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Practicing equity-centered
improvement: a design tensions
perspective

Alison Fox Resnick*, Caitlin C. Farrell and Jackquelin Bristol

School of Education, University of Colorado Boulder, Boulder, CO, United States

Equity-centered improvement is—necessarily—deeply relational, political, and
adaptive. Improvers must regularly navigate uncertainty, negotiate conflicting
priorities, and make situated decisions amidst organizational, political, and
interpersonal constraints. However, too often, research and guidance focus on
naming what improvers should do, with less attention to how improvers actually
engage in the ongoing, improvisational, judgment-filled work of practicing
improvement for equity. This conceptual article introduces design tensions as a
conceptual tool for naming and navigating ongoing tradeoffs that arise in equity-
centered change efforts. Drawing on existing research, we describe three design
tensions: (1) reconciling needs for timeliness, learning, and collaboration, (2)
negotiating between clarity for action and systemic complexity, and (3) mediating
political dynamics and systemic disruption. We propose that practicing equity-
centered improvement involves ongoing satisficing within these tensions and
examine the potential power of bringing the lens of these tensions into the
practice of, learning about, and study of equity-centered improvement.

KEYWORDS

continuous improvement (Cl), design tensions, improvement practice, educational
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Introduction

A growing body of scholarship affirms that equity-centered improvement is a
deeply relational, political, and adaptive set of activities (Biag and Sherer, 2021; Gates
et al., 2024; Sandoval and Van Es, 2021; Stosich, 2024; Zumpe, 2024). Improvers—an
umbrella term we will use to include the wide range of educational leaders that might
engage in equity-centered improvement—must regularly navigate uncertainty, negotiate
conflicting priorities, and make situated decisions amidst organizational, political, and
interpersonal constraints. However, too often, research and guidance for educational
leaders in general—and specific to improvement—focus on naming what improvers should
do, with less attention to how improvers actually engage in the ongoing, improvisational,
judgment-filled work of transforming school systems and practices (Kazemi et al., 2022).
Understanding the muddling through (Honig and Hatch, 2004) of educational leadership
practice in more complex ways is an urgent necessity for ongoing efforts to improve schools
and schooling.

This necessity takes on a particular urgency in the context of increasing efforts to bring
together the tools and processes of continuous improvement (CI) with goals of disrupting
inequity in school systems and practices. While all efforts to improve school systems and
practices are complex, equity-centered efforts entail additional challenges. Here, we define
equity-centered efforts as those that aim to confront, disrupt, and reimagine the practices,
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policies, systems, and relationships that shape student, family,
and educator experiences and learning. Such efforts require a
consistent, significant disruption of normative ways of knowing,
thinking, and interacting for individuals, groups, and organizations
(Lumby, 2012; Rodela and Rodriguez-Mojica, 2020; Theoharis,
2007; Welton et al., 2018). In practice, CI approaches are no
different than any other educational change approach in that they
can result in minor adjustments that are inconsistent with the
transformative change required to disrupt entrenched inequities
(Safir and Dugan, 2021). Because any effort for educational change
operates within systems that inherently reproduce racism, inequity,
and injustice, there is real risk that improvement tools and
processes could make “racist educational systems more efficient”
(Hinnant-Crawford et al., 2023, p. 106). Thus, we argue that it
is imperative to understand the complexity of how processes and
tools of improvement are designed and used in complex, political,
and racialized educational contexts. We need powerful lenses to
see the real-life complexity and muddling through of leaders trying
to enact and adapt CI tools and processes within the specific
challenges of equity-centered change.

To this end, this paper centers equity-centered improvement
practice as its central concern: the dynamic, situated, ongoing, and
improvisational work through which improvers engage with—and
adapt—CI processes and tools in the pursuit of equity. We argue
for closer attention to the lived aspects of improvers decision
making, foregrounding how improvers design, adapt, and use CI
tools and processes amidst conflicting goals, constrained authority,
and shifting contexts. We consider the potential of the design
tensions framework (Tatar, 2007) as a conceptual tool for naming
and navigating recurring tradeoffs that arise in equity-centered
CI work. Design tensions offer a lens for improvers, those that
support learning of improvement practice, and those who study
improvement practice to recognize and reflect on the messy, value-
laden decisions that define improvement practice in real-time,
equity-centered systems change. Foregrounding these tensions can
help surface the value-laden decisions that shape the context-
specific work of improvement and support more intentional,
principled, and adaptive understanding of, practicing of, and
learning about equity-centered improvement.

Centering the everyday practice of
improvers in equity-centered change

As CI has gained traction in education over the last decade,
early literature emphasized identifying the tools, frameworks, and
routines that underpin this work, such as logic models, driver
diagrams, theories of change, fishbone diagrams, and plan-do-
study-act (PDSA) cycles (Bryk et al., 2015; Hinnant-Crawford,
2020). These approaches, tools, and processes are often held up
as useful for achieving equity in education due to their potential
to support equity-centered educational transformation through
(1) local, systems-level thinking, (2) collaboration between often
siloed communities, with uneven power dynamics, and (3) iterative
design, experimentation, and learning. However, one critique of
this foundational phase is that improvement work can be overly
focused on the technical solutions and overlook how power, race,
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identity, and context shape systems” problems and their solutions
(e.g., Bocala and Yurkofsky, 2024; Jabbar and Childs, 2022).

In response, a growing body of equity-focused scholarship has
pushed the field to rethink the assumptions and structures of CI
strategies. These scholars argue that equity-centered improvement
requires grappling with the lived realities of educational systems
shaped by histories of oppression. Frameworks from Bocala and
Yurkofsky (2024), Hinnant-Crawford et al. (2023), Jabbar and
Childs (2022), Sandoval and Neri (2024), Diamond and Gomez
(2023), and others emphasize the need for CI tools and routines
to surface both structural and relational dimensions of inequity,
elevate marginalized voices, and design systems grounded in
dignity and agency. These contributions advance a powerful vision,
naming the theories, values, goals, and roles that should guide
improvement if it is to be “equity-centered.” Recent work also
identifies practices or strategies that improvers might use to bring
this vision into action, such as engaging community members in
co-design or applying asset-based analyses (e.g., Cohen-Vogel et al.,
2022; Sandoval and Neri, 2024; Valdez et al., 2020).

Yet presenting a theory or vision or recommending practices
is different from understanding the actual practicing of equity-
centered improvement. The latter focuses on the moment-
to-moment, relational, adaptive, and improvisational decision-
making that improvers engage in as they attempt to adapt or
enact improvement strategies as they interact with others in their
specific contexts. Drawing on Cook and Brown’s (1999) definition
of practice as “the coordinated activities of individuals and groups
doing their ‘real work’ as it is informed by particular organizational
or group context” (pp. 386-387), we argue that that designing
and using improvement tools and processes involves far more
than executing predefined steps or producing a polished product.
Instead, teams actively reshape and use tools and processes in
ways that reflect their specific goals, constraints, values, and
evolving conditions. CI approaches emphasize engaging with
systems tools for inquiry into “what works, for whom, and under
what conditions” (Bryk et al., 2015); the lens of practice deepens
our understanding of how teams grapple with this question through
ongoing sensemaking, improvisation, and responsive adaptation of
improvement tools and processes to particular goals for equity and
social, historical, and institutional contexts.

Like teaching or school leadership practice, the practice of
improvement is a relational practice in that it involves moment-to-
moment decision-making and participation in response to other,
unpredictable humans in unique social and institutional contexts
(Grossman et al., 2009). Relational practice involves improvisation
and adaptation to particular people, moments, and contexts. A
teacher’s action, whether it be a question they ask or a lesson
activity they design, is only effective in how they enact it in
relation to particular students, at a particular moment. The same
question or activity could be very ineffective—and in some cases,
even harmful—if used in a slightly different way, by a different
teacher, with a different group of students, or at a different
moment in time. As Lampert (1985) observed of teaching, “as the
teacher considers alternative solutions to any particular problem,
she cannot hope to arrive at the ‘right’ alternative... This is
because she brings many contradictory aims to each instance
of her work” (p. 181). Similarly in equity-centered CI practice,
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improvers navigate irreconcilable tensions between urgency and
relationship-building, between clarity and complexity, between
political constraints and transformational aspirations (Stosich,
2024; Gates et al., 2024; Iriti et al, 2024). The same plan-do-study-
act (PDSA) cycle or logic model may yield learning in one setting
and resistance in another, depending not only on technical fidelity,
but also on how it is designed and enacted, by whom, with whom,
and in what context (Bush-Mecenas, 2022).

We build on the work of others to argue that practicing
improvement for equity-centered change is an ongoing process
of negotiation, sensemaking, and adaptation through tensions
(Kezar, 2013; Liischer and Lewis, 2008). For instance, Sandoval
and Van Es (2021) show how an aim statement was not merely
completed, but collaboratively constructed through dialogue across
stakeholders with diverging goals, identities, and interpretations.
Similarly, Sandoval et al. (2024) highlight how designing a data
display involved complex decisions about representation, inclusion,
and storytelling, negotiations that enacted, and at times challenged,
existing power dynamics. To center the practicing of improvement
is to make visible the situated decisions that improvers must
make as they use improvement tools and processes in particular
contexts. To support this complex and often contested work—
shaped by competing demands, shifting power dynamics, and the
need for judgment and care—conceptual tools must legitimize
these challenges and equip practitioners to navigate them with
clarity and intentionality.

Tensions in practicing equity-centered
improvement

Centering the practicing of improvement can take multiple
forms. Here, we focus on a conceptual lens that highlights how
practice is situated within inherent tensions. These tensions are
not obstacles or “barriers” to be overcome; rather, engaging with
these tensions is the work of practicing improvement in equity-
centered change. Reports of continuous improvement design and
activity increasingly recognize the significance of such tensions,
highlighting the need to navigate them (Ahn et al, 2019; Bush-
Mecenas, 2022; Cannata and Nguyen, 2020; Sandoval and Neri,
2024; Sandoval and Van Es, 2021; Zumpe et al., 2024), grapple
with persistent dilemmas (Neumerski and Yurkofsky, 2024; Valdez
et al,, 2020), or determine steps forward amidst a range of possible
interpretations and paths (Park et al., 2023).

To support understanding of practice within tensions, we
bring forward the design tensions framework, originally introduced
by Tatar (2007). The design tensions framework conceptualizes
design practice as inherently situated within competing goals
that are inevitable, consequential, and irreconcilable. Drawing on
participatory and value-sensitive design traditions, Tatar frames
design tensions as situations in which decisions must be made
in relation to goals that pull in divergent directions, whether as
dichotomies, continuums, or the interaction of incommensurate
forces (p. 446). While initially applied to the design of learning
technologies, the framework has since been used to analyze
decisions made in diverse forms of collaborative design, including
design of student assessments (Penuel et al, 2014), teacher

Frontiersin Education

10.3389/feduc.2025.1638548

professional development (Johnson et al, 2016), leadership
learning tools (Resnick and Kazemi, 2019), and learning analytics
dashboards (Ahn et al., 2019).

The lens of design tensions offers a valuable way to see,
understand, and engage in equity-centered improvement by
situating practice within the inherent uncertainties and political
and interpersonal complexities of the work. Equity-centered
systems change work represents a type of “wicked problem,”
one that is complex, consequential, and with multiple, and
potentially conflicting, goals (Buchanan, 1992; Rittel and Webber,
1973). Engaging with such problems requires leaders to weigh
diverse perspectives and proposals (Asen, 2015), navigating values,
logistical constraints, policies, and other factors that influence
decision making (Huguet et al., 2021). Grappling with wicked
problems involves ongoing experimentation, making sense of
“failure,” in the face of the reality that the problem will never
be completely “solved” (Conklin, 2006). Rather than seeking
a single “right way” to develop and use improvement tools,
improvers must “satisfice;” to develop designs for improvement
that are “good enough” given the constraints and realities at
hand (Simon, 1956). A design tension lens foregrounds how
improvers navigate these recurring challenges and supports
engagement, learning, and inquiry that embraces and amplifies
the uncertainty and complexity of the work (Ishimaru and Bang,
2022).

Two important conceptual features of design tensions are
crucial to note. First, within any equity-centered change effort,
design tensions do not arise from individual preferences, but
instead stem from broader institutional, social, political, and
historical contexts (Seeber et al., 2024). Second, tensions are not
resolved through a single act of “satisficing” and then set aside.
In the work of equity-centered improvement, tensions are always
present and decisions about how to “satisfice” will evolve over time.
In this way, tensions are not discrete problems to be solved, but
rather define the problem space in which improvers are constantly
muddling through as they craft their improvement practice in
relation to contexts over time (similar to how Honig and Hatch,
2004 and Park et al., 2023 conceptualize the practice of crafting
coherence in education systems).

Recent research underscores why navigating these tensions
matters. In their study of 35 school improvement networks, Duff
et al. (2025) documented wide variation in how leaders designed
and used CI tools to advance equity. Some leaders focused on
coherence and alignment with existing district priorities, choosing
tools that enabled clarity and immediate action. Others, however,
prioritized reflection and disruption, designing tools that made
space to interrogate identity, power, and systemic inequities,
moves that were often slower and politically complex, but with
potentially greater transformative potential. This variation was,
in part, a result of how leaders navigated tensions in real time,
charting unique paths between feasibility and disruption, urgency
and relationship-building, alignment and resistance. Thus, how
tensions are perceived, named, and engaged with in practice directly
influences the trajectory of improvement work and the kinds of
equity outcomes improvers are able—or unable—to produce.

There are a wide range of design tensions improvers may
encounter as they engage in equity-centered improvement. As a
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starting point, we offer three initial design tensions, chosen for
their illustrative power and for their likely pervasiveness across
equity-centered improvement contexts.
1. Reconciling Needs for Timeliness, Learning, and
Collaboration
2. Negotiating between Clarity for Action and Systemic
Complexity
3. Mediating Political Dynamics and Systemic Disruption

Building on Tatar’s (2007) conceptualization, each tension
reflects a set of competing goals that teams must negotiate, goals
that are often equally important but inherently in tension. These
tensions are not isolated or sequential; they are crosscutting and
deeply intertwined, shaping and reshaping one another as teams
work through the complexity of equity-driven systems change.
By naming and examining these tensions, we aim to provide a
conceptual tool that can support efforts to engage in and study
equity-centered improvement practice in ways that recognize the
complex, context-specific sensemaking required to meaningfully
transform educational systems toward equity. We note that all three
tensions are likely useful lenses for understanding any CI effort in
education. However, we argue that they are a particularly powerful
and necessary lens for equity-centered CI, given the “wicked,
systemic complexities to any effort aimed at disrupting inequity
and injustice.

Tension 1: reconciling needs for timeliness,
learning, and collaboration

One
improvement practice lies in

central  design  tension in  equity-centered
reconciling two competing
goals: (a) using improvement tools to drive urgent change
to inequitable educational that are

systems currently

harming students, educators, and communities and/or
(b) engaging with these tools in ways that support deep
learning, shared understanding, and meaningful collaboration
across groups.

The first goal involves using an improvement tool or
process to support timely, actionable insights about systems
and change efforts they can inform upcoming practice and
policy decisions. Many school systems face acute challenges:
racial disparities in discipline, inequitable access to resources,
or disproportionate learning losses, to name a few. In these
contexts, district and school leaders may turn to tools like logic
models, driver diagrams, or PDSA cycles to rapidly generate
insights and guide time-sensitive decisions. Improvers do not
have endless time to unpack and redesign their systems: children
are in classrooms now, a decision about teacher professional
learning needs to be made tomorrow, the plan for principal
evaluation needs to be developed by September. Improvers are
also under pressure to demonstrate visible progress quickly,
whether to meet compliance deadlines, respond to community
demands, or secure funding and political support (Trujillo, 2013).

Improvement tools and processes have the potential to generate
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swift insights, and support immediate decision-making. These
tools can play a critical role in helping teams act in the face
of uncertainty and complexity, especially when organizational
memory is short and leadership transitions are frequent (Caduff
etal., 2023).

However, the goal of using improvement tools and processes
for urgent action is inherently in competition with a second
goal of learning, developing new insights, and broadening
the voices actively participating in improvement processes.
Research on how educational leaders engage in design and
implementation of change efforts indicates the tendency to resort
to existing understandings of how systems work and familiar
strategies for change (e.g., Mintrop and Zumpe, 2019). Disrupting
this tendency and using improvement tools and processes to
see—and design for change in—systems in fundamentally new
ways requires significant learning, which takes time, trust, and
meaningful collaboration with voices that are often excluded
from improvement processes—including students, families,
community members, and frontline educators. Research on other
collaborative efforts in educational change, including Research-
Practice Partnerships and Community Based Participatory
Research emphasize the immense challenge of bringing together
different voices in ways that authentically disrupts traditional
hierarchies (e.g., Tanksley and Estrada, 2022). As Eddy-Spicer
and Gomez (2022) write, “the mere performance of collaboration
as an aspect of a routine does not guarantee that collaboration
will necessarily be generative for equitable ends or, for that
matter, equity in process” (p. 95). Similarly, Tuck (2009) warned
of “damage-centered” approaches that involve participation
of marginalized voices only to perpetuate deficit views by
centering the damage inflicted on those participants. Authentically
involving new and historically marginalized voices requires
trust-building, collaborative inquiry, and a genuine shift in whose
knowledge and stories shape improvement work—all of which can
take time.

Herein lies the competing goals of Tension 1. When
improvement teams lean too heavily toward urgency, tools
may be reduced to compliance exercises or quick fixes that
will fail to disrupt the underlying systems producing inequity.
Conversely, focusing solely on robust learning and inclusive
collaboration can slow momentum or delay needed interventions.
This tension is a reality in which any CI effort unfolds
(e.g., Zumpe, 2024). However, the specific kinds of learning
and disruption of typical power dynamics inherent to equity-
centered efforts, make this tension particularly salient. The
learning involved in relation to understanding how systems
of racism and oppression interact with leaders’ own identities
and animate school systems and practices is uniquely complex
and contested (e.g., Ishimaru and Galloway, 2021; Zumpe
et al., 2024). Likewise, the forms of collaboration necessary to
legitimately involve historically marginalized voices is uniquely
challenging, requiring collaboration across historical traumas,
racialized practices, and hierarchical structures. For equity-
centered efforts to avoid merely tweaking, or even reproducing
inequitable systems and practices these complex forms of learning
and collaboration are essential. However, if improvers wait to
take action until such learning or collaborative relationships are
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developed, action toward the urgency of injustice is unlikely
to unfold.

Tension 2: negotiating between clarity for
action and systemic complexity

A second design tension arises from the competing goals in
improvement practice: (a) generating concrete, actionable insights
through the use of CI tools, and (b) using those same tools
to surface the full complexity and uncertainty of the systems
producing inequity.

On one hand, improvement tools and processes are often
valued for their ability to simplify complexity just enough to make
change possible. Teams use tools like logic models, driver diagrams,
or process maps to analyze how existing system dynamics lead
to current outcomes and to identify points of intervention. These
representations need to be accessible, interpretable, and useful for
supporting action within a limited time frame. To be actionable,
tools typically must reach a point of being “complete enough,” even
if that means relying on assumptions, simplified causal pathways, or
bounded scopes of control. For example, logic models are designed
to illustrate a program’s theory of action under ideal conditions,
allowing practitioners to map inputs to outcomes in clear, linear
ways (W. K. Kellogg Foundation., 2004). Identifying actionable
next steps often hinges on this clarity.

At the same time, equity-centered improvement also aims
for another important goal: to use tools to reveal the deep,
interlocking systems of power and oppression that underlie and
reproduce injustice. Bocala and Yurkofsky (2024) argue that
“seeing the system” must include both visible structures (i.e.,
policies, routines, resource flows) and invisible forces such as
identity, relationships, and racialized assumptions. A genuinely
equity-focused improvement effort needs to interrogate not just
organizational processes but the historical, political, and cultural
systems that shape them, including exploring how race, class,
gender, language, and ability intersect to produce exclusion and
marginalization within schools and broader institutional and
community contexts. Such dynamics are deeply complex, subtle,
and evasive given their ongoing normalization within policy and
practice (Kohli et al., 2017).

Thus, there is a tension between clarity for action and
systemic complexity. If improvers prioritize developing and
using improvement tools in ways that are concise, clear, and
actionable, they may oversimplify the system and obscure the
very dynamics that equity work aims to expose. Conversely,
striving to fully represent the system’s complexity and uncertainty
risks becoming overwhelming or paralyzing—too diffuse to guide
actionable decision-making, particularly for teams constrained by
time, resources, or political pressure. Again, this tension is likely
present in any CI effort. However, given the deeply historical
and systemic nature of inequity in education, the tension is
especially critical in equity-centered efforts. In some cases of CI,
“seeing the system” can largely be contained within the school
or district walls. However, equity-centered change necessitates
understanding of an educational system within many, intersecting
layers of social, political, and historical context. For equity-centered
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improvement efforts to avoid merely reproducing inequitable
systems and practice, they cannot be neutral to the systems of
oppression that schools exist within, including (but not limited to)
racism, patriarchy, colonialism, capitalism, and heteronormativity
(Hinnant-Crawford et al., 2023; Jabbar and Childs, 2022). Any
equity-centered improvement team must intentionally grapple with
the challenge of defining clear action steps without oversimplifying
or neutralizing this immense complexity.

Tension 3: mediating political dynamics
with systemic disruption

A third design tension in equity-centered improvement work
lies between the competing goals of (a) using improvement tools in
ways that are politically feasible or acceptable within current systems
and (b) leveraging these tools to disrupt current political systems and
practices that create and perpetuate inequity.

On one hand, improvement tools must be able to be legitimate
enough within complex systems as political arenas—accessible,
legible, and acceptable to those in power, including district leaders,
school boards, funders, and other institutional actors. If tools are
too provocative, complex, or unfamiliar, they risk being dismissed,
ignored, or misunderstood, and the improvement effort can stall
before it begins.

At the same time, the very purpose of equity-centered
improvement is to disrupt the status quo—to challenge the deeply
entrenched systems, norms, and power structures that sustain
racial, economic, and other forms of educational injustice. Scholars
of anti-racist leadership and systemic change argue that meaningful
progress often requires discomfort, conflict, and disruption (Virella
and Liera, 2024). Yet, educational institutions frequently operate
under a culture of civility, consensus, and “niceness” that resists
the confrontation of inequity in order to preserve professional and
political comfort.

Thus, equity-centered improvement practice unfolds within
a tension between political dynamics and systemic disruption.
Jeannie Oakes’s concept of the zone of mediation is useful here.
In her study of tracking and inequality, Oakes (1985) argued
that educational systems operate within a bounded space of what
kinds of change are seen as legitimate, acceptable, or politically
possible. This zone of mediation, shaped by local beliefs, power
dynamics, and institutional politics, constrains which reforms,
tools, or policies are taken seriously and which are rejected or
watered down. Applied to improvement practice, improvers must
often navigate the limits of what is acceptable within a given
context. If design decisions push too far outside this zone, it may
never be used or may provoke backlash, but if improvement work
remains too far inside the zone, it risks reinforcing the status quo.
A theory of change, for instance, might center safe, incremental
goals that avoid naming systemic racism or power dynamics—
thus bypassing the deeper work of transformation (Gates et al.,
2024). On the other hand, tools and processes that are designed
to surface systemic injustice head-on may provoke resistance or
disengagement from key actors, limiting their use in the very
systems they aim to change. Navigating this tension requires
strategic design choices: finding ways to invite constituencies into
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engaging with continuous improvement tools and into difficult
conversations while preserving their willingness to stay at the table.

Again, this tension is likely present in any CI effort.
However, while all educational change involves navigating political
power structures within educational and community systems
and hierarchies (Hopkins et al., 2022), equity-centered change
efforts confront politics in particularly “charged” ways. In some
contexts, equity-centered change efforts are largely performative
and compliance-driven. And, in this moment in U.S. history,
the very use of the word “equity” comes with significant
risks to improvers efforts (e.g., LoBue and Douglass, 2023),
including cuts to crucial funding. Furthermore, leaders of equity
initiatives are, themselves, situated within complex, racialized
and gendered political environments, with varied access to
the power or authority necessary for significant change (Ahn
et al, 2024; Irby et al, 2022). Ignoring the reality of this
tension oversimplifies the complexity of the practice of equity-
centered improvement and renders any effort unlikely to create
meaningful change.

The promise of design tensions as a
lens for practicing equity-centered
improvement

The design tensions explored above are just three of many that
are likely present in all equity-centered improvement efforts. Below,
we explore how these and other design tensions might be unpacked
within multiple equity-centered contexts: as a conceptual tool for
improvement practice, learning about improvement practice, and
enriching research of improvement practice.

Engaging design tensions in improvement
practice

First, the design tensions offer a practical and conceptual
tool for supporting equity-centered improvement work, helping
teams navigate the inherent complexity of using CI tools
and processes in real-world educational settings. The lens of
design tensions emphasizes that improvement tools and processes
are not neutral or prescriptive instruments, but dynamic,
context-sensitive design activities that require ongoing reflection,
negotiation, and adaptation in response to the specific demands of
improvement contexts.

Explicitly naming tensions has the potential to support
improvers to surface and examine the often-competing goals
embedded in their decision-making. The lens of design tensions
invites teams to ask: What are we prioritizing? What are we
compromising? What are we weighing when we are making these
choices? What about our particular context or this particular
moment in our work is influencing our choice right now?
This reframing moves satisficing from an implicit coping
mechanism to a conscious and principled design decision grounded
in the particular values, constraints, and relational dynamics
of the local context. For example, Takahashi et al. (2025)
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emphasize the complexity of turning measurement into a tool
for equity, not just accountability. Explicitly naming the tensions
of standardized simplicity vs. context-sensitive complexity might
be a useful way in which to engage in intentional design
and adaptation of practical measurement routines to reflect
key values.

Design tensions might also be wuseful for structuring
routines to support complex, adaptive decision making about
how to meaningfully use improvement tools and processes
within particular equity-centered change contexts (Ahn et al,
2019; Diamond and Gomez, 2023). Routines are repeated,
patterned practices that organize how teams interact, make
decisions, and use tools in their everyday work (Feldman and
Pentland, 2003). For example, a team might open each weekly
meeting by revisiting a guiding question tied to a specific
design tension—such as: “Where are we trading off equity
for efficiency this week?” or “Are we privileging institutional
norms over community knowledge?” These kinds of routines
may support improvers to notice the decisions they are
making, rather than defaulting to a compliance-oriented use
of CI tools.

By explicitly naming and working within design tensions,
teams can examine a wider range of possibilities and make
conscious choices about how to reconcile competing demands.
Table 1 offers practical questions related to the three initial design
tensions described above that teams might build into recurring
routines—such as reflection protocols, planning templates, or
check-ins—that help them attend to key tensions in their
work. Over time, these routines can help shift satisficing
from doing “just enough® under pressure into a purposeful
act of design, where teams learn to make trade-offs with
intention, grounded in context, guided by values, and open
to iteration.

Through intentional routines, the lens of design tensions can
help teams build a shared language to engage in the difficult but
necessary dialogue about trade-offs inherent in systems change.
This framing validates the iterative, non-linear, and often messy
nature of equity-centered improvement work, where decisions
rarely follow a straightforward path (Asen, 2015). For example,
Penuel et al. (2025) describe a state agency that created a driver
diagram to guide efforts toward equity in science education. In
doing so, they surfaced a challenging tension between maintaining
local relevance to ensure the work was responsive to community
contexts while also developing system-level infrastructure that
could support coherence at scale. A design tensions lens could
help such a team more explicitly name and explore these
trade-offs, asking questions like: “What aspects of our work
must remain flexible for local adaptation, and what needs to
be standardized to ensure system-wide learning?” Embedding
these kinds of reflective questions into regular routines—such
as structured check-ins or collaborative planning protocols—has
the potential to help teams shift away from compliance-driven
practices and toward more responsive and intentional decision-
making. Ultimately, this approach supports a mindset of “good
enough for now,” enabling teams to move forward thoughtfully
and pragmatically while still holding space for complexity and
deeper learning.
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TABLE 1 Ways to bring design tension thinking into tools and processes of continuous improvement.

Design tension Possible prompts

Tension 1: reconciling needs for
timeliness, learning, and
collaboration

e We have limited time to work on this, but also want to meaningfully include perspectives that we've previously not engaged.
Which perspectives are most critical for this part of our work? Which perspectives will we choose to not include in this part of our
work? Why?

We need to engage with this tool or process by [deadline], but want to make sure we are incorporating new learning into our
work. What new learning will we prioritize for this part of our work? How will we make sure it’s incorporated into our
engagement with this tool or process? What learning will we commit to for further steps?

Tension 2: negotiating between
clarity for action and systemic

We want to make sure we get fine-grained enough to identify concrete areas for change in our system while also making sure we
are seeing the complexity of our system in relation to equity. Which aspects of the system are we making visible with this tool, and

complexity

which are we ignoring or simplifying at this time? Why?

We need to identify small changes we can make and test out, but we also don’t want to lose sight of how inequity is created and
perpetuated by our full system. What can we build into our process to help us focus on—and learn from—this particular
intervention while not losing sight of how the intervention is only one part of our system?

Tension 3: mediating political
dynamics with systemic disruption

to soften or set to the side at the moment?

Who is the audience for this tool? What is their threshold for discomfort and disruption in relation to equity-centered change?
Based on that, what language and ideas should include? What content in this tool needs to challenge dominant norms, and where
might softening the language or using alternative language create necessary entry points for constituencies?

We want to use this process as part of our work to disrupt our inequitable system but need to do so in a way that allows us to
engage in the politics of our context. So—who do we need to involve? What do we want to be explicit about? What might we need

Learning about design tensions in
improvement practice

Learning continuous improvement can be oversimplified
if opportunities for learning focus only on abstract theory but
little application or center on lists of isolated knowledge or skills
that fail to reflect the messiness of real-world improvement
practice. Scholars of practice-based learning argue that meaningful
professional learning—particularly for educators engaged
in equity-centered improvement—must be grounded in the
goals of practice (Gibbons et al, 2021; Janssen et al, 2015;
2019). This

supporting learners in navigating the multiple, often competing,

Resnick and Kazemi, perspective emphasizes
demands they face as they work to enact those goals within
specific contexts

Drawing on Resnick and Kazemi’s (2019) work with a research-
practice partnership (RPP) focused on school leader learning, we
see a compelling model for how to think about supporting learning
of improvement practice. In this project, principals were not
trained to “deliver” a standardized set of leadership moves. Instead,
they were introduced to a set of goals for their leadership practice
(e.g., fostering risk-taking among teachers) and were supported to
consider a range of ways their practice might contribute to those
goals depending on their personality, identity, relationships, and
school context.

We propose that design tensions offer a generative structure for
helping leaders and educators learn how to think, how to choose,
and how to adapt as they use CI tools within dynamic contexts.
For example, one foundational tension that the framework might
illuminate is how problems of practice are defined and scoped,
especially in equity-focused CI work. As Zumpe et al. (2024)
argue, identifying an equity-centered problem of practice involves
wrestling with the tension between scope and specificity: the
need to think broadly about systemic, structural inequities while
also narrowing in on a concrete, actionable problem at the
“right grain size” for disciplined inquiry. We agree with Zumpe
and colleagues that educational opportunities can and should be
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designed to develop the learning required to navigate these kinds
of tensions.

Leaders can be supported in identifying the tensions they
face and in exploring multiple ways of satisficing those tensions,
balancing competing goals in relation to particular contexts rather
than attempting to resolve them completely. For instance, in
relation to particular tools or processes, learners might engage in
learning framed by questions such as:

o What are the tensions that can arise when we use [Cl-related
tool or process] for equity-centered improvement? How might
they show up?

e What are different approaches to satisficing this tension when
using [CI-related tool or process]? What are the affordances
and constraints of different approaches to satisficing? Which
approaches to satisficing will result in perpetuation of inequities
in our system? What considerations might be important for
deciding what approach to move forward with?

e How might approaches to satisficing this tension evolve over
time as work toward equity progresses in a context? How would
we know when to make a shift in our approach?

Additionally, design tensions might serve as reflective tools for
guided analysis of cases, collaborative inquiry into examples from
their own settings, and/or reflection with coaches or colleagues
(e.g., Anderson and Davis, 2024). Learners might explore questions:

e What equity-related tensions arose when you used [Cl-related
tool or process]?

e How did you decide what to do within that tension? What were
you prioritizing? What trade-offs did you make?

e How did your context—political, relational, institutional,
broader environment—shape your decisions?

e Did your approaches to satisficing this tension shift over time?
Why? How?

o If you could redesign your work with that tool or process, what
might you do differently and why?
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In this way, the design tensions framework could support
deeper professional learning by legitimizing the uncertainty and
judgment inherent in leading for equity and fostering a mindset
oriented toward reflective, principled experimentation, what Bryk
et al. (2015) call “learning to improve.” Design tensions might
also serve as a tool for “critical praxis,’ creating structure
for both the reflection and action necessary for improvement
to contribute to efforts for equity (Hinnant-Crawford et al,
2023). Such a shift moves learning toward discernment to make
context-sensitive, values-driven decisions in their equity-centered
improvement practice. As we argued above, these questions are
likely useful in any effort for educational improvement, however
we contend they are crucial for teams to grapple with in equity-
centered efforts.

Studying design tensions in improvement
practice

To better understand how educational systems change, research
must take the practice of improvement seriously as a rich site of
sensemaking, judgment, and negotiation. Yet, much of the existing
literature on improvement tends to flatten this complexity or
focus on technical execution and results. The concept of design
tensions offers a lens for studying this complexity. By focusing
on how educators, researchers, and system leaders recognize
and respond to these tensions, researchers can access a deeper
layer of understanding about the real work of equity-centered
improvement (Sandoval et al., 2024; Sandoval and Van Es, 2021).

This
development about the conditions, judgments, and adaptations

lens opens new possibilities to support theory
that animate equity work in continuous improvement (Eisenhardt,
1989). For example, Iriti et al (2024) describe how a Networked
Improvement Community (NIC) adapted its tools and routines
to critically address how white dominant culture can become
embedded in improvement science. Their account provides
insight into the specific form that equity-centered adaptation
took in one context. Viewing this example through the lens
of design tensions reveals additional opportunities for theory-
building: how did the team balance the tension between urgency
and time for learning as they engaged in critical reflection?
How did they sequence and sustain this process given political
and relational constraints? Similarly, through the lens of
political dynamics and systemic disruption, we might ask what
organizational cues signaled that the team—within their broader
context—was ready to confront entrenched systems of racism
and white supremacy? Studying design tensions in this way
helps illuminate how equity-centered improvement is enacted—
not only what is done, but how and why decisions emerge
over time.

Scholars developing case studies—such as those by Bush-
Mecenas (2022), Gates et al. (2024), and Stosich (2024)—have
surfaced how improvement teams “muddle through” the complex
work of equity in highly variable environments. A design tensions
lens complements this work by offering an analytic lens that could
be operationalized to examine how trade-offs are made, what
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is prioritized, how teams learn and adapt over time, and these
processes link to improvement goals.

Similarly, such an analytic focus has particular value in multi-
case research, such as studies within improvement networks or
comparative analyses across different teams (e.g., Duff et al., 2025;
Eubanks et al., 2024). For instance, Ahn et al. (2019) describe
how designing tools across multiple improvement sites required
constant negotiation of generalizability and specificity. Rather than
seeking a perfect fit for one context, the network embraced adaptive
design as a dynamic process: “Rather than hyper-optimizing for
a single situation, we are continually analyzing and balancing our
design process across comparative cases... to develop solutions
that hopefully can work for a wider range of scenarios” (p. 74). In
this instance, design tensions could provide a lens through which
to view and understand the variation in improvement practice in
multiple contexts.

Conclusion

CI tools and processes have the potential to disrupt typical,
piece-meal approaches to educational improvement—a necessity
for equity-centered change. These tools and processes can support
equity-centered improvers to see, design (and re-design) for
transformation of the complex systems that create and perpetuate
inequities. However, such potentials are not guaranteed.

To fulfill their potential in equity-centered work, CI tools and
processes must be adaptable, flexible, and sensitive to the different
contexts in which they are engaged. Improvement teams must
adapt and customize these tools in ways that align with their
goals of equity, local needs, and particular social, historical, and
institutional contexts (Bush-Mecenas, 2022; Diamond and Gomez,
2023; Jabbar and Childs, 2022). Yet, there remains a lack of clear
theorization of—or support for—these critical, messy processes of
design and adaptation. While CI approaches emphasize engaging
with systems tools for inquiry into “what works, for whom,
and under what conditions” (Bryk et al., 2015), there is limited
understanding of how improvers muddle through the use of
equity-centered improvement tools in ways that that will work
for them, in their conditions, especially as they do so within
complex, political relationships and contexts that can constrain
or support such efforts (Gates et al., 2024; Stosich, 2024). There
is a need for powerful conceptual tools that can illuminate
meaningful insights into—and support effective enactment of—
localized, equity-centered improvement practice. Without critical
attention to the actual practicing of improvement in equity-
centered change, CI approaches are not different than any other
approach to educational change—they are very likely to generate
only incremental change or, in fact, reproduce the very inequities
they purport to address (Hinnant-Crawford et al., 2023; Jabbar and
Childs, 2022; Safir and Dugan, 2021).

In this article, we propose that design tensions provide
a lens for seeing, valuing, and supporting the complexity
of any improvement practice, but in particular, of equity-
centered improvement practice. The tensions we identify in
this article—(1) reconciling needs for timeliness, learning, and
collaboration, (2) negotiating between clarity for action and
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systemic complexity, and (3) mediating political dynamics and
systemic disruption—are likely always present for educational
leaders, but are intensified in efforts that aim to disrupt inequity
in educational systems and practices. Within equity-centered
efforts, goals for speed, learning, inclusion, usability, disruption,
and transformation are more urgent, more challenging, more
embedded in systems outside of any improvers’ control, and more
politically perilous.

Within well-intentioned efforts to provide tools and processes
for equity-centered improvement, there is a significant risk of
simplifying the immense, messy challenge of actually using such
tools and processes in complex educational contexts. We argue
that the lens of design tensions has the potential to legitimize and
honor the impossible complexity that equity-centered improvers
must grapple with on a day-to-day basis. As with any relational
practice—where individuals are making decisions and improvising
within unpredictable and complicated social contexts—improvers
engage in ongoing negotiation, interpretation, sensemaking, and
satisficing (Grossman et al., 2009). There are no “right ways,” only
“next best steps given our current situation.” Rather than simplify
the practice of equity-centered improvement, design tensions hold
a magnifying glass to the irreconcilable goals that improvers
must craft a pathway between. And it is the small decisions that
shape this pathway that need to be seen, understood, valued,
and supported for CI tools and processes to have any potential
to be useful in the ongoing, challenging quest toward equity in
our schools.
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