An equitable environment creates
high levels of learning for all students

he Coleman study, which sug-
gested family background rather
than schooling was a better
predictor of student success,
caused an uproar when it was
published 40 years ago. Yet many modern-day
schools seem to act asif those findings were
scientific fact. Later, amore sophisticated
analysis revealed contrary findings using the
same data and showed that “highly effective
schools produce results that
almost entirely overcomethe
effects of student back-
ground” (Marzano, 2003, p. 7).

So, what isthe principa’s
role in developing an equitable
school environment? The
principal communicateshigh
expectationsfor self and for
all teachersand students.
High expectationsisacomplex
and misunderstood concept.
Let'sdissect thisidea. First,
the principal acceptsno
excusesfor thelack of
achievement by subgroupsof students. Instead
of accepting the idea that some students will not
or cannot learn because of their family back-
ground or other factors, the principal must
believe and then communicate the belief that all
students can learn, although possibly at different
rates and in different ways. Principals who have
closed the achievement gap identify that belief as
acritical first step in the process.

Second, the principal changes school
schedules, curriculum, and use of staff timeto
support thelear ning of struggling students.
Schools have to operate differently to cause the
desired changes in achievement. Every routineis
questioned and adjusted in order to accomplish
high levels of learning for students.

EQUITY

OCTOBER 2006 e The Learning Principal

Staff development that
improves the learning of
all students prepares
educators to understand
and appreciate all students;
create safe, orderly, and
supportive learning
environments; and hold
high expectations for their
academic achievement.

The principal also expectsteachersto
changeclassroom practicesto support the
lear ning of struggling students. Thereason
many educators do not change their classroom
practiceisthat they don't believeit will make
any differencein student learning. The principal
may need to highlight changes in student
learning that result from changesin classroom
practice that occur within the school. This
expectation is also supported by encouraging
respectful dialogueamong
faculty regardingtheir role
in helping all studentslearn.
Work by the Education Trust
and Marzano indicate that
teachers can make adiffer-
ence in student learning by
using strategies that are not
yet widely used in schools.
Part of the faculty dialogue
needs to include the principal
challenging educators
underlying assumptions
concerningtheroleof
parents, SES, race, and
background in student lear ning. The principal
can encourage faculty to learn about high-
performing, high-poverty/high-minority schools
studied by the Education Trust (2001). This
work dispels the myth that poverty and minority
status prevent high achievement.

Last, theprincipal providesan ongoing
system of staff development to enhanceteacher
skillsand knowledgeabout teaching struggling
students. This staff development helps and
supports teachers implement new practices that
will makeadifferencein student learning.

An equitable learning environment is
possible. But schools will not achieve high levels
of learning for all studentswithout the coura-
geous efforts of principals.
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