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In this conceptual piece, we explore the emerging definition of equity-centered 
improvement in education. We describe how the Center for Educational Improvement 
and Innovation, a partnership center at the University of Maryland College Park, 
both conceptualizes and operationalizes equity across three initiatives: (1) a district-
embedded networked improvement community focused on math achievement 
and social/emotional learning; (2) a school improvement leadership academy 
which offers evidence-based professional learning to principals and assistant 
principals serving in high need schools in Maryland and New Jersey; and (3) a 
racial and social justice collaborative utilizing a research-practice partnership to 
address issues of equity within Maryland school districts. We present this article 
as a type of “reflective practice” as we consider how equity-focused continuous 
improvement plays out across these three initiatives. In focusing on how each initiative 
embeds and develops equity-focused improvement practices, we investigate the 
connection between our shared understanding of equity and its implementation.
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Introduction

After a series of brutal injustices, such as the murder of Tamir Rice, Breonna Taylor, 
George Floyd and other Black men and women, the word “equity” moved from the sidelines 
onto center stage. Business, nonprofit, and government leaders raced to determine how their 
organizations would center equity in their work and the importance of equity as a guiding 
ethos. K-12 and higher education leaders also elevated the role of equity in curriculum, 
pedagogy, leadership development, and research (Sawchuk, 2021). At the University of 
Maryland, College Park, the Center for Educational Innovation & Implementation (CEii), the 
strategic decision to center all its initiatives around equity occurred long before equity centered 
work became more common and, in many contexts, more controversial. However, we began 
a practice of reflecting more carefully on the implementation of equity across our initiatives 
after the “health and racial pandemics” put a spotlight on injustices in schools nationally 
(Ladson-Billings, 2021).

In this article, we reflect on how our organization has attempted to root equity in the 
organization’s core beliefs and actions. We highlight three different CEii initiatives in what 
follows, specifically examining the tension between conceptualizing equity in theory and 
implementing equity in practice. We posit that there is an organizational difference between 
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claiming equity and making equity a central component of practice. 
Taken together, these three initiatives offer insights for translating 
aspirations of equity into actualized practices.

Background

The Center of Educational Innovation and Improvement (CEii) is 
a partnership, technical assistance, and research center within the 
University of Maryland, College Park’s College of Education. Founded 
in 2017, CEii’s mission is to promote and advance equity, continuous 
improvement, and effective leadership. CEii accomplishes this mission 
by developing collaborative research-practice partnerships among 
university faculty, school district leaders, state departments of 
education, and national education organizations. Through scholarship, 
teaching, and practical implementation with school district partners, 
CEii leverages the philosophies and tools of improvement science as 
the core strategic approach to developing leadership and advancing 
educational equity. CEii’s primary work fosters collaborative 
partnerships to promote advancements in professional education, 
develop innovative solutions for current thorny problems of practice 
in education, and support collaborative research in public schools.

Description of authors

For this article, eight CEii team members served as authors to 
reflect on the ways the authorship team defines and implements equity 
based practices, policies, and pedagogies in our partnership work. The 
authors include the Director and Associate Director of CEii, the 
directors of the three projects described and two post-doctoral fellows. 
One of the authors works in a shared role with both the CEii and 
Prince George’s County Public schools. While the article is written 
primarily by university members, the projects presented were 
designed, implemented, and evaluated in close collaboration with 
school district partners. The three initiatives described in this article 
each were written by a subset of the authors and in collaboration with 
the broader CEii team and practitioners from partner school districts. 
Although the term “we” throughout the manuscript refers to different 
subsets of our team leading each initiative, it also refers to our shared 
vision and collective responsibility as the CEii for those initiatives.

Our evolving interpretation of and 
engagement with equity

At CEii, equity is embedded in our improvement journey and 
program development. As CEii has grown and expanded, we have 
embraced many of the emerging definitions of equity in the education 
and improvement communities. We have not found it particularly 
useful to quibble over the exact definition of equity or over which 
definition is “right” or “wrong.” We  embrace a more common 
definition of equity as “giving every student what they need,” and 
we also recognize that true equity is only achieved when no student’s 
success can be predicted based on their race, class, gender, or other 
characteristics (National Equity Project, n.d.). We believe that equity 
work involves an active, conscious, and committed fight against the 
injustices that directly result from intentional, historic, and ongoing 

systemic discrimination and oppression (Gillborn, 2005; Eddy-Spicer 
and Gomez, 2022). Many structures, policies, and practices 
intentionally designed for inequity are still operating in educational 
systems (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Dismantling and restructuring these 
systems is necessary to create just educational systems. Yet, while 
transformational systemic change is the ultimate goal, we  also 
embrace the “everyday” work that makes educational systems and 
practices more equitable, even within flawed systems. For us, it is the 
broad scale system change and the daily work to increase equitable 
practices that forms the crucial intersection of equity 
and improvement.

As the CEii team continues to work toward defining the union of 
equity and improvement, we draw on the scholarship of Hinnant-
Crawford et al. (2023) and Farrell et al. (2023). Hinnant-Crawford and 
colleagues caution us that, “equity is the current buzzword in 
education” (Hinnant-Crawford et  al., 2023, p.  105). They urge 
practitioners and researchers to employ “discernement” (p. 106) when 
using continuous improvement methodologies in pursuit of 
educational equity, arguing that, at times, improvement work has 
focused on outcomes other than “justice” and instead perpetuated 
systems of inequality. They reject efficiency as the metric for 
continuous improvement work. Taking Hinnant-Crawford et  al.’s 
words of warning seriously, The CEii team reflects upon ensuring that 
we do not simply claim equity is central to the mission but enacts it in 
practice (Anderson et  al., 2024). As such, CEii’s aim is to invoke 
continuous improvement efforts centered on and measured against 
efforts to “serve the goal of justice” (Hinnant-Crawford et al., 2023, 
p. 106).

CEii operationalizes our definition of equity in service of justice 
by adopting Farrell et  al.’s (2023) idea of “equity-in-mission” 
specifically via the lens of “power, justice, and anti-racism.” Farrell 
et  al. (2023) defines the “power, justice and anti-racism” lens as 
adopting “…critical perspective on contemporary systems, seeking not 
just to improve but also to transform and abolish unjust policies and 
practices” (Farrell et al., 2023, p. 210). CEii embraces both the aim of 
just outcomes via transforming unjust systems and structures and the 
aim of improving outcomes via working within existing systems and 
structures. We couple our understanding of “equity as serving the goal 
of justice” with our understanding of “equity-in-mission.” We also 
consider ourselves to be, in the words of Hinnant-Crawford et al. 
(2023), “radical pragmatists,” which we consider to be working to 
improve systems to become more equitable every day even as we may 
wish to “transform and abolish” many of them. CEii sees the 
intersection of equity and improvement as essential to our work and 
to the work of public education.

Improvement is only relevant and impactful when it is centered in 
equity, be  it the transformative work of systems change or the 
pragmatic work of small scale improvement. We see our focus on 
working squarely in service of just outcomes but recognize that the 
work requires us to operate within and through unjust systems. 
We also meet our partners where they are in their equity journey to 
support their development towards adopting the mantle of employing 
equity in service in just outcomes. CEii strives to serve as a committed 
and trusted partner in community with those closest to the wickedest 
problems and believes those closest to the problem must be architects 
of the solutions; we  embrace the stance that improvers must 
be constantly reviewing and investigating “who is involved in the 
improvement” (Hinnant-Crawford et al., 2023, p. 114).
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This article offers three vignettes of three CEii initiatives that, 
while very different in scope and focus, tell a common story about 
our commitment to equity and improvement in service to just 
outcomes. They also illustrate the ways in which we  continue to 
wrestle with the challenge of defining and operationalizing equity 
in practice.

Methods

Engaging in reflective practice

We present this article as “a product of reflective practice rather 
than of formal research” (Metz, 2001, p. 12). By focusing on how each 
of the CEii initiatives embeds and develops equity-centered 
improvement practices, we take on the role of reflective practitioners 
to investigate the connection between the definition, measurement of 
equity, and implementation. At the same time, we heed the caution of 
Ishimaru and Galloway (2021) that “even explicit and systems-
focused” discussions alone are not enough, and that reflection must 
be coupled with action (Ishimaru and Galloway, 2021). To this end, 
we write as a collective of scholarly practitioners, both doing the work 
and reflecting upon it.

Much of CEii’s work lies at the intersection of higher education 
and public school districts, which requires boundary-spanning work. 
As such, we came together as a team of boundary spanners—each 
working on different CEii initiatives that cross university and local 
school districts—to craft our “reflective practice” (Metz, 2001). 
Specifically, we worked on this product in three phases: The first was 
a whole team exercise ceremoniously led by CEii’s director. In a full 
team in-person meeting, we discussed the different ways we defined 
equity in our improvement work. We identified the difficulty of the 
task of agreeing on one definition of equity and the differences in our 
personal definitions of equity. There was also heated discussion on the 
necessity of a definition of equity and the degree to which such a 
definition would benefit our improvement work. From the whole 
group exercise, the team decided to break into project specific teams 
to further describe how the CEii definition of equity takes on a slightly 
different shape in each project. The second phase was a project specific 
exercise in which members drafted the ways equity was 
operationalized in the facilitation and development of materials. The 
third and final phase was taking our discussion notes and project 
paragraphs to form this article. Through the process of writing, 
questioning, and revising this article we arrived at a flexible definition 
of equity. It was through this difficult and nonlinear process defining 
equity, a term we invoke often, that we grew. Put differently, the act of 
struggling—and, at times, disagreeing—on the degree to which our 
practices enact our beliefs enabled us to further refine our 
collective understanding.

Findings

We offer three vignettes that exemplify how the CEii 
operationalizes equity-centered improvement work. Specifically, 
we illustrate how three different CEii initiatives operationalize the core 
tenets of our shared definition: equity as serving the goal of justice 
(rather than efficiency) and equity-in-mission.

Networked improvement communities

With funding from a federal ESSER grant, the University of 
Maryland, College Park (UMD) and Prince George’s County Public 
Schools (PGCPS) leveraged an ongoing university-district partnership 
to target learning recovery strategies related to the Covid-19 school 
closures. In fall of 2021, CEii and PGCPS collaboratively launched the 
School Improvement Network Community (SINC), responding to 
district wide concerns regarding mathematics achievement about the 
low achievement levels in mathematics. This networked improvement 
community (NIC) was composed of 15 teams of school-based 
practitioners focused on mathematics instruction. The NIC was aimed 
at improving outcomes for students across the district in response to 
the gaps in academic performance during the pandemic, which 
illustrates one aspect of equity-in-action theorized by Farrell et al. 
(2023). A Networked Improvement Community is designed as a 
structured forum for individual classroom, school, and/or district-
level innovation to be  shared and accelerated across a broader 
network. Such networks are composed of a varied set of stakeholders, 
working in tandem to solve shared challenges or equity gaps referred 
to as “problems of practice” (Bryk et al., 2011).

To bring the network’s problem of practice into focus, a 
collaborative group of district leaders and university faculty engaged 
in a series of data reviews, which included district benchmark data, 
state student assessment data, a sampling of school improvement 
plans, and the district strategic plan. Participants identified trends in 
the data with the intention of identifying where the district’s 
commitment to academic equity and excellence for all students was 
not being met.

A big part of this early stage of network initiation revolved around 
relationship and trust building across the partner institutions and 
between the varied departments in the networks. We learned in this 
initial stage of the network that we needed to start slowly to establish 
our mutual “why” and to explore how and why equity was the driving 
value for each of the members of the network (Valdez et al., 2020).

As the network examined and defined its core Problem of Practice, 
SINC was also recruiting diverse stakeholders to participate. Part of 
the potential of networked improvement communities is disrupting 
power dynamics by transforming the definition of expertise to include 
the lived experiences of school-embedded educators, the systems 
perspective of district leaders, and the research skills of university 
faculty. As equity-driven facilitators of the networks, we consciously 
and purposefully evolved the composition of the networks to 
intentionally include those “closest to the problem,” (Bryk et al., 2015) 
since their perspective and knowledge is integral to crafting promising 
improvements to wicked Problems of Practice. We also worked to shift 
the dynamic from hierarchical and deferential of authority to invite 
more voices to participate in the work of examining and defining 
Problems of Practice (Valdez et al., 2020).

In addition to actively working to shift traditional power dynamics 
with a specific focus on the inclusion of teachers’ voice as a force of 
influence, the SINC project also exemplifies equity as justice work 
through anchoring our problem investigation to systems-level, or root 
cause analysis (Hinnant-Crawford et  al., 2023). These deliberations 
created the conditions for members of each network to better identify 
the entrenched practices, policies, and procedures that have privileged 
some students more than others and to respond with a renewed sense 
of possibility and commitment to adapt/transform their practices to 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1434362
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Eubanks et al. 10.3389/feduc.2024.1434362

Frontiers in Education 04 frontiersin.org

better serve all students (Valdez et al., 2020), and by extension, to move 
toward greater justice for all students. This free-flowing analysis and 
generation of ideas helped the members of the SINC at various levels 
identify a broad and full range of factors which were contributing to the 
identified problem areas of inconsistent support for students’ 
mathematical reasoning. As such, we purposefully included the role of 
teachers and instruction, the district’s curriculum, the broader system 
factors, and the challenges experienced and posed by students 
themselves in this systemic landscape map. This “ground-up” analysis is 
illustrated in Figure 1. This Fishbone Diagram, or graphic tool to explore 
and display causes of a problem of practice, represented our collective 
efforts to acknowledge and deliberate upon the complex interplay of 
inputs that affect each of the persistent challenge of low mathematics 
achievement, and captures the authentic inputs of the university, district, 
and school stakeholders who contributed to this mapping.

Working together to better “see” the district as a system required 
us to interact as a collective learning organization. To develop the 
organizational infrastructure for our collaborative improvement efforts, 
ne strategic approach we utilized was to highlight the importance of 
cultivating essential “Improvement Dispositions,” which included 
“adopting a learning stance,” “seeking the perspective of others,” and 
“engaging in disciplined inquiry” (Biag and Sherer, 2021). Over the last 
3 years of leading the SINC, we have come to believe that the path to 
greater equity is through continuous improvement and that the path 
toward improvement is through collaborative learning. For us, this is 
equity in mission. Yet, we also must acknowledge that making this shift 
to become a learning group rather than an organization bound by 
certain expectations is quite challenging, given all the accountability 
pressures that dominate school systems today (Valdez et al., 2020).

To illustrate how ameliorating issues of equity requires innovation 
and the disposition to try, we have observed with our 15 SINC schools 

a tricky balancing act between adopting a learning stance and possessing 
an orientation toward action. Adopting a learning stance includes 
learning from others and accepting mistakes and failures as part of the 
process, whereas possessing an orientation toward action includes 
knowing things aren’t perfect but going with small changes anyway and 
accepting ambiguity (Biag and Sherer, 2021). With the district’s goal of 
improving math outcomes, focusing strictly on test improvement 
strategies could seem reasonable. However, schools in the NICs were 
not interested in such practices and were willing and interested in 
exploring multiple change ideas that shifted classroom responsibilities 
over the next 2 years. For example, six of the 15 SINC schools 
empowered students to engage with the elements of a rubric for 
scoring student responses on district reasoning problems, or teachers 
calibrated their scoring techniques to increase accuracy and precision. 
Additionally, seven schools ran PDSA cycles on discourse between and 
among students, and four ran PDSA cycles focused on building and 
practicing use of students’ mathematical vocabulary. With each of 
these examples, network members were working consciously to 
introduce change ideas that reflected an asset-based orientation rather 
than deficit-orientation of students’ and teachers’ capacity. And in 
re-orienting away from “skill and drill” test prep toward shoring up 
students’ understanding of their mathematical thinking and 
processing, the educators in the network aligned to an additional and 
essential component of equity-in-action (Farrell et al., 2023).

School improvement leadership academy: 
designing curriculum

The School Improvement Leadership Academy (SILA) is CEii’s 
state-wide and regional effort that invites principals and assistant 

FIGURE 1

School improvement fishbone diagram.
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principals from Local Education Agencies (LEA) across Maryland and 
New Jersey to participate. Each LEA has a different context, and each 
school does. In most cases, the social, political, and educational 
context drives the LEA’s and individual schools’ approach toward 
improvement efforts. In school districts, context may drive the 
disrupting and addressing of inequities. In other districts, the path 
forward is more contentious due to the LEA’s larger community’s 
demographic, geographical, and political landscape. At the center of 
this improvement effort will be a Fellow’s (SILA principal and assistant 
principal participants) ability to examine and unpack their 
understanding of the intersection of equity, instruction, and 
improvements related to their leadership practices.

One academy goal is to enhance a SILA Fellow’s capabilities and 
disposition as a mission-driven, justice-seeking, continuous improver. 
A SILA Fellow who can “see the system” and work to disrupt the 
inequities in their current sphere of influence is at the heart of CEii’s 
work (Valdez et al., 2020). Effective leadership requires a coherent 
understanding of complex issues, concepts, and ideas. Three essential 
concepts are particularly relevant: (1) knowledge and lens on equity, 
(2) an intentional focus on instruction, and (3) a thoughtful approach 
and strategy for improvement. While powerful individually, these 
concepts are not isolated in a leader’s practice. Our responsive 
curriculum (Figure 2) is designed to help leaders recognize how these 
concepts are interwoven (or braided) to inform the planning and 
process for school improvement, student success and envisioning 
more equitable educational systems.

The issue that we grappled with and felt most deeply about as a 
collective of researchers and educators working on the development 
of the SILA was how we position the academy as a vehicle for leaders 
to self-examine their understanding of their own mindsets and 

current practices. Shifting the mindsets and lenses of the SILA leaders 
around the ideas of justice, power, anti-racism, culture, identity, 
belonging, and traditionally marginalized students and educators in 
their work as continuous improvers is paramount, even as we also 
recognize that this shift is the first step in then transforming 
entrenched systems and structures of schooling (Dantley and Tillman, 
2006; Farrell et al., 2023; Ishimaru and Galloway, 2021). In this aspect 
of our work, the self-examination and reflection of the SILA Fellows 
challenges how they perceive and respond to the inequities in the 
communities they serve.

In our first year of the academy, SILA Fellows met monthly for 
virtual learning sessions. We wanted SILA Fellows to interrogate every 
aspect of their disposition as leaders, from their own bias and cultural 
competence to the systems and structures they have in their respective 
schools that may exacerbate inequities. For example, in Year 1 of the 
academy, SILA Fellows must articulate their cultural identity while 
considering the identities of the students, staff, and communities they 
serve. SILA Fellows also conduct an equity audit that provides insights 
into strengths and equally important inequities that exist and persist. 
These examples reflect the ongoing commitment of the academy to 
shift mindset and practice.

As we embarked on developing the elements of the second-year 
experience for SILA Fellows, we thought of the intentionality Fellows 
would need in applying the concepts and theories presented in year 
one as well as the ongoing support that they would need to advance 
our three curriculum constructs moving forward. So, we designed two 
specific areas of focus, one for the principal and one for the assistant 
principal for their second year experience. Principals will focus on a 
problem of practice inside their school improvement plan (in literacy 
or mathematics) that they will address by leveraging improvement 

FIGURE 2

SILA curriculum snapshot.
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science tools (i.e., causal system analysis) and approaches. Assistant 
principals will identify a specific project to concentrate on for the 
school year within their school community. In addition, each principal 
and assistant principal will receive a coach that leverages the 
“Coaching for Equity: Conversations that change practice” (Aguilar, 
2020) philosophy to support the SILA Fellows efforts throughout the 
year. One indicator in Aguilar’s coaching framework seeks to identify 
and shift limiting beliefs (Aguilar, 2020). When a coach is successful 
at recognizing when their SILA Fellow is harboring a biased belief and 
then persistently and effectively unpacks those beliefs throughout the 
coaching experience over the course of the year to shift mindsets, 
we see that as carrying the mission in equity forward (Aguilar, 2020; 
Farrell et al., 2023).

Principals and assistant principals often feel bound to their 
current circumstances or organizational norms (policies, practices, 
hierarchy, etc.) that inhibit their ability to seek authentic opportunities 
for justice. Thus, administrators default to compliance-driven 
leadership tactics (Valdez et al., 2020). The SILA curriculum strives 
for a shift in practice towards social justice, focusing on their current 
sphere of influence and pushing for leaders to disrupt inequities in 
their respective contexts. Yet early in the project, we found a variance 
in the readiness of the principals and assistant principals to make 
these shifts in practice. Some SILA Fellows voiced concerns about 
their ability and willingness to lead and do this intellectual and 
emotional work. Some even sought to find the “right person” instead 
of seeing themselves as the leader in this important, complex problem 
of practice. We learned that for the SILA Fellow to see themselves as 
possible disruptors and seekers of justice first, they needed to 
constructively struggle with their identities as leaders and shift their 
view of themselves from leader to transformational leaders (Bass, 
1990). This feedback from the program participants ensured that 
we focused on examining their own cultural and social identity as a 
person and how that translates to leadership practice and influences 
their emerging identity as a continuous improver.

Racial and social justice collaborative

The Racial and Social Justice Collaborative (RSJC) began in 2023 
with the aim of utilizing research-practice partnerships (RPP) to 
address challenges of racial and social justice within three school 
districts surrounding the University of Maryland, College Park. The 
RSJC strives to operationalize our conceptualization of equity in two 
ways. First our partnership strives for research that solves practical 
problems that our most marginalized communities face; our end goal 
is equity “for justice” for vulnerable populations. Second, this 
partnership strives for a research process that aims to disrupt the 
traditional power dynamic between researchers (“experts”) and 
practitioners (passive recipients of the “experts” knowledge; Farrell 
et al., 2023; Penuel and Gallagher, 2017). This is equity “as mission.”

Grounded in this two-pronged approach to equity, the RSJC 
positions researchers within the university to partner with local 
educational practitioners around the pressing challenges they face. To 
this end, the RSJC has three objectives: (1) designing and 
implementing an RPP focused on racial and social justice; (2) building 
trusting relationships between UMD faculty and students and local 
practitioners interested in developing partnerships around shared 
educational problems; and (3) building the capacity of UMD faculty 

and students, as well as local school district practitioners, to learn how 
to engage in impactful RPPs that are focused on equity-centered 
problems (see Figure 3).

Our early RSJC work has involved relationship building with the 
Equity Directors in  local school districts. Bringing these directors 
together with university faculty has enabled us to create forums to 
explore our understanding of equity, as well as to surface common 
challenges around racial and social justice across the district contexts. 
This has also involved the creation of a Partnership Advisory, an 
external council spanning multiple colleges and offices within our 
university; and teachers, principals, and central office leaders from our 
four partner districts. The establishment of such an Advisory is critical 
to maintaining the RSJC vision around equity as justice; the Advisory 
holds us accountable for work that is ultimately in service of our most 
marginalized school communities. Our next phase of the work is the 
launch of the actual research-practice partnership, which will pool the 
expertise of our district-based practitioners and our university-
based researchers.

Enacting this equity-based initiative has been a complex process. 
Putting researchers and practitioners into partnerships to solve shared 
problems (Farrell et  al., 2023) necessitates building trust through 
relationships. Unlike research that is for the creation of “knowledge 
for knowledge’s sake,” mutually beneficial collaborations that foster 
highly relevant, usable knowledge (Coburn and Penuel, 2016; Penuel 
and Gallagher, 2017) are iterative, messy, and at times, ambiguous.

It is this ambiguous, fluid state of the work that would make it easy 
to abandon our equity-focused approach in exchange for a more 
traditional research approach. A more traditional research study 
would enable us to clearly outline our steps, to pre-plan our timeline, 
and to strategically develop research questions that we have data to 
answer. However, an RPP demands that we co-develop those research 
questions, build our outline together over time, and embrace the 
flexibility needed to revise our timeline to meet the needs of all the 
stakeholders (not just the needs of the researchers). Our commitment 
to equity as mission—to disrupt this traditional power dynamic 
between researchers and practitioners—pushes us to remain in the 
ambiguous state of partnerships. Our commitment to equity as justice 
reminds us that our end goal must be outcomes that improve the lives 
of marginalized communities.

We have found that this work is harder than expected, daunting, 
and sometimes exhausting. One persistent challenge has been 
norming our CEii understanding of equity to do the work of the RSJC; 
we have made progress, but there is more to do. Another, perhaps 
greater challenge, is to norm our understanding of equity with our 
practitioner partners. We know that “while RPP partners can ‘expand 
the zone’ to open new conversations, to accomplish their aims, the 
ideas of equity must resonate with others and successfully mobilize 
people to action within local settings” (Farrell et al., 2023, p. 201).

Conclusion

CEii’s arc of justice-oriented, equity work is in progress, but 
we have not reached a perfect end stage. As we continue to work in 
partnership with practitioners, we have adopted the mantle of radical 
pragmatists, which means that we  accept that we  are working in 
imperfect systems and that we as a collective team are still on a journey 
to define and operationalize equity in service of justice and mission. 
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In this article we have engaged in the practice of reflection on three 
initiatives which we currently lead with school district partners.

Equity is a slippery term that can be easily co-opted by educational 
actors who are not working towards aims of educational justice 
(Hinnant-Crawford et al., 2023). At CEii, we have attempted to make 
it more concrete by defining and measuring the use of equity in each 
of our programs. Despite the shared definition, equity looks a bit 
different in the actualization of each program. In SILA, Fellows engage 
with equity via self-reflection, identity development, and building 
their experiences as continuous improvers to develop a personal 
practice of equity-based leadership. In RSJC, practitioners and 
researchers have come together to adopt an equity based lens when 
designing just solutions for complicated educational problems 
through research-practice partnerships.

We offer insight into the often invisible work of defying, 
embedding, and measuring equity through our reflection on these 
three initiatives. Like most improvement journeys, the process is not 
complete; instead, we continue to monitor our work to identify areas 
for improvement. We  hope that by sharing the outcome of our 
reflection, additional boundary spanning education related 
practitioners and researchers will spend time examining how or if 
attempts at equity are: (1) justice oriented, (2) mission focused, and 
(3) successfully implemented. Time is a precious resource—one that 
is often in short supply in educational spaces. We  recognize that 
engaging in reflective practice demands time and focus, but it is 
necessary to ensure that equity is in service of justice based work and 
not simply an organizational buzzword.

During this reflection, we struggled to arrive at a shared definition 
of equity, especially to square our goals of justice oriented work and 
the process of operationalizing equity. Despite using the term equity, 
at times we fall into the trap of having a difficult time pointing to 

explicit examples of the connection between the shared definition of 
equity and our actions leading improvement projects. As we began 
writing, we expected there would be a finished product to showcase 
our work. In actuality, the process of writing highlighted some 
important questions for our collective team. To what degree, if at all, 
does our shared definition impact our practices? Are we using the 
term equity in specific and discreet ways that will lead us to invite 
others to join our work with a clear understanding of both our 
definition of equity and the ways in which we operationalize it? These 
are not comfortable questions, and there are no easy answers. As 
individuals, and as a collective, we must identify, name, and share 
about the ways in which our stated goals of equity are not being 
actualized in our work. Despite the discomfort and at times 
disappointment, we invite other boundary spanners to engage in the 
process of reflective practice (Metz, 2001) as the field benefits when 
we  each take time to investigate how (or if) we  are defining and 
operationalizing equity in our improvement work.

Furthermore, this investigation also opens questions for further 
contemplation for CEii and hopefully other teams who design and 
lead improvement work. We conclude with a set of questions that our 
reflective practice suggests the field may need to wrestle with as 
we  further conceptualize equity-focused improvement. How do 
we embrace the inherent tension between leading equity work and 
being on an equity journey at the same time? To what degree is a 
shared definition of equity needed as organizations take on different 
types of improvement projects? At what point do radical pragmatists 
slip into the practice of equity work with the goal of efficiency instead 
of justice? Are measures and indicators helpful in setting a sort of 
guardrail? How do our individual acts of reflective practice contribute 
to a definition of equity for the improvement field? We invite the field 
to respond.

FIGURE 3

Racial and social justice collaborative framework.
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