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Re-examining Beliefs About

- his s a fact: Stodents wiiose fariflies ade Hv-
ing in poverty do not perfoivir on'average as.
- well i school as wealthier stadents. Perhaps
it’s unpopular-to-say, but if we're committed
to editeational equity for low-income families, we
st acknowledge this reality.
The next 5tép is to consider how we tnbéipret
i We thight ash ourselvés how we would answier

.this questioni: Why do stisdents whose families:

are experiencing péverty not do as well in sehool
on average as their wealthier peers? C}h\rmu:,hg

the aniwer is eomiplex; many factors aré in play.

Bat if we get to the rdot-of it, what factors do-you
beligve iest explain the disparities in educational
outcomes for low-income Students?

Equity Litgracy:

T hawe spent the past.dozen years cultivating in
teachers and administrators the skifls and knowl=
edge for building equitable learning environments
for students in poverty — the knowledge and
skills necessary to make every educator a threat
to the existence of inequities in their classrooms,
sehools and districts, Along with my colleague

Katy Swalwell, I'have come to call this combina.

tion of knowiedge and skills squity literaey. 1t
begins with aralyzing our bellef systemns, our
responses to the guestion I posed above. More on
that below..

Briefly, equity Htexacy consists of four abilities
essential to creating equitable sehools. When we

The greatest heed, author says,
is fo strengthen equity literacy
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equiip oifselven with these ebilities, we bécome
# thréat 16 the exstence of inequitles in our
spheres of influence — our classrooms; schools
or districts.

Thefirst-is the abily to recognize inequity. Do -

Tunderstand the thallénges students experfenc-
ing poverty face outside school will enongh ‘that
I recognize even the subtlest ways in which these
challenges-ara.reproduced within schoals? Am ¥

papable. of reeugmzmg stareotypical depictions of
people experiencing poverty when I flip through a
textbook under consideration for adpption in my
schoot oy distriet?

The second-is the ability to respond to inequity

in the immediate term. Am T able, for exaniple,
to skitffully explain to collengunes why adopting a
poHey requiring electronic communieation with
parents could esacerbate gaps in family engage-
ment? Do I know how to respond to colleagnes
openly and effectively when they stereotype fami-
lies experiencing poverty? Do I have the ability
and the will to challenge inereases in extracur-
rieular fees, the under-representation of low-
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‘ mlddle—class f:uiture that gr.:\fems scheols ln
thessmall Oregfm community where i sewe
ns 5uperlntendenl ’

. Asrecentlyas 2003 only une In four B
derts'was Identified as Elv{ng in poveny That
percerdage Has grown ever ‘since. Taday, 47
percent of our 5,200 students fall belaw tha: .

paverty lire, and we are sae!ng the achleve— )
. rraerftgap wlden . -

intome students in upper-level courses and offier
practices that disproportionately marginalize the
most economically disadvantaged stodents?
Next is the ability to redress inequity in the
longterm by tending to the conditions that
nnderlie immediate concerns, For exmnpie, am
I'willing to develop poliey, however unpopular it
might be among wealthier families, to disallow
practices that humiliate and disadvantage stu-
derits experiencing poverty? Can I skillfully exert
my influence to lead a: reconsideration of fund-
raising activities that rely on sales competitions
among students, book fairs full of resources low-
ineome families could never. aftord, homeweark
assignments requiring the use of techmology to

which many economically disadvantaged students

do not have actess, or first-day-of-school shave-
outs-abont whiat stidenits did on their sarmer
“vacations.”

(OFf eovase, if T don't recognize how these prag-
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- to camie frorn tha ground up, not tha mp
_down .

Smdents Storiey .

AL 5chooi yesi Kickoff 1ast §eptembe::,
we iaunched the. schoot dlstrtcis Al Means .

All imtiative. The schooE aistrict praduced a:

_ Horw s‘starﬂné o, change.
Elut :twas scmethlng e]se that realiy chal‘

tices and setivities can be hiumilating, i would
never pecnr 1o me o redress them)

The final abilify fovolves susteining equity.
Dol know how to sustain equity efforts and do
1 have the will to withstand the eriticism that
acenrs when [ start to redistribute edneational
opportunity?

-Génuine intertions.

‘The reason-1 love doing equity Hteracy work
with.schools; collaborating with people who have
invested theiv lives in the suceess of other peoples
children, is that I know Lean assume good inten-
tiong among my collaborators, T can't remember
ever visiting a school where administeators didn't
genuinely want all students to thrive. Ouly rarely
haveI visited a school district where leadership
wast'h pouring resowrees into initiatives they
believed would improve ledrming outcomes of
low-income students.

I c g ange In [nstrur:tion Tor 5tudent5 would need:i .

: short doctimentary vide; showr 10 the entire
: {st_rlct sta[f h!gh]lghtlng ihe hﬂpBS. dreams o
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Unfottuniately, absent a commitment to equity
literacy, good inténtiohs and a willingsess to
expenid resources pose o teal threat to inequi-
ties, And-this, in-my experience, is the biggest-
barrier when it comes to matters of poverty and
education: Too many popularly embraced strate-
gies are not based on deep understandings of
equity. They are based, instead, on well-meaning
misunderstandings-and understandably desperate
grasps for the kinds of quick fixes that simply do
not exist.

This brings me back to my original question:
Why do students in poverty not perform as wall
in school on average as their wealthier peers? The
first step toward equity literacy is assessing our
existing perceptions. Any thme T work with educs-
tion leaders, helping them evaluate thejr abilities
to lead equity efforts, T begin with this guestion..
Responsés cluster around three basie views of

poverty; or three poverty ideologies. We start here:

becanse the ideology we embrace determines

the way we interpret-the problem we're trying to
resolve: The way we interpret the problem drives
the solutions we're capable of imagining to resalve
it. Il show you what T mean.

A Deficit ldeology .
Themost common and most dangerous poverty
sdeology is deficit ideology, often perpetuated
by tratning programs thet focuson the mythical
“cultare’ or-“mindset’ of poverty. If L embrace a
deficit ideology, my impulse upon reading our
question is to point to supposed deficiencies in.
the values or culttres of farnilies in poverty. The
students are unmotivated, T might think, or the
parents are irresponsible. Perhaps, 1 reason, poor
people don't value education,

Heres o dose of equity Hteracy. As'it turns oot
all of these presumptions ave false — they are
stereotyped misinterpretations that render us a
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threat to equity, not to ineg-
uity. For example, researchers
have found no discernible dif-
ferences between how people
in poverty and wealthier
people value edueation.

When I inldnterpretin this
waly, despite good intentions,
1 risk investing resourees in
initiatives designed to solve
problems that don' exist,
Consider initiatives designed

"t persuade lw-ineome pa-
ents to care more about edu-
cation. They already care, So
now ['ve wasted resources and
alienated the most. marginal-
ized families, That’s the inverse of equity.

Giril ideology

The second poverty view:is grit ideology IF I
embirace grit idsalogy, I might respovid to our
question lamenting a petceived Tack-of resfl:
ience in low-income students: Perhaps T would
ackiaovwdedge the barrfers they fade, Buch as the
lagk of aceess to proventive health carel But rather
than developing sttategies that: are régponsive i
thase barriers, I sidestep equity and opt for initis.
tves designed 1o cultivate thejr gyt so they can
overdome thent,

With equity literaey T understand thit, con-
trary to popular balisf, the mokt marginalized
individuals genervally alveady are the grittest indi-
viduals. They gre parents who, due to the searcity
of living wage work, juggle two or three jobs and
still get their children to school. They are youth
who persist despite schiool practices that sore-
times humiliate them,

T understand, as well; that ignoring meqmty,
instead eultivating grit in students experiencing

-inequity; leaves ng at fnequity:

Structiral ldeolagy.

When I enabrace siructurel ideology, I recognize
that there simply is no way to'eliminate educa-
tional outcome disparities without removing the
barriers — the inequities — with ‘which people
experiencing poverty contend,

Research vonsistently shows that these. barriers
explain the largest-portion of outcome dispari-
ties. Iinagine, for example, how we would shrink
disparities if every parent had one living wage job
and could spend evenings helping their kids with
homework and attending school events instead
of working a secotid jobs Iinagine the change if
every child had the best possible preventive health

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATOR MAY 2016

Paul Gorski

care. Thesetws changes Hkely
would have the hizgest frapact
on low-income students’
performance.

I realize, of course, that
these barriers fall outside my
sphere of influence. I'm not
in a position to promdise every
family living wage work, pre-
ventive healtheare, ov a fine-
tioning awtomobile. But I am
in & positon o shape policy
and practics to be responsive
10 these structural bairiers,

Cousider fansly involve-
nent. We krow that generafly,
low-income parents attend
faraily involverent events at their childvan’s
schools less often than wealthifer parvents, With
troubling consisteney, I come arross well-meaning
teachérs and administrators whe misinterpret this
reality throvghy a defielt tens. If ondy those parerits
eared more, When 'wa misinterpret in this way, we
render purselves equity-illiternte. Equity cannot
arise from bias,

A structural view allows me to consider the
problem with deeper understanding. | start by
wondering about sy 6wn complicity Do I design.
opportunitiss for family engagement that are
aceessible to parénts who work multiple jobs
often indludihg evening jobs, who don’t have paid
leave, who may not have fransportation, who
might struggle to afford child éare? Do the poli-
cles and practices I support mitigate or edscer-
bate these inequities? Do they redistribute-decess
or prnish people for their lack of adeess?

Posltioning Ourselves

In the end, there is no path to-equity not
gronxded fn this struckaral view, When we
strengthen-oni equity literacy, when we under-
stand-that-eduneational ontcome disparities can
be traced almost entirely to stroctural barriers in
and put of schools rather than to moral deficien~
ces or guit shortages in families expertencing
poverty;we position-ourselves to create equitable

. policy and practice,

‘Further, we position-ourselves, as all education
leaders should be posidoned, ta become 4 threat
to the existence of inequity in our schools and
distriots, %
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