students’ 
strengths in line with Yosso’s (2005) concept of cultural community 
wealth (Duncheon, 2017). This theory highlights assets of students of 
color, like the ability to hope for the future in the face of adversity, 
ability to communicate in multiple languages, community connections 
and resources, and skills maneuvering social institutions. 

Students’ ability and freedom to choose a well-matched postsecondary 
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option is impacted by their school and community, the higher 
education options available to them, financial barriers, job options, and 
social pressures (Perna, 2006). Students receive different information 
depending on the resources at their school, such as student-teacher 
ratios, teacher quality, and access to college counselors (Acevedo-
Gil, 2017). Ideally, high schools would collaborate with post-secondary 
institutions to eliminate barriers between the systems that make 
college access difficult for students of color and low-income students. 
For example, streamlining academic and application requirements 
and providing information and education about tuition and financial 
aid options would increase equitable opportunities for students of 
color (Elliott & Jones, 2019). While this research is focused on high 
school students, several of these interventions could improve post-
secondary systems as well. 

The literature uses several terms to describe well-matched 
postsecondary access and opportunities: college readiness, college 
choice, college access, and postsecondary match. 

n  College readiness: the level of academic and non-academic 
preparation students need to enroll and persist in college 

n  College choice has three stages: predisposition (developing 
an interest in college in middle school and early high school), 
search (11th and 12th grades), and choice (receiving offers and 
selecting colleges) 

n  College access: the policies and systems that make it possible 
for students to enter college

n Postsecondary match: the match between a student’s 
credentials (readiness) and their postsecondary institution

n Undermatch refers to a student applying to and attending 
schools that are below their level of academic preparation 

We make the distinction between cognitive and non-cognitive 
preparation in organizing suggestions to mirror most of the literature 
on college access. Cognitive preparation includes test scores 
and student grades. Non-cognitive factors include five different 
categories: academic mindsets, academic perseverance, academic 
behaviors, learning strategies, and social skills (Tichavakunda, 2017).  
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Actions for Equity:  
Organizational Conditions
College access is an organizational responsibility (Duncheon & Relles, 2019). High 
schools act as “brokers” for students by creating connections with postsecondary 
institutions and a college-going culture that values Black, Indigenous, and People 
of Color (BIPOC) students’ potential (Byndloss et al., 2015; Corwin & Tierney, 2007; 
Hooker & Brand, 2009) is critical to creating equitable access to postsecondary 
opportunities. The following practices outline how organizations can create a college-
going culture to improve students’ access to well-matched postsecondary options.

ACADEMIC FACTORS 
To increase the likelihood that students graduate with the necessary credentials, 
schools should eliminate tracking. For example, a qualitative study of Latinx students’ 
college choice process in Texas (Welton & Martinez, 2014) found that ability tracking 
reifies racial inequities by tracking minoritized youth into less challenging academic 
classes, therefore limiting their college credentials. By making college-level courses 
available to all students, minoritized youth are more likely to have the necessary 
academic preparation for college. 

School leaders can create organizational conditions and cultural norms that increase 
equitable access to college preparatory work (Kolluri, 2019). 

n  For instance, in a study of the implementation of AP programs at two high schools, 
based on principal guidance, the AP classes at one school took on a community 
cultural wealth orientation by focusing on collaborative rather than competitive 
pedagogical strategies, used a variety of instructional strategies rather than 
“teaching to the test,” and wove in community knowledge (Kolluri, 2019). Kolluri 
points out that a community cultural wealth standpoint was just as successful 
on traditional metrics as the more competitive, stratified approach as both high 
schools showed measurable improvement in test scores.

g This case study of de-tracking in a Walla Walla high school describes an interdisciplinary 
professional learning community that analyzed students’ reading and writing scores to 
uncover the issues with tracking practices, resulting in a new system where students 
can sign up to get extra enrichment with AP content. [SCH]

g	San Francisco Unified School District detracked mathematics by creating heterogeneous 
math classes in both middle and high schools. This PowerPoint presentation describes 
the process, and this brief article explains the results. [DIST]

g	The Everyone Graduates Center suggests schools eliminate tracking, which they 
describe in this report on eliminating inequities in schools. [ORG]

file:
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/summer-2019/getting-on-the-right-track-how-one-school-stopped-tracking-students
https://files.nwesd.org/jlongchamps/CD_Meetings/2018-19/3-22-19/SF_WA%20Regional%20Presentation%203_2018.pdf
https://www.nctm.org/uploadedFiles/Standards_and_Positions/Work-to-End-Tracking-and-Offer-Four-Years-of-Meaningful-Final.pdf
http://new.every1graduates.org/delineating-the-duplicity-of-equality-in-academic-placement-for-african-american-families/
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g This case study of a Virginia high school demonstrates how course recommendation 
processes, course scheduling, teacher training, and parent collaboration allowed for 
equitable AP enrollment. Supportive staff-student relationships also distinguished the 
school from its peer schools. [SCH]

g This case study describes how parents and family members at Rainier Beach High 
School in Seattle led efforts to institute a rigorous and more racially equitable IB 
curriculum. [SCH] 

g Fayette County Public Schools runs Opportunity Middle College, a dual-enrollment 
program for juniors and seniors. Enrolled students are majority low-income, first-
generation, and people of color. The program has several supports in place for students 
who struggle in college classes, and bases acceptance on factors like work ethic, rather 
than only GPA. [DIST]

g	This case study of New York & Michigan’s Enhanced dual enrollment systems (Barnett 
et al., 2015) demonstrates how schools can implement these systems to improve the 
academic experience of low-income youth of color. Some interventions include creating 
a fifth-year cohort that places students not ready for graduation into a fifth-year program 
to prepare them for post-secondary options through college course enrollment. 
However, this model has the potential to reify the inequities of academic tracking as the 
fifth-year students are “held back” from being fully enrolled in college.  [DIST] [ORG]

g	The Smart Scholars Cohort model in New York is an early college high school focused 
on creating opportunities for underrepresented high school students to earn college 
credits before their high school graduation. The program, in addition to creating a variety 
of support services for students like advisories and mentorship, also has a summer 
program for incoming 9th-grade students and a Freshman Success Seminar for non-
academic college skills. [DIST]

g	Running Start is a dual enrollment program in Washington that is tuition-free. The 
program increases college enrollment for students of color and low-income students. 
However, students of color participate at disproportionately low rates. [DIST]

g	Commit Dallas directly partners with postsecondary institutions to facilitate a bridge 
from high school to postsecondary enrollment. For instance, they created a platform for 
streamlined, direct application matching and student progress monitoring between high 
schools and select higher education institutions. [ORG]

Early college high school or dual enrollment courses also encourage students’ 
interest in attending college and readiness for college work (Hurtado, Ramos, Perez 
& Lopez-Salgado, 2020). Teachers or counselors should encourage and explain such 
courses to students (Welton & Martinez, 2014). One point to note is that students in 
dual enrollment, while more prepared for college-level coursework, are more likely to 
undermatch (go to a college that is below their level of academic preparation)  than 
peers who do not participate, particularly if the dual enrollment program is at a 2-year 
institution (Jagesic, Ewing, Wyatt & Feng, 2021). 

https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd/5677/
https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/uw-s3-cdn/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2018/10/10105100/Ishimaru-2018_JEA.pdf
https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/uw-s3-cdn/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2018/10/10105100/Ishimaru-2018_JEA.pdf
https://www.aypf.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Persistence-to-Graduation-Full-Report.pdf
https://www.tc.columbia.edu/ncrest/publications--resources/final-Barnett-Maclutsky-Wagonlander-copy.pdf
http://www.nysed.gov/postsecondary-services/smart-scholars-early-college-high-school
https://www.sbctc.edu/colleges-staff/programs-services/running-start/default.aspx
https://commitpartnership.org/
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g High Tech High is thinking about how systems-level changes can support students 
like providing support to all students to complete FAFSA and making completion a 
graduation requirement.  [SCH]

g The Southern Regional Education Board developed this case study of a Tennessee 
high school using rigorous curriculum for school improvement and college access. 
Although it does not serve a racially diverse group of students overall, it has used 
continuous improvement to raise enrollment in AP courses. The school has eliminated 
low-level courses, built in supports for students needing extra academic help, created 
a teacher development program across all subjects, and consistently assessed these 
interventions through a CI process. [SCH]

g North Carolina New Schools, most of which are early college high schools, require a 
college preparatory course progression for all students regardless of academic rank 
when entering high school or course performance while in high school (Edmunds et al., 
2017). [DIST]

g Arizona Meta Network partners with local school districts & universities to use FAFSA, 
college application, and enrollment data to build data routines designed to increase 
the number of Black, Latinx, and Low-Income students enrolling in 4-year institutions.  
[ORG]

Align high school graduation requirements with college application requirements 
(Hooker & Brand, 2010) and integrate college-level work into all courses (Welton & 
Martinez, 2014). 

n  High schools can partner with postsecondary institutions for data sharing to 
streamline students’ admission process, like sharing coursetaking data, GPAs, 
and other school information (Belasco & Trivette, 2015).

NON-ACADEMIC FACTORS  
High schools can use organizational resources to make access to information about 
college more equitable (Duncheon & Relles, 2019). They can do this by distributing 
fee waivers to students, referring students to specific, tailored resources, and forging 
partnerships with external organizations like college preparation programs or colleges.

Schools should increase the capacity of school personnel to see BIPOC students as 
college-going (Welton & Martinez, 2014).

n  For example, a study of community-based organizations working with high school 
students found that representatives who developed deep relationships with 
students could advocate on behalf of students for higher grades and access to 
academic opportunities, and negotiate ties with college admissions personnel 
(Ramirez, 2021).

https://www.hightechhigh.org/
https://www.sreb.org/publication/case-study-fred-j-page-high-school
https://nccppr.org/north-carolina-early-colleges/
http://azmeta.org/
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g Professional development should aim to increase teachers’ capacity, knowledge, and 
enthusiasm for BIPOC students’ post-secondary options (CARA, 2018). This case study 
shows how one school used professional development to increase teachers’ capacity to 
run college advisory groups. The PD focused on using data to show teachers the gaps 
between graduation rates and students’ matriculation at post-secondary institutions and 
a mock activity to get teachers acclimated to the college admissions process. [SCH]

g High Tech High uses an Empathy Interview Protocol to inform interventions for first-
generation college-goers, signaling they recognize the importance of students’ unique 
experiences. [SCH]

g Commit Dallas uses a Senior Exit Survey to track students’ college application and 
enrollment process and their future college-going plans. The survey includes space for 
students to reflect on their anxieties around enrollment, such as concerns regarding 
affordability. Results are shared with the network. [ORG]

g New Tech Network uses empathy interviews to learn more about students’ experiences 
and then incorporates these data into their root cause analyses. [ORG]

g The Hillside Work-Scholarship Connection assigns students to counselors at a ratio of 
30:1, with counselors who make home visits, meet with parents every quarter, and meet 
with students once a week. [ORG]

g The Washington State Achievers program (now the College Success Foundation), 
included college preparatory advisers for grades 8-10, and “higher education-readiness 
opportunity advisers” in grades 11-12, who provided individual academic monitoring, test 
preparation, college visits, FAFSA completion assistance, scholarship research, college 
application and selection assistance, and collaboration with families. [ORG]

Students should have voice and agency in the college-going process. Students 
achieve higher academic outcomes when they engage in self-reflection about the 
college process as a low-income student, for instance (Acevedo-Gil, 2017).

n  For example, Gibson & Hidalgo (2009) found that Latinx college counselors who 
discussed college with Latinx students as a realistic goal changed their mindsets 
to college-going.

Schools should ensure equitable access to counselors (Siddiqi & Mikolowsky, 2020). 
The recommended student-to-counselor ratio is 250:1, but students of color and those 
living in low-SES households are more likely to attend schools with a higher ratio. 

https://caranyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/170929_CARA-Case_Julia_finalREV.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1VTUcRr8Pb5az9i8Wal2rXt8uxvRj21sFh-UZbRL6qDA/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1r_xjOrQtOWKhko2wCSYn15UdqWkgH6FA/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/19A6Dv1AP3ndSUIAJsoCeaCDDeunteP5FaX2BmGHYmvc/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.hillside.com/about-us/family-agencies/regions-affiliates/hwsc/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED509889.pdf
https://www.collegesuccessfoundation.org/program/achievers-grades-11-12/#about


58

PRACTICES TO EQUITABLY ADDRESS WELL-MATCHED POSTSECONDARY ACCESS

g  This case study of a New York City high school includes a year-long curriculum mapping 
chart for each grade, including specific courses and learning sessions for each semester 
(CARA, 2018). [SCH]

g  Citizen Schools (Boston) has a middle-school after-school program associated with 
improved student engagement and academic performance. Students who attend are 
more likely to persist in high school and have higher on-time graduation rates. Students 
tour colleges, get assistance in choosing a high-quality high school, and participate in 
apprenticeships. [ORG]

g  Washington State Achievers provided 500 non-merit based college scholarships to 
students entering college. [ORG]

g	Seattle Promise covers tuition for two years and additional school-related expenses 
like books and housing. [DIST]

Make college prep courses the norm (specifically geared towards college knowledge, 
separate from academic preparation) to support students’ interest in college. Schools 
can do this by automatically enrolling students in courses (Duncheon & DeMatthews, 
2018). 

Encourage extracurricular activities geared towards college readiness. Participation 
in extracurriculars predicted college enrollment (grade 12) and persistence (grades 10 
and 12) (Duncheon & DeMatthews, 2018; Knight & Duncheon, 2020).

n  After-school programs specifically geared towards college readiness can help 
students with both cognitive and non-cognitive preparedness. For example, 
research on one program serving low-income students of color showed the 
program helped students receive academic support, develop a college-going 
identity and college knowledge through access to computers, college materials, 
and a strong network with peers and colleges (Tichavakunda, 2017). 

Expand college access through financial aid (Hooker & Brand, 2010).

https://caranyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/170929_CARA-Case_Julia_finalREV.pdf
https://caranyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/170929_CARA-Case_Julia_finalREV.pdf
https://www.citizenschools.org/elt
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g Washington State Achievers assigned students “hometown mentors” in their junior year 
of high school who mentored them about viewing college as a realistic goal throughout 
the application process. [ORG]

Collaborate with families through responsive programming and accessible 
material. Schools can support students’ interest in college attendance by incorporating 
families’ and students’ voices into the program to address specific questions and 
needs in the community (Welton & Martinez, 2014). Parents of minoritized students 
often support college-going aspirations (Acevedo-Gil, 2017; Carey, 2021; Olivarez, 
2020), but high schools typically fail to acknowledge and meaningfully partner with 
parents (Hurtado, Ramos, Perez & Lopez-Salgado, 2020).

n  Schools can foreground families in the college search process by making 
college material accessible to parents so they can help in the decision making 
process. One way is to translate material to parents’ home language (Carey, 
2021; Olivarez, 2020).

n  For example, a longitudinal study that used a nationally representative sample of 
10th graders, found that students with more family cultural capital, as measured 
by family-child interactions and family-school interactions, were less likely to 
undermatch regardless of family SES, providing evidence for collaborating 
meaningfully with families in building a college-going culture in schools (Roksa & 
Deutschlander, 2015). 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED509889.pdf
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Actions for Equity:  
Curriculum and Counseling

CURRICULA THAT ENCOURAGE COLLEGE INTEREST, KNOWLEDGE, AND 
READINESS 
Duncheon & DeMatthews (2018) suggest including college skills courses in the typical 
curriculum, such as dedicated college readiness classes and campus visits starting 
in 9th grade, specifically highlighting information about financial aid that the College 
Access: Research and Action uses in their college inquiry curriculum. 

Other curricular approaches include supporting students’ knowledge about college by 
guiding them to conduct a college and career search with the goal of creating college 
lists by 11th grade (CARA, 2018).

COLLEGE COUNSELING THAT MEETS STUDENTS’ NEEDS. 
Counseling relationships should be “built on trust and authentic caring” (Welton & 
Martinez, 2014, p. 216). Meeting with a high-quality college counselor who encourages 
students to attend college is associated with persistence to and through college 
(Duncheon & Knight, 2020). 

n  Students should have access to clear information about the cost of attendance 
and graduation rates (Castleman & Goodman, 2018) and how many and what 
kinds of schools to apply to (Pallis, 2015). Students concerned about cost are 
more likely to undermatch (Roksa & Deutschlander, 2015). 

n Counselors can share college information that is accessible to students 
and individual-specific (Hoxby & Turner, 2013, 2015). This includes application 
guidance, semi-customized information about net cost of attendance and no-
paperwork application fee waivers. The more tailored the information-sharing 
process is, the better for the student. 
> For example, CARA (2018) suggests that once a student has been accepted 

to college, students have individual meetings with counselors, teachers, or 
administrators to review acceptances and financial aid packages.

n  In a case study, Duncheon & Relles (2019) found that students were more likely 
to get involved in the college-going process when counselors and teachers 
suggested students attend certain presentations, join an external college-going 
support organization, or apply for a competitive college entrance program.

g Some High Tech High partner schools offer virtual college fairs, trips, and events like the 
Black College Expo through the National Association for College Admissions. [SCH]

https://caranyc.org/
https://caranyc.org/
https://caranyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/170929_CARA-Case_Julia_finalREV.pdf
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g Bottom Line’s individualized college counseling allows counselors to spend time with 
students forming college lists, writing college essays, completing applications, and 
deciding what colleges are the best match given academic rigor and net costs. [ORG]

g The Bottom Line Access program provides students with assistance completing the 
FAFSA. In addition, counselors assist students and their families with interpreting 
financial aid awards and figuring out which college option is the most affordable (Hooker 
& Brand, 2009). [ORG]

g In this CARA case study, a New York City high school runs workshops for parents and 
students to fill out the FAFSA together. [SCH]

g In Tennessee, tnAchieves — an organization that supports the scholarship and mentoring 
aspects of the Tennessee Promise program — helps high school counselors host TN 
FAFSA Frenzy events where students fill out the form. The toolkit for school counselors 
suggests that they “reserve a computer lab or a room and a set of laptops for your 
event” (Siddiqi & Mikolowsky, 2020). [ORG] 

Schools can support students to complete their FAFSA with strategies such as 
convening students in common spaces to complete the FAFSA, individualized 
counseling for students to complete the FAFSA, and hosting virtual FAFSA completion 
and Q&A parties (Siddiqi & Mikolowsky, 2020).

https://www.bottomline.org/content/access-program
https://caranyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/170929_CARA-Case_Julia_finalREV.pdf
https://tnachieves.org/
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