Becoming a Threat to
Inequity in Schools

Warming Up:
The Equity Test

By Paul C. Gorski
@pgorski
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Quiz

Quiz

A majority of people experiencing
poverty in the U.S. live in:

A majority of people experiencing
poverty in the U.S. live in:

– urban areas
– suburban areas
– rural areas

– urban areas
– suburban areas

–rural areas

Quiz

Quiz
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, how
much more likely are African American and
Latino mortgage applicants to be turned down
for a loan than white applicants, even after
controlling for employment, financial, and
neighborhood factors?
– 30% more likely

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, how
much more likely are African American and
Latino mortgage applicants to be turned down
for a loan than white applicants, even after
controlling for employment, financial, and
neighborhood factors?
– 30% more likely
– 60% more likely
– 90% more likely

–60% more likely
– 90% more likely
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Quiz

Quiz

“We have deluded ourselves into believing the
myth that capitalism grew and prospered out of
the Protestant ethic of hard work and
sacrifices. Capitalism was built on the
exploitation of black slaves and continues to
thrive on the exploitation of the poor, both
black and white, both here and abroad.”
– Bernie Sanders
– Michael Moore
– Martin Luther King, Jr.

“We have deluded ourselves into believing the
myth that capitalism grew and prospered out of
the Protestant ethic of hard work and
sacrifices. Capitalism was built on the
exploitation of black slaves and continues to
thrive on the exploitation of the poor, both
black and white, both here and abroad.”
– Bernie Sanders
– Michael Moore

–Martin Luther King, Jr.
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Quiz

Quiz

A Princeton study of elite universities found
that legacy applicants—people, usually white
and wealthy, with a parent or grandparent
who attended the institution—are far more
privileged by legacy status than applicants of
color are by affirmative action policies. The
study determined that legacy status was
equivalent to how much of a boost to an
applicant’s SAT score?
– 20 points
– 90 points
– 160 points

A Princeton study of elite universities found
that legacy applicants—people, usually white
and wealthy, with a parent or grandparent who
attended the institution—are far more
privileged by legacy status than applicants of
color are by affirmative action policies. The
study determined that legacy status was
equivalent to how much of a boost to an
applicant’s SAT score?

Quiz

Quiz

According to a study by the American Assn
of Physicians for Human Rights, what
percentage of physicians report witnessing a
colleague giving reduced care or refusing
care to lesbian, gay, or bisexual patients?

According to a study by the American Assn.
of Physicians for Human Rights, what
percentage of physicians report witnessing a
colleague giving reduced care or refusing
care to lesbian, gay, or bisexual patients?

– 20 points
– 90 points

–160 points

– 12%
– 32%
– 52%
– 72%

– 12%
– 32%

–52%
– 72%
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Quiz

Quiz

The three richest people in the world have
as much wealth as:

The three richest people in the world have
as much wealth as:

– the 8 poorest countries
– the 48 poorest countries
– the 308 poorest countries

– the 8 poorest countries

–the 48 poorest countries
– the 308 poorest countries

A Bit About My Work

Our Objective

 Largely

focused on equity practice in educational
institutions
 Gaps between philosophy and practice
 Gaps between “best practice” and actual
practice
 Common “pitfalls” (or how schools
operationalize “diversity” in ways that create
more inequity)

What are the knowledge and skills I need to
become a threat to the existence of
inequity in my spheres of influence?
Do I have the will to be that threat?
This is a lens, not just a list of practical
strategies.
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Story #1
• The focus group and the
diversity tie: Advantaged
view vs. disadvantaged
view

Story Time!

• The problem with the
problem—harder to
change ideology than
practice, but no real way
to change practice
without changing ideology
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Story #2

Story #3

• John and the “race” problem story
• Not (usually) about evil oppressive
educators

• Provost at Hamline University and access
to higher education

– About learning to see what we’re socialized
not to see
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Part of the Problem:
The Cult of Culture
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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An Illustration
Moyer & Clymer (2009), two school
administrators write about “CLD” students.
• They (1) name the issue of racism in
schools, and then
• They (2) offer solutions that have nothing
to do with racism: “a multicultural fair that
featured music, dance, food, and customs
and traditions representing different
cultures…” (p. 16)

cultural competence
cultural proficiency
intercultural education
intercultural communication
multicultural education
cultural relevance
cultural responsiveness
culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD)
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My argument

Question for Us:

• NOT: that we should eliminate culture
as a consideration related to equity

Do we practice “diversity” or “equity” or
“social justice” or “inclusive excellence” in
ways that colonize or in ways that
decolonize?

• INSTEAD: that we should (1) stop
using “culture” when we mean
something else, and (2) stop focusing
on culture at the expense of focusing
on inequity

Do we attend to “diversity” in ways that
make us a threat to inequity or a threat to
the possibility of equity?
23
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MLK:

The Worst Kind of Trouble

“I have almost reached the regrettable
conclusion that the Negro's great stumbling
block in the stride toward freedom is not the …
Ku Klux Klanner but the white moderate who is
more devoted to order than to justice.”

The problem is NOT:
-

A lack of people who value “diversity”
A lack of “multicultural” curricula
A lack of well-intentioned educators
A lack of practical strategies and programs
and initiatives for educational equity
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The Worst Kind of Trouble
The trouble, because of ideological failings:
It is easier in most schools to be a teacher who
is unresponsive to injustice than it is to be a
teacher who publicly advocates for justice.

Our First Task:
Building Our Equity Literacy
>Concepts and Distinctions<

Students often are punished in school for the
symptoms of the inequities they experience.
(Examples?)
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So…

What is Equity?
Inequity is unequal distribution of access
and opportunity, including access and
opportunity to material and non-material
resources

• Racism + celebrating diversity +
multicultural curricula + cultural
competence = Racism (at least in the
immediate term)

So Equity requires a redistribution—not a
mitigation, not an add-on program, but a
structural redistribution of access and
opportunity

• We make our “diversity” efforts more
meaningful if we attend first and
foremost to matters of equity and
justice
29
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Seeing the Scope

What is Equity?

Afternoon Calisthenics
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What Is Equity Literacy?

Important Concepts
1. Diversity ideologies

Four Abilities:
1.
2.
3.
4.
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2. Interest convergence

Ability to recognize inequity
Ability to respond to inequity
Ability to redress inequity
Ability to sustain equity

3. Mitigative & Transformative
Action
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Equity Ideologies

Equity Ideologies

Deficit ideology (similar to “individual” view
of (dis)ability)
• look down the power continuum
• ignore structural barriers
• fix marginalized people
• best way to foster distrust among
marginalized students and families
• Examples?

Grit Ideology
• a form of deficit ideology
• recognize structural barriers, but focus on
building resiliency so marginalized
communities can “overcome” barriers
• bill on sexual assault in schools (Ex)
• Other examples?
35
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Equity Ideologies

Equity Ideologies

Structural Ideology (similar to “societal” view
of (dis)ability)

Structural Ideology (similar to “societal” view
of (dis)ability)

• removing structural barriers
Application: Rethinking “accommodations”
TRUTH: There’s no other way to do this.
If we’re stuck at the deficit or grit view, we
cannot create equity because we are not
responding to inequity.
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Rethinking “Accommodations”
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Rethinking “Accommodations”

Level one: Accommodation as providing
services and resources so students with
(dis)abilities can participate in an existing
institution or system that is not
necessarily designed, at its roots, to be
inclusive
- Critically important, of course, as a
mitigation

Interest Convergence Theory

Level two: Accommodation as creating and
sustaining systems and institutions that,
at their roots, are equitable and inclusive
(transformative)
NOTE: It’s a both/and not an either/or

Mitigative/Transformative

The theory: White people invest in racial justice
to the extent it benefits them to do so.

- Starfish story
- Babies in the river story

The implication: When we move beyond
celebrating diversity and toward the
redistribution of opportunity, most white
people scatter. Or when we move from
“diversity” curriculum to social justice
curriculum…

The critical shift from mitigating to
eliminating inequity. We cannot mitigate
our way to equity. We cannot
multicultural arts fair our way to racial
justice in schools.
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Learning to See

Small Groups: Example of Each

1. Policies that punish marginalized students
(LGBT youth and absenteeism)—institution
and societal levels

1. Policies that punish marginalized students

2. Practices that humiliate marginalized students
(school activities that cost extra $,
fundraisers, “hiding” special education
spaces)

3. “Diversity” programs or curricula that force
marginalized students to “teach” about their
experiences with no guarantee of their
marginalization being addressed

2. Practices that humiliate marginalized students

3. “Diversity” programs or curricula that force
marginalized students to “teach” about their
experiences with no guarantee of their
marginalization being addressed

Learning to Respond Transformatively

Four Guidelines

Guideline One:
Who or what are we trying to fix?

Question:
Are our equity efforts focused on fixing
marginalized people or on fixing the
inequitable conditions that
marginalize people?
Answer:
If it’s the former, start over.

Guideline Two:
Do we mitigate or transform?

Question:
Are our equity efforts a threat to the
existence of inequity or do they merely
mitigate the symptoms of inequity? (Ex:
recruitment and retention efforts)
Answer:
If it’s the latter, start over.
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Guideline Three:
Are we dancing around or digging in?
Question:
Are our equity efforts contributing to the
permanent redistribution of access and
opportunity or leaving the current distribution
in place and helping marginalized people be
more comfortable as marginalized people?
Answer:
If it’s the latter, start over.
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Guideline Four:
Who are the experts?
Question:
Are our equity efforts based on collaborations
with marginalized people, deferring to their
expertise? Are we working “on” marginalized
people or “with” marginalized people?

What We Can Do

Answer:
If it’s the former, start over.
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Spending My Institutional
Likeability

Embrace What Works, Not
What’s Hot

Can’t be about social justice and
be liked by everybody…

“Culture of Poverty”
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Justice Before Harmony

End the Hypocrisy
“Diverse” or “multicultural” curricula or soft
forms of “inclusion” without a real
institutional commitment to address injustice
is hypocrisy and exploitive

Put justice ahead of harmony,
even in the curriculum.
Understand that expecting the
latter without providing the former
is injustice.
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Examine All Learning Materials for
Bias

Engage in Policy Review
Inequities

often are buried in policy in
very implicit ways
Dress codes
Others?

Ongoing and Advanced PD
Opportunities

A Final Reflection:

Reject “start where they are”
and start with where the
institution needs to be.



A Threat to Equity or a
Threat to Inequity?

***
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Thank you.
Paul C. Gorski
@pgorski (Twitter)
gorski@edchange.org
http://www.edchange.org
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