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Abstract
Can equity policies foster success and close the outcome gaps experienced 
by racially minoritized students in community colleges? Using a critical 
policy analysis and equity-mindedness framework, we examine whether 
and how the design and early implementation of one such policy—the 
California Community Colleges’ Student Equity Policy—addresses racial 
equity. Findings show that attention to race and racial equity diminished 
over time in state policy documents, and varied widely in colleges’ response 
to the policy, suggesting that its potential to tackle racial inequities is so 
far unexploited. Implications are discussed and recommendations for policy, 
practice, and research are proposed.
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Policies that seek educational equity for African American, Latinx,1 Native 
American, Pacific Islander, and other racially minoritized students,2 either 
exclusively or along with other student groups, are constants in American 
higher education. For generations, federal and state policy makers have insti-
tuted reforms to widen and make more equitable the college access of racially 
minoritized students, from providing funds for historically Black colleges 
and universities under the two Morrill Acts to President Kennedy’s call for 
“affirmative action” in the college admission of racial and ethnic minorities 
(Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009). More recently, equity policies have 
moved beyond access to include outcomes such as persistence, graduation, 
and, in the case of community colleges, transfer to baccalaureate institutions 
(Bragg & Durham, 2012; Dowd, 2007). Recognizing that today’s college 
population is comprised increasingly of racially minoritized students from 
low-income communities and/or who are the first in their families to attend 
college, and that fostering these students’ success is crucial to meeting future 
economic and labor demands, policy makers have also become more intent 
on addressing outcome gaps by race/ethnicity and income (Prescott, 2013; 
Witham, Malcom-Piqueux, Dowd, & Bensimon, 2015). Across the country, 
higher education coordinating bodies are producing strategic plans that refer-
ence their respective state’s inability to maintain a robust workforce without 
cultivating the interest, participation, and completion of racially minoritized 
students (e.g., Massachusetts Department of Higher Education, 2016; 
Minnesota Office of Higher Education, 2016; Texas Higher Education 
Coordinating Board, 2010).

Key targets of state and federal equity policies in the current era are com-
munity colleges, which have long-served as “gateways” to higher education 
for racially minoritized students (Bailey & Morest, 2006; Cohen & Brawer, 
2008; Dowd, 2007, p. 1; Lester, 2014). For instance, in its former strategic 
plan for public higher education, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 
Board (2010) noted an “additional emphasis” on community colleges because 
of their role “in contributing to success goals, particularly for Hispanic and 
African American students” (p. 8). This gateway, however, is compromised 
by (a) low levels of completion, whether defined as earning a degree or cer-
tificate, or transferring to a 4-year institution (Bailey, Calcagno, Jenkins, 
Leinbach, & Kienzl, 2006; Bailey, Leinbach, & Jenkins, 2006), and (b) high 
placement rates in non-credit, developmental education courses, followed by 
circuitous progression through and/or exit from college (Attewell, Lavin, 
Domina, & Levey, 2006; Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010; Solorzano, Datnow, 
Park, & Watford, 2013). While these outcomes trouble all community college 
students, they are especially acute for racially minoritized students whose 
rates of completion are lower, and rates of placement in developmental 
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education and college attrition are higher, than White students. Given this 
reality, we ask: How do equity policies focus on improving these students’ 
success by closing the outcome gaps they experience?

We pursue this overarching question by focusing on one equity policy that 
seeks to eliminate inequitable outcomes at public, 2-year institutions: The 
California Community Colleges’ (CCC) Student Equity Policy (SEP). The 
SEP is significant because the CCC is the largest community college system 
in the country, with over 100 campuses serving 2.1 million students, or 
roughly 20% of all community college students nationwide (CCC Chancellor’s 
Office, 2016). Within California, the CCC enrolls 71% of college students 
attending public institutions; in comparison, the California State University 
and University of California systems enroll 29%, of undergraduates  combined 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). Second, the vast majority of 
California’s college-going racially minoritized students, particularly African 
American and Latinx students, begin their higher education journeys in the 
CCC (Public Policy Institute of California, 2016), making up two thirds of 
the system’s total student population (CCC, 2016). Despite high enrollment 
levels, research consistently shows that African Americans, Latinx, Native 
Americans, and Pacific Islanders do not persist, earn degrees and certificates, 
and/or transfer at rates equal to their Asian and White peers (The Campaign 
for College Opportunity, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c). This trend is particularly 
alarming when considering (a) the demographic fact that close to 60% of 
California’s 18- to 24-year-olds comes from one of these racial/ethnic popu-
lations (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2017) and (b) economic predictions 
forecasting a shortage of college-educated workers to meet state labor 
demands in the coming decades (Public Policy Institute of California, 2016). 
As policy analysts and policy makers in California and elsewhere continually 
note, unless the completion rates of racially minoritized students improve, 
the projected skills gap will become a reality (Hughes, 2012; Johnson & 
Sengupta, 2009; Public Policy Institute of California, 2016; Santiago & 
Calderón-Galdeano, 2014).

Third, while gaps by gender, economic status, and age exist, those by race/
ethnicity are by far the greatest: 6-year completion rates for first-time college 
students who started at a CCC in 2010-2011 show a gap of 29 percentage 
point between Asians who have the highest, and African Americans who have 
the lowest, completion rates; gaps by gender, economic status, and age were 
3.1, 11.4, and 22 percentage points, respectively (CCC Chancellor’s Office, 
2013) (Table 1). Fourth, the state has made a substantial investment in the 
SEP, committing close to US$480 million to colleges for implementation 
between the 2014-2015 and 2017-2018 academic years. Prior to 2014, the 
state allocated no funds specific to the SEP. The provision of public monies 
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has raised the policy’s profile, resulting in a proliferation of efforts devoted 
to student equity, such as new campus roles (e.g., student equity coordina-
tors), statewide conferences (e.g., Center for Urban Education’s Student 
Equity Plan Institutes), professional development opportunities (e.g., Center 
for Organizational Responsibility and Advancement’s certificate program, 
Teaching Men of Color in Community Colleges), and an active listserv man-
aged by the CCC Chancellor’s Office (hereafter “Chancellor’s Office”). 
Finally, the SEP takes a bottom-up approach to addressing equity issues, situ-
ating the primary locus of change at the organizational level. It catalyzes 
change through a formal planning process, which policy makers are using 

Table 1. Percentage Point Gap in 6-Year Completion Rates for Cohort Beginning 
2010-2011.

Demographic category Completion rate (%) Percentage point gap

Race/ethnicity
 African American 36.2 −28.9
 Asiana 65.1  
 Filipino 56.9 −8.2
 Latinx 41.1 −24.0
 Native American 38.4 −26.7
 Pacific Islander 42.6 −22.5
 White 53.5 −11.6
Gender
 Femalea 49.5  
 Male 46.4 −3.1
Economic status
 Economically advantageda 56.6  
 Economically disadvantaged 45.2 −11.4
Age
 <19a 51.4  
 20-24 35.5 −15.9
 25-49 33.9 −17.5
 50+ 29.6 −21.8
Average 48  

Source. California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office (2013).
Note. Cohort is defined as first-time students who earned at least 6 units, attempted any 
English or math course within 3 years of initial enrollment, and (a) earned an associate’s 
degree or certificate, (b) transferred to a 4-year institution, or (c) achieved 60 units that are 
transferable to the University of California or the California State University and maintained a 
GPA of at least 2.0. GPA = grade point average.
aReference group, highest performing group.
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with increasing frequency as a strategy for educational reform (Strunk, 
Marsh, Bush-Mecenas, & Duque, 2015). The SEP requires each college to 
“conduct a self-evaluation on their improvement or lack thereof in improving 
successful outcomes for all students” (Michalowski, 2014). As part of this 
self-evaluation, colleges must calculate inequities by race/ethnicity, income, 
and gender, and other group characteristics for five outcomes: access, course 
completion, basic skills (i.e., developmental education) completion, degree 
and certificate completion, and transfer. When inequitable outcomes are 
identified, the college then develops, implements, and evaluates actions to 
remedy these gaps. The results of the self-evaluation and proposed strategies 
are captured in a “student equity plan” (hereafter, “equity plan”) that is sub-
mitted to the Chancellor’s Office. This local planning strategy differs in kind 
from other state equity policies that pursue equity from the top-down, with a 
coordinating body (a) setting state and/or institutional goals for various 
underrepresented student populations, and (b) coordinating common strate-
gies across multiple stakeholders, including the state legislature, K-12 boards 
of education, and individual campuses.

To guide this exploratory study of the SEP, we turned to critical policy 
analysis (CPA; Allan, Iverson, & Ropers-Huilman, 2010; Ball, 1997; 
Marshall, 1999; Martinez-Alemán, 2015; Taylor, 1997) and the concept of 
“equity-mindedness” (Bensimon, 2005, 2012), which enable us to foreground 
race and racial equity in our analysis. We describe these conceptual ideas 
next, followed by a discussion of our methods. We present our findings in 
two sections. First, we consider how the SEP is designed to address equity for 
racially minoritized students in higher education. Attending to the language 
used in policy documents, we find that race and racial equity diminished as 
central concerns over time, from when the policy was introduced in 1992 to 
the current prescription that emerged in 2014. The second section is based on 
a document review of a subset of the equity plans that community colleges 
produced in 2014-2015. In examining plan content, how that content is con-
veyed, and what is unstated or implicitly communicated, we demonstrate the 
wide variation in how colleges responded to the SEP. We argue that this vari-
ation challenges a distinct emphasis on racially minoritized students and 
questions the potential of the SEP to foster racial equity in California. 
Drawing on our findings, we conclude with lessons and recommendations for 
future policy, practice, and research.

Critical and Equity-Minded Policy Analysis

In their study of ability-grouping practices at 10 racially and ethnically 
diverse schools, Oakes, Welner, Yonezawa, and Allen (2005) argue that 
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research on “equity-minded reforms,” which seek “parity in opportunity and 
achievement across diverse groups of students,” requires theoretical levers 
that can raise questions about who benefits from reforms and what barriers 
may be at work when teachers, principals, and other practitioners are tasked 
with changing practices that policy makers identify as maintaining inequal-
ity (p. 283). They note that policy analyses typically favor rational accounts 
that cast reform development and implementation as logical, intentional, 
step-by-step processes undertaken by actors who have the requisite exper-
tise, skill, agency, and will for the change demanded. Such accounts further 
privilege analyses on fidelity to prescribed processes, regardless of whether 
compliance results in equity for target populations. Moreover, rational 
accounts pursue inquiries that highlight “technical” changes (e.g., school 
calendar modifications) while downplaying the social, cultural, and political 
dimensions of reforms (e.g., how these modifications can be perceived as 
moving resources from one group to another). Oakes and colleagues ulti-
mately argue that missing from policy research is an awareness of the strug-
gle that often ensues with equity policies, which involve the redistribution of 
seemingly scarce resources and/or ideological battles over what education 
means and how achievement, learning, and performance should be fostered 
and measured.

Heading their call, we employ a framework that sees “policy as a political 
and value-laden process,” recognizes the impact of practitioners’ beliefs and 
values on the implementation process, and aims to understand how dominant 
structures, culture, and norms of institutionalized spaces like community col-
leges can favor particular student groups over others (Allan, 2010, p. 22; 
Bacchi, 2000; Heck, 2004). In particular, we draw on CPA, which developed 
in the 1980s as a response to rational policy studies (Chase, Dowd, Pazich, & 
Bensimon, 2014; Young & Diem, 2017). As Young and Diem (2017) explain, 
“[r]esearchers began to question the very nature of policy, its formation, and 
assumptions about its impact” (p. 2). Although CPA is a heterogeneous field, 
Young and Diem identify five shared “concerns”: (a) the difference between 
what a policy espouses and how a policy is enacted in practice; (b) how a 
policy originated, what it was meant to address or solve, and how it has 
developed over time; (c) how a policy distributes knowledge, power, and 
resources in ways that create “winners” and “losers” (p. 4); (d) how a policy 
can maintain socially stratified systems, institutionalize inequality, and sus-
tain privileges associated with dominant groups (e.g., Whites, males); and (e) 
how non-dominant groups (e.g., racially minoritized people, females) engage 
or resist a policy.

These concerns point to the social construction of policies, how they 
change over time (through design and/or implementation), and how they can 
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divide society along group lines. CPA assumes that policies are inherently 
biased and imbued with the values of those who created them (Bacchi, 2000; 
Chase et al., 2014). Policies can thus be developed, expressed, and practiced 
in ways that seem to promote positive benefits for all, when in fact they 
advantage some (e.g., White students) to the detriment of others (e.g., 
racially minoritized students) (Iverson, 2007; Young, 1999). Put another 
way, “well-intentioned attempts to advance equity policy may unwittingly 
perpetuate discourses and practices that reinforce inequity” (Allan, 2010, p. 
30). For example, Iverson (2007) shows that the discursive framing of “neu-
tral” diversity statements reinforce the outsider and “at-risk” status of 
racially minoritized students, relative to White students. In so doing, they 
“construct a world for racial minorities that disqualifies them from participa-
tion, even as [they strive] to include them as full participants” (p. 592). Such 
effects stem not only from a policy’s language but also from how those on 
the “receiving end” interpret it (Yanow, 2007, p. 116). As such, policies like 
the SEP, along with the ideas and concerns attached to them (e.g., equity), 
are constituted and reconstituted through discussion and action within local 
contexts (Ball, 1997; Taylor, 1997). The values people bring to these discus-
sions shape their understanding of the SEP and, from there, the design of 
their college’s equity plan. As artifacts infused with the values people hold 
about equity, examining the plans with a critical eye is needed to elicit their 
actual meaning (Taylor, 1997; Young & Diem, 2017). In addition, what the 
plans leave out and the matters on which they are silent must also be kept in 
focus as they too represent choices of what is and is not valued (Bacchi, 
2000; Martinez-Alemán, 2015).

Along with providing a lens to interrogate the intended and unintended 
consequences of a policy, who it does and does not benefit, and in what ways, 
CPA urges change in the policies, practices, and structures that contribute to 
and preserve racial inequity (Chesler & Crowfoot, 2000; Dowd & Bensimon, 
2015). By asking community colleges to identify outcome gaps and propose 
strategies to mitigate these inequities, the SEP has the potential to catalyze the 
type of transformation CPA demands. As Dowd and Bensimon (2015) note, 
however, the “cultural norms” of higher education perpetuate “colorblind-
ness” and “race muteness” that work against explicit, pro-active efforts to 
combat racial inequities (p. 177). These norms, for example, can discourage 
practitioners from introducing a new program or practice that aims specifi-
cally to improve the transfer rates of African American students as doing so 
may be perceived as unfair to students of other racial/ethnic backgrounds. 
They can also shield from view the institutionalized forms of thinking and 
acting that “operate to pass on and reinforce historic patterns of privilege and 
disadvantage,” often unintentionally, but generally with the effect of 
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perpetuating inequity (Chesler & Crowfoot, 2000, p. 441). The widely 
accepted notion that college students bear primary responsibility for their suc-
cesses and failures is one such example (Bensimon, 2007). According to 
Bensimon (2007), decades of survey and correlational research using samples 
comprised of “traditional,” predominantly White students has promoted the 
idea that success is the product of individual motivation, engagement, effi-
cacy, goal-orientation, and commitment to academic pursuits. Defining suc-
cess in this way can lead practitioners to assume that they play little or no role 
in fostering students’ outcomes and performance, even though research sug-
gests an association between students’ learning and the quality of their interac-
tions and relationships with faculty (Anaya & Cole, 2001; Chang, 2005; 
Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004). This assumption can be especially problematic 
for racially minoritized students when practitioners believe that students who 
do not seem motivated, engaged, efficacious, goal-oriented, or academically 
committed must be “fixed” so that they can take full advantage of what col-
lege has to offer. While actions guided by this belief may help address inequi-
ties, they are nonetheless based on deficit conceptions that place the blame of 
unequal outcomes on racially minoritized students and prevent practitioners 
from seeing the assets these students bring to college (e.g., knowledge of mul-
tiple cultures, languages) (Bensimon, 2005, 2007).

To realize opportunities afforded by policies like the SEP to bring about 
racial equity, Bensimon (2005, 2007, 2012) argues that the problem of unequal 
outcomes must be reframed. She proposes that what is needed are “equity-
minded” approaches that foreground race and the needs of racially minoritized 
students, and that situate inequitable outcomes as the responsibility of higher 
education institutions and practitioners. Equity-mindedness is not about reme-
diating racially minoritized students who are perceived as deficient, but about 
respecting their aspirations and struggles, and changing existing policies, prac-
tices, and structures that are found to underserve them. With equity-minded-
ness, data showing the low achievement of racially minoritized students is seen 
less as an issue of their poor preparation, motivation, and engagement, and 
more as a matter of how race, class, ideology, history, and power structure edu-
cational opportunities and perpetuate inequality in the United States. Equity-
mindedness thus requires an awareness of how policies, cultural norms, and 
practices that seem race-neutral may in fact disadvantage racially minoritized 
students and reproduce racial hierarchies. Recognizing that racial equity may 
demand the unequal treatment of students or distribution of resources, equity-
minded colleges and practitioners willingly invest more resources, time, and 
effort on racially minoritized students, relative to other student groups.

In sum, CPA allows us to question whether and how the SEP’s origins, 
goals, and early implementation focuses on equity for racially minoritized 
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students. By examining the language in official SEP documents, we can learn 
how equity is discursively framed and constructed, whether race is a central 
feature, and who stands to benefit from the policy. Equity-mindedness is a 
complementary lens, which we use to analyze the ways in which equity plans 
address unequal outcomes at their respective campuses, especially for racially 
minoritized students.

Method

The purpose of this exploratory study was to examine whether and in what 
ways equity policies focus on achieving equitable educational outcomes for 
racially minoritized students, specifically, African Americans, Latinx, Native 
Americans, and Pacific Islanders. We tackle this question through the case of 
the SEP, which all community colleges in California are required to imple-
ment. Our investigation proceeded in two phases. We started with an exami-
nation of the history and current design of the SEP, focusing in particular on 
the place of race and racial equity over time. We then conducted an analysis 
of campus equity plans to understand how a randomly selected subset of 
community colleges interpreted and used planning—the SEP’s primary tool 
(Schneider & Ingram, 1990)—to address equity for racially minoritized stu-
dents. Like other critical policy scholars, we took a qualitative approach, spe-
cifically, document analysis (Diem, Young, Welton, Mansfield, & Lee, 2014; 
Young & Diem, 2017). Similar to extant CPA studies (e.g., Chase, 2011; 
Chase et al., 2014; Iverson, 2007), we argue that the language and text cap-
tured in policy documents and campus plans not only offer provisional 
insights about the intentions, values, and beliefs of the people who created 
them, but also reveal the equity perspective being privileged in the SEP and 
the limits of what can be imagined to achieve racial equity. Focusing on lan-
guage helped us interrogate, as Iverson (2007) notes, the “use of assumptive 
concepts” that “may limit a policy’s effectiveness and actually reinscribe the 
very problem the policy seeks to alleviate” (p. 592).

Phase 1: Data Collection and Analysis of the SEP’s History and 
Design

In CPA, examining a policy’s origins, the problems it was intended to tackle, 
its development over time, who it benefits and disadvantages, and its under-
lying values are crucial for understanding its potential effects and conse-
quences (Young & Diem, 2017). We thus examined the SEP’s formation and 
evolution through documents related to its design, history, and legislation 
(see Table 2). We first searched the website of the Chancellor’s Office, 
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Table 2. Student Equity Policy Design- and History-Related Documents. 

Document name
(Type; Author) Source

Design
•• Success for all: Student equity and the new 

student success and support program
(Presentation; California Community Colleges 

Chancellor’s Office, 2013)

Chancellor’s Office

••  Student Equity Planning
(Fact sheet; California Community Colleges 

Chancellor’s Office, 2014)

Chancellor’s Office

••  Updated Student Equity Plan
(Guidelines; Michalowski, 2014)

Chancellor’s Office

••  Student equity 101
(Presentation; Sheldon, 2014)

Chancellor’s Office

••  Student equity planning, the achievement gap and 
student success

(Presentation; Michalowski, Sheldon, & DiThomas, 
2014)

Chancellor’s Office

••  Your role in the student success and student equity 
planning

(Presentation; Sheldon & Rico, 2014)

Chancellor’s Office

••  It begins with us: The case for student equity
(Report; Community College League of California, 

2015)

Community College 
League of California

••  2015-2016 Student equity plan template
(Guidelines; Noldon, 2015)

Chancellor’s Office

••  Student equity plans: Promising practices
(Presentation; Noldon & Sheldon, 2015)

Chancellor’s Office

Legislative
•• Education finance: Education omnibus trailer bill, CA 

SB 860 (2014)
California Legislative 

Information
••  §54,220. Student Equity Plans

(California Code of Regulations, 2014)
WestLaw

Historical
••  Student equity policy

(Report, Guichard, 1992)
ERIC database

•• Student equity policy: A status report
(Report, Guichard, 1992)

ERIC database

••  Student equity: Guidelines for developing a plan
(Guidelines; Academic Senate for California 

Community Colleges, 1993)

Academic Senate for 
California Community 
Colleges

(continued)
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Document name
(Type; Author) Source

••  Student equity: The task is not simply to produce a 
plan but the make a difference (Anker, 1993)

ERIC database

•• Achieving student equity: History and current status
(Report; Guichard, 2000)

ERIC database

••  Equity and diversity task force report
(Report, California Community Colleges Chancellor’s 

Office, 2002)

Chancellor’s Office

•• Student equity: Guidelines for developing a plan
(Guidelines; Academic Senate for California 

Community Colleges, 2002)

Academic Senate for 
California Community 
Colleges

••  Student equity plan
(Guidelines; Yokotobi, 2003)

Chancellor’s Office

••  Student equity: From dialog and access to action
(Report; Academic Senate for California Community 

Colleges, 2010)

Academic Senate for 
California Community 
Colleges

Table 2. (continued)

gathering the memos, template for developing equity plans, guidelines on 
calculating inequities in outcomes, and presentation slides from related train-
ings. We then focused on relevant sections of state legislative documents, 
notably the California Education Code, California Code of Regulations (also 
known as “Title V”), and chaptered legislative bills (e.g., California Senate 
Bill [SB] 860, the education finance bill passed in 2014 that modified the 
SEP). Finally, we consulted the ERIC database and the website of the 
Academic Senate for California Community Colleges (ASCCC), where we 
found the historical documents on the SEP.

As the documents we gathered include much more information than is 
related to the question of the SEP’s attention to equity for racially minoritized 
students, we used “ground-level” “analytic questions” to capture the data rel-
evant for our analysis (Neumann & Pallas, 2015). According to Neumann and 
Pallas (2015), ground-level analytic questions concentrate analysis on a sin-
gle data source, such as one interview transcript, one field note, or—in our 
case—one document. Of each design, legislative, and historical document, 
we posed the following question, which is informed by CPA’s assertion that 
what is stated as well as what is unstated are important to note (Bacchi, 2000; 
Martinez-Alemán, 2015): What discourse around (a) race, (b) racially minori-
tized students, and (c) racial equity is present or omitted? A sample analysis 
is provided in Table 3 of the “student equity plan” section of the California 
Code of Regulations (§54220), a legislative document. Also, using the 
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Table 3. Sample Phase 1 Analysis: California Code of Regulations §54220. Student 
Equity Plans.

Ground-level analytic 
question Analysis

What discourse 
around race is 
present or omitted?

The document opens with a statement that notes 
race, but as one of several group categories to which 
students belong:

“In order to promote student success for all students, 
regardless of race, gender, age, disability, or economic 
circumstances, the governing board of each community 
college district shall maintain a student equity plan 
which includes for each college in the district”

In no part of the document is race discussed as a 
standalone matter, suggesting that race is not a 
particular concern in the current design of the SEP. 
Thus, even though the SEP can be considered “race 
conscious,” it may effectively be “race-neutral.” Indeed, 
this document states that “race-neutral” measures must 
be utilized unless federal law requires the use of “race-
conscious” measures to address a “race disparity.”

What discourse 
around racially 
minoritized students 
is present or 
omitted?

The document ends with a listing of population categories 
targeted by the SEP, among which include racially 
minoritized students:

“For the purposes of this section, ‘each population group 
of students’ means American Indians or Alaskan natives, 
Asians or Pacific Islanders, Blacks, Hispanics, Whites, 
men, women, and persons with disabilities. A person 
shall be included in the group with which he or she 
identifies as his or her group.”

As with race, this document lists various racially 
minoritized student groups among a broader set, 
suggesting that they are not of special concern in the 
current design of the SEP. Furthermore, the note that 
students will be included in a group if they identify 
with that group suggests that being part of a racially 
minoritized group is a choice.

What discourse 
around racial 
equity is present or 
omitted?

Racial equity is not explicitly stated in this document; 
rather, it is discussed as “underrepresentation” and 
“race disparity.”

Note. SEP = Student Equity Policy.

ground-level analytic questions enabled us to generate the smaller corpus of 
data that we ordered chronologically and used to reconstruct the original 



Ching et al. 13

intent of the SEP, outline its formation, and develop a keener understanding 
of the socio historical context in which this formation took place. The results 
of our Phase 1 analysis are presented in the first section of our findings below.

Phase 2: Data Collection and Analysis of Campus Equity Plans

The second phase of data collection and analysis focused on campus equity 
plans that were produced in the 2014-2015 academic year, the first year the 
SEP was funded. We obtained copies of all 112 equity plans from the 
Chancellor’s Office.3 Given the exploratory nature of this study, we limited 
our analysis to a quarter of the plans (n = 28), which we randomly selected 
using the “randbetween” function in Microsoft Excel. We chose not to sam-
ple plans based on predetermined criteria because we were not looking at 
how colleges with specific characteristics address racial equity, but how col-
leges generally were confronting this matter. Worth noting is that 17 colleges 
in our sample are minority-serving institutions (MSI), including 14 Hispanic-
serving institutions (HSI), two Asian American and Native Pacific Islander–
serving institutions (AANAPISI), and one that is both an HSI and AANAPISI. 
The 28 colleges are geographically dispersed across the state and range in 
size, from 1,300 to 32,000 full-time equivalent students.

To focus our analysis of the equity plans, we develop a protocol based on 
our critical policy and equity-minded analysis framework. We first established 
three working assumptions, which were stated at the beginning of our protocol 
and were used to ground our analytic process: (a) The plans are institutional 
artifacts that are infused with meaning and value (Taylor, 1997); (b) policy 
implementation is an interpretive act (Yanow, 2007); and (c) as researchers, 
ours is an interpretive task, effectively, an “interpretation of interpretations” 
captured in the equity plans (Geertz, 1973, as cited in Yanow, 2007, p. 117). 
Our protocol included two sets of questions. The first set facilitated our analy-
sis of plan content and enabled us to extract relevant sections for our subse-
quent interpretive analysis of how equity, race/ethnicity, students, practitioners, 
and institutional roles and responsibilities are conceived and discursively 
framed (Table 4). For example, we asked, “Which student groups has the plan 
identified as the focus of plan activities?” and “Are the activities for specific 
student groups?” Questions like these allowed us to see whether and how cam-
puses tailored their proposed activities to groups experiencing inequities in 
outcomes. The second set of questions focused our “interpretation of interpre-
tations.” For example, drawing on the idea of equity-mindedness, we focused 
on how the “text” of the plans promoted who is responsible for the inequitable 
outcomes identified and thus where the arena of change should be situated to 
achieve equity (i.e., student, practitioner, or institution). Questions in this 
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Table 4. Protocol Questions for Phase 2 Analysis of Equity Plans.

Purpose Questions

Content 
Analysis

Read the entire plan first to get a holistic understanding of the college’s 
approach. On subsequent readings, answer the following questions:

1.  Which student groups are accounted for in each success 
outcome/indicator (access, course completion, basic skills/
developmental education completion, degree and certificate 
completion, and transfer)?

2.  Which student groups do the data suggest are experiencing 
inequities?

3.  Which student groups has the plan identified as the focus of plan 
activities?

4.  If there are discrepancies between (2) and (3) (e.g., data suggest 
that African Americans experience inequitable outcomes, but they 
are not an explicit focus of the plan activities), does the plan offer 
an explanation for why? If yes, what is that explanation?

5. What goals are articulated for each success outcome/indicator?
6. What activities are discussed for each success outcome/indicator?
7. Are the activities for specific student groups? Provide examples.
8. Do the goals and activities align? In what ways?
9.  Of the types of activities presented (e.g., faculty development, 

recruitment and outreach, research), which are the most common 
for each success outcome/indicator?

Interpretive 
Analysis

Based on your reading, and drawing on evidence from the “text,” 
answer the following questions (provide direct quotations and 
examples):

1.  How is “equity” discursively framed? For instance, is equity framed 
as something to be achieved for “all” students or for specific 
student groups?

2.  How are students discursively framed in general? Racially 
minoritized students in particular? For example, are students 
seen as “deficient” and in need of “correcting”? Provide examples 
that capture the general narrative about students. If you identify 
exceptions to this narrative, provide that as well.

3.  How is the institution’s role in mitigating inequity discursively 
framed? For example, does the community college seem to take 
responsibility for inequity?

4.  How are practitioners’ role in mitigating inequity discursively framed? 
For example, are practitioners cast as responsible for inequity?

5.  Based on your review of the entire plan, would you say that there 
is an overall, intentional, campus-wide approach/strategy for 
achieving equity? Why or why not? Draw on concrete examples 
from the plan and from the analysis you did for the earlier 
questions. Provide your response in a narrative format, akin to an 
analytic memo of roughly 2-3 paragraphs.
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section of the protocol included the following: “How are students discursively 
framed in general? Racially minoritized students in particular?” and “How are 
practitioners’ role in mitigating inequity discursively framed?”

We each applied the first draft of our protocol to an equity plan that was 
not part of our analytic sample to test the utility of each question for advanc-
ing the study purpose, and equally important, to compare, calibrate, and 
ensure the consistency of our interpretations. We adjusted the protocol to 
remove questions that resulted in redundant responses. Using the final proto-
col (Table 4), we individually reviewed a quarter of the plans in our sample 
(n = 7). We met once during this round of analysis to discuss our emerging 
impressions of how the SEP addresses racial equity. After we completed the 
analyses of the plans for which we were each responsible, we examined the 
plans and analyses of one other author. The purpose of this second analytic 
round was to “check” each other’s interpretation of the plans, ensure com-
pleteness of the analyses, and offer additional insights. Thus, in total, each 
author developed intimate knowledge of half the sample (n = 14). We again 
met to resolve discrepancies in interpretation, identify emerging patterns, and 
develop a final set of questions to synthesize and move our analysis further. 
The questions were the following: “How is equity and inequity framed and 
defined? Is inequity framed as a problem that needs to be fixed? For whose 

Figure 1. Policy changes (above) and changes in SEP target student populations 
(below), 1986-2015.
Source: Anker, 1993; Guichard, 1992, 2000; Michalowski, 2014; Noldon, 2015; Yokotobi, 
2003.
Note. SEP = Student Equity Policy; BOG = Board of Governors.
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benefit? How are data and calculations of inequity used to frame and define 
equity? In what ways does the use of data and evidence advance or hinder 
efforts to close outcome gaps? How are inequitable outcomes addressed? 
What needs fixing? What types of activities are suggested?”

To construct our Phase 2 findings, we created a shared workspace in the 
form of a Google Document. We organized direct quotations and concrete 
examples around the questions above. We then coded the data in two ways. 
First, we searched inductively for patterns of how equity is defined, how 
inequity is measured and calculated, and what type and level of change is 
proposed. Second, we looked for evidence of equity-minded approaches to 
addressing racial equity, focusing in particular on (a) race-conscious versus 
race-neutral approaches, (b) deficit- versus asset-based conceptions of 
racially minoritized students, and (c) student versus practitioner and/or insti-
tutional responsibility for equity. We wrote memos that allowed us to tie pat-
terns we uncovered with insights from our framework. These memos formed 
the basis of the second section of our findings, which are presented next.

The Diminishing Centrality of Race and Racial 
Equity in Policy Framing

As a “policy concern,” enhancing the access and success of racially minori-
tized students in the CCC pre-dated the introduction of the SEP in 1992 
(Guichard, 1992, p. 3). It became an acute issue the mid-1980s when student 
fees were introduced in the CCC and the enrollment of racially minoritized 
students and low-income students subsequently declined (Guichard, 1992). 
The CCC Board of Governors (BOG) held a statewide conference in 1985 to 
address this issue and adopted in 1986 a policy statement on the “enroll-
ment, retention and transfer of minority students” (as cited in Guichard, 
1992, p. 11). “[D]eeply dismayed at the failure of the community colleges to 
achieve the much higher levels of educational equality of which we are 
capable,” and “alarmed by the fact that inequality of educational opportunity 
has increased among persons of Black and Hispanic heritage especially,” the 
BOG called for immediate and sustained “action to achieve comprehensive 
educational equity” so as to prevent “a deepening crisis of a social, eco-
nomic, personal or political nature that could undermine the health and wel-
fare of everyone.” The policy statement laid out a series of efforts to meet 
“the specific educational needs” and “improve the status” of racially minori-
tized students in general and African American and Latinx students in par-
ticular. Identifying promising efforts and developing system-wide action 
plans “to improve the preparation and participation of ethnic and language 
minorities” were among the directives the BOG issued to the Chancellor’s 
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Office in the statement. In addition, the BOG suggested that “educational 
equity and excellence” should not only be measured by advancements in 
student progress and outcomes but also by whether each college can give 
students sufficient support, resources, and tools to succeed. The Policy 
Statement on the Enrollment, Retention and Transfer of Minority Students 
laid the foundation for the SEP. Its name, along with the repeated use of the 
words “Black” and “Hispanic” (n = 2), “minority” (n = 6), “ethnic and 
language minorities” (n = 3), and “ethnic and language minority students” 
(n = 2) in this two-and-a-quarter page document communicates the idea that 
at this particular moment, equity was primarily for racially minoritized stu-
dents. While references to “all students” and other student groups (“poor,” 
“disabled”) appeared, they were much fewer in number.

Five years later, in 1991, the California State Assembly passed Assembly 
Bill 617, which added to and amended sections of the California Education 
Code related to the California Master Plan for Higher Education, the docu-
ment that has since 1960 outlined the roles of the three public systems of 
higher education (i.e., University of California, California State University, 
and CCC) in promoting college access and excellence. The Assembly noted 
the shifting “ethnic composition” of college students toward a “multicultural 
majority,” the salience of increasing college participation rates of “groups 
that are historically and currently underpresented,” and the need for public 
institutions to prepare students to live, work, and engage in a “muticultural 
society” (as cited in Guichard, 2000, p. 4). According to Gus Guichard 
(2000), a former vice chancellor at the Chancellor’s Office, the Assembly 
“establish[ed] a context for future higher education efforts” that “recognizes 
the changing multicultural aspects of California’s population” (p. 4). In other 
words, the Assembly asked the public higher education institutions to reckon 
with the changing reality of who it is serving and what education is for.

The BOG introduced the SEP shortly thereafter in September 1992 and 
noted that the policy’s purpose was to ensure equity in access, retention, and 
success for “underrepresented” students, defined as ethnic minorities, 
women, and persons with disabilities. In its guidelines for developing equity 
plans, the ASCCC (1993) echoed the earlier calls in the 1986 policy state-
ment and Assembly Bill 617 to redress racial inequities for the state’s future:

It matters to our future and to our students. . . California will not be a pleasant 
place to live for any of us if a permanent underclass largely composed of those 
from ethnic minorities has little stake in society and little hope for the future . . . 
If community colleges work successfully in the effort to increase rates of student 
success, the State just might have a better future. If we fail, it is hard to imagine 
who else can make up for our failure. (as cited in Michalowski, Sheldon, & 
DiThomas, 2014)
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Within a few years, the discursive framing of equity shifted as the political 
climate around race- and gender-specific policies changed. Specifically, the 
passage of Proposition 209 in 1996 amended the California State Constitution 
to preclude government and state-funded organizations from considering 
race and gender in public employment, contracting, and education (Chavez, 
1998). The section on equity plans in the California Code of Regulations was 
thereafter amended: unless required by federal law, community colleges 
could no longer pursue strategies and interventions that could be deemed 
“race-conscious” (Title V, §54220). To rectify racial inequities, colleges were 
expected to undertake “race-neutral” efforts that do not specifically target 
racially minoritized students; race-conscious initiatives could be imple-
mented only when race-neutral approaches prove unable to eliminate “statis-
tically significant disparit[ies] in success rates” (Guichard, 2000).

The turn toward race neutrality in California’s policy environment affected 
the SEP. Gus Guichard (2000) wrote that Proposition 209 “generated a con-
troversy” and “eroded the confidence of many in advancing policies which 
promoted diversity” (p. 8). The BOG directed the Chancellor’s Office to 
expand the SEP’s focus, from “historically underrepresented groups” to “all 
students.” In the first set of guidelines issued after the passage of Proposition 
209, the Chancellor’s Office instructed colleges to address equity for “all 
students,” and specifically, to include White and male students in their equity 
plans (Yokotobi, 2003). When California SB 860 passed in 2014, the SEP 
again expanded the target groups to include low-income, foster youth, and 
veteran students (Noldon, 2015), raising the total number of groups to 14. 
While the SEP still requires colleges to address equity for racially minori-
tized students, the steady addition of target student populations over time has 
effectively reframed racial equity as one of many forms of equity to which 
colleges must attend.

This reframing is also evident in the language currently used to describe the 
students who are the SEP’s target. While the Policy Statement on the Enrollment, 
Retention and Transfer of Minority Students, Assembly Bill 617, and 1993 
ASCCC guidelines referred explicitly to racially minoritized students, current 
language defining equity in key SEP documents is less explicit and arguably 
more opaque about which students the policy aims to impact. For example, the 
California Education Code notes that equity is about ensuring that “each per-
son” can develop their potential (§66010.2c, as cited in Michalowski, 2014). 
California SB 860 states that equity is for “all students, regardless of race, gen-
der, age, disability, or economic circumstances.” In guidelines from the 
Chancellor’s Office, equity is for “groups historically underrepresented in 
higher education” (Michalowski, 2014), “all students,” and students who could 
be described as “high-need,” “disproportionately impacted,” “at-risk,” and 
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“disadvantaged” (Noldon, 2015; Noldon & Sheldon, 2015). Although these 
terms are often used to refer to racially minoritized students, they are ambigu-
ous enough such that they can also serve as labels for other student groups like 
foster youth and veterans. And while there is utility in using blanket labels, 
especially given the constraints imposed by Proposition 209 and the high num-
ber SEP target populations, they can mask who is meant to be served and/or 
benefit from the policy, and potentially divert colleges from developing inter-
ventions that speak to the specific needs of racial/ethnic groups. Indeed, a 
Chancellor’s Office presentation on “promising practices” for equity plans 
encourages colleges to take a “rising tides lifts all boats” approach with activi-
ties designed to benefit all students (Noldon & Sheldon, 2015). To improve 
degree/certificate completion, for example, colleges should “develop student 
communication management systems to notify them of deadlines, etc.” and 
“increase use of career center to help refine career goals.”

Technically, the SEP is not a race-neutral policy given its continued atten-
tion to racially minoritized students. Yet, our analysis of the SEP’s language, 
initial goals, and current focus shows how its text and framing evolved from 
more to less race-conscious over time. The expansion of required target stu-
dent populations, use of ambiguous language, and promotion of practices to 
benefit all students offer suggestive evidence of this shift. According to 
Bonilla-Silva (2006), race-neutrality keeps from view the effects of race on 
education, currently and historically. An equity-minded framework adds that 
race-neutrality can hamper efforts to improve the educational outcomes for 
racially minoritized students as it discourages race-conscious conversations, 
remediation of practitioners, and efforts that account for sociocultural forces 
within and around educational environments (Bensimon & Malcom, 2012; 
Dowd & Bensimon, 2015). This raises an important question about the pos-
sible limits of a policy that seeks racial equity (at least in part) without signal-
ing through language a distinct focus on race. As Ball (1997) argues about 
policies generally, they “do not normally tell you what to do; they create cir-
cumstances in which the range of options available in deciding what to do is 
narrowed or changed” (p. 270). Next, we explore how colleges responded to 
the circumstances established by the SEP and created their equity plans.

Planning for Racial Equity

Since its inception, planning has been the key tool by which the SEP seeks to 
achieve equity. Policy directives are limited to (a) who should be involved in 
the planning process (committee with broad campus representation); (b) how 
the plans should be developed (following a calculation of inequities in out-
comes using one of two approved methods, target groups should be 



20 Educational Policy 00(0)

identified, equity goals for those populations set, activities to achieve those 
goals proposed, and an evaluation plan to monitor progress outlined); and (c) 
which local governance bodies must approve the plan before submission to 
the Chancellor’s Office. Through planning, the SEP grants practitioners the 
autonomy to determine how equity should be realized and to pursue efforts 
that suit “each college’s student population, best fit the particular college’s 
traditions and organizational structure, and ha[s] the maximum support from 
the college’s faculty and staff” (Guichard, 1992, p. 3). Our analysis of equity 
plans suggests that this emphasis on local efforts and latitude to pursue strate-
gies conducive to campus needs, culture, and organizing structures created a 
“circumstance” (Ball, 1997) in which plans varied in how they (a) calculated 
inequities; (b) understood who (e.g., students, practitioners) and what (e.g., 
policies, practices) to remediate; and (c) intended to achieve equity.

The Trouble With Measurement: Different Methods, Different 
Inequities

Calculating outcome inequities or what the SEP calls “disproportionate 
impact” is a key component of an equity plan as the results of this task form 
the foundation on which the rest of the plan should be developed. When the 
SEP was re-introduced in 2014, the Chancellor’s Office guidelines offered 
two methods to measure disproportionate impact: (a) 80% rule, which “com-
pares the percentage of each disaggregated subgroup attaining an outcome to 
the percentage attained by a reference subgroup,” and (b) proportionality 
index (PI), which “compares the percentage of a disaggregated subgroup in 
an initial cohort to its own percentage in the resultant outcome group” 
(Michalowski, 2014). In principle, quantifying inequity helps set a common 
and objective basis for equity discussions and efforts (ASCCC, 2010). We 
found, however, that having different methods complicates the identification 
of disproportionate impact. Using the 80% rule requires campuses to set a 
reference group (RG) to which all other groups’ outcomes are compared. The 
RG is typically the highest performing group (HPG), the largest group (LG), 
or the average—colleges can choose which is most suitable for them. Groups 
whose outcomes are above 80% relative to the RG are at equity, while those 
whose outcomes are below 80% are experiencing disproportionate impact. 
As we show in Table 5, the RG chosen affects which groups are deemed at 
equity or inequity. Using the HPG (Asians) as the RG reveals disproportion-
ate impact for African Americans, American Indians/Native Americans, 
Latinx, and Pacific Islanders, whereas using the LG (Whites) or the average 
shows disproportionate impact for only American Indians/Native Americans 
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and Latinx. Unlike the 80% rule, which compares outcomes across groups, 
the PI compares the performance of a cohort over time. Also in contrast to the 
80% rule, which has a predetermined threshold to determine equity or ineq-
uity, there is no predefined cut-point for the PI. Instead, campuses should 
“rely on the judgment of the analysis team based on local conditions” 
(Michalowski, 2014, p. 20). In our sample, one college determined that a PI 
of 1 indicates equity, 0.95 or higher is good, 0.9001 to 0.949 is an area of 
caution, and below 0.90 is a concern. Based on these criteria, American 
Indian/Native Americans and Latinx require attention. Another college 
decided to focus only on “major disparities,” which they defined as a PI 
below 0.70. In this case, no groups are disproportionately impacted.

That disproportionate impact varies based on which method colleges 
employ, RGs they set for the 80% rule, and cut-point they use for the PI 
prompts questions over how a seemingly objective measurement of inequity 
can obscure rather than clarify if and where outcome inequity exists. As col-
leges are required to use only one method and can set the RGs and cut-points, 

Table 5. Disproportionate Impact Calculations: Transfer Rates by Race and 
Ethnicity.

Ethnicity
80% rule
(HPG)

80% rule
(LG)

80% rule
(Average)

Proportionality 
index

Proportionality 
index

African American 0.69 0.84 0.90 0.90 0.90

American 
Indian/Native 
American

0.59 0.71 0.77 0.77 0.77

Asian 1.00a 1.22 1.31 1.31 1.31

Latino 0.59 0.72 0.77 0.77 0.77

Multi-ethnic 0.83 1.02 1.09 1.09 1.09

Pacific Islander 0.70 0.85 0.91 0.91 0.91

Unknown 0.80 0.98 1.05 1.05 1.05

White 0.82 1.00a 1.07 1.07 1.07

Total 1.00a  

Cut-point <0.80 <0.80 <0.80 <0.90 <0.70

Source. Data are from 2014 Equity Plan Template Michalowski (2014).
Note. Shaded cells represent groups disproportionately impacted based on the method, 
reference group (for 80% rule), and cut-point (for proportionality index). HPG = highest 
performing group; LG = largest group.
aReference group for 80% rule calculation.
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how they calculate disproportionate impact directs which inequities are iden-
tified, if any. Further complicating this issue is whether colleges utilize the 
same cut-point across indicators. One college chose to set the cut-point in 
basic skills completion at 0.8 and in transfer at 0.7 without justifying this 
decision. While this choice may make sense based on “local conditions,” it 
raises additional concerns about how colleges decide which students are dis-
proportionately impacted.

Another area of complexity when calculating inequity is small cohort 
sizes. Half the institutions in our sample (n = 14) chose not to address dispro-
portionate impact for groups of less than 10, 20, or 30, and in one case, 100, 
students, explaining that calculations based on small samples produce statis-
tically insignificant conclusions. Statistical significance, however, is relevant 
only when dealing with a sample of the population; with the SEP, dispropor-
tionate impact calculations should be based on the whole population. The 
implication of ignoring small cohorts is evident at 10 colleges where inequi-
ties experienced by American Indian/Native American and/or Pacific Islander 
students are not addressed. That these two groups are often ignored because 
of small cohort sizes, even when data repeatedly show disproportionate 
impact, begs the question of whether the SEP can effectively serve these 
students.

Remediating Students, Practitioners, or Institutions?

In examining whether colleges present students, practitioners, or the institu-
tion as responsible for disproportionate impact, we generally found that stu-
dents were cast as lacking requisite college skills and hence needed to be 
remediated, institutions were held partly responsible, and practitioner respon-
sibility was emphasized the least. By identifying what colleges presume need 
“remediation,” we were able to infer whether they adopted “deficit” concep-
tions of students (e.g., highlighting their lack of preparation for college-level 
work) or proposed equity-minded strategies in which they took ownership of 
the inequities identified. Deficit-oriented framing of students focuses on their 
background, community, and academic (un)preparedness, as well as applies 
racialized stereotypes to make sense of their lack of success. Alternatively, 
equity-minded strategies places responsibility on the campus and its practi-
tioners to identify and revise structures, programs, and practices that poten-
tially inhibit student success.

Remediating students. Over half (n = 18) of the plans conveyed that students 
are responsible for the inequities they experience and thus need to be “remedi-
ated” to mitigate outcome gaps. Students are portrayed as (a) underprepared 
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for college; (b) coming from poor communities with a high percentage of 
single mothers with low rates of educational attainment; and (c) having exter-
nal commitments that detract them from academic work. These factors are 
used to explain students’ low performance. One college noted challenges in 
meeting equity goals because “students are from low socioeconomic status 
communities, who have been poorly educated in public schools, face eco-
nomic challenges, and are often the first in their family to attend college.” 
Such plans appear to position low rates of success as a problem of what stu-
dents come to college with: their growing up in “impoverished” community 
contexts and in families where no one could guide them through the college-
going process, and their attendance at K-12 schools that did not adequately 
prepare students for postsecondary education. Some language was less explicit 
in communicating a deficit orientation, focusing on finances, work responsi-
bilities, misinformation, or lack of social preparation as to why students are 
not successful. For example, one plan noted that low-income students, many 
of whom are Latinx, are unsuccessful in basic skills English courses because 
of “pressure[s] to work and the cost of college.” Speaking specifically about 
the outcome gap for Latinx students, this plan notes that the English faculty 
“examined this issue and concluded that . . . [it] is directly related to the lack 
of preparation. Therefore, many of our efforts to close this gap are directed at 
college-readiness.”

Some institutions included plan activities grounded in racialized stereo-
types to address students’ lack of academic preparedness. A particularly strik-
ing example appeared in a plan that described African Americans as athletes 
who spend too much time on their sport; Latinx as “intimidated by the pros-
pect of attending college” because their migrant families “often do not know 
how they can help”; and Asians as having educated parents and come from “a 
culture that is supportive of academic pursuits.” Relying on racialized stereo-
types to explain inequitable outcomes offers some evidence of potentially 
problematic beliefs about African Americans as preferring physical to intel-
lectual activity, Latinx as having families that are a burden not a source of 
strength, and Asians as being “better prepared” students. Also, it raises the 
question of whether seeing students in this manner hinders the college from 
critically considering what changes at the practitioner and institutional level 
should be contemplated to improve the outcomes of racially minoritized stu-
dents. Ultimately, this college sought to mitigate African Americans’ high 
academic probation and dismissal rates by increasing their participation in 
probation workshops, “intrusive follow-up counseling services,” and a col-
lege success course. Although this proposal can be seen as the college taking 
responsibility for the outcomes of African American students, these activities 
are likely focused on fixing students so they can be in “good” standing. The 
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plan offered almost no evidence that the college will examine its role in con-
tributing to the high rate of African Americans on probation or dismissal.

Remediating institutions. Most plans included some evidence of the need to 
modify policies, programs, and structures to promote student equity gener-
ally. In areas, disproportionate impact was attributed to what students experi-
ence once on campus, rather than the complexities of their backgrounds. As 
opposed to remediating students, activities such as this focus on calibrating 
campus programs and services in ways that meet students’ needs. Just over 
half of the plans (n = 16) suggested the following areas in need of change: 
curriculum, learning and instructional environments, co-curricular programs 
and services, developmental education placement strategies, and research 
and evaluation. Proposed activities across these plans included customizing 
orientation programs, scaling up learning communities, introducing course-
embedded tutoring services, and enhancing culturally relevant and respon-
sive pedagogy for instruction and student support services. In one plan, 
implementing partnerships and seeding collaboration between existing stu-
dent support programs was one of several activities that seek to remediate 
how this college serves students. That said, despite evidence of activities that 
fall within the category of “remediating institutions,” we found that within 
most plans, they were discussed with little supporting evidence of their 
potential effectiveness for the outcome gaps at hand. Moreover, they were 
written in isolation of each other, thus giving us the sense they may be siloed 
efforts, thus potentially limiting the reach of the strategy.

Among these activities, conducting research and evaluation appeared with 
frequency in our sample of plans. Efforts to better understand the nature of 
inequities at, racial and otherwise, does indeed suggest that colleges are tak-
ing responsibility for equity. Notably, much of the proposed research focused 
on finer-grained disproportionate calculations (e.g., “review Hispanic student 
enrollment in transfer prep course and identify any inequities, disproportion-
ate impacts”) and descriptive quantitative analyses in particular areas of 
reform (e.g., “accelerated” basic skills class that aim to reduce the amount of 
time students spend in developmental education). Six colleges proposed fur-
ther research on what one plan labeled the “reasons for non-success among 
target populations” and positioned campus offices (e.g., president’s office, 
institutional research) as key actors in this effort. What was largely missing 
from research and evaluation efforts were opportunities to engage students in 
the planning process. In the handful of cases involving students, focus groups 
and alumni surveys were recommended. At one college, goals to improve the 
basic skills English and math outcomes and pathways for African American 
and Latinx students entailed proposed focus groups to “to explore [their] 
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perceptions of risk and resilience as it pertains to success through the basic 
skills sequence.” Another plan suggested focus groups with “underserved 
student populations” to “identify [students’] preferences and needs.” While 
additional research in general can steer colleges away from expanding inef-
fective practices, the lack of student voices in equity planning is potentially 
problematic from an equity-minded perspective. As noted, equity-minded-
ness asks practitioners to understand how the seeming race-neutral organiza-
tion of their campus, design of their policies, and implementation of their 
practices can perpetuate racial inequalities (Bensimon, 2012). Without new 
knowledge to prompt awareness and learning about how racially minoritized 
students experience a campus, it is possible that practitioners’ assumptions 
and potentially stereotypical images of African American, Latinx, and other 
students will influence the solutions they propose to the problem of racial 
inequity (Bauman, 2005). As the ones experiencing the inequities, students 
have a wealth of knowledge and information that can counter assumptions 
and stereotypes made about them and, in so doing, prompt faculty learning 
and reflection about their own practices (Blake et al., 2012). Furthermore, 
students should have the opportunity to inform and shape the changes that are 
supposed to benefit them. That students’ voices are not more routinely elic-
ited suggests that they are not typically considered a source of knowledge 
about the issues they face.

Remediating practitioners. According to Bensimon (2007), equity in higher 
education depends on remediating practitioner thinking and beliefs in ways 
that align with equity-minded characteristics. Apart from three plans dis-
cussed below, our sample offers little evidence of practitioner remediation 
toward equity-mindedness. Most plans included faculty development around 
pedagogical approaches, culturally relevant pedagogy, cultural competence 
and sensitivity, and using data to monitor and improve student success. For 
example, to close outcome gaps in course and degree completion for African 
American, Latinx, and other students, one plan stated that faculty who teach 
basic skills courses “will learn effective strategies to improve the success 
rates of students enrolled in their courses” such as “inter-personal relations, 
communication, and cultural proficiency.” For counselors and staff, these 
opportunities focus on enrollment and student success requirements, finan-
cial aid, and other support services. A few plans noted the need to increase 
participation in professional development activities. For example, one plan 
stated that “faculty will participate in flex workshops on how to promote 
transfer and acquire general knowledge about transfer.”

Although making available and encouraging practitioners to participate 
in professional development workshops is important, at least two matters 
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complicate the potential effectiveness of these opportunities. First, in the 
CCC, faculty are expected to complete a minimum number of “flex” hours 
related to improving teaching and learning (generally between 30 and 40 
hours annually, depending on the college), which can be done by participat-
ing in workshops, going to conferences, attending department meetings, or 
revising a syllabus. Workshops like the ones described in the plans are thus 
among the many options faculty have to achieve their required flex hours 
each year. Unless faculty are intrinsically motivated to participate, incentive 
to do so disappears once flex hours are completed. With this possibility in 
mind, these workshops may be rendered optional and only for those who are 
inclined to attend. Second, the professional development opportunities gen-
erally fall into the category of delivering new content and/or strategies to 
current teaching practices. One plan, for instance, includes a “professional 
learning series” for faculty, staff, and administrators “exploring culturally 
responsive teaching and learning methods, focusing on the affective domain” 
and introducing “frameworks like Habits of Mind, Reading Apprenticeship, 
Growth Mindset, and Collective Leadership.” The introduction of new con-
cepts and strategies is undoubtedly valuable, especially for practitioners 
who seek to change their practices in ways that better support students gen-
erally and racially minoritized students specifically. As argued by Bensimon 
and colleagues (Bensimon, 2007; Bensimon & Malcom, 2012; Dowd & 
Bensimon,  2015), however, equity-mindedness asks that practitioners not 
adopt reforms and solutions—even those that seem promising—without 
first conducting inquiry into how specific policies and practices contribute 
to the racial inequities captured in the disproportionate impact calculations.

Mitigating Disproportionate Impact

Our final set of findings describes the overall strategies that colleges pro-
posed to mitigate disproportionate impact. We found four types of approaches: 
(a) doing more of the same by expanding, modifying, and/or enhancing exist-
ing efforts; (b) undertaking ad hoc, scattershot, or one-time activities; (c) 
targeting inequities strategically; and—in the rarest of cases—(d) taking an 
equity-minded approach.

More of the same. Eleven plans sought to expand or modify existing ser-
vices to address disproportionate impact. These plans, however, paid little 
attention to whether these services are in part responsible for the inequities 
identified. Such activities included expanding tutoring, instructional sup-
port, course offerings, outreach, and orientation. In some instances, activi-
ties targeting disproportionately impacted groups are proposed, but more 
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often, the activities focus on all students. For example, one plan notes that 
African Americans are disproportionately impacted in basic skills comple-
tion, yet activities aim to increase “awareness of services,” “course offer-
ings,” “outreach services,” and “English courses/services” for all students. 
Rather than offering African American students tailored interventions, this 
college is more focused on increasing all students’ use of existing campus 
resources. While an all-student approach could raise success rates across 
the population, even in the best-case scenario where students benefit 
equally from an intervention, it is possible that gaps will remain as nothing 
specific is offered to those who are actually experiencing disproportionate 
impact (Stevenson, 2016).

A scattershot approach. Six plans proposed one-time activities that are spe-
cific to students experiencing inequities, but that are confined to one area of 
the college (e.g., student services) or not supported by evidence of their effec-
tiveness in extant research. For example, one college suggested activities 
such as “Adelante Hombres” for male students, a “Padres conference” for 
parents, and “Hispanic cultural awareness flex day” for practitioners to 
improve the outcomes of its Latinx students. While these activities could 
benefit Latinx students, the plan fails to articulate how and why these activi-
ties would improve their outcomes. To improve African Americans’ outcomes 
in basic skills English, another college proposed eight activities without artic-
ulating how they would work together or why they would mitigate dispropor-
tionate impact. These activities included monitoring progression rates, 
updating course identifier codes, evaluating assessment and placement pro-
cedures, reviewing course scheduling, and providing faculty and staff with 
once-a-semester professional development opportunities on “special popula-
tions, andragogy, new teaching and learning support strategies, cultural sen-
sitivity.” Successful implementation of these efforts may introduce 
much-needed improvements in basic skills outcomes for African American 
students; however, as we suggest above, without clear rationales for why they 
are expected to do so, or evidence to suggest that they are addressing issues 
that may be causing inequities for African Americans, it is difficult to see 
how they will mitigate disproportionate impact.

Strategic plans. Eight plans used more strategic approaches to address inequi-
ties that (a) included goals and activities that are impactful and achievable 
over a realistic timeline; (b) attempted to understand the causes of dispropor-
tionate impact by relying on data analysis and inquiry methods; and (c) used 
their enriched understanding to develop interventions. By proceeding in these 
ways, strategic plans meet many of the guidelines for equity plans provided 
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by the Chancellor’s Office (Michalowski, 2014; Noldon, 2015). One college 
proposed a research project in Year 1 to “understand why African-American, 
Hispanic/Latinos, Filipino/Pacific Islander students and students aged 20-24 
and 25-49 experience disproportionate impact.” Involving math, English, and 
English as a Second Language (ESL) faculty, and supported by the campus’ 
student equity workgroup, this project is expected to reveal barriers to stu-
dent success and inform changes in current intervention efforts. In Year 2, the 
college will “implement [a] research agenda and identify specific goals and 
activities based on new data,” and in Year 3, will “start implementing new 
goals based on new data” (p. 74). Another college proposed to research the 
“barriers that affect the number of African-American and Hispanic students 
who receive a degree or certificate,” and to involve faculty, student support 
staff, and the basic skills committee in identifying and creating “potential 
interventions” for student success. Other plans with a strategic approach pro-
posed two levels of action, one that would work institution-wide and another 
that would focus on improving outcomes of disproportionately impacted stu-
dents. For example, one college planned to enhance instructional and student 
supports across the campus, as well as assess the impact of basic skills learn-
ing communities for African American and Latinx students.

Equity-minded planning. Three plans went beyond the strategic approach and 
framed equity as a transformation process in which campus constituents (e.g., 
students, faculty, administrators) would have “difficult” conversations around 
identified disparities and work together to develop equity goals and activities 
that respond to the needs of disproportionately impacted racially minoritized 
students. These plans are notable for activities that could benefit racially 
minoritized students. As one college stated in their executive summary, “If 
completion goals are to be met, in the context of a state with increasing pro-
portions of students of color, then community colleges must implement pro-
grams and strategies that support students of color to more successfully 
complete their educational goals.” In addition, these plans exceeded the 
Chancellor’s Office stated requirements, including references and footnotes 
to supplementary documents on ways to improve access and equity in com-
munity colleges. This approach aligns with the characteristics of “equity 
mindedness” in three ways: (a) taking a comprehensive approach, (b) shifting 
campus structures and culture, and (c) changing practitioner mind-sets.

A comprehensive approach. These plans exemplified a commitment to 
campus-wide equity solutions. One college shared, “The entire college must 
be unified in its commitment and efforts to improve access and success for 
affected student groups.” Another college stated,
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The plan has five primary components, creating a college-wide approach to 
equity in order to reach as many affected students as possible. We have chosen 
this approach because we need to bring equity mindedness to the entire college 
family and not relegate mitigation of disproportionate impact to a few 
individuals or programs.

In these plans, importance is placed on creating goals and activities that inte-
grate staff, faculty, students, and community members in addressing persis-
tent and pervasive disparities. Rather than placing the responsibility for 
improving outcomes on compensatory or supplementary programs (e.g., 
Puente, EOPS), these plans underscored the role that all practitioners play in 
achieving equity. For example, one plan emphasized the need to invest in 
“human development regarding equity” by providing practitioners with 
opportunities to learn “about equity, disproportionate impact, and how each 
person at the college has a role in mitigating negative impact.” This activity 
was proposed as a year-long series of workshops in which all campus practi-
tioners would expand their awareness of equity and equity gaps, and become 
familiar with inquiry tools to take action to mitigate gaps within their specific 
department or office.

Shifting structures and cultures. In these plans, achieving equitable out-
comes required changes in campus cultures and structures that may nega-
tively impact students’ success. One college not only addressed the sources of 
social inequity in its service area (e.g., poverty, under-resourced high schools) 
and the lingering effects of the Great Recession but also shared a “philosophi-
cal and pragmatic” statement on how these issues shape the experiences and 
outcomes of racially minoritized students. Another college intended to create 
a common language and framework for race and equity, and to establish “an 
infrastructure to regularly support the disaggregation of data” as a means 
of maintaining awareness of the outcomes of racially minoritized students. 
In addition, this college highlighted the need to “create a culture of teach-
ing excellence among basic skills faculty that enriches the learning experi-
ence of historically underserved students.” By attending to campus structures 
and cultures, these plans account for the often invisible forces that undergird 
racial inequities in education, creating goals and activities that could posi-
tively impact their racially minoritized students.

Changing mind-sets. The third characteristic of equity-minded planning 
is changing practitioner mind-set toward equity-mindedness along the lines 
described earlier. One college noted the importance of developing a campus-
wide “equity mindset” in which all practitioners learn how to incorporate 
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race into discussions, programs, and strategies. A second college shared that 
“adopting an ‘equity-minded mode of thinking’ as our method of examining 
student outcomes data and institutional practices . . . will help us address 
the inequitable outcomes we see of specific student groups at the College.” 
The third college discussed the need to develop an equity lens so that prac-
titioners can “work collectively to ensure access and improve success for 
historically underserved students.” Unlike the other types of plans described 
in this section, these three plans suggested a focus on changing practitioner 
beliefs, developing awareness of racial inequity, and implementing activities 
that could be described as equity-minded. In these ways, these plans offer 
promising examples of how institutions and practitioners can develop their 
equity plans to target long-standing barriers to success for racially minori-
tized students.

Discussion

Equity for racially minoritized students has occupied the attention of policy 
makers at particular moments in history, and in recent years, its importance 
has re-emerged. Recognition that the country’s economic, political, and 
social future depends increasingly on an educated populace, coupled with the 
demographic reality that racially minoritized people will in the coming 
decades comprise the majority, are key reasons policy makers at the state and 
federal levels have introduced policies that task higher education institutions 
with improving success rates and closing outcome gaps between student 
groups (Lester, 2014; Witham et al., 2015). Despite their prevalence, ques-
tions remain about whether and in what ways such “equity” policies are suf-
ficiently focused on African Americans, Latinx, Native Americans, Pacific 
Islanders, and students from other racially minoritized groups who generally 
experience lower rates of retention and completion in higher education, rela-
tive to Whites and Asians. We engaged these questions through a critical 
policy and equity-minded analysis of the CCCs’ SEP. Focusing specifically 
on SEP policy documents and campus equity plans, two main findings sur-
faced. We discuss each finding below, before considering recommendations 
for policy and practice, and concluding with study contributions, limitations, 
and ideas for future research.

First, we find that the SEP’s policy language and framing shifted from 
being more to less explicit about race and racial equity over time. In a policy 
context where there are legal implications around the use of racial prefer-
ences, blanket terms like these have strategic practicality, including racially 
minoritized students without naming them and thus keeping colleges on the 
right side of the law. In this respect, blanket terms, as well as the addition of 
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target populations and encouragement to implement “all student” strategies, 
can be seen as a “win-win” proposition. However, the critical perspective 
underscored in critical policy and equity-minded analysis reminds us that 
policy language and the way policy problems and solutions are framed can 
have tangible consequences for equity (Dowd & Bensimon, 2015; Young & 
Diem, 2017). Specifically, obscuring race and racial equity may not be a 
“win” for students from racially minoritized (and other non-dominant) groups 
as it can contribute to maintaining racial inequities and hierarchies despite 
intentions to the contrary (Chesler & Crowfoot, 2000). Although our study 
does not empirically test this proposition for the SEP, other analyses of race-
related practices and policies suggest that a race-neutral framing does not 
necessarily address racial equity and/or close outcome gaps. Pollock’s (2004) 
ethnography of a high school in California illustrates how muting race in 
everyday talk can challenge efforts to address the root cause of racial ineq-
uity. Winkle-Wagner, Sulè, and Maramba’s (2014) discourse analysis of pol-
icy discussions around Texas’s Top 10 Percent Plan show how talk about race 
moved “underground” (p. 538), where it can be ignored and/or decoupled 
from the structural inequalities that shape the educational opportunity of 
racially minoritized students. And early data from a state-mandated redesign 
of developmental math at the Community College of Aurora in Colorado 
indicate that while average success rates increased, White students were the 
chief beneficiaries of the reform and outcome gaps for African American and 
Latinx students widened; only when subsequent efforts took an explicit, race-
conscious approach did success for African American and Latinx students 
increase at a higher rate than Whites, resulting in more equitable outcomes 
(Stevenson, 2016). Such studies offer crucial insights for equity policies like 
the SEP, which could miss the mark on addressing racial equity if an explic-
itly race-conscious approach is not undertaken.

Our second main finding is that the equity plans in our sample differ along 
three dimensions: how outcome gaps are calculated, who and what are the 
foci of change, and what strategies are proposed. We suggest this variation 
emerged from the “circumstance” (Ball, 1997) established by the SEP’s use 
of planning as a tool for achieving equity, the autonomy colleges have to 
tackle disproportionate impact in ways that suit campus organization and cul-
ture, and the emphasis in policy guidelines on the process of developing plans 
rather than on the outcomes the plans are supposed to produce. While unsur-
prising given such conditions, the differences may impact the achievement of 
racial equity on each campus and across the system as a whole.

As we found, creating the opportunity for choice, along with emphasizing 
campus’ autonomy to proceed in ways that “best fit” (Guichard, 1992) “local 
conditions” (Michalowski, 2014), troubles the well-intentioned focus on 
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using data to establish an “objective” foundation for campus equity efforts 
(ASCCC, 2010) and can lead to differences in which groups are identified as 
disproportionately impacted. In particular, the choice of RG and cut-point 
can minimize—or one case, completely eliminate—the number of racially 
minoritized groups whose outcomes colleges can be held accountable. That 
the SEP as currently designed and implemented leaves an opening for col-
leges to potentially avoid responsibility for some inequities raises the possi-
bility that the policy may exacerbate the problem it is supposed to address 
(Center for Urban Education, 2016). That is, by giving colleges the space to 
negotiate policy rules and guidelines, the SEP may have created a circum-
stance in which outcome inequity can be explained away, even in the pres-
ence of “objective” evidence. Moreover, choice and autonomy in measurement 
can result in masking or ignoring the needs of those whose numbers are 
judged too small to consider seriously, as in the case of Native American and 
Pacific Islander students. The decision that 10 campuses in our study made to 
overlook the inequities experienced by these two racially minoritized groups 
raises an especially important question about analyzing equity calculations: 
Is it sufficient to rely on technical criteria such as cohort size and statistical 
significance to include students in, or exclude students from, an equity plan? 
From a critical policy and equity-minded analysis perspective, the answer is 
“no” as technical interpretations of data do not account for the broader socio-
historical circumstances of educational opportunity and participation (Center 
for Urban Education, 2016; Witham et al., 2015). Had the 10 campuses 
approached their analyses in this way, it is more likely that they would have 
recognized the long-standing inequalities experienced by Native Americans 
(Brayboy, Fann, Castagno, & Solyom, 2012) and Pacific Islanders (The 
Campaign for College Opportunity, 2015a) and included them as targets of 
plan activities.

Our analysis also revealed differences in who is framed as responsible for 
addressing the inequities faced by racially minoritized students: the students 
themselves, the institutions, or the practitioners. Bensimon (2007) argues that 
student development theories and decades of empirical studies on college 
student behaviors, experience, and outcomes have created a “dominant para-
digm” that positions college students as the “authors of [their] success” and 
that emphasizes their effort and engagement as difference-makers between 
their success and failure (p. 447). Bearing this in mind, it is perhaps no sur-
prise that two thirds of the plans in our sample identified how the students 
who are disproportionately impacted are not like “prepared” students. Such 
deficit-orientated framing suggests two things. First, having come to college 
without adequate academic preparation and social and cultural capital, stu-
dents are at least in part to be blamed for the inequities they experience. 
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Second, given their inadequacies, students need to be fixed so that they can 
be at the same level as those who come well-equipped to “do” college. We do 
not deny that students bear responsibility for their education and that their 
motivation to learn is crucial for their success. We suggest, however, that the 
overwhelming focus on what students lack—particularly if students are not 
afforded the opportunity to inform this focus—crowds out serious consider-
ation of how campus climate, institutional policies, and practitioner beliefs 
and actions contribute to inequities, as well as to why, despite decades of 
extensive effort and significant resources devoted to improving the college 
access of racially minoritized students, inequities remain (Harper, 2012a, 
2012b; Harper et al., 2009; Witham et al., 2015).

With few exceptions, the plan activities that we labeled as remediating 
institutions and practitioners hint at this lack of serious consideration. Most 
were listed without a rationale for why they should be expected to address the 
disproportionate impact identified, and in the plans that we identified as 
doing more of the same and taking a scattershot approach, there was little 
discussion to suggest that the activities were part of an overall change pro-
cess. We acknowledge that these activities—if implemented well—could 
help mitigate racial outcome gaps and lead to changes at institutional and 
practitioner levels. Likewise, we accept that plan strategies that focus on 
expanding what is currently done, experimenting with one-off activities, or 
implementing a set of seemingly random projects could make positive contri-
butions to achieving racial equity. Following the equity-minded aspect of our 
framework, however, we argue that practitioners must first understand the 
local context of inequity, that is, the factors and conditions that enable its 
maintenance in a campus, a department, a program, a classroom, and so on, 
as well as how practitioners themselves contribute to its persistence. With a 
contextualized understanding in hand, practitioners can then (a) make 
informed decisions about which activities to adopt; (b) implement those 
activities with the express intention of closing racial outcome gaps in their 
area(s) of responsibility; and (c) include among their efforts the deeper learn-
ing and work needed to make their entire campus truly equitable for racially 
minoritized students.

As a policy tool, planning fits the description of what Schneider and 
Ingram (1990) call a “learning” tool. Learning tools are premised on the idea 
that policy targets (i.e., community colleges in the case of the SEP) can iden-
tify and select effective means of addressing a policy problem (i.e., racial ineq-
uity). Such tools are deployed when there is little agreement over how a policy 
problem should be tackled or when policy goals are broadly defined (i.e., 
achieve equity in outcomes). The consequences of using an open-ended tool 
like planning to address a policy problem as complicated as racial inequity is 
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reflected in the variation we found in the overall strategies articulated in the 
plans. In our analysis, only the plans that exemplified equity-minded planning 
privileged equity for racially minoritized students and framed the opportunity 
afforded by the SEP as a process of practitioner learning and campus trans-
formation around equity. While the strategic plans shared some of the charac-
teristics of equity-minded planning, missing was a principled emphasis on 
racial equity; only when disproportionate impact calculations revealed ineq-
uities for racially minoritized students were their needs prioritized. While 
strategic plans comply with the Chancellor’s Office’s (CCCCO) guidelines, 
the issues we raised earlier about choice and autonomy when measuring dis-
proportionate impact could undercut racial equity efforts. The plans that took 
a more of the same or scattershot approach offer the least promise for racial 
equity. With the former, evidence suggests that activities would target all stu-
dents even if disproportionate impact is experienced by African American 
students; with the latter, one-off activities—even those that could be 
described as race-conscious—coupled with long lists of seemingly random 
efforts suggest a lack of clarity and intention with respect to equity for 
racially minoritized students. As with the matter of whether the SEP’s race-
neutral framing hinders the achievement of racial equity, our analysis can-
not answer the question of whether a plan’s overall strategy will impact the 
achievement of racial equity. That said, we can propose that such an out-
come is possible and that the policy tool of planning, while upholding 
higher education’s value for autonomy and choice, may not lead to better 
outcomes for racially minoritized students unless a clearer imperative for 
racial equity is established.

Recommendations for Policy and Practice

Given the finding that the SEP is not technically, but effectively, a race- 
neutral policy, along with the varied ways colleges have developed their 
equity plans, should policy makers from other states who are concerned with 
improving the outcomes of racially minoritized students adopt this policy? 
Despite what our analysis demonstrates, we nonetheless believe that the SEP 
can be a powerful policy response to mitigating outcome inequity, precisely 
because it assumes that organizational-level changes are needed to advance 
equity and asks colleges to engage in an improvement and transformation 
process. To our knowledge, no other equity-focused policy requires higher 
education institutions to assess their progress in fostering outcomes for 
racially minoritized students, as well as to propose and implement strategies 
for mitigating gaps. That is, no other policy places the balance of responsibil-
ity for eliminating inequities in the hands of the very practitioners who 
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interact with students experiencing disproportionate impact on a daily basis. 
In our view, emphasizing organizational change and practitioner responsibil-
ity are essential for eliciting buy-in from those who operate at the “street 
level” (Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977), and for creating change that works in 
context and that can be sustained over time.

Combining the insights from earlier work on racial equity policies and 
reforms (e.g., Pollock, 2004; Stevenson, 2016; Winkle-Wagner et al., 2014) 
with the findings of this study, policy makers should work to ensure that race 
and racial equity are centrally framed in the policy. The tendency for race to be 
removed (e.g., as with Proposition 209), to slip from view (e.g., as with equity 
for all student approaches), or to be crowded out by other considerations (e.g., 
as with the SEP)—even when data indicates that racial inequity is a long- 
standing and systemic issue—means that policy makers in California and else-
where who care about the outcomes of racially minoritized students should 
take explicit, proactive steps against efforts that seek to diminish the framing of 
race in equity policies. Furthermore, the focus on race should not be limited to 
the policy alone, but should be reflected in plan development guidelines and 
other supplementary documents. As we found, college responses to the guide-
lines from the Chancellor’s Office varied, resulting in plans that could be 
described as equity-minded on one end, and as doing more of the same on the 
other end. While we do not propose that policy makers curb colleges’ auton-
omy to develop an equity plan that suits their local context, we do recommend 
that such guidelines include stronger language and framing to keep practitio-
ners focused on improving the outcomes of racially minoritized students.

Finally, we recommend that practitioners use the SEP, including the money 
it affords and the planning process it requires, to conduct a more thorough 
study of disproportionate impact at their campuses. The Chancellor’s Office 
guidelines only requires a study based on disaggregated outcomes data, and 
as our findings show, colleges have taken it upon themselves to do additional 
disproportionate impact calculations and more fined quantitative analyses. To 
this, practitioners could undertake additional research to better understand 
the nature of racial inequities on their campus, for example, a campus racial 
climate study (Harper & Hurtado, 2007); focus groups and surveys with 
racially minoritized students (Community College Equity Assessment Lab 
[CCEAL], 2016); and a practitioner inquiry and research process (Bensimon, 
Polkinghorne, Bauman, & Vallejo, 2004). Importantly, the purpose of this 
research should be to expand practitioner awareness about how racially 
minoritized students experience the college. In so doing, practitioners would 
face new knowledge that may not only challenge their assumptions and 
beliefs but also shape plan activities in ways that are well-suited to helping 
racially minoritized students on their campus.
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Contributions, Limitations, and Future Research

This study makes several contributions to research and policy analysis. In 
using CPA, we add to the growing number of empirical studies that utilize 
this approach to understand how policies work for those from racially minori-
tized and other non-dominant groups. Unlike existing scholarship, which 
uses CPA on its own (e.g., Chase et al., 2014) or with complementary frame-
works like critical race (e.g., Mansfield & Thachik, 2016) and feminist (e.g., 
Mansfield, Welton, & Grogan, 2014) theories, this study is the first to our 
knowledge that combines CPA with the concept of equity-mindedness. While 
both attend to transforming that which preserves and intensifies racial ineq-
uity, equity-mindedness provides sharper focus on questions such as who 
equity plans target as the site of remediation.

In addition, this study contributes to the small but expanding body of work 
on equity policies in higher education (e.g., Harper et al., 2009; Mansfield & 
Thachik, 2016; Winkle-Wagner et al., 2014). Like these studies, our analysis 
demonstrates that equity policies often seem to be explicitly or effectively 
race-neutral, which can undermine the achievement of racial equity goals 
and/or hamper the implementation of race-conscious efforts. This study dif-
fers in that we take a broad look at the design, formation, and implementers’ 
initial response (i.e., the plans) to an equity policy; other work tends to focus 
on one of these aspects such as Mansfield and Thachik’s (2016) design of the 
Closing the Gaps initiative in Texas.

Finally, this study extends analyses of planning as a policy tool. Planning, 
particularly, strategic planning, is a routine practice in higher education 
(Dooris, Kelley, & Trainer, 2004; Kotler & Murphy, 1981), and in California, 
planning is used increasingly to foster educational reform and organizational 
change (Strunk, Marsh, Bush-Mecenas, & Duque, 2016). In higher educa-
tion specifically, California’s policy makers have introduced planning to 
transform developmental education (i.e., Basic Skills Initiative) and matric-
ulation (i.e., Student Success and Support Program) in addition to student 
equity. Despite a growing reliance on planning, the literature is replete with 
prescriptive models for how planning should be conducted (e.g., Austin, 
2002; Bryson & Alston, 1996) and theoretical arguments for or against the 
value of planning as a way to reform organizational practice and boost per-
formance (Dooris et al., 2004); few empirical studies analyze the content 
and quality of plans, and their relationship to policy or organizational goals. 
Like Strunk and colleagues’ (2016) study of school improvement plan qual-
ity and implementation, our study demonstrates how a careful analysis of 
organizational plans can offer insights about progress toward policy and 
reform goals.
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Alongside these contributions, this study has at least two limitations. 
Although the SEP policy documents and equity plans were a rich source of 
data for our exploratory analysis, they offer an incomplete picture of how this 
policy is focused on racial equity. Our critical policy and equity-minded 
framework allows us to infer policy maker and practitioner intentions, val-
ues, and beliefs around addressing equity; however, without other forms of 
data such as interviews and observations, we are unable to check our interpre-
tations with those involved in the creation of the documents included in our 
analysis. Indeed, the language and ideas captured in policy documents and 
campus plans are likely the product of long—perhaps tense—discussion, 
negotiation, and decision making. Our analysis is not nuanced by this infor-
mation, and thus our findings and conclusions should be taken as a plausible 
rather than definitive interpretation of the SEP’s focus on to race and racial 
equity. Subsequent studies should include interviews with policy makers and 
practitioners who can fill in the “backstory” that would not only allow us to 
better understand how the policy and plans came to be what they are, but also 
enable us to test and/or triangulate the findings of this study. For example, 
future work could include interviews with policy makers involved in the for-
mation of the SEP to explore their views on the place of racial equity in the 
policy. Also, given the complexity around the measurement of disproportion-
ate impact at the campus level, future investigations could examine how 
practitioners decided which methods, RGs, and cut-points to use; whether 
and how organizational conditions influenced the decisions that were ulti-
mately made; and whether race and racial equity were particular focal points. 
Similarly, given the different approaches described in the equity plans to 
mitigating disproportionate impact, further studies could investigate how and 
why campuses produced more of the same, scattershot, strategic, or equity-
minded plans, as well as examine the role of campus leadership in this pro-
cess. Extending the critical approach of this study, such inquiries should 
consider the issue of power in the decision-making process and attend to 
questions such as: Whose voices were heard and whose were not? Who was 
at the table and who was not? Whose outcomes and needs were being cham-
pioned and whose were not?

Already noted but worth repeating is that while our analysis allows us to 
comment on how race and racial equity are presented in policy documents and 
equity plans, and from there, to argue that race-conscious policy framing and 
campus efforts are crucial for achieving racial equity, additional studies are 
needed to empirically test this proposition. Similar to the analytic approach 
taken by Strunk and colleagues (2016), future research could investigate the 
relationship between the framing of race and racial equity in equity plans (e.g., 
race-neutral, race-conscious, deficit-minded, equity-minded) and (a) the manner 
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in which they are implemented, (b) the achievement of intermediate process 
outcomes such as heightened campus focus on racial equity and increased prac-
titioner participation in equity-related efforts, and (c) the closing, maintenance, 
or widening of racial outcome gaps over time. As higher education policy mak-
ers and practitioners continue to experiment with how best to improve college 
student outcomes and experiences, such studies would shed additional light on 
whether and how racial equity can be achieved from the bottom-up.
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Notes

1. We use “Latinx” as a gender-neutral term that replaces “Latina/o” and high-
lights the fluidity of gender identities within the Latinx community (Garcia, 
2017; Pastrana, Battle, & Harris, 2017). Our preference for Latinx is to empower 
students who are trans* and gender non-conforming, while pushing the binary 
identity positions in academia. We do not use the term “Hispanic” interchange-
ably. “Hispanic” appears as a descriptor of formal categories such as “Hispanic-
Serving Institution” or in cited text.

2. Similar to scholars who take a critical race theory approach to education and 
education policy (e.g., Chase, Dowd, Pazich, & Bensimon, 2014; Gillborn, 2005; 
Harper, 2012a, 2012b), we use the term “racially minoritized students” rather 
than “students of color” or “racial/ethnic minorities” when referring to African 
American, Latinx, Native American, Pacific Islander, and Southeast Asian stu-
dents who are typically conferred “minority” status in education specifically and 
American society generally. “Racially minoritized” is not a mere descriptor, but 
speaks to how students of color are subordinated in educational contexts through 
repeated acts of marginalization, discrimination, and institutionalized racism.

3. At the time we conducted this study, there were 112 community colleges in the 
system. Since 2014-2015, two community colleges have been added: Clovis 
Community College in 2015 and Compton College in 2017.
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