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Discovery Education Equity Talks is a live webinar series featuring our nation’s top 
educational leaders with a focus on cultivating equity and excellence. Moderated by 
Dr. Luvelle Brown – superintendent of Ithaca City School District – these 45-minute 
segments are designed to provide guidance and support to educators across the 
country and internationally who are struggling with issues of equity that, while always a 
topic of concern, have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, nationwide civil 
unrest, and the need to rely on remote and hybrid learning.

Introduction 

Approximately 400 participants 
attended the second webinar in the 
Equity Talks series for the fall of 2020. 
In his introduction, Dr. Jamie Aquino, 
Senior Vice President, shared the 
mission of Discovery Education: 

We [Discovery Education] have 
a soft spot in our hearts for our 
neediest learners that we address 
by providing high quality digital 
learning to help close the learning 
gap. As an immigrant and a person 
of color, I am honored that Discovery 
Education is offering this series. 
We hope our session will inspire 
educators around the country and 
around the globe. 

The webinar facilitator, Dr. Luvelle 
Brown, introduced the webinar 
series, noting that they began the 
series discussing responses to 
heath challenges resulting from the 
pandemic and have since moved to 
discussions of social challenge. He 
introduced the white paper prepared 
by McREL, which provided a literature 
review and summary of findings and 
insights from the first 10 webinars in 
the series.

Superintendent Check-in

Dr. Brown began the discussion by 
asking each of the superintendents 
serving as panelists, “What is it like to 
be a superintendent now?” 
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The first superintendent to speak 
introduced their district and indicated 
that their biggest concern is food security. 
The superintendent emphasized that 
the pandemic has brought to light the 
problem of food inequities for children. 
They stated that their school district serves 
5000 packets of food a day, each of which 
includes three meals. The superintendent 
also indicated that the district is concerned 
with building a stable environment for 
their students when they come back to the 
school building. 

Another superintendent stated that 
the current educational situation, while 
disruptive, has some promising aspects. 
They believe that the pandemic has created 
an opportunity for educators, who have 
long been champions for equity, to finally 
be heard and create meaningful change. 
The superintendent and other panelists 
discussed addressing issues of suspension 
and expulsion, food insecurity, poverty, 
incarcerated parents, and academic 
struggle that disproportionately affect 
students of color. The disruption created 
by COVID-19 will allow for new systems in 
which equity for students is a priority. 

Another superintendent explained that 
100% of students in his district live in 
poverty and receive free and reduced lunch. 
This superintendent agreed that the current 
climate has brought to the surface issues of 
equity and social justice that school leaders 
have been grappling with for decades: 
“It is unfortunate that people have had to 
die for this conversation to happen, and 
that the George Floyds of our lifetime 
have had to suffer so that the inequities 
we have been grappling with for decades 
are on everyone’s radar.” People are now 
becoming starkly aware of how opportunity 
gaps and inequity have serious impacts on 
education; children, particularly children of 
color, are resilient, and this resilience needs 
to be highlighted and showcased with 
regard to teaching and learning. 

Policies for Promoting Equity

Dr. Brown then shifted the focus of 
the discussion to specific policies the 
superintendents are working on. One 
superintendent indicated that their 

district has been transitioning from using 
the “safe” word of “equity” to using the 
term “anti-racism.” They also explained 
the importance of discussing inequities, 
stating that we need to talk about the 
things that are inequitable because equity 
and inequity cannot exist simultaneously: 
“You have to tear down the system of 
inequity before you can erect a system of 
equity.” The superintendent also discussed 
teacher pipeline issues and the goal of 
recruiting 100 men of color to serve in their 
classrooms, explaining that the district has 
made great strides in attracting men of 
color, particularly African American men, to 
serve as teachers and curriculum specialists 
to help dismantle inequities and inspire 
future generations of teachers.   

Another superintendent indicated that 
addressing teacher pipeline issues takes 
a lot of time and effort and that retention 
is key. It is one accomplishment to bring 
excellent educators of color “in the front 
door” but you have to “take care of the 
back door,” as well.  Panelists also stressed 
the importance of working with universities 
and teacher training programs to help 
bolster their programs for equity and 
inclusion: “I find it very odd that teachers 
can take over classes with no students 
who look like them, and yet they’ve never 
had any training in equity and inclusion.” 
This superintendent wants to ensure that 
students of color have representation and 
voice. One teacher in this district is working 
with the community to address systemic 
racism, facilitating a group of student 
leaders who conducted equity summits 
during the last two school years. They are 
proud to see students, not just student of 
color, but all students, becoming engaged 
and helping their community members 
understand and acknowledge the inequities 
that are rooted in systems of economics, 
schooling, and social programming. 

One of the superintendents indicated that 
their district has been more focused on 
procedures and practices than on policies, 
as changing multiple generations of belief 
systems is a task that will not happen 
overnight. They stated that policy creates 
mandates, and mandates create compliance. 
Thus, more important than policy is how 
educators behave at work – how they treat 



DiscoveryEducation.com/Equity-Talks | 3

children and each other, how they work 
together, and how they infuse culturally 
relevant information into the curriculum.  
The superintendent has been focused on 
helping people be more aware of their 
behavior, encouraging them to self-reflect on 
how their behavior and micro-aggressions 
might intentionally or unintentionally surface 
in the classroom. They want to ensure 
that teachers are embracing innovative 
technology and curriculum that promote 
equity. The focus is on changing a system 
of behaviors that affect how instruction is 
delivered, how teachers interact with their 
students, and how they build the culture in 
their classrooms. 

Financial Barriers

Dr. Brown then turned the conversation to 
financial barriers. He asked the panelists 
how they see their missions and progress 
in the face of diminishing budgets. 
One superintendent indicated that they 
welcomes financial challenges because 
they have forced their system to “think 
outside the box” and try new things. At 
one point, this superintendent did not 
think one-to-one technology would be 
financially feasible, but their staff took a 
long, hard look at their budget, found the 
money, and achieved the initiative in less 
than two months, indicating that limited 
finances are sometimes used as an excuse 
to avoid doing things they are morally 
obligated to do. In response, school 
systems can focus on what is important 
and allocate the resources to where they 
belong to achieve equity. Furthermore, 
they stressed that “relationships with 
a student cost nothing to build, caring 
for a student doesn’t cost anything, and 
empathy doesn’t cost anything.” 

In a similar vein, another superintendent 
added, “Equality is the enemy of equity.”  
Kids who need more should get more. 
The panelists agreed that, although there 
will never seem to be enough money, 
they have learned to “do a lot with less.” 
One superintendent stated that they 
need to have the courage to put the best 
teachers and principals in the most needy 
classrooms and schools. 

Participant Questions/Answers

• How do we incentivize African 
American teachers to teach rather 
than to enter administration? 

One superintendent expressed that 
undergraduate programs should be 
more focused on diversifying the 
population of students who take 
courses in education. Another stated 
that if you are a student of color in 
financial need, you can go to college 
for nearly free if you agree to teach for 
five years after graduating. 

• How do we address disparities in 
disciplinary practices?

One superintendent explained that his 
district decided to eliminate expulsions 
for Level 1 and Level 2 offences, stating, 
“If it’s not criminal, we stay away from 
expulsions.” The same district also 
created “Pathways to Promotion,” 
where they hold expulsion in abeyance 
if the students complete their 
schoolwork virtually and participate in 
a program that provides job training. 
These students spend a couple of 
days a week on campus, avoid falling 
behind, and can still graduate on time. 

Another suggestion was to identify 
and recruit minority/teachers of color 
for school psychology positions to 
address those behavioral challenges 
from an equity lens and avoid more 
suspensions.

A superintendent explained that one 
of the reasons training around social 
equity is so important is because 
many student behaviors are tagged as 
aggressive when they are more rooted 
in culture than in disrespect. They noted 
that we have to understand culture to 
learn acceptance and tolerance, which 
will, in turn, result in fewer suspensions. 

Lastly, a superintendent added that 
one benefit of remote learning is that it 
is helping them avoid suspension as a 
result of behaviors that would typically 
show up in the school building.
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Dr. Brown closed the session by asking 
each panelist to share one “sound bite” to 
inspire listeners to do something different 
tomorrow. 

• “Be an equity warrior. Be a champion 
for social justice. 1st Corinthians 16 
says “Be on your guard; stand firm in 
the faith; be courageous; be strong. Do 
everything in love.”

• “This is a social justice issue. We really 
do have an opportunity to change 
the world. This is the best possible 
time in history to change the world. 
We have people who will learn the 
power of their voices through the vote, 
everything going on now, the good 
and the bad, to change the world.”

• “The stakes couldn’t be higher. I came 
into this work knowing that it’s going to 
be a challenge. Know your ‘why.’ That 
‘why’ will make your hell a little easier. 
Knowing you are doing the right thing 
by kids will make it all more palatable.”

• “Great leaders have the courage to 
make the difficult decisions…Equity 
is the enemy of equality. Listen to the 
world with the ears of a child. Look 
at the world with the eyes of a child. 
Dream for the world with the heart of 
a child. The collective wisdom is this 
session has been amazing.” 

Pertinent Quotes 

• “Those of us who have been 
championing equity and accessibility 
finally have a stage in the spotlight. 
We’ve been talking about equity our 
entire careers, and now that COVID 
has disrupted everything, we can blow 
up the entire educational system and 
construct a whole new one that is more 
equitable for students of color.”

• “Everyone has a common disruptive 
factor now, and I’m excited by 
the opportunity to dismantle the 
ineffective educational system that has 
existed in this country, and particularly 
in this state, for a while, and work to 
put a new system in place that will 
outlast the work that we do and benefit 
students in the future.”

• “In the past, we’ve been given a pass 
to do this work on equity and inclusion, 
but now we have permission to do it… 
the window is open just a little bit, but 
it’s most likely going to close.”

• “To answer your question about what 
it’s like to be a superintendent now, 
it’s extremely exciting because now 
we get to showcase the resilience our 
students bring to the table and how we 
as a community of educators can use 
that resilience to impact teaching and 
learning across the globe.”

• “I want giants, young men of color 
who are curriculum specialists trying to 
perfect the craft of being phenomenal 
teachers, to impact future generations 
and inspire other young men of color 
to go into education to help dismantle 
the system of inequalities and be 
educators of the future.”

Additional Questions/Commentary 

• Does a cultural competency program 
already exist that includes all staff 
(e.g., teachers, administrators, bus 
drivers, security staff, maintenance, 
custodians, etc.)?

• As superintendents, how are you 
making the work of education more 
exciting, rewarding and growth-
oriented? How are you making these 
roles more attractive, particularly 
for people considering a shift to the 
business of education?

• How can you teach district 
administrators to see and be mindful of 
their white privilege and to recognize 
their bias?
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• What are some small steps we can 
take at the campus level to create 
procedures and processes that ensure 
equity? For example, we are creating a 
poster for our front door with “I need 
help but can’t ask in English” written 
in the 18 languages represented by 
my campus’ families. The secretary 
will connect the person who tears off 
one of these notes from the poster 
with someone who can help translate. 
This is a small step we are taking to 
help our families who are ELL. What 
other little things can we do to ensure 
equity?

• How can leadership and supervision 
programs help prepare future leaders 
in the development of inclusion and 
diversity?

• It would be great to have Teachers for 
Tomorrow at the high school level feed 
into state colleges and then pipelines 
to “hard to staff” schools.

• Disciplinary discrepancies are a 
prime area for understanding and 
identifying biases. Many teachers and 
administrators are not even aware of 
how they tend to view students of color 
in relation to disruptive behaviors. 
How do we increase opportunities 
for school staff to have this difficult 
conversation?

• Teachers are doing things they never 
thought they would do at this time 
last year. We have an opportunity to 
reshape the world of education if we 
are willing to be courageous and bold.

• “This has been the most inspiring 
webinar that I have participated in in a 
very long time.”

• “I am a better human already just from 
participating today.”  

Resources for Consideration

• Caste: The Origins of Our Discontent 
by Isabel Wilkerson https://www.
meandwhitesupremacybook.
comhttps://www.amazon.com/Caste-
Origins-Discontents-Isabel-Wilkerson/
dp/0593230256

• All Students Must Thrive by Tyrone 
Howard https://leadered.com/
publications/all-students-must-thrive/

• Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting 
Together in the Cafeteria? by Beverly 
Daniel Tatum https://www.basicbooks.
com/titles/beverly-daniel-tatum/why-
are-all-the-black-kids-sitting-together-
in-the-cafeteria/9781541616585/

• Culturally Responsive Teaching and 
The Brain by Zaretta Hammond  
https://us.corwin.com/en-us/nam/
culturally-responsive-teaching-and-the-
brain/book241754

• White Fragility by Robin DiAngelo 
https://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article/
viewFile/249/116

• Phi Delta Kappa offers Rising 
Educators program for students in high 
school http://educatorsrising.org

• For White Folks Who Teach in the 
Hood by Christopher Emdin https://
www.amazon.com/White-Folks-Teach-
Hood-Rest/dp/0807028029

• Oli Learns to Read by Dr. Kenneth R. 
Hamilton & Richard P. McCormack 
https://www.amazon.com/Learns-
Kenneth-Hamilton-Richard-
McCormack/dp/0999046705/
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