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“Systems change” is not a new concept, but increasingly leaders of foundations, nonprofits, 

and other influential social sector institutions are hailing it as a promising way to achieve 

greater impact. The idea has moved from activist and organizer circles to the forefront of 

discussions among foundation CEOs and is increasingly cited in philanthropy publications and 

conferences. Yet despite all the attention, and a long tradition of academic study, the concept 

and its implications for funders and grantees can still seem hard to grasp and apply. One reason 

the concept is so challenging may be captured by the following well-known story that goes 

something like this:

A fish is swimming along one day when another fish comes up and says 

“Hey, how’s the water?” The first fish stares back blankly at the second fish 

and then says “What’s water?”

As more and more foundations pursue systems change, foundation leaders are increasingly 

recognizing the water they have been swimming in all along. For all the excellent programs 

and nonprofit organizations foundations have seeded and scaled up, funders have rarely 

reached their ambitious goals for lasting change. Complex problems such as mass incarceration, 

educational disparities, and environmental degradation remain intractable due to myriad 

constraints that surround any specific program a foundation might fund. Constraints include 

government policies, societal norms and goals, market forces, incentives, power imbalances, 

knowledge gaps, embedded social narratives, and many more. These surrounding conditions are 

the “water” that many foundation leaders are exploring more deeply.

The first step in seeing the water is to illuminate the systemic forces at play. Grappling with 

this messy kaleidoscope of factors is a much different process than funding or managing a 

typical nonprofit program. It requires that changemakers look beyond any single organization to 

understand the system by identifying all of the actors that touch the issue they seek to address. 

One must then go further to explore the relationships among these actors, the distribution of 

power, the institutional norms and constraints within which they operate, and the attitudes 

and assumptions that influence decisions. These are the conditions that significantly impede or 

enable social change. As Social Innovation Generation (SIG) in Canada defines it more broadly, 

Foundations involved in systems change can 
increase their odds for success by focusing on less 
explicit but more powerful conditions for change, 
while also turning the lens on themselves.
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systems change is “shifting the conditions that are holding the problem in place.” This is an 

evocative definition, but it also demands further exploration into what the conditions are and 

how they might be shifted.

Our hope with this paper is to clarify what it means to shift conditions that are holding a social 

or environmental problem in place. Many others have researched and written thoughtfully 

about systems change in great depth, and social activists at grassroots and national levels have 

been doing and using such analyses for decades. The framework we offer here is intended to 

create an actionable model for funders and other social sector institutions interested in creating 

systems change, particularly those who are working in pursuit 

of a more just and equitable future. In offering this contribution, 

we acknowledge that, as white males who are in the process of 

unpacking our own areas of privilege, our viewpoints inevitably 

come with blind spots. Over the course of writing this paper we 

benefited from the generous suggestions of many people who 

helped us to see dimensions in our ideas that we did not initially 

see ourselves. We offer special thanks to our equity consultants Sheryl Petty and Mark Leach 

at Management Assistance Group, FSG colleagues Veronica Borgonovi and Lauren Smith, and 

senior advisor Paul Schmitz for their unique contributions to improving this work. 

Six Conditions of Systems Change

Figure 1 shows six interdependent conditions that typically play significant roles in holding a 

social or environmental problem in place.1 These conditions exist with varying degrees of visibility 

to players in the system, largely due to how explicit, or tangible, they are made to most people. 

It is important to note that, while these conditions can be independently defined, measured, and 

targeted for change, they are also intertwined and interact with each other. The interaction can 

be mutually reinforcing (e.g., a change in community and legislator mental models may trigger 

a policy change). The interaction can also be counteracting (e.g., scaling effective practices 

1 The framework depicted here draws upon the extensive literature behind systems change and systems 
thinking. The six conditions we mention have been articulated in various ways by a variety of academics 
and practitioners (see, for example, Building Ecosystems for Systems Change, Social Innovation Genera-
tion; Foster-Fishman, P.G., & Watson, E.R. The ABLe Change Framework: A Conceptual and Methodologi-
cal Tool for Promoting Systems Change). Specific terminology and definitions for these conditions will vary 
from this article. Inspired by the well-known systems thinking “iceberg” concept and Donella Meadows’ 
body of work—for example, Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System (1999)—this framework also 
places systems change conditions at three different levels with respect to their visibility and their ability to 
transform a system. Our hope is that this depiction will support foundations and other social sector insti-
tutions in developing systems change strategies by illuminating key internal and external leverage points 
that support sustainable progress at scale. 

Systems change is about shifting 
the conditions that are holding 
the problem in place.
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FIGURE 1. SHIFTING THE CONDITIONS THAT HOLD THE PROBLEM IN PLACE

Structural
Change

(explicit)

(semi-explicit)

Transformative
Change

(implicit)

Mental
Models

Relationships
& Connections

Power
Dynamics

Policies Practices Resource
Flows

Six Conditions of Systems Change

SYSTEMS CHANGE CONDITIONS—DEFINITIONS

Policies: Government, institutional and organizational rules, regulations, and priorities that guide 
the entity’s own and others’ actions.

Practices: Espoused activities of institutions, coalitions, networks, and other entities targeted to 
improving social and environmental progress. Also, within the entity, the procedures, guidelines, 
or informal shared habits that comprise their work. 

Resource Flows: How money, people, knowledge, information, and other assets such as 
infrastructure are allocated and distributed.

Relationships & Connections: Quality of connections and communication occurring among 
actors in the system, especially among those with differing histories and viewpoints.

Power Dynamics: The distribution of decision-making power, authority, and both formal and 
informal influence among individuals and organizations.

Mental Models: Habits of thought—deeply held beliefs and assumptions and taken-for-granted 
ways of operating that influence how we think, what we do, and how we talk.
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may be thwarted by poor relationships between players in the system). Moreover, since the less 

explicit conditions are the most challenging to clarify but can have huge impacts on shifting 

the system, changemakers must ensure that they pay sufficient attention to the relationships, 

power dynamics, and especially the underlying mental models (such as racism and gender biases) 

embedded in the systems in which they work.2

As foundations consider the external dynamics of systems change, they must also recognize that 

this same water of systems change flows within their organizations as well. Any organization’s 

ability to create change externally is constrained by its own internal policies, practices, and 

resources, its relationships and power imbalances, and the tacit assumptions of its board and 

staff. For example, foundations often distort the dynamics of social change through imposing 

arbitrary time horizons shaped by their governance processes rather than by any genuine 

understanding of the systems they seek to change. Funders also often embody traditional power 

dynamics based on wealth, race, gender, and status, which can limit their ability to support deep 

inquiry into such conditions externally.

In addition, funders cannot support efforts that run counter to their own mental models. The 

implications of this are daunting. To fully embrace systems change, funders must be prepared to 

see how their own ways of thinking and acting must change as well. Paraphrasing Gandhi, “You 

must be the change you wish to see in the world.”3

Bringing the lens of these six conditions to their work 

can help foundations both internally and externally 

improve their strategies for systems change, as well as 

the implementation and evaluation of their efforts. We’ll 

explore each of these through the spectrum of the explicit 

to the implicit. We offer examples and ways of thinking 

about each condition, though it is important to note 

that many others have explored key areas such as power dynamics and mental models in much 

greater depth than we will here. 

2 As the condition that we identify as least visible and most transformative, mental models are not neces-
sarily “more causative” than other conditions, but changemakers are much less likely to shift other condi-
tions—policy, for example—without shifting frames of reference at the mental models level. Both mental 
models and policy change are vital—as are all levels of structure; indeed, the only reliable way to know 
that shifts in mental models are in fact occurring is to see shifts in the other conditions. For example, 
what people say their assumptions are can differ from their assumptions in action. Said another way, we 
can only infer shifts in mental models through, for example, seeing the consequences of such shifts on 
things that are more visible, like policies, practices, and resource flows.

3 In the recent white paper Being the Change, FSG highlights 12 internal practices that foundations are 
using to transform their impact. The report draws from conversations with 114 leaders and staff from 50 
funders and 8 philanthropic services organizations to learn how foundations are adapting internal prac-
tices to enable increasingly ambitious and complex social change strategies.

To fully embrace systems change, 
funders must be prepared to see how 
their own ways of thinking and acting 
must change as well.
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Influencing the Explicit to the Implicit 

THE EXPLICIT

Foundations, nonprofits, and other social sector actors have long worked at the first level of 

our inverted triangle to inform government policy, promote more effective practices, and direct 

human and financial resources toward their chosen goals. Changing these structural conditions 

can have powerful effects. The results are readily observable and can often be assessed through 

traditional evaluation and measurement techniques. But without working at the other two levels, 

shifts in system conditions are unlikely to be sustained. 

Consider, for example, the Affordable Care Act (ACA) enacted during President Obama’s 

administration. The ACA is one of the largest shifts in policy and flow of resources this country 

has seen in decades. Millions of people who were previously excluded from health care have 

gained access to it. The ACA included numerous financial components intended to change 

practice by realigning incentives for greater accountability for health outcomes. In short, the 

ACA created huge impact at the first level of systems change. 

At the second level of systems change, the ACA helped catalyze stronger relationships between 

community and health providers as more attention is being paid to the social and structural 

determinants of health. However, the ACA has not yet significantly changed the relationships 

among key players such as providers, insurers, pharmaceutical companies, and patients. Nor 

has the ACA been successful in shifting power from corporate lobbyists, political parties, and 

congressional legislators to consumer and patient advocates. 

Most fundamentally of all, the ACA’s supporters did not successfully instill a new public narrative 

about why America’s uninsured deserve access to health care or the ways in which broader 

health care coverage strengthen the global competitiveness of the 

U.S. to benefit all citizens. A sufficient number of health care and 

public health advocates were galvanized by their sense of what 

the ACA had achieved to prevent the repeal of the ACA. However, 

without shifting the underlying mental models of a critical mass of 

lawmakers, corporate leaders, and the general public, the ACA’s 

achievements and potential remain at risk. 

A similar story can be told about the migrant crisis in Europe. When 

politicians increased the number of refugees that were allowed to 

enter their countries, they addressed practices, policies, and even provided financial resources for 

resettlement. Without promoting an accompanying narrative to win over the hearts and minds 

of their citizens, however, a fear of economic and security risks, along with a fear of the “other” 

Shifts in system conditions 
are more likely to be sustained 

when working at all three 
levels of change.
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(e.g., other religions, other cultures, other races), undermined successful resettlement and 

created a major political backlash in countries such as Germany, Italy, and the UK that threatens 

to reverse the political leaders’ first-level changes.

THE SEMI-EXPLICIT

The same interdependencies operate at the second level of our framework. Shifting 

power dynamics and building relationships across sectors and political divides 

may feel especially threatening to foundations, but it is essential work in systems 

change.4 Transforming a system is really about transforming the relationships 

between people who make up the system. For example, far too often, organizations, groups, 

and individuals working on the exact same social problems work in isolation from each other. 

Simply bringing people into relationship can create huge impact. 

Recent years have seen a growing interest among foundations in supporting comprehensive 

community change, collective impact, and other methodologies that build cross-sector coalitions, 

engage affected communities in shaping solutions, and bring an equity lens to the work. These 

efforts can begin to address both relationships and power dynamics. For example, the Road 

Map Project, a cradle-to-career collective impact initiative in south Seattle and south King 

County, worked to build relationships among school districts, 

funders, community colleges, early learning providers, youth 

development organizations, community activists, and others 

who were already deeply committed and working hard to make 

structural change in the system. The first phase of the work 

focused on building a common agenda and measurement 

system, reporting results, and developing a shared strategy. 

Dozens of organizations began to align and coordinate their 

efforts, and people from various sectors began to work together 

in ways they hadn’t before. This was especially true in the south suburbs where poverty was 

skyrocketing due to the forces of gentrification at play in Seattle proper. This phase of work 

helped build momentum and contributed to many areas of solid progress such as a big increase 

4 Tools can help. For example, in their recently released Systems Grantmaking Resource Guide, Manage-
ment Assistance Group and Grantmakers for Effective Organizations include a tool for mapping power. 
The tool’s purpose is to identify opportunities and challenges for changing the power dynamics in a 
system (e.g., influencing those in power directly or creating the conditions needed for others to build 
power) in order to change the system. The authors describe how one grantmaker worked with Strategic 
Concepts in Organizing in Policy Education (SCOPE) to conduct a power analysis with grantees and stake-
holders to understand the political landscape as it relates to a key determinant of education outcomes for 
elementary-school-age children: poor nutrition and diet. This mapping process led to a campaign to pres-
sure the school board to change the vendor supplying school lunches, resulting in thousands of children 
receiving more nutritious lunches.

Transforming a system is 
really about transforming the 
relationships between people who 
make up the system.
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in high school graduation rates. However, community members voiced frustration that their 

perspectives were not being sufficiently incorporated throughout the process, and despite the 

progress, it was clear that racial disparities were not closing. 

In response, project leaders embarked on a strategy revision. As part of the new direction, they 

decided to establish a new strategic leadership body for the project composed entirely of diverse 

leaders who come from the Road Map Project’s communities. The original leadership group, 

composed of powerful systems leaders, stepped aside, acknowledging that this new Community 

Leadership Team could be a better mechanism for understanding the community needs and 

aspirations and could be a more potent force for change. 

Or consider the importance of relationships within the system when the Conrad N. Hilton 

Foundation launched an effort to end chronic homelessness in Los Angeles. Permanent 

“supportive housing,” which combines a home with the social services needed to address 

the multiple disadvantages of the chronic homeless, has emerged as a promising solution. 

However, the mayor and city administration controlled housing, while the county agencies and 

board of supervisors controlled social services. The two levels of government had never worked 

together and, in fact, often blamed each other for the growing homeless population. As the 

Hilton Foundation brokered and built relationships across this divide, they brought together city 

and county staff who had never even spoken before. Ultimately, a joint plan was developed. 

The city agreed to issue a $1.2 billion bond to pay for 10,000 new housing units, funded by a 

property tax surcharge, while the county agreed to a sales tax increase that would fund $355 

million annually in social services to accompany the housing. Without changing the relationship 

between these major players in the system, the problem may never have been addressed in such 

a meaningful way. The impact of the changed relationships that grew out of the foundation’s 

work dwarfed its direct grantmaking dollars. 

THE IMPLICIT

When it comes to seeing and talking about the water of systems change, the third level—mental 

models—poses the greatest challenge and, for many foundations, is the newest dimension of 

their work. Most systems theorists agree that mental models are foundational drivers of activity 

in any system. Unless funders and grantees can learn to work at this third level, changes in the 

other two levels will, at best, be temporary or incomplete. 

Following in the footsteps of many national advocacy organizations that have been actively 

engaged in “changing the narrative” for some time, a handful of leading foundations have 

begun working on changing the narrative for the issues they address. The “narrative,” of course, 

is merely one visible embodiment of and influence on the underlying mental model. Our mental 
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models shape the meaning we assign to external data and events and guide our participation in 

public discourse. At the same time, external information and public discourse can bring to the 

fore one or more of the many different mental models each of us holds. In this sense, mental 

models and prevailing social narratives are interdependent. 

“Mental models and social narrative work in a bi-directional way,” says FrameWorks Institute 

CEO Nat Kendall-Taylor. He continues, “Narratives are 

shaped by mental models, but narratives also, over time, 

shape the mental models we have.” For example, we 

have lately seen a powerful shift in the mental models 

associated with sexual harassment in the workplace. While 

most people likely had thoughts on what behavior was 

inappropriate or illegal, prevailing mental models played 

into sexual stereotypes that condoned shameless behavior, 

undermined the credibility of victims, and limited the 

mainstream media’s reporting on the topic. 

These often unspoken social norms were highly visible to and understood by people most directly 

experiencing harassment, abuse, and assault, and often less “seen” and questioned by people 

not directly suffering from the current systemic conditions. We have seen these entrenched 

mental models begin to shift as women, particularly those in positions of relative privilege and 

influence, have increasingly used social media to share information and personal stories against a 

heightened political backdrop. 

A new narrative of zero tolerance is emerging in public debate and, for many people, is shifting 

their own internal mental models. Although there has been no change in the laws and legal 

remedies available to prosecute abusers, this change in narrative has suddenly had profound 

consequences in shifting the line between what is and is not tolerated. It has also shed light on 

the implicit power dynamics that 

have often determined the way 

women are depicted by the media 

and entertainment industries as well 

as the barriers they encounter in all 

facets of society. 

“Mental models and social narrative work in a 
bi-directional way. Narratives are shaped by mental 
models, but narratives also, over time, shape the 
mental models we have.” 

— Nat Kendall-Taylor, CEO, Frameworks Institute

Most systems theorists 
agree that mental models 

are foundational drivers of 
activity in any system.
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But how do you shift a narrative with a long history of legitimacy? As we will explore below, this 

is the domain of movements. Movements like Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) in the U.S. 

have had a deep and lasting impact by making a recognized but somewhat tolerated problem 

unacceptable, such as by helping people emotionally connect to the perspective of a mother 

who lost a child to a drunk driver.

Whether a narrative actually shifts can depend on how an issue is framed and by whom. 

Consider the varying mental models that LGBTQ activists in the U.S. confronted in efforts to 

legalize gay marriage. When activists framed their argument based on the idea that same-sex 

couples should have the same rights as traditional married couples, they failed to connect with 

existing mental constructs in the wider population. After extensive research, some activists 

decided that the issue could be reframed to fit a widely accepted mental model that two people 

in love should be able to marry. Once the issue was reframed from one of “rights” to one of 

“love,” the advocates were able to mobilize enough popular support to achieve their objective.  

Recognizing the fundamental importance of mental models to systems change can leave one 

either discouraged by their seeming intransigence or hopeful about the power of narrative to 

create change. For example, the Occupy and Black Lives Matter (BLM) movements put forth 

powerful alternative narratives to mainstream thinking. Both 

Occupy and BLM are in the early stage as movements, yet both have 

influenced mental models across the country. Occupy, though limited 

in accomplishing specific aims, established in the zeitgeist the frame 

of the wealthiest “1%,” which has remained a rallying point on the 

Democratic left and even on the populist right. This framing has 

the potential to emerge again with continuously widening income 

inequality. BLM changed the narrative on institutional racism and 

policing, an issue that has existed for generations and was often 

not believed by white leaders. The narrative shift, along with widespread engagement from 

thousands of affected people, has resulted in reforms in many police departments, such as body 

cameras and training in mental health crisis response, as well as new civil rights investigations.

In considering the three levels of systems change—explicit, semi-explicit, and implicit—it is 

important to note that challenges to racial equity show up throughout. There are inequities at 

every level of systems change that must be recognized and addressed—narratives that have 

racial under- and overtones; power dynamics that reinforce existing and, often, white power 

structures; relationships and alignments of systems that often neglect the leaders, organizations, 

and groups closest to the challenges; resource flows that benefit those with social capital and 

content expertise more than those with direct experience and context expertise; practices that 

support vulnerable communities but nonetheless still disadvantage people of color; regulations 

Challenges to racial equity 
show up throughout all three 

levels of systems change.
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that maintain systemic racism or are too complex for smaller, more community-based groups to 

navigate; and public policy that drives disparate outcomes. 

Moreover, as mentioned earlier, each of the six conditions interact and are intertwined, 

perpetuating a system that can reinforce inequity and any “-ism” such as racism, sexism, or 

ableism. For instance, the mental models that individuals hold can create implicit biases through 

which they interpret and make sense of other people, ideas, and events. Historically, those who 

are in power have shaped the mental models of their constituents. Therefore, changing mental 

models often means challenging power structures that have defined, influenced, and shaped 

those mental models historically and in the present. Because the powers that be are often 

advantaged in defining the public narrative (i.e., history is written by the winners), this reinforces 

their power and the status quo. 

The construction of Civil War monuments, which has received significant visibility recently as 

many city and state governments remove these statues, provides a case in point. Most of these 

monuments were not built immediately after the 

war’s end in 1865. The vast majority were actually 

built between the 1890s and 1950s, which coincided 

with the era of Jim Crow segregation. 

Typically, the story conveyed by those in power 

who erected the Confederate statues was that the 

statues symbolized virtue, sacrifice, and the nobility 

of leaders. This became the predominant mental 

model for many Americans and carried through 

to the present day. A competing narrative is that 

these statues were in fact constructed to glorify the 

Confederate cause of the Civil War and to maintain 

racism. The Equal Justice Initiative, Southern Poverty Law Center, and many other civil rights 

organizations and activists have effectively demonstrated this narrative. 

As with most issues of race, the issue of Confederate statues remains unsettled across America. 

However, it is notable that the mental models of a number of people in power—specifically 

white people—have been changed. A case in point is Mayor Mitch Landrieu of New Orleans, 

who dismantled Confederate statues in New Orleans and who recently wrote the book In the 

Shadows of Statues: A White Southerner Confronts History. Mayor Landrieu’s mental model has 

shifted during his time as mayor. He is now working alongside activists to, in his words, “gently 

peel from your hands the grip on a false narrative of our history,” by using his position of power 

to shift the mental models of others.

Changing mental models often 
means challenging power structures 
that have defined, influenced, and 
shaped those models historically and 
in the present. 
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Systems Change in Action: The California Endowment

As more foundations recognize that systems change, rather than individual programs or 

predetermined logic models, is their best hope for realizing their ambitious goals, they must 

reconstruct their strategies to attend to all three levels of systems change—explicit, semi-explicit, 

and implicit. And they must confront the very same conditions for systems change within the 

foundation that they are focused on changing externally. More important still, they must learn 

to see how the two are connected. To quote Bill O’Brien, a mentor for one of the authors, “The 

success of the intervention is based on the interior condition of the intervenor.” 

Consider, for example, the way a systems change approach influenced both the internal 

and external actions of The California Endowment’s (The Endowment) billion-dollar, 10-year 

initiative “Building Healthy Communities” (BHC). This effort has focused on improving the 

health of young people in 14 of California’s communities most devastated by health inequities. 

As this initiative has been underway for a number of years and has completed several rigorous 

evaluations related to the effort, it can serve as a useful example of multi-level systems change. 

The Endowment first initiated BHC in 2010 as a more conventional philanthropic effort by 

setting forth “Four big results, 10 key outcomes, and a logic model.” After receiving critical 

feedback from community residents, The Endowment revised the initiative’s goals to “building 

people power, implementing proven health 

protective policy, and changing the narrative 

about what produces health.”5 This more 

community-centric orientation also created 

better alignment with many years of existing 

community-building efforts. 

This shift from imposing a predetermined 

strategy to focusing on building power and 

voice within the community was the first profound internal change that The Endowment had to 

make. Program staff and board members had to accept that a different mental model of social 

change would produce better outcomes. The new goals also did not divide neatly into program 

areas, necessitating the development of new cross-departmental program teams.

5 Although only three of the six conditions are explicitly mentioned in its goals, The California Endowment 
has in fact worked on all six systems change conditions at the three levels. 

Foundations must confront the very same 
conditions within the foundation that they are 

focused on changing externally.
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At the first level of systems change, BHC has set up a unique structure in which 

efforts to pursue policy change in BHC’s local communities align with and reinforce 

statewide efforts, enabling a more unified and powerful “grassroots-to-treetops” 

approach. Ultimately, changing policies at the first level depended on changing 

relationships and power dynamics at the second level.

The Endowment brought together diverse stakeholder groups, including lawyers, activists, 

politicians, and youth that had never worked together to score more than 100 policy victories 

in the first five years on diverse issues such as land-use planning and healthy eating. At a state 

level, BHC has advanced healthier school climate policies, educated and enrolled uninsured 

residents in the ACA and Medicaid expansion plans, successfully advocated for undocumented 

residents to have access to health care, and pushed for important criminal justice reforms.

Rather than hire experts to draft policy papers as The Endowment might normally have done, the 

BHC engaged youth as key changemakers, inviting them to sit on the BHC steering committee 

and to advise The Endowment’s president.

The Endowment has provided essential training to equip youth with leadership and public 

speaking skills, platforms for engagement, and stipends for youth to become actively involved. 

Thousands of youth showed up for school board hearings, something that had never happened 

before. As a Sacramento staffer said, “You can see the testimony of these young men impact- 

ing some of the decisions. It’s actually changing minds.” This new level of engagement also 

changed the way young men of color were perceived more broadly by community leaders and 

elected officials.  

In terms of resource flows, BHC launched an innovative impact investing fund that attracted 

$200 million in private sector capital to provide better access to fresh food for inner city 

residents. This too required a significant shift in foundation board and staff mental models and 

organizational structures to accept the use of investment capital as a new tool for social change. 

At the second level of systems change, The Endowment’s work with diverse 

stakeholders, youth, legislators, and the private sector clearly changed relationships 

and power dynamics throughout 

their communities, putting 

racial equity more squarely at 

the forefront of all community 

policies, practices, and procedures. 

“Plugging the voice of the community into 
the right kind of political power grid will do 
more to create health and wellness than any 
other single intervention.” 

— Building Healthy Communities Initiative (BHC)
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According to The Endowment, “Plugging the voice of the community into the right kind 

of political power grid will do more to create health and wellness than any other single 

intervention.” And when community members observed that program officers still held 

an uneven balance of power through their funding decisions, The Endowment responded 

by creating the Fund for an Inclusive California that handed grantmaking power to the 

community itself.6 

The third level of systems change—mental models—has also been a key focus in the BHC 

effort. The Endowment has worked intensely to change the narrative on expanded health 

coverage, improving students’ attitudes in school, and influencing communities to value 

crime prevention over incarceration. Reducing excessive school suspensions, for example, 

depended on establishing a new narrative among school principals. The Endowment 

highlighted research that showed the suspensions disproportionately affected young men 

of color, did not improve their behavior, correlated strongly with incarceration in later years, 

and ultimately cost the public an average of $750,000 per student in lost lifetime taxes plus 

health and criminal justice system costs. 

The Endowment also led a targeted media campaign to shift from a narrative of exclusion to 

inclusion with hashtags such as #FixSchoolDiscipline and #SchoolsNotPrisoners. At the center 

of each campaign were the actual voices and stories of those most affected by the issue at 

hand. This new narrative expanded the awareness of school administrators from focusing 

on short-term punishment to recognizing the longer-term consequences of excluding youth 

from school.

As The Endowment focused on the less visible, less explicit systems change conditions—

relationships and connections, power dynamics, and mental models—staff and board needed 

to shift their mental models about evaluation. 

6 Power dynamics can seem like a third rail for foundations, yet it’s critical for foundations to clarify 
their orientation to power because how a foundation approaches power affects its role as a change 
agent. Take, for example, the power dynamics between foundations and grantees. Based on research 
that included 54 foundations in 22 countries, Avila Kilmurray and Barry Knight posited that founda-
tions fell into two types of groups: those that could be categorized as “power over” types and those 
that could be categorized as “power with.” “Power over” types stressed the importance with grant-
ees of a proven track record, high organizational capacity, a clear theory of change, and the ability to 
produce outcomes. The “power with” types stressed the importance of a participative approach, con-
nection to the grassroots and innovative approaches, and were put off by a theory of change. How 
these two types approached the notion of partnering with grantees was also notable. “Power over” 
foundations set their agenda and searched for grantees that could fulfill their intent. “Power with” 
foundations were comfortable following the lead of their grantees and allowing the agenda to evolve 
based on grantee experience. See Guinee, L. & Knight, B. (2013). “What’s power got to do with it?” 
Alliance Magazine.

|   FSG14   



Systems change occurs within a mosaic of constantly fluctuating activity that makes it impossible 

to determine “cause and effect” in the traditional linear evaluation framework. Funders that 

seek to track progress with systems change must gather data through multiple windows and 

from multiple players, keeping the focus on learning to inform what to do next.  

Recognizing the need for a more 

nuanced approach to evaluation, 

The Endowment has used numerous 

methods that together provide the 

opportunity for pattern detection. 

These include work commissioned 

by local learning and evaluation 

teams, meetings to share best 

practices, multiple independent in-depth reviews and case studies, “North Star” indicators, and 

longitudinal analyses of the healthy development of participating youth. Together, this set of 

activities has begun to reveal insights into if and how systemic conditions in BHC’s communities 

and across California are shifting in the direction of desired outcomes. 

As the BHC example illustrates, it is critical for funders aspiring to systems-level change to reveal 

the ongoing mental models at play within their organization. Says Kendall-Taylor, “Foundation 

staff and boards often hold the same mental models as the public and wider culture. The same 

ways of thinking about race and equity, or even public services and individual deservingness, 

that keep progressive policy from capturing 

public support are at play within foundations 

themselves—shaping how grantmaking is done 

and the types of programs that are pursued.” 

Perhaps the most empowering action that 

foundations can take to change systems will 

come from changing the mental models of board 

members and staff as they delve more deeply 

into how systems change happens. 

Building Capacity To See the Water 

Attempting to foster systems change without building the capacity to “see” systems leads to 

a lot of talk and very little results. One does not learn to play the violin in a three-day intensive 

course. Real learning—developing a capability to do something we could not do before—

demands deep commitment, mentoring, and never-ending practice. The same is true for capacity 

Addressing the less explicit systems change 
conditions often requires a shift in a 

foundation’s mental model about evaluation. 

For funders aspiring to change systems, it is 
critical to reveal the ongoing mental models 
at play within their organization.
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building among collective actors such as performing arts ensembles or high-performing sports 

teams. This is no different when it comes to fostering systems change. 

“I see a lot of people today advocating for systems change but going about it without 

systems thinking,” says Jonathan Raymond, president of the Stuart Foundation, located in 

San Francisco and focused on promoting the “whole child” in education. “When I got to the 

Stuart Foundation in the summer of 2014, it dawned on me that as a group of individuals we 

didn’t have the knowledge, skills, or tools to really pull it off. And our thinking about the work 

wasn’t explicit enough.” With external support, over the next six months Raymond worked to 

build his and his staff’s capacity to think systemically. 

Eventually, the Stuart Foundation identified that one of its key approaches to operating 

more effectively would be building better relationships, specifically relationships with their 

partners. Raymond and his team realized that this had direct implications for the culture of the 

foundation itself. “When we surveyed grantees, we got dinged about how we didn’t really 

know our partners well. And so that helped us to focus on the importance of building deep, 

trusted relationships.” 

Over the past three years, Raymond and his staff have 

worked hard to “become better listeners” through 

a combination of regular staff retreats and ongoing 

coaching—learning how “the problems you see out there 

are connected to the problems in here.” Says Raymond, 

“There’s no systems change without organizational change 

and no organizational change without individual change.”

Gradually, the attention to relationships and mental models 

has extended into the Stuart Foundation’s grantmaking. In 2016, the foundation became the 

lead funder for a new Systems Leadership Institute. The institute focused on developing leaders 

from diverse roles (such as superintendents, NGO management teams, and state officials) into 

systems leaders—people who foster collaboration for systems change.7 Raymond says, “The 

whole idea was that we would test this approach out on ourselves, and if it started to stick, we 

would expose our grantees and partners. We’ve had four semi-annual sessions now, and about 

90 percent of our partners and grantees attended at least one of those sessions. Some of them 

have come back two or three times with different team members.”

7 “The Dawn of System Leadership,” Stanford Social Innovation Review, 2015. 

Attempting to foster systems change 
without building the capacity to 

“see” systems leads to a lot of talk 
and very little results.
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“There’s a lot of thought about mental models, to really understand and to think about our 

broader work throughout the education system in California.” This has led to supporting a 

major systems change initiative within the Department of Education’s “Expanded Learning 

Division,” as well as a major labor management initiative. In the latter, the Stuart Foundation 

is partnered with the California Teachers Association, the School Board Association, and the 

Administrators Group in efforts that have involved over 100 school districts “to reframe the 

dynamic” in the relationships that exist at the local level between the teachers’ union and the 

district management team. “There are issues regarding collective bargaining,” Raymond says, 

“that tend to get stuck, and so much of that is mental model work, being able to get everyone 

in the room and, around the table, start to uncover how we’re thinking and how that thinking 

has been informed by our own experiences, and how we are best able to set aside judgment so 

that we can learn with and from each other. I think that has been really transformative.”8 

Playing a bigger role in deep changes like this doesn’t just happen as a good idea. One needs to 

be in the mix with stakeholders, exploring shifting relationships, power dynamics, and mental 

models in one’s own ways of operating. The more one is in the mix, the more deeply one will be 

changed by the work. Raymond adds, “Be patient with it. It’s a long haul, this journey, and a lot 

of it is on the inside. As leaders, we have to be learners ourselves—we have to rethink, reinvent, 

and recommit ourselves. Are we willing to be vulnerable, and are we willing to go there? If not, I 

don’t think we’re going to achieve what is possible.” 

The Water of Systems Change

In a world of polarized interests and accelerating disparities, the challenges of achieving 

equitable progress at scale against complex social and environmental problems have become all 

the more daunting. For some, the response has been to accelerate efforts to change explicitly 

visible conditions, and to do so quickly. But we argue that now is the time to focus even more 

on the implicit or less publicly acknowledged key systems change conditions to truly increase the 

lasting impact of your efforts. 

8 An inspiration for this project has been the research by Saul Rubinstein that shows that “Where you have 
collaborative relationships amongst the adults in school districts, students perform at higher levels”—just 
as Tony Bryk had showed a decade earlier how, in over 100 public schools, “relational trust” improved 
test scores. See Rubinstein, S., & McCarthy J. (2010). Collaborating on School Reform: Creating Union-
Management Partnerships to Improve Public Schools. School of Management and Labor Relations, Rut-
gers University; Bryk, A., & Schneider, B. (2002). Trust in Schools. American Sociological Association:  
Rose Series.
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As the notion of systems change continues to ignite philanthropy’s imagination, it is important 

to keep in mind that systems change, as a way of making real and equitable progress on critical 

social and environmental problems, requires exceptional attention to the detailed and often 

mundane work of noticing and acting on much that is implicit and invisible to many but is very 

much in the water. Making big bets to tackle a social problem without first immersing yourself 

in understanding what is holding the problem in place is a recipe for failure. On the other 

hand, bringing attention to shifting the power dynamics at play, identifying where people are 

connected or disconnected from others who 

must be part of the solution, exposing the 

mental models that inhibit success in policy 

change, and investigating the ways in which 

the foundation’s internal conditions help 

or hinder external aspirations—this is the 

nature of successfully changing systems.  

This is systems change.
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Real and equitable progress requires exceptional 
attention to the detailed and often mundane 

work of noticing what is invisible to many.

|   FSG18   



This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivs 4.0 Unported License. 
10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2   

About FSG
FSG is a mission-driven consulting firm supporting leaders in creating large-scale, lasting 
social change. Through strategy, evaluation, and research we help many types of actors—
individually and collectively—make progress against the world’s toughest problems.

Our teams work across all sectors by partnering with leading foundations, businesses, 
nonprofits, and governments in every region of the globe. We seek to reimagine social change 
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THE WATER OF  
SYSTEMS CHANGE

Action Learning Exercise

INTRODUCTION

This activity is designed to help individuals think systemically about social change, explore what 
is happening below the surface, and determine how they and their organizations can pursue 
large-scale change in a disciplined and holistic manner. We suggest that, prior to engaging in 
this exercise, all participants read the article The Water of Systems Change by John Kania, 
Mark Kramer, and Peter Senge.

THE EXERCISE

The exercise is divided into three parts:  

Part I uses the “inverted pyramid” introduced in The Water of Systems Change (see page 2) 
to perform an external assessment of opportunities to make progress on the social or environ-
mental issue you are focused on.  

Part II uses the same framework to consider internal conditions within yourself and your 
organization that should change in order for you to better support progress on your issue.

Part III takes what was developed in Parts I and II and asks “What to do next?”

SUGGESTED METHOD

Please allow 3-4 hours for the exercise. The best results will come not from doing this alone 
but from working with others who are also focused on the issue. The greater the number of 
vantage points you can include, the better the insights from the exercise will be. In addition, 
a facilitator may be a useful addition to the group to optimize for balance and reflection in 
the conversation.

https://www.fsg.org/publications/water_of_systems_change
https://www.fsg.org/publications/water_of_systems_change


Structural
Change

(explicit)

(semi-explicit)

Transformative
Change

(implicit)

Mental
Models

Relationships
& Connections

Power
Dynamics

Policies Practices Resource
Flows

Six Conditions of Systems Change

DEFINITIONS

Policies: Rules, regulations and priorities (formal and informal).

Practices: Organizational and practitioner activities targeted to addressing 
and making progress. 

Resource Flows: How money, people, knowledge, and information are 
allocated and distributed.

Relationships & Connections: Quality of connections and communication 
occurring between actors.

Power Dynamics: Which individuals and organizations hold decision-making 
power, authority, and influence (both formal and informal).

Mental Models: Deeply held beliefs and assumptions that influence one’s 
actions.

The Six Conditions of Systems Change
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Part I: External Assessment

Part I unfolds in three steps:

1. Identify a social problem or challenge you are passionate about making 
progress on. 

2.  Assess how the systems change conditions on page 2 might be holding the 
problem in place.

3.  Identify potential strategies and who should be involved to address the 
desired change.

ISSUE SELECTION AND IDENTIFYING ASPIRATIONS

Question 1. Think about an issue you are passionate about or working to improve 
(e.g., disparities in educational outcomes, mass incarceration). This is the issue you 
will be working with throughout this exercise. 

Issue: 

Question 2. Consider your aspirations for outcomes you would hope to see with 
this issue 5 years from now. Ideally, think about improvements in outcomes that 
are commensurate with the scale of the problem (e.g., are related to changing the 
whole system or a key subset of the system). It is likely that improvements of this 
magnitude would require something more than expanding an individual program. 

Aspirational Outcomes: 
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ASSESS EXTERNAL CONDITIONS

Question 3. Based on the aspirations you identified, what existing elements are 
reinforcing current conditions holding the problem in place? Use the template below 
to detail your ideas. 

DIAGNOSIS: 
ASSESSING SYSTEMS CONDITIONS

Systems 
Change 

Condition

Example 
(using education)

What existing elements are reinforcing the current 
conditions and hindering our progress?

Policies
School disciplinary 

protocols

Practices
Teachers 

underprepared for 
diverse classrooms

Resource 
Flows

Grassroots 
organizations 

starved for resources

Relationships 
& 

Connections

Parent/teacher 
relationships are 

contentious

Power 
Dynamics

Students have no 
voice in school 

district decision-
making

Mental 
Models

Administrator and 
teacher assumptions 
that certain students 

can’t learn
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IDENTIFY STRATEGIES

Question 4. Given what you articulated on the previous page, what strategies can help 
advance systems change efforts?  Who needs to be involved? 

TAKING ACTION: 
ACTIVATING LEVERAGE POINTS AND KEY STAKEHOLDERS

Systems 
Change 

Condition

What strategies can help advance our systems change efforts?  
Who would need to be involved?

Policies

Practices

Resource 
Flows

Relationships 
& 

Connections

Power 
Dynamics

Mental 
Models
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We all contribute in some way, shape, or form to the problems we are attempting to 
solve. As said by Bill O’Brien, “The success of the intervention is based on the inte-
rior condition of the intervener.” 

This section provides an opportunity to think about dimensions that may need to 
change in your and your organization’s orientation for you to better support prog-
ress against the issue that you are trying to solve. 

Part II unfolds in two steps:

1. Assess how internal conditions might be hindering your ability to achieve 
your external aspirations. You will consider this in two ways:

• To what extent have your personal actions contributed to the conditions 
holding the problem in place?

• To what extent are your organization’s actions contributing to the condi-
tions holding the problem in place?

2.  Identify potential strategies and who should be involved to address the 
desired change.

ASSESS INTERNAL CONDITIONS

Question 5: Thinking again about the aspirations you have for change and the 
strategies you devised in Part I of this exercise, to what extent have your per-
sonal actions contributed to the conditions holding the problem in place? To 
what extent are your organization’s actions contributing to the conditions 
that are holding the problem in place? Use the template on the next page to record 
your responses.

For foundations conducting this exercise, a useful background primer is FSG’s report 
Being the Change, which highlights 12 internal practices that foundations are 
using to transform their impact.

Part II: Internal Assessment

|   THE WATER OF SYSTEMS CHANGE6   
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DIAGNOSIS: 
ASSESSING INTERNAL SYSTEMS CONDITIONS

Systems 
Change 

Condition

Example 
(for foundations)

To what extent have your personal actions contributed 
to the conditions holding the problem in place?

To what extent are your organization’s actions 
contributing to the conditions that are holding the 

problem in place?

Policies
Grant cycles not 

aligned with rate of 
change

Practices
RFP processes 

that favor certain 
organizations

Resource 
Flows

Insufficient 
allocation of 

resources to learning 
and evaluation

Relationships 
& 

Connections

Siloed programmatic 
departments

Power 
Dynamics

Lack of candor in 
dialogue between 
board and staff

Mental 
Models

Evaluation 
orientation does not 
account for systems 
change complexity
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IDENTIFY STRATEGIES

Question 6. Given what you articulated on the previous page, what strategies can help 
advance your systems change efforts? Who needs to be involved to affect the internal 
change that is necessary? 

TAKING ACTION: 
ACTIVATING LEVERAGE POINTS AND KEY STAKEHOLDERS

Systems 
Change 

Condition

What actions and strategies could you and your organization  
take to help advance your systems change efforts? 

Who needs to be involved to implement these strategies?

Policies

Practices

Resource 
Flows

Relationships 
& 

Connections

Power 
Dynamics

Mental 
Models
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If you’ve completed Parts I and II of this exercise, you should likely have the 
following output:

• An assessment of elements within the six conditions for systems change that may be 
holding the problem in place and hindering the impact of your work. 

• Perspective on strategies that might address those elements and some thoughts on 
people within the system who are and who might be engaged in changing those 
conditions.

• An assessment of the extent to which you and your organization might be contribut-
ing to the problem you are attempting to solve. 

• Perspective on strategies you might take to address your and your organization’s 
contributions to the problem.

With this information in hand, here are a few thoughts on what you might do 
next:

1. At this point you are operating with hypotheses. The first step you might take 
would be to investigate and research the most important hypotheses you’ve devel-
oped to determine their validity.

2. If you already have a strategy, a good next step would be to map your findings from 
this exercise to the strategy you have developed. What is missing from your current 
strategy that you might add based on this assessment?

3. If you have yet to develop a strategy, you could consider this work to be a good 
starting place for your strategy. You would likely want to do additional research and 
analysis to validate your hypotheses before proceeding with them.

4. You might find it useful to share what you developed with a larger set of stakehold-
ers involved with your issue. Or repeat the exercise with a different/larger group. 

5. As you consider other conditions that may need to be addressed, your assess-
ment may surface potential partners with whom you should be more connected to 
advance your respective goals.

6. If you are part of the staff of an organization, you could utilize the article The 
Water of Systems Change, along with the output you developed from this exer-
cise, as a basis for a dialogue with your board about systems change.

> Learn more at www.fsg.org/systems-thinking 

Part III: What To Do Next
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The	primary	purpose	of	equity	walks	is	to	develop	and	sharpen	the	equity	leadership	lens	and	allow	the	gathering	of	low	inference	observational	data	to	confirm	
or	challenge	assumptions	regarding	the	focus	on	closing	equity	gaps	for	target	student	groups.	The	focus	of	the	walks	are	centered	around	the	existence	and		impact	
of	cultural	identity,	relationships,	relevance,	and	rigor	in	the	classrooms	and	throughout	the	school.	Research	shows	that	these	4	equity	indicators	correlate	with	
increased	student	achievement.		While	the	tool	is	originally	designed	to	guide	professional	learning	space	for	educational	leaders,	it	can	be	used	as	a	tool	to	assess	
the	overall	progress	towards	equity	and	cultural	proficiency.	Ultimately,	Equity	walks	support	ongoing	monitoring	of	implementation	of	equity	action	plans	but	
require	additional	data	points	to	obtain	conclusive	findings	and		measure	the	impact	of	equitable	practices	(I.e.	surveys,	interviews,	etc.)	
	

Equity	
Indicator	1:	
Cultural	Identity		

Evidence	of	Equitable	Practices	
(Check	Indicates	Strong	Evidence	Observed)	

Evidence	you	see	in	the	school	and	
classrooms.	

Student’s	
cultural	
identity	and	
stories	are	
acknowledged,	
valued,	and	
represented	in	
of	all	teaching	
and	learning		

o The	learning	environment	is	inclusive	and	reflective	of	individual	learning	
profiles	

o Imagery	reflects	class	diversity		
o Teachers	respond	effectively	and	manage	cultural	conflict	when	Issues	of	

stereotypes,	microaggressions,	bias,	and	race	arise	in	the	classroom	
o Cultural	identity,	differences,	traditions,	and	“Hxstory”*	are	celebrated	and	

valued	in	lesson		text,	activities,	and	discussions	
o Messaging	is	reflective	of	the	value	of	student	voice	

o The	learning	environment	helps	students	develop	awareness,	understanding	
and	acceptance	of	oneself	and	others	

o Classroom	library	and	resources	are	representative	of	the	community	and	
address		the	differently-abled,		diverse	cultural	and	racial	groups;	that	are	
inclusive	of	different	sexual	orientations;	that	address	the	needs	of	recent	
immigrants	including	dual	language	books	

o Students	are	empowered	with	hope	through	articulating	“personal”	learning	
goals,	identifying	cultural	identity	and	interests,	and	reflecting	upon	the	
learning	process	itself	to	improve	learning	outcomes.	

*We	hold	the	“x”	as	a	way	to	acknowledge	our	untold	hxstories	and		collectively	push	forward	to	reclaim	
the	lost.-S.E.A.R.CH.	(SouthEast	Asian	Retention	through	creating	Hxstory	
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Low	Inference	Note	Taking	
Context/Lesson	Outcomes/Location		 Teacher	Actions/Response	 Student	Actions/Response	
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Equity	
Indicator	2:	
Relationships	

Evidence	of	Equitable	Practices	
(Check	Indicates	Strong	Evidence	Observed)	

Evidence	you	see	in	the	school	and	
classrooms.	

	Authentic	
student-
teacher	
relationships	
are	
established	
and	cultivated	
as	a	core	
focus	of	
teaching	and	
learning.	

o Positive	student-teacher	relationships	are	genuinely	
established		

o Student	stories	are	learned	and	celebrated	regularly		
o 	Teacher	properly	pronounces	and	demonstrates	a	genuine	

value	of		student	names			
o School/classroom	spaces	communicate	and	value	students’	

cultural	profiles		
o Messages	are	reflective	of	the	value	of	student	voice	
o 	Teacher	uses	culturally	responsive	body	language,	positive	

tones,	and		demonstrates	respectful	responses	during	
teacher-student	interactions	

o Elements	of	care,	love,	and	esteem	are	demonstrated	during	
teacher-student	and	student-student	interactions	

o All	students	are	acknowledged	by	and	connected	to	the	
teacher		

o One-on-one	time	is	utilized	by	teacher	as	a	strategy	to	
resolve	conflict	or	distractions	

o Positive	interactions	and	communication	with	students’	
families	are	ongoing	
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Equity	
Indicator	3:	
Relevance	

Evidence	of	Equitable	Practices	
(Check	Indicates	Strong	Evidence	Observed)	

Evidence	you	see	in	the	school	and	
classrooms.	

Teaching	and	
learning	
experiences	
are	engaging	
and	are	
centered	
around	
students’	
diverse	
needs,	
interests,	and	
learning	
styles.			

o Students’	diverse	backgrounds	and	interests	are	integrated	into	all	
lesson	activities	

o Students	are	empowered	to	facilitate	learning	experiences	
o Assigned	readings	expose	students	to	the	various	life	experiences	

of	different	cultures	and	ethnic	groups	
o Instructed	readings	and	assignments	are	reflective	of	the	different	

cultures,	ethnic	groups,	and	interests	of	students	
o A	process	or	procedure	exists	to	address	positive	student	

behavior	expectations	through	explicitly	teaching	rules	and	
reward	expected	behaviors	through	a	cultural	lens	

o All	student	work	is	visible	and	reflects	diverse	learning	styles,	
cultures,	and	levels	of	success	

o Teacher	employs	multiple	strategies	to	assess	student	mastery	of	
content	based	on	diverse	learning	styles	

o Students	access	and	use	digital	tools	and	other	relevant	resources		
to	connect	with	other	learners	from	a	variety	of	backgrounds	and	
cultures,	engaging	with	them	in	ways	that	broaden	mutual	
understanding,	and	further	develop	learning	around	their	own	
cultural	identity		

o Students	build	knowledge	by	actively	exploring	real-world	issues	
and	problems	through	digital	tools,	developing	ideas	and	theories	
while	pursuing	answers	and	solutions.	

	

	
	
	
	
	



Nicole Anderson Consulting 2018 (updated Dec. 2019) 

Inspired by or adapted from/for the work of Des Moines Public Schools, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Dr. Jeff Duncan Andrade, Community Responsive Education/Teaching Excellence Network, The Power Lenses Learning Model (Ann Milne), Stages of Cultural Identity (Banks), AVID Framework, ISTE Student Standards, Core, 
UnboundEd, Chris Argyris, Dr. Randall B. Lindsey) 

	

Low	Inference	Note	Taking	
Context/Lesson	Outcomes/Location		 Teacher	Actions/Response	 Student	Actions/Response	

	 	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	



Nicole Anderson Consulting 2018 (updated Dec. 2019) 

Inspired by or adapted from/for the work of Des Moines Public Schools, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Dr. Jeff Duncan Andrade, Community Responsive Education/Teaching Excellence Network, The Power Lenses Learning Model (Ann Milne), Stages of Cultural Identity (Banks), AVID Framework, ISTE Student Standards, Core, 
UnboundEd, Chris Argyris, Dr. Randall B. Lindsey) 

	

	

Low	Inference	Note	Taking	
Context/Lesson	Outcomes/Location		 Teacher	Actions/Response	 Student	Actions/Response	

	 	 	

	
	
	



Nicole Anderson Consulting 2018 (updated Dec. 2019) 

Inspired by or adapted from/for the work of Des Moines Public Schools, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Dr. Jeff Duncan Andrade, Community Responsive Education/Teaching Excellence Network, The Power Lenses Learning Model (Ann Milne), Stages of Cultural Identity (Banks), AVID Framework, ISTE Student Standards, Core, 
UnboundEd, Chris Argyris, Dr. Randall B. Lindsey) 

	

Equity		
Indicator	4:		
Rigor	

Evidence	of	Equitable	Practices	
(Check	Indicates	Strong	Evidence	Observed)	

Evidence	you	see	in	the	school	and	
classrooms.	

High	
Expectations	
and	deep	
belief	system	
that	all	
students	can	
learn	and	
reach	their	
full	potential	

o Instructional	strategies	are	being	used	to	encourage	critical	
thinking	and	questioning	with	a	respect	for	difference	
perspectives	

o Lesson	objectives	are	standards-based,	clearly	articulated,	and	
culturally	relevant	

o Lesson	objectives	are	clearly	articulated,	connected,	and	

measured	throughout	the	lesson	
o Assigned	tasks	are	academically,	intellectually,	and	personally	

challenging		
o Ratio	of	student	talk	to	teacher	talk	is	balanced	through	a	

variety	of	interactive	activities	and	checks	for	understanding			
o Oral	and	academic	language	production	is	supported	and	

expected	
o Teacher	has	high	expectations	for	all	students	to	achieve	their	

full	potential	and	does	not	accept	failure	as	an	option	
o Teacher	is	adept	at	asking	higher	order	thinking		and	culturally	

relevant	text-dependent	questions	
o The	learning	environment	intellectually	engaging	and	

challenging	for	all	learners	
o Teachers	allow	students	to	struggle	using	wait	time	while	

providing	meaningful,	frequent,	and	timely	feedback	
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Equity	Action	Plan	Implications	

Goal/Focus	Area	 Target	Student	
Group	

Actions/Strategies	 Measurement		 Timeline	 Persons	
Responsible	
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Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1647 
The General Court of the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony decrees that 
every town of fifty families should have 
an elementary school and that every 
town of 100 families should have a Latin 
school. The goal is to ensure that 
Puritan children learn to read the Bible 
and receive basic information about 
their Calvinist religion. 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1779 
Thomas Jefferson proposes a two-track 
educational system, with different  
tracks in his words for “the laboring and 
the learned.” Scholarship would allow a  
very few of the laboring class to 
advance, Jefferson says, by “raking a 
few geniuses from the rubbish.” 
	

	

	

	

	



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1790 
Pennsylvania state 
constitution calls for free 
public education but only for  
poor children. It is expected 
that rich people will pay for 
their children’s schooling. 
	

	

	



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1820-1860 
The percentage of people working in agriculture 
plummets as family farms are gobbled up by larger 
agricultural businesses and people are forced to 
look for work in towns and cities. At the same time, 
cities grow tremendously, fueled by new 
manufacturing industries, the influx of people from 
rural areas and many immigrants from Europe. 
During the 10 years from 1846 to 1856, 3.1 million 
immigrants arrive, a number equal to one eighth of 
the entire U.S. population. Owners of industry 
needed a docile, obedient workforce and look to 
public schools to provide it. 
 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1837 
Horace Mann becomes head of the 
newly formed Massachusetts State 
Board of Education. Edmund Dwight, a 
major industrialist, thinks a state board 
of education was so important to factory 
owners that he offered to supplement 
the state salary with extra money of his 
own. 
 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

 
1848 
Massachusetts Reform School at 
Westboro opens, where children who 
have refused to attend public schools 
are sent. This begins a long tradition of 
“reform  schools,” which combine the 
education and juvenile justice systems. 
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1851 
State of Massachusetts passes first its 
compulsory education law. The goal is 
to make sure that the children of poor 
immigrants get “civilized” and learn 
obedience and restraint, so they make 
good workers and don’t contribute to 
social upheaval. 
	

	

	

	

	



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1865-1877 
African Americans mobilize to bring 
public education to the South for the  
first time. After the Civil War, and with the 
legal end of slavery, African Americans in 
the South make alliances with white 
Republicans to push for many political 
changes, including for the first time 
rewriting state constitutions to guarantee 
free public education. In practice, white 
children benefit more than Black children. 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

By 1870  
California had devised a formula of ten. 
When African Americans, Asian  
Americans, or American Indians 
numbered ten students, a school district 
was empowered to create separate 
schools for whites and non-white 
children. 
	

	



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1870s 
The United States government enrolled Native 
American students in Christian-run boarding schools. 
In these institutions, children were forbidden to speak 
in their own languages or wear their hair long, they 
were taught Christianity, dressed and groomed 
according to European styles, and had their replaced 
with Christian-European names. Many boarding 
houses were former military sites and were operated 
by military personnel.  



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1900s 
Education for European immigrant children included 
immersion in English-only classrooms without 
accommodations, placement in 1st grade classrooms 
regardless of the age of the child and intelligence testing 
which led to the disproportionate placement of immigrant 
children in special education classes. Meanwhile in the West 
and Southwest, separate schools were developed for 
Spanish-speaking students. These schools focused on 
teaching English and punished students for speaking in 
Spanish. Fewer resources were given to these schools and 
they were generally staffed by less qualified teachers. 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

 
1917 
Smith-Hughes Act passes, providing 
federal funding for vocational education.  
Big manufacturing corporations push 
this, because they want to remove job 
skill training from the apprenticeship 
programs of trade unions and bring it 
under their own control. 
 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1921  
The California school law (Political Code 1662) 
was amended once again to read as follows:“ 
The governing body of a school district shall 
have power to exclude children of filthy or 
vicious habits, or children suffering from 
contagious or infectious diseases, and also to 
establish separate schools for Indian children 
and for children of Chinese, Japanese, or 
Mongolian parentage. When such schools are 
established, Indian children or children of 
Chinese, Japanese, or Mongolian parentage 
must not be admitted into any other school.” 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1924 
 
An act of Congress makes Native 
Americans U.S. citizens for the first 
time. 
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1930-1950  
The NAACP brings a series of suits over 
unequal teachers’ pay for Blacks  
and whites in southern states. At the 
same time, southern states realize they 
are losing African American labor to the 
northern cities. These two sources of 
pressure resulted in some increase of 
spending on Black schools in the South. 
	
 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1945  
The League of United Latin American Citizens 
(LULAC) lawyers implement such  
a strategy to challenge school segregation in 
California filed by Mexican-American  
parents in Orange County, California. NAACP 
lawyers followed the Mendez v.  
Westminster case closely and modeled the 
strategy in Brown vs. Board of Education  
in 1954.  
	
 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1948  
Educational Testing Service is formed, merging 
the College Entrance  
Examination Board, the Cooperative Test 
Service, the Graduate Records Office, the 
National Committee on Teachers Examinations 
and others, with huge grants from the 
Rockefeller and Carnegie foundations. These 
testing services continued the work of 
eugenicists like Carl Brigham (originator of the 
SAT) who did research “proving” that immigrants 
were feeble-minded. 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1954  
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. 
The Supreme Court unanimously 
agrees that segregated schools are 
“inherently unequal” and must be 
abolished. Almost 45 years later in 
1998, schools, especially in the north, 
are as segregated as ever. 
 
 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1957 

The Soviet Union launched  the first Earth orbiting satellite, 

Sputnik. In response to this, President Eisenhower signed 

into law the National Defense Education Act (NDEA), which 

provided funding to improve science, technology and foreign 

language education in American schools.  This was also the 

first large-scale involvement of the U.S. federal government 

in education and the first endorsement of foreign language 

being seen as an asset.  



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1965 
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA) was part of President Lyndon B. 
Johnson’s Great Society program. When passed, 
it created a clear role for the federal government 
in K-12 policy, offering more than $1 billion a year 
in aid under its first statutory section, known as 
Title I, to districts to help cover the cost of 
educating disadvantaged students. The law has 
been reauthorized and changed more than half a 
dozen times since that initial legislation. And, for 
the most part, each new iteration has sought to 
expand the federal role in education. 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1968 

The Bilingual Education Act (BEA) provided funding for bilingual education in the form of competitive grants 
directly to school districts while provisions in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) created 
programs such as Head Start and Title I in an attempt to offset the impact of poverty on students in the public 

education system. The Bilingual Education Act did not require instruction in the students’ native languages, but 
instead encouraged the development of new and innovative programs to teach students English. The Act also 

placed priority on supporting low income students to learn English. This Act came into conflict with certain states 
that had English-only laws for schools and it also ran the risk of violating de-segregation laws by separating 
these students into bilingual classes.  

 
“The problem is that many of our school-age children come from homes where the mother tongue is not English. 

As a result, these children enter school not speaking English and not able to understand the instructions that is 

[sic] all conducted in English. [There is] an urgent need for this legislation to provide equal educational 

opportunity for those children who do not come to school with English-speaking ability. We received almost 

unanimous enthusiasm and support for this legislation as being an effective remedial program.” 

-- Senator Ralph Yarborough of Texas, on his support for the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1972	
Title IX of the education amendments of 1972 is enacted into law. 

Title IX prohibits federally funded educational institutions from 

discriminating against students or employees based on sex. It begins: 

“No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be 

excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be 

subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity 

receiving Federal financial assistance.” As a result of Title IX, any 

school that receives any federal money from the elementary to 

university level–in short, nearly all schools–must provide fair and 

equal treatment of the sexes in all areas, including athletics. 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1974	
Chinese American students who were ELLs living in San Francisco filed the class 

action suit Lau v. Nichols. They claimed that since the schools did not provide 

English Language Learners such as Chinese Americans with extra support to 

learn English, the schools were violating Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 

which prohibits educational discrimination on the basis of national origin. 

Essentially, the question at hand was whether school administrators met their 

obligation to provide equal educational opportunities by treating all students the 

same, or whether they must offer special help for students learning English.  

Lower federal courts absolved the San Francisco school district of any 

responsibility for providing extra services for English Language Learners but a 

unanimous Supreme Court disagreed, setting a precedent for providing equitable 

resources instead of equal resources to students and for the idea that language-

based discrimination is another form of national origin discrimination.  



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

 
1974  
Milliken v. Bradley. A Supreme Court 
made up of Richard Nixon’s appointees  
rules that schools may not be 
desegregated across school districts. 
This effectively legally segregates 
students of color in inner-city districts 
(i.e. Detroit) from white students in 
wealthier white suburban districts. 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

1975 
President Gerald Ford signed into law the Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act (Public Law 94-142), now known as the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). In adopting this landmark civil rights 
measure, Congress opened public school doors for millions of children 
with disabilities and laid the foundation of the country’s commitment to 
ensuring that children with disabilities have opportunities to develop their 
talents, share their gifts, and contribute to their communities. 
 
The law guaranteed access to a free appropriate public education 
(FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (LRE) to every child with a 
disability. Subsequent amendments, as reflected in the IDEA, have led to 
an increased emphasis on access to the general education curriculum, 
the provision of services for young children from birth through five, 
transition planning, and accountability for the achievement of students 
with disabilities. The IDEA upholds and protects the rights of infants, 
toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities and their families. 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

Late 1970s 
The so-called "taxpayers' revolt" leads 
to the passage of Proposition 13 in 
California, and copy-cat measures like 
Proposition 2-1/2 in Massachusetts. 
These propositions freeze property 
taxes, which are a major source of 
funding for public schools. As a result, in 
twenty years California drops from first 
in the nation in per-student spending in 
1978 to number 43 in 1998. 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

 
1996  
California passes Proposition 209, 
which outlaws affirmative action in 
public employment, public contracting 
and public education. Other states jump 
on the bandwagon with their own 
initiatives and efforts are made to pass 
similar legislation on a federal level. 
 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

2001 
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which passed Congress 
with overwhelming bipartisan support in 2001 and was signed 
into law by President George W. Bush on Jan. 8, 2002, is the 
name for the most recent update to the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act of 1965. The NCLB law-—which 
grew out of concern that the American education system was 
no longer internationally competitive—significantly increased 
the federal role in holding schools responsible for the academic 
progress of all students. And it put a special focus on ensuring 
that states and schools boost the performance of certain 
groups of students, such as English-language learners, 
students in special education, and poor and minority children, 
whose achievement, on average, trails their peers. States did 
not have to comply with the new requirements, but if they 
didn’t, they risked losing federal Title I money. 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

2008  
State Superintendent of Public 
Instruction Jack O’Connell delivered his 
fifth annual State of Education Address 
and unveiled an ambitious, 
comprehensive plan aimed at closing 
California’s pernicious achievement gap 
that exists between students who are 
white and students of color, as well as 
with English learners, students in 
poverty, and students with disabilities. 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

2010  
The Texas School Board adopts 
revisions to the Texas social studies 
curriculum. The revised curriculum plays 
down the role of Thomas Jefferson 
among the founding fathers, questions 
the separation of church and state, and 
claims that the U.S. government was 
infiltrated by Communists during the 
Cold War. 
 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

2013  
California’s Budget Act included landmark legislation that 
greatly simplified the state’s school finance system. The 
changes introduced by the Local Control Funding Formula 
(LCFF) represented a major shift in how California funds 
Local Educational Agencies (LEAs). For nearly 40 years, 
California relied on a system that included general purpose 
funding (known as revenue limits) and more than 50 tightly 
defined categorical programs to provide state funding to 
LEAs. Under LCFF, California funds school districts, charter 
schools, and county offices of education equally per 
student with adjustments based on grade levels and 
demographic characteristics. LCFF replaces complexity in 
favor of equity, transparency, and performance. 



Adapted	from	the	work	of	Race	Forward,	National	Equity	Project,	&	ACSA	

2016 
California Governor, Jerry Brown, signs AB 2016, which 
modifies existing education code requirements around 
pupil instruction. It requires an ethnic studies model to be 
offered in grades 9-12. It is the intent of the legislation that 
local educational agencies submit course outlines for 
ethnic studies for approval as A-G courses.  

In	2018,	AB	2772	is	amended	to	mandate	one	semester	of	
ethnic	studies	to	be	included	in	high	school	graduation	
requirements	commencing	in	2023-2024.	Although	this	bill	
was	vetoed,	several	school	districts	have	offered	ethnic	
studies	courses.	The	SBE	is	currently	working	on	releasing	an	
Ethnic	Studies	Curriculum	Model	to	support	these	efforts. 
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Students experiencing racism can’t 
wait for schools to move at their 
own pace and comfort level. 

Paul Gorski

I
n schools committed to racial equity, educators who 
resist anti-racist measures should feel uneasy, isolated 
on the outskirts of their schools’ institutional cultures. 
I mean this literally. The educators least invested in 
racial equity should wonder whether they belong. 

Sadly, research shows the inverse tends to be true in 
many schools, even when leaders claim equity commit-
ments. Often, the educators most adamant about racial 
equity are cast to the margins of institutional culture. 
They are the ones feeling isolated, wondering whether 

they belong (Kohli, 2018; Picower, 2011). Colleagues 
call them troublemakers for naming what others refuse 
to name. Some are shushed or encouraged to adopt a 
color-blind perspective by equity-skittish leaders. They 
are accused of being too “political” simply for pointing 
out conditions that harm families of color. Educators of 
color who raise these concerns tend to face even greater 
 hostility, as Kohli (2018) documented through the nar-
ratives of racial-justice-oriented teachers of color. They 
often are labelled “militant” or “angry” for telling the 
racial equity truth.

This is a failure of equity leadership.

A Racial Equity Reckoning
If the most emphatic racial equity advocates feel silenced 
and less central to institutional culture than their equity-
resistant colleagues, what we have from an equity point of 
view is a sick institution. 

YULIA OGNEVA/SHUTTERSTOCK 

Avoiding Racial  Equity Detours



Any meaningful accounting of racial inequities in 
schools must reckon with this reality. Is our commitment 
real? Why do emphatic equity advocates often face 
harsher repercussions for their advocacy than equity heel-
draggers face for their inaction? Why is taking a strong, 
impassioned stand on racism interpreted as deviant while 
refusing to take a stand on racism is interpreted as in a 
developmental process (Mayorga & Picower, 2018)? 

Are we driven by authentic desires for racial equity? 
Or are we content with rearranging inequities, hiding 
them behind multicultural arts fairs and diversity clubs 
(Au, 2017)? 

The disturbing reality is, in my 20 years of experience 
working with schools and districts on matters of equity 
and justice, I’ve found that most initiatives and strategies 
that pass for “racial equity” efforts in schools pose less of 
a threat to racism than to the possibility of racial justice. 
Following Olsson’s (1997) accounting of the detours 
white people follow to protect their privilege and avoid 
the messy work of racial justice, I call these initiatives and 
strategies equity detours. 

The detours vary in scope and nefariousness but share 
a function: They create an illusion of progress toward 

equity while cementing, or even exacerbating, inequity. 
They can be more devastating than explicit racism 
because they do racism’s work while consuming resources 
ostensibly earmarked for racial equity. They are the 
 anti-anti-racism. 

For example, people who study equity initiatives in 
schools have tracked educational leaders’ tendencies, in 
the name of equity, either to implement deficit-oriented 
strategies, such as “grit” initiatives that obscure inequity 
(Kohn, 2014) or, worse, to build equity efforts around 
debunked approaches that create more inequity, like the 
“mindset of poverty.” Some educational leaders inexpli-
cably continue to embrace the “mindset of poverty” even 
though it reinforces racialized stereotypes (Redeaux, 
2011)—and despite the fact that research clarified that 
there is no such thing as a mindset of poverty 50 years ago 
(Valentine, 1968). 

What all these types of initiatives and frameworks 

have in common is that they mask racial inequity. They 
relieve us of the responsibility to name and eliminate the 
ways racism operates in our schools (Ladson-Billings, 
2017). Rather than being paths to equity, they are detours 
around it.

Four Racial Equity Detours
Described below are four racial equity detours commonly 
embraced in schools,1 followed by equity principles that 
can help educators avoid these detours and build a more 
transformational racial equity approach. 

1 Pacing-for-Privilege Detour
This detour underlies the other detours. It speaks to the 
situation described earlier, wherein an equity approach 
coddles the hesitancies of people with the least racial 
equity investment while punishing people with the 
most investment. 

In too many schools, the pace of equity progress pri-
oritizes the comfort and interests of people who have the 
least interest in that progress. Professional development 
in these schools appears designed to accommodate 
the feelings and fears of white educators in “difficult” 

Avoiding Racial  Equity Detours



58   E d u c a t i o n a l  l E a d E r s h i p  /  a p r i l  2 0 1 9

 conversations about race rather than 
to advance equity for students of 
color (Swanson & Welton, 2018). 
A common “equity” PD framework 
in these contexts is cultural compe-
tence—an approach that provides 
a way to talk about “cultural dif-
ferences” without having to name 
or confront racism (Gorski, 2016a; 
Pon, 2009). Cultural competence is 
important. But by itself it’s no threat 
to racism.

The hard truth is, racial equity 
cannot be achieved with an obsessive 
commitment to “meeting people 
where they are” when “where they 
are” is fraught with racial bias and 
privilege. Students, families, and edu-
cators experiencing racism cannot 
afford to wait for us to saunter 
toward a more serious racial equity 
vision. They cannot afford to wait, 
in particular, for all white educators 
to ease into racial equity commit-
ments at a pace of our choosing while 
they suffer the consequences of our 
 casualness. 

In schools committed to equity, 
the time is now. We must prioritize 
equity over the comfort of equity-
reluctant educators. We move on 
racial justice first by honestly iden-
tifying and addressing all the ways 
racism operates in our schools, and 
then we bridge the equity hesitaters 
to our equity vision. We refuse to 
equivocate on racial justice. We find 
the will to implement, and hold one 
another accountable to, policy and 
practice changes today, rather than 
waiting for an elusive consensus.

When I make this argument 
to education leaders, they often 
emphasize the importance of staff 
buy-in. I appreciate consensus-based 
leadership—but not always when 
it comes to equity. The school-to-
prison pipeline is flowing (Annamma, 
Morrison, & Jackson, 2014). 

 Students who are disproportionately 
targeted with assignment to special 
education, harsh applications of dis-
cipline policy, unengaging pedagogy, 
and the sorts of “school reform” 
initiatives that redistribute access up 
the privilege continuum don’t need 
consensus. They need justice. 

Start where we need to be: Equity 
is neither optional nor negotiable. This 
is who we are as a school; these are 
the values to which we will be held 
accountable. Our best resources in 
these efforts are equity-minded edu-
cators—the ones accustomed to the 
shushing. When we make them the 
center of our schools’ and districts’ 
institutional identities, we are primed 
for equity progress. 

2 Poverty of Culture Detour
Culture is one important equity 
consideration. However, although 
racial identities may inform cultural 
 identities, racial inequities aren’t 
predominantly cultural misunder-
standings. Racism is a tangled struc-
tural mess of power, oppression, 
and unjust distributions of access 
and opportunity. This mess cannot 
be resolved with greater cultural 
awareness alone.

I call this the poverty of culture 
detour in honor of Gloria Ladson-
Billings (2006). In “It’s Not the 
Culture of Poverty, It’s the Poverty of 
Culture,” she describes the hazards of 
adopting diversity frameworks built 
around vague notions of “culture.” 

“[T]he problem of culture in teaching 
is not merely one of exclusion,” she 
explains. “It is also one of overde-
termination. . . . [C]ulture is ran-
domly and regularly used to explain 
everything . . . from school failure to 
problems with behavior management 
and discipline” (p. 104). 

The result is that we too often 
attribute educational disparities to 
students’ cultures. We cannot allow 
racism-infused misperceptions of 
their cultures to justify our failure to 
create racially just schools. Often, we 
interpret racial disparities in which 
students are suspended or expelled, 
for example, not as the result of racial 
bias, as research shows it primarily 
to be (Rudd, 2014), but as a cultural 
defect in communities of color. So 
we might attempt to solve these dis-
parities by adjusting the behaviors, 
mindsets, or emotions of students 
of color rather than by adjusting 
educators’ racial presumptions or 
schools’ inequitable practices. 

We cannot fix a problem we refuse 
to name. If our equity initiatives 
feature the word culture more than 
the word racism, we’re probably off 
track. If we adopt an approach that 
obscures racism behind vague nomen-
clature like cultural competence or the 
diverse kids, we might be off track. 

3 Deficit Ideology Detour
If we spend any of our equity 
efforts attempting to “fix” stu-
dents of color—fortifying their 

The hard truth is that racial equity cannot be 
achieved with an obsessive commitment to 
“meeting people where they are” when “where 
they are” is fraught with racial bias and privilege.
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 grittiness, modifying their mindsets, 
adjusting their emotions—we need 
a reaccoun ting, not only of our 
equity understandings, but also of 
our equity intentions. These strat-
egies locate the source of educational 
outcome disparities within commu-
nities of color while often ignoring 
the role of racism—the clearest sign 
of deficit ideology (Gorski, 2016b).

We should be instinctively sus-
picious of popular educational 
approaches that often detour 
us around equity with a deficit 
approach. For example, presuming 
we can resolve racial inequities by 
simply teaching students of color to 
have grit is like presuming we can 
resolve climate change by teaching 
coastal communities to swim faster. 
It shifts the onus of responsibility 
away from schools and onto the very 
youth who are cheated out of equi-
table opportunity—and who, due to 
this cheating, often already tend to be 
quite resilient. It can obscure struc-
tural conditions with which margin-
alized communities contend. What 
good is grit against curricular erasure 
or inequitable school policy? 

As somebody who attended school 
having experienced the childhood 
trauma of sexual abuse and often 
found myself being punished for 
the implications of that abuse, I find 
the growing interest in mindfulness 
and trauma-informed practices 
compelling. But too often, these 
practices are adopted as though they 
are racial equity initiatives. In some 
cases, we offer students of color 
coping mechanisms rather than cor-
recting in-school conditions—like 
inequitable policy or racially tinged 
tracking practices—that exacerbate 
racism’s traumas. Our best strategy 
for minimizing the impact of racism 
is to eliminate racism. Trauma-
informed practices as implemented 

in most schools don’t do that.
Before we follow the deficit ide-

ology detour, we should ask ourselves 
some questions. In whose image 
is school policy and institutional 
culture crafted? Which students 
have the most access to higher-order 
pedagogies, relevant curricula, and a 
full range of course options? Which 
students face grinding inequities in 
and out of school? What do trauma-
informed practices look like for 
students whose primary source of 
trauma is the racism they experience 
at school? 

Equity initiatives should focus on 
eliminating conditions that margin-
alize students—never on fixing stu-
dents of color. If we cannot describe 
how our efforts are eliminating those 
conditions, it’s time for an equity 
overhaul.

4 Celebrating Diversity Detour
Recently, while visiting a colleague’s 
classroom to facilitate a conversation 
about race and poverty, I asked 
a group of African American and 
Latinx 10th grade students about 
their school’s upcoming Diverse 
Friends Day. For one lunch period, 
they would be forcibly integrated, 
coerced into celebrating diversity 
by sitting with classmates racially 
or  ethnically different from them-
selves—classmates with whom some 
of them normally wouldn’t socialize. 

“They mean well, but this activity 
is racist,” Pam shared.2 

“I don’t know about racist,” Tariq 
responded, “but I don’t want to do 
it.”

José added, “A lot of the white stu-
dents don’t like us. I don’t want to be 
forced to hang out with them.”

I asked Pam to elaborate on her 
observation that Diverse Friends 
Day is racist. “There’s a lot of 
racism in this school,” she insisted. 

She  wondered how disturbing her 
lunch—the only time she could relax 
in a predominantly white school—
was going to change that. “I think 
Diverse Friends Day is for white 
people,” she concluded.

Is she wrong? I don’t think so, 
especially in the absence of more 
serious racial equity efforts, which 
these students agreed were missing 
from their school. In my experience, 
many “celebrating diversity” initia-
tives are crafted to help white stu-
dents learn about diversity—not 
racism, but diversity—in ways that 
will be most comfortable for them. 

In some cases, students of color 
are used essentially as props for the 
gentle diversity education of white 
students through activities like 
Diverse Friends Day. This allows 
white people to opt out of consid-
ering racial justice while deriving 
social and cultural benefits from 
diversity awareness. It creates the 
illusion of diversity appreciation 
while entrenching inequity. 

Requiring students of color to par-
ticipate in these diversity spectacles 
while failing to attend adequately 
to inequity can be exploitive. Pam, 
Tariq, and José didn’t need to share 
lunch with white students to learn 
about difference, much less how 
racism operated around them. They 
developed these insights as a matter 
of survival. White educators were 
asking them to celebrate a diversity 
in which their experiences were 
invisible. This is one way white priv-
ilege persists even in the context of 
diversity efforts.

Five Principles of Equity Literacy
At this point, I presume readers are 
thinking, “So what should equity 
efforts look like?” I’m cautious about 
addressing this sort of question. It 
may signify a common impulse in 
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education to grasp for simple strat-
egies to address challenges that are 
more about ideology and will than 
strategy. I encourage us to think, 
instead, about principles that can 
guide our equity actions. 

Here are five equity literacy prin-
ciples (Gorski & Swalwell, 2015) that 
can help us avoid equity detours and 
maximize the impact of our equity 
efforts. 

1 Direct Confrontation 
Principle 
The path to racial equity requires 
direct confrontations with racial 
inequity—with racism. We start, 
again, by asking, “How is racism 
operating here?” 

Gather the racial equity advo-
cates in your school, district, and 

 community and map the ways—big 
and small, implicit and explicit—that 
racial inequities persist. Examine 
policy, curricula, and discipline 
practices. If you struggle to identify 
how racism is operating, invest 
time to learn how to do it. When I 
work with educational leaders com-
mitted to acquiring an equity lens, I 
find simple prompts like these can 
provide opportunities for meaningful 
practice: 

n What is one practice in your 
school that focuses on fixing students 
of color rather than fixing the condi-
tions that marginalize them? How 
can you reshape that practice for 
racial equity? 

n What policy might have harsher 

consequences for students of 
color if applied by educators who 
harbor racial bias even if they aren’t 
intending to be racist? What do you 
need to change about that policy, 
or about the racial ideologies in 
your school or district, to make it 
 equitable? 

2 Redistribution Principle
Equity involves redistributing access 
and opportunity at the most basic 
institutional level. This includes 
material access to things like learning 
materials, technology, healthy food, 
and even healthcare. It also includes 
nonmaterial access to higher-order 
pedagogies, relatable curricula, and 
equity-conscious teachers. 

The idea here is to intimately 
examine how institutional policies 

and practices provide some students 
more access and opportunity than 
others. It may mean re-examining 
how school practices are crafted in 
relation to students’ lived experiences 
and whether institutional policy and 
culture are responsive to the interests 
of the most marginalized students. 

For example, as we examine 
behavior policies, we might ask our-
selves whether we’re cognizant of 
the depth of racial bias associated 
with how educators tend to interpret 
behavior and dole out behavior 
referrals.

Policy handbooks are another good 
place to start. Study your school’s 
policies line by line. Might any 
 perpetuate racial inequity—like a 

dress code policy banning items asso-
ciated with specific racial groups or 
assessment practices that could mask 
racial bias? Work with the equity 
advocates in your school and com-
munity to revise those policies and 
practices right now. Then attend to 
dynamics of institutional culture that 
resulted in the existence of biased 
policies to begin with. 

3 Prioritization Principle
The only way to redistribute access 
and opportunity is to prioritize the 
interests of students of color. Every 
policy and practice decision should 
be filtered through this lens: How 
will this policy impact families of 
color? How will it improve conditions 
for students of color? Remember that, 
in inequitable contexts, equality—
attending equally to everybody’s 
interests—reproduces inequity. For 
example, we know that students 
of color are disproportionately 
tracked out of “upper-track” classes 
(Leonardo & Grubb, 2018) and that 
on average, students in “lower-track” 
classes have less access to engaging 
pedagogy and more exposure to 
control-oriented teaching prac-
tices. And because we also know 
these disparities are driven signifi-
cantly by racial bias in referral and 
assessment processes (Faulkner 
et al., 2014), a racial equity com-
mitment should lead us to abandon 
traditional tracking methods. We can 
prioritize the interests of students of 
color by trading what we perceive 
as the equality and efficiency of 
those methods—efficiency for whom? 
we might ask—for a process that 
 eliminates the influence of racism. 

4 Equity Ideology Principle
Equity is a lens and an ideological 
commitment. No strategy can help 
us cultivate equitable schools if we’re 

Although racial identities inform cultural identities, 
race is not culture. Racial inequities aren’t 
predominantly cultural misunderstandings.
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unwilling to understand how racism 
operates. Professional development 
opportunities related to equity should 
emphasize the ideological work 
required to more deeply understand 
the dynamics of racism in society and 
schools. Then we can draw on those 
deeper understandings to build our 
practical approach for eliminating 
racism. 

5 #FixInjusticeNotKids 
Principle
Effective equity efforts focus not 
on fixing students of color, but on 
eliminating racist conditions. If we 
find ourselves, in the name of equity, 
adopting initiatives meant to improve 
educational outcomes by adjusting 
mindsets or cultures in students 
of color, it’s time to reconsider our 
efforts. 

Do We Have the Will?
Implementing a transformative racial 
equity commitment is difficult, espe-
cially if we face significant resistance. 
Of course, it’s not more difficult than 
navigating racism, which many stu-
dents, families, and educators of color 
endure. I cling to hope that most of 
us want racial equity. The question 
for those of us who find the detours 
alluring is whether we have the will 
to align our actions with our philoso-
phies. My hope is that, by consid-
ering the detours and principles 
discussed here, we can find ways to 
strengthen our equity efforts and 
create schools that deliver on the 
basic ideals of equity and justice. EL

1This is not an exhaustive list, but 
gives a few examples.

2All student names are pseudonyms. 
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› Do you think your 

school or district 

engages in any equity 

detours? How might you 

reexamine such initiatives 

in light of Gorski’s equity 

literacy principles? 

› Do you agree with 

Gorski’s point that schools 

“must prioritize equity over 

the comfort of reluctant 

educators”? What would this 

mean in your school or district?
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CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

The Curb-Cut E:ect
Laws and programs designed to beneBt vulnerable groups, such as the disabled or people of color,
often end up beneBting all of society.

By Angela Glover Blackwell Winter 2017

One evening in the early 1970s, Michael

Pachovas and a few friends wheeled themselves

to a curb in Berkeley, Calif., poured cement into

the form of a crude ramp, and rolled oC into the

night.1 For Pachovas and his fellow disability

advocates, it was a political act, a gesture of

deEance. “The police threatened to arrest us,”

Pachovas recalls. “But they didn’t.” 2 It was also

pragmatic. Despite their unevenness, the

makeshift sloping curbs provided the disabled

community with something invaluable:

mobility.

At the time, getting around Berkeley—or any

American city—in a wheelchair was not easy.

The Architectural Barriers Act of 1968 required

government buildings to make themselves universally accessible, but traversing the streets in

a wheelchair resembled the running of an obstacle course: Wheel to the driveway in an alley
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or at a loading dock; roll into the street until you reached another driveway; hope all the while

that a truck didn’t pull out. Students with disabilities at the University of California, Berkeley,

housed in Cowell Hospital—the only space that could accommodate them3—planned their

class schedule according to which class was downhill from the previous one.

Yet this was Berkeley in the era of political activism. There was a Free Speech Movement, an

antiwar movement, a civil rights movement. Why not a movement for movement? Pressed by

disabled activists, in 1972 the city installed its Erst o[cial “curb cut” at an intersection on

Telegraph Avenue.4 It would become, in the words of a Berkeley advocate, “the slab of

concrete heard ’round the world.”5

Curb cuts were not an entirely new invention—the Erst appeared in 1945, in Kalamazoo,

Mich.6 But the one on Telegraph changed the way the country thinks about access and

opportunity for a population that has faced barriers at every turn. This turnabout and the

remarkable ripple eCects are salient today, as the nation confronts the anguish of rising

inequality and the mounting barriers to economic mobility.

Hundreds more curb cuts followed Berkeley’s. Then hundreds of thousands, all across the

country. Disabled advocates continued to push for access to the basics that many Americans

take for granted—sidewalks, classrooms, dorm rooms, restrooms, buses. At last, on July 26,

1990, President George H.W. Bush signed the landmark Americans with Disabilities Act,

which prohibits disability-based discrimination and mandated changes to the built

environment, including curb cuts. “Let the shameful wall of exclusion Enally come tumbling

down,” he proclaimed.7

Then a magniEcent and unexpected thing happened. When the wall of exclusion came down,

everybody beneEted—not only people in wheelchairs. Parents pushing strollers headed

straight for curb cuts. So did workers pushing heavy carts, business travelers wheeling

luggage, even runners and skateboarders. A study of pedestrian behavior at a Sarasota, Fla.,
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shopping mall revealed that nine out of 10 “unencumbered pedestrians” go out of their way to

use a curb cut.8 As journalist Frank Greve has noted, the barricades stormed by disabled

advocates in Berkeley 40 years ago were a few inches high, “yet today millions of Americans

pass daily through the breaches.”9

An economist might call it a “positive externality.” A military o[cer might call it a “force

multiplier.” I like to think of it as the “curb-cut eCect”—and it’s changing the way the country

thinks about the struggles of the most vulnerable communities.

Access, Opportunity, and the New Demographics

There’s an ingrained societal suspicion that intentionally supporting one group hurts another.

That equity is a zero sum game. In fact, when the nation targets support where it is needed

most—when we create the circumstances that allow those who have been left behind to

participate and contribute fully—everyone wins. The corollary is also true: When we ignore

the challenges faced by the most vulnerable among us, those challenges, magniEed many

times over, become a drag on economic growth, prosperity, and national well-being.

This has become painfully evident as inequality has reached toxic levels in the United States.

Since 1979, the income of workers in the top 10 percent has grown nearly 15 percent.10 For

workers in the bottom 10 percent, incomes have fallen more than 11 percent.11 The top 25

hedge fund managers earn more than all kindergarten teachers in America put together.12

Only 9 out of 100 children born to parents in the bottom Efth of the income distribution can

expect to rise above their circumstances, the cornerstone of the American Dream.13

A wave of recent publicity has focused attention on the toll that these trends are taking on

white America. In a paper published in November 2015 in the Proceedings of the National

Academy of Sciences, Princeton University economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton

revealed that the death rate for middle-aged whites without a college education jumped more
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than 20 percent from 1999 to 2013,14 a staggering increase attributable largely to drug- and

alcohol-related deaths and suicides. Case and Deaton see the spikes in addiction and suicide

as a response to Enancial insecurity and economic despair. They write: “After the productivity

slowdown in the early 1970s, and with widening income inequality, many in the baby boom

generation are the Erst to End, in midlife, that they will not be better oC than were their

parents.”

While commentators debate the extent to which economic shock is driving white mortality,

one thing is indisputable: Economic distress is deepest and the inequities are widest in

communities of color. In 149 of the country’s 150 largest metro areas, the percentage of

college-educated whites exceeds the percentage of African-Americans and Latinos with college

degrees.15 The national unemployment rates for blacks and Latinos are 9.5 percent and 6.5

percent, respectively, compared with 4.5 percent for whites.16 One in four black and Latino

Americans live in poverty, more than twice the rate for whites.17 People of color lag well

behind whites on just about every measure of well-being, including health, homeownership,

wealth, and (Case and Deaton notwithstanding) longevity.

The point is not to argue about who is suCering more, but to identify the best solutions to

remedy these inequities. And here, another number should command attention: 2044. That is

the year in which people of color are expected to become a majority of the US population.18

The nation—80 percent white in 1980, 63 percent white today19—is already well on its way.

Since 2012, the majority of babies born in the United States have been children of color.20 By

the end of the decade, the majority of Americans under age 18 will be people of color.21

These demographic shifts matter to every American. Not because there is something

frightening about a nation where whites are no longer the majority. Rather, it is because the

costs of society failing people of color are climbing as the population grows—and because the

beneEts of strategies that expand opportunity for people of color would extend to all. Knock

down walls of exclusion and build accessible pathways to success, and everyone gains.
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The curb-cut eCect applies to America’s new demographic proEle in two important ways. First,

curb-cut thinking is animated by the idea of equity. This should not be confused with the

formal legal equality conferred by landmark laws such as the Civil Rights Act. Equality gives

everyone the right to ride on the bus. Equity ensures that there are curb cuts so people in

wheelchairs can get to the bus stop and lifts so they can get on the bus, and ensures that there

are bus lines where people need them so they can get to wherever they need to go. Equity

means promoting just and fair inclusion throughout society and creating the conditions in

which everyone can participate, prosper, and reach his or her full potential.

Second, the curb-cut eCect illustrates the outsize beneEts that accrue to everyone from policies

and investments designed to achieve equity. The country must choose: Will we make these

investments? Will we make sure that everyone has access to the essentials for living

productive lives—things like jobs and reliable transportation? Or will we neglect entire

communities and waste the talents and potential of tens of millions of people?

There’s really no choice. Continuing to write oC poor people and people of color is not an

option. Not when the American Dream is nearly unattainable for all low-income people,

regardless of their ethnicity. Not when age-old health disparities between whites and people of

color are narrowing because whites are sicker than they used to be and more are dying

younger. Not when popular fury is growing over an economic system in which a single

American family (the Waltons) has more wealth than 41 percent of Americans combined.22

Policymakers tend to overlook the ways in which focusing on one group might help all groups

and strengthen the whole nation. Cut into the curb, and we create a path forward for everyone.

Curb-Cut E:ects, from Streets to Schools to the Sky

Once you know what you’re looking for, the curb-cut eCect is on display all around. It

happened when seat belt legislation, adopted initially to protect young children, led 49 states
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to adopt seat belt laws that have saved an estimated 317,000 lives—children and adults—since

1975.23 It happened when a[rmative action was created to open the doors of higher education

to black people—and ended up emboldening vast numbers of white women, and other racial

and ethnic groups, to push for greater access as well. It happened when fed-up kight

attendants spearheaded a national Eght to end smoking on planes, setting in motion a

decades-long public-health campaign that has largely banished smoking from public spaces

and cut tobacco consumption in half since the 1960s.24

And it happened, spectacularly, with another improvement to America’s streets: bike lanes.

After years of enduring injuries and fatalities, beleaguered bicyclists—backed by

environmental advocates—have pressured a number of cities to install protected bike lanes.

As of 2014, New York City had added roughly 30 miles of these lanes.25 My hometown of

Oakland is installing a similar amount.26

The verdict? In city after city, despite a “bike-lash” of critics who warn of more congestion and

less parking, we’ve seen that—like a bicycle wheel—what goes around comes around. From

2000 to 2013, the risk of serious injury dropped 75 percent for New York City cyclists 27—and

pedestrians, a much larger group and not the intended target of the bike lanes, are 40 percent

less likely to be injured. 28 In a 2011 survey of Chicago drivers, half believed that they noticed

improved driving behavior on a street with bike lanes.29

In addition to creating safer and saner streets, bike lanes add tremendous economic value to a

neighborhood. One stretch of Ninth Avenue in Manhattan saw retail sales rise nearly 50

percent after bike paths were installed, compared with a 3 percent rise borough-wide.30 Rents

along the Times Square bike paths grew 71 percent in 2010, the largest increase in the city, as

people kocked to pedestrian- and bike-friendly neighborhoods.31 A single block in

Indianapolis saw the value of its property jump nearly 150 percent after adding bike lanes.32
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Then there are the beneEts to public health and the environment. A study of the San

Francisco Bay Area found that a slight increase in walking and biking each day can reduce the

prevalence of diabetes and cardiovascular disease by 14 percent,33 while decreasing

greenhouse gas emissions by 14 percent as well.34 If just 5 percent of New York City

commuters began biking to work, the CO2 emissions saved would be equal to planting a

forest 1.3 times the size of Manhattan.35

The Making of a Middle Class

The most illuminating example of the curb-cut eCect is the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of

1944, more commonly known as the GI Bill. It’s no overstatement to say that the legislation

created the white American middle class. The sponsors of the bill, initially scrawled by an

American Legion lobbyist on a piece of hotel stationery, didn’t expect to do more than provide

job training to some World War II veterans looking to reintegrate into society.36 Supporters of

the legislation predicted that just a few hundred thousand of the 16 million returning veterans

would use it to go to college. Even that was too much for educators like Robert Hutchins, the

president of the University of Chicago, who direfully predicted that campuses would be turned

into “hobo jungles.” 37

To the surprise of nearly everyone, nearly eight million veterans went to college on the GI

bill,38 and contrary to Hutchins’ warning, they earned better grades, on average, than their

civilian classmates. Journalist Edward Humes has catalogued their ranks to include 14 future

Nobel Prize winners, three Supreme Court justices, three presidents, a dozen senators,

22,000 dentists, 67,000 doctors, 91,000 scientists, 238,000 teachers, and 450,000 engineers,

along with numerous lawyers, nurses, businessmen, artists, actors, writers, and pilots.39 New

campuses sprang up to handle the inkux, including Claremont McKenna College, Marlboro

College, and the State University of New York at Binghamton. In 1944, the United States was

home to 58 two-year community colleges. By 1947, there were 358.40

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_curb_cut_effect 6/18/19, 9<28 PM
Page 7 of 16



The results of the bill, however, could have been even better. The GI Bill included black

veterans in the deal but let local governments decide how to allocate the money. All too

predictably, black GIs received much, much less generous subsidies.41 The bill that opened

doors of opportunity to so many people who had previously been left out eCectively barred

entry for too many others.

Despite its shortcomings, the GI Bill demonstrates the transformative eCects of smart,

targeted investments. The beneEciaries did not just rejoin society; they remade it. The second

pillar of the GI Bill, low-interest home loans, boosted homeownership from 44 percent before

the war to 60 percent by the mid-1950s.42 (Here, again, black GIs were largely excluded.)

This, in turn, spurred the tremendous growth of the suburbs and buoyed an already-booming

economy. All told, historians estimate that for every $1 invested in returning World War II

veterans, the country recouped $8.43 But the true beneEts are incalculable.

Creating a Prosperous Future

Many years ago, trying to get across Los Angeles to a job interview in Watts, I budgeted an

hour and a half to take the Eve buses from my house to my destination. Two and a half hours

later—well after my interview would have ended—I got oC bus number four and turned

around, defeated.

Frustration like this—to say nothing of lost opportunity—rekects a reality still common to

people of color living in low-income neighborhoods. Connections to jobs, schools, hospitals,

and grocery stores, and often to each other, are few and far between. One in Eve African-

Americans—and 12 percent of Latinos—live in households without access to a car.44 Two-

thirds of the roads on Native American reservations are unpaved.45 Half of the people who use

public transit are people of color, yet far too many cannot get where they need to go.46 In

Chicago, four out of Eve residents cannot reach their jobs in 90 minutes or less using public

transit.47
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“Transportation touches every aspect of where we live, work, play, and go to school, as well as

the physical and natural world,” writes author and scholar Robert Bullard, often described as

the father of the environmental justice movement.48 “Transportation also plays a pivotal role

in shaping human interaction, economic mobility, and sustainability.”

If the United States can get equitable infrastructure right, the beneEts will ripple far and wide.

Transportation investments, particularly public transit projects, create many jobs and

contracting opportunities building and maintaining infrastructure. With the right policies in

place, those investments can do the double work of building the physical infrastructure that

connects residents of underserved neighborhoods to economic opportunities while also

delivering jobs and business opportunities to those residents.

Over the next Eve years, the country could generate more than one million transit-related jobs

if the 20 largest cities in America merely shifted half of their transportation budget from

funding highways to funding transit.49 No new spending, just shifting our priorities.

Businesses would beneEt, too. A Harvard Business School survey of business leaders’

priorities found that more and better public transportation was at the top of their wish list,50

and it’s easy to see why. Better transportation leads to less absenteeism, and it gives

businesses a larger pool of candidates to choose from to Ell the available jobs.51 In a 2013 s

tudy, u rban p lanning scholar Daniel Chatman of the University of California, Berkeley, and

Robert Noland of Rutgers University calculated that when metro areas added even just a few

bus or rail seats—four for every 1,000 residents—this increased the number of employees

working in the central city by 320 per square mile, nearly a 20 percent increase on average.52

Similarly, the researchers found that expanding public transit 10 percent boosted the city’s

total economic output between 1 and 2 percent. Chatman and Noland estimate that the

“hidden economic value” of public transit was $45 million in the average metro area, with a

range between $1.5 million and nearly $2 billion depending on the size of the region.
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The ripples don’t end there. When people have access to public transit, they can more easily

attend good schools and take advantage of higher education, which creates a more prepared

workforce for the region. They can more readily get to health clinics and hospitals, allowing

for greater preventive care and lower health care costs. Evidence also suggests that public

transit leads to a decrease in crime. Simply put, better transit means better access to

opportunity. Indeed, the pioneering Stanford University economist Raj Chetty has identiEed

the top 10 cities for upward economic mobility. Five of them—New York, San Francisco,

Boston, Washington, D.C., and Seattle—are also in the top 10 for physical mobility.53

To maximize beneEts like these, metropolitan regions around the country are rethinking their

transportation strategies and investments. The neighboring cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul

oCer a glimpse of how this is playing out. People of color—more than a quarter of whom are

poor—have long been concentrated in disinvested neighborhoods and cut oC from

opportunity.54 Initial plans for a new Green Line light-rail corridor overlooked these

neighborhoods—reminding me of Bullard’s observation, “Follow the transportation dollars

and one can tell who is important and who is not.” 55 But local activists worked with the

federal government, city government, and others to rewrite the old rules.56 Now, when the city

evaluates the viability of a transportation project, planners assign points based on whether the

proposed road or rail will enhance racial equity.57 In other words, equity—not just safety or

usage statistics, the traditional metrics for transportation considerations—has become central

to transportation decisions.

The Green Line is a model of inclusive growth. People of color have made up nearly a Efth of

the work hours on the project.58 Women- and minority-owned small businesses have earned

nearly 20 percent of construction contracts, worth $115 million.59 The light rail now stops in

previously neglected neighborhoods, connecting those residents to the more robust job

markets in downtown Minneapolis and St. Paul.

The nation can apply curb-cut thinking far beyond transportation infrastructure, to strengthen
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the entire economy. The misshapen way in which the economy has grown is a problem not

only for those at the bottom. As everyone from the OECD60 to the International Monetary

Fund61 has concluded, widening inequality leads to declining economic growth. When a

country fails to include a large number of people in its economy—when it restricts the circle

of opportunity—the economy is weakened and the whole nation suCers.

There’s no mystery about how to decrease inequality and increase economic growth. The

answer is not easy credit or subprime mortgages or the privatization and parceling oC of the

social safety net. The antidote to inequality is equity. That means growing good jobs and

improving the pay and quality of low-wage jobs. It means building human capabilities by

upgrading the education and skills of today’s workforce, and tomorrow’s. It means eliminating

barriers to economic inclusion and civic participation—for example, by revamping a criminal

justice system that has trapped seven million people, the vast majority of them black and

brown.62 And it means expanding opportunity by investing in the most distressed places in

America, and in the people who live there.

If the chasm between the gleaming skyscrapers of Manhattan and the barrios of East Los

Angeles is holding the entire country back and limiting American economic potential, just

think what closing that chasm with well-chosen policies would do. In 2012, blacks, Latinos,

and Asian businesses grew more than three times faster than whiteowned businesses63—so

imagine the entrepreneurial energy waiting to be unleashed if the country strengthens

programs to boost business owners of color. Imagine the impact of connecting poor people

and young people of color to high-growth industries like technology. The term “equity” in a

corporate context is currently deEned as a mere tally of assets and liabilities. But with racially

diverse companies 35 percent more likely to outperform their peers,64 imagine the rewards to

be reaped if equity came to mean so much more.

Shrinking the racial gap in the US economy—simply employing and paying workers of color

at the same rates as white workers—would boost the total GDP of America’s 150 largest metro

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_curb_cut_effect 6/18/19, 9<28 PM
Page 11 of 16



areas by nearly a quarter.65 New York City metro would add 31 percent—$409 billion—to its

GDP. Miami’s GDP would grow 41 percent, adding nearly $113 billion. In Brownsville, Texas,

GDP stands to grow 131 percent. In total, building a racially equitable economy would add $2.1

trillion to America’s annual GDP.

The curb-cut eCect underscores the foundational belief that we are one nation, that we rise or

fall together. Without equity, there can be neither progress nor prosperity. Despite years of

politicians insisting otherwise, the laws of economic gravity have always run in reverse.

Opportunity doesn’t trickle down; it cascades out and up.

The initiatives described here are not handouts or giveaways; they are investments in the

broader well-being of society. They are highly e[cient. They are not a sweeping takeover by

the federal government. In fact, many—if not most—rely on policies implemented at the state

and local levels.

This is not a liberal or a conservative issue. It is not strictly a question of morality or e[ciency.

All of us—Democrats and Republicans, businesses and nonproEt organizations, city dwellers

and suburbanites alike—have an interest in developing targeted, achievable reforms that yield

real results and make noticeable diCerences in the lives of our most vulnerable. The

inescapable conclusion is that it is right and smart to let hard-working Americans see more of

the beneEts of their hard work. It is right and smart to give more Americans, indeed all

Americans, the chance to contribute to this country. It is right and smart to build a future in

which every American, regardless of skin color or economic quintile, can participate and

prosper. What is called for is nothing less than a return to the notion of a common good.

Half a century ago, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. prophetically wrote from a Birmingham, Ala.,

jail cell, “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of

destiny. Whatever aCects one directly, aCects all indirectly.”66 Outside that building today, a

plaque commemorates its most famous inmate. Along the sidewalk, at regular intervals, are
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curb cuts.
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