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Advancing equity via
research-practice partnerships:
a theory of action for
equity-centered RPPs

Richard O. Welsh* and Kathryn James McGraw

Peabody College of Education and Human Development, Peabody College, Vanderbilt University,
Nashville, TN, United States

Introduction: Research-practice partnerships (RPPs) are posited as a vehicle to
improve the use of research evidence. Equity-centered RPPs are an evolving
subset of RPPs loosely bound by equity principles and varying in partnership
design and approaches. There is a need for a better understanding of the
partnership dynamics and activities of equity-centered RPPs, as well as whether
and how equity-centered RPPs improve youth outcomes.

Methods: We leverage the growing literature on the use of research evidence,
RPPs, and improvement research to provide an interdisciplinary framework that
connects the dynamics and activities of equity-centered RPPs to proximal and
distal outcomes.

Results: We argue that equity-centered RPPs are RPPs that center race and racism
in their composition, goals and approaches to research. Explicitly attending to race
and power in partnership dynamics and activities, centering children marginalized
by oppression, and embracing historical perspectives are hallmarks of equity-
centered RPPs. By first attending to equitable processes (i.e., dynamics and
activities), equity-centered RPPs create the conditions for equitable outcomes —
for RPP participants and the students and schools they serve. We posit that the
theory of racialized organizations centers the role of race in partnership dynamics,
activities and outcomes of equity-centered RPPs and social design experiments
capture the disposition of equity-centered RPPs of advancing equity through
learning via the production and use of research evidence.

Discussion: We conclude with a discussion of how this theory of action can be
useful for those participating in and studying equity-centered RPPs.

KEYWORDS

equity, research-practice partnerships, continous improvement, equity-centered
RPPs, use of research evidence

Introduction

Equity is increasingly being discussed in K-12 education and the work of research-practice
partnerships (RPPs) in the U.S. But what is equity? How do we manifest equity in our partnership
work? And more importantly, how does our commitment to equity translate into an improvement
in youth outcomes? In the pendulum swings in the racial climate since the murder of George Floyd,
equity came to dominate the parlance of practitioners, policymakers, and scholars. Consensus on
what equity means and the exact nature of equitable policies and practices remain elusive (Bulkley,
2013; Castro, 2015; Najarro, 2022; Sawchuk, 2022; Unterhalter, 2009). In one breath, equity is equal
distribution of inputs; in another breath, it evolves into meeting students where they are and giving
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them what they need (Aleman, 2006; Bulkley, 2013). Yet in another gasp,
equity captures the panacea to the myriad afflictions and maladies in the
K-12 education system. Similar to urban and rural education (Welsh,
2024; Welsh and Swain, 2020), accompanying the absence of a universal
definition (the definitional gap of educational equity) has been unresolved
questions about how equity is measured (the assessment gap of
educational equity). The definition and conceptualization of equity has
important implications for not only K-12 education but also the work and
outcomes of RPPs, especially as RPPs employ continuous improvement
principles and methodologies to advance equity.

For this study, we understand equity as both a process and an
outcome. Equity is being achieved when identity does not predict
students’ experiences or outcomes, and structural and systemic
barriers that have historically disproportionately harmed students of
color are removed (Bensimon, 2018). Disrupting racial inequities in
education is a complex and arduous task because of race and power
dynamics and Whiteness structures (Grace and Lastrapes, 2024;
Swanson and Welton, 2019). Tseng (2024) highlighted that “current
systems for producing and using research are mired—as are all
U.S. institutions—in a long history of racism, xenophobia, and a
culture of paternalism.” (p.19). Equity is an emphasis on transforming
structures to reduce differences in youth outcomes.

RPPs are defined as “long-term collaboration[s] aimed at
educational improvement or equitable transformation through
engagement with research” (Farrell et al., 2021, p. 5). The theory of
action underlying RPPs as vehicles for improvement or transformation
relies on improving the conditions for the use of research evidence by
education decisionmakers (Farrell et al., 2021; Finnigan, 2023; Penuel
and Watkins, 2019; Tseng et al., 2017; Welsh, 2021; Wentworth et al.,
2017). RPPs are “a promising strategy for producing more relevant
research, improving the use of research evidence in decision making,
and engaging both researchers and practitioners to tackle problems of
practice” (NNERPP, n.d.) Equity-centered RPPs have emerged as an
evolving subset of RPPs, loosely bound by equity principles and
varying in partnership design and approaches (Doucet, 2021; Farrell
etal., 2021, 2022; Henrick et al., 2019; Penuel et al., 2017; Vetter et al.,
20225 Welsh, 2021). Prior research has emphasized the potential of
RPPs to pursue work which could potentially advance equity but
noted that without explicit conceptualizations and operationalizations
of equity, “such work can unintentionally maintain the status quo and
further marginalize students and communities” (Vetter et al., 2022,
p- 841). Some scholars have argued that RPPs lack an explicit focus on
equity and do not center issues of race, culture, class, and power that
underlie educational inequities (Gutiérrez and Jurow, 2016). Diamond
(2021) contended that “RPPs are an organizational approach and not
an equity strategy” (p.1). Tseng (2017) emphasized the need to refine
the theories of action governing partnership work. Skeptics of RPPs
posit that “most RPPs were oriented toward process rather than
outcomes” (Schneider, 2020). This necessitates a richer understanding
of not only the process of RPPs (proximal outcomes) but the complex
and multifaceted ways in which the process results in products that
improve K-12 education (distal outcomes). Without a theoretical and
conceptual grounding, the activities, dynamics and outcomes of
equity-centered RPPs may proclaim equity but not manifest in
improvements in youth outcomes, especially for traditionally
marginalized students (Tseng, 2024).

In this study, we leverage the growing literature on the use of research
RPPs,

evidence, and improvement research to provide an
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interdisciplinary framework that connects the dynamics and activities of
equity-centered RPPs to proximal and distal outcomes. We add to the
conceptualization of an equity-centered RPP and provide a pathway for
how the process of partnering and the use of research evidence translates
into the reduction of disparities in youth outcomes. The framework
presented was iterative and the foundations were co-constructed by
researchers and practitioners working together in an equity-centered
RPP with a singular goal of reducing disparities in students’ disciplinary
outcomes. The theory of action was developed over multiple
conversations between the lead researcher and lead district partners over
7 years. It was shared with additional members of the RPP leadership and
research team members and iterated based on feedback. Overall, the
theory of action is informed not only by a synthesis of the literature, but
also by our collective experiences as participants in multiple RPPs,
former teachers and school leaders, and researchers studying the use of
research evidence and equity phenomena such as school discipline. This
framework is being used by the equity-centered RPP to develop a shared
understanding of the goals of the work and guide decision-making, as
well as a research team studying how equity-centered RPPs can foster
conditions to use research evidence.

A theory of action for equity-centered RPPs can provide a useful
starting point as equity-centered RPPs are developed, expanded, and
studied. Although there have been prior literature reviews (Vetter et al.,
2022) and insightful articles on the definition and work of equity-centered
RPPs (Farrell et al., 2022), our review of the literature could not surface a
comprehensive theory of action that links the process of equity-centered
RPPs to the products of equity-centered RPPs. This study responds to
Farrell et al’s (2023) call for research that interrogates the relationship
between RPPs conceptualization of equity, internal processes and
practices, and products and outcomes. As equity-centered RPPs sustain
and expand their operations, there is a need for theory-building in the
study and practice of equity-centered RPPs, a deeper understanding of the
dynamics and activities of equity-centered RPPs, and research to show
whether and how equity-centered RPPs can lead to improvements in
equitable outcomes for students. The framework contributes to the
nascent literature on the theorization about the work and outcomes of
RPPs in general and equity-centered RPPs, and the knowledge base on
RPPs and the use of research evidence in decision making in K-12
education (Arce-Trigatti et al., 2018; Farrell et al., 2019; Henrick et al.,
2023; Penuel et al., 2018; Welsh, 2021). Coburn and Penuel (2016) found
that research on partnership dynamics within RPPs “tends to focus on the
challenges, providing little insight into how partnership designs and
strategies used by participants can address these challenges” (p. 48) and—
more significantly—does not examine relationships between partnership
dynamics and partnership outcomes. Accordingly, we not only draw on
existing definitions of partnership dynamics but extend dynamics forward
into their implications for RPP activities and outcomes. These linkages are
suggested, but not explicitly theorized, by descriptions of equity-focused
RPP work such as Diem et al. (2024), in which RPP participants directly
attend to ways whiteness infiltrates partnership work (i.e., dynamics),
counter normative relationships with an antiracist decision-making
protocol (i.e., activities), and identify racially biased policies and practices
(i.e., proximal outcomes) in pursuit of more equitable school behavior
policies (i.e., distal outcomes).

Figure 1 provides a guiding conceptual framework of how equity-
centered RPPs may improve youth outcomes. The framework outlines the
elements and connections among partnership dynamics, partnership
activities, and the proximal and distal outcomes of equity-centered RPPs.
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FIGURE 1

ltalicized text provides brief definitions. Roman text provides examples.

Equity-centered RPPs and the use of research evidence to advance equity: theory of action. Bolded theory of change elements are discussed below.

Equity in RPP dynamics—organizational norms and routines which
disrupt normative power differentials (Diamond and Gomez, 2023)—lay
the foundation for RPP activities that continuously affirm the knowledge,
experiences, and contributions of historically marginalized RPP
constituents. As Figure 1 illustrates, involvement with RPP activities has
effects on each participant individually and institutionally (proximal
outcomes), which in turn have positive impacts on student achievement,
student and staff experiences, and advancing educational equity (distal
outcomes). We emphasize that there is no single agreed-upon definition
of equity-centered RPPs. We distinguish equity-centered RPPs by their
wholesale attention to race, racism, and power. We argue that first
attending to equitable processes (i.e., dynamics and activities) creates the
conditions for equitable outcomes—for RPP participants and the students
and schools they serve. Equity in youth outcomes is undergirded by
equity in the dynamics and activities of equity-centered RPPs. We posit
that racialized organizations theory centers the role of race in partnership
dynamics, activities and outcomes of equity-centered RPPs and social
design experiments capture the disposition of equity-centered RPPs of
advancing equity through learning via the production and use of research
evidence. We contend that disruptive decisions are the connective tissue
between the use of research evidence and improvement in
youth outcomes.

In what follows, we first provide a brief review of the growing
literature on equity-centered RPPs. Following this, we provide a
definition of equity-centered RPPs and posit a theoretical framing for
the theory of action. Next, we discuss the components of Figure 1 from
the dynamics and activities of equity-centered RPPs to the proximal
and distal outcomes of equity-centered RPPs. We conclude with a
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discussion of how this theory of action can be useful for those
participating in and studying equity-centered RPPs.

What we know about equity-centered
RPPs in the U.S

There are relatively few empirical studies of equity-centered RPPs
that document what equity-centered RPPs are in practice, how they
function, and how the functioning of equity-centered RPPs may
improve the use of research evidence and disrupt inequities in
students’ outcomes (Farrell et al., 2021, 2023; Vetter et al., 2022).
Although a growing number of studies have considered the
distinguishing features of equity-centered RPPs (Farrell et al., 2021,
2023; Vetter et al., 2022; Welsh, 2021), there is no universal definition
of equity-centered RPPs. Farrell et al. (2023) broadly conceive of
equity-centered RPPs as pursuing equity in the process of partnering
or in the work (i.e., desired outcomes) addressed by the partnership.
The five dimensions of equity-focused RPPs posited by Vetter et al.
(2022)—theoretical frameworks for understanding equity and justice,
explicit connection to equity and justice in the purpose of the research,
clearly defining equity and justice within the RPP, use of methods/
designs which advance equity and justice, and contribution to equity
and justice—span Farrell et al’s (2023) conceptual dichotomy. Tseng
(2024) shared three design principles to ensure that RPPs are equity-
driven: centering children marginalized by oppression, embracing
historical contexts and legacies of inequities, and contending with
power dynamics to foster equitable collaborations.
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How RPPs conceptualize and operationalize equity has
“consequences for what gets studied, whose voices are included, how
resources are distributed, and what and whose knowledge is
foregrounded in partnership activity” (Farrell et al., 2023, p. 201).
Research has highlighted that diverse partners within RPPs invoke
varying understandings of equity (Farrell et al., 2021, 2023; Vetter
etal, 2022). Supplee et al. (2023) similarly emphasized the primacy of
creating a “shared understanding of what it means to have equity for
participants” Questions of whose voices are included and what
knowledge is foregrounded shape the internal processes of RPPs and
the objects of RPP work (Supplee et al., 2023).

Farrell et al. (2023) categorized equity in products as addressing
one of three main topics: achievement and standardization; identity,
culture, and belonging; or power, justice, and anti-racism. Farrell et al.
identified systematic variation in how RPP members operationalized
their conceptualization of equity, in accordance with the domain of
focus. For example, RPPs with a focus on achievement and
standardization often engaged in deficit or neutral orientations
towards target groups, whereas RPPs with goals around identity,
culture, and belonging took an asset orientation. These linkages
support explicitly centering and studying the relationship between
equitable processes within RPPs and equitable experiences and
outcomes for students and staff.

How equity is discussed in the RPP literature has evolved and
increased over time. Scholars have highlighted that some RPPs
demonstrate more complex equity logics for outcomes than for
process, or vice versa, with other RPPs lacking any equity focus at all
(Farrell et al., 2023; Gutiérrez and Jurow, 2016). Notwithstanding, the
field’s growing attention to equity can be seen in the 2023 revision of
the 2017 RPP effectiveness framework. This revision to the framework
included explicit attention to equity, voice, privilege, and power across
all dimensions and indicators. This emphasis can be seen, for example,
in attention to the “meaningful inclusion of voices of students,
families, and communities and the ways in which power dynamics
unfold within partnership work” (Henrick et al., 2023, p. 4).
Considering equity in both products and processes is integral.

Defining equity-centered RPPs

In addition to the dimensions of variation—goals, composition,
approaches to research—posited by Farrell et al. (2021), we posit that
attention to race and racism is a defining feature of equity-centered
RPPs. Equity-centered RPPs are RPPs that center race and racism in
their composition, partnership goals and approaches to research.
Explicitly attending to race and power in partnership dynamics and
activities, centering children marginalized by oppression, and
embracing historical perspectives are hallmarks of equity-centered
RPPs (Tseng, 2024). One of the distinctive features of equity-centered
RPPs is that critical perspectives are not added in but are a part of the
DNA of these partnerships, shaping processes and outcomes. Critical
perspectives in partnership work are needed for understanding the
topic and transforming the problem of practice. Equity-centered RPPs
infuse criticality in each of the dimensions discussed by Farrell et al.
(2021), with specific attention to race and racism.

This definition of equity-centered RPPs builds on Farrell et al’s
(2021) definition and encapsulates Tsengs (2024) three design
principles for RPPs. That is, race and power are made visible and
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explicitly considered when centering historically marginalized
children and youth and attending to equity in RPP goals, composition,
and approaches. By adding attention to power dynamics and
relationships, this definition elevates how equity can be present in not
only the products and outcomes of an RPP, but also the internal
processes (dynamics and activities) of partnership. Prior scholars have
highlighted the importance of studying the researcher-practitioner
relationship in order to better understand the outcomes and processes
of collaborative work (Bang and Vossoughi, 2016; Tseng et al., 2017;

/akil et al., 2016). A focus on the process of partnering necessitates
“attention to the genesis of a practice” (Gutiérrez and Vossoughi, 2010,
p- 1010) and consideration of “the dynamics of invisibility and critical
reflexivity” with particular focus on the impact of positionality and
power, normative roles of researcher vs. the researched, barriers to
access to all parts of the research process, choices being made on
research collection and methods, and barriers to collaboration (Bang
and Vossoughi, 2016, p. 176).

RPPs have been criticized for lacking an explicit focus on equity
and not centering issues of race, culture, class, and power that underlie
educational inequities (Ahn et al., 2024; Gutiérrez and Jurow, 2016).
Scholars have noted that in instances where RPPs orient themselves
to racially equitable outcomes and products, other aspects of equity
are missed, such as underlying racial and power dynamics in the
partnerships or educational systems themselves (Ahn et al., 2024;
Diamond, 2021; Farrell et al., 2023). Vetter et al. (2022) found that
only 17 of the 149 RPPs included in their thematic review merit the
label “equity-focused,” as evinced through explicitly and effectively
defining and addressing power and privilege in how RPPs
conceptualize communities, RPP structures, and targeted outcomes.
Vetter et al. (2022) distinguished between equity-adjacent RPPs and
equity-focused RPPs: equity-focused RPPs explicitly address power
and privilege within both the RPP itself and the larger educational
context, in contrast with RPPs which do not explicitly attend to equity
and social justice. Ahn et al. (2024) underscored that “Although many
RPPs may state a focus on redressing racial inequity or injustice, few
RPPs work from explicit frameworks that center race as a concept or
engage critically with the racialized experiences of partners or
learners” (p.298).

Equity-centered RPPs are rooted in the tradition of scholars such
as Carter G. Woodson, W.E.B. Du Bois, and Gloria Ladson-Billings
who use race as a central theoretical lens to understand inequality in
schools. Equity-centered RPPs are defined not only by “building from
racialized understanding of student and educator experiences” (Ahn
etal., 2024; p. 295) but also operationalizing a racialized understanding
of the process of partnering. The race and positionality of members of
partnership are often overlooked dimensions of RPPs. Equity-centered
RPPs center race and positionality (Ahn et al., 2024; Milner, 2007;
Tanksley and Estrada, 2022) given that individual racialized
understandings will undoubtedly shape collective dynamics, activities,
and outcomes of RPPs. As such, equity-centered RPPs are not only
confronting the structural racism that pervades schooling in the U.S
(Ahn et al., 2024; Sobti and Welsh, 2023; Welsh et al., 2019), but
addressing issues of bureaucratic representation in the composition of
RPPs and racism in how partnership participants work to catalyze
continuous improvement in K-12 education (Welsh, 2021; Doucet,
2021; Ishimaru et al.,, 2022; Tanksley and Estrada, 2022). Those
engaging in equity-centered RPPs must situate race as “a master
category that constantly structures our society via our interpersonal
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and institutional interactions and practices even as the realizations
and realities of race shift over time. (Vakil et al., 2016 p.198)” Given
how race and power dynamics are embedded in educational
(2023)
institutionalizing disruptive routines is a core means by which to

organizations, Diamond and Gomez suggest that
deconstruct anti-Black racism in education. Equity-centered RPPs are

but one means through which to respond to this call.

Equity-centered RPPs as racialized
organizations and social design
experiments

To be clear, there are many theories that can be applied to the
operations and outcomes of equity-centered RPPs. Scholars have
advanced organizational theory (Arce-Trigatti et al., 2018),
institutional theory (Farrell et al., 2023), and complexity theory
(Welsh, 2021) as conceptual frameworks for understanding and
organizing the inherent messiness of partnership work. We contend
that racialized organizations theory and social design experiment are
useful as frameworks for the theory of action presented in this study.
We draw on racialized organization theory as our primary critical
theory for centering race in both the process and outcomes of equity-
centered RPPs. RPPs are racialized organizations and the participants
in RPPs hail from and work in racialized organizations whether
non-profits, universities, or district central offices. This focus on race,
power, and racialized power dynamics is congruent with the definition
of equity-centered RPPs and the understanding of schools, districts,
and RPPs themselves as racialized organizations. Social design
experiment (SDE) captures the centrality of learning to the functioning
and outcomes of equity-centered RPPs, especially as RPPs utilize
design principles to study and address complex social issues, involving
the co-creation and testing of interventions within real-world settings
to understand their impact on social dynamics and communities.
We invite equity-centered RPP participants and researchers to leverage
a variety of critical and critical race theories to interrogate the aim and
actions of equity-centered RPPs and link the work of RPPs to the
educational equity phenomena they study and seek to improve (e.g.,
Little and Welsh, 2022; Sobti and Welsh, 2023).

Racialized organizations theory

Ray (2019) argued that organizations are racial structures and that
race shapes resources, opportunities, social status, processes and
procedures within the organization. In racialized organizations, whiteness
is viewed as a credential. Prior studies have documented how a premium
on “collegiality” in RPPs can serve to protect whiteness (Tanksley and
Estrada, 2022; Villavicencio et al., 2023). Whiteness as a credential may
also manifest in norms and practices that position white researchers as
experts and prioritize certain types of research and expertise. Prior studies
have used racialized organizations in examining RPPs or highlighted the
need for the application of racialized organizations to the work of RPPs
(Diamond, 2021; Denner et al., 2019; Farrell et al., 2021; Oyewole et al.,
2023; Villavicencio et al., 2023; Welsh, 2021). Racialized organizations
theory provides a critical lens to analyze the inequities that emerge from
policies and structures that often appear race-neutral and legitimate but
are often disparate in application. Racialized organizations theory is useful
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to RPP dynamics as well as where and how racialized credentialing exists
within the RPP and district context. Racialized organizations theory can
inform not only the partnership process, but also the products of RPPs.
Examining the decoupling of formal rules from organizational practices
at the RPP-, district-and school-level offers a valuable lens to shape our
thinking and analysis of race and power dynamics among key
decisionmakers who may share the same race.

Applying racialized organizations theory also enables researchers
to interrogate the multiple layers and intersections of boundaries
which contextualize district decision-making—such as researcher,
practitioner, or community member; racial and ethnic groups; or class
(Penuel et al., 2015)—with a focus on how boundary negotiation
shapes not only the racial group agency of district decisionmakers, but
ultimately that of teachers and students. Researchers may apply
racialized organizations theory to understand unequal allocation of
resources in the personnel and programs devoted to reducing
inequality in achievement and equity outcomes. Racialized
organization theory may be used to examine how equity-centered
RPPs recognize the prevalence of anti-blackness in K-12 education
(Sobti and Welsh, 2023) and center the agency of students in reform
conversations (e.g., how conversations highlight the role of students
versus educators in the contributors and solutions to racial inequality
in K-12 education).

Social design experiment

Social design experiments are “cultural historical formations
designed to promote transformative learning for adults and children”
and provide opportunities for reflection and examination of informal
theories based on participants’ lived partnership experiences
(Gutiérrez and Vossoughi, 2010 p.100). SDE’s “explicit focus on
disrupting educational, structural, and historical inequities through
the design of transformative learning activity provides openings for
learning, a context of critique for resisting and challenging the
conditions that create and sustain inequities, and a space for
generating their possible solutions” (Gutiérrez and Jurow, 2016, p.4).
Similar to equity-centered RPPs, social design experiments are
dynamic, rife with disruptions and revisions, and are co-designed
(Gutiérrez and Vossoughi, 2010; Welsh, 2021). Social design
experiments conceptualize research as an intervention for historical
injustice that works toward more just futures and provides a lens to
create and study change (Gutiérrez and Vossoughi, 2010; Gutiérrez,
2016). Social design experiments recognize the expertise and
knowledge found in communities.

The approach of social design experiment aligns well with the
complexity and disposition of partnership work in equity-centered
RPPs. Research use, partnership work, and district and school
practices are complex, nuanced, and can be framed as learning
processes (Farrell et al., 2022; Honig et al., 2017; Tseng, 2022;
Welsh, 2021; Welsh et al., 2021). Individual learning in partnership
work is connected to transformation of K-12 education in schools
and districts. Social design experiment as an analytic tool uses
various artifacts to facilitate and promote reflection among the
partnership participants with an emphasis on documenting and
tracing the process of partnering and the use of research evidence
for understanding how the exchange these phenomena. Reflexivity,
participatory approaches, and a critical orientation are all essential
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ingredients in the study of equity-centered RPPs in order to reveal
the layers of race and power in the dynamics and activities of
equity-centered RPPs (Coburn et al, 2008; Drame and Irby, 2015;
Holmes, 2020).

Linking the functioning and outcomes
of equity-centered RPPs

Figure 1 links the dynamics and activities of equity-centered RPPs
to proximal and distal outcomes. Proximal outcomes capture how
partnership activities shape the participants in an RPP and local
decision-making whereas distal outcomes capture how RPPs affect
students in the K-12 education system (who are typically not active
participants in partnership activities). We situate RPPs as mutually
beneficial and a two-way street for learning for participants: (a)
research to practice in the use of research evidence and (b) practice to
research in the expansion of researchers’ capabilities. As such, all RPP
members experience proximal outcomes of deepening their
engagement with diverse ways of knowing and their understanding of
equity-oriented research and practices as well as increasing their
capacity to engage in equity-centered partnership work. On the
researcher side, proximal capacity-building outcomes at the individual
level include researchers’ capabilities for engaging in partnership work
such as understanding educational issues, applying learning,
presenting and communicating research findings, and understanding
their identity as a researcher. On the practitioner side, proximal
outcomes at the individual-level include using research evidence in
district and school leaders’ decisions and practice. At the institutional
level, RPPs may shape the organization and ethos of departments and
universities (Gamoran, 2023) or at the institutional level, shaping
organizational dynamics such as the district’s norms, culture, and
routines around the use of research and other evidence (Henrick
etal., 2017).

Dynamics of equity-centered RPPs

RPP dynamics refer to the interpersonal, organizational, and
structural factors that shape the functioning and success of RPPs.
These dynamics influence how partners collaborate, communicate,
and address challenges. Partnership dynamics refer to how RPP
members work together, the characteristics of the relationship
between partners, and the dispositions and stance of partners that
shape how they work and navigate boundaries (Penuel et al., 2015).
Denner et al. (2019) examined the role of culture and power in the
construction and evolution of the RPP and found that over time, the
dynamics of the RPP become just as important as the “findings”
produced.

There are four core elements of the dynamics of equity-centered
RPPs: (1) determining RPP composition, (2) developing RPP goals,
(3) deciding upon research approaches, and (4) developing
relationships.

Composition

In his fireside chat in July 2024, interim director of IES Mark
Soldner addressed RPP composition. He implored participants at the
2024 NNERPP forum to cross-sector

create expansive,
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research-practice partnerships that include a broad swath of
educational constituents beyond researchers and practitioners.
He raised concerns about who is not typically at the “RPP table”—
students, parents, community-based organizations—and encouraged
an expansion of who is involved to build capacity to collaborate across
sectors. Scholars such as Kris Guitierrez have noted the importance of
researcher and participant diversity in developing a new ecology such
as equity-centered RPPs (Gutiérrez, 2016). Henrick et al. (2023)
highlighted that meaningfully including diverse constituent groups
and building the partnership around voices speaking from multiple
vantage points requires attending to power and privilege dynamics in
order to create equitable partnership contexts. Welsh (2021) argued
that equity-centered RPPs aiming to disrupt inequities in education
should engage multiple practitioner constituents from school board
members to district leaders, principals, and assistant principals. Vetter
etal. (2022) outlined how equity-centered RPPs can include students
as decisionmakers, researchers, and valued partners within RPPs.
Relevant diverse perspectives should be included in all aspects of
partnership work: when structuring the partnership, developing
research questions, conducting research, revising partnership goals,
and sharing new knowledge (Krishnan et al., 2024; Supplee et al,,
2023; Teeters and Jurow, 2022).

Can an equity-centered RPP in a majority-Black district
be composed of majority-White participants? This is the operative
question bedeviling several RPPs claiming to be equity-centered RPPs.
Applying the bureaucratic representation lens (Nicholson-Crotty
et al,, 2011), the diversity of actors in equity-centered RPPs should
reflect the composition of students in districts that the RPPs seek to
improve. Equity-centered RPPs may be defined by shared racial
identity among participants in the partnership (Vakil et al., 2016). The
solidarity extends beyond representational diversity into the link
between the personal histories of participants and the values, goals,
and processes of partnering (Bang and Vossoughi, 2016; Vakil et al.,
2016). Shared racial identity between researchers and practitioners
bodes well for developing the politicized trust for partnership work—
yet even with shared racial identity, details about the roles and
processes of working together are salient considerations in
collaborative work (Vakil et al., 2016).

Even in cases where the key actors in the equity-centered RPP
may share the same race, this does not preclude inequitable race and
power dynamics in partnership activities or among decision makers.
Participating in an equity-centered RPP requires positionality-
dependent work. White researchers and educators’ efforts to disrupt
anti-Blackness should be cognizant of their interpersonal and
institutional positioning (Hytten and Stemhagen, 2023). For example,
frank conversations about race and power among partnership
participants in an equity-centered RPP may contribute to sustained
politicized trust which, in turn, creates open and honest forums for
the discussion of inequality in racialized topics such as discipline and
behavior. This may strengthen the alignment between the contributors
to disparities and interventions (Teeters and Jurow, 2022; Welsh and
Little, 2018; Welsh, 2023).

Goals

Equity-centered RPPs ought to tackle the central challenge in US
education—inequality in education (Farrell et al., 2021; Gamoran
and Bruch, 2017; Tseng, 2024)—and transform schools by centering
the reduction of disparities in K-12 education. Equity across race,
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gender, power, sexuality, and ability is central in both the process of
partnering and the intended student and school outcomes of equity-
centered RPPs (Farrell et al.,, 2021). As Bang and Vossoughi (2016)
advocated for in their work with Participatory Design Research
(PDR), equity-centered RPPs are tasked with analyzing the
participatory process itself as an object of study to accurately and
comprehensively engage in collective knowledge construction. These
paired goals—which tie the processes and products of partnerships—
can be pursued using multiple research and partnership approaches,
including design-based implementation research (O’'Neill, 2018;
Penuel, 2019; Penuel et al., 2022) and networked improvement
communities (Noble et al., 2021).

Given the attention to race and power in the DNA of equity-
centered RPPs, one of the aims of equity-centered RPPs is to produce
and use antiracist research (Doucet, 2021; Tseng, 2024). Doucet (2021)
defines antiracist research as race-and racism-conscious, strengths-
based, humanizing, co-constructed, and community-centered.
Engaging in inclusive research or inquiry to address local needs;
supporting the practice or community organization in making
progress on its goals; engaging with the broader field to improve
educational practices, systems, and inquiry; and fostering ongoing
learning and develop infrastructure for partnering are all possible
goals of equity-centered RPPs. (Henrick et al., 2023).

Approaches to the production and use of
research

Doucet (2019) argued that the approach to research in equity-
centered RPPs must seek to communicate the lived experiences of
marginalized groups in K-12 education in community-uplifting ways.
In particular, research “1. must take into account the intercentricity of
race and racism with other forms of subordination, 2. challenge
dominant ideologies, 3. have a commitment to social justice, 4. center
experiential knowledge and insist people of color have legitimate
expertise, 5. utilize transdisciplinary approaches” (Doucet, 2019, pg.
5-6). This aligns with Doucet’s (2021) definition of antiracist research.
As Orellana and Gutiérrez (2006) noted “We need to think carefully
about the problems we name. Whose problem is it? For whom is it a
problem? What other problems might we identify if we began from
different vantage points” (p. 118). These approaches are the antithesis
of feeding into “damage-centered” or deficit research (Supplee et al.,
2023; Tuck, 2009; Okamoto, 2024). Hytten and Stemhagen (2023)
offered renarrativizing— “engaging with history in ways that can
generate hope and provide resources for action” (p. 5)—as a means by
which to dismantle deficit, anti-Black racism in education. Equity-
centered RPPs are committed to producing and using what Pasque
etal. (2022) term “unapologetic education research”

Equity-centered RPPs ought to be at the vanguard of “re-imagining
and re-engineering the ways we approach research and what we seek to
accomplish with it” (Tseng, 2024, p.19). Research in equity-centered RPPs
aiming to advance equity can draw on multiple research approaches,
including design-based implementation research (O’Neill, 2018; Penuel,
2019; Penuel et al., 2022), networked improvement communities (Noble
et al, 2021), and Participatory Design Research (PDR) (Bang and
Vossoughi, 2016). Equity-centered RPPs do not inherently need to
prioritize a particular methodology or research approach, but they do
reject a dominant objective, colorblind, quantitative-centric approach that
privileges a particular type of knowledge and does not provide “an
historicized understanding of the ecology, its resources, and constraints”
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(Gutiérrez, 2016, p. 192). A defining feature of equity-centered RPPs is
valuing the multitude of ways of knowing practitioners and community
members bring to joint work (Archibald, 2008; Henrick et al., 2023;
Tachine and Nicolazzo, 2023).

Drawing on the insights of Gutiérrez and Vossoughi (2010),
improving the use of research evidence relates to how RPP members
think about the use of research evidence. This extends the pertinent
questions about the use of research evidence from the how and what
to the why, who, and for whom research is used (Kirkland, 2019). The
use of research evidence plays an important role in constructing race
and is constructed by race (Doucet, 2021; Kirkland, 2019). Research
evidence has been misused to sustain racial hierarchies and promote
anti-blackness (Diamond, 2021; Doucet, 2019; Kirkland, 2019).
Kirkland (2019) argued that the use of research evidence is a “system
of power” and not a neutral act. Scholars have highlighted the
importance of shared power in co-constructing the research agenda
(Tseng et al., 2017). Placing data in racial and historical context is
pivotal to the use of research evidence in equity-centered RPPs
(Kirkland, 2019). Given the ways in which race and racism shape
dominant ideas of expertise and authority, researchers’ capabilities,
and participants’ dignity and contributions to creating knowledge,
equity-centered RPPs can heed Hytten and Stemhagen’s (2023) call to
revalue Black people in the United States by instituting routines,
practices, and habits which center Black people.

Relationships

Equity-centered RPPs also ensure attention to race, racism, and
power in cultivating trust and relationships. Relationships are a key
ingredient in the use of research evidence (Tseng, 2022; Tseng et al.,
2017). Challenges in the use of research evidence are not an
information problem given that the use of research evidence is
relational rather than translational (Dumont, 2019; Penuel et al.,
2015). Relationships are also an essential component of partnership
work and are one of the critical avenues through which decisionmakers
acquire and understand research (Tseng, 2022; Welsh, 2021). Barton
et al. (2014) highlighted the centrality of relationships in RPPs and
contend that relationships are the key to success in RPPs, analogous
to the importance of location in real estate. Doucet (2021) highlighted
the importance of focusing on trusting relationships and their
ingredients. Partnering is shaped by critical historicity, race, power,
and relationality (Bang and Vossoughi, 2016).

The approach to the use of research evidence in equity-centered
RPPs rests on relationships, suggesting that the work of equity-
centered RPPs is not solely about generating research but also fostering
engagement to facilitate the use of research in decision-making. Race
and power shape the relationships and interactions at the core of the
process of partnering in equity-centered RPPs and the use of research
evidence in district policy deliberation (Huguet et al., 2021; Tseng,
20225 Turner, 2015, 2020; Welsh, 2021). Race and power affect
relationships and trust in partnership work at interpersonal and
institutional levels (Diamond, 2021; Farrell et al., 2021; Supplee et al.,
2023). Race and power interact in complex ways in RPPs between
different actors (Denner et al.,, 2019). Vakil et al. (2016) highlighted
the importance of acknowledging the underlying tensions of race and
power dynamics in partnerships as partners work to cultivate trust. As
such, equity in partnership work requires attention to race and power
asymmetries among participants (Diamond, 2021; Doucet, 2019;
Henrick et al., 2019).
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Activities of equity-centered RPPs

Penuel et al. (2015) posited that RPPs are “joint work at the
boundaries” Boundary practices refer to routines outside the
professional practice of partnership participants; boundary crossing
captures how differences are perceived and navigated (Penuel et al.,
2015). We complement Penuel et al’s (2015) framework of boundary
crossing and practices with Farrell et al’s (2022) framing of RPPs to
operationalize the principles of equity-centered RPPs in partnership
activities related to (a) cultivating conditions for partnership success
(b) expanding roles in the production of relevant and timely research,
and (c) expanding participant (researchers and district leaders)
capabilities to engage in equity-centered RPPs through an emphasis
on interpreting research and crafting interventions. Intentionality
around developing equitable RPP dynamics (described in the earlier
section) will contribute to the development of organizational norms
and routines which disrupt normative power differentials. Table 1
illustrates the activities of an equity-centered RPP focused on
school discipline.

Cultivate conditions for partnership success

One of the main ways RPP participants work together is
cultivating the conditions for partnership success (Farrell et al.,
2021). Setting goals and norms for RPP check-ins and working
sessions at the outset of partnering proactively fosters the creation

10.3389/feduc.2025.1435836

and maintenance of equitable processes within the RPP by building
structures and routines to reflect on and discuss power and privilege
dynamics within the partnership itself. Regular check-ins to discuss
partnership and research project progress, formal and informal
interactions at district events, and work sessions at the district
central office are some of the ways RPPs can cultivate the conditions
for partnership success, maintaining their equity focus by enacting
routines created at the outset and iterating these routines through
RPP member feedback. These check-ins and working sessions
provide a venue for the partnership to address not only the desired
outcomes of the RPP, but the process of partnership itself through
self-evaluation and the use of evidence for improvement (Sherer
etal., 2020). Communication pathways are an important component
of managing the partnership and fostering capacity (Farrell and
Coburn, 2017).

Expanding roles in the production of relevant and
timely research

It is well documented that researchers and policymakers have
different tempos about the production and use of research (Farrell
etal., 2018, 2021; Penuel et al., 2015). This makes the timing and the
products of RPPs an operative tension (Farrell et al., 2018; Henrick et
al., 2016; Welsh, 2021). Tseng et al. (2017) highlighted the need for
democratizing evidence in education and a broader participation of
practitioners and communities in defining the research agenda.

TABLE 1 Illustrating the activities of equity-centered RPPs: an equity-centered RPP focused on school discipline.

Equity-centered RPP core activities = Partnership routines and practices

Cultivating the conditions for partnership success

The RPP will elevate the equity focus through explicit attention to partnership norms and goals. The RPP will attend
to relationships through explicit emphasis on partnership health activities.

RPP equity and health focused activities and discussions will occur regularly throughout RPP specific activities
(including in RPP primary co-investigators/leaders biweekly meetings, bi-monthly RPP leadership team meetings,
RPP leadership team debriefs, RPP co-design workshops, RPP walk-throughs, RPP school debriefs). The partnership
will utilize the newly published resources of discussion prompts, mini-routines, and reflections designed to support
equity in RPPs (https://nnerpp.rice.edu/rpp-effectiveness-and-health-tool-kit/).

In non-RPP specific meetings and communications (e.g., school board meetings, external communication outside of

RPP), the RPP will aim to foster relationships to build trust and sustain amid a challenging political climate.

Expanding roles in the production of relevant and

timely research.

The RPP will aim to produce relevant and timely research through the co-construction of a research and reform
agenda, the co-production of research, and attention to district timelines and needs. The RPP will regularly engage
in research discussions across RPP specific meetings (bi-weekly meetings, leadership team meetings, co-design
meetings, and walkthrough debrief meetings) and non-RPP specific meetings (e.g., school board meetings) to ensure
the research that is shared and co-produced with the district aligns with needs and timelines.

The RPP will explore new ways of collaboration such as joint school visits and interviews, co-design teams to
produce and use research. For example, the RPP co-leaders will co-design interview protocols, prepare for and
attend research and practice conferences, and present to multiple audiences within the district, including research
symposiums and school board convenings. Engaging in a co-design process within equity-centered RPPs will also
expand both research-side and practice-side capabilities to engage in disciplined inquiry to design and test strategies

to disrupt inequality in K-12 education.

Expanding participant (researcher + district leaders)
capabilities to engage in equity-centered RPPs
through an emphasis on interpreting research and

crafting interventions.

The RPP will engage in capacity building opportunities to expand participant capabilities to engage with the entire
research process (from study design to sharing of findings) to support disruptive decision-making. This will take
place across RPP meetings.

The RPP will establish times, spaces, and places to make sense of research findings and craft interventions. RPP
meetings will include data interpretation sessions. For example, co-design workshops will examine school and
district data pertaining to inequities in K-12 education before engaging in the co-design and study of interventions.

Other key activities that will support the goal of interpreting research and crafting interventions include: preparing

for presentations to the board of education, and engaging with the school and district leaders.
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Democratizing data collection is an example of role re-mediation
in partnership work that can improve the use of research evidence.
Doucet (2019) argued that democratizing research production is a
strategy to improve the usefulness of research evidence. Joint data
collection also creates an avenue for district leaders to interface with
school leaders (Coburn and Talbert, 2006) and provides serendipitous
and informal opportunities for relationship building (Oliver et al.,
2014). As Bang and Vossoughi (2016) highlighted, “while there is
growing attention to processes of co-design across researchers and
practitioners within DBR, there is often less attention to collaborative
processes of data analysis and writing and the new roles, relations and
practices such collaboration requires” (p. 174). Co-production of
research evidence results in an increase in decisionmakers’
understanding of research evidence and increased use of evidence
(Doucet, 2021). Experimentation with boundary spanning practices
can take several forms, such as co-developing interview protocols,
joint data collection, and sensemaking discussions involving multiple

constituent groups.

Expanding participant (researcher + district
leaders) capabilities to engage in equity-centered
RPPs through an emphasis on interpreting
research and crafting interventions

A significant capacity building exercise in research-practice
partnership is “to have the evidence and the opportunities for the
people working on the problem to really talk about it, internalize it
and understand it” (Coburn et al., 2013, p. 4). Thus, establishing times,
spaces, and places to jointly make sense of research findings (e.g.,
workshops, data dives) and mutual learning opportunities for
researchers and practitioners to discuss identified issues and the
relevant research is a critical component of building research capacity
(Farrell and Coburn, 2017). Equity-centered RPPs can follow in the
footsteps of prior partnerships (Lopez Turley and Stevens, 2015) and
use research workshops to develop the research capacity of the
partnership, especially in the interpretation of the findings of ongoing
research within the context of the partnership.

As discussed above, jointly engaging in research work—data
collection activities, data analysis, and drawing conclusions—not
only improves the relevance of research for practitioner partners,
but expands the capacities of both researchers and practitioners.
Joint work develops researchers’ capacity to identify and respond
to research questions that are highly salient for practitioners, as
well as practitioners’ capacities to both apply extant research to
their problems of practice and incorporate research insights
organically to address ongoing and evolving problems of practice.
In addition to jointly collecting data, regularly holding sensemaking
meetings, and co-attending conferences, other capacity building
activities can include soliciting feedback and guidance from people
who have been involved in existing RPPs, such as members of
advisory boards.

The outcomes of equity-centered RPPs

RPPs are boundary-spanning organizations in which the boundary
infrastructure (i.e., the RPP itself) can influence the incorporation of
RPP products into district decision-making (Farrell et al., 2022; Penuel
et al., 2015; Yamashiro et al.,, 2023). The outcomes of equity-centered
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RPPs are shaped by decisions. RPPs may increase the use of research
evidence in decision-making (Tseng, 2012) and the theory of action of
equity-centered RPPs underlines the importance of decisions by
policymakers and practitioners to advance and sustain educational
equity. Coburn et al. (2009a,b) highlighted that decision-making in
school districts “is centrally about interpretation, argumentation, and
persuasion” (p. 1116). At its core, equity-centered RPPs fosters
bidirectional learning at boundaries (Farrell et al., 2022) to catalyze and
inform disruptive decisions. The overarching distal outcome posited by
our theory of action is partly facilitated by disruptive decision-making
that reduces disparities in educational outcomes.

We understand “disruptive decisions” to be equity-grounded,
evidence-based investments in changes in policy and/or practice that
reduce disparities in key educational equity phenomena.
Decisionmakers can choose decisions that hinder the advancement of
equity, but these are not disruptive decisions as we define them.
Sinclair and Brooks (2024) describe the power of “critical moments”
during policy development when decisionmakers set or maintain
trajectories which either advance equity or preserve inequitable status
quos; we refer to decisions that propel trajectories which advance
equity as disruptive decisions. Disruptive decisions are the connective
tissues between the use of research evidence and improvement in
youth outcomes in equity-centered RPPs.

Disruptive decisions are facilitated by research evidence that is
relevant, responsive, and relational (Yanovitzky and Weber, 2020).
People have a higher likelihood of using research evidence that is
responsive, routinized, and relational (Yanovitzky and Weber, 2020).
Relevant research (attuned to the urgent needs of the district)
increases the likelihood of research being used in local decision-
making (Farrell et al., 2022; Huguet et al., 2021). Useful research
evidence must also be routinized in that it must be integrated into
existing routines within the organization. Asen and Gent (2019)
argued that the usefulness of research is determined by necessity,
relevance, and sufficiency.

Research can be used in different ways to shape disruptive
decisions. For example, RPP dynamics, activities, and products may
shape thinking on education policy and practice (conceptual use of
research evidence) by decisionmakers (e.g., school board members,
district and school leaders), investments in policies, programs, and
personnel for reducing disparities (instrumental use of research
evidence) by decisionmakers, or validate prior held positions,
preferences, or decisions on education policy and practice (symbolic/
strategic use of research evidence).

Fostering increase research use in organizational
dynamics in the district

Research evidence can inform leadership practice through
multiple pathways (Farrell et al., 2022). Research can also shape
research habits of inquiry of district officials and researchers (Coburn
et al., 2013; Coburn and Penuel, 2016; Farrell et al., 2018; Farrell and
Coburn, 2017). Equity-centered RPPs have introduced antiracist tools
supporting local decisionmakers’ capacity to reduce inequality in
education, but emphasized that using these tools is not sufficient to
disrupt inequality: RPP participants must also name and engage with
racial tensions within RPPs to realize disruptive decisions (Diem
etal., 2024).

Yamashiro et al. (2023) discussed how an RPP’s routines and
structures for collaboration (i.e., internal politics) can also facilitate
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the RPP’s negotiation of external political considerations. Creating
processes for members to address issues of power, privilege, and access
within the RPP facilitates consensus around the values and norms of
the RPP, which can streamline and unify the RPP’s external relations
and messages. This applies to the RPP’s relationships with both the
research and practice institutions as well as with other community
institutions, such as parents’ groups (Anderson, 2023; Klein, 2023).
The ways of functioning and routines of equity-centered RPPs, in
addition to traditional research products, can shape districts” policies
and practices in various ways to advance equity.

Expanding engagement with key decisionmakers
and stakeholders

A relational approach to the use of research evidence centered on
relevance and relationships suggests that the work of the RPP is not
solely about generating research but also fostering engagement to
facilitate the use of research in decision-making. Decision-making is
a social and interactive process that spans multiple levels of the
educational systems in which data and research must be interpreted
(Coburn and Talbert, 2006; Huguet et al., 2017; Tseng, 2022; Weiss
and Bucuvalas, 1980). Decisions are a result of both formal and
informal interactions. Decisionmakers at the school board, district
and school-level access and use research evidence in different ways
throughout the policy process (DeBray et al., 2014; McDonnell and
Weatherford, 2013; Penuel et al., 2018; Tseng and Nutley, 2014).

Changes in practice and policy are a function of decisions by key
decisionmakers at multiple educational governance levels in local
contexts. In the U.S, contemporary educational policy-making
remains a largely local affair as principals and district central office
leaders play a central role as the primary decisionmakers on the
programs and reforms that schools implement (Farrell et al., 2022;
Penuel et al., 2017). Though equity-centered RPPs may start with
working with school and district leaders, over time, there will
be increasing engagement and possible participation with other
decisionmakers interested in advancing equity, namely teachers,
parents and school board members. Through participating in an RPP
or through working in a district engaged in RPP work, decisionmakers’
capacities for using and responding to research evidence grows,
supporting capacity and resources for disruptive decision-making.

Conclusion

Using the theory of action to advance the
understanding and practice of
equity-centered RPPs

Ahn et al. (2024) highlighted that “some RPP projects
acknowledge equity and social justice goals as motivations for their
work, but very few studies utilize frameworks that directly center
equity and social justice or articulate any clear, direct contribution to
equity and justice outcomes (Vetter et al., 2022)” (p.296). We hope the
theory of action for equity-centered RPPs provides RPP members and
researchers with a framework to better conceptualize and manifest
equity in their partnerships. A theory of action matters for research
use. A theory of action is necessary but not sufficient for fostering
tools that support the use of research evidence. This theory of action
adds to the ongoing conversation on equity-centered RPPs in the spirit

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2025.1435836

of collaborative learning. We synthesize and acknowledge the budding
body of studies on equity-centered RPPs. This framework also
contributes to the RPP literature with its explicit focus on race and
power in the fabric and outcomes of equity-centered RPPs.

An equity-centered RPP is the culmination of equity-centered
research, equity-centered practices, and equity-centered partnership.
Within each of these elements, there are operative processes and
outcomes that require intentionality and thoughtfulness to fully
manifest the potential of equity-centered RPPs to shape learning in
district offices, schools, and universities. Equity-centered RPPs are
rooted in boldness and intentionality in order to navigate the myriad
pressures emanating from the political, social, historical, and
economic context in which partnerships are created, sustained, and
expanded. Intentionality can guide the dynamics, activities, and
outcomes of RPPs.

Equity-centered RPPs are a strategy to both improve the use of
research evidence and reduce inequality in education. The ways in
which equity-centered RPPs foster research use holds significant
potential to disrupt inequities in education and improve youth
outcomes. To unlock the potential of equity-centered RPPs, a richer
understanding of partnership processes is necessary to improve the
proximal outcomes of equity-centered RPPs, which in turn will reduce
group differences in key educational outcomes.

Farrell et al’s (2021) defining principles (partnerships that are
enduring, directly support school-based improvement and/or
transformation, engage explicitly with research (producing and
consuming), and include and center individuals across roles and
experiences) can be manifested in the process of partnering through
various partnership structures, such as design-based research,
improvement networks, and research alliances (Vetter et al., 2022).
Equity-centered RPPs use continuous improvement principles and
methodologies in activities as they grow and evolve. Consider the case
of the equity-centered RPP that inspired the framework:

Since 2017, district leaders in urban-emergent district in the
Southeastern U.S. have partnered with researchers to produce and use
research on school discipline policy and practice to reduce discipline
disparities. The composition, goals, and approaches to research in the
partnership are highly attentive to race and power. This partnership is
entering a new phase and pivoting from understanding
disproportionalities in students disciplinary outcomes to transforming
these inequities through collaboration and research. Starting in 2024,
the partnership embarked on the co-design of in-school suspension
(ISS). The co-design process starts with a co-design team at each
middle school comprised of the principal, assistant principals, ISS
personnel, and behavior specialists. The co-design teams will
individually and collaboratively meet with researchers and district
leaders to analyze data and brainstorm ways to improve the processes
and structures of ISS. Attending to race and power in research
approaches, such as incorporating an intersectionality lens in
co-design workshops, shape collaborative, iterative discipline inquiries
for improvement as insights emerging from co-design. They not only
shape disciplinary processes and structures through iteration but also
inform improvements in other district practices, such as the design of
the school discipline dashboard. Focusing attention on race and power
spotlight data and disparities and create a space to hold tensions in the
many uncomfortable conversations, such as discussing teachers’
racialized perceptions of student behavior, that accompany iterative
inquiries for improvement. Attending to race and power also makes
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researchers more discerning of evidence of effectiveness and
implications for traditionally marginalized groups when synthesizing
evidence. Attending to race and power amplifies the commitment to
change of RPP members and creates the confidence and conditions to
make disruptive decisions like the district-wide implementation of
restorative practices.

Researchers studying equity-centered RPPs

The theory of action is intended to aid researchers studying
equity-centered RPPs in the design of their studies and their
attention to theory-building. It is not meant to be final or exhaustive,
but rather collaborative and iterative as scholars provide empirical
evidence on the operations and outcomes of equity-centered RPPs.
Empirical studies on RPPs are limited yet necessary to refine the
theories of action governing partnership work (Farrell et al., 2021,
2023; Glazer et al., 2023; Penuel and Hill, 2019; Tseng, 2017; Welsh,
2021), particularly with respect to the relationships between
equitable internal processes, and equitable products and outcomes.
There is a need for empirical studies to expand the nascent literature
on how partnership participants conceptualize and operationalize
equity in equity-centered RPPs and contribute to a granular
understanding of “what equity means and looks like within RPP
efforts” (Farrell et al., 2022, p. 2). Studying equity-centered RPPs is
a pathway to develop a richer understanding of the use of research
evidence. The theory of action will enable scholars to empirically
probe how an equity-centered RPP supports research use and
improves student outcomes. The framework may also guide the
creation of research instruments and indicators to assess the
functioning of an equity-centered RPP and inform additional
studies of equity-centered RPPs.

Using the theory of action as a guide to study equity-centered
RPPs will add valuable insights to the growing debate on whether
and how education leaders in different decision-making roles use
research evidence differently (Mills et al., 2020; Penuel et al., 2018)
and a better understanding of the types of research evidence
educators and education leaders find useful (Farrell et al., 2022). By
centering the process of partnering in equity-centered RPPs,
researchers may unpack the roles of race and power in the dynamics
of RPPs and provide the connections between partnership
dynamics, partnership activities, and some of the proximal
outcomes of equity-centered RPPs. The resulting insights may
extend prior findings on race and power in district policy
deliberation and the process of partnering in equity-centered RPPs
(Huguet et al., 2021; Tseng, 2022; Turner, 2015, 2020; Welsh, 2021).
Making race and power visible is critical to building a theoretical
and conceptual understanding of how equity-centered RPPs may
improve the use of research evidence. The use of research evidence
in equity-centered RPPs and deliberations regarding educational
equity at the school and district-level is layered with discourse
related to race and power (Huguet et al., 2021; Turner, 2015, 2020).
District leaders view problems and solutions through a racial lens
manifested in explicit and implicit racial discourse (Turner, 2020).
Furthermore, the equity orientation of equity-centered RPPs does
not preclude deficit discourse or foster opportunity gaps discourse
(Huguet et al., 2021; Turner, 2020). Accordingly, particular attention
should be paid to race and power in the discourse of decisionmakers.
Observation analysis focuses on discursive expressions of power
with emphasis on language and interaction (who speaks, how they
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speak, who interrupts, who is heard, who redirects, and the body
language of board members in conversations on school discipline,
school climate and culture, and equity in education, as well as
manifestations of unequal expressions of power based on race,
gender, and class). Researchers studying equity-centered RPPs may
consider following the approach of Huguet et al. (2017) and focus
on decision trajectories and episodes to segment observations.

RPP members

There is a crystallizing consensus on the importance of evidence
to inform education policy and practice, as well as the complexities of
research utilization (Coburn et al., 2009a; Farley-Ripple, 2012; Tseng,
2022; Tseng et al., 2017). The theory of action also has a practical
function in that it serves as a guiding tool for the work of the
partnership, a north star that guides how the partnership aims to
design and enact work in an equitable manner to advance equity
outcomes. The framework can guide how the partnership assesses
progress towards equity related goals. RPPs function in fields ranging
from medicine to criminal justice to education and connect
researchers with practitioners to work jointly to improve processes,
policies, practices, and/or outcomes (Brotman et al., 2021; Farrell
etal, 2021; Sullivan et al., 2013, 2017). Even though our focus is on
K-12 education partnerships, the prevailing insights can be applied to
other fields, such as health. Within the context of the RPP from which
the theory of action emerged, RPP members are enacting the
framework to guide decision-making and develop a shared
understanding of the goals of the work and the guiding tenets of the
equity-centered approach. We hope participants in equity-centered
RPPs draw inspiration and ideas to better manifest equity in both
process and outcomes.
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