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Why equity? Why is 
equity important?



When you look at this image, what thoughts come to mind?

Defining Equity



Defining Equity: Digging Deeper

 EQUITY in REALITY means 

that equity intentions often do 

not translate into culturally 

sustaining, equitable impact.  

 EQUITY through LIBERATION 

means that systems are put in 

place that empower everyone, 

based on need, to thrive from 

a stance of self-

empowerment.



Defining Equity in 
Tennessee



 In the field of education, equity means that every student 

has access to effective teachers and the resources, 

experiences, and rigor they need to be successful.

Tennessee’s Definition of Equity



 An educational leader for equity works to eliminate 

achievement gaps and ensure success for ALL students 

by identifying and addressing personal and institutional 

bias and barriers and providing strategies to ensure each 

student has equitable access to:

– effective educators;

– rigorous and engaging learning opportunities;

– social, academic, and community supports; and

– resources to ensure success for ALL students.

Tennessee Leader for Equity



Tennessee’s Journey



Tennessee’s Vision

Districts and schools in Tennessee 

will exemplify excellence and equity 

such that all students are equipped 

with the knowledge and skills to 

successfully embark upon their 

chosen path in life.



Our Policy Foundation Makes This Possible  



Tennessee’s Ambitious Goals



Urgency for Continuous Improvement



Closing the Honesty Gap



The world continues to change, and today’s 
students need much more to be able to succeed.





 Where might there be an “honesty gap” or a disparity 

related to equity?

 What does your data tell you about your context?

– Share the your data (state, district, school).

– Be specific to your context.

– Name the misconceptions. Say the thing.

 Where do you want to go? 

What is your journey?



Tennessee Leaders 
for Equity Playbook





 If school, district, and community leaders believe 

in and take action to create equitable outcomes 

for all students as stated in the Tennessee 

Succeeds and ESSA strategic plans, then all 

districts and schools will experience significant, 

positive shifts for students related to the seven 

equity commitments.

Purpose



 Decrease chronic absenteeism.

 Reduce disproportionate suspension and expulsion rates.

 Increase early postsecondary opportunities.

 Provide equitable access to effective teachers.

 Recruit and retain a diverse teaching force.

 Embed cultural competence in school practices.

 Partner with community allies.

Seven Equity Commitments



 An action plan framework to assist leaders in the selection, 
implementation, and monitoring of the most relevant equity 
commitments for their community

 An equity shifts continuum describing the common 
misconceptions that must be examined and discussed for each 
equity commitment before moving to an equity mindset

 Key actions and resources that can be taken and used by 
school, district, school board, and community leaders for each 
of the seven equity commitments

Recognizes the importance of making and supporting 
significant shifts in mindset and practice to provide and sustain 
equitable outcomes for all students.
Tennessee Leaders for Equity Playbook (April 2018)

Structure



 The playbook is a flexible support tool for school, district, and 
community leaders.

 The playbook should be used to address existing challenges 
and utilize current resources.

 Committing to an equity mindset requires important 
conversations about common misconceptions before 
taking action toward creating equitable outcomes for all 
students.

 The seven equity commitments should be used selectively, 
chosen through a needs assessment using school, district, and 
community data, and implemented using an equity action 
plan.

 The actions for each equity commitment should be viewed as a 
menu of possible strategies to be carefully chosen, informed 
by school, district, and community data.

Guiding Principles



Paradigm Shift Needed to Reach 

Students/Families
Building Equity: Policies and Practices to Empower All Learners (2017)

Paradigm Shift

From:
Students and 

families adjust to 

practices of 

school/district.

To:
School/district 

reshapes practices

to best adjust to 

students and 

families.



Example of an “Equity Shift”



 Commitment One: Decrease Chronic Absenteeism

 School Leader Action: Establish a school-wide system for 
early identification and prevention of above average 
absenteeism

 Community Action: Provide teachers with tools and resources 
to support families with non-instructional needs such as laundry 
facilities and supplies, new or gently used clothing and 
uniforms

 Attending school more than 90 percent of the time in sixth 
grade significantly improves the chance for students to 
graduate high school on time (Balfanz, Herzog, & MacIver, 
2007).

Example of Leader Actions



 Alignment and shared vision (state, districts, IHEs, school 

board, community partners)

– Readiness

 Shared ownership and collaboration

 Building together

 Willingness to be transparent

 Ask the hard questions

 Authentic engagement and feedback

 Perseverance

 Tangible outcome/deliverable

Recipe for Tennessee's ELLC 
Accomplishment



What can you do 
next?



 What is your organization’s definition of equity? 

 What data can you identify that demonstrates a need?

 What challenges are you trying to address?

 Who needs to be part of the conversation for moving 

equity strategies forward?

 What opportunities might you see for yourself to play a 

role in this work? What might be your next steps as an 

individual? As an organization?

 How might you use or customize the Playbook with your 

organization?

What can you do next? 

https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/reports/Tennessee-Leaders-for-Equity-Playbook.pdf


Districts and schools in Tennessee will 
exemplify excellence and equity such that all 

students are equipped with the knowledge 
and skills to successfully embark on their 

chosen path in life.

Excellence | Optimism | Judgment | Courage | Teamwork


