


Equity Analysis of Process, Principles & Practices	 2	 Austin ISD 2019 School Closures Proposal

AISD Board President Geronimo Rodriguez’s  
Feb. 16, 2019, Equity St9
8nqces



Austin ISD 2019 School Closures Proposal	 3	 Equity Analysis of Process, Principles & Practices

Introduction
Since the release of School Changes Version 1.0, the district has begun to recognize the possibilities and in�nite 
solutions in the collective wisdom of historically marginalized groups to solve entrenched systemic problems. District 
leaders are beginning to understand that �nancial solvency and social and racial equity are not either/or propositions, 
but a both/and approach. With a growth mindset and true equitable approach, decisions can be made for a win-win-
win for vulnerable children and families, the district and the greater community. Those kinds of decisions require 
a transformation of leadership and a commitment to disrupting the status quo policies and habitual responses to 
�nancial and enrollment challenges that uphold racism in the system—predictable disproportionate harm and 
displacement of students of color. 

The disruption of systemic racism in P–12 education is both a moral and ethical imperative for us as leaders of a 
system with a legacy of racism that undermines the well-being of children of color. District leaders are in a position to 
relinquish short-term school closure strategies that uphold the legacy of educational oppression  that will not yield 
the funding needed to change the system for equitable outcomes. Together, with our communities, we must abandon 
the belief that it is acceptable or conceivable that our most vulnerable children and communities must once again 
bear the brunt of the district’s �nancial insolvency. 
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Executive Summary
School closures and consolidations are not equity strategies. They are short-term and often short-sighted approaches 
to cost savings that are seldom reinvested in programming in the very school communities that are displaced and 
dispossessed. (Green 2019; Olson 2019). National research indicates that this approach does not directly bene�t the 
most vulnerable and historically underserved students and communities. Unfortunately, the school communities 
that are targeted have the least political and social capital, and students and their families leave unstable educational 
environments. 

According to some AISD sta�,  the School Changes process began in January 2019. Many community members and 
many adversely a�ected communities were not actively involved in conversations about the district’s speci�c �nancial 
problems and goals or the design of an inclusive problem-solving process. 

A few Maplewood parents said they feel, in retrospect, that the closure process began in earnest for them shortly after 
the board drafted the guiding principles that would provide direction for the outcomes with racially disproportionate 
results. The proposed closures as drafted would extend the district’s more-than-hundred-year history of racial and 
economic segregation and once again place the burden on the same communities in east Austin. 

The district’s �nancial insolvency, under- and overenrollment as the key problems the district is seeking to solve 
were not made clear in the early stages of the process, according to sta� and community members. District o�cials 
conducted no root cause analysis with the school communities between August and November. The School 
Changes process itself revealed and magni�ed the lack of trust the community has for the district. School closure 
recommendations emerged through what some community members perceived as an “opaque process” without a 
clear methodology or the names of sta� and personnel who made the decisions. This contrary to the board president’s 
statement of transparency. 

The guiding principles did not aim to address the years of the school to prison pipeline culture for children of color, 
inequitable disbursement of resources, deep segregation, and most importantly, the speci�c academic and social 
emotional needs of students, who have been systemically underserved.

After the release of the �rst proposal, a�ected students, families, community and sta� were and remain vehemently 
opposed to both the closure of recommended schools and the lack of clarity about the paternalistic decision-making 
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Sta� continue to struggle to answer the questions and challenges the public poses in open community engagement 
meetings, with email and phone calls.

Between the development of versions 1.0 and 2.0, the board engaged in six hours of introductory antiracist and 
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Antiracist Leadership & Equity Development Concepts
The board of trustees and the sta� were oriented and introduced to the concepts and frameworks listed below with 
opportunities to discuss and apply some of the instruments to the school consolidations and closures proposals. 

1.	 Equity Leadership Inclusive Mental Model
2.	 Educational Equity De�nition from the National Equity Project
3.	 Equity Principles from the Center for Urban Education, University of Southern California
4.	 Equity framework, strategies and actions
5.	 Antiracist principles and decision-making
6.	 Tools for talking about race
7.	 Implicit bias and assumptions
8.	 White supremacy cultural traits
9.	 Overview of national historical context of legalized systemic racism
10.	 Policy framework for racial and social equity
11.	 Basic toolkit for analysis of practices, policies and decisions
12.	 School closure and consolidation research
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Over the past three months, I have observed and listened in on more than 30 community engagement conversations 
and spoken directly with a little more than 100 students, teachers, sta�, AISD alumni, administrators, community leaders 
and local and national researchers to learn about their perspectives, expectations, experiences and studies with and 
about educational equity, inclusion and the e�ects of school closures on vulnerable children. I have learned so much as 
I’ve responded to dozens of phone calls, emails and letters expressing concern, confusion and a desire to co-create with 
the district to solve AISD’s problems with more than school closures as the ultimate answer to �nancial challenges.

Most importantly, the research, dialogue and interviews contributed to the development of a proposed equity and 
inclusion framework with speci�c research-based strategies to guide the equity o�cer in the development of an o�ce 
that can help the entire district build its capacity.

Multiple research-based and research-informed instruments and questionnaires exist to assess and evaluate processes 
for equity. Frameworks and tools were selected that trustees and sta� were exposed to during initial training sessions:

1.	 The working draft of the proposed AISD equity framework;
2.	 National Equity Project’s educational equity de�nition;
3.	 Equity by Design planning process;
4.	 Five Equity by Design principles from the University of Southern California’s Center for Urban Education; and
5.	 The role and presence of whiteness in the process. 

I. Proposed AISD Equity Framework 
A.  Develop antiracist and culturally responsive leaders. 

•	 Board members, senior leaders and steering committee participated in an orientation and introduction 
session to antiracist leadership and cultural pro�ciency and inclusiveness concepts development. 

•	 Sta� were able to practice applying equity analysis tools to Version 1.0 scenarios; board members were able 
to apply the framework to policies of their choosing.

•	 Steering committee and administrators were exposed to the following concepts: antiracism, educational 
equity de�nition, equity by design, white supremacy cultural traits.

•	 Timeline did not allow for continued development before the Nov. 18, 2019, board vote. 

B.  Transparent communication with all stakeholders
•	 Between September and November, community engagement sta� met with a�ected school communities. 
•	 During the rollout of Version 1.0, the proposed closures were not shared with principals, teachers and 

affected communities. Families and communities made discoveries about the proposal through media.
•	 According to staff, Version 1.0 of the document was oversimplified and did not include the specific 

problems the district was seeking to solve, did not discuss the root cause of the problems the district 
created over time in economically disadvantaged Black and Brown communities.

C.  Data collection and use
•	 Twenty-eight points of data were used to determine the schools on the closure list.
•	 Disaggregated student demographic data were analyzed and discussed as a part of the development of 

Version 2.0.
•	 Many community members expressed disagreements with sources, consistency and accuracy of the data 

used for decision-making. 

D.  Develop and implement antiracist policies and practices.
•	 Sta� have begun designing the necessary long-range and inclusive planning for spring 2020 that will allow 

the strong implementation of antiracist interactions, broad inclusion, decision-making and practices to avoid 
either/or decision-making practices. 

Analysis Methods & Instruments 
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•	 Time constraints and lack of access to leadership development for racial and social equity did not permit the 
team to develop and implement robust antiracist language, policies and decision-making to select schools 
for closures and to intentionally design an antiracist process for development and drafting of the proposal.

E.  Engage students and families.
•	 Families throughout the district were invited and engaged in the spring and summer community 

engagement series.
•	 A�ected communities were invited for co-creation after the release of versions 1.0 and 2.0. 
•	 Students were minimally and not deliberately involved in the community engagement conversations.
•	 Families were not told about the specific data points that led to the identified problems and were not given 

the data. 
•	 Stu
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Key Questions & Reflections 
1.	 In what ways are school closures ensuring students are getting what they need to develop to their full 

academic and social potential? 
At this juncture, a speci�c analysis and plans have not been developed around the needs of students in schools 
proposed for closure. Schools were selected because of maintenance costs, physical conditions, enrollment 
and other �nancial and facilities-related factors. The rollout of the plan has reportedly had a detrimental e�ect 
on the academic, social and emotional well-being of children, families and teachers, some who have been 
repeatedly displaced by the district’s proposed closures over several years. 

2.	 How are school closures ensuring equally high outcomes for all participants in our educational system; 
removing the predictability of success or failures that currently correlates with any social or cultural factor?  
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https://cue.usc.edu/about/equity/equity-mindedness/
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have reviewed and begun putting the recommended school closures in the social and historical contexts needed for equity-
mindedness and equitable outcomes for historically underserved groups. 

Principle III: Equitable practices and policies are designed to accommodate differences in the contexts of student 
treatment—not to treat all students the same.
Throughout the school closure process, the accommodation of school differences and student needs has not been apparent. 
Education specifications (ed specs) appear to be applied regardless of the history, demographics and expressed needs of the 
different school communities. 
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White Supremacy Characteristics of Orgs., cont. 
www.dismantlingracism.org/uploads/ 
4/3/5/7/43579015/whitesupcul13.pdf

Closures Process (Leadership, communications & community engagement, 
pervasive messages)
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Toward Equity AND Financial Solvency
The AISD Board of Trustees’ president noted in his Feb. 16, 2019, statement that the district would follow the 
Mayor’s Task Force on Institutional Racism and Systemic Inequities report that underscores the importance of the 
development of strong, culturally conscious and collaborative leaders. The mayor’s task force report has informed the 
work of AISD’s equity o�ce. Racial literacy is a competency that is crucial to antiracist decision-making. 

The district must consider and support actually co-creating solutions with the goal of eliminating school 
closures as an option for the city’s most vulnerable communities and a means to short-term financial health. 

As the district’s equity o�cer, I recommend that before any closures are considered as the only means to �nancial 
solvency, board members, sta� and all district advisory committee members participate in 24–36 hours of racial 
and social equity training. This training would speci�cally include Undoing Racism sessions to understand how 
socialization, schooling, beliefs, patterns and behaviors result in the predictable detrimental e�ects on students and 
communities of color in Austin.

This ongoing training and development would be conducted to help the district as a whole develop the necessary 
capacity, equity-mindedness and skills crucial to disrupting systemic racism and individual implicit bias that always 
disproportionately harms and a�ects students who are Black, Brown, low-income, placed in Special Education, 
immigrants and marginalized groups who we have underserved over time. 

With the continual transformation of the unconscious bias to which all leaders—regardless of race and socioeconomic 
background—have been socialized, we will be better prepared to make life-altering and historic decisions to support 
the well-being of the most vulnerable students and communities. We will be ready to develop a growth mindset and 
a culture of visioning with the community that ensures that more than 8,000 seats are �lled year after year as the city 
of Austin’s urban population increases as projected. Most importantly, we will be prepared to rebuild the trust that we 
need to serve all our students, families and the community. 

Possible Solutions Beyond ‘To Close or Not to Close’
Currently, our individual and collective mindsets as leaders allow us to see school closures as the only solution to �nancial 
insolvency and ine�ciency. In some ways, decision-makers appear to believe it is time to close schools no matter what 
additional information, research, data, evidence and ideas from the community are presented to the contrary. 

It may be through leadership development for racial and social equity, servant leadership and adaptive leadership, 
that leaders see the possibilities beyond either/or thinking. We may be able to solve social justice and �nancial issues. 
It is possible that we do not have to choose one or the other. Developing hearts and minds for authentic collaboration 
may help us to identify better solutions than the top-down, white supremacy culture to which we have all been 
socialized. We will have to eliminate the constant urgency, paternalism—we always know best and there is only one 
right way—and other characteristics of white supremacy. 

Community & Research-Informed Recommendations  
& Considerations for Closures

1.	 To establish a basic understanding of how equity a�ects the district’s decision-making and policy 
development, it is recommended that an equity audit be conducted of academics, �nance, facilities and all 
bond projects in the past decade. The assessment should be conducted by an external auditor. 

2.	 Develop leadership with a growth mindset and long-term thinking to deliberately and intentionally partner 
with communities to increase enrollment. Develop multi-year, strategic, measurable, aggressive and 
equitable goals for enrollment and student success. 

3.	 Ensure all proposals are informed by community, history and appropriate and current research that promote 
supporting the physical, social and emotional health and academic achievement of all students, particularly 
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the most underserved and vulnerable populations that have been displaced and dispossessed by other 
systems for a century.

4.	 Ensure historically underserved students and ALL students receive instruction and support from highly quali�ed 
and culturally pro�cient teachers and sta� throughout and after any consolidation and closure process.

5.	 Eliminate disruption or destabilization of learning environments for the most vulnerable students, including 

http://www.pisab.org/our-principles
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Sharing Culture
Culture is the life support system of a community. If a community’s culture is respected and nurtured, the community’s 
power will grow.

Undoing Internalized Racial Oppression
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