Why Teach Equity? (Part 1)
As teachers, we often talk about seeing the uniqueness in each of our students, the importance of meeting the individual needs of students to ensure student success, and seeing each of our students as special gifts. In order to understand and appreciate our students, we need to know who they are, where they have come from, and their current realities, especially if their experiences differ from our own. 
Teaching through the lens of equity means that while we value and respect each of our students equally, a “one-size-fits-all model cannot address the needs of all students. It is imperative that we treat students equitably by recognizing and addressing the different needs, histories and realities of students from diverse populations (such as race, culture, gender, sexual orientation, ability, faith, socioeconomic status, appearance, etc.). We must strive to change the system to promote equal opportunities for all students to experience successful outcomes in school. 

Unfortunately, there are many barriers that educators experience, which prevent them from making equity a priority in their classrooms. 
I Just Don’t Have the Time

For so many educators, teaching equity is seen as another task that demands time, energy, and resources that many feel they don’t have. While we are being pulled in many directions, understanding and embracing difference is necessary for us to reach every child. In fact, embracing difference makes our jobs easier, because it reduces classroom management issues and increases the success of all of our students when they feel a sense of belonging among equals. 
For instance, if Jaspreet is being teased for wearing a turban in class, a number of protocols need to be followed in order to deal with this issue. As an educator, you are required to perhaps contact Jaspreet’s parents, notify administration, speak with the student(s) who is teasing Jaspreet, console and comfort Jaspreet, and address the entire class about name-calling and racism. If this is not done, it could lead to ongoing bullying outside of the class, violence, a negative and unsafe school environment, and absenteeism. However, if an environment of embracing differences was the norm in the classroom, the teacher would address the issue directly in front of the entire class and remind students of the Toronto District School Board’s policy regarding equitable practices and discrimination. Subsequently, the teacher would then engage the students in learning about the significance of a turban in the Sikh faith and why it is necessary for Jaspreet to wear it at all times. By dealing with this incident equitably, the teacher drastically reduces the amount of time required to manage the conflict inside as well as outside of the class. 
Hopefully, this process will promote acceptance and tolerance of difference by raising awareness and enforcing consequences for students who do not follow anti-discrimination policies. Furthermore, all students (especially Jaspreet) will feel safer knowing that their personal differences will be accepted, and they will have the tools to start their own journey of embracing differences. 

For those of us who don’t have the time to make equity a focus in our classroom, we need to start asking ourselves some tough questions. Is teaching our students about fractions and essays more important than taking the time to create an atmosphere in which each student feels validated and respected? Should teaching about differences and teaching the curriculum be seen as separate entities? Are we okay with the fact that we are not meeting the needs of specific populations as made clear from EQAO scores, report card marks and suspension statistics?

Not having the time should not be an option, because what we are inadvertently saying is that education is about measuring all students based on the status quo, which determined by the dominant culture (white, middle-class, heterosexual, able-bodied, etc.). How can this be a fair assessment for students with diverse identities, such as: sexual orientation, race, culture, faith, physical and mental abilities, socioeconomic status, gender, language, etc.
In many schools, there are a select handful of teachers who believe in the importance of making equity a priority. Without support, the efforts of these teachers are wasted. It is imperative that administrators, supervising officers, and boards of education make the teaching of and learning about equity a priority in every school. This could include professional development for teachers in diversity training and cultural competence, mandatory pre-service education courses in equity, increased parental involvement in school events and policies, creating a school Equity Committee comprised of staff and students, and making equity a priority in the School Improvement Plan.
Our School Doesn’t Need to Learn About this “Equity Stuff”

Often times, teaching equity is seen as something that is “needed” in urban or inner-city areas where there are greater representations of cultural, religious and linguistic diversity and greater socioeconomic barriers to success and happiness. This line of thinking cannot be farther from the truth. For some time now, equity in education has been seen as necessary to validate the realities and experiences of students in these communities. While this is of extreme importance, we also need to teach equity in schools for the purpose of changing the current power structures that maintain the power and privilege of some groups, thereby denying opportunities of equal power and privilege to other groups. In order for us to change societal power structures, all parts of society need to be educated on the power imbalances that currently exist and on what we can do to level the playing field. 
It Just Isn’t Possible to Change Societal Norms in my Classroom

Yes, change is slow and at times we may feel as though our efforts are futile. However, we have been given an enormous responsibility as teachers to not only affect the lives of the students we touch, but of our society and our future. We are teaching the children who will be in positions to change policies and change practices that promote inequity. We are teaching children who will one day have their own children, and who will pass on the values and beliefs that we expose them to. We are teaching the children who will start social movements, run corporations, write articles, and defend cases, and if we do our part, they will perform these tasks through the lens of equity.
