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How does using an equity lens during supervision connect to student achievement?

Schools are increasingly more diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, social class, and language while 90% of public school teachers are white (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Within these changing demographics are disparities in educational outcomes between students that have and students that do not have certain advantages related to race, socioeconomic status, language, ability, and culture (Gay, 1998; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Supervision must focus on raising the achievement of all students. One way to move toward this goal is by developing equity-oriented supervision pedagogy. 

Equity, in regards to education, would be achieved when “the gap is eliminated and where achievement of all is raised” (Achinstein & Athanases, 2005, p. 844). Equity differs from equality in that it involves giving individual students what they need rather than treating all students the same. Equity-oriented pedagogy describes when teachers work to “develop student potential and to create a classroom environment that is encouraging and filled with opportunities for success” (Banks & Banks, 1995, p.155). Teachers who employ an equity-oriented pedagogy believe all their students can learn and engage in reflective analysis of their own beliefs and practices to make sure learning is possible for all students (Banks & Banks, 1995). Trying to achieve such equitable practices in the classroom is a difficult task for both prospective and practicing teachers to take on alone because teachers are often overwhelmed with the daily demands of teaching (Abt-Perkins, Hauschildt, & Dale, 2000; Dinkelman, 2000). One way to support this equity-focused reflection and the development of a more equity-oriented pedagogy is through the support of a supervisor. My research focuses on supporting supervisors in developing this equity-oriented supervision pedagogy. 

How can supervisors learn to bring an equity lens to their work?

     This research provided an opportunity for six supervisors of prospective teachers to engage in professional development about equity-oriented supervision pedagogy within a professional learning community (PLC). The main research question driving this study was:  How do supervisors make meaning of their transformation within a professional learning community focused on cultivating equity-oriented supervision? I viewed transformation as bringing about a change through the revaluation of “prior worldviews and developing a different frame of reference from which to examine the world” (King, 2004, p. 162). A person may begin to use a completely different frame of reference to view the world or simply add greater complexity to previously held ideas. The process of transformation may cause tension and struggle as one negotiates between new ideas and what is already known (Gergen, 1999; Gergen & Gergen, 2003).  Participation in this study was time intensive and participants met eight times as well as engaged in three supervision cycles with a prospective teacher. Five of the six participants were currently doctoral students while one was a retired administrator and former teacher who served as an adjunct instructor. The primary source of data was the audio-tapes of the supervisors’ discussion at the learning community sessions. The other sources of data included a journal written by the supervisors and a researcher’s journal. The method of analysis was Hatch’s political analysis (2002).

Within the PLC, supervisors not only discussed the idea of bringing an equity lens to their work, but actually engaged in supervision with a prospective teacher. Therefore, during the learning community meetings, supervisors shared their dilemmas and sought advice from each other as they reflected on the process of applying their knowledge to practice. The participants each based their supervision on a framework called Coaching for Equity  (Jacobs, 2005).  Coaching for Equity contains the traditional supervision steps of platform development, pre-conference, observation, and post-conference but includes prompts to help teachers recognize the inequities in schools as well as their own teaching practices. As a result of these emerging insights, supervisors can help teachers modify their practice so that teaching and learning become more equitable (Jacobs, 2005). The PLC was structured around several components that became the content for the sessions. These components included: member checking, readings, activities, information about the Coaching for Equity cycle, and consultancies about dilemmas. Activities focused on exploring identity, defining equity, reflecting on experiences with equity, learning strategies to promote critical reflection about equity, and  “seeing” equity issues in vignette examples.

What transformation occurred as supervisors developed an equity lens?


Along this journey toward an equity-oriented supervision pedagogy, these supervisors experienced many changes in their supervision pedagogy. Some of these changes were more significant in that a supervisor added a whole new dimension to their pedagogy such as developing a repertoire of questions to help an intern see multiple perspectives while others were more subtle. All data was analyzed for this study, but I chose to focus on three of the supervisors in order to provide more in-depth description. 

Three Snapshots of Transformation

Kevin: Examining Previous Journeys

Kevin, a doctoral student in educational leadership, taught middle school for 12 years. He spent four years as a doctoral student, supervising prospective teachers at a rural elementary school. Kevin personally thought that the learning of all children was important, but explained that he never really explored issues of equity in his scholarship or supervision work. Within this study, Kevin’s transformation involved becoming more self-reflective about his knowledge, skills, and dispositions related to equity and how his previous journeys or experiences influenced his current thinking about equity.  As Kevin engaged in this collaborative work he began to feel tensions about the process of engaging in Coaching for Equity. Specifically, Kevin wondered whether bringing up issues of equity was actually counterproductive to teachers’ thinking about diversity. With the support of the PLC he worked through his uneasiness and began feeling more comfortable bringing an equity lens to his supervision work. 

Veronica: Crossing an Important Bridge

Veronica, a third year doctoral student in curriculum and instruction, came to this PLC with a great deal of experience thinking about issues of equity. Veronica, however, had difficulty putting her deeply held beliefs about equity and social justice into action as a supervisor. As she began this journey of transformation, Veronica experienced tensions related to her positioning as a supervisor and fear of possible resistance from teachers in response to exploring equity issues. Veronica also experienced tensions related to balancing the personal responsibility she felt toward implementing equity work for the greater good while looking out for the welfare of her teacher. The learning community served as a context to share these tensions and also receive emotional support as she wrestled with these tensions. Hearing from others in the group helped put her personal responsibility in perspective and reframe these tensions. As the semester progressed, Veronica began to view the tension of putting her ideas into practice as a process and started to see that this work would never be finished.

Janice: Starting on a New Path

After retiring as an elementary school principal with over 44 years experience in education, Janice had been supervising prospective teachers for three years as an adjunct instructor. The major transformation that occurred for Janice was moving from a more hierarchical way of thinking about supervision to a more egalitarian view of supervision. Even though Janice did not spend as much time as other group members in prompting her teacher about issues of equity, her equity work with teachers began by adjusting her own supervision pedagogy to reflect her belief that the teacher’s voice and self-reflection should not be marginalized. While engaged in supervision, Janice experienced tensions related to figuring out the types of questions to ask and getting her teacher to communicate more during conferences. The PLC played a key role in supporting the formation of this new vision and pedagogy by providing a lens for Janice to view her practice, by pushing her thinking forward, and by offering suggestions for how to deal with emerging tensions. The groups’ experiences developing an equity-oriented supervision pedagogy helped Janice become more meta-cognitive about her own practice by helping her name and frame what she was experiencing. 
What were common elements within supervisor transformation?

Even though each supervisor’s transformation was unique, similarities could be found within the process of how this transformation occurred. A major influence on this transformation was the safety supervisors felt within the context of this PLC. The relationships formed with other group members made the learning community a secure place to transform and grow. Most of the learning community conversations included the disclosure of tensions, weaknesses, or incomplete ideas that were being tested and revised. As a result, the supervisors needed to feel safe in this context. The importance of a safe context was a key foundation to this community’s work. Even though the ‘what’ of transformation was different for the supervisors, the ‘how’ or process of transformation was quite similar. These similarities related to the role of tensions, the use of tools for critical reflection, and the process of inquiry. 

Recognizing and Addressing Tensions within the PLC
Tensions played a prominent role in the supervisors’ transformation throughout all the PLC meetings. Tensions became the motivation for change as well as provided the supervisors with a focus for their discussions with each other. Developing a greater focus on equity within their supervision pedagogy involved recognizing and addressing tensions related to origin, practice, and responsibility. Tensions of origin often came about as the supervisors reflected on their life histories for clues about their identity, how they came to be that person, and how that person influenced their supervision. For example, Kevin looked to his family background as one of the origins for his discomfort with engaging prospective teachers in equity conversations.

The more time we spend meeting and discussing Coaching for Equity, the less comfortable I am feeling about the process.  I think this might come from my own upbringing. Dealing with controversial issues and asking people to question their own beliefs almost seems disrespectful to me. Being raised to be nice and considerate meant being non-confrontational and respecting the right of others to be different. How do I get beyond this? (Kevin, Reflection 5)

In each of the cases, the supervisor needed to address some deeply held beliefs or ways of being in order to begin engaging in the process of Coaching for Equity.

Tensions of practice were based on tensions related to previous supervision practice as well as tensions related to the current practice of putting a greater focus on equity. In essence, these tensions were a part of their supervision baggage. For example, Janice shared at an early meeting how she was concerned about talking too much during supervision conferences. She wanted to alter the roles that the teacher and supervisor typically played within her supervision practice. 

I come from the old school of hierarchy so changing over into a different style, it’s still difficult for me even after this is my third year. And what I feel I don’t have is the questions and so I feel like I need to write myself a script my little list of questions to check and see on my sleeve or whatever. (Janice, Session 4) 
Addressing these tensions of previous practice was imperative to helping each supervisor move forward to investigate new elements of practice. After the coaches began engaging in Coaching for Equity, new tensions of practice surfaced related to their actual work with prospective teachers. For example, Kevin asked, “Do our efforts in education to name the needs and backgrounds of students cause us to consider those things before we think about the individual needs? Am I perpetuating stereotypes?” (Session, 5)
Tensions of responsibility were in reference to the personal responsibility supervisors felt for the teachers they worked with as well responsibility for a larger social justice mission. For example, Veronica worried that she was putting undue stress on her intern. Veronica realized that at the same time she was challenging this intern’s thinking about equity issues in her teaching, this intern was also “trying to figure out who she is as a teacher, who her students are, how comfortable she is in this role, etc.” (Veronica, Reflection 5) Veronica was concerned that this was “a lot to ask of anyone in her position” (Veronica, Reflection 5). Even though the supervisors were at different places in their understandings about supervision and equity, they each experienced tensions relevant to where they were on their journey. In essence, experiencing tensions was a common experience that became a focus for the supervisors’ collective work.

Tools Promoting Critical Reflection within the PLC


Features within the dialogue of the PLC influenced the process of transformation as supervisors worked toward cultivating equity-oriented supervision. Sharing stories, modeling, probing, rehearsing and reframing emerged as tools for learning community work. These tools were all a part of the learning community work, however, the existence of these tools did not guarantee that transformation would occur. The individual supervisor had to integrate the ideas that emerged as a result of using these tools. This additional level is an attribute of critical reflection. Critical reflection requires holding one’s story up to scrutiny and looking at the story in light of other stories (Hatton & Smith, 1995; Howard, 2003). When these tools were used as vehicles for prompting critical reflection, this often led to resolving tensions.
The supervisors’ stories became one of the key shared texts. These stories were especially important during the last four sessions when the supervisors moved away from using external texts to ignite their discussion and began sharing stories of practice as their main text. The group collaboratively worked around these stories or texts to frame discussions, build knowledge, and focus questions. Supervisors did not automatically begin to think differently or change their practice because they heard stories about how other group members had engaged in supervision. Stories prompted critical reflection when a supervisor listened to another supervisor’s story, reflected on his or her own story, and then engaged in a comparison. For example, Kevin heard Veronica critically reflect on the origins of her thinking about equity. As a result, Kevin looked within himself to trace his own equity journey. Then, Kevin began asking critical reflection questions about the origin of his beliefs and reflecting on the influence of his past experiences. 

When Veronica was talking about the critical pedagogy class she took in 93, I thought that my background over the last almost decade has been in Educational Leadership and the equity there is more from a tally mark vision meaning—i.e. these are the people I have on staff. So it is very black or white. So I’m wondering if that’s sort of the foundation for my view of equity as black or white because that’s what has been preached in the majority of my classes. As opposed to her (Veronica’s) background has been more one of reflecting and thinking about children. (Kevin, Session 3)

One of the vehicles for comparing stories was member checking. Member checking allowed the group to hear the common equity themes from the previous session and as a result, the group members had a chance to hold up their experiences to the member check.  By placing the common themes and their own ideas side by side, the supervisors began engaging in critical reflection on their own practice.
Modeling became a way that group members could show each other how they engaged in a particular supervision practice or reflection. Since there were varying levels of expertise within the community, those supervisors with more experience thinking about equity and/or supervision issues could model a way of thinking and practice for the others. Modeling helped build a knowledge base for group members and gave them examples to draw upon. Modeling also worked to scaffold the supervisors’ understanding of and ability to engage in critical reflection. For Janice, the group’s modeling of how to handle specific situations was very influential in helping her frame dilemmas in her own work. As she engaged in the practice of supervision, Janice would think back to the ways other group members had thought about the issue and used their reactions, processes, and ideas as building blocks for her own practice. Therefore, the various group members’ explicit modeling helped to build a repertoire of practice.  

Kevin’s question about whether we are helping students see something they’re not seeing or limiting what is being focused on came to my mind this week as I observed my focus intern in a whole group lesson that had a huge number of behavior issues. We will need to stop and get the behavior patterns under control before we can go on.  This is still an equity issue and she is aware of that as the misbehaving and shouting at students are getting all the attention and that attention is negative.  She is not seeing the depth of what is happening, so I do need to help her see what she is not seeing. (Janice, Reflection 5)
Additionally, the explicit modeling helped some of the group members begin to develop meta-cognitive prompts that they used when they took their practice back to the field. 
Probing consisted of the supervisors asking each other questions as a way to push their thinking and to think about their ideas more closely. Probing also had the possibility of prompting critical reflection. For example, Kevin shared that Veronica posed many probing questions to him about his ideas that really made him critically reflect about his own beliefs. Therefore, probing did not simply end with the asking of questions but prompted Kevin to begin reflecting on questions such as “Where am I on this? Where do I need to go next?” (Kevin, Session 8). These questions helped Kevin develop his own repertoire of questions that prompted and facilitated his thinking about equity issues.

Reframing was a tool used in the learning community where members helped each other look at their ideas and tensions from alternative perspectives. At times, reframing occurred as group members asked each other specific questions to look at their idea from a different angle.  In addition, reframing occurred when group members shared stories that served as alternative ways of framing a supervisor’s dilemma or idea.  Reframing helped the individuals rethink their dilemmas so the tensions became turning points toward transformation rather than paralyzing their participation. These turning points occurred as the supervisors envisioned new ways to look at a dilemma or tension and simultaneously had access to new ideas or tools for addressing the dilemma.  For example, after Veronica shared the dilemma about pushing her intern too far in conversations about equity, Dana reframed this dilemma as being viewed through the lens of a zone of proximal development about equity. Veronica then critically reflected on this idea and shared how the zone of proximal development fit into her frame of supervision. She explained how using the zone of proximal development frame now helped alleviate her tension by providing a way to both support and challenge her intern while still honoring her intern’s thinking about equity and teaching. 

Finally, rehearsing provided a way for supervisors to practice their supervision work by trying out their thoughts and questions within the learning community before actual practice.  Rehearsing within the learning community gave supervisors opportunities to get feedback from each other. 

I’m wondering if I should say to her, “When Dillon did this you reacted this way, but when this child did it you reacted like this. So why do you think you reacted differently to him?” And then of course I know her response will be, “He is always…!” And then I would say, “Why? What is it that you’re doing at that time or what is it that you’re not doing at that time that’s causing him to do that?” (Kevin, Session 8)
Rehearsing not only became a process to prepare the supervisor for practice, but fostered sharing among group members about ideas for practice. Having the support of the group allows the supervisor who is practicing to change as they receive additional support from the group.  
Engaging in a Cycle of Inquiry

The PLC had a shared focus related to Coaching for Equity, however, within this focus the supervisors engaged in their own individual inquiry work. Each supervisor came with his or her own unique knowledge and experiences related to equity and supervision, therefore, the specific focus, content, and questions were different. Even though the focus of these inquiries may have been different, the inquiry process remained quite similar across the supervisors. Their inquiries each followed a cycle of recognizing a tension, exploring and addressing a tension, and then sharing the new knowledge about that tension with the community. 

One example of inquiry began for Kevin as he recognized a tension with using labels such as race, class, gender, and ethnicity when discussing equity issues. He was afraid his discussions could perpetuate stereotypes rather than focusing on the individual. Kevin framed this tension using two questions, “Do our efforts in education to name the needs and backgrounds cause us to consider those things before we think about the individual needs?” and “If I were coaching them (teachers) on equity, is my work going to benefit them by opening their eyes or will it in reality be counterproductive” (Kevin, Session 5). Next, Kevin began exploring this tension by first engaging in critical self-refection about the possible origins of this tension. This self-reflection unearthed new data.  In essence, this critical reflection was a process of collecting data about his inquiry question. Kevin looked into the past for clues or data connected to his tension. 

Through the use of tools such as modeling, reframing, rehearsing, sharing stories, and probing, the learning community influenced Kevin’s inquiry path. With the help of the community and these tools, inquiry had the potential to become critically reflective. For example, Veronica prompted Kevin to reframe his concern with using labels such as race, class, gender, and ethnicity from being a negative position to being a positive position that acknowledges rather than ignores how people are treated differently by society. 

It’s good to deal with people as individuals, but in some ways dealing with kids as individuals allows you to negate issues of race that are bigger than the kids. The institutional issues. The life that a child who is black will live compared to the life that a child who is white will live. If we treat everybody as an individual, then it’s not doing them justice or whatever. We’re not acknowledging those institutional levels where some of this stuff happens. I personally think that to bring those things up, it can always become a stereotype but there are also ways that it can be very productive because if you look at everyone as an individual in essence you’re saying I’m colorblind. (Veronica, Session 5)
After exploring his tension over time, a critical incident occurred that prompted Kevin to begin the stage of inquiry that includes action or addressing a tension. Kevin explained he was experiencing discomfort with the tone and attitude of two teachers toward the African American boys in their class. However, even though Kevin had collected data as he explored his tension, he was not yet ready to make a change or act upon the data. Kevin then asked the group to help him figure out how to address his tension. The group was able to model questions Kevin could ask his interns and ways to frame the discussion to promote success rather than simply focus on race. This second layer of collaboration within the inquiry process supported Kevin’s entry into the process of Coaching for Equity. After Kevin addressed his tension, he returned to the group and shared how he enacted the equity conversations with his interns. Kevin also shared lessons learned from this inquiry process.  He emphasized the importance of framing his equity work with interns as raising consciousness rather than changing behavior. 

From the start of this PLC, the group was guided by a shared focus about how to engage in Coaching for Equity. However, the supervisors moved beyond this group focus by identifying their own specific questions related to Coaching for Equity and began inquiring into these specific questions. Even though the supervisors focused on their individual inquiries, inquiry did not remain an individual process. The PLC served as a structure to support collaborative inquiry. This collaboration and deepening of inquiry was most prominent at the point of exploring and addressing tensions. Rather than engaging in individual reflection, the PLC pushed the supervisor to deeper, more critical reflection by using the tools of sharing stories, modeling, probing, reframing, and rehearsing. Often these tools would not be an active part of an inquiry completed individually. For example, if Kevin was facing these tensions on his own without anyone probing him to think more deeply or helping him reframe his tensions, Kevin may have just given up or continued thinking it was not necessary to talk about diversity.
What does this mean for supervision?

At this juncture, my research does not make an explicit connection between student achievement scores and the work of supervisors. However, this research does begin to describe the complexity that is associated with developing an equity lens and trying to address the achievement of all students. The supervisors in this study were dealing with multiple layers of tension, continual inquiry into practice, and critical reflection all while developing a context of safety and support. Many of the supervisors had never reflected on their supervision pedagogy so adding this additional layer of equity and achievement complicated their work even more. The supervisors were engaging in their own self-work in order to better support the teachers they were supervising. Therefore, perhaps our discussion should not simply focus on how to connect supervision and student achievement, but focus on how to develop and support supervisors to better connect their supervision to student achievement. We often immediately focus on teacher professional development. What about the professional development of supervisors? 
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