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Justice Matters believes that public schools can be very different from what they are 
today.  This belief is founded on the small number of public schools that are embodying a 
vision of racial justice.  This belief is also founded on the strong traditions of rich 
scholarship, effective nurturance of young people, and other forms of wisdom that 
communities of color draw from.  These schools and traditions have the potential to 
transform the school system if we build on them in a serious way. 
 
Purpose of the Racial Justice Education Framework  
The Racial Justice Education Framework is intended to be a tool for organizations and 
individuals working to build a more racially just school system.  This framework is 
especially geared toward people and organizations that are working to change education 
policy.  Community organizing groups, advocacy organizations, policy institutes, 
candidates, elected officials, and policy makers are some of the audiences we have in 
mind. 
 
This framework can be a tool for evaluating existing policies, education campaigns, and 
policy initiatives as well as for developing new education campaigns and policy 
initiatives. 
 
This framework is based on the idea that every context is different, and there is no one set 
of right issues and policies that will best move us toward racially just schools.  The 
framework includes some basic ideas and principles that can be applied differently in 
different situations.  Our thinking is that those who use this tool would go through a 
process to understand how the ideas and principles apply to their own situation. 
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Defining Racial Justice  
Institutional racism in schools takes many forms.  Children of color and their families are 
seen in terms of problems and deficits, not in terms of strengths and potential.  Low-
income families of color are excluded from shaping schooling and are quickly punished 
and removed from the educational experience.  In myriad ways, the public education 
system chooses not to strive to enable low-income students of color to reach their full 
human potential.   
 
A racially just school system organizes itself around a commitment to developing the full 
human and communal potential of all students, with a distinct and explicit commitment to 
students of color.   This commitment entails embracing what low-income students of 
color specifically bring to school—their cultures, languages, families, and ways of being 
and knowing in the world.  This commitment entails doing whatever it takes to prepare 
low-income students of color to care for their families emotionally and financially, to 
pursue meaningful work, to participate in building a more just society, and to continue to 
grow.  Finally, this commitment to students of color ultimately benefits white students as 
well, as previously silenced sources of knowledge and ways of being flourish and benefit 
the system as a whole. 
 
How the Framework is Organized  
This education framework has three components: 
 

1. Underlying Beliefs and Values.  A set of underlying beliefs and values shape 
almost everything that happens in our schools.  We describe the prevailing beliefs 
and values that get in the way of racially just schools and the beliefs and values 
that would lead to racially just schools. 

 
2. The Role of Communities of Color in the Policy Change Process.  Communities 

of color play a central role in shaping, winning, and maintaining policies that 
further racial justice.  We describe some of the important dimensions of this role. 

 
3. Applying the Underlying Beliefs and Values to Policy.  We lay out some ideas 

about how the underlying values for racially just schools can be applied to 
different policy areas. 

 
This framework includes an overview of each of the three components.   
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Ideology:  A body of doctrine, myth, belief, etc. that guide an individual, social 
movement, institution, class, or large group. 

-Dictionary.com Unabridged 
 
The school system as an institution is guided by ideology, a body of beliefs that are 
embedded in almost all of the practices, interactions, and activities that take place in 
schools.  When we look at the ways in which schools fail to educate and nurture low-
income students of color, the problems usually lead back to some of these core 
ideological beliefs and values. 
 
Sometimes people and organizations working for racial justice inadvertently perpetuate 
racism in the school system.  They work to address a specific practice or policy, and 
unknowingly substitute an alternative practice or policy that stems from the same 
underlying beliefs that are getting in the way of racial justice.  For this reason, it is 
important to understand and take into account the underlying ideology that is blocking 
racially just schools.  And of course, it is just as important to understand the ideological 
beliefs and values that would underlie a racially just school system. 
 
This section describes the set of beliefs that are ideological barriers to racially just 
schools and proposes an alternative ideology, a set of values that would promote racially 
just schools.  There are three parts to this section: 

1. A brief description of the “Ideological Barriers to Racially Just Schools” and the 
“Ideological Values of Racially Just Schools.” 

2. A longer description of each barrier and value. 

3. Examples of how each ideological barrier shapes schooling.  
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Short Version  
 

Ideological Barriers to Racially 
Just Schools 

Ideological Values of Racially Just 
Schools 

PURPOSE 
Schools for low-income students of color 
are seen as only serving an economic 
purpose in society by preparing students to 
earn a living and making the economy 
competitive.  Students get a more narrow 
education, and their communities suffer as 
schools fail to prepare students to build a 
more just society. 

In a socially and racially just society, 
schools must prepare students to 
emotionally and financially support their 
families and communities, to pursue their 
own growth and development, and to 
contribute to building a more just society. 

CULTURE 
US public school culture is based on white 
(European American), middle class culture. 
This leads to the exclusion and devaluation 
of people unable or unwilling to align to 
this culture.  Notions of academic success 
are shaped by white middle class values 
about individualism, separating students 
from their communities. 

The curriculum content, approach to 
teaching and learning, school rules and 
rituals, etc. all need to be informed by the 
cultures of the students’ communities.  
Schools need to move from implicitly 
embracing white, middle class culture to 
explicitly embracing all cultures.   
 

DECISIONMAKERS: 
BUREAUCRATS AND TECHNOCRATS        FAMILIES AND COM MUNITY ELDERS 
Inside the school system, a bureaucratic 
culture privileges the knowledge of school 
officials over that of “non-professionals,” 
i.e., parents, students and community 
elders. When school officials do look 
beyond themselves for answers, they turn to 
people from corporate and elite formal 
education institutions of research.  

Families, community elders, and students 
must be re-visioned as school and school 
district leaders. Those who know the 
students best, those who know their 
communities, culture, and language, hold 
sacred knowledge that is crucial to making 
good decisions about education.   

  ACCOUNTABILITY    COMMUNITY-BASED OWNERSHIP  
“Accountability” is reduced to measurement 
and punishment.  Students of color are hurt 
the most as schools focus on tests more than 
teaching and students of color and their 
schools face the most punitive consequences 
of accountability. 

When communities of color truly own their 
schools, schools are authentically 
accountable to them.  Motivated by 
commitment and responsibility to each 
other rather than by fear of punishment, 
well-rounded measurement is one of many 
tools that communities and school use to 
meet their goals.  
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Ideological Barriers to Racially 

Just Schools 
Ideological Values of Racially Just 

Schools 
LEARNING EXPERIENCE 

In schools for low-income students of 
color, learning is seen as a means to an end.  
The learning experience itself is 
unimportant.  The relationships that 
students have with teachers are 
unimportant. 

When low-income students of color are 
seen as full human beings, it becomes clear 
that they deserve learning experiences that 
allow them to make meaning and to 
connect with who they are individually, 
culturally, and as part of a community.  
Such learning happens within trusting, 
caring relationships.  

 OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN (ONLY)           OPPORTUNITY TO THRIVE 
“Opportunity to Learn” is a phrase 
associated with the fight for more resources 
for the education of low-income students of 
color. Although it is true that resources are 
a very important aspect of a child’s 
learning experience, the fight for resources 
in isolation from other issues usually leads 
to re-investment in the existing school 
system with all its barriers to racially just 
education. 

While resources are necessary to racially 
just schools, they are only one component 
of a model of “Thrival”. Low-income 
students of color thrive in schools where 
their families are leaders, their cultures are 
embraced, their learning experiences are 
valued and serve holistic purposes, their 
community has ownership of the school, 
and resources are available to support all of 
the above.   

OVERT RACISM                                  ACTIVE RACIAL EQUITY 
Low-income students of color and their 
families are often viewed in ways that are 
laden with racist stereotypes and a series of 
perceived deficits.  They are then fed into a 
system that actively sorts students into 
different tracks and futures.    

To actively counter racism and practice 
equity, cultures, languages, and other 
differences must be viewed as assets and 
tools for learning rather than as problems 
that must be fixed, changed, or 
homogenized.  The values of cooperation 
and communal health can drive a system 
that finds its way to supporting the 
potential of all students. 
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Longer Version  
 

Ideological Barriers to Racially 
Just Schools 

Ideological Values of Racially Just 
Schools 

Purpose 
  
What happens to education when its only 
purpose is economic? 
 
Advocates of education reform, school 
improvement, and educational equity 
almost always give the same reason for 
needing to do more for schools: economics.  
They say that we need to improve our 
schools or make them more equitable so 
that students can earn more money and our 
economy can be more competitive. 
 
When schools are seen as only having an 
economic purpose, the quality of learning 
deteriorates.  Forces that have nothing to do 
with learning determine which indicators 
best link to economic success (e.g., passing 
standardized tests, taking particular 
courses, etc.).  Learning no longer has to 
have any intrinsic value or meaning or be 
engaging.  Schools where low-income 
students of color attend are the most deeply 
shaped by reforms based on the economic 
purpose of school.  These students bear the 
brunt of an education that is largely 
alienating and meaningless. 
 
Meanwhile, schools discard activities that 
promote other purposes of schooling, such 
as strengthening democracy.  Communities 
of color are the most affected by this loss as 
well, since their communities are hurt most 
by societal injustice and would benefit 
most from a school system that prepares its 
students to tackle these injustices and build 
a healthier, more just society. 

 
What is the purpose of education in a 
healthy, racially just society? 
 
If schools were based on a clear vision of a 
socially and racially just society, they 
would fulfill many purposes.  They would 
prepare students to emotionally and 
financially support their families and 
communities, to pursue their own growth 
and development, and to contribute to 
building a more just society.  Giving back 
to family and community would be valued 
along with attaining individual goals. 
 
With all of these purposes, learning would 
have to be meaningful, covering issues that 
are relevant to the capacities students need 
to care for their families; that awaken 
students’ curiosity, passion, and desire for 
ongoing growth;, and that develop the 
thinking skills and sense of agency that is 
needed for students to help solve the 
problems our society faces.  
 

 
 



Racial Justice Education Framework 
Draft 

Page 9 

 
Ideological Barriers to Racially 

Just Schools 
Ideological Values of Racially Just 

Schools 
Culture 

 
What culture do schools reflect and 
promote? 
 
US public school culture is based on white 
(European American), middle class culture.  
This means that all of the unspoken rules 
that guide how people learn, teach, 
communicate, and participate are shaped by 
this culture.  Ideas about what knowledge 
should be taught and what languages 
should be developed are shaped by this 
culture.   
 
Not only do schools reflect white, middle 
class culture, but they also have the goal of 
assimilating students into this culture.  
Students who are unable or unwilling to 
align to this culture are overtly and covertly 
excluded and devalued.   
 
Notions of academic success are shaped by 
white, middle class values about 
individualism and self-sufficiency.  
Students are encouraged to think of 
themselves as separate from their 
communities, and families, and “success” is 
defined in terms of individual benefit, not 
that of the community to which students 
belong.  
 
Similarly, self-sufficiency is idealized to 
the exclusion of drawing on and integrating 
elders, parents, and peers of different ages 
for guidance, mentorship, and motivation.  

 
How can schools move from 
perpetuating one dominant culture to 
embracing all cultures? 
 
The curriculum content, approach to 
teaching and learning, school rules and 
rituals all need to be informed by the 
cultures of the students’ communities.  
Schools need to move from implicitly 
embracing white, middle class culture to 
explicitly embracing all cultures.   
 
Students must be able to move through the 
school system as whole people, where their 
culture, language, family, and history are 
seen as rich sources of experience and 
knowledge that support learning, not as 
problems that get in the way of learning.   
 
Schools must embrace and truly integrate 
the values of relationship, community, and 
the integration of elders and family into 
learning. 
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Ideological Barriers to Racially 
Just Schools 

Ideological Values of Racially Just 
Schools 

Decisionmakers 
    Bureaucrats and Technocrats vs. Families and Community Elders 

 
Whose decisions are considered valid? 
Whose scholarship is accepted? 
 
Inside the school system, a bureaucratic 
culture privileges the knowledge of school 
officials over that of “non-professionals,” 
i.e., parents, students and community 
elders.  When school officials do look 
beyond themselves for answers, they turn 
to people from corporate and elite formal 
education institutions of research and to 
experts external to the local school 
community. 
 
The knowledge and scholarship of parents, 
teachers and communities of color 
struggling with poverty is discounted and 
marginalized. Parents and families are 
discouraged from involvement in schools. 
The result is a technocratic way of 
functioning where decisions and 
governance of schools are made by an elite 
group of individuals who can easily access 
the administrative and management world. 

 
How do we re-vision student, family and 
elder community members as the true 
decision-makers in schools?  
 
Families, community elders, and students 
must be re-visioned as school and school 
district leaders. This means both that 
families and elders are leaders as 
community members, and also that 
superintendents, school board members, 
and principals come from students’ families 
and communities.  Those who know the 
students best, those who know their 
communities, culture, and language, hold 
sacred knowledge that is crucial to making 
good decisions about education.   
 
Families, elders, and students must also 
shape the way in which their voice will be 
heard and how resources will be used to 
support their participation (rather than 
being told to fit into a bureaucratic process 
designed by others). 
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Ideological Barriers to Racially 
Just Schools 

Ideological Values of Racially Just 
Schools 

                           Accountability vs. Community-Based Ownership 
 
What does the prevailing notion of 
accountability really mean? 
 
The word “accountability” dominates 
current discussions of education.  
Accountability is being interpreted as 
basically involving two activities: 
measurement and punishment. 
 
Measurement, which mainly consists of 
standardized tests, is now being given so 
much weight that it has become an end in 
itself.   In a society where racism is 
pervasive, students of color are hurt most 
by an obsession with measurement.  The 
standardized test-driven approach is the 
least appropriate for supporting the 
learning of students of color and English 
learners. 
 
After measurement comes punishment.  
Failure to pass the high-stakes tests results 
in massive push-outs and drop-outs of low-
income students of color and other forms 
of punitive race and class based 
elimination of the school's student body.  
The students’ schools are also punished 
and respond by further narrowing and 
lowering the quality of teaching by only 
covering what is tested and only using 
methods similar to the format of 
standardized tests. 

 
What would the notion of accountability 
mean if it supported communities of 
color?  
 
When communities of color truly own their 
schools, schools are authentically 
accountable to their students, families, and 
communities. School staff have a genuine 
relationship of accountability to the 
community where families, community 
members, and staff are motivated by their 
commitment and responsibility to each 
other and by the joy of learning, rather than 
by fear of punishment. 
 
Community-based school leadership and 
interdependent ownership of school 
communities still require mechanisms to 
measure and monitor what is happening.  
Schools actively engage in ongoing 
community dialogues and multidimensional 
evaluations to see if the school is meeting 
community goals and to look at disparities 
between racial, socioeconomic, and 
language groups, but not with narrow tests 
and punitive consequences for students. 
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Ideological Barriers to Racially 

Just Schools 
Ideological Values of Racially Just 

Schools 
Learning Experience 

  
What happens to education when 
learning is only a means to an end? 
 
Under dominant ideas about the purpose of 
education and accountability, learning is 
seen as a means to an end.  The goal—
raising test scores, getting a diploma, 
preparing for higher education—are all that 
matter.  The learning experience itself is 
unimportant.  “Whatever works” is the 
motto, implying that the most efficient 
method for getting to the goals is the one 
that should be used without consideration 
for the learning experience it provides. 
 
The devaluation of the learning experience 
includes the devaluation of relationships 
that surround that experience.  Efficient 
pursuit of outcomes is valued over the 
development of caring school and 
classroom communities and positive, 
nurturing relationships between teachers 
and students. 
 
The schools attended by low-income 
students of color are the most likely to 
subscribe to the notion that learning is only 
a means to an end.  In the name of 
equitable outcomes for these students, 
learning becomes a meaningless, 
disconnected process that has nothing to do 
with who students are, where they come 
from, discovery, or joy. 

 
What becomes possible when the 
learning experience is recognized as an 
act of human fulfillment? 
 
When low-income students of color are 
seen as full human beings, it becomes clear 
that they deserve learning experiences that 
fully engage their intellectual potential, 
creativity, curiosity, interests, and desire to 
grow and connect.  They should be 
provided with learning experiences that 
allow them to make meaning and that 
connect with who they are individually, 
culturally, and as part of a community.  
Learning must involve experiences that 
both engage and challenge them. 
 
To truly value the learning experience 
means to also understand that learning 
unfolds in the context of relationships.  
When there is trust between teacher and 
learner and between schools and students’ 
families, students can enthusiastically take 
on the challenges of learning without 
reservations.  When students feel a sense of 
belonging to their school, when they can 
turn to other students and their teachers for 
help, they take more risks and push their 
thinking further. 
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Ideological Barriers to Racially 
Just Schools 

Ideological Values of Racially Just 
Schools 

        Opportunity to Learn (Only)    vs.     Opportunity to Thrive   
 
What happens when we fight for 
opportunities to have more resources in 
schools without changing schooling? 
 
“Opportunity to learn” is a term used to 
convey the idea that students need access to 
well-resourced schools in order to have a 
true opportunity to learn.  In other words, 
sending students to public school is not an 
opportunity to learn if that school does not 
have sufficient resources.  Low-income 
students of color are frequently denied 
access to resources such as decent 
buildings, textbooks, teachers with 
credentials, and college prep classes.   
 
Although it is true that such resources are a 
very important aspect of a child’s learning 
experience, the fight for resources in 
isolation from other issues usually leads to 
re-investment in the existing school system 
with all its barriers to racially just 
education.  Students get access to learning 
experiences where determinations about 
which cultures are included, who makes 
decisions, how accountability operates, etc. 
are harmful to them. 
 
The “Opportunity to Learn (Only)” 
perspective is interpreted by some to mean 
that if students do not succeed after having 
this opportunity, that it is their fault.  
 

 
What is a racially just opportunity? 
 
While resources are necessary to racially 
just schools, they are only one component 
of a model of “Thrival”. Low-income 
students of color thrive in schools where 
there their families are leaders, their 
cultures are embraced, their learning 
experience is valued and serves holistic 
purposes, where equity is actively 
practiced, where their community has 
ownership of the school, and where 
resources are available to support all of the 
above.   
 
If all of these elements are integrated into 
the school, then real thrival can be attained, 
not just by the individual student but by the 
whole community. 
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Ideological Barriers to Racially 

Just Schools 
Ideological Values of Racially Just 

Schools 
                Overt Racism                     vs.     Active Racial Equity  
  
What ideas support schools in overtly 
discriminating against low-income 
students of color? 
 
The other barriers to racially just schools 
often have the appearance of neutral, or 
even positive, intentions toward low-
income communities of color.  But some 
ideas directly and overtly support racist 
beliefs or outcomes. 
 
Low-income students of color and their 
families are often viewed in ways that are 
laden with racist stereotypes.  Students and 
families are defined in terms of a series of 
perceived deficits, based on how they may 
differ from white, middle class cultural 
standards. 
 
Students who are viewed in this way are 
then fed into a system that actively sorts 
students into different tracks and futures.   
Some are fed into a “school-to-prison 
pipeline” that moves them into the criminal 
justice system.  Some are channeled 
towards a lifetime of underpaid work.  And 
others are prepared to pursue a variety of 
professional careers.  These tracks are 
stratified by race and class. 
 
Schools also have mechanisms for 
negatively labeling and sorting students 
based on gender, sexual orientation, 
ability, and other differences. 
 
If families and students resist or critique 
these practices, they are criminalized at 
worst or ignored at best. 

 
What values and principles are necessary 
to counter racism and actively practice 
equity?  
 
To actively counter racism and practice 
equity, cultures and languages must be 
viewed as assets and tools for learning 
rather than as problems that must be fixed, 
changed, or homogenized.  Similarly, other 
differences such as those related to class, 
gender, sexual orientation, and ability must 
be valued.  Students and family must be 
seen in terms of potential, interests, talents, 
cultural knowledge, and resources for 
taking on challenges. 
 
Tracking is driven by ideas about efficiency 
and competition.  The values of 
cooperation, interdependence, and 
communal health can drive a system that 
finds its way to supporting the potential of 
all students. 
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Examples of Ideological Barriers to Racially Just S chools  
 
Examples of When the Purpose Barrier is Present: 
When students ask that ever-present question, “Why do we have to learn this?”  
The predominant answer, “Because it will help you get a good job,” is considered 
to be sufficient and complete.  Students are being told that learning has no other 
value for their life, present or future. 
 
When the purpose of education is thought to be solely  to prepare students for 
jobs with earning power: 

�  Being a good student means “doing your work,” rather than learning or 
making meaning. 

�  The only source of motivation that students are given for learning is their 
long-term future in the workforce. 

�  Students are not encouraged to develop intellectual interests or nurture 
their sense of curiosity. 

�   Students are not encouraged to identify opportunities for personal growth 
in their studies. 

�  Students are not taught to think critically about social issues and to form 
opinions about whether responses to social problems are just or 
compassionate. 

�  Students are not exposed to traditions of resistance to injustice and to 
times in history when societies have taken important steps towards just 
and compassionate relations. 

 

 
 
Examples of When the Culture Barrier is Present 

�  Students’ cultures, languages, and histories are not included in the 
curriculum. 

�  Students are given the message that to be successful in school, they must 
leave behind their culture, languages, and histories—that their background 
will get in the way of formal education unless they distance themselves 
from it.  Students are given the message that their literature is not the real 
canon, their history is not significant, their dialect is not intelligent, their 
families do not have the correct family structure, etc. 

�  The approaches to the learning process that are part of students’ cultures 
(e.g., learning in cross-age groups, having opportunities for informal 
conversation, solving problems with real-world applications) are not 
structured into learning. 

�  Schools seek to motivate students academically by stressing that 
education can help them meet their individual goals and move out of their 
communities. 
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Examples of When the Barrier of Bureaucratic and Technocratic Decisionmakers 
is Present 

�  When parents attend a meeting about their children, they are given 
information and directives, but are not asked for their insights and ideas. 

�  When a parent raises a concern about a teacher, his or her child is treated 
punitively as a form of retaliation. 

�  Students and family members are not provided with the tools, information, 
access, and standing to participate in decisions about their school. 

�  Student decision-making bodies are channeled towards minor decisions 
such as planning parties, rather than participating in decisions that are 
important to shaping their school. 

�  Schools do not invest in practices and activities that create positive 
relationships with families and building a pathway to participation in 
decisions. 

�  There is no translation for parents who do not speak English. 
�  The culture, rules, and procedures of school decisionmaking bodies do not 

support the approaches to participation of low-income communities of 
color. 

 
 

 
Examples of When the Accountability Barrier is present: 
In response to pressure from high-stakes testing: 

�  Subjects that are not tested are eliminated.  This often includes social 
studies, science, art, and physical education. 

�  Content that relates to students’ backgrounds, communities, and interests 
are eliminated. 

�  Teaching approaches such as class discussions, reading whole books, 
and projects where students apply learning are eliminated. 

�  There is no time for teachers to get to know students and build a sense of 
community in their classrooms. 

 
As schools try to meet benchmarks for test scores, they push out students that 
they believe will bring down school scores.  Students that are thought to have low 
scores: 

�  are expelled 
�  are transferred 
�  are advised to seek other schools or education alternatives 
�  must repeat the same grade 
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Examples of When the Learning Experience Barrier is Present 
�  Students only read excerpts of stories or books rather than whole stories 

or books. 
�  Students study discrete skills in isolation from an application or context 

where these skills have meaning or come together in a whole. 
�  The value of what is learned is tied to whether or not it produces credits 

that lead to graduation or admission to college. 
�  Schools and students do not engage in activities that build community and 

help people get to know each other.  They do not play games together; 
they do not resolve conflicts; they do not grieve together or comfort each 
other when something sad happens; they do not engage in activities which 
help them learn more about each other’s lives. 

�  Learning is not fun. 
 

 
 
Examples of When the Opportunity to Learn (Only) Barrier is Present 

�  Low-income students of color have teachers who have teaching 
credentials, but who have little or no knowledge about teaching English 
learners, providing in-depth meaningful learning experiences, building on 
students’ cultures and languages, or partnering with students and families 
as decisionmakers. 

�  Every student has textbooks, but the content of these books is superficial, 
banal, and lacking in meaning and relevance for students. 

�  Pre-school and full-day kindergarten are available to all students, but the 
teaching methods focus on preparing students to pass standardized tests 
rather than addressing how young children learn. 

�  High school students have access to college track courses, but these 
courses do not incorporate students’ cultures or provide meaningful, 
engaging learning.  Students end up believing more than ever that formal 
education has nothing to do with who they are or what they care about. 

 
 

 
Examples of When the Overt Racism Barrier is  Present 

�  Students are placed into “tracks” or course sequences that will take their 
lives in different directions.  Low-income students of color are most likely 
to be placed on tracks of remedial or low-level courses that will preclude 
them from going to college or pursuing work outside of the service or 
manual labor sectors.  White middle class and affluent students are most 
likely to be placed in gifted, honors, and college prep classes that prepare 
them for college and professional careers. 

�  Counselors are more likely to advise low-income students of color not to 
pursue college or to only consider community colleges while advising 
white middle class and affluent students with similar academic 
qualifications to pursue a four year college. 
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�  A low-income student of color is disciplined by being suspended, expelled 
or arrested, while a white middle class student with similar behavior is 
counseled and given another chance. 

�  Low-income students of color are openly referred to by school staff as 
future criminals, and are defined as violent, impulsive, and lacking in 
intellectual ability. 

�  Low-income parents of color are openly referred to by school staff as “the 
problem” and are subjected to unfounded speculations about their criminal 
history, substance abuse, likelihood of abusing their children, inadequate 
parenting ability, lack of interest in their child’s education,  etc. 

�  Low-income students of color have the least financial resources allocated 
to their schools and white middle class and affluent students have the 
most resources allocated to their schools. 
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The previous section on ideological barriers and values talks about the importance of 
communities of color generally shaping and having ownership of our schools.  This 
section focuses specifically on the role of communities of color in the education policy 
change process.  We look more deeply at the role of communities of color in affecting 
policy because this framework is intended to be used to further policy change. 
 
Systematic Exclusion  
Education policy systematically excludes the perspectives and input of communities of 
color.  The voices of families and students of color are not solicited or are discounted in a 
system that privileges bureaucratic and technical knowledge.  The majority of officials 
with formal decisionmaking authority are white.  Officials who are people of color often 
find it very difficult to strongly represent their communities while working in a system 
that has been shaped for others. 
 
The exclusion of communities of color from the policy change process makes it very 
difficult to effectively move racially just policy.  Policies that appear on their face to be 
strong racial justice policies run the risk of making little real change if they do not have a 
strong constituency within communities of color.   
 
Communities of Color Bringing Power to Bear  
In a world of many competing pressures and demands, a policy is most likely to be 
adopted and maintained when there is a constituency that deeply cares about it.  
Communities of color are the most affected by the current institutional racism in schools, 
so they are an essential constituency for racial justice policies.  When communities of 
color engage in policy change through community organizing* or other strategies that 
build their power, racially just policies are more likely to be won, and after they are won, 
to be protected and buffered from all of the forces that would undo them. 
 
Communities of Color Bringing Knowledge to Bear  
Communities of color also play necessary roles in shaping the content of racially just 
policy.  They bring important knowledge about how schools are hurting their children.  
They also bring knowledge about healthy ways of learning in their communities, and the 
resources that their cultures, languages, and communities have to offer to the learning 
process.    
 
Different Pathways for Participation  
Communities of color can shape the content of policy through community organizing and 
other vehicles for parents, youth, and members of the public to give input into policy.  
They can also shape policy in their capacities as professionals and educators, especially 
when working collectively. 
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* To find out more about community organizing and related strategies, check out these 
resources.  
 
 (Organizations, websites, and other resources would be listed here.) 
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Education policy is one of the major factors that currently contributes to a harmful 
learning environment for low-income students of color.  Most education policy is aligned 
with the “Ideological Barriers to Racially Just Schools” (the R.J. Barriers).  Whether the 
policy in question is related to curriculum, assessment, teacher preparation, or funding, 
the underlying beliefs contradict what we know about healthy learning environments for 
low-income students of color.  Many policies are harmful to students of all races, but are 
implemented in ways that disproportionately impact low-income students of color. 
 
In order to push our schools as far as possible towards racial justice, it is important, in 
addition to working to end policies that are hurting students of color, to push for policies 
that will actively further a racial justice vision.  Policies should be grounded in the 
“Ideological Values of Racially Just Schools” (the R.J. Values). This section provides an 
overview of several education policy areas and describes some general policy directions 
in each area that are directly tied to the R.J. Values.  
 
For each policy area, we  

1. provide some general background;  
2. describe how the policy area currently relates to the “Ideological Barriers to 

Racially Just Schools” (the R.J. Barriers) 
3. describe policy directions within that area that promote specific “Ideological 

Values of Racially Just Schools” (the R.J. Values) 
  
As this section will show, there are many possibilities for a racial justice policy agenda.  
What is the best way to choose a specific focus for a racial justice policy campaign or 
initiative?  The answer depends on many factors, such as the priorities of the 
communities of color that are involved, the specifics of the political landscape, and the 
power that can be brought to bear. 
 
This section will be expanded to include findings from a study we are working on with the 
Stanford School Redesign Network when the study is completed. 
 
Community Voice and Power  
 
General Background 
There is actually a body of policies that attempt to touch on to the R.J. Value of treating 
families as decisionmakers. Some mechanisms currently exist for students’ families to 
have a voice in the school system.  Schools are required to have parents be part of school 
councils, and even, in some cases, sign off on budgets. 
 
Community Voice and Power and the R.J. Barriers 
Many of the existing mechanisms for involving parents rely on formal bureaucratic 
procedures where schools go through the motions without really including parents or 
creating spaces that create genuine opportunities for parents to shape schooling.  There 
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are even fewer mechanisms for students and elders to shape schooling. 
 
Community Voice and Power and the R.J. Values 
To further the R.J. Value of families and community elders as decisionmakers, 
mechanisms for community voice must be greatly expanded, and they must be quite 
different from current mechanisms.  For communities of color to have a meaningful voice 
in schools, families, elders, and students must have access to relevant information and 
tools.  They must be protected from retaliation for their participation.  They must have 
clear and accessible avenues for participation.  And most importantly, they must shape 
the way in which their voice is heard and how resources will be used to support their 
participation (rather than being told to fit into a bureaucratic process designed by others).  
 
Examples of policies that could allow for meaningful voice include independent 
organizations outside of schools receiving government resources to support an organized 
family voice in schools, or resources being channeled directly to parents to support their 
ability to participate in activities to shape schooling.  Policies would also enable the 
provision of translation, so that families and community elders who do not speak English 
can participate fully. 
 
Standards & Curriculum  
 
General Background 
In education, a “standard” generally refers to a skill or piece of knowledge that a school 
system has decided a student should have related to a particular subject in a particular 
grade.  For example, a school district or state might have a standard related to fourth 
grade students being able to solve a long division math problem.   
 
We live in an era of “standards-based education.”  This means that when a state or district 
adopts standards, many other actions flow from that decision.  The standards shape which 
textbooks or curriculum materials may be used.  If the state requires that students be 
tested in a particular subject, the test must cover what is in the standards for that subject.  
So standards really control the content of what gets taught, especially when combined 
with state tests.  Standards also control the pace of what gets taught.  The larger the 
number of standards covering discrete pieces of knowledge, the faster the curriculum 
moves.  Standards have the potential to further or hinder racially just education. 
 
Standards and the R.J. Barriers 
 The content of standards that are set by states and districts often excludes students’ 
culture, and this in turn codifies the exclusion of students’ cultures from the curriculum.  
Standards are often so numerous that in order for teachers to cover them all, they must 
teach on a very superficial level and focus on memorization of information rather than 
meaningful learning. 
 
Standards and R.J. Values 
To further R.J. Values for culture, standards must integrate the cultures of students and 
of the world in deep and meaningful ways that speak to the intellectual contributions of 
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all cultures.  Standards should not treat culture as a matter of adding on some extra facts, 
but rather as traditions of scholarship that shape the nature of knowledge and learning.   
Standards policy must find ways of incorporating the cultures of major groups of 
students; world cultures; structured approaches to inclusion of cultures of all students no 
matter how small the population; and yet maintain intellectual depth. 
 
To advance R. J. Values about the learning experience, standards must be few enough to 
support in-depth, meaningful learning.  They must be few enough to allow teachers and 
schools to bring in other content that is of special interest and relevance to their particular 
group of students.  There is a great deal of knowledge worth knowing and skills worth 
mastering, so standards policy must make very hard choices. Finally, standards must 
involve skills for thinking and solving complex problems, not just basic skills and 
memorization of facts. 
 
Preparation and Professional Development of Educato rs  
 
General Background 
Teachers, principals, and other school staff are the people who actually interact with 
students and families, and who carry out the teaching.  Unless they understand what they 
should do and know how to do it, it will not happen.  The beliefs, knowledge, and skills 
that school staff have will determine what they are able to do.  “Preparation” refers to the 
educational programs that school staff participate in in order to become credentialed as 
teachers and administrators.  “Professional development” refers to ongoing training that 
school staff have over the course of their career. 
 
Preparation/Professional Development and the R.J. Barriers 
The school system under-invests in the preparation and professional development of 
school staff.  Staff generally do not receive the depth and quality of training experiences 
that can deeply affect their practices.  Furthermore, the content of preparation and 
professional development often actively perpetuates the R.J. Barriers while failing to 
touch on most of the R.J. Values 
 
Preparation/Professional Development and the R.J. Values 
Preparation and professional development of teachers and administrators must involve 
deep, sustained investment in skills and must include the following areas: in-depth 
meaningful learning, cultures of students, intergenerational learning, building on 
students’ languages, and partnering with students and families as decisionmakers. 
 
Structures that Relate to the Quality of the Learni ng Experience and 
Responsive, Caring Relationships  
 
General Background 
A number of structures in schools shape how responsive schools are to students and 
families, and the kinds of relationships that are possible in schools.  Some of these 
structures also impact the quality of the learning experience.  While these structures are 
different from each other, they have one thing in common.  They all shape how much 
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time is available for staff to respond to students and families in flexible and meaningful 
ways, to build relationships, and to engage in activities which enhance the quality of 
teaching.  Time is one of the most important factors in school responsiveness and 
relationship-building and is also important for high quality teaching.  If staff do not have 
discretionary or flexible time, they cannot respond to needs as they arise.  If they do not 
have time that is available for getting to know students and families and solving problems 
with them, they cannot build strong relationships.  Finally, if staff do not have time to 
plan exciting lessons, carefully review their students’ work, continue to build the skills 
described in the professional development section, and give students help with individual 
learning needs, the quality of what they do in the classroom will be negatively affected. 
 
Many structures affect the time that is available for these important activities.  No one 
structure determines whether there is enough time for responsive, caring relationships and 
quality teaching.  It is the interplay and cumulative impact of these structures that ends up 
shaping what happens. 
 
Time gets shaped by decisions about the length of the school day, and the way the school 
day is divided into smaller pieces.  Time that teachers have with students also gets shaped 
by whether they are assigned to teach many courses to fewer students or fewer courses to 
many students.  In addition, time is affected by decisions about how much of the teacher 
work day is allocated to directly teaching students, and how much is allocated to the 
behind-the-scenes activities of meeting with students and families, planning, reviewing 
student work, and ongoing learning.  Finally, how time is used is shaped by policies that 
determine the amount of material that teachers must cover in class and the pace at which 
they must cover it. 
 
Structures that Relate to the Quality of the Learning Experience/Responsive, 
Caring Relationships and the R.J. Barriers 
Schools undercut responsive, caring relationships and the quality of teaching by 
minimizing time available for these activities.   Teachers have to rush through curriculum 
to cover everything in time for tests.  They have to spend most of their day teaching, so 
there is no additional time to spend with students and families.  Students have to switch 
teachers for every class at the secondary level, and then get a whole new group of 
teachers each year.  In the end, there is little time inside or outside of class to flexibly 
respond to needs, build relationships, or continue to improve the quality of teaching. 
 
Structures that Relate to the Quality of the Learning Experience/Responsive, 
Caring Relationships and the R.J. Values 
School staff must have enough time and flexibility in their jobs to build relationships with 
students and families, to plan high quality learning, to continue to learn, and to respond 
flexibly to what they are hearing from students and families.  Relevant policies include 
increasing the amount of time teachers have in the school day outside of teaching in the 
classroom while adding teachers, other staff, or developing other student activities that 
gives each teacher more behind-the-scenes time.  They also include policies that reduce 
the numbers of students each teacher is responsible for and the amount of curriculum 
teachers must cover, while giving teachers some discretion about when the material gets 
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covered. 
 
Any policy changes that free up the time of school staff will probably not make much 
difference if done in isolation.  Staff need to learn skills for using this time in the right 
way, and their needs to be a cultural shift that strongly pushes schools toward responsive, 
caring relationships, and providing meaningful learning experiences. 
 
Accountability  
 
General Background 
“Accountability” is not only an ideological belief that shapes education.  It is also a 
policy area.  Accountability policies are the mechanisms for identifying and fixing what 
is broken in the system.  If we want to make sure that schools and districts follow through 
on the other policies and actually create schools that reflect our values, accountability is 
the way to check on what is happening, follow up, enforce, problem-solve, and provide 
extra help to make it happen.   
 
Accountability and the R.J. Barriers 
Right now accountability policies are pushing education in the opposite direction from 
the R.J. Values.  Although current accountability approaches do draw attention to racial 
achievement gaps as manifested in test scores, many of the responses to this increased 
attention do not fundamentally further racially just education. Current accountability 
policies integrally tie attention to the achievement gap to high-stakes testing. The 
pressures from high-stakes testing are greatly reducing the opportunities for meaningful 
learning or the development of caring relationships.  These pressures further narrow the 
purpose of education.  They intensify efforts to sort and push out students.  While some 
low-income students of color are increasing mastery of basic literacy and numeracy 
through these policies, many students of color are being harmed by narrow, rigid, 
superficial approaches to education. 
 
Accountability and the R.J. Values 
To advance R.J. Values about the learning experience, testing methods must be 
consistent with meaningful approaches to learning.  For example, portfolios and other 
performance assessment approaches can support meaningful learning, depending on how 
they are carried out.  Testing methods must also be appropriate to providing accurate 
information about what English learners know. 
 
To further R.J. Values about community-based ownership, the “stakes” or the actions 
that test results trigger should not motivate schools to push students out or to narrow 
curriculum and pedagogy.  Accountability policies must provide sufficient, meaningful 
support so that schools will be capable of carrying out the R.J. Values.   
 
Furthermore, accountability policies must include meaningful pathways for students’ 
communities to weigh in on what schools should be doing.  Students and their 
communities should be able to supplement state-determined standards with local goals 
for schooling.  Students, families, and community members should have clear and 
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concrete roles in assessing and monitoring what is happening in their schools.  Schools 
should share how they are doing with students’ communities in ways that are accessible, 
and that allow communities to give input in a manner that works best for that community.  
And schools should report back on how they follow through on this input. 
 
Resources  
 
General Background 
Virtually all of policies that further the R.J. Values require resources.   
 
Resources and the R.J. Barriers 
Not only are schools under-funded and inequitably funded, but funding does not currently 
go to the types of policies and activities most important for bringing about schools 
founded on the R.J. Values.   Ideas about resource allocation that are grounded solely in 
Opportunity to Learn (Only) concepts and excluding the value of Opportunity to Thrive 
end up further reducing the possibility of resources being allocated to bring about an 
Opportunity to Thrive. 
 
Resources and the R.J. Values 
To create an opportunity to thrive , resources must be directed to the policies that are 
most important for carrying out the R.J. Values.  For example, resources need to go to: 

�  Providing school staff with the time they need to work with students and families 
outside of class, plan meaningful learning experiences, and participate in high 
quality professional development 

�  Providing the kind of support required for students, families, and elders to have a 
true voice in education 

�  Providing deep, sustained preparation and professional development for school 
staff that is aligned with the R.J. Values 

�  Enabling approaches to assessment that are consistent with meaningful learning 
�  Supporting high quality intensive responses to schools that are not providing 

students with what they need 
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