CHAPTER 25

Sustairﬁmg the Work:

A Gordon SghoOi Case Study

By Kimberly T. Ridley

The Gordon School Board of Trusteas, adﬁ’aﬁnﬁstmﬁﬁ@m faculty, and
students have sustained their inclusion and equity werk by embedding
it in everything from the boardroom to the classroom.

;f =4 ince 2000, Gordon School has intentionally
g, focused on equity and inclusion work under

# the leadership of our head of school, Ralph L.

‘Wales. Gordon was established in 1910 as a nursery

through eighth grade coeducational school in East
Providence, Rhode Island. At the time, it was the
only independent school in the greater Providence
area that educated boys and girls together, soithas
progressive roots. However, for Gordon as well as
all other schools, there is no stmple approach to

from hard less onsn éﬁd cha]lenges

!

What follows are reﬂectlons on some of the

school hfe.

inclusion and eqmty Work. It’s hard and comiplex,

AT THE FOUNDATION:
OUR MISSION STATEMENT

Because it reflects what schools believe and value, a
moission statement is both a driving force and akey
component of diversity and inclusion work. The
process of develaping a clear mission statement
can be the starting point for building consensus
and accountability as well as for educating various
constituencies about the benefits of diversity,
inclusion, and equity initiatives.

The roots of Gordon S most recent rmssmn
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board, administration, and faculty. More such
encouragement came in 2006, when as part

of our accreditation process, the Association

of Independent Schools of New England
recommended that Gordon align the schools
then-current mission with the stated goals in our
strategic plan.

Revising the new statement required active
collaboration among our head of school, board
of trustees, adininistration, faculty, parents, and
students. The development process offered us
important opportunities to talk openly about
‘who we are and what we value, Nevertheless,

the process provea éhallénging and difficult. The
revision took two years of discussion even after
we'd done persistent work and strategy setting at
the board level,

THE VITAL ROLE OF THE BOARD AND
DIVERSITY COMMITTEE

Ensuring that our trustees represent diverse
perspectives and experiences has been integral to
the growth of our inclusion and equity work. As we
see it, providing opportunities and access to people
who represent marginalized groups is crucial to
their having an influence on policy decisions that
affect the school’s direction. Hearing the voices of
outside experts is also essential,

Among the evidence of our commitment to
diversity: Thirty percent of our 27 board members

identify as people of color. Several have significant
financial resources, but others’ families receive
financial assistance, Some trustees’ children receive
academic support. The board includes alumni as
well as educators from other schools who have

Our current mission statement; which the'board
approved in 2008, says:

significant experience with work in inclusion, =~

equity, and diversity.

"The Gordon School is a racially diverse
nursery through eighth grade coeducational
independent school in East Providence,
Rhode Island. Child by child, the Gordon
School commumity cultivates successful
students by inspiring joyful learning,
encouraging intellectual leadership,
fostering an empathic spirlt, and sﬂmulaung
a deive for positive societal impact.

The mxssmn s cornerstone isour mtentlon to

in Whlch many gdeia 1den1111es are represented
andto the fact thatwe value bofh md1v1dual and

mclusmty, seé ngDrdonschooI org/mwszon

Important ta the process of sirategic thinking
around inclusion work is our Diveréity Committee,
which is an arm of the board. There are 18
members of the Diversity Committee, which is
made up of board members, faculty; and parents.
The committee’s purpose is to serve as an advocate
for underrepresented groups in the school;
advocate for the hecessary financidl resources to
achzeve cntlcal goals dssist with reczmbnent and

+ catry out the Work of theboard. .

The committee works closely with the di're‘c"cdr of
diversity and multicultiral practicein a]l aspiécts
of herwork. The commlttee dlso encourages
attendance at Gidr parent educatton events which
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essential data as it assessed progress toward our
mission-based intentions. Further, in 2009, the
committee helped the director of diversity and
multicultural practice research best practices for
meeting the needs of lesbianygay, bisexual, and
transgender constituents in our school.

In short, the Diversity Committee plays alead role

in deepening the board’s understanding of diversity

work’s purpose and value and in building board
members’ capacity to support and advocate for the
work.

Another essential part of helping any board
maintain momentum around equity and inclusion
work is ongoing professional development. For
Gordor’s trustees, professional development
includes:

° Presentations about the meaning and practice
of multicultural and anti-bias education and
teaching strategies; about gender and sexual '
identity and schooling; and from facilitators
who lead student race-based affinity groups.

* Ongoing climate assessments, which provide

- good benchmarks to measure the pulse of our
dominant and diverse commumities.

» Afocus on racial identity development and
white privilege,

s Assistance in developing understanding about
the needs and experiences of students and
farnilies with economic challenges.

Maintathing riomentium in inclusion and equity

work is directly cormected to intention. Hiring and

retammg teachers of color isan essentla] interition

ADMHNHSTRAT@RS FACULTY 'AND STAFE

book’s publication in 2013, 22 of our faculty, staff,
and administration are people of color (out ofa
total professional comnmumity of 86 people).

~ Our significant gains in hiring are connected to

several fmportant factors. Among them:

* Aboard-approved hiring policy that states
we will have people of color in every finalist
candidate pool and on every hiring committee,
More important, our policy goes beyond
ensuring this kind of representation (which
is relatively easy to achieve) to making clear
staternents about the school’s aspirations.

The board and administration established
specific goals and time frames for significantly
increasing faculty and staff of color and then
defined accountability for achieving these goals,

o Deliberate efforts to find and appeal to
diverse candidates. To meet our goals, we
attend the traditional job fairs for independent
schools as well as fairs that focus on under-
represented groups. The team we send looks
specifically for candidates of color and sets a
game plan before each fair. Because we value
the notion of maintaining contact with any
candidate who we feel might, some day, teach
orwork at Gordon, we cultivate potential
hires the way a development officer cultivates
potential donors, :

The feedback from carididates we've inter-
viewed: te]]s ‘ug thiat they can feel our mission in
everythmg from what they see on gurbulletin
boardsto their own conversations with students
and teacher's. They also réport that seeing
diverse faculty and staffhas a welcoming effect.

° The multicultural education approach we
take to teachmg, bolstered by professxonal
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At Gordon, we provide education and training using various resources and designing and

on anumber of diversity issues and topics by implementing experiential learning activities,
using consultants such as Enid Lee, Jennifer our teachers and staff are developing skill sets
Bryan, Deb Roffman, Mariama Richards, that come with ongoing reflection, analysis, and
Elizabeth Denevi, and Robin DiAngelo (to practice, Because the entire school is involved,
name a few). Although we honor the fact that we are growing together. White faculty and
individuals come with varying knowledge, administrators are actively leading the work and
attitudes, experiences, biases, and expectations, modeling best practices.

we require everyone to participate in these ‘

learning opportunities. ' o Having a director of diversity and ranlii-

culiural practice. This position is central to the
success of Gordor’s diversity and mission-based
work. We have had three directors of diversity

‘We also make sure our professional
development budget enables faculty to attend
the NATS People of Color Conference, the White since the first one was hired in 2000, This

Privilege Conference, the National Association (e oy a = Istrative position answers

of Multicultural Educators Conference, and " directly to the head of school and works with

other diversity—fc.)ci.lsed seminars and events. division heads to lead work around curriculum;
Our faculty, administrators, and trustees have professional development programs for

regular opportunities to present our practices ai : 'strators an d t eache r5; faculty and taff

~ from the boardroom-to the classroom—at— g s

regional and national conferences and at worls; and affinity work. This position also

schools that have requiested our gaidamce
inboth teaching practice and institutional
planning. Publicly presenting our work has
-required teachers and administrators to
both critique and strengthen their own

serves as the administrative liaison to the board-
level Diversity Conmittee.

RECRUITING AND AFEIRMING STUDENTS

craft knowledge. As of this writing, Gordon has 132 students of color
Ideally, professional development work should out of a total student body of 412. Although we

also provide faculty, staff, and administrators “have more work to do in this area, this represents a
with time to think about how their particular significant increase since we initiated our strategic
identities shape experience. This shaping of intentions. Amiong the factors thit help us in.our

slieations for how weengage .Worlcvmhstudents

professmnal development Worlc is our focus
onrace and teachmgpractxce. Since 201,

our entire faculty, stff, and adnumsn'atton
has been meetmgm small race~based;afﬁmty

underrepresented groups, we do thls through
our,mission statement, advertlsements 0
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parents and invite them to programs we offer
throughout the year.

Even so, one of our greatest recruftment tools
is word of mouth. We get specific benefits
when prospective students and their families
see an environment that is working hard to be
inclusive. Creating a critical mass of students
of color is an important and effective strategy
for attracting more of them and sustaining our
commitment {o the students and their families,

Making sure students of color are not alone
and will see images of themselves reflected in
every aspect of school life. The multicultural
approach to teaching challenges students to
view the world through multiple perspectives
while, at the same time, affirming students.

Our Gordon School Institute on Madticultural
Practice, At the end of the school year, all
teachers are required to participate in a
multicultural summer institute, Enid Lee has
been a consultant with our school for more than
12 years and with the Multicultural Institute

for five years, During this time, we meet as a
schogl, in cross-divisional groups, to examine |
our curriculum and to assess the windows

and mirrors we provide for our students. All

disciplines of the school are represented during

the multicultural institute, and we are all

-éngég‘eél in thinking about How we develop and

expand our cumculum. ThlS institute offers
the time: and sustamed fociis that can lead toa
tansformabve revisioi ofa piece of ctirriculum

, or a substantwe enhaticemerit of a teacher’s

pedagogic approach.

The Social Identity Advisory Program.
This is an important facet of our curriculum
forour middle schiool students in which

teachers lead-chscus i i to help studems

construct our World Views based on Gtir riany

social identifiers, Experiential activities and
discussions stimulate students to examine their
biases and stereotypes and consider how we are
mfluenced to react to differences. Students meet
for an hour each week during advisory time on
Fridays between January and May.

s 'The Common Ground Affinity Group, Thisis
avoluntary program for students of color that
starts in first grade and ends in eighth grade. In
place since 2006, the lower school Common
Ground Affinity Group meets in three eight-
week sessions in the fall, winter, and spring,
Begun in 2007, the middle school Common
Ground Affinity Group meets once a month on
Friday mornings.

‘The program’s purpose is to facilitate positive
racigl identity exploration, self-awareness,
support, and comnection. Through various
activities, projects, and dialogue, students

find affirmation, advocacy, and a safe space

to talk about challenging issues in the school
community. Our middle school students also
plan and participate in the Day of Silence, which
is a nationgl effort to protest the silencing of
people who identify as LGBTQ.

A TRANSFORMATIVE PROCESS
FOR OUR COMMUNITY

From the classtogm to the boardroorm, Gordon
Scho ol’s approach to mamteumng momenturn Is to
f rtant practices Tike the ones described
here mto everyvfacet of school life, Our process

did not happen overmght Tt hias taken vision and
courage; pliss years of careful research, proféssional
develbpmet_;t work, and a willingness to see the
benefits of change.

al education and practice continue to be
efor Gordon’s t"eachers', and sfudeﬁ’ts.
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exist and are valued as a source of learning and
knowledge — broadens our thinking and builds

our cormections to each other. This kind of
learning is relevant and rigorous, and it sirengthens
our students’ critical thinking skills, But most

“important, it connects the head to the heart.

To maintain the momentum, key constituents such
as faculty, board membess, and parents have to see
the value in this fmportant work, We can sustain
diversity, inelusion, and equity work only through
collaboration and an openness to change.
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