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Gone are the days when your 
role as an educator was straightforward and 
relatively simple. Your job is now multifac-
eted and has literally become an occupation 
that could feel like it involves everything 
from soup to nuts, as the old saying goes. 

Along with the ever-expanding task of 
being responsible for preparing curriculum 
and maintaining a 21st century learning 
environment – one that is engaging, tech-
savvy and up to date – something else has 
been added to your plate: educational equity.

If you happen to be an advocate of those 
two little words, like myself, or you’re merely 
choosing to experiment with the promises of 
equity, you might be feeling overwhelmed. 
That is understandable because of the con-
stant rethinking and retooling that is nec-
essary to navigate the myriad elements to 
achieve your goals. 

Equity demands that you recognize that 
some students are at a larger disadvantage 
than others, which means you have been 
invited to become an educational special-

ist – someone who has much more to do to 
stay on top of your game. And, unlike your 
professional duties before the current em-
phasis on equity, you must now analyze each 
educational offering through a scrutinizing 
equity lens. Here is some of what equity re-
quires of you:

• To build a relationship of mutual respect 
and grow trust with all of your students, no 
matter who they may be.

• To employ “differentiation,” to support 
students based on their abilities, interests, 
gifts and personal dispositions.

• To conduct yourself as someone who 
lifts up your students, while also demanding 
excellence. 

• To use story-telling to masterfully incor-
porate students’ ethnic, social and cultural 
backgrounds into their learning.

• To learn about – and successfully imple-
ment – all the many tools and approaches for 
arriving at equity outcomes.
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Educational equity is 
a big responsibility. 

Sharing the work 
with colleagues and 
equity professionals 

provides you with 
partnerships, tools 

and new possibilities 
for transforming 
classrooms and 

improving schools.

Equity 
masterminds: 
THINKING TOGETHER IS THE KEY TO SUCCESS
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• To adopt and/or adapt a growing num-
ber of elements that reflect both the science 
and art of equity in education.

• To access and assess the equity inspired 
approaches that you’re using, as well as im-
prove upon them if need be.

This is a very big job, this thing we are 
calling educational equity. And it goes 
without saying that all the requirements to 
be successful add up to much greater re-
sponsibility for you. This level of engage-
ment warrants every support at your dis-
posal, period. 

Therefore you will, of course, be in-
terested in untapped resources – and just 
plain camaraderie. That is what an “equity 
mastermind” group will do; provide you 
with the resource of partners, people you 
can think with regarding new possibilities 
and who supply you with as many new eq-
uity tools as you’ll have the time and inter-
est to explore. 

The mastermind model makes sense, 
considering that educators focused on eq-
uity are being asked to get better and better 
at delivering it. If you are intent on trans-
forming classrooms and improving your 
school, then you will easily embrace the 
idea of an equity group to help you master 
the challenges you are facing, and generate 
new ideas and possibilities using collective 
intelligence.

Thinking together with other educators 
has always been critical to your success. 
There are many things that you can bring 
to an equity mastermind session to dis-
cuss and receive feedback on; the subject 
matter is almost limitless. Following are 
four of the essential tools you could em-
brace to be at the top of your professional 
game – golden keys to work on with your 
equity partners:

1) Explore the concept of differentiation 
as a fundamental tool. Differentiation is 
about tailoring your lessons to individual 
students in terms of their unique proclivi-
ties, requirements for learning and levels of 
understanding.

2) Shift the mindset about who students 
are and what they can do. You may have 
to let go of the values, beliefs and assump-
tions that you have held, so you can realize 
students are capable of excellence.

3) Become a skilled “warm demander” 
and mentor. Be an educator who knows 
how to convey expectations to your stu-
dents about their performance, while also 
being an important source of motivation 
and encouragement.

4) Discover new and better ways to use 
“storientation” as a tool. Embrace that it is 
very important to learn where a student is 
from, what they love to do and what their 
family is like, as well as about their values 
and dreams.

Tool No. 1 – differentiation 

The classrooms that are not focused on 
equity offer instruction via a whole-group 
model, or a “one size f its all” approach, 
rather than seeing each student as having 
different needs that must be met. When 
an educator understands that not all stu-
dents learn at the same pace and may not 
process skills and concepts in the same way 
because of their background or who they 
are, then differentiation is an intelligent 
solution. 

Differentiation guides you to give your 
students several choices for work options; 
explain models and concepts in two or 
more ways; use two or more tools to teach 
a lesson – video, guest speaker, research, 

etc.; group students within the same class 
in pods of similar ability or academic need; 
and use different environments to support 
assimilation, such as field trips, art offer-
ings and the like.

Suggested mastermind activities: 
• Develop “tiered” lesson plans with your 

equity partners that are based on your stu-
dents’ learning needs and interests.

• Compare notes about how effective 
the tiered lesson plans were, and exchange 
ideas for refinement and/or expansion.

• Exchange information about the teach-
ing modalities that you’ve tried and pro-
vide tips for how to obtain and use them.

• Brainstorm possibilities for the specific 
tasks, evaluation processes and malleabil-
ity for a topic or lesson to be taught.

Tool No. 2 – mindset
Although it is often unconscious, you 

may f ind yourself creating a story about 
others; unintentionally deciding the mean-
ing of something based on your own values 
and concluding that things must be han-
dled in a certain way. 

We have all done this, but it is not pro-
ductive for equity. Experts tell us that our 
“preconceived notions” are a function of 
the part of our brain that is related to sur-
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larger disadvantage than others, which means you have been invited 

to become an educational specialist – someone who has much 

more to do to stay on top of your game.
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vival, the primitive aspect of our mind that 
has the job of keeping us safe. This internal 
system is still relevant, of course, but not so 
much in your role as an educator. 

Your primary consideration is the wel-
fare and academic success of the students 
you serve, and you cannot serve them well 
with a biased, uninformed or inaccurate 
perspective about who they are as people 
or, more importantly, what they can do as 

students. 
The target groups of students in your eq-

uity initiatives, those who require the best 
help you can give them, need you to take a 
discerning look at what you believe, then 
choose to transform your thinking and up-
date your mindset with the truth.

Mastermind activities:
• Invite your equity partners to give you 

feedback about your mindset, and help you 
think about how to shift your thinking. 

• Ask each other questions about your 
beliefs. Where did this idea come from? Is 
that an appropriate viewpoint to have?

• Investigate what the “truth” is, as op-
posed to your incorrect assumption, by 
doing some research or making an inquiry.

• Commit to being accountable to each 
other regarding the old mindsets that you 
have chosen to update and/or delete.

Tool No. 3 – warm demander
In the United States, every educator en-

counters students who are different from 
them – differences in gender, race, ethnic-
ity, class, culture and various other catego-
ries of diversity. These differences can, and 
do, create barriers to communication and 
will often lead to a lack of trust, especially 
during stressful interactions. 

As an equity advocate, your demeanor, 
tone, body language, micro-expressions, 
messages and requests will either draw a 
student in, or give them a reason to re-
sist you or reject what you wish them to 
do. How you communicate is critical, 
and this is true whether you are having a 
tough conversation with one student or an 
entire class. 

It behooves you to practice staying 
“warm” and engaging to properly express 
your desire to support your students, as 
opposed to reprimanding them or being 
harshly critical or mean. You want your 
students to see you as someone who cares 
about them and is truly concerned about 
their welfare. Yes, you may “demand” ex-
cellence and won’t accept anything less 
from students than what you know they are 
capable of, but you do this by showing up, 
if only casually, in a mentoring role. This is 
what is meant by “warm demander.”

Mastermind activities:
• Share with your equity partners de-

tailed accounts of diff icult interactions 
with students, and ask them for their opin-
ion.

• Take turns “role playing” what took 
place in a diff icult situation, so that the 
group can brainstorm alternative ap-
proaches.
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• Discuss articles and resources re-
garding improving communication with 
students to jointly exchange information 
about.

• This may require courage. Create a 
“How I See My Teacher” survey together 
for students to complete anonymously.

Tool No. 4 – storientation
Each human being is “unique and lay-

ered” in every sense of those two words. 
We have many facets to who we are, and 
most definitely have a “story” regarding our 
life and what we have experienced. Creat-
ing a means for students to tell their stories 
and share things about their journey in life 
is not only a way to get to know them bet-
ter, it is a means to establish “community” 
in your classroom and in your school. 

But don’t stop there. As you gather your 
students’ life stories, notice what they 
are sharing with you about their learn-
ing, clues about what they respond to or 
are troubled by. If their family has a high 
opinion of technology and is always excited 
about electronic offerings, you might give 
that student the choice of completing their 
assignments leaning heavily on that world. 
If their home life makes it difficult for a 
student to do their homework, you should 
know that and help them with a strategy. 

So much can come to light when stu-
dents get to tell their story. What they 
talk about will be valuable for many rea-
sons, including showing you how they can 
succeed. All you need to do is set up the 
circumstances for stories to be told. Use 
“community circle” activities, or have them 
write essays that they read aloud.

Mastermind activities:
• Develop models together for getting 

students to tell their stories, and while 
you’re at it, tell your story as well.

• Once you learn about your students’ 
“gifts,” brainstorm how they might be used 
for academic and/or future goals.

• Share and critique tools for creating a 
deeper connection with students to help 
them achieve more in school and in life. 

• Be honest with each other about being 
guilty of culture-blindness, and discuss 
your ideas and goals for shifting this.

Educational equity is about the success 
of every child and, in particular, the ever-
growing need to close achievement gaps 
and extend access to all students no mat-
ter who they are: children of color, English 
language learners, students with special 
needs, children experiencing trauma or re-
lentless poverty, students who are refugees 
or immigrants, LGBTQ students, and 
anyone who is affected by both conscious 
and unconscious biases or systemic barri-
ers. It is my belief that equity advocates, 
like you and I, can help each other to show 
up in a caring, responsive, dynamic, en-
gaging and neutral manner, while we meet 
the needs of all of them. 

Resources
• Burns, S. (Oct. 21, 2013). “7 Reasons 

To Join A Mastermind Group.” Forbes 
magazine. Accessible at https://goo.
gl/2PxUQD.

• Erie Elementary Student Survey 
Grades 3-5 (2013). Survey Monkey, ac-
cessible at https://www.surveymonkey.
com/r/NG53PKX. 

• Neesen, K. (March 8, 2017). “Stu-
dents, Especial ly African-Americans, 
Thrive with Warm, Demanding Teachers.” 
UVAToday, accessible at https://news.vir-
ginia.edu/content/students-especially-
african-americans-thrive-warm-demand-
ing-teachers. 

• Safir, S. (Nov. 4, 2015). “The Power of 
Story in School Transformation.” Eduto-
pia, accessible at https://www.edutopia.
org/blog/power-of-story-school-transfor-
mation-shane-safir. 

• Tuckman, B. (1965). Stages of Group 
Development ( Wik iped ia),  ht tps: //
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuckman%27s_
stages_of_group_development.

Aliah MaJon is an educational consultant, 
longtime diversity specialist, founder of the 
Next 50 Years Project and an ACSA Equity 
Partner.


