
The Learning Professional     |     www.learningforward.org December 2022     |     Vol. 43 No. 626

FOCUS DISRUPTING INEQUITY

Generations of leading 
educators have shared 
a compelling vision of 
educational equity: to 
ensure that the learning 

of every student matters. However, 
despite the efforts of these leaders, 
from John Dewey to Ron Edmonds to 
Paulo Freire to Bettina Love, achieving 
that vision has been elusive. Across 

geographic locations, historical eras, 
and even varying levels of resources, we 
have ensured learning matters only for 
some students, not all. Why?

Simply put, some of what we 
believe and what we do based on 
our beliefs doesn’t lead to success 
for all students. Systems, structures, 
and practices perpetuate disparities 
because they reinforce barriers that 

sort and separate students based on 
assumed success or failure. When we 
disadvantage some students in this 
way, the implicit message is that their 
learning doesn’t matter to us. 

The counterpoint to these 
discriminatory systems is an asset-based 
approach. We define an asset-based 
approach as one that helps students and 
adults identify their strengths and use 
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knowledge of those strengths to support 
their learning. An asset-based approach 
cultivates the gifts, talents, and interests 
of each and every student regardless of 
race, ethnicity, income, gender, sexual 
identity, ability, primary language, age, 
and citizenship. 

How do district leaders lead and 
nurture an asset-based approach among 
their systems’ educators? By engaging 
in and encouraging reflections on the 
way to knowing ourselves and our 
students as learners. These reflections 
are often painful, difficult, and scary, 
and engaging with others around them 
is complex. As much as it troubles 
us to admit it, large-scale, district-
level professional learning systems 
have been largely ineffective in this 
complicated work of helping adults 
examine their beliefs and biases. This 
is partly because of the difficulty of 
leading and managing change when 
it requires people to leave behind 
something that they have thought 
or done for years (Heifetz & Linsky, 
2004). 

Choosing the right improvement 
strategy, with continuous, meaningful, 
and effective professional learning at the 
center, is critical. We judge professional 
learning to meet those criteria when 
practices and processes align with 
district objectives, recognize and honor 
context, leverage existing resources, 
and, ultimately, meet district and 
individual needs. 

Based on our work with partner 
districts around the U.S., we have 
identified a set of conditions for 
such professional learning, examples 
of successful professional learning 
practices, and recommendations for 
district leaders. 

CONDITIONS FOR EQUITY-
FOCUSED PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 

District leaders create the 
conditions for equity-focused, asset-
based professional learning in three 
ways: embedding professional learning 
in the district culture or ways of 
working, motivating and encouraging 
everyone to engage in professional 
learning, and creating structures where 
schools direct professional learning. 

Embed professional learning in district 
culture.

We agree with Edgar Schein, an 
organizational development expert, 
who said that, although leaders are 
responsible for creating, managing, 
and sometimes destroying cultures, 
culture is the result of complex group 
learning that leaders can only partially 
influence (Schein, 1992). Changing 
organizational culture depends on 
engaging all levels and aligning those 
efforts over time. 

Our partner districts have focused 
on building organizational cultures 
in which everyone is expected to be 
a learner and everyone applies their 
learning to their work. Integrating 
learning into workstreams works very 
well for this purpose. 

For example, school board meetings 
or quarterly retreats can include blocks 
of time for board member learning. 
Superintendents can engage board 
members and staff in examples of the 
work — such as restorative justice 
circles — to deepen their understanding 
of their purpose and promise. District 
leaders can reserve time for weekly, 
biweekly, or monthly book studies. 
Sharing responsibility for learning 
sessions can lead to deep discussions of 

beliefs, systems, and practices as well 
as commitments to apply learning to 
educators' work. 

Once a culture of professional 
learning begins to take hold, individuals 
will create structures for learning with 
others that fit their time and interests. 
When one district established a 
districtwide focus on reading, schools 
began buying classroom sets of books, 
and district leaders responsible for 
middle schools organized book clubs 
to discuss adolescent literature. They 
became familiar with the nuances of 
the genre and developed questions to 
discuss with students during their visits. 
The district’s culture changed.

To cultivate a culture of learning 
and growing into equity, district leaders 
should begin by naming a specific 
purpose that serves the needs of the 
district’s specific student population. 
Defining the direction helps district 
and school leaders set parameters for 
their initial professional learning. 
The importance of purpose can’t be 
overstated. Adults are more successful 
when they understand why they are 
learning and what success looks like.

In addition, we have learned that 
processes and content need to be 
simplified. In our work with district 
leaders, we design simple processes 
and protocols that do not require 
much time to learn. We have found 
that the energy spent on learning 
processes decreases energy available 
to apply the protocol. For example, 
district leaders are more likely to 
implement professional learning 
communities consistently if they focus 
on critical questions that define the 
work rather than expecting educators 
to follow prescribed models that focus 
on membership, meeting protocols, 
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schedules, communications strategies, 
and other ways to operationalize the 
model. Similarly, we’ve learned that 
schools respond better when each 
school clarifies its own objectives and 
designs its own models rather than 
being expected to work with others’ 
detailed models.

Motivate everyone to engage in 
professional learning. 

To reflect on beliefs and biases, 
adults need motivation to question 
their practices and be uncomfortable as 
learners. Simply requiring attendance 
at professional learning sessions doesn’t 
always work, especially because district-
directed professional learning often 
runs counter to an asset-based approach 
in which the goal is to know ourselves 
— and those we are attempting to 
influence — as learners. Professional 
learning must embody an asset-based 
approach by setting the conditions 
and expectations that encourage 
self-reflection and learning and help 
educators see the benefits of doing that 
internal work. 

Research on human motivation 
suggests that true motivation comes 
from having a greater purpose, 
exercising autonomy, and striving 
toward mastery (Pink, 2009). Applying 
this to professional learning, district 
leaders should provide opportunities for 
adult learners to: 

• Connect personal visions to a 
shared district vision around 
goals worthy of commitment 
(purpose);

• Exercise voice and choice in 
their learning —  for example, 
in tasks, time, technique, or 
accountability structures — 
while aligning it with district 
priorities (autonomy); and

• Become their best selves 
through risk-taking, feedback 
processes, and continuous 
learning (mastery).

Developing a critical mass of leaders 
who are self-motivated, reflective 
learners takes time. But opportunities 
for district leaders to facilitate 

motivation for learning abound. An 
important first step is for leaders to 
help educators find and remember the 
purpose of the learning by reinforcing 
in word and deed that the learning 
of every student matters, not only 
for students themselves, but for their 
communities and our collective future. 

Leaders can also encourage 
educators to engage in self-directed 
professional learning, drawing on 
readings, conferences, and the resources 
of professional organizations. Self-
directed learning gives educators more 
control so they can pursue learning 
that they decide is most relevant to 
their students, classrooms, and school 
situations. 

We have also seen many of our 
district partners create voluntary 
professional learning for middle-level 
district leaders that leverage collective 
expertise and the power of collaborative 
learning. Collaboration and connection 
can be highly motivating and 
rewarding, in addition to providing 
valuable insight and opportunity for 
reflection.    

Create structures for schools to drive 
professional learning. 

The effectiveness of any strategy, 
particularly those targeted at improving 
teaching and learning, depends on the 
human and social capital of the school 
where teaching and learning lives. 
Therefore, district leaders must create 
and maintain structures that enable 
educators to know their students, 
identify disparities and barriers to 
student success, and engage in high-
quality professional learning. (We 
define structures as how people are 
organized, who has responsibility 
and accountability, who makes and 
influences decisions, both informal and 
formal.) In other words, district leaders 
create structures to help clarify and 
prioritize their needs, understand their 
current capacity, set learning targets, 
and plan professional development. 

In our work, we have helped 
district leaders create reciprocal and 
horizontal structures to alter top-down 

relationships between district and 
school leaders. Our intention has been 
to empower school leaders to meet 
their staffs’ and students’ needs. At the 
same time, we have aimed to foster an 
organizational culture in which school 
leaders are concerned about the success 
of other schools in the district, not just 
their own. 

EXAMPLES OF EFFECTIVE 
PRACTICES AND PROCESSES

In our book, Equity Warriors: 
Creating Schools That Students Deserve, 
we examine what it takes for district 
and school leaders — working together 
— to advance and sustain equity 
(Perry, 2022). We offer 69 moves for 
school and district teams to consider as 
they assess their assets and investigate 
opportunities shown to make a 
difference. The moves include examples 
from our partners — over 30 districts 
and more than 100 schools. Here, we 
offer two examples of how district and 
school leaders are making changes to 
learn about and grow into equity.

Build school-level capacity. 
In an effort to learn from each other 

and improve the learning for every 
student, high school administrators in 
one of our partner districts committed 
to multihour blocks of professional 
learning. An administrator from 
each school volunteered for one of 
two groups, one focused on English 
language arts or one focused on 
mathematics. The groups met monthly 
with central office curriculum/
professional development leaders 
in their content area. The groups’ 
objectives were to learn about the 
curriculum and bring questions and 
concerns from department heads and 
teachers as well as requests for support.

Over the months and years that 
the groups met, school administrators 
deepened their content knowledge and 
understanding of trends and proposed 
changes in state and district policy. 
Administrators could share their walk-
through observations at the meetings 
and learned to identify strengths and 
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challenges in meeting the needs of 
students and effective peer coaching 
techniques in a professional setting. 
School and district leaders discussed 
and collaboratively developed 
priorities for district-level support for 
professional learning.

Exchanges between school and 
district leaders were occasionally 
heated. But it was through these 
dialogues over time that school leaders 
helped district leaders design and 
provide supports that were better 
aligned with student and teacher 
needs. The dialogues also helped 
district leaders test receptivity to 
policies and curriculum changes before 
making final decisions.

Learn from other leaders. 
Another district asked us to support 

13 middle schools identified as needing 
assistance. At the time, schools that 
did not make annual progress on state 
growth targets had five years to improve 
or face sanctions. Some of the schools 
were new to the list, others in their 
third or fourth year. As part of our 
support, we asked the 13 principals 
and the district curriculum/professional 
development leaders to meet with us 
once a month. Principals from these 
schools were not happy about being 
on the list or receiving support and, 
in particular, chafed at being called 
together once a month to meet with 
district leaders.

We brought them together because 
we wanted to create a dialogue so 
schools could learn from each other. 
We also wanted to create a chance for 
district leaders to learn from the school 
leaders, believing that would inform 
district leaders’ decision-making. We 
knew the schools had strengths as well 
as challenges in meeting students’ 
needs. We also knew district leaders 
were pushing programs, supports, and 
resources on schools to show they were 
doing their part to help schools make 
adequate progress across student groups 
and escape the list. Everyone had assets 
to offer, as well as something to learn.

The start was rocky. Each principal 

shared a rosy description of her school’s 
English language arts and mathematics 
programs. Everything was going well. 
Nobody needed district support! Over 
time, though, the dialogue became 
more honest, open, and real. Principals 
had a lot of questions, brought 
challenges, engaged with each other, 
raised complaints, and vented. Initially, 
principals mostly asked questions 
and took notes to bring back to their 
schools. 

But real change started to happen 
when principals asked to bring a 
teacher leader and a vice principal with 
them to one of the content meetings. 
Principals who traveled with the 
colleagues reported that they used 
their travel time to prepare and plan 
together, which helped shape next steps. 
Discussions were sometimes heated. 
More than once, the district’s chief 
academic officer introduced a draft 
policy and recommendation for a new 
instructional program and heard strong 
opposition from the principals. But, 
over time, these meetings deepened 
principals’ knowledge of, and support 
from, district leaders.

When school leaders can share with 
and feel valued by district leaders for 
their knowledge of their schools and 
the assets of their teachers and students, 
the result is a valuable professional 
learning opportunity for everyone 
involved. School leaders gained a deeper 
understanding of the resources available 
to them and the outcomes they can 
expect from using those resources 
effectively. 

When school leaders have a 
platform to engage with colleagues 
and voice their opinions about the 
professional learning they need to 
support students, they are more likely 
to take ownership and responsibility for 
the work. District leaders learned that 
they can be effective by ensuring that 
those who work directly with students 
use an asset-based approach to know 
their students, they are supported as 
they direct their professional learning, 
and they retain responsibility for 
student learning. 

BE EQUITY WARRIORS
We use the term “equity warriors” 

to reflect our commitment to advance 
equity and our sense of urgency. To 
ensure that the learning of all students 
matters, confronting systemic inequities 
and dismantling racism requires us to be 
committed, eager, and strategic. It comes 
as no surprise that professional learning 
is foundational. Schools and districts — 
together — must be places where adults 
learn alongside and from students and 
families. 

No school, district, or community 
is immune to the need to eliminate 
inequities based on race, ethnicity, 
income, gender, sexual identity, primary 
language, ability, age, and citizenship. 
We all need to examine how these 
factors affect teaching, learning, resource 
allocation, engagement, and assessments 
of progress. In aspiring to make the 
learning of every student matter, we 
can use an asset-based approach to learn 
about what works from each other — 
adults and students — and achieve 
greatness for ourselves, our communities, 
and our future. 
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