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Develop an Asset Mind-Set
	 First, school leadership programs 
must treat all diversity as an asset. It is 
commonplace for individuals to talk about 
how they deal with diversity, but diver-
sity should not be seen as an obstacle to 
overcome. Diversity is an asset to organi-
zations, yielding broader understanding, 
better decisions, and deeper knowledge 
(Homan et al., 2008). Reframing difference 
as a contributor to the school community 
positively impacts the culture of the school, 
particularly when resources are scarce. 
	 The asset mind-set should be applied 
not only to race, gender, and ethnicity, but 
also to other categories of difference. For 
example, individuals are diagnosed with 
autism based on deficits in communication 
and social skills. However, research has 
documented that there are many traits as-
sociated with autism that would be labeled 
as strengths in another person (Grandin & 
Panek, 2013). These traits include strength 
in seeing details, recognizing nonsocial pat-
terns, associative thinking, and long-term 
memory. Grandin and Panek argue that this 
combination of strengths can culminate in 
a greater capacity for creative thought.
	 Neurodiverse students labeled with 
autism will likely continue to require sup-
ports and services to succeed in traditional 
schooling. Nevertheless, asset-minded 
school leaders will likely build school com-
munities in which these assets are valued. 
Leader preparation programs should apply 
an asset-based perspective to all types of 
diversity, including race, ethnicity, gender, 
neurodiversity, economics, language, and 
more. 

Introduction
	 The purposes of schooling are many, 
but the potential to ameliorate societal 
inequities is considered among the most 
essential (Stanford Center on Poverty and 
Inequality, 2016). Immeasurable effort has 
been expended to address inequity: federal 
and state funding, district and school im-
provement goals, professional development, 
financial awards, and even sanctions. None 
of these have succeeded in substantive 
progress toward closing the gaps that exist 
between underresourced students and their 
peers (Reardon, 2013). 
	 In fact, some argue that the institu-
tion of schooling only works to advance 
inequity (Diamond, 2006). In today’s 
schools, students of color continue to be 
disproportionately referred for special ed-
ucation services and disciplined to a great-
er degree than their peers. Blume (1998) 
argued decades ago that individuals who 
do not learn in typical ways should be 
considered neurodiverse and should not 
be seen as deficient. Yet neurodiverse stu-
dents and their families continue to fight 
for access to meaningful instruction and 
a more inclusive education. And English 
learners continue to be viewed from a 
deficit perspective despite dual language 
skills. 

	 School leaders are positioned to ad-
dress these needs, but they do not inher-
ently possess the tools to do so. In fact, the 
role of school leadership has changed so 
drastically that future leaders are hired 
to replace individuals with very different 
skills sets. If neither prospective leaders nor 
field-based mentors possess these skills, it 
is incumbent upon leadership preparation 
programs to equip future leaders to address 
the reality of today’s schools.
	 Although alternative methods for 
credentialing are available in some states, 
most school leaders continue to prepare 
through university programs. Unfortu-
nately, many of these programs are out 
of date and ill equipped to develop social 
justice competencies. Built upon content 
from management and the social sciences, 
school leadership programs traditionally 
emphasize leadership theory, personnel 
practices, and, more recently, instructional 
leadership.
	 As a result, these programs typically 
resemble a master’s degree in business ad-
ministration that is specialized to the school 
setting. This curriculum produces leaders 
with a static set of antiquated skills who 
are ill equipped to advocate for the students 
who most need their leadership. 
	 If we believe that future school lead-
ers need social justice competencies, how 
do university programs work to develop 
them? Several core changes can substan-
tially improve the readiness of future 
school leaders to address inequity, includ-
ing an asset mind-set, safe spaces, diverse 
voices, embedded experiences, and explicit 
development of leadership efficacy.
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Provide Safe Spaces
	 In class and during field experiences, 
candidates for school leadership should 
be able to discuss problems of practice 
and daily challenges that are encountered 
when addressing issues of equity. While it 
is common practice to assert that the uni-
versity classroom should be confidential, a 
truly safe space requires more.
	 It is also important to minimize 
lecture and other didactic instructional 
practices that reinforce the notion that 
there is only one way to be a leader and 
one correct answer for each problem. 
Ideally, courses are taught by instructors 
with great experiences as school leaders, 
but they should be explicitly discouraged 
from teaching every concept with a story 
from the field.
	 Anecdotes from personal leadership 
experience are commonplace in school 
leadership programs but are also among 
the most ineffective ways to build leader-
ship efficacy (Abusham, 2018; Bandura, 
1977). A typical assignment in school lead-
ership programs asks students to evaluate 
school data, identify achievement gaps, de-
termine a plan of action to improve student 
achievement, and present this information 
to their school personnel for feedback.
	 In a traditional environment, students 
commonly identify the achievement gaps 
that have been discussed in their own dis-
tricts and develop a plan that mirrors the 
initiatives in their current settings. While 
the traditional assignment might lead stu-
dents to develop an understanding of the 
process for improvement initiatives, it is a 
missed opportunity to address pervasive 
inequities.
	 If the same assignment challenges 
students to push beyond the work of their 
current school settings and explore the root 
causes for achievement gaps, students are 
more likely to press beyond surface-level 
explanations and identify meaningful ways 
to truly support learners whose needs have 
not traditionally been met. If students re-
ceive simulated feedback from classmates, 
they develop a plan that challenges the 
status quo in a manner that is not possible 
if presented to school or district personnel 
whom they hope will hire them for a lead-
ership position.
	 Educational leadership programs that 
wish to promote social justice thinking 
should carefully consider both classwork 
and field experiences and seek alternate 
ways to develop competencies in environ-
ments that will allow risk taking. 

Incorporate Diverse Voices
	 Diversity among school leaders has in-
creased, but the rate of change is extremely 
slow. Considering race alone, 82% of school 
principals were White in 2004, and the 
percentage remained at 80% in 2012 (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2016). Diversity 
decreases at every point along the school 
leadership pipeline; consequently, the 
number of students of color in educational 
leadership programs is low and fails to 
reflect the composition of diverse schools 
and communities. For this reason, school 
leader preparation programs often lack 
diverse voices.
	 Leadership programs must find ways 
to include the diverse voices of groups that 
are not represented by the students in 
their courses. Efforts to hire diverse faculty 
and admit diverse students are not enough. 
Regular review should be conducted to 
determine who authors the required texts 
and whether better resources are available 
that cover professional standards within 
an equity framework rather than those 
that cover professional standards with-
out this lens. Guest speakers can easily 
be invited to visit courses to share their 
expertise.
	 In addition, digital resources can be 
used to give voice to groups that are not 
present in our student populations. For 
example, the University of Florida’s Col-
laboration for Effective Educator Develop-
ment, Accountability, and Reform provides 
numerous resources for the inclusion of 
neurodiverse individuals, with many spe-
cifically identified for school leadership. 
Likewise, America’s Course on Poverty 
and Inequality, produced by the Stanford 
Center on Poverty and Inequality, address-
es the impact of poverty on educational 
access and outcomes, among other topics. 
Similar digital resources are available 
to give voice to marginalized groups not 
present in university classrooms.
	 Finally, leadership preparation pro-
grams should engage local activist groups 
within the curriculum or as part of 
advisory committees. A field experience 
assignment might ask students to attend 
a local Latinx or African American parent 
advisory group meeting and develop a 
plan for engaging this group in the school 
setting. In addition, advisory panels should 
purposely include members of regional 
action groups for inclusive causes, such as 
Black Lives Matter. 

Provide Embedded Experiences
	 Well intentioned, some institutions have 
attempted to develop social justice acumen 
through a single course on multicultural 
education. While the content of these courses 
varies, they are likely inadequate to develop 
the competencies needed to lead for equity.
	 In contrast, programs that embed is-
sues of equity throughout all coursework 
and field experiences are better able to 
develop a full range of social justice com-
petencies. Critics may argue that such an 
approach adds learning objectives to cours-
es that are already packed with content.
	 Consider a course that covers the 
basics of research methodology: scientific 
inquiry, problem statements, literature 
reviews, hypotheses, and so forth. These 
fundamentals can be taught using current 
research on issues of equity. Students can 
identify quantitative, qualitative, and 
mixed methods studies on disproportional 
special education referrals for students of 
color. They can explore county, state, and na-
tional data sets on children in poverty and 
draft research questions. They can evaluate 
researcher bias in large-scale achievement 
gap studies. Each of these activities main-
tains the content of the research course, 
while simultaneously supporting students 
as they learn about critical issues of equity 
facing school-aged children. 
	 Applying an equity lens to all courses 
also allows future school leaders to develop 
deeper content knowledge. For example, 
the capacity to use data when making 
educational decisions is an essential com-
petency for today’s school leader. Teaching 
this content in isolation leads students to 
assume that quantitative data sets are 
objective, although substantial evidence 
shows that this is not the case (Gillborn, 
Warmington, & Demack, 2018).
	 Furthermore, challenges faced by un-
derresourced students can be overlooked 
if traditional data sources dictate the 
content that is taught. If we focus solely 
on problems of practice that are reflected 
in easily accessed data sets, we fail to pre-
pare future school leaders for the realities 
they will face. Examples include the socio-
emotional needs of transgender students, 
the impact of homelessness and mobility 
on English learners, and numerous other 
social justice issues. 

Explicitly Develop
Leadership Efficacy

	 Many schools and districts are still 
very homogeneous, and leadership candi-
dates might not have the opportunity to 
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develop skills in working with disadvan-
taged students. Leadership programs can 
develop social justice skill by providing 
aspiring administrators with performance 
experiences that promote leadership 
efficacy with underresourced students 
(Abusham, 2018).
	 Bandura (1977) demonstrated that 
people with stronger efficacy set higher 
goals for themselves and are more com-
mitted to accomplishing them. He asserted 
that efficacy is best developed through 
performance accomplishments specific to 
the domain. Therefore future school lead-
ers will be more successful in addressing 
issues of equity if they participate in field 
experiences that directly address those 
issues in their own schools and districts.
	 A high school teacher could implement 
a structured goal-setting program with 
foster youth. An elementary school teacher 
could lead a yearlong collaborative inquiry 
group at her grade level to identify reading 
strategies that promote growth in African 
American students. A middle school teach-
er could examine the impact of flexible 
seating on the acquisition of academic 
language for long-term English learners. 
These projects, which specifically target 
support for marginalized groups, will work 
to develop leadership efficacy in areas of 
equity and, consequently, produce leaders 
who are more efficacious in meeting these 
needs.

Conclusion
	 American public schools were found-
ed on the premise that education could 
mitigate social inequities (Growe & 
Montgomery, 2003). Despite considerable 

effort, much work remains to be done. The 
leaders of our schools and school districts 
can support this effort and complement 
other initiatives.
	 However, they must be trained to do 
so. As Breen (cited in Stanford Center on 
Poverty and Inequality, 2016) argued, the 
success of the school community hinges on 
maximizing the potential of every member 
of the community. Our future school lead-
ers are positioned to drive this effort, and 
preparation programs must provide them 
with the tools to do so.
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