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Socioeconomic diversity, equity and 
inclusion… in the SF Bay Area?! 

May 21, 2019
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On “diversity”

Diversity is a fact of any group, whether or not it’s apparent or valued.

Diversity includes dominant and well-represented groups, whose 
identities and cultures tend to set the norms against which 

“differences” are defined.

Diverse is not a synonym for “in the minority” or “disadvantaged” (or, 
in the case of socioeconomic diversity, “poor”).

© 2016 Blink 
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Guiding questions

• Does socioeconomic diversity even matter, really? (The why)

• Socioeconomic diversity… here? (The what)

• So what can we do? (The how)

© 2019 Blink

Why is socioeconomic diversity vital for     
your school… not just nice, charitable,             
the “right thing” or a liberal agenda?

© 2017 Blink



5/23/2019

4

Socioeconomic diversity: mission-vital?

“The Academy’s mission is to develop thoughtful, ambitious and deep learners. We 
honor our students’ individuality while cultivating their sense of integrity, their 
respect for others, and their commitment to service in a global society” (The 
Academy, Mission).

“At San Francisco Friends School, students learn in a community grounded in the 
Quaker values of reflection, integrity, peaceful problem-solving and stewardship. 
Our teachers challenge students with a dynamic curriculum that inspires curiosity, 
cooperation and hard work. We teach children to listen to all voices and to trust 
their own. We engage with the world around us with kindness and conviction, 
working toward the Quaker ideal of a caring and just society” (SFFS, Mission).

© 2018 Blink

Diversity for “academic growth”

• Encourages us to think critically and consider information more 
accurately and open-mindedly (Sommers, 2006)

• Prompts us to think creatively, instead of making assumptions about 
what we all know or believe—i.e. cultivates growth—not fixed—
mindset (Neale & Phillips, 2006)

• “Jolts us into cognitive action in ways that homogeneity simply does 
not” (Loyd et al., 2014)

© 2011 Blink
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Homogeneity: Intellectually dulling

© 2012 Blink

Homogeneity is a contributing factor to groupthink                  
(Janis, 1972), which cultivates:
• defensive close-mindedness, 
• collective rationalization, and 
• stereotypes of outgroups (Mitchell & Daniel Eckstein, 2009)

Stereotyping: A dumbing habit

• Subordinates independent thinking to rote memorization

• Shuts down critical thinking

• Shuts down integrative thinking

• Shuts down creative thinking

• Promotes close-mindedness: fixed—not growth—mindset 

© 2011 Blink
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How diversity “makes us smarter”
(Phillips, 2016)

My perception of anyone I view as “different” triggers my 
awareness that other perspectives are possible (and that I, in 
fact, have a perspective, not a universal truth), so I think 
better, just because of who’s in the room (Phillips, 2015).

Ex. Racial heterogeneity (in relationships and situations) 
enhances integrative complexity (Antonio et al., 2004).

© 2011 Blink

Diversity for—not instead of—“academic growth”

• “Diverse groups of problem solvers—groups of people with diverse 
tools—consistently outperformed groups of the best and brightest… 
In my model, diversity trumped ability” (Page, 2008). 

• Social diversity, like educational and professional diversity, brings 
greater diversity of experiences and perspectives to a group (Phillips, 
2015).

• Heterogeneous groups are more likely to generate                       
opinion minorities, which enhances:
• divergent thinking,
• perspective-taking (Nemeth, 1992), and
• integrative complexity (Gruenfeld et al., 1998)

© 2011 Blink
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Why are SE and class diversity vital?

• Diversity, including of SES and class, makes us smarter.

• How much money a family has is not a bona fide indicator of a child’s 
qualification, merit, capacity or mission-alignment.

For instance, their capacity to “become delightful people” (Almaden 
Country School, Mission).

• Thriving SED is an incomplete but still robust indicator                                       
of overall equity and inclusion.

© 2017 Blink

Class diversity is not race diversity. 
And “class diversity enhances race relations”

(UCLA Higher Education Research Institute, 2013)

“Students who attended more SE diverse institutions were more likely 
to interact across class lines, and interacting across class lines was 
associated with greater interaction across racial groups.”

• “[A]ffluent White students have the most homogeneous friendship 
groups.”

• “Low-income White students are more likely to attend racially mixed 
high schools, so they come to campus with more experience 
interacting across race.”

• “[W]hen there is more socio economic diversity, students can find 
common ground on social class with people of different races.”

© 2018 Blink
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Socioeconomic 
diversity… 

in the SF Bay Area?!

© 2011 Blink

(San Jose Mercury News, 2014)  
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The “selective class-based sorting of Americans”
(Romem, 2018)

“America’s geography continues to be reshaped by a polarized pattern 
of socioeconomic sorting… driven by a selective population shift of the 
most affluent, the best-educated, and the young to expensive coastal 
metros like the San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles, Seattle, and the 
New York–Boston–Washington corridor, with the less affluent and less 
educated flowing into cheaper Sunbelt metros, and the even less 
advantaged trapped in Rust Belt areas [emphasis added].”

© 2019 Blink
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Socioeconomic equity 
and inclusion… so what 

can we do?!

© 2011 Blink

What are you already doing 
to advance socioeconomic DEI?                                      
And how’s it going?

© 2018 Blink
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SE strategy: The board’s job

What you can do…
#1 – Advocate for and stay informed about 

the board’s strategic plan for financial 
accessibility and affordability

© 2019 Blink
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Accountability for socioeconomic diversity:
What are the indicators?

• The overall % of families receiving financial assistance? [Diversity: 
demographics]

• Spectrum of SED among families, employees and the BOT? 
[Diversity: distribution]

• Perception that the school is welcoming to a SED community? 
[Inclusion]

• [X]% of students who “feel comfortable navigating SED” or “have 
friends of different SE backgrounds”? [Inclusion, perception of 
equity]

• [X]% of families report being able to participate in community 
events at school and/or that cost is not the primary reason why 
they don’t participate? [Inclusion, perception of equity]

• Academic thriving across the SE spectrum? [Equity]
© 2018 Blink

What you can do…
#2 – Know what you’re talking about

© 2019 Blink
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Socioeconomic status 
and class… what are we 

talking about?!

© 2011 Blink

Socioeconomic status: a working definition

An aspect of identity based on financial resources and other socially 
valued assets (including education, employment and earning potential) 
that impacts daily living, access to resources, and ultimately inclusion 
and equity in a community. 

* Often used interchangeably, socioeconomic status is a variable 
component of class, like language is to ethnicity. 

© 2011 Blink



5/23/2019

15

Class: a working definition

An aspect of identity and culture informed by: 

• socioeconomic status, 

• beliefs and attitudes about socioeconomic status,

• access to social resources and opportunities, 

• lived, inherited and cultivated norms and expectations, and 

• sense of entitlement and constraint in the world

that doesn’t always correlate directly with personal financial or other SE 
resources.

* Class identity and culture are acquired and lost less easily than money. 

© 2011 Blink

Is it OK to say… 
What does it mean when people say…

© 2017 Blink

• What is middle income at your school?

• What is “middle class” supposed to signify?

• What does “socioeconomically diverse” mean at your school?

• Is it OK to describe a family as “poor” or “rich”? 

• It’s OK to say “upper” class (but not “lower”) right?

• Should we describe people as “privileged” or “comfortable” instead? 
(How about “under-privileged” and “uncomfortable”)? 

• … what are your questions about how to talk                                                    
about money, SES and class?
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What language do you use and hear to 
describe financial, SE and class identities?

• “Middle class”

• “Socioeconomically diverse”
• “High need”

• “Full pay”

• “On financial aid/assistance” (and even “on the index”)
• Students/families that the school is “investing in”

• FA for “deserving” students

• “Trust fund babies”
• “Tech money”

When you’re talking about the SED of your community,                                              
what are you saying?

© 2017 Blink

Responsibilities and opportunities 
for financial equity and inclusion

Financial: having to do with money – what families have access to, how 
they allocate and plan for it, what they can afford and what they value

Guiding Qs: What is the reasonably anticipatable annual cost of 
participation for a family (per student)? What’s required, expected and 
truly optional? What should and can schools do to include and support 
a financially diverse community?

• Assessing costs of participation and how they present to families

• Communicating financial obligations and expectations (ahead of time 
and holistically; 

• Providing consistent, simple access to financial assistance 

• …
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Responsibilities and opportunities 
for SE and class equity and inclusion

Socioeconomic: having to do with assets (including money) and financial 
norms that shape worldview and culture: class

Guiding Qs: What assumptions does the school make about families’ SE 
resources and class culture? What are the school’s SE and class norms (and 
which families do those already include and support well)? What else should 
and can schools do to include and support a SE and class diverse community?

• Communicating and diversifying family participation norms and 
expectations (ex. volunteering, providing birthday snacks, hosting events in 
homes) 

• Proactively clarifying independent school jargon; 

• Naming and vetting prestige biases (previous education, employee 
credentials, parent/guardian employment)

• …

What you can do…
#3 – Recognize where you’re coming from 

and the possibilities of whom you’re talking to

© 2019 Blink
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What you can do…
#4 – Connect the dots

© 2019 Blink
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We can’t advance E&I in siloes

• It’s not about either SES or race. It’s about SES and race. And learning 
abilities and neurodiversity and gender and sexual orientation and 
religion and political ideology and…

• If it doesn’t fall under admissions, enrollment or retention, how do 
you connect to advancement, student affairs, academics… to support 
the financially, SE and class diverse community of your school?

© 2019 Blink

Thank you

Alison Park

alison@rethinkingdiversity.com

415.847.9087

© 2012 Blink
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Socioeconomic 
equity and inclusion: 
working definitions

© 2011 Blink

Diversity: a working definition

Differences in those aspects of identity that impact the social 
experiences—including perception, status, privilege, opportunity and 
access to resources—of groups of people within a community.

“Diversity” includes dominant and well-represented groups, whose 
identities and cultures tend to set the norms against which 
“differences” are defined.

Diversity is a fact, whether or not you value it.

© 2011 Blink
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Foundations for thriving

“Nice is not enough.”

—Sonia Nieto Inclusion

Equity

Safety

© 2017 Blink 

© 2011 Blink

Equity: A working definition

As opposed to treating every individual equally (i.e. identically), equity practice:

• Presumes diversity (unearned differences in status, privilege/disadvantage, access to 
resources and opportunities) within a community, and
• Equalizes the ability of all groups to thrive, by

• Ensuring that everyone has what they need, and

• Redressing unfair biases and discrimination in the community's culture and systems
• for the benefit of the community as a whole. 
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SE inequity: The default in education

• Children from low-SES families enter high school with average literacy 
skills five years behind those of high-income students (Reardon, 

Valentino, Kalogrides, Shores, & Greenberg, 2013).

• “Rich kids graduate; poor and working-class kids don’t” (Tough, 2014).

• In the US and globally, SE achievement gaps are increasing 
(Chmielewski, 2017).

• In studies that control for SES, racial/ethnic disparities in educational 
thriving persist—i.e. race/ethnicity and SES matter in student 
experiences and outcomes (Treisman, 1992; NAEP, 2016).

• Research indicates that school conditions contribute more to SE 
differences in learning rates than family characteristics do (Aikens & 

Barbarin, 2008).
© 2015 Blink

Inclusion: A working definition

Beyond simply being nice or prohibiting discrimination, how a group 
actively creates an environment in which diverse members “share a 
sense of belonging, mutual respect, being valued for who they are, and 
supportive energy and commitment from others so that they can do 
their best work” (Miller & Katz, 2002). 

The practice of inclusion begins with noticing and broadening our own 
sense of “normal” and “how we do,” to cultivate shared rights and 
mutual stewardship of the community.

© 2011 Blink
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Belonging: Not just nice

• “[T]here is a statistically reliable, small-to moderate positive 
relationship between school belonging and academic performance.”

• “Moderate-to-large effects were found when academic performance 
was conceptualized either as a student’s GPA or as teacher ratings of 
the student’s current and future performance” (Moallem, 2013). 

• “Social scientists studying school and work environments have 
identified ‘belonging uncertainty’ as a major roadblock to 
performance and achievement” (HermanMiller, 2017). 

© 2018 Blink

Cultural competency: A working definition
The shared understandings, habits of heart and mind and skills that a 
community expects of, educates to and holds its members accountable for:
• Awareness of self, including recognition of own identities, cultural norms, 

assumptions, habitual perspectives, privileges/disadvantages and 
blindspots;
• Awareness of others, including the apparent and unapparent diversity of 

our community, the assumptions and biases through which we view others, 
the horizons of our empathy and the potential difference between our 
intention and our impact;
• Awareness of environment, including structurally and systemically 

activated privileges and disadvantages;
• Language, tools and skills to connect with others and cultivate equity and 

inclusion, in order to achieve shared goals and thrive mutually.

© 2011 Blink
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Diversityequityinclusionculturalcompetency

Diversity is a fact of any group.

Equity and inclusion are a group’s intention and impact: 

the systems and practices, including cultural competency, that 

empower everyone in a community to thrive and do their best work.

© 2016 Blink 


