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Equity—Leadership for Closing the Achievement Gap 

 

One of the goals of No Child Left Behind was to have 100% of students perform 

at grade level. Therefore, all students would be successful. We are still pondering 

how to challenge the top students to fly higher while helping the struggling stu-

dent to learn more than similar students have in the past.  

 

Brown, Benkovitz, and Muttillo researched how schools of excellence promote 

academic excellence for all students. Their research found three differences be-

tween schools with small gaps and those with large gaps. These three were 

“encouraging academic achievement, offering instructional feedback, and expect-

ing excellence” (p.58). The principals in schools with small gaps “support, model, 

and monitor a teamwork approach” (p.58). They also insisted that all students are 

“encouraged to perform at their highest level” (p.58). These principals recognize, 

encourage, and celebrate academic achievement (p. 71).  

 

Traditionally the gap has been viewed as middle class white students performing 

higher than African-American or Hispanic students. There are instances in Nassau 

County where Hispanic students are performing higher than white or African-

American students. Data needs to inform the gap rather than educators’ assump-

tions.  

 

In the Brown, Benkovitz, and Muttillo study, a small achievement gap was de-

fined as less than a 15% difference between the highest performing subgroup and 

other subgroups.  Their focus was on the leadership of the principal in closing the 

gap. Leadership has the most impact in schools with the most acute learning 

needs. 

 

Recognize Academic Achievement 

 

Schools with small gaps had a plan for acknowledging  academic success. Princi-

pals played an active, deliberate role in recognizing academic success.   

 

Schools with an academic focus are more likely to have small gaps than schools 

with a social focus (p. 62). Schools with an academic focus offer students access 

to a rigorous curriculum. These schools have effective attendance and discipline 

policies. Teachers in large gap schools wanted students to be happy and enjoy 

coming to school. Teachers in small gap schools wanted students to enjoy learn-

ing (p. 73).  

 

Teachers  in small gap schools establish reasonably challenging goals for stu-

dents. These teachers expect all students to perform at a higher level regardless of 

their background. Students are not only given the opportunity but also the tools 

and support needed to achieve success.  
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Principals Monitor Teaching and Learning 

 

Principals in small gap schools offer teachers instructional feedback and support. Evaluations provide spe-

cific points for improvement. Evaluations are viewed as a means to help teachers at all levels of effective-

ness grow.  

 

The principals in large gap schools provided broader comments to teachers. They were less focused on 

helping teachers to be successful. Principals in large gap schools may view evaluations from a compliance 

perspective rather than viewing evaluation as a way to target teacher needs for professional development.  

 

Principals of small gap schools viewed the professional development of teachers as important. Teaching 

was viewed as a process of continuous learning. These principals knew the curriculum and understood in-

structional methods. These principals attended professional development with their teachers. Professional 

development was also a part of staff meetings. Principals in small gap schools encouraged teachers to plan 

together, to talk about lessons, and to talk about student achievement.  

 

Expectations of Excellence for All Students 
 

Teachers at small gap schools encouraged students to work hard and do well academically. Excellence is 

seen as maximizing each student’s potential. The teachers and principal want all students to show a year or 

more of growth. This is true for students performing below grade level as well as those performing above 

grade level. Large gap schools may talk about excellence. However, the data indicate that in large gap 

schools interventions were not utilized that assisted students to grow a year or more.  

 

In small gap schools, student data were used to drive decision-making about “hiring, resource allotment, 

professional development, and teaching practices” (p.81). Professional development was targeted to spe-

cific teacher needs based on student data. In small gap schools individual student data was discussed in 

terms of individual children.  

 

In large gap schools, data “were often used to remediate students. ... Also, there was no evidence suggest-

ing that the data were used to evaluate these programs” (p.83). Remediation took place in after-school and 

pull-out programs. In large gap schools student data was discussed in terms of ethnicity or poverty status.  

 

Conclusion 
 

One of the new reports in the IDW provides data crossing student achievement with percent poverty,  ESL, 

or special education. Educators can identify districts with high poverty that have higher student achieve-

ment than other districts with high poverty. These “bright light” districts in Nassau county may be able to  

provide the insights that are needed to close the achievement gap in other districts.  

 

“Excellence without equity simply reinforces and reproduces the hegemonic practices that plague so many 

schools across our nation. Without accounting for equity, excellence is merely a title that fulfills a flawed 

political mandate” (p.86). 
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