
 
 
 
 

 
 

Creating opportunities for changemakers to think, experiment and learn together, and to generate strategies for a more equitable and nonviolent future. 
 

The Equity Scholar in Residence Model 

The Institute for Liberatory Equity Scholar in Residence (ESR) model was developed to address critical gaps in 
current approaches to advancing racial and other social equity in K-12 schools, and to mitigate unintended 
negative consequences that can arise from approaches focused on policy, training and leadership.  The 
model combines four equally critical components,  

• Community-based relationship.  An individual Equity Scholar (ESR) is an independent contractor 
embedded in a school or small district, working on a daily basis with school staff, intentionally 
developing genuine relationships with colleagues in the school and with community members.  

• Learner-centered education. The ESR works from a learner-centered pedagogy, responding to 
context-based questions and challenges identified by educators and community members, rather 
than with pre-determined information or solutions.  

• Compassionate and restorative interaction. The ESR responds to equity challenges and questions 
with kindness and without pre-judgement, and works to strengthen relationships through respect 
and mutual accountability.  

• Responsive Scholarship. The ESR has a deep knowledge of history, information and emerging insight 
about issues that drive inequity, knows how to find information they don’t already have, and works 
collaboratively with educators to identify resources specific to their emerging, day-to-day equity 
challenges.  

The positive impact of the first three of these components is supported by previous research.  Results from 
the model pilot indicate that those components combined with what we have identified as responsive 
scholarship work together to increase educators’ willingness and confidence to proactively drive equity and 
respond to inequity, and to seek support for those efforts.  Previous research indicates that those changes 
lead to increasingly equitable experiences for students as well as staff.  
 
Sustained Change 
 
The ESR model encourages and supports educators and community members in ongoing learning and 
change in response to emerging insights as well as national and local events, driving sustained engagement 
with efforts to reduce racial and other social inequity. 
 
Because changes driven by the model are rooted in relationships characterized by mutual respect and 
accountability, and driven by individual and community-specific questions and challenges, they are less 
vulnerable to resistance and more likely to sustain over time. 

The Challenge  

Lack of educational equity for historically underserved students is well-documented, with deeply harmful, 
long-term individual and systemic impact. Despite the best efforts of many educators and policy-makers, 
educational inequity remains stubbornly persistent. 
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Efforts to date to drive and sustain equity in schools have largely depended on three basic approaches: 
training, policy, and leadership, often relegated to individuals who are part of under-served populations 
themselves, e.g. teachers and administrators of color. Research and experience in the past decade have 
demonstrated that while each approach has merit; they also have limitations and unintended negative 
consequences. Leadership models, for example, often further isolate already marginalized staff, and can 
distract from necessary systemic interventions.   
 
Especially concerning is increasing resistance on the part of some educators and community members to 
equity efforts defined by policy or proscribed change; resistance often motivated by misunderstanding, 
defensiveness or un-met community values and challenges. There is no small amount of honest fear and 
anguish in community dynamics around issues of social inequity, especially racism. Unaddressed, those 
dynamics can result in deepened resistance, while sharp inequity and harm continues in schools.  Moreover, 
understandings about equity change quickly, and educators rightly struggle to keep up with emerging 
knowledge and community demands. 
 
At the same time, creating cultures of equity has become more urgent as the consequences of inequitable 
education become apparent to more people. As the scale of social consciousness increases, so does the 
desire of schools and communities to drive equity, but their options for help are limited, generally failing to 
address community-specific, day-to-day equity challenges or to mitigate unintended negative consequences. 

Status of the Initiative 

The Equity Scholar in Residence (ESR) Model was developed by the Institute for Liberatory Innovation (ILI) in 
a two-year pilot project sited at U32 Middle-High School in Montpelier, Vermont, and in partnership with 
Washington Central Friends of Education, a grassroots, non-profit community group supporting innovation in 
Washington Central district schools.  The pilot began in August 2019 and is slated for completion in July 
2021. 
 
The pilot was conceived as an action research project.  The pilot Equity Scholar is a senior research associate 
with the ILI, and has worked closely with teachers, student services staff and administrators at the pilot site 
to understand and refine the model. Survey results and staff reports from 2019-2020, as well as on-going 
anecdotal evidence, indicate the model is both effective and accurately defined.  A second ILI research 
associate, unaffiliated with the pilot, will complete an evaluation of the model by May 2021 to determine if 
those initial results are accurate, and to contribute data to support model replication.  
 
Efforts are currently underway to support pilot completion and ensure continuation at the pilot site, and to 
scale the impact of the model through implementation at other Vermont schools. Future research on the 
ESR model will focus on its impact on mitigating resistance to efforts to dismantle racism and other systemic 
inequity in K-12 schools, and on the possibility of model applications in other settings. 
 
 
 

 
 

Please contact ILI Director Dr. Lucinda Garthwaite to discuss supporting this initiative. 
 


