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Strategies to Support Equitable Learning Environments for All Staff  

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND EQUITY 

Equity is intrinsic to all aspects of school climate and culture. An equitable school climate refers to the 
quality and character of school life that fosters all students’ and their families’ full access to:  
 

• Effectively supported high expectations for teaching, learning, and achievement  
• Physically and emotionally safe, healthy learning environments  
• Caring relationships with peers and adults 
• Multiple culturally responsive pathways to participation that meaningfully enhance academic, 

social, emotional, civic, and moral development. 
 

An equitable school climate also supports a safe, inclusive, and welcoming work environments for all staff. 
 

- National Association of State Boards of Education 2020; National School Climate Council 2013 
 

The ongoing pandemic -and the lasting effects it will have 
on the education system - have exacerbated existing 
inequities in schools (for recent report CLICK HERE). 
Students from low-income families, particularly students 
of color, may attend schools lacking access to high-quality 
resources and supports, while facing additional challenges 
brought on by differential access to technology needed to 
engage fully and effectively in the new learning 
environment. In the current context, these students and 
their families may also lack access to necessities like 
nutritious food, healthcare, housing, and childcare. The 
disproportionate negative effects produced and 
expounded by the pandemic on students and families, 
along with the recent racial and social justice issues, make 

educational equity particularly important now and in the foreseeable future. School stakeholders should be conscious of the 
differential impacts of these conditions for different members of their community, as well as with the influence of funding 
and resource gaps within and between schools, in order to appropriately and proactively address these concerns.  

Catalyzed by this moment, it is vital to recognize the importance 
of promoting equity to shape school environments through 
strategies, both large and small, that strengthen and enhance 
overall climate and culture. In this brief, the SCTP provides 
information on best practices for all school staff on how to 
promote equitable and positive learning environments. The 
SCTP will provide additional briefs for administrators and 
teachers/teaching staff. The content of interventions related to 
equity can be sensitive. Understanding the experiences of 
others requires awareness of historical and structural factors differentially affecting the access and opportunities of members 
of different groups. The design of these efforts requires appropriate care, training, and cultural competency, and may require 
the support of an outside expert facilitator. While these issues may evoke difficult discussions or feelings for students, staff, 
and parents/families, addressing them is essential to promoting equitable learning environments.  
 
 
Note: This brief is for informational purposes only. The information, practices and resources linked may not represent the opinions, claims, or 
recommendations of the New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE) or Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey. 

“While we didn’t create this inequitable system, 
it is our responsibility to redesign it now! From 

students and teachers to principals and 
partners, each of us has power, responsibility 

and valuable contributions to bring a new 
shared vision of schooling to life.” 

- Building Equitable Learning Environments (BELE) 2020 

 

“Our public education system is at a crossroads. 
With all of the structural inequities laid bare by 

the coronavirus pandemic and worsened still by 
recent acts of anti-black violence we’re 

witnessing across the country - there is a critical 
decision to be made. Will we choose to deliver 
the educational experiences black, brown, low-
income and white children need and deserve – 

or will we choose to go back to normal, 
resurrecting learning structures and processes 

that are undeniably inequitable?” 

- Building Equitable Learning Environments (BELE) 2020 

 

https://nasbe.nyc3.digitaloceanspaces.com/2020/05/Ross-Brown-Biagas_May-2020-Standard.pdf
https://www.schoolclimate.org/themes/schoolclimate/assets/pdf/practice/sc-brief-equity.pdf
https://www.epi.org/publication/the-consequences-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-for-education-performance-and-equity-in-the-united-states-what-can-we-learn-from-pre-pandemic-research-to-inform-relief-recovery-and-rebuilding/
https://equitablelearning.org/pages/MRtOlXBC
https://equitablelearning.org/pages/MRtOlXBC
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What Works  STRATEGIES AND PRACTICES FOR ALL SCHOOL STAFF 

(Continue) Educating 
yourself 

Learning about the foundations and philosophies behind the American education system and related 
policies that have contributed to educational inequities will help you better understand the cycle of 
oppression that continues today. Read about laws and policies that have over time systematically 
allocated certain groups access to resources while restricting and blocking access to others. Learn about 
institutionalized racism and other interpersonal and institutional biases that serve as barriers to 
achievement for some staff and students. Equally important is to learn about the different cultural 
experiences of the students and families in your school community. Do not assume nor expect staff of 
color to teach you about racism and the history of oppressive systems – rather, do the work yourself. 
Click here for recommended list of books on equity and anti-racism. Seek and participate in professional 
development opportunities to better understand and develop skills to facilitate use of strategies (such as 
those provided here and in supplemental briefs) to promote educational equity and anti-racism. 

Practice critical self-
reflection 

Our values, educational practices, and expectations are rooted in unexamined assumptions. It is crucial to 
examine our own cultural identity, assumptions, and biases. Consider taking an implicit association test to 
start the process of better understanding your personal views and potential biases regarding members of 
various identity groups. Learn how to acknowledge your power and privilege based on your identity and 
positionality, including in your role as an educator. Reflect on how your identity has served to your 
advantage and to the disadvantage of others. Self-reflection is an ongoing, iterative process, not an 
endpoint, and while it may be difficult and uncomfortable, it is necessary for helping to foster equitable 
learning environments. Engaging in this work requires appropriate care. Consider additional coaching and 
consultation with outside organizations to support ongoing learning. 

Model vulnerability 

Do not be afraid to admit to others, including your students, staff, and family members, what you do not 
know. This will show that you are still developing your capacity for understanding about the experiences 
of those in your school community and that you have a willingness to learn. If you are asking others to 
participate in discussions and activities that require them to share personal stories, model that same 
vulnerability by opening up about yourself, as appropriate. This requires appropriate care and may be 
facilitated through training and with support of an outside expert. 

Get to know your 
students and the 

community better 

Take the time to learn about your students’ unique emotional needs, including the experiences and 
potential traumas they bring to school. Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are significant obstacles to 
learning and development even in thriving schools so they are important to identify in students.  Knowing 
students’ names (and how to accurately pronounce them) is highly important for demonstrating equity 
and fairness. When possible, get to know your students outside of the classroom, such as through 
involvement in extracurricular activities, clubs or community events (click here and see “C4. Context” for 
importance of cultural immersion in the community). This will help you learn more about students’ 
strengths and assets in and out of the classroom. 

Have high 
expectations of all 

students 

While most people believe that all students can learn, the belief that some cannot learn or perform at 
high levels persists. It is important to believe and express the idea that all students can work hard and 
succeed at high levels. Educators may think that holding low expectations is a way of “being kind” or not 
setting students up for failure, but having low expectations has harmful effects on student achievement. 
Click here for additional resource for principals. 

Provide a sense of 
emotional and 
physical safety 

School and classroom spaces should be inviting as well as physically and emotionally safe for all 
stakeholders. This is especially important for students who have experienced or are experiencing trauma. 
Students who do not feel safe have a harder time concentrating and learning. It is also important to 
address harassment and bullying behaviors that victimize students from marginalized groups. Beyond 
preventing hostile environments, it is important to create and sustain safe and welcoming spaces where 
all stakeholders feel they belong and matter. While insufficient by itself, reducing “bias-based bullying” 
can be an entry point to more equitable school environments. 

Be an advocate 

Actively and critically investigate inequitable practices whether among colleagues and/or in school 
policies and speak out. Educational equity, and topics like racism, are not political issues but rather 
human rights issues. Feel empowered to name school and societal circumstances and speak out and 
intervene when necessary. Encourage students to do the same by modeling and teaching “upstander” 
behaviors. 

https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/fall-2013/is-my-school-racist
https://www.nj.gov/education/equity/resources/
https://www.tolerance.org/professional-development/test-yourself-for-hidden-bias
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/create-safety-by-modeling-vulnerability
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/create-safety-by-modeling-vulnerability
https://www.cfchildren.org/blog/2020/08/why-trauma-informed-approaches-help-advance-racial-equity/
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept16/vol74/num01/Seven-Cs-for-Effective-Teaching.aspx
https://www.edutopia.org/article/necessity-having-high-expectations
https://www.edutopia.org/article/necessity-having-high-expectations
https://www.naesp.org/principal-januaryfebruary-2017-equity-access-diverse-learners/principals-role-high-expectations-teac
http://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/Speak_Up_at_School.pdf
http://www.ascd.org/publications/newsletters/education-update/apr17/vol59/num04/Upstander-Resources-and-Lesson-Plans.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/newsletters/education-update/apr17/vol59/num04/Upstander-Resources-and-Lesson-Plans.aspx



