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Boulder confronts its discomfort with diversity

im Hillmer
describes
himself as a
triple agent

— a straight white man
— on the equity
battlefront.

Several years ago,
he volunteered to join a
new staff development
initiative exploring
equity and diversity
issues in Boulder
Valley (Colo.) School
District. “It was a very
powerful experience for
me, really an eye-opening experience. I am so
much more aware than I ever was before,” he
said.

Triple agents like himself have a great
responsibility to educate themselves and to speak
up about issues of equity in the classroom and in
the schools, he said. “It can’t always be the gay

teacher or the black
teacher or the woman
teacher who’s speaking
up. They can’t always
be the ones expected to
shoulder that burden.
They’re going to burn
out. They need allies.
And I need them. But,
before this, there’s no
way that I would have
been able to talk about
these issues. Now, I can
not only talk about
them, I bring up the
questions,” he said.

The story of equity training in the Boulder
schools does not begin where it begins for most
communities. A hip college town that skews
Democratic, Boulder perceives itself as a liberal
community where everyone is welcomed and
celebrated, even though its population is majority
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ublic schools operate in such a
complex environment it seems
everyone is looking for “silver
bullet” solutions. Teachers yearn for
the instructional strategy or curricu-

lum that will cause low-performing students to
excel. State policymakers thirst for quick, low-
cost proposals that will spur educators to
perform more effectively.

Because it is human nature to seek simple
solutions, there is never a shortage of people who
attempt to capitalize on this need. Currently,
there is a vigorous national campaign to convince
legislators to mandate that local school systems
spend at least 65% of their budgets on “class-
room instruction.” Georgia, Kansas, and Louisi-
ana have already passed such laws, and the Texas
governor issued an executive order mandating a
new financial accountability system to include
the “65% solution.” In Colorado, Florida,
Missouri, and Oklahoma, either governors are
advocating the proposal or citizens are using the
initiative process to submit the measure to voters.

The so-called “65% solution” may be
seductive, but closer scrutiny reveals problems.
Foremost among them is that the proposal’s
definition of “classroom instruction” does NOT
include professional development. The “solution”
also excludes curriculum development, media
services, guidance counselors and social workers
from the definition of classroom instruction.

What does the “65% solution” mean for
professional development? If states enact policies,
laws, or regulations that adhere to the proposed
definition of classroom instruction, everything
would depend on what adjustments school system
officials make to meet the requirement. Their
decisions may affect professional development a
great deal, relatively little, or not at all, depending
on how local education officials adjust allocations
among many different functions and activities

excluded from the definition. Much also depends
on how vigorously states enforce the laws.

However, it would be a mistake for educators
not to take the “65% solution” seriously. Many
school systems lack any definition for what
functions or activities constitute “classroom
instruction.” Most lack policies regulating the
proportion of system expenditures that should
target classroom instruction. Finally, most school
systems do not know what proportion of their
total expenditures they allocate according either
to their own or the “65% solution” definition.

At the same time, the data that does exist is
often not transparent. Many policymakers and
citizens do not know (or trust) how systems
allocate local, state, and federal funds to schools.
School systems continue to seek and often
receive greater financial support, but political
leaders and taxpayers question whether they get
commensurate results in classroom resources,
instruction, and performance. The “65% solu-
tion,” then, capitalizes on this witches’ brew of a
policy and information vacuum combined with
school systems’ low credibility.

So long as this scenario is more often the
rule than the exception, professional develop-
ment will be in potential jeopardy. However,
professional development has its own problems.
It has not effectively made the case that there is a
direct connection between expenditures for
professional learning and improvements in
classroom instruction. This is not simply a
communication failure. Staff developers cannot
communicate what they do not know, and most
know very little about the effects of their efforts.
Until staff developers routinely use credible
evaluation protocols, they will lack the informa-
tion necessary either to improve the effects of
staff development or advocate forcefully for
professional development as a critical component
of classroom instruction.

The “65% solution”

capitalizes on a

witches’ brew of a

policy and

information

vacuum combined

with school

systems’ low

credibility.
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FOCUS ON
NSDC’S
STANDARDS

Educational equity looks beyond
the ‘all kids can learn’ slogan

Pat Roy is co-author
of Moving NSDC’s
Staff Development
Standards Into
Practice: Innovation
Configurations
(NSDC, 2003)

O

Read more about NSDC’s standards at

www.nsdc.org/standards/index.cfm.

ne of the district-level challenges
of NCLB is that all schools need
to attain high levels of student
learning. What does it take for a
district to sustain this kind of

performance? In a study of high-poverty districts
that supported systemwide change in effective
school practices, the first finding reported was:
Districts had the courage to acknowledge
poor performance and the
will to seek solutions
(Learning First Alliance,
2003, p.5). Despite negative
information about low
achievement and a learning
gap for poor and minority
students, these districts
questioned current practices
publicly and challenged all
educators to support and
implement new teaching and
learning strategies. One of
the strategies used to
accomplish their goal was
through “adopting new approaches to profes-
sional development” (p. 6).

The district role in creating an equitable
school environment relies heavily on effective
professional development strategies. First,
central office staff should provide experiences
for school and district personnel to develop
skills and knowledge related to educational
equity. Educational equity needs to go beyond
the “all kids can learn” slogan to include
practical strategies for helping all students learn
as well as challenging underlying beliefs about
the role of SES, race, and other factors in student
learning. Educational research has identified
effective instructional strategies for struggling
students. But, educators not only need to know
about these strategies, they need to implement

these strategies consistently in the classroom.
One of the services that district staff can provide
includes support for on-the-job coaching and
follow-up to ensure that new behaviors
become part of educators’ active repertoire of
skills.

A second strategy for central office staff is to
arrange and organize ongoing sessions
concerning equity issues in which partici-

pants practice new skills,
are observed, and provided
feedback. Work by Joyce and
Showers (1988) has shown
that educators are more likely
to use new practices in their
classroom when they have
practiced new skills in the
safety of a training setting.
This practice can decrease the
knowing-doing gap that
occurs within many profes-
sional development programs.

Professional develop-
ment activities focused on

equity also need to acknowledge that part of the
issue is educators’ underlying assumptions and
beliefs about the influence of poverty or minority
backgrounds. Staff at SEDL (Rodriquez, 2000)
found that they had to employ alternative forms
of professional development when addressing
equity issues. Central office staff should,
therefore, employ simulations, case studies,
critical incidents, and reflection to alter
underlying beliefs and assumptions of
participants concerning their role in creating an
equitable learning environment.
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W H A T  A  D I S T R I C T  L E A D E R  N E E D S  T O  K N O W  A B O U T  . . .NSDC TOOL

SQUARING THE CIRCLE

Purpose: During this activity, a team is challenged to become its own self-organizing unit
through teamwork, shared visualization, and systemic thinking. This activity helps a group
experience the meaning of team learning; introduces the concept of self-organizing teams and
systems; and examines what occurs when communication is limited to the voice. Participants
will appreciate the process that is necessary to create a shared vision and how an understanding
of the whole improves teamwork and problem solving.

Participants: 8 to 30 (If you have only 6 to 10 participants, you may opt to Triangle the Circle.
Instead of creating a square, invite participants to create an equal-sided triangle.)

Time: 20 to 30 minutes

Materials: One rope, 10 yards or longer

Location: Outdoors or in a room large enough for participants to form a loose circle.

Preparation: Have the rope nearby and make sure it can easily uncoiled without having to
unravel tangles and snarls. Ideally, it should already be uncoiled and ready on the floor.

From the

perspective of

systems thinking,

Squaring the Circle

is like redesigning

the system: the

process will be more

effective if

individuals in the

group listen to

everyone and

ensure that all

understand and

agree with the plan

before taking action.

This exercise shows

how futile it is for an

authoritarian

“leader” to try and

dictate to everyone

else what they must

do to create a

square.

Have participants line up shoulder to shoulder in a straight line, all facing the same direction. Ask
participants to put their hands out in front of them, palms up. Place one end of the rope in the hands of
a person at the end of the line and walk down the line having each person take hold of the rope with
both hands. At the end of the line, turn around and walk back up to the original end, but this time just
playing out the rope on the floor. Then, tie the two ends of the rope together. Now all people are
bunched on half of the loop.

Tell participants the rules:
• The entire rope needs to be used.
• Close your eyes, and keep them closed during the task.
• You may slide along the rope, but you cannot change positions with anyone else on the rope.
• When you personally think the group has finished its task, raise your hand and I will ask for a

vote.
• If a majority of the group thinks you are finished, I will ask you to stop and open your eyes.

Otherwise, I will tell you to keep going.

(If a participant doesn’t want to close his eyes or accidentally opens them during the exercise, ask
him to let go of the rope and step back silently. He will serve as an observer who can later help the
group understand the strengths and weaknesses of the problem-solving approach. You can also ask one
or two people to volunteer to act as observers before the exercise begins.)

Finally, say, “Your goal is to create a square while everyone maintains their hold on the rope.”

Directions



OCTOBER 2006 I The Learning System National Staff Development Council I 800-727-7288 I www.nsdc.org          5

Reprinted with

permission. The

Systems Thinking

Playbook by Linda

Booth Sweeney and

Dennis Meadows.

Durham, N.H.:

Turning Point/

University of New

Hampshire, 2001.

The book can be

ordered

from www.sustain

abilityinstitute.org/

tools_resources/

games.html.

As the group attempts to solve the problem, the facilitator remains silent. However, stay alert and
prepared to step in if a participants appears likely to wander into a wall, a chair, or any other obstruc-
tion where they might fall or be injured.

When a participant raises his hand to signal that he believes the process is complete, the facilitator
asks the group whether they are finished. If a majority believes the task has been accomplished, ask
them to open their eyes. Have them place the rope on the ground, being careful to maintain the shape.

Give the group a chance to look at the shape of the rope and then move to a comfortable place to sit
and debrief. Leave the rope on the ground so participants can refer to it during the debrief.

Debrief

Regardless of the shape that the group created, learning occurred during the process. Ask participants
to describe their experience:
• How effective was the group’s communication?
• What was your strategy?
• Was the strategy effectively communicated?

Revisit what happened during the first few minutes of the activity.
• How does this compare to what was happening toward the end?
• How did the group improve?

Ask participants to use the elements and the links in The Learning Cycle (see diagram) to explain
their ability or inability to turn the circle of rope into a square.

To explore the concept of self-organizing teams, consider these questions:
• Did a leader emerge?
• How did the leader or lack thereof affect the group dynamics?
• How did “not being able to see” affect your ability to communicate?

NSDC TOOL
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been through ELI. Educators who go through the
training undergo some personal change, Elliott
said. They need to be able to return to their
buildings and feel support for their changed
attitudes and actions, she said.

The training deals with “all of the ‘isms,’ ”
Duran said. “We are not in this for blame and
shame. We know that the ‘isms’have affected all
of us.”

As a Latina, Duran said, “I’ve been op-
pressed by the system. But so have you. You’ve
been hurt because building relationships with
people of color has been hurt. That’s how we
build alliances across different groups.”

The cohort begins by exploring the meaning
of equity. “We ask them what it means to have
equity in an educational setting. They give us
definitions. They give us examples from their
own experiences. We ask them to describe for us
things that they’ve seen that they believe are
inequitable,” Duran said.

Over the course of the year, participants do a
substantial amount of reading and discussion to
gain a deeper understanding of the concept of
equity. They examine what the concept of equity
means for students, teachers, and school leaders.
One of the refrains that runs through the year is
“what have you done in your school to promote
the conversation?”

Between ELI sessions, participants also have
homework. One typical homework assignment:
Interview two students in your school who
entered school unable to speak English. What
did you learn? What would you do differently in
your classroom as a result of what you learned?

PERSONAL EXPERIENCES
Participants say one of the most powerful

experiences at ELI is the Personal Experience
Panel in which speakers describe their experi-
ence with one of the “isms.” For example, one
PEP might focus on racism and include only
people of color. Another PEP that focuses on
racism might include only white people. A PEP
might focus on homosexuality, with one panel
including only gay persons and another including

white, say educators interviewed for this article.
But several years ago, a few situations raised
concerns that Boulder had as much discomfort
with diversity as do most communities. Data
about students indicated that minority and gay
students had struggles that the majority white
community did not perceive.

Community leaders encouraged the school
district to include an equity initiative in a new
strategic plan and to hire a director of institu-
tional equity and multicultural education to lead
that work. Eventually, the district included a goal
to ensure that every school and every workplace
is bias-free and that every student graduates bias-
free. Every school must also develop at least one
annual goal related to equity.

EQUITY LEADERSHIP
In determining the path for its equity work,

Boulder has been guided by models designed by
the National Center for Equity in Education. At
the heart of the district’s work is its Equity
Leadership Institute, a year-long learning
program that begins with a retreat followed by
monthly four-hour meetings throughout the
school year plus an additional mid-year retreat.

“The intention of ELI is to increase aware-
ness and to interrupt harmful practices in
schools,” said Pam Duran, director of institu-
tional equity and multicultural education.

The initial ELI cohort attracted just 35
educators. But, after seven years, Duran has
waiting lists of educators who want to be
involved. The 2005-06 cohort will include 85
educators. So far, about 400 Boulder educators
have been through the training. (In addition to
the voluntary ELI cohorts, every principal is
required to join a similar learning experience
during their first three years as an administrator.)

“Word got out that this was unique for
professional learning. People were saying to each
other, ‘If you weren’t changed, you weren’t in the
room,’ ” said Vivian Elliott, a consultant who
works with the district.

The cohort strategy enables the district to
build communities among educators who have

Boulder confronts its discomfort with diversity

Cultural

proficiency in

education means

the organizational

policies and

practices and

individual values

and behaviors

that enable the

organization or

individual to

interact

effectively in a

culturally diverse

environment.

Cultural

proficiency is

reflected in the

way an

organization

treats its

employees, its

students and its

community.
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only straight persons.
The PEPs are carefully designed to ensure

that speakers feel safe enough to speak honestly.
Speakers have a designated amount of time to
speak, typically five to eight minutes, and timers
are used to ensure that every speaker gets an
equal amount of time. “They talk. Nobody asks
questions. Nobody paraphrases. Nobody goes
over the time. Then nobody has a sense of
entitlement or privilege,” Duran said.

Hillmer points to the PEPs as the most
significant piece of the ELI. “To hear other
teachers talk about their experiences and to share
your own, it’s just very powerful. It affected very
deeply how I view the world,” he said.

Anissa Butler, a black high school teacher,
said she has had numerous conversations about
racism with other black people. But, before the
PEP, she had never before talked about those
issues with a mixed group. “It’s hard to display
your pain. But the PEP allows you to let down
your defenses. Things tumble out, sometimes
things tumble out that you were not expecting,”
she said.

“As you hear other people’s stories about
oppressions, racism, classism, it really forces
you to look at your own privilege, at your own
entitlement. It’s made me do a lot of work around
the unseen privileges that I have because I’m
white,” said Lisa Cech, the district’s safe and
drug-free schools coordinator.

Cech, who is a lesbian, said the ELI training
has enabled her to be more “out” at meetings. “I
have allies out there who support me. It’s not that
I’m ‘accepted,’ it’s that I’m valued because of the
perspective I bring,” she said.

Elliott applauds Boulder for its work.
“Unless you deal with attitudes, beliefs, and
relationships, very little will change with regards
to students or student learning,” Elliott said.

After seven intense years of doing this work,
Duran said she sees improvement.

“There are still barriers. Even though we’ve
gotten better at talking about it, there’s a major
barrier in transforming that talk into action. The
next step is transforming ourselves. We have to
transform ourselves from merely knowing to
doing to actually being more equitable,” she
said.N

Boulder confronts its discomfort with diversity
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