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Abstract  

New York State is attempting to push efforts to make K12 schools more equitable. Using a lens of 

sense making and equity-focused leadership, we addressed the following research questions. 1) 

How are school districts in CNY using school policy and district plans to move DEI forward? 

2)What steps have district leaders taken to carry out their diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 

policy, plans, or initiatives? 3) In what ways have the district leaders encountered resistance to 

their DEI work? Data were collected through a questionnaire and follow-up interviews with 

superintendents and district administrators responsible for DEI. Findings include actions districts 

are taking and the resistance they face in this work. 
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Moving Toward Equity? K12 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Plans, Actions, and 

Resistance 

There is a compelling body of evidence that the K12 school outcomes are disparate based 

on racial and other intersecting identities of socio-economic status, disability, LGBTQ+, etc. For 

example, Radd et al. (2021) and a variety of other data show the following inequitable and 

disparate patterns. 

School discipline disproportionally targets students of color, students with disabilities, 

and transgender students. Black students are suspended or expelled at three times the rate of 

white students (Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2014, 2016, 2022). Students 

with disabilities are twice as likely to be suspended than their non-disabled peers. Transgender 

students are twice as likely to be disciplined than their cisgender peers (GLSEN, 2022). Those 

who are suspended are less likely to graduate and more likely to enter the juvenile justice system 

than those who aren’t suspended. 

White and Asian students are twice as likely as their Black and Latino peers to attend 

high schools where the full range of math and science courses are available (Algebra I, 

geometry, Algebra II, calculus, biology, chemistry, physics).  Further, Black and Latino students 

as well as students with disabilities and English Language Learners (ELL) are less likely to be in 

these classes even when they are offered and less likely to be in advanced courses like AP, IB, 

and college credit bearing classes (U.S. Department of Education, 2018; Theoharis et al., 2022).  

While students with disabilities represent 14% of the student enrollment, they make up 

58% of students placed in seclusion or involuntary confinement and 75% of students who are 

physically restrained.  (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014; 2016).  

They compose 22% of students who are retained and only 2% of students in an AP class.  Over 

1.1 million students have minimal or no access to general education and limited inclusion with 

their peers; in many places, this disproportionally impacts students of color (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016; 2022).   

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning (LGBTQ+) students are 

targeted at alarming rates: 76% are verbally harassed, 31% are physically harassed and 13% are 

assaulted.  Most (57%) of students who are harassed or assaulted did not report it to school 

officials as they felt nothing would be done.  They’re not off base in their predictions: 62% of 

LGBTQ+ students who did report harassment or assault to school authorities indicated that 

nothing was done (GLSEN, 2022). This reality has been exacerbated in the last few years with 

the national political targeting of trans students. 

The teaching force is 76% female and about 80% white. This does not match the racial, 

ethnic or gender demographics of students across communities. (U.S. Department of Education) 

These national realities are mirrored in our local context of Central New York (CNY). 

New York state excludes the highest percentage of students with disabilities from general 
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education (U.S. Department of Education, 2022). Across Central New York, this 

disproportionately impacts students of color and low-income students. Black, Latino, students 

with disabilities, and students from low-income families are engaged in school arts programs and 

advanced academic classes at lower rates than white, middle class, and peers without disabilities 

(Theoharis et al., 2022).  

State and National Context of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) and Backlash 

These realities are contributing factors to disparate levels of K12 and post-secondary school 

success as well as long-term outcomes. In recent years, these disparate school realities are best 

understood as opportunity/access gaps. This framing puts the onus of creating more just and 

equitable outcomes on the educational system. This contrasts with framing these disparate 

realities as achievement gaps which lays the responsibility on the student. We use this framing to 

conceptualize this study because we ground this work in the idea that schools and systems can 

and must take steps to alter policies and practices at the system level that will result in increasing 

access and opportunity. We further argue that there are individual and organizational level 

factors in school districts that contribute to these disparate realities and therefore can be altered 

to contribute to greater equity.  

We work in Central New York, and amid national backlash against DEI, the State of New 

York (NYS) is attempting to push forward to recognize the historic and current disparities 

around diverse identities and embrace educational efforts to make K12 schools more equitable. 

We do not say this to frame NYS as utopic or that the work being done here is sufficient, only 

that while there are places that are restricting DEI work, NYS is, at least, trying to advance it. 

We highlight two key steps taken in recent years by the New York State Education Department 

(NYSED) and its Board of Regents.  

 First, in 2018, the NYSED Board of Regents commissioned an expert team to develop a 

guidance document for the field on DEI issues. This team produced a comprehensive document 

entitled the Culturally Responsive and Sustaining Education Framework. This 64-page 

document provides guidelines for stakeholders and is based on four guiding principles: Creating 

a Welcoming and Affirming Environment, Fostering High Expectations and Rigorous 

Instruction, Identifying Inclusive Curriculum and Assessment and Engaging in Ongoing 

Professional Learning and Support. (NYSED, 2018). For all the principles in the document, 

there are suggestions for different stakeholder groups. (NYSED, 2018) 

Second, in April 2021, the New York State Board of Regents issued a Diversity, Equity 

and Inclusion Framework-Call to Action for New York schools (NYSED, 2021). Among other 

ideas in the Call to Action, NYSED provided recommended elements for a district’s diversity, 

equity and inclusion policy. This Call to Action encouraged districts to adopt foundational 

definitions of diversity, equity and inclusion. We recognize that other language is used in some 

districts and that DEI has a variety of similar phrases and acronyms: diversity, equity, and 

belonging (DEB) or justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion (JEDI), or diversity, equity, 

inclusion, and accessibility (DEIA), and that these terms have become both increasingly common 

and increasingly politicized across public schooling. For the purposes of this article we use DEI, 

https://www.nysed.gov/sites/default/files/programs/crs/culturally-responsive-sustaining-education-framework.pdf
https://www.regents.nysed.gov/sites/regents/files/421brd1.pdf
https://www.regents.nysed.gov/sites/regents/files/421brd1.pdf
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since that was the language of NYSED, to refer to all these efforts regardless of if specific 

districts use other names or acronyms.  

Other recommendations found in the NYSED Call to Action include: establish 

governance structures by creating a district Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Committee with 

representation from all stakeholders including students; address the need for inclusive and 

culturally responsive teaching and learning; ensure family and community engagement practices 

are based on mutual trust, confidence and respect; develop practices and policies for the 

recruitment and retention of a diverse workforce in all areas and levels; take creative steps to 

enhance the level of socioeconomic and racial diversity within district schools and ensure 

coursework is accessible to all students; and lastly consider student supports, discipline and 

wellness including programs and practices that enhance all students’ self-identity, self-

confidence and self-esteem.  The Call to Action also asks districts to consider “specifically 

acknowledging the role that racism and bigotry have played, and continue to play, in the 

American story” (p.8) and urges districts to implement policies and plans with fidelity and 

urgency. (NYSED, 2021) 

While the realities of disparate student outcomes are not new, we experienced a greater 

national consciousness about them since 2020. This has led to a broader discussion and action to 

focus on issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) across aspects of our society, and 

specifically in educational spaces. With that rising consciousness and focus on ameliorating the 

disparate realities of K12 schools and outcomes, we are experiencing a backlash focused on 

stopping and eliminating DEI efforts. Most recently, the federal executive branch is attempting 

to terminate DEI programs in the federal government as well as the private sector, cancel 

previous executive actions related to racial equity, and root out DEI work in across higher 

education and K12 schools. Despite these efforts to stop DEI, the realities of the education 

system have not changed. Schools still have an obligation to educate all students.  

Thus, we ground this project in three things: the disparate educational opportunities and 

outcomes that plague US and NYS schools, the culturally responsive and equity focused 

directions that NYSED has put forward, and the immediate local context of CNY where we see 

these realities come together.  

Methods 

We recognize that historically and currently local, state, and federal school policy played 

a role in fostering these disparate outcomes, and school policy also played a role in dismantling 

injustice. There is a significant body of educational scholarship that demonstrates that school 

policy does not implement itself. This means there is local “sense making” that happens to put 

the policy into action (for example, Coburn, 2001; 2005; Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017; 

Rigby, 2015;  Spillane et al., 2002) This sense making leads to policies implemented in a range 

of ways including with enthusiasm and in the spirit intended, only for compliance but nothing in 

practice changes, with unintended consequences. These NYSED CR-S Framework (2018) and 

the DEI Call to Action (2021) are not self-implementing. Our experiences with districts in CNY 

and the framework of policy sense-making, led us to this research endeavor.  
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For this project, we addressed the following three research questions: 

1. How are school districts in CNY using school policy and district plans to move DEI 

forward?  

2. What steps have district leaders taken to carry out their DEI policy, plans, or initiatives? 

(What have they done to move DEI forward?) 

3. In what ways have the district leaders encountered resistance to their DEI work? 

 

This project focuses on school districts across the Central New York (CNY) region of 

New York State. We organize an ongoing consortium of about sixty school districts in the 

region. Thus, we reached out to these districts. We used two main data collection strategies: an 

online questionnaire and follow-up interviews. We sent the questionnaire to all the districts in the 

consortium. We received 26 responses. The questionnaire focused on a broad look at each 

districts’ DEI policy and any resulting DEI plans. The 26 responses spanned 20 school districts. 

We had multiple responses from six districts. The brief questionnaire focused on if their district 

had a specific DEI policy, if they had a specific DEI Plan, and if they had integrated DEI goals 

into a strategic plan. The most important part of the survey was to receive permission to do 

interviews and learn more about their work.  

 The main part of our data collection plan involved conducting interviews with district 

administrators. We followed up with the district leaders who agreed to participate in the 

interviews.  In total, we interviewed leaders from 14 different school districts, totaling 33 school 

administrators. The leaders included 14 superintendents, 12 of whom were male and two were 

female. The assistant superintendents or directors that were charged with leading DEI were all 

female with two exceptions, one of whom worked for one of the female superintendents. One of 

the superintendents was Black, and the rest were White; 5 of the 33 leaders interviewed 

identified as leaders of color and the rest White. The 14 districts represent rural, suburban and 

urban school districts in Central New York with student enrollments ranging from 397 students 

to 17,394 students. These 14 districts had enrollments that ranged from 21% white to 96% white 

and from 18% poverty to 84% poverty.    

The interviews lasted between 60-90 minutes each and we completed 1-2 interviews per 

district. Thirty-three school leaders participated in the interviews. We set up interviews with key 

district leaders who were most closely engaged in the district’s DEI work. Typically, this was the 

superintendent and the administrator in charge of DEI work. In four cases the interview was only 

with the superintendent, and in four districts the interviews involved a team of three to five 

leaders. The interviews focused on the three research questions and covered 5 sections. They 

included a discussion of 1) the district DEI policy and formal DEI plans, 2) the role the board of 

education played in those DEI policy and plans, 3) the DEI work, interventions, and initiatives 

they were engaging/engaged in, 4) how they were thinking about/measuring success and the data 

they were collecting/using, and 5) the resistance they faced in this work.  

Our research team consisting of two educational leadership faculty and one doctoral 

student reviewed the questionnaire answers together and created interview questions for each 
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district based on the information gathered. We discussed each district’s interviews together to 

construct themes across the districts. Each week our team debriefed the interviews we held by 

collectively making sense of what we had heard and looking for shared aspects/patterns across 

them.  We engaged in constant comparative data analysis each week as we progressed through 

the interviews. Our analysis used open coding and a priori codes. We organized our analysis and 

this paper around the three research questions - policy/plans, DEI steps, and resistance. Under 

each of those, we developed themes/codes from across the district responses. We discuss our 

findings next. 

Findings 

DEI Policy and Plans 

We began our analysis by addressing our first research question: How are school districts 

in CNY using school policy and district plans to move DEI forward?  To do this, we explored 

which districts have policies, plans and who has which.  After that, we looked across the policies 

and plans to understand how districts were being coherent and where there were gaps or silences.  

Policies, Plans, and Who Has Which 

We found that not every district has a specific DEI policy. NYSED recommended 

districts adopt a board policy about DEI, but it was not required (2021). We found that many 

districts who did not have a DEI policy only had policies that were required by law. Among the 

14 districts that were interviewed, five districts had Diversity, Equity and Inclusion policies. 

Other districts approached the policy adoption as an act of compliance with NYSED. Districts 

used the guidance from NYSED and the policy services (e.g. Erie 1 BOCES) as a template for 

their own policy. While district leaders appreciated codifying the district’s DEI commitment, 

most of the superintendents/assistant superintendents did not find that their policies significantly 

leveraged desired changes in practice. In examining the districts and the DEI policies and plans, 

we organized a DEI policy and plan matrix (Figure 1) that organizes the district according to if 

they had a DEI Policy and if they had a DEI plan. We discuss each quadrant of the matrix next.  

 DEI Policy No DEI 

Policy 

DEI Plan  

3 

 

6 

No DEI 

Plan 

 

2 

 

3 

Figure 1. DEI Policy and Plan Matrix 
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DEI Policy & DEI Plan. Among the 14 districts that we interviewed, three districts had 

a DEI policy and a DEI plan. One district had a policy and an administrative regulation. This 

district's policy addressed DEI philosophy, goals and accountability while the administrative 

regulation addressed the areas suggested by NYSED in the Call to Action (2021). Another 

district used the boilerplate policy including the suggestions from NYSED with the addition of a 

DEI Coordinator position within the governance section. The third district had an equity policy 

that addressed their equity mission and beliefs, DEI definitions, a call to action of their own, and 

they added the categories of the Role of Resource Allocation, Concrete Next Steps and 

Accountability.  

The three districts that had a DEI policy had DEI plans that were embedded in their 

district’s strategic plan. One district plan had 4 priority areas: teaching and learning, positive 

school environment, service learning and community partnerships and fiscal capacity and 

responsibility. This plan also included a DEI belief statement. One district had two priorities with 

goals in the district’s strategic plan that aligned with DEI efforts: Improve a Sense of Belonging 

for all and Establish a Culture of Learning and High Expectations. The third district had a DEI 

Goal in its strategic plan with seven initiative areas each with several goals and action steps. Two 

of those initiative areas are: first, address disproportionalities such as in achievement, discipline, 

and access to classes, courses, and extracurricular opportunities and second, provide an 

affirming, safe, and equitable school community and environment that supports students 

impacted by bias and structural inequity. 

DEI Plan & No DEI Policy. Six of the 14 districts that were interviewed had a Diversity, 

Equity and Inclusion plan or had elements of DEI in their strategic plans but did not have a DEI 

policy. Two of these districts had a stand-alone DEI Plan. The remaining four districts without a 

policy had embedded DEI goals into their strategic plans. For instance, one district had 

embedded DEI into their strategic plan by creating a Strategic Focus of Diversity Equity and 

Inclusion. This district created a SMART goal for each of their focus areas. The SMART goal 

for the DEI focus reads as follows: By June 2026, increase the participation rates of 

underrepresented groups (students with disabilities, economically disadvantaged students, and 

non-white students) in both academically advanced classes as well as extracurricular activities 

by 10%. Prioritizing DEI goals in the planning process took a variety of formats in nine of the 14 

districts we interviewed. 

DEI Policy & No DEI Plan. Two districts had a DEI policy but no DEI plan. These 

districts had DEI committees as part of the governance area in their policy and these committees 

had some content available online. One of these committees had a mission statement and 

working agreements and the other had identified operationalized goals and core values.  

No DEI Policy & No DEI Plan. Three districts did not have a DEI policy or a DEI plan. 

All were smaller districts, and they did share some examples of efforts toward diversity, equity, 

and inclusion. None of these three districts had ongoing, sustained or comprehensive systems for 

DEI. 
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Looking Across Policies and Plans 

As we examined the differences among the districts in terms of their approach to policies 

and plans to move the DEI work forward, we identified a range of priorities, goals and action 

steps. Many districts included goals from the CR-S Framework (2018) around creating a 

welcoming and affirming environment and ongoing professional learning, and from the NYSED 

Call to Action (2021) around recruiting diverse educators and engaging with families and 

communities. We identified two areas that appear to have the potential to make a difference. The 

first is systemic coherence or a consistency among policies and procedures combined with a way 

to support all stakeholders in understanding the interdependence of various aspects of the school 

system (Public Education Leadership Project, 2002).  The second is to call out racism and 

bigotry as suggested in the NYSED Call to Action (2021) to prioritize DEI work and be 

transparent about the systemic inequities that exist.  

Systemic Coherence. While districts appear to be committed to their DEI work, there is 

variation in the level of systemic coherence for DEI in their plans. Four districts have developed 

systemic practices to support their work. One created a district office department with a Director 

and two Assistant Directors of Diversity Equity and Inclusion. This district also identified 

teacher leaders in each school to serve as liaisons. These educators received DEI training and 

coaching support to help them lead their individual schools in improving all practices through a 

DEI lens. One district developed a systemic structure including a district strategic planning team 

and school based guiding coalitions to customize, implement and monitor the DEI work. One 

district hired a coordinator and a consultant and developed a separate DEI plan with goals.  This 

district also developed rubrics for measuring DEI progress. The last district designed a multi-

year systemic professional learning plan where educators participate in cohorts in a year-long 

workshop and are subsequently supported to implement CR-S practices. Building coherent 

systems and structures can increase capacity and maximize sustainability. 

 

Silences - Calling Out Racism. While NYSED (2021) suggested that districts 

specifically and overtly acknowledge the role that racism and bigotry have played and continue 

to play in the American story, only a few districts included their own mission or beliefs related to 

DEI in their policies or plans. Two districts with the highest populations of Black students used 

the term racism in their policy or plan. For example, one district’s policy in the section on 

teaching and learning included specific language: Encourage academic discussions about racism 

and bigotry. In the second district’s policy in the mission and beliefs section, they say: While 

efforts have been made to address inequalities, inequities persist. Racism, discrimination, and 

marginalization of any people or groups of people, whether intentional or not, have no place in 

our schools, District, or community. The remaining 12 districts were silent about the 

recommendation to call out racism and bigotry, even in their policies and plans. The political 

climate and both real and perceived resistance is a factor for softening of the DEI policy and plan 

language in these 12 districts. It is important to recognize that this key consideration from 

NYSED was not directly named in most of the DEI policies or plans. 
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Policy and Plans Summary 

Beginning in 2018, the New York State Education department provided guidance and 

continues to offer ongoing support for Diversity Equity and Inclusion in the field. Local districts 

are engaging in NYSED suggested activities and actions at varying levels. Some districts have 

adopted the NYSED recommended policy around DEI and others have not. Some districts have 

developed DEI plans while others have integrated the principles of DEI into their strategic plans. 

Some districts are navigating the politics of their community and as such have chosen to avoid 

using the terms Diversity, Equity and Inclusion to avoid resistance, conflict and confrontation. 

They have replaced specific language with more general and generic terms, and they have 

replaced specific plans for DEI with larger more general strategic plans. Policies and plans can 

help drive the district’s work but ultimately, they are only a road map which is likely to incur 

detours and hazards along the way. Building coherent systems to support DEI work appears to 

increase the probability for lasting and supportive change processes. It seems like most of the 

districts are either not addressing racism and bigotry or are trying to address the NYSED 

priorities (2021) indirectly without specifically identifying or naming that work. 

DEI Work: Efforts to Move DEI Forward 

The second research question that we investigated was: What steps have district leaders 

taken to carry out their DEI policy or DEI initiatives?  District leaders shared a range of 

activities that they were involved in relative to their DEI policy and/or plan and the NYSED Call 

to Action (2021) and CR-S Framework (2018). Our analysis suggested that the DEI work leaders 

engaged in varied quite a bit. We heard three trends emerge. One Superintendent summarized the 

first trend, “[We are] going slow to go fast.” Districts who indicated that they are going slow to 

go fast were engaged in few initiatives or interventions. This language seemed to be used to 

justify minimal action around DEI. These districts' actions tended to be more reactive than 

proactive. An angry parent or BOE member would force district leaders to convene a committee 

or change a policy or practice. These districts seemed to be waiting until the NYSED 

recommendations became mandates.  

Several of the leaders framed their work with the idea “DEI is just good practice.” These 

districts were taking more steps than the “going slow to go fast” ones. In their efforts to make 

DEI work palatable to their communities and staff, they described and framed DEI work as what 

is best for all kids. This language parallels, in part, an “all lives matter” approach that takes some 

action but does not prioritize specific inequities.   

Lastly, a few district leaders said they were “trying to build equity systems.” These 

districts are attempting to infuse DEI across the scope of their work to build systems that support 

moving in more equitable directions.  

The NYSED CR-S Framework (2018) appeared to drive much of the work to build 

equitable schools in CNY. Interestingly, of the four main sections of the framework, district 

leaders indicated an overwhelming focus on the first section, which is about creating a 

welcoming and affirming environment. This phrasing of “welcoming and affirming” was deeply 

resonant with leaders across districts, and nearly all our interviews included some explicit 
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mention of the term. In some cases, the terminology was used as a protective shield for DEI 

efforts, with one superintendent commenting, “It’s hard to argue with welcoming and affirming.” 

In other instances, it was used as a reflection tool, with one leader discussing his ongoing 

interrogation of whether the school buildings were, indeed, welcoming and affirming for all 

students. Some districts described wanting to move towards measuring this indicator with a 

walk-through tool or rubric. It was evident that this language of welcoming and affirming was 

both accessible and inspiring to district leaders, yet it was less clear that leaders had a vision for 

exactly what this looked like daily in their schools, had action steps to build such an 

environment, or how to distinguish between welcoming and affirming. Confirming the tension 

between the feel-good nature of discussing “welcoming and affirming” and the discomfort 

needed to change school culture and procedures to make schools authentically so, one leader 

described the “lip service” that exists with welcoming and affirming; the idea of belonging feels 

good to everyone but that leaders aren’t always willing to create the conditions that lead to 

belonging because that work would make people “feel uncomfortable.”  

Within the trends in the ways leaders discussed the DEI work and the connections they 

made to the NYSED CR-S Framework (2018), and specifically to the ideas around welcoming 

and affirming and ongoing learning, we found three main areas of their DEI work. This section is 

organized around those three areas: working toward a DEI focused system, working toward a 

DEI focused staff, and quick wins.  

Toward a DEI Focused System 

An important finding in understanding the DEI work of these districts was to see the 

efforts made to focus their school systems on DEI. This work was aimed beyond an individual 

classroom, staff member, or piece of curriculum; instead working to embed DEI into district-

wide ways of operating. This involved building equity-focused structures, collecting new kinds 

of data, and revising policies and practices. 

Districts took several different pathways toward building a DEI Focused System. Some 

districts built specific positions and/or teams or committees into their school systems that helped 

to lead and manage the work.  Two districts have hired Directors of DEI, and one district has 

attached DEI to an existing Administrators title and hired a DEI coach to support teachers. One 

district has DEI teacher liaisons in each school in the district. Ten of the 14 districts interviewed 

had DEI committees or teams. These leaders and teams serve to support professional learning for 

all stakeholders and build the capacity of the system relative to DEI work. These administrative 

roles, district-wide structures, as well as school and district DEI teams provided a mechanism for 

maintaining an equity-focus. 

Almost every district discussed the expansion of the kinds of data that were analyzed to 

support improvement efforts overall and DEI specifically. For example, district leaders shared 

that they collect and value student voice- data from students about their experiences at school. 

This took the form of focus groups, climate surveys, or community cafe structures. The purpose 

of elevating student voice varied from wanting to teach students about advocacy to revising 
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policies. Specifically, students were asked their thoughts about a later start time for school, they 

were asked about participation in extracurricular activities, dress code, discipline procedures and 

the code of conduct. Moreover, some districts had regularly scheduled opportunities for students 

to complete climate or thought exchange surveys and serve on DEI Committees or Equity 

Councils. 

The other main way districts were engaging with new kinds of data was to disaggregate 

the enrollment and participation in various district opportunities. This mirrors what the literature 

refers to as equity audits (Frattura & Capper, 2007; Green, 2017; Radd et al., 2021; Skrla et al., 

2009; Theoharis & Scanlan, 2020). For example, a few districts examined the enrollment of 

advanced classes by race, socio-economic status, disability, and ELL status. A few districts took 

that same lens to arts opportunities like music and drama, and a couple of districts examined all 

of their extra and co-curricular activities through a disaggregated equity lens.  

One of the ways that some leaders worked to focus their systems on DEI was through 

revisions of other policies and procedures beyond a specific DEI policy. Examples of these 

include changes to the dress code, the code of conduct, athletic eligibility, and family forms. 

Various districts worked to make these changes as part of the ways they were attempting to focus 

their system on DEI. 

Toward a DEI Focused Staff 

The second area of the district leaders’ work involved attempts to focus staff across their 

organization on DEI.  Developing and strengthening their staff’s capacity to understand DEI was 

part of many district leaders’ priorities for this work. This involved engaging their leadership in 

learning networks, facilitating professional development, and focusing on hiring diverse teachers 

and leaders. 

Engaging in learning networks. Several opportunities exist in the CNY region and the 

state for leaders to network with others around DEI issues. Engaging in learning and sharing 

networks allows district leaders an opportunity to learn from each other, problem solve and share 

successful strategies.  In 2022, the University Study Council created an Equity Community of 

Practice with approximately 22 CNY districts. Nine of the 14 districts interviewed were 

members of the Equity Community of Practice. In these online sessions, districts shared DEI 

challenges and successes, and participants worked in interest groups to study and discuss DEI 

topics. Feedback from district leaders about the Equity Community of Practice includes: This 

ongoing work together “keeps everything top of mind” and this community “makes us feel not 

alone when the work is hard.” One superintendent said, “We heard about what another district 

was doing and said we never even thought about doing a study on participation rates for special 

education students, so we did it and that was very helpful.” Learning together allows districts to 

be vulnerable and develop their own confidence around implementing DEI actions. Additionally, 

district leaders from CNY districts meet monthly in the BOCES DEI Leaders Network to support 

the development of the district and regional capacity related to the Culturally Responsive 

Sustaining Framework. This includes sharing and discussing up-to-date information related to 
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the implementation of the four principles of the CR-S Framework. The statewide DEI Leaders 

Network meets virtually each month to share DEI resources, highlight district practices and 

explore various DEI topics. Both serve district leaders that we interviewed as communities to 

learn, share and move systems forward relative to DEI. 

Facilitating professional learning. Ongoing professional learning is another principle in 

the CR-S Framework (2018). Across districts, professional development was a key lever for 

launching and propelling DEI work forward. We found that some structures for professional 

learning were more coherent and ongoing, while other districts employed a stand-alone structure. 

Districts that leveraged the stand-alone approach mainly offered their staff introductory 

professional development sessions on recognizing bias. Leaders were positive about these types 

of sessions, describing them as “humanizing” and helpful to understand that “we all have bias.” 

Ddistricts using this type of stand-alone or introductory professional learning were generally 

those taking a slow approach to DEI work.  

Coherent systems of professional learning reflected a commitment to and understanding 

of the multi-faceted and ongoing work of DEI. For example, one district established DEI liaison 

positions in each of its school buildings; these liaisons (teachers within the buildings) received 

monthly professional development from an external organization, setting them up to turn-key the 

learning with the administration and staff in their respective buildings. Another district 

committed to training all its staff members in a five-session DEI course; once staff completed 

this mandatory course, they moved to a “CRSE to Action '' professional learning group to apply 

the new learning to classroom practice. This district also invited its teachers to be facilitators 

alongside an outside consultant, thus building internal capacity. Other examples of more 

coherence in professional learning included a district with an internal professional learning 

catalog that included DEI-focused PD for all staff, including transportation and food service 

workers, as well as a district with a DEI workshop series. Each of these districts viewed 

professional learning on DEI as a multi-dimensional, ongoing system.  

One trend that emerged across all districts was the importance of hiring outside 

consultants to support and lead professional learning opportunities. Some districts looked to local 

organizations while others partnered with national establishments, but leaders were consistently 

positive about the relationships with these outside partners. Reflecting on the role of one such 

external organization, a district leader commented, “They help us see what we can’t see.” Other 

leaders expressed appreciation for outside consultants who helped them find a starting point with 

DEI professional learning. The widespread practice of hiring outside consultants highlights the 

importance of having partners help move the work forward.  

Focusing on hiring diverse teachers & leaders. In our interviews, a few districts 

spotlighted the significance of hiring diverse teachers and leaders as a component of their DEI 

work. These district leaders made it clear that the work of hiring – and, importantly, retaining – 

diverse staff members was central to their DEI efforts. Leaders saw this work as critical, but 

oftentimes difficult. One superintendent articulated the challenge his district faces in recruiting 

people of color to a rural area. One larger district with a robust recruiting and hiring strategy 
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described the importance of “growing your own” diverse staff members, and these district 

leaders explained how they focus on offering opportunities to teachers’ aides to help them obtain 

teaching certification. Four of the districts were engaged in a collaborative effort with each other 

and a local university to recruit, prepare, and employ diverse and underrepresented teachers. This 

effort required administrator time as well as financial resources to tangibly address this DEI 

issue.  

Quick Wins 

In the final area of their DEI work, district leaders described quick, concrete, and 

impactful steps to advance the work of DEI. While these “quick wins” encompassed a wide 

variety of actions, they were all relatively straightforward, non-controversial action steps that 

resulted in a visible and immediate impact. One example of a quick win was a simple change on 

district forms, moving from language of “Mother/Father” to the inclusive “Parent 1/Parent 2.” 

Some districts’ quick wins involved creating homegrown resources to support DEI. For instance, 

one district created a one-page reference sheet to guide staff members on how to respond to 

issues related to gender identity. Another district developed daily spotlight scripts for a student to 

read aloud to the school community on the morning announcements; these announcement scripts 

focused on specific aspects of DEI work, such as using gender-inclusive language and avoiding 

appropriation. 

  Curriculum revisions were another quick win across most districts. Many leaders 

described tasks related to reviewing and selecting more representative texts in their core subjects 

(ELA, social studies, and even math) as well as in their school libraries. For some districts, this 

work aligned with concurrent efforts to adopt a new ELA resource. Other districts took steps to 

audit current curricular resources and libraries, asking, “Where are there opportunities for 

students to see themselves in texts?” The importance of having diverse texts, an action step that 

is clearly articulated in the principle of inclusive curriculum and assessment in the NYS CR-S 

Framework (2018), resonated with district leaders. This seemed to be a straightforward, feel-

good task that was easy to explain.  

We understand that quick wins were positive steps in momentum towards DEI goals. We 

do not wish to downplay how meaningful these things can be for students, staff, and families. 

Many of these types of actions were not rooted in structural level change and taken alone would 

not build a DEI infrastructure.  

DEI Work Summary  

 In looking across the leaders in this study, we saw that there were efforts to garner quick 

wins that provided momentum to DEI work. In addition, they worked toward building staff and 

system capacity around DEI. Taken together and authentically sustained, these efforts provide a 

coherent approach to integrating DEI into many aspects of schools and districts.  

 We note that there were several things that were not shared indicating gaps in the work 

around DEI. As discussed in the introduction in this section, the ideas from the NYSED CR-S 
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Framework (2018) around “welcoming and affirming” seemed to capture the leaders’ attention. 

Yet, it appeared to be largely a superficial and uncomplicated sense of these without substantial 

efforts to excavate ways schools can be unwelcoming and dis-affirming. Additionally, the work 

shared included minimal attention to DEI related family or community engagement. And, finally, 

despite the NYSED call to specifically call out racism and bigotry, there was almost no 

discussion or initiatives specifically attentive to race and racism. We note that the absence of 

specific work around race was connected to leaders’ perceptions about the need (or lack of) for a 

focus on race in predominantly white districts. Additionally, these leaders avoided DEI work on 

race to minimize a perceived resistance to racial work.  

Resistance to DEI 

Our third research question explored the ways district leaders encounter resistance to 

their DEI efforts. Our analysis suggests that active resistance to DEI comes from both external 

and internal forces and that the threat of resistance led some leaders to avoid DEI work or to 

justify a slow pace. Additionally, we determined that issues concerning LGBTQ+ students, 

specifically trans students, are a lightning rod for DEI resistance across the districts we 

interviewed.  

 

External Resistance  

External resistance came from families and members of the broader community who 

expressed resistance to school districts’ actions related to DEI plans. Several district leaders 

described groups of community members who regularly attended school board meetings to 

express their discontent with DEI initiatives. District leaders consistently characterized this form 

of active resistance as representative of a “vocal minority” of stakeholders, but only one district 

could clearly trace its community group to a national operation. A few district leaders pointed to 

the role of social media in fomenting resistance to DEI, and one leader explained that the 

resistance feels more amplified on social media channels than it does in real life. While most 

superintendents characterized their school board members as strongly supportive of DEI, there 

were several examples of individual board members who questioned the necessity of such work. 

We saw that even with school boards that were “supportive” and “on board with DEI,” boards 

were not pushing districts to be more aggressive with their plans and in general agreed with 

districts who were taking minimal or slow steps. This suggests that “support” might mean they 

are not resistant, but also that the board was not leading toward more DEI. Districts also 

experienced external resistance from families and caregivers who pushed back on DEI, 

particularly around issues related to LGBTQ+ students.  

In our interviews, most district leaders had much to say on the topic of resistance and 

challenges around DEI work. However, a handful of leaders shared that they experienced 

minimal or no resistance to the work. It’s important to note that these districts had not explicitly 

named DEI as a policy or a practice, thus safeguarding themselves from anticipated backlash. It 
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was clear that some districts were doing minimal DEI work or moving slowly to avoid the 

ramifications of external resistance.  

Internal Resistance  

Another location of resistance to DEI work came internally from district staff. Active 

internal resistance came from staff who acted in opposition to culturally responsive professional 

development or questioned why their district was focusing on culturally responsive practices or 

other DEI initiatives. For example, some teachers resisted the DEI work by calling for the 

removal of specific titles from the school library, expressing dread toward attending DEI-related 

professional learning sessions, challenging the inclusion of new holidays on the school calendar, 

or questioning the creation of staff roles focused on advancing DEI. One leader also described 

the challenge of staff members who feel as though they are already well-versed in DEI and 

therefore don’t need additional training. A couple of leaders described what they saw as 

“pervasive” attitudes and a lack of “willingness to see their role” in maintaining inequity among 

teachers and leaders with whom they worked.  

Some district leaders articulated their “baby steps” or “low-hanging fruit” to avoid 

creating this kind of internal resistance from staff. These leaders emphasized the discomfort 

many educators feel when learning about DEI and wanted to tread lightly with DEI initiatives to 

ease staff members into the work. For example, this mindset was evident in some districts that 

presented professional development on DEI as optional to staff. On the other hand, it is 

important to note that some leaders were critical of this “slow” pace that was being used to bring 

people along. One district leader called out the realities of staff “fragility” and expressed 

frustration at having to tamper things down to avoid fueling teacher resistance.  

Polarizing Issues Around LGTBQ Students  

Notably, we learned that issues related to LGBTQ+ students are a lightning rod for both 

external and internal resistance to DEI plans. Community members and families actively resisted 

districts’ DEI initiatives involving LGBTQ+ students. Examples of this included community 

pushback on Pride month celebrations, questioning the need for a Gay Student Alliance (GSA) 

club, resistance to instructional materials that featured a same-sex couple, and accusing the 

school district of “promoting LGBTQ+ community.” These anecdotes were shared by districts of 

varying sizes, locations, and demographics.  

Several district leaders indicated that gender identity is a topic of top concern for 

stakeholders, describing the challenges of working with families and staff on transgender student 

issues. They highlighted specific challenging scenarios such as facilitating a tense meeting 

between family  

and student over a student’s chosen name and helping a bus driver understand why he cannot 

refuse to use a student’s chosen pronouns. One rural leader elucidated the need to educate the 

broader community on LGBTQ+ inclusion. We found it significant that so many district leaders 

had more to share about these issues than those concerning race; this is likely because districts 
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with less racial diversity experience fewer instances of resistance around race since few districts 

were specifically focusing on race.  

“Both Sides” as Resistance  

When talking about resistance and the challenge of DEI work, some district leaders 

described stakeholders who felt that the districts could be doing more work to implement DEI 

practices. Leaders interpreted this kind of criticism for not moving quickly enough as a challenge 

to the work; they stated that resistance comes from “both sides” and indicated that it is 

perennially challenging to placate all stakeholders. We recognize the challenge and complexity 

of district leadership, but it is important to recognize that some leaders “felt” that criticism from 

those who support DEI work, but were unsatisfied with the speed or district progress, was 

resistance to DEI. This is important because those community members were outspoken in favor 

of DEI issues, and in fact want more of it.  This highlighted the disposition of district leaders of 

wanting to please everyone over the courage to stand boldly behind the DEI work. 

Resistance Summary 

We found that districts experienced active resistance to DEI work from both external and 

internal forces and, in some cases, the threat of such resistance served to deter district leaders 

from pursuing DEI initiatives or justified a slow pace for DEI work. External resistance came 

from community members and families who questioned or vehemently disagreed with districts’ 

DEI plans, while internal resistance surfaced in myriad ways that staff reacted to DEI initiatives. 

Our study revealed that issues concerning LGBTQ+ students, particularly issues around gender 

identity, can generate external and internal forces of resistance. We found that very few districts 

had specific policy or plan language or actions specifically about racism and bigotry and that 

needs to be seen in the context of resistance. First, that lack of language or action focused on race 

and racism would not produce resistance to DEI- not doing DEI focused race work does not 

produce resistance. Second, we need to see the perceived threat of resistance to working 

specifically on race and racism as a likely contributing reality to the lack of specific focus on 

racism and racism. We have seen how racially focused DEI work can be very controversial and 

produce significant resistance; thus not focusing on race and racism is a specific way to avoid 

that resistance.  Given the absence of race focused DEI work and the national context of attacks 

on LGBTQ+ families and rights, we would expect specific work around LGBTQ+ issues to 

produce notable resistance. We also discovered that some district leaders perceive criticism for 

not moving quickly enough in DEI work to be an additional form of resistance.  

Discussion and Recommendations 

In considering the findings, the research questions, the framework of sense making, we 

conclude this article with a discussion where we look at how the district leaders made sense 

(Coburn, 2001; 2005 ; Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017; Rigby, 2015;  Spillane et al., 2002) of 

their DEI work  by identifying both cautions and promising practices about what we found in 

CNY district’s DEI work. These promising practices and cautions provide a variety of 

implications from this work. 
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Cautions and Promising Practices Around District DEI Leadership 

This initial attempt to better understand the policies, plans, steps and resistance around 

leading DEI efforts in CNY, is neither comprehensive nor definitive. There are many questions 

still to be answered and many avenues to be explored. Given that this DEI work is only emerging 

as a piece of what these districts do, this research cannot produce a set of definitive practices that 

have closed equity and opportunity gaps or make districts qualitatively welcoming to all parts of 

their communities. This project was not designed or timed to do either. What this work did 

produce is an emergent understanding of ways the region is moving DEI forward through 

planning, taking action and facing resistance. In that spirit, we found areas that require reflection 

and caution and areas that are indeed promising.  

Cautions for DEI Leadership 

This project produced a wealth of information across districts and some of the common 

ideas or approaches require critical reflection in order to create authentically equitable K12 

districts that are inclusive and honor the breadth of diversity. From this project, we raise five 

cautions, and those cautions, in turn, provide implications for leaders and leadership 

development.  

DEI Work Will Not Please Everybody. Decades of research demonstrated that there is 

and will be resistance to DEI work. We found that in several places, criticism of the lack of 

progress or pace around DEI by supporters of DEI was experienced by leaders as “resistance” to 

DEI. We need to clarify that this is not the same as resistance, even though it makes 

administrators’ work and lives harder. If we see all criticism as resistance to DEI, we are 

thwarting ourselves and engaging in an unproductive and inaccurate view of DEI and “both 

sides.” This means accepting the DEI work will necessarily make some people unhappy and 

preparing for that. Meaningful DEI work shifts resources, attention and power to marginalized 

students, staff, and communities.  This necessitates developing an understanding and language to 

both make those difficult calls and defend those decisions. 

  

Quick Wins and Going Slow Will Not Create Equitable Schools. We found that many 

leaders focused on quick wins and went after “low-hanging fruit.” This is reasonable to both 

make early changes and build momentum.  Combined with the other reality of going slow, we 

caution that this can result in little deep DEI progress being made and not recognizing the 

urgency of what scholars and community members refer to as “the house is on fire” (Horsford, 

2011; Theoharis et al, 2023). Going slow, along with attention to only quick wins, does not get at 

the structural issues in our schools that perpetuate inequity and inequality across many different 

student identities. Part of this caution is that quick wins and slow action leaves DEI on its own 

and in a separate lane, never excavating systemic and deeply rooted school cultural issues that 

perpetuate inequity.   

Racism and Bigotry Require Attention and Focus. Despite NYSED’s specific call that 

districts include an explicit focus on racism and bigotry, few districts did. We recognize that 



 

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 9 Fall 2025 Issue                                  18 

 

some of the districts in this study had limited racial diversity; five of the 14 districts white 

students made up 90% or more of the student body; 13 of the 14 districts white students made up 

over 70% of the student body. Many district leaders cited a lack of racial diversity in their 

communities for an absence of DEI work around racial issues; many of those same leaders 

shared they knew a meaningful portion of their communities held racially biased or bigoted 

views. We caution that without purposefully addressing racism and bigotry in communities of all 

racial makeups, both interpersonal and structural racism will persist unchecked in these and 

broader communities.  

“Welcoming and Affirming” Sounds Nice but Is Not Easy. The NYSED CR-S 

framework (2018) was a key driver and resource for many districts’ DEI work. This speaks to 

the relevance of this document and the information it includes. Our analysis showed that most 

districts are focusing mainly on the “welcoming and affirming” language and we caution that 

districts are perhaps stuck there without getting at the ways that CNY schools are neither 

welcoming nor affirming to a variety of students and communities. The discussion and 

information shared around “welcoming and affirming” suggested there were few examples of 

digging into other parts of the framework and tackling curricular and instructional issues.  

We Don’t Know What We Don't Know. Even as the landscape of K12 schools has 

shifted toward the collective realization that school leadership is responsible for issues of DEI, 

understanding how DEI issues cut across K12 organizations, classrooms, and programs and 

having the knowledge, skills, language, and courage to see and address these things is both new 

for many leaders and extremely challenging. Our caution is that DEI will become an initiative 

that “we did already” or a feeling that we tackled some low-hanging fruit will allow leaders to 

not continue learning to move themselves and their districts forward. Equity-focused leadership 

requires career-long learning and commitment. Steady and ongoing learning focused on DEI is 

necessary. 

Promising Practices for DEI Leadership  

One of the most rewarding parts of engaging many district leaders in this study was 

understanding some practices that cut across communities that seemed to hold promise for 

moving DEI forward in thoughtful and, over time, hopefully substantial ways. As such, we 

identified six practices, each in multiple districts, that hold promise for advancing DEI. These 

promising practices provide implications for leaders and leadership development.  

DEI Was Part of the Work of K12 Districts. The first promising practice we 

recognized was that DEI (even when talked about in other ways) evolved to be what K12 leaders 

see as part of their responsibilities. We are cautious about how much this is rhetoric and how 

students across communities continue to experience disparate opportunities and outcomes, but it 

is important to recognize this shift to see DEI as part of the work of K12 school leadership. This 

shift to position equity as part of K12 leadership is important moving forward.  

DEI Actions Tied to Specific Goals. Across this study we learned about a wide variety 

of initiatives, professional development opportunities, meetings, programs, policy revisions, 

teams, etc. School improvement, in general, is fraught with history and practices that have done 

minimal to fundamentally improve schools for marginalized populations. However, it is 
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promising to see some districts identify targeted DEI goals and outline specific steps not only in 

the broader spirit of DEI but focused on those goals with ways to monitor and measure impact. 

Tangible Steps to Hire More Diverse Staff. Many leaders talked about the need for 

more racially diverse teachers and leaders. In some cases, district leaders developed specific 

goals in their DEI plans around hiring more diverse staff - specifically teachers, but also leaders 

and other staff.  What moved beyond that rhetoric and hollow “desires” to a promising practice 

was, in a few places, district leaders took specific steps, devoted increased resources, and 

approached hiring of racially diverse teachers in new ways. This included developing new 

partnerships with both local universities and HBCUs, dedicating funds to support the 

development, recruitment, and retention of new teachers, specifically teachers from diverse and 

underrepresented backgrounds, and developing pipelines for teaching assistants to become 

certified teachers.   

Systems to Keep DEI Moving Forward. We learned about many actions and steps 

district leaders were taking in their work to advance DEI. What seemed promising were the ways 

some districts were building systems to focus the work and institutionalize DEI into the 

organization. This took a variety of forms. For example, in a few places, specific high-level 

administrators and small teams of administrators were tasked with moving DEI forward as part 

of their official responsibilities and position titles. Other districts developed DEI teams or 

liaisons in each school to build a district infrastructure to both disseminate information and 

professional learning and to lead DEI work in each school. A couple districts developed 

communication systems to disseminate information, key DEI ideas, opportunities, and build 

shared understanding about DEI across the district. 

Looking at Data in New Ways and Collecting New Data (Including Student Voice). 

One of the first promising practices we identified was how many districts across CNY are 

looking at new data through demographic and disaggregated lenses. This work mirrors the 

literature on equity audits (Frattura & Capper, 2007; Green, 2017; Radd et al., 2021; Skrla et al., 

2009; Theoharis & Scanlan, 2025). Several districts were collecting and analyzing the 

demographics of enrollment in advanced courses or performing arts opportunities. This was a 

new step in their data work and provided new insights about local inequities. Many districts took 

steps to hear students' voices and understand their students’ experiences with school. In some 

cases this evolved into developing ongoing mechanisms for hearing and gathering student 

perspectives on their schools and DEI issues.  

Multidistrict Sharing Networks (Participating and Valuing Them). Leaders discussed 

three different networks they participated in to advance their learning about DEI, share ideas, and 

receive information from state and other agencies. What felt promising was that the district 

leaders placed value in these networks as they seemed to operate as an on-going mechanism to 

build their comfort and knowledge about DEI as well build collaboration with leaders in other 

school districts. 
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Conclusion 

 This article reports on our examination of emerging DEI policies and plans district 

leaders developed, steps they took to advance DEI, and the resistance they faced. There are 

important lessons about developing thoughtful and coherent policy and plans to drive this work. 

The leaders provided ways to approach advancing DEI across school systems and building staff 

knowledge/comfort. They shared about the resistance leaders faced from inside and outside of 

their organizations as well as how they perceived criticism and resistance.  

We urge leaders and those engaged in leadership development to use the cautions and 

promising practices to drive sustained efforts to make schools more equity-focused. The new 

national climate is going to make it harder and scarier to do this work. Even if New York state 

holds its focus on DEI, the intimidation and policing from the federal government will 

exacerbate the cautions we have outlined.  It is clear DEI is a necessary part of the work of 

school leadership in CNY; what is less clear is if the DEI plans and work across the region will 

produce necessary change to the disparate realities that plague students from marginalized 

communities and identities.  
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