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Achievement Gaps: The Path to Equity
For all students to excel academically and thrive as individuals, we must raise the bar and close 

the achievement gap. Educators, policymakers, and the public must understand the grave con-

sequences of persistent gaps in student achievement and demand that addressing these gaps 

become a policy and funding priority.

—An Excerpt from ASCD Adopted Positions: The Achievement Gap (online)

Today’s schools are challenged with bringing underachieving students up to satisfactory levels of 

performance while continuing to provide enriching instruction for students already ideally placed 

on the achievement continuum. 

Easy solutions to this problem simply don’t exist. In this course, we’ll explore the many factors 

that contribute to unequal patterns of achievement among different groups of students, but one 

inescapable reality lies at the root of the problem: disparities in achievement occur because some 

students are better prepared to achieve than others. Although educators can address some of 

the issues that affect students’ readiness to learn, it will take a network of concerned people and 

institutions to help students overcome other barriers to academic achievement. 

Throughout the course, we will look to Dan Laitsch, the former senior policy analyst at ASCD 

who wrote Policy Perspectives, to help us make sense of the research about achievement gaps, 

as well as to provide insight about education policies that support educators’ earnest efforts to 

attain equity in achievement.

Course Objectives

By the end of this course, you will be able to

Module 1

•  Identify how language feeds inequity​.

•  Describe how negative mindsets affect learning​.

Module 2

•  Identify unconscious bias and microaggressions in and out of the classroom.

•  Apply strategies, including mindfulness and self-reflection, to combat unconscious bias.
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Module 3

•  Incorporate community partnerships into the school setting.

•  Increase capacity for high quality teaching through successful professional development.

Module 4

•  Identify how to best measure learning.

•  Use holistic accountability to help students achieve.

Module 5

•  Identify the need for high-quality teaching.

•  Determine strategies to develop and retain excellent teachers.

Module 6

•  Describe the importance of professional learning for teachers.​

•  Create a learning community.​

•  Identify ways to improve early childhood education.​

Course Syllabus

Module 1 Maintain High Expectations and Make Curriculum Relevant

•	 Module Welcome

•	 High Expectations

•	 Standards

•	 Reading 1: EL—How Our Language Feeds Inequity

•	 Video 1: How Negative Student Mindsets Begin

•	 Video 2: High Expectations for All

•	 Video 3: Tweaking Standards

•	 Knowledge Check

•	 Application 1: Putting Standards Into Context

•	 Application 2: Diversity Mapping

•	 Post-Module Reflection
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Module 2 Eradicating Unconscious Bias

•	 Module Welcome

•	 Reading 1: EL—Getting Mindful About Race in School

•	 Video 1: ASCD Express—One Minute Mindfulness Strategy

•	 Reading 2: ASCD Express—Mindfulness Won’t Save Us. Fixing the System 
Will.

•	 Reading 3: EL—Unconscious Bias Hurts

•	 Video 2: Microaggressions

•	 Reading 4: EL—Combatting Race-Related Stress in the Classroom

•	 Knowledge Check

•	 Application: Disrupting Patterns of Bias

•	 Post-Module Reflection

Module 3 Find Support

•	 Module Welcome

•	 Reading 1: Examples of Community Partnerships

•	 Reading 2: EL—Show & Tell: A Video Column / Leading PD That Works

•	 Video: EL—Show & Tell: A Video Column / Leading PD That Works

•	 Professional Development Resources at ASCD

•	 Knowledge Check

•	 Application: Action Plan

•	 Post-Module Reflection

Module 4 Multiple Measures to Determine Success

•	 Module Welcome

•	 Reading 1: Four Ways to Use Tests and Assessments

•	 Reading 2: EL—Three Key Questions on Measuring Learning

•	 Reading 3: Multimetric Accountability

•	 Knowledge Check

•	 Application: Holistic Accountability

•	 Post-Module Reflection
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Module 5 Promote High-Quality Teaching

•	 Module Welcome

•	 Reading 1: EL—Toward a Fair Distribution of Teacher Talent

•	 High Quality Teachers Needed

•	 Focusing on Social, Mental, and Academic School Health

•	 Key Factors

•	 Using Data

•	 Creating Change

•	 Video 1: Changing School Culture

•	 Reading 2: EL—Seven Keys to Restoring the Teacher Pipeline

•	 Video 2: ASCD’s Whole Child Symposium on Poverty and Education

•	 Knowledge Check

•	 Application: Bolstering the Teacher Pipeline

•	 Post-Module Reflection

Module 6 Take Action

•	 Module Welcome

•	 Reading 1: EL—Can Star Teachers Creating Learning Communities?

•	 Video: Teachers as Learners

•	 Reading 2: Parents as Teachers

•	 Reading 3: Policy Perspectives: Universal Preschool Plan

•	 Knowledge Check

•	 Application: Strategies for Success

•	 Post-Module Reflection

References

ASCD. (n.d.). ASCD adopted positions: The achievement gap. Retrieved October 3, 2008, from 

the ASCD Web site at www.ascd.org.

Adkins-Sharif, J. (2020). A black school leader confronts privilege and power, principal success 

strategies. ASCD Express, 15(09). 

Avelar La Salle, R., and Johnson, R. S. (2019, April). How our language feeds inequity. Educational 

Leadership, 76(7).

Aguilar, E. (2019, April). Getting mindful about race in schools. Educational Leadership, 76(7), 

62–67. 

http://www.ascd.org/


5|   © 2020 by ASCD. All Rights Reserved.

Achievement Gaps: The Path to Equity > Getting Started > Course Syllabus 

Barton, P. E. (2003). Parsing the achievement gap: baselines for tracking progress. Educational 

Testing Service Policy Information Center Report.

Bell, L. I. (December 2002/January 2003). Strategies that close the gap. Educational Leadership, 

60(4), 32–34. 

Blake, V. (2002). Presentation digest X: Closing the achievement gap by meeting high standards. 

[Audio program]. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

Carter, P. (2003, March). Using assessment as a compass, Classroom Leadership, 6(6), 5.

Epstein, J. L., and Salinas, K. C. (2004, May). Partnering with families and communities. Educa-

tional Leadership, 61(8), 12-18. 

Fisher, D., and Frey, N. (2019, March). Show & Tell: A video column / Leading PD that works. Edu-

cational Leadership, 76(6), 84–85. 

Gottschalk, B. (2019). Holding high, not hurried, expectations for ELLs. Education Update, 61(12). 

Graham, S., and Weiner, B. (1992, June). Attribution theory: A key to understanding (Appendix C). 

Hard work and high expectations: Motivating students to learn. Washington, DC: U. S. Depart-

ment of Education. Retrieved October 2, 2008, from www.kidsource.com.

Haberman, M. (2004, May). Can star teachers create learning communities? Educational Leader-

ship, 61(8), 52–56.

Haycock, K. (2001, March). Closing the achievement gap. Educational Leadership, 58(6), 6–11. 

Haycock, K. (December 2002/January 2003). Toward a fair distribution of teacher talent. Educa-

tional Leadership, 60(4), 11–15.

Laitsch, D., and Rodi, K. (2004). Brown v. Board of Education: Reflections on the 50th anniversary 

of the landmark decision. ASCD Infobrief, 37. 

Manning, J. B., and Kovach, J. A. (2003). The continuing challenges of excellence and equity. In B. 

Williams (Ed.), Closing the achievement gap: A vision for changing beliefs and practices (2nd 

ed.). Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

McTighe, J. (2018, February). Three key questions on measuring learning. Educational Leader-

ship, 75(5), 14–20.

Milner IV, R. H. (December 2017/January 2018). Confronting inequity / Unconscious bias hurts. 

Educational Leadership, 75(4), 86–87.

http://www.kidsource.com/


6|   © 2020 by ASCD. All Rights Reserved.

Achievement Gaps: The Path to Equity > Getting Started > Course Syllabus 

Moses, R. P. (2002). Radical equations: Math literacy and civil rights. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Nolan, L. J. (2002). Vendor partnerships open the door to professional development opportuni-

ties. Classroom Leadership Online, 5(8).

Palmer Wolf, D., White, A. M. (2000, February). Charting the course of student growth. Educa-

tional Leadership, 57(5), 6–11.

Popham, W. J. (2003). Test better, teach better: The instructional role of assessment. Alexandria, 

VA: ASCD.

Reeves, D. B. (2004). Accountability for learning: How teachers and school leaders can take 

charge. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

Reeves, D. (2018, May). Seven keys to restoring the teacher pipeline. Educational Leadership, 

75(8). 

Reich, J. (2019). Teaching our way to digital equity. Educational Leadership, 76(5). 

Scherer, M. (2002, March). Perspectives: Job one. Educational Leadership, 59(6), 5. 

Schmoker, M. (1996). Results: The key to continuous school improvement. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

Sehgal, P., Jeffries. J., and Rappaport, N. (December 2017/January 2018). Combatting race-

related stress in the classroom. Educational Leadership, 74(4).

Sindelar, N. W. (2003, March). Using data to increase student achievement, step-by-step. Class-

room Leadership, 6(6), 12.

Torres, C. (2019). Mindfulness won’t save us. fixing the system will. ASCD Express, 61(5). 

Winter, M. (2001). Parents as teachers: Improving the odds with early intervention. In B. Sornson 

(Ed.), Preventing early learning failure. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

Williams, B. (Ed.). (2003). Closing the achievement gap: A vision for changing beliefs and prac-

tices, (2nd Ed.).​ Alexandria, VA: ASCD. Williams, B. (2003). Closing the achievement gap: 

Focusing on the learned intelligences. [audio program]. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

Videos

ASCD. (2017). The 2017 Whole Child Symposium on confronting inequity. [Video]. Retrieved from 

www.ascd.org/ASCD/pdf/siteASCD/wholechild/spring2017wcsreport.pdf

http://www.ascd.org/ASCD/pdf/siteASCD/wholechild/spring2017wcsreport.pdf


7|   © 2020 by ASCD. All Rights Reserved.

Achievement Gaps: The Path to Equity > Getting Started > Course Syllabus 

ASCD. (2019). Changing school culture [ASCD myTeachSource Topic Pack]. Retrieved from http://

myteachsource.ascd.org

ASCD. (2015). The 2015 Whole Child Symposium on poverty and education [Video]. Retrieved 

From http://www.ascd.org/conferences/whole-child-symposium/past-events.aspx#spring2015

ASCD. (n.d.). How negative student mindsets begin [ASCD myTeachSource Topic Pack]. Retrieved 

from http://myteachsource.ascd.org

ASCD Activate. (2019). Retrieved from https://activate.ascd.org

ASCD Express. (2015, October 22). Staying centered: One-minute mindfulness strategy. [Video]. 

ASCD Express, 11(4). Retrieved from www.ascd.org/ascd-express/vol11/1104-video.aspx

http://myteachsource.ascd.org/
http://myteachsource.ascd.org/
http://myteachsource.ascd.org/
https://activate.ascd.org/
http://www.ascd.org/ascd-express/vol11/1104-video.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/conferences/whole-child-symposium/past-events.aspx#spring2015

