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The argument for equity

‘The highest performing education systems 

across OECD countries are those that combine 

high quality and equity. In such education 

systems, the vast majority of students can 

attain high level skills and knowledge that 

depend on their ability and drive, more than on 

their socio-economic background’ 

OECD, 2012



Agenda

• How can we promote equity in 

our schools?

• What are the implications for 

leadership practice?



What do we mean by equity?



An ecology of equity

•Within schools - issues that arise as a 
result of school and teacher practices

•Between schools - issues that arise from 
the characteristics of the local school 
system. 

•Beyond schools - issues related to the 
wider context within which schools operate



Within-school factors



The development of inclusive teaching

• Schools know more than they use

• Practice is largely intuitive 

• The development of a language of practice

• Inquiry leads to ‘interruptions’ 

• Overlooked possibilities for moving practice forward



‘Making the familiar unfamiliar’

• Starting with statistics

• Taking a learning walk

• Scrutinising students’ work

• Mutual observation

• Lesson study

• Listening to learners



‘Inclusive Inquiry’

Students and teachers collaborating to promote 
inclusive learning



Preparing 
students to be 
researchers



Gathering the views of classmates



Planning the research 
lesson together



The research
lesson



Time to analyse 
and adapt the 
lesson plan



Impacts include:

On students:

• Engagement in lessons

• Improvements in confidence

• Integration of children with history of difficult behaviour

Improved relationships:

• Between children

• Between teachers

• Between children and teachers

Teacher development:

• Focus on details of practice

• Becoming more sensitive regarding individual pupils

• Sharing techniques



For more information:

https://reachingthehardtore

ach.eu/ 
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Schools working together

‘….studies indicate that collaboration between

schools has an enormous potential for fostering the

capacity of education systems to respond to learner

diversity. More specifically, they show how such

partnerships can help to reduce the polarization of

schools, to the particular benefit of those students

who seem marginalized at the edges of the system,

and whose performance and attitudes cause

increasing concern.’

Ainscow, M. (2016) Collaboration as a strategy for promoting equity in education: possibilities and barriers. 

Journal of Professional Capital and Community, 1 (2), 159 – 172



An example: the Central South Wales Challenge 

• Launched in January 2014

• A partnership of just over 400 schools, across five local 
authorities, including the capital city, Cardiff 

• Instigated by the Directors of Education and endorsed 
by local politicians

• Home to the highest number and the largest proportion
of children living in poverty

• Historically the region has underperformed against
schools elsewhere in Wales



Strands of activity



Assessing the impact

• In 2014, overall student performance below the national
average. Three years later, overall performance had improved,
so that in key stage 4 (students aged 14-16) their performance
in national tests was above the national average

• Improvements in all five local authorities, with the two most
underperforming improving to the greatest extent and the
other three performing above the national average

• Encouraging trends in relation to the average progress of
pupils eligible for free school meals and other pupils.



Making better use of expertise within school 
partnerships

• Shared responsibility for improving outcomes amongst the 
partner schools

• Mutually supportive relationships, particularly between 
senior staff

• Involvement at different levels of the organisations

• Using differences to challenge thinking and practice

• Occasional involvement of an ‘outsider’ who can help 
facilitate, monitor and support collaboration



What are the challenges?

• It may lead to lots of nonproductive time

• A fad that goes well when led by enthusiastic advocates but 

fading when spread more widely

• Schools may collude with one another to reinforce mediocrity 

• Those schools that most need help may choose not to get 

involved

• Some head teachers may become 'empire builders', who deter 

others from getting involved  



Beyond-school factors



‘….. closing the gap in outcomes between 
those from more and less advantaged 
backgrounds will only happen when what 
happens to children outside as well as inside
schools changes.… we have seen encouraging 
experiences of what can happen when what 
schools do is aligned in a coherent strategy 
with the efforts of other local players –
employers, community groups, universities 
and public services…..’

Ainscow, M., Dyson, A., Goldrick, S. and West, M. (2012) Developing Equitable Education 
Systems.  London: Routledge



Dyson, A. and Kerr, K. (2013) Developing children's zones for England: 

What's the evidence? London: Save the Children



‘….. closing the gap in outcomes between 
those from more and less advantaged 
backgrounds will only happen when what 
happens to children outside as well as inside
schools changes.… we have seen 
encouraging experiences elsewhere of what 
can happen when what schools do is aligned 
in a coherent strategy with the efforts of 
other local players – employers, community 
groups, universities and public services…..’

Ainscow, M., Dyson, A., Goldrick, S. and West, M. (2012) Developing Equitable 
Education Systems.  London: Routledge





Implications for leadership

• Demonstrating a commitment to collaboration

• Encouraging an inquiring stance

•Using difference as a resource

•Dealing with turbulence

•Promoting inclusive values



Things to think about

• Does your school provide opportunities for staff to 

share their expertise?

• Does your school collaborate with other schools in 

exploring ways of promoting the learning of all 

students?

• Is your school active in involving the wider 

community in supporting its work? 



The most important factor: the collective will to make it 
happen 


