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For too long, children across Hamilton County public schools have gotten 
different levels of resources, support, and opportunities to succeed. These 
differences hurt our whole community. Equity is about ensuring that every 
child, no matter their zip code, has the opportunity for a brilliant future. When 
all of our children have the resources and support that they need to thrive, we 
all receive the benefits of a more safe, economically stable, civically engaged, 
and caring community.

Equity across our public schools requires empathy and action. It demands 
honesty, commitment, and perseverance from everyone in our diverse 
community. Together, we must confront our history and expand our collective 
knowledge about the political, social, and economic systems that influence 
our schools.

To begin our long-term commitment to organize for equity in Hamilton County 
schools, UnifiEd launched the first phase of our efforts through the Action Plan 
for Educational Excellence (APEX) Project. The APEX Project is a grassroots 
organizing campaign that focused on collecting the community’s experiences 
with equity and inequity in our public schools, as well as their proposed 
solutions for addressing the identified issues. With this information, UnifiEd 
will work with community members across our county to develop actionable 
projects for tackling their identified issues and will hold elected officials and 
our school system accountable to the community’s vision.

A Grassroots Organizing 
and Listening Campaign



introduction: 
A Letter to Our Community
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Dear Hamilton County Neighbors, 

At UnifiEd, we are committed to deeply listening to you. Our staff and network 
of community volunteers and leaders have spent the past year in your 
communities to talk with you directly about your experiences with educational 
equity and gather your ideas and concerns to develop a community-led policy 
platform. Here is what we learned:

Inequity is not a modern problem
It is a historical struggle in communities across our nation. Our schools are the 
product of generations of social, political, and economic choices and changes. 
When seeking equity, we must understand how we got to where we are now.

Inequity is a problem for all of us 
The truth is inequity in our schools hurts every single member of our 
community. In addition to the measurable effects of segregation that impact 
our economy and public safety, we undermine our potential unity when we 
divide into different neighborhoods and schools. We are a diverse group of 
people with different ideas about how to tackle the challenges we face, but 
we can all agree that we care about our future. 

Addressing inequity demands action
Most challenges our children and schools face are interconnected. Simply 
identifying that a problem exists will not resolve it; we must analyze an issue 
and work together to find the solutions that work best for our local context. 
This means stepping up to work alongside our neighbors, schools, churches, 
elected officials, and school leaders in ways that respect the expertise of those 
most impacted by the problems we face.

There is no “silver bullet” for Hamilton County
While this phrase is common, the bravery and commitment of our community 
is uncommon. We are a vibrant and diverse community growing in a national 
spotlight due to our innovation and values. We have the resources to ensure 
all of our children are supported to succeed, but it will take hard work, 
perseverance, honesty, and partnership. 

It’s time for a movement for change. Join us.

Sincerely, 
The UnifiEd Team



Methodology: The APEX Project’s 
grassroots organizing and listening 
campaign had five major components:
EdTalks
We spoke to more than 2,600 people across our 
community at coffee shops, events, schools, 
churches, restaurants, and more! During these 
conversations, we collected their ideas and 
experiences around equity and education. We 
also collected demographic information to ensure 
we were speaking to a representative group from 
across our county. 

Steering Committee
Using a blind selection process that emphasized 
diversity of backgrounds and experiences, 27 
community members (three from each county 
district) were selected to oversee the APEX Project. 
Together, we learned about Hamilton County’s 
history, developed relationships, held each other 
accountable, led EdTalks in our neighborhoods, 
visited schools across our county, attended equity 
trainings, and worked on the interactive bus tour as 
it traveled across the county.

Data Analysis
A team of researchers at UnifiEd worked to identify 
themes across the EdTalks data, code these 
themes, and analyze the results. This work led to 
the development of 25 priority areas for achieving 
educational equity. Each of these priority areas was 
divided between five accountability groups who 
could take action to implement the community-
identified priority areas. These accountability  
groups are elected officials, Hamilton County 
Department of Education, schools, community 
members, and community organizations.

Bus Tour
In order to bring the data back to the people 
for oversight and prioritization, we utilized an 
interactive exhibit where people voted on their top 
priorities. Working with Rondell Crier from Studio 
Everything and Brittany Harris and Colleen Ryan 
from The Passage, we built an interactive voting 
exhibit on a little red school bus. We then drove 
it around the county and gave participants seven 
tokens. They voted for their top issues within each 
of the five accountability groups and used the 
remaining two tokens as bonus votes.

Priority Area Identification
After the bus was complete, we tallied the votes 
and ended with ten priority areas identified by our 
community. 
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Lessons Learned 
Our process was not without its missteps and 
lessons learned. One example of how our 
Steering Committee held us accountable was 
the fact that we did not include a question 
on sexual orientation on the equity surveys. 
This lack of data contributes to the challenge 
we face in schools and communities as we 
try to assess the impact of policies, negative 
or positive, on the diverse members of our 
community. If we do not ask the question, 
we will not fully understand the needs and 
challenges of this segment of our community 
and thus not adequately address their needs. 
UnifiEd is committed to ensuring the addition 
of sexual orientation in future outreach and 
surveys and we welcome conversation with 
any member of our community who has 
questions and ideas on how to improve our 
research process.

Another lesson learned during our process is 
that sometimes life happens and campaigns 
move quicker than you originally prepared 
for. We lost one member of our Steering 
Committee during the process and were not 
able to fill her spot due to staff capacity and 
timing. We recognize that this loss meant one 
district did not have equal representation on 
the committee. We are working to implement 
processes that would help expand our 
capacity to support community member 
engagement in our work.

This process was inspired by the powerful 
work that happened in New York City during 
the 2013 mayoral elections known as the 
PS2013 campaign. Thank you to the inspiring 
organizers who facilitated that community 
led-process for building an education policy 
platform. We in Tennessee are thankful for 
your work.



demographic
data: 

Community Representation.

Equity Surveys 
Over 2,600 community members identified issues 
of inequity across our schools and envisioned 
solutions to them through a public survey period. 
The demographic make-up of those participants 
are listed here:  
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Race 
White:  1486 59.3 %

Black:  752 30.0%

LatinX:  88 3.5%

Multi-Racial:  82 3.3%

Asian:  41 1.6%

Other:  35 1.4%

N/A:  15 0.6%

Native American:  5 0.2%

Role in Community 
Student:  875 33.8% 

Parent:  564 21.8%

Community Member:  453 17.5%

Educator:  351 13.6%

Grandparent:  188 7.3%

Retired Educator:  79 3.1%

Other:  75 2.9%

Mother’s Education Level
High School or Less:  933 37.8%

GED:  157 6.4%

Vocational:  90 3.6%

Bachelors:  662 26.8%

Masters:  392 15.9%

PhD:  60 2.4%

Other:  172 7.0%

Father’s Education Level
High School or Less:  1030 42.9%

GED:  145 6.0%

Vocational:  105 4.4%

Bachelors:  539 22.5%

Masters:  299 12.5%

PhD:  105 4.4%

Other:  176 7.3%

Age 
0–18: 749 30.0%

19–26: 285 11.4%

27–34: 312 12.5%

35–42: 313 12.5%

43–50: 244 9.8%

51–58: 183 7.3%

59–66: 211 8.5%

67+: 198 7.9%



action plan:
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As we celebrate the important work of developing a community-driven policy 
platform for equity in our schools, we also recognize the responsibility that we 
all hold to take action. Action that is effective and sustainable centers on our 
continued commitment to elevating community voice and leadership in the 
issues impacting us all. 

There is no single organization or entity that can solve our community’s 
inequities. It will require all of us to bring our expertise to the table, learn to 
build relationships across differences, and take strategic yet urgent action for 
our schools.

UnifiEd is launching The Equity Collective in March 2018 as the implemen-
tation phase of the APEX Project. The Equity Collective is comprised of five 
action teams, each tasked with prioritizing the issue area from the APEX Policy 
Platform where they will focus their implementation efforts. 

Following are the action teams and the APEX Policy Platform issue areas for 
which they will develop actionable plans.

The Equity Collective



Racial and Socioeconomic 
Desegregation
The Hamilton County Department of Education 
must develop a plan to end socioeconomic and 
racial segregation.

Community members must demand the end of 
socioeconomic and racial segregation.

Funding and Budgeting
Elected officials must provide funds to make all 
school facilities safe and healthy learning spaces, 
and there must be a long term plan to keep them 
that way.

There must be funding to recruit, support, and 
keep the best teachers.

Supporting the People in 
Our Schools
Schools must ensure that students and teachers 
have a voice in issues that matter to them to 
support better relationships and engagement.

Central office must work to ensure that teaching 
and programs provide personalized support, 
especially to those with special needs and minority 
identities (like English-language learners and 
LGBTQ+ students).

Supporting the Whole Child
Schools must work to ensure student mental and 
emotional health needs are supported.

Community organizations must work to ensure 
children can access mentoring, field trips, and 
early childhood education.

Community Engagement and 
Empowerment
Parents and community members must embrace 
opportunities to support schools and children.

Local organizations and businesses must support 
and provide resources in our schools.

The first Equity Collective meeting for each action 
team included a core group of community leaders 
who have a history of engagement with the APEX 
Project or have been identified by members of our 
staff as holding expertise in the APEX Project’s 
Policy Platform issue areas. After these initial 
meetings to determine the structure and direction 
of the work ahead, we expanded invitations to 
other members of our community who signed up to 
participate. UnifiEd’s field team will also continually 
recruit new community members to this important 
work, with an intentional focus on individuals 
and communities who have been historically 
underrepresented in our work and from existing 
policy making spaces.
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The final product will be five Equity Collective 

action plans with timelined activities to 

be presented to, or in collaboration with, 

implementing entities. Team participants will, 

in turn, act as organizers in their own networks 

and neighborhoods to share information and 

build community buy-in around their team’s 

action plan.

The five Equity Collective teams will meet every six weeks from April through 
November. The goals of the meetings are to: 

1. Build trust and relationships between 
participants

2. Develop a deeper understanding of the 
APEX Policy Platform issue areas

3. Prioritize a key issue area from the APEX 
Policy Platform to develop an action plan 
around

4.	 Begin	the	first	steps	toward	implementing	
the developed action plan
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understanding 
the issues: 

Research & Policy Suggestions

Racial and Socioeconomic Desegregation

Supporting People in Our Schools 

Community Engagement and Empowerment

Supporting the Whole Child 

Funding Our Future 



Defining the problem 
Economic and racial isolation are major obstacles 
for efforts to make a quality education available 
to all students, and this isolation is a huge issue 
facing Hamilton County’s school system.

Approximately one-third of 
Hamilton County’s schools are 
schools of concentrated poverty 
(where 80% or more of the 
student body is eligible for free 
or reduced lunch)1,2

Many of those schools are concentrated in 
some of our community’s most impoverished 
neighborhoods. 

The city of Chattanooga made legally-mandated 
efforts to desegregate schools starting in the late 

1960’s, but segregation in the school system has 
persisted. The 1990s saw debates about merging 
the city and county school systems, with issues 
of funding, segregation, and equity remaining at 
the forefront of the debates. Our community was 
not immune to the national trend of white flight 
as white families left the urban core or moved 
their children to private schools in the wake of the 
landmark case of Brown vs. Board of Education. 
Subsequent federal efforts to enforce the 
desegregation of our public schools only served to 
further segregatie communities and schools. 

City voters narrowly approved consolidating the 
school systems in 1994, forcing the predominantly 
white county to take control of the predominantly 
black city schools3. A majority of the black 
community advocated strongly against the 
consolidation4. The school system officially merged 
in 1997. 
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Racial and    
 Socioeconomic 

Desegregation

While the goal of the merger may have been to 
equalize funding and taxation, issues of funding, 
segregation, and chronic under-performance 
continue to plague several schools within the 
system, particularly in high-poverty schools. 
In 2000, state education officials named nine 
Chattanooga schools among the twenty lowest-
performing elementary schools in the state. These 
results spurred the development of the Benwood 
Initiative, an aggressive effort to turn around the 
performance of the school system. Through this 
initiative, approximately half of the educators 
were moved out of the nine schools on that list 
and offered jobs in the county, and strong leaders 
were recruited to the nine schools along with top 
teachers with the goal of providing additional 
support and incentivized pay for educators5. 
Unfortunately, funding dwindled over time, 
incentive packages dried up, and there has been 
no political will to increase taxes for education 
funding.

There has been little effort within the county to 
reduce the high concentration of poverty, and the 
resulting low performance of these schools has 
prompted the state to consider taking over some 
of the district’s worst-performing schools6.

ACT results show that only 3% 
of graduates attending schools 
of concentrated poverty in 
Hamilton County are college 
or career ready, while 30% of 
students attending schools 
without a large share of poor 
students meet these college 
and career benchmarks7. Data 
also demonstrates that 65% 
of graduates of the Hamilton 
County Schools system fail to 
earn	any	degree	or	certificate	
past high school within six years, 
leaving	them	unqualified	for	
the majority of jobs coming to 
the area8.

This has implications not only for the students 
but also for the region’s economic development 
potential, as its future is dependent on a well-
trained and qualified workforce. We believe 
addressing the inequities our students face in 
schools of concentrated poverty affect the overall 
health, well-being, and success of our entire 
community and we must unite to ensure our entire 
county grows and prospers together.



Issue 1
The Hamilton County Department of 

Education must develop a plan to end 
socioeconomic and racial segregation.
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Policy suggestions 
Integrate our schools by implementing 
local policies that include attendance 
zone changes, controlled school 
choice models, increased magnet 
school access, and improved transfer 
policies9,10: Our school system must create 
a plan, together with the community, to racially 
and socioeconomically desegregate our public 
schools. There are a number of strategies that 
can be implemented to ensure our schools have 
diverse student attendance. First, the district can 
make attendance zone changes to reflect desired 
student body diversity goals. Another popular 
model is controlled school choice11. This model 
integrates a combination of family choice and 
school diversity benchmarks to ensure integration 
throughout the district. Controlled choice is a 
system that ultimately has parents rank their top 
picks in a lottery system, that works in concert 
with district efforts to ensure socio-economic 
integration within the schools12. This paired with 
a robust transportation policy and an intentional 
focus on school district zones allows for students 
to attend any school with most families getting 
their top choice school. A third strategy is through 
the expansion of magnet and charter programs 

with clear diversity goals in mind. This model 
requires these schools to set clear demographic 
benchmarks in order to ensure a diverse student 
body. Application processes to these schools must 
also be made accessible to every student and 
family who wishes to participate in their school 
programs through active outreach strategies that 
seek to educate parents about their choices. 
Lastly, school districts can implement open 
transfer policies so students are able to attend 
any school in the district. These transfer policies 
must be supported with adequate transportation 
and require constant monitoring to ensure equity 
through demographic goals. 

Provide adequate and inclusive 
transportation options for all students13: 
Each school integration strategy must be coupled 
with adequate transportation for all students 
attending their desired or zoned school. Without 
appropriate funding allocated toward a robust 
transportation policy, students without resources 
and external support will be disproportionately 
unable to attend their school of choice. This will 
result in our schools remaining just as—or more—
segregated than before.

“By the end of my 1st year, it was apparent to me that 
despite Brown v Board Education 50 years later we 
are still segregated and SEPARATE IS NOT EQUAL! 

There is a lack of diversity in schools (suburban/urban) 
resulting in lack of equity.”

– Educator response to APEX equity survey



Issue 2
Community members must 

demand the end of socioeconomic 
and racial segregation.
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“Our schools are drastically segregated by social class/race. Our 
high poverty schools are often the first stop for new teachers who 

are not adequately trained to deal with the extra challenges of 
teaching students that come from poverty. These teachers often 

get burned out and either leave teaching or move schools, leading 
to a high turnover rate in these high poverty schools. I think we 

need to make systematic efforts to integrate our schools.”
– Educator response to APEX equity survey
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Policy suggestions 
Demand elected representatives and 
the school district carefully examine 
ways to pursue integrating schools 
through the legal system: While districts 
are limited on how they are able to address 
racial integration due to a 2007 Supreme Court 
ruling, strategic site selection of new schools, 
the redrawing of attendance zones, and the 
creation of new magnet schools, and controlled 
school choice are potential integration solutions14. 
Using poverty as a measure for integrating 
schools, instead of race, is one way to follow the 
ruling and allow schools to work towards equity 
without explicitly using race as a determinant, as 
socioeconomic integration can largely produce 
similar effects as racial integration. Our community 
members must demand that all viable options for 
integration be assessed by HCDE and presented 
to our larger community for approval. Additionally, 
community members should actively participate 
in the assessment of these models to ensure that 
the interests and needs of communities are fully 
represented in these plans. Once options have 
been structured by the district and elected officials 
in partnership with communities, we must also be 
willing to actively participate in school integration 
efforts.

Commit to grassroots organizing 
strategies to ensure implementation 
of county-wide integration efforts: 
Community support is a necessary part of 
achieving diversity and integration in our school 
system. This is especially true of the social 
and emotional impact integration can have on 
the communities that have been historically 
segregated from one another. A strong grassroots 
commitment that focuses on the development of 

trust and relationships between residents in our 
rural neighborhoods, the growing suburbs, and the 
City of Chattanooga can ensure that all schools are 
supported in integration efforts. 

Community members can also participate in 
integration efforts by bringing their expertise 
from public and private sectors that influence the 
development of neighborhoods and economic 
policy. Cross-sectoral partnerships and strategies 
are essential to the success of school integration 
efforts as well. Any desegregation plan must be 
developed with diverse community members 
at decision-making tables. This ensures the 
relationships, trust, and expertise essential for 
successful implementation are integrated into the 
development of the plan itself.

Participate in integration strategies, 
attend your local public schools, and 
encourage your friends and family to do 
the same: Individual choice matters. Start the 
process of practicing your choice by learning more 
about your local options while working towards 
integration efforts. Visit your zoned schools, talk 
to the principal and teachers, learn about the 
programs that exist, and commit to supporting 
them. 

Many failures of past integration efforts have been 
dependent on fear resulting from the enforced 
segregation of our communities. We can each 
work to overcome this by educating ourselves 
about this history and building relationships 
across differences. Our public schools will remain 
separate and unequal without the concerted and 
sustained effort of our community to combat 
segregation in our school system. Now is the time 
for us to fully participate in integration efforts.
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Supporting 
People in  

Our Schools

Defining the problem 
Students and teachers both spend the majority of 
their day in school and are ultimately the experts 
of their own lived experience in our education 
system. However, policies impacting the classroom 
are often created without their participation or 
input. Positive solutions, transparency, trust, and 
communication within the school are all diminished 
when students and teachers do not have a voice 
in decision making. Students feel less empowered 
and engaged with little control over their personal 
goals and education. Teachers are isolated, 
frustrated, and eventually experience burnout 
when not recognized as professionals15.

Encouraging student and teacher voice in 
decision-making processes should be a part of 
every school policy, as well as a commitment 
of our community. School systems that value 
students and teachers create a positive, healthy, 
accepting, and uplifting educational space where 
everyone can work together to meet individual and 
school-wide goals. When teachers have a voice 
in decision making, retention is increased and 

curriculum becomes more creative, more exciting, 
and less standardized16. When students have a 
voice, they feel more valued, academically and 
emotionally supported, and engaged in the school 
and the community.

As the student population across the U.S. has 
grown more diverse and our community’s ability to 
recognize and name these differences is growing, 
there is an increasing range of academic and 
language needs that we now understand traditional 
education models cannot meet26. While educators 
and families have long been aware that students 
learn differently depending on various instructional 
approaches, implementing a personalized learning 
model is difficult due to classroom sizes, growing 
student diversity, emphasis on standardized 
testing, and a lack of resources. The diversity 
in today’s classrooms has become the catalyst 
for some schools to shift to a learner-centered 
education system.
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In Hamilton County, 6.3% of students are English 
Language Learners (ELLs), 37.3% are economically 
disadvantaged, 12.8% have disabilities, and almost 
half (just over 45%) are students of color27. This 
growing diversity, along with widespread instances 
of traumatic childhood experiences, underscores 
the necessity for a more deliberate, supported 
shift to a learner-centered education system.



Issue 1
Schools must ensure that students 
and teachers have a voice in issues 

that matter to them to support better 
relationships and engagement.
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Policy suggestions 
Build trust and transparency by actively 
seeking and integrating input from 
teachers and students into school 
policy and decision making without 
repercussion: Without the clear and full 
commitment of school system leadership for 
student and teacher voice, it is difficult to fully 
shift a school culture to one of understanding, 
transparency, and support17, 18. One way to 
encourage input is to provide multiple consistent, 
well-facilitated opportunities for teachers and 
students to share their ideas, as well understand 
how their ideas will be used in the development 
of school policies19. These facilitated sessions 
must ensure participants will not experience 
repercussion or retaliation from school and district 
leadership. 

Schools should also give teachers and students 
ways to share their voice on their goals, what 
is happening in their classroom, and best 
practices through surveys and weekly meetings20. 
Administration can schedule consistent one-on-
ones in the school to gain teacher and student 
feedback so they can share their opinions 
openly without fear of retaliation21. Schools must 
consistently nurture a culture of openness and 
support to fully elevate the voices of students and 
teachers within their schools as well as provide 
teachers and students access to decision-making 
discussions and policy meetings.

Commit to elevating student voice 
in classroom decision making: School 
staff and leadership should seek student input 
on curriculum and consider their backgrounds 
when supporting their learning. Giving students 
time each week to reflect on their goals or 
improvements to their learning experience can 
produce helpful ideas for improving learning 
outcomes22, 23. Providing multiple ways to engage 
in the classroom (such as small group discussion, 
teams, lecture, and hands-on creativity) as well 
as allowing for assignments to be completed in 
multiple ways (such as orally, written, and creative 
expression) can help students better engage in 
school work and meet their personalized goals24.

Encourage and support students to 
be leaders in their schools: Students are 
the best advocates for understanding their lived 
experiences and will most effectively identify how 
to best support the diverse needs of our student 
body. Students should be encouraged and fully 
supported to create and lead initiatives that reflect 
their needs. Examples of this include the Gay 
Straight Alliance (GSA), Black Student Alliance 
(BSA), equity teams, and diversity teams25.

“LGTBQ students need a safe place and need to be seen.”

– Community member response to APEX equity survey

“Every voice matters!”
– Student response to APEX equity survey



Issue 2
Central	office	must	work	to	ensure	that	

teaching and programs provide personalized 
support, especially to those with special needs 

and minority identities (like English-language 
learners and LGBTQ+ students).
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Policy suggestions 
Adopt personalized learning 
approaches: Personalized learning models 
focus on competency-based progression, in which 
each student’s progress toward clearly-defined 
goals is continually assessed. This model is 
based in a flexible learning environment in which 
student needs drive the design of the learning 
environment. Students follow customized paths 
that respond and adapt based on their individual 
learning progress, motivations, and goals28. 
Current research indicates that students using 
personalized learning practices make greater 
progress compared to students being taught 
under the traditional educational model29. Parents, 
teachers, and students also report that individual 
learning plans can result in students selecting 
more rigorous courses, improved teacher–student 
relationships, and better parent–school relations30.

Implement culturally responsive 
teaching: This model recognizes the importance 
of including students’ cultural background and 
experiences in all aspects of learning31. This 
technique integrates research-developed, teacher-
selected materials, as well as student input, to 
diversify the curriculum to represent students’ 
diverse identities and experiences. In order to 
do this well, educators must be trained and 
supported to move past cultural biases to promote 
student participation and achievement32. While the 
transition to culturally responsive teaching is far 
from simple, research has shown that culturally 
comprehensive material is associated with better 
student attendance, higher grades, and increased 
credits earned33.

“Invest in our teachers: mentor, trust, and enrich 
them, support them, and pay them a decent salary.”

– Educator response to APEX equity survey
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Defining the problem 
Students whose parents are involved in their 
schooling often experience better academic 
outcomes, but many parents experience barriers 
to engagement34.

These challenges can run from 
little knowledge about the 
school system, lack of content 
knowledge around student 
work, feelings of fear that 
result from years of negative 
experiences within schools, 
and basic access barriers like 
inflexible	work	schedules,	lack	
of transportation, and language 
challenges35.

Schools can actively support academic and non-
academic student development by coordinating 
creative programs that target these challenges36. 
While schools can help establish these broader 
connections, parents and community members 
must take responsibility in becoming engaged 
in schools. Schools need sufficient funding to 
provide family engagement programming, as well 
as a diversity of staff to meaningfully engage with 
students, parents, and community members. This 
type of family and community engagement needs 
to start early, having the best chance of success 
beginning in pre-school and continuing through 
secondary education.

Faced with limited resources and increasing 
demands to improve students’ academic 
performance, many public schools have turned 
to businesses for resources that range from cash 
and computers to educational materials and career 
mentorships.

Cross-sector collaborations 
between local organizations, 
businesses, and public schools 
have been shown to produce 
positive academic achievement 
for students, while a lack of 
community involvement is 
associated with increased 
dropout rates and increased 
risky behavior for students40.

Schools in low-income communities generally have 
limited access to financial, social, and educational 
resources41. While donations and volunteering 
have been a consistent feature of many of our local 
schools, we urge that long-term partnerships with 
local businesses and organizations be built with an 
eye toward a central strategic plan.

Community 
Engagement 

 and 
Empowerment



Issue 1
Parents and community members must 

embrace opportunities to support schools 
and children, and schools and school districts 
must provide these opportunities to engage 
with parents and the broader community.
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Policy suggestions 
Implement a community school model 
district-wide: Community schools act as hubs 
in the neighborhood, bringing fragmented services 
found in the community – such as food assistance, 
health and wellness clinics, and after-school 
programs – onto school campuses37. Community 
schools can also offer support for families and new 
parents through health and nutrition programs, 
counseling, child care, and parenting classes. This 
model applies a holistic approach to supporting 
students while also integrating families and 
communities into the school community. 

Along with providing direct resources to students 
and families, structured programs can also train 
parents to navigate the public school system, 
understand academic standards, and effectively 
advocate for their children38. The success of 
this model depends on many factors, including 
consistent support and partnerships from local 
businesses and organizations, sustainable 
funding, and full participation and engagement 
from students and families. It must be noted that, 
given the segregation of our neighborhoods, 
a commitment to community schools must 
occur in tandem with a commitment to school 
diversity. These schools can pull from multiple 
neighborhoods while still providing personalized 
resources and support for families to fully 
participate.

Prioritize diverse hiring and cultural 
competency training for school staff: 
Attention must be placed on diverse hiring 
and retention strategies, as well as ongoing 
professional development to build the cultural 
competency of teachers. These trainings will 
help school staff understand and connect to their 
students, as well as encourage parents from 
various cultures and backgrounds to more actively 
participate in their children’s education. Ensuring 
school staff represent the student body in terms of 
race, socioeconomic background, and language 
capability will encourage families to engage 
more fully. More specifically, in schools with high 
percentages of English Language Learning (ELL) 
students, multilingual staff members will make 
it easier for students, parents, and community 
members to communicate if English is not their 
primary language39.

“Partner with people who are interested in making 
a difference in the lives of ALL young people: 

those with financial resources and those without.”
– Community member response to APEX equity survey
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“There needs to be more open communication 
between teachers, parents, students, and staff.”

– Parent response to APEX equity survey

Policy suggestions 
Implement community-based learning 
methods: Community-based learning methods 
connect students with companies that best fit 
within students’ learning plans while initiating 
meaningful professional contacts and mentorship 
programs42. Students gain real-world work 
experiences while local businesses are connected 
to young people who can be supported to succeed 
in our community43. When learning institutions 
implement this model, student learning goals are 
enhanced and young people are provided with 
concrete skills to enter the workforce44.

Participate in corporate “adopt-
a-school” sponsorship programs: 
Corporate sponsorship programs can provide 
value to schools through mentoring programs, 
job-readiness training, guest lecturers, and 
direct resources (like funding or in-kind 
donations)45. Some schools have partnered 
with local organizations (like the Boys and Girls 
Club, the United Way, and local hospitals) to 
provide students with wraparound services. 
These partnerships have resulted in securing 
students’ health screenings, eye exams, and free 
glasses. Local community services such as the 
public library, police, and parks and recreation 
departments must work closely with the school 
to provide additional resources that are inclusive 
of equity concerns such as transportation and 
personalized supports46.

Partner with community school 
programming: The community school model 
is a more holistic approach to education as the 
school serves as a community hub, providing 
services such as health and wellness services, 
mentoring, food and clothing assistance programs, 
and after-school programming in addition to 
educational services47. Research has demonstrated 
that investing in community schools produces 
benefits to the whole of the community, with 
monetary investments that yield great returns48. 
Local organizations and businesses must partner 
with schools to provide the unique resources 
and support students and families need to be 
successful and fully integrated into their school 
community.
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Defining the problem 
Many students experience trauma associated 
with neighborhood violence, family troubles, the 
daily stresses of living in poverty, or unrealistic 
expectations from their communities or peers. 
Adverse Childhood Experiences, ACE(s), can have 
long-term impacts on children and have been 
linked to increased risk of cancer, unemployment, 
mental illness, overeating, smoking, and drug use 
as adults49,50.

Prioritizing students’ mental and emotional health 
has long-lasting impacts throughout their lives as 
well as their time in school.

Lack of mental and emotional 
health support can result in 
poor academic performance, 
higher drug use, lower self-belief 
levels, and social detachment in 
the classroom. In other words, 
a lack of investment in these 
issues leads to future costs to 
both our judicial and economic 
systems. 

Currently, we are not investing adequately to 
prepare school staff to identify mental health issues 
and provide appropriate. Schools need resources 
to hire mental health professionals and to provide 
comprehensive programming to ensure students in 
need are identified, given resources, and provided 
with immediate interventions. In addition to in-
school interventions and support, our community 
must be committed to sustained care for students 
identified as needing services and resources. 

Community organizations can contribute to 
foundational basics as well as enrichment 
opportunities for students.

Access to early childhood 
education is vital to future 
success in students’ K–12 years. 
Supplemental experiences 
like	mentoring	and	field	trip	
opportunities can inspire their 
unique goals and serve their 
individual needs.

Early childhood education programs like preschool 
are not universally accessible, so low-income 
children often do not have access to these 
programs, putting them at a disadvantage by 
the time they enter kindergarten. Additionally, 
mentoring programs that pair children with a caring 
and supportive older student or adult ally can be 
extremely important for ensuring the success and 
health of a student, particularly for those at risk 
for dropping out of school. Finally, cultural and 
learning field trips can be extremely effective for 
increasing community awareness and engagement. 
They also expose students to experiences 
they otherwise may not have access to in their 
daily lives.
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Policy suggestions 
Integrate trauma-informed models: 
The heart of the trauma-informed model is a 
commitment to understanding how a child’s 
environment can impact their behavior in school. 
They should be approached with understanding 
and sensitivity to break the cycle of trauma, 
improve student engagement, and prevent re-
traumatization. This model seeks to provide 
informed treatment to individuals and families 
by modifying organizational culture, practices, 
and policies in ways that are both sensitive and 
proactive when addressing varied mental and 
emotional health needs51.

Provide increased mental health 
professionals in all schools: Each school 
needs to have one or more, full-time mental 
health professionals that provide support to 
teachers, students, and parents.  These mental 
health professionals should be responsible for 
routine screenings for 1) trauma exposure or 
symptoms, 2) culturally appropriate, evidence-
based treatments for mental health needs, 
3) intersectional resources and treatment options 
to students and their families, 4) staff support so 
they don’t feel burnout, and 5) collaboration across 
child services in the community to coordinate care.

Implement restorative justice practices: 
Our schools need to move away from the zero-
tolerance policies that have disproportionately 
impacted students of color and toward restorative 
justice models52, which focus on community 
health rather than individual punishment. This is 
particularly crucial for students coming from low 
income areas who, on average, experience higher 
rates of exposure to violence and biased discipline 
practices53. Restorative justice seeks to better 
understand students and educators to create an 
environment that focuses both on responsibility 
and community reconciliation54. There are multiple 
approaches to non-punitive restorative justice, 
including mediation, student conferencing, circle 
discussions, open dialogue, and trust-building 
exercises55.

Create student support groups with 
trained staff: It is crucial to provide identity-
focused support groups with trained staff. LGBTQ+ 
individuals are disproportionately more likely to 
experience a mental health condition such as 
major depression or generalized anxiety disorder56. 
Students of color are significantly less likely than 
their white peers to receive mental health care 
despite having similar rates of mental health 
problems57. Proactive school policies, trained 
and supportive school personnel, and clubs like 
Gay Student Alliance (GSA) and Black Student 
Alliance (BSA) can help to reduce hostility and 
negative self-esteem by reducing a culture of 
bullying58. These clubs and support groups need 
professionally trained staff who are culturally 
competent and able to provide intervention for 
students experiencing mental or emotional stress.

“There needs to be an understanding that all students 
learn differently.”

– Parent response to APEX equity survey



Issue 2
Community organizations must work to 
ensure children can access mentoring, 
field	trips,	and	early	childhood	education.

S
u

p
p

o
rtin

g th
e W

h
o

le C
h

ild
The A

PEX Project

42



Policy suggestions 
Provide universal access to early 
childhood education: In order to achieve 
equity in early childhood education, increased 
funding and community partnerships must be 
leveraged to shift to a Universal Pre-K (UPK) 
model, within which all students have access 
to high-quality learning environments at an age 
fundamental for healthy brain development. This 
model should include clear equity and diversity 
goals because pre-K has remained unobtainable 
for most low-income communities59. Pre-K 
classes should be structured with a commitment 
to cultural competency, diversity, multi-lingual 
teaching, and early childhood development in 
tandem with affordable professional development 
for pre-K teachers. The recruitment of pre-K 
educators should focus on supporting diverse 
staff to implement inclusive learning strategies that 
support every child’s needs60, 61.

Provide mentorship programs for 
students through school-based 
models and college and community 
partnerships: Having support and respect 
from an adult ally and developing an open 
relationship with a mentor can provide students 
with opportunities to learn, access new ideas and 
resources, and feel personally valued and engaged 
with their goals. School-based mentorship 
models can take place within schools with faculty 
members and peers. Faculty and older students 

can be trained at the beginning of the school year 
to be paired with younger students for one-on-one 
mentoring or mentoring small groups of students 
through facilitated activities or programming62, 

63. Schools can also partner with local colleges 
to pair education, psychology, or social service 
undergrads with students in exchange for class 
credit64. Alternatively, schools can partner with 
community members or organizations that will 
train and pair volunteers with mentees. Local 
organizations can create programs that include the 
recruitment, screening, training, and supervision of 
mentors and the pairing of mentors with mentees 
based on their unique needs65.

Ensure equitable access to field trips 
for all students: Field trips should provide 
sensory “field” experiences that support young 
people to identify personal learning interests66. 
Policy makers need to ensure that funding is 
available and equitably distributed for every 
school67. Finding opportunities in the community 
that are stimulating, such as museums, historic 
areas, local nonprofits, and science centers, allows 
for student engagement and provides students 
with hands-on learning experiences68. Our school 
system and community can commit to increasing 
access to field trips through forming community 
alliances and partnerships that make field trips 
more cost effective.

“Schools need to try and address the whole child through 
health care, food, social concerns, and mental health.”

– Educator response to APEX equity survey
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Defining the problem 
We must recruit, support, and retain top-quality teachers to ensure our 
students are getting the quality of education that they deserve.

Our	elected	officials	must	provide	adequate	
funding that ensures we are recruiting the best 
teachers	by	offering	competitive	pay	packages	
and incentives.

Our teachers must also be supported through quality teacher induction or 
onboarding programs and personalized professional development.

Quality induction programs provide adequate 
support and mentoring, as new teachers are often 
assigned to the most challenging schools and 
classes with little supervision and support80.

Ongoing professional development must empower teachers with up-to-date 
research on how children learn, emerging technology tools for the classroom, 
personalized curriculum resources, and comprehensive trainings for cultural 
competency, special education, language, LGBTQ+ support, gender, and 
diversity.

Funding 
Our Future
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Policy suggestions 
Fund an external audit of facility and 
maintenance needs: The first step to 
creating a sustainable, long-term capital funding 
plan is to fund an external audit to evaluate a 
comprehensive and prioritized list of school system 
facility and maintenance needs. This audit should 
assess facility safety issues, school capacity and 
population growth trends, building quality, and 
estimated cost to repair or replace schools75. 
This process will ensure fiscal responsibility when 
prioritizing current funding, the implementation a 
long-term plan to address deferred maintenance, 
the identification of ways to save and reinvest 
in the classroom, a reduction in the number of 
schools of concentrated poverty, the elimination 
of overcrowding, and the assurance of equitable 
school funding models.

Implement a long-term capital funding 
commitment linked to a clear strategic 
plan: Following an external audit of facility and 
capital needs, HCDE must create a long-term 
capital and maintenance plan that reflects an 
equitable distribution of funds across the school 
district76. This plan must work in conjunction with 
a strategic plan that is clearly linked to improved 
student outcomes77, 78. This long-term plan must be 
approved by school board officials and fully funded 
by our county commission.

Encourage community oversight and 
input in the budgeting process: Our 
community must be able to interact with and 
inform the school system’s budget and financial 
policy by receiving timely information through 
multiple media and communication channels79. 
This includes publishing the school system 
budget online each year in an easy-to-read format 
and providing clear processes for community 
members to voice specific concerns and desires 
for school spending. This can be accomplished 
through facilitated in-person meetings, forums, 
and surveys. Elected officials, in partnership with 
the Hamilton County Department of Education, 
need to create a community engagement process 
that ensures all financial decisions and capital 
management are community driven and approved. 
Including community voice in financial decisions 
will restore trust in the school system and ensure 
an equitable distribution of resources across 
the district.

“ALL students should be able to go to clean, safe schools. 
All students should have the same class offerings, sports, 
etc. All students should have great caring teachers and 

there should be equipment and technology in all schools.”
– Parent response to APEX equity survey



Issue 2
There must be funding to recruit, 

support, and keep the best teachers.
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Policy suggestions 
Prioritize competitive teacher pay: 
High-quality teachers are directly correlated with 
improved student outcomes and experiences. In 
the 2016–17 school year (most recent period for 
which data is available), the average Hamilton 
County beginning teacher salary was 15% lower 
than the average beginning salary of the ten top-
paying districts in the state of Tennessee. Our 
county was also 35th in the State of Tennessee in 
beginning teacher pay81. The district must include 
competitive compensation packages for teachers 
in their long-term budget and strategic plan. In 
turn, elected officials must provide additional 
funding to support the recruitment and retention 
of the best teachers.

Fund recruitment strategies that 
prioritize a diverse teacher workforce: 
Our teacher population currently does not reflect 
the diversity of our students. Our teaching staff is 
predominantly white (87%), while more than 40% 
of our students are of color82,83. The diversification 
of teachers has substantial benefits to minority 
students because it increases the chance for 
culturally contextualized learning and supports 
the decrease of race-based biases and stigmas in 
student-teacher relations84,85. A diverse staff is also 
beneficial for non-minority students, as it helps 
dispel biases and stereotypes and introduces them 
to a wider variety of peoples and cultures86. Our 
elected officials must provide appropriate funding 
to support recruitment efforts that prioritize a 
diverse teacher workforce.

Fund quality induction programs 
and professional development 
opportunities: It is imperative that our elected 
officials appropriately fund high-quality induction 
and professional development opportunities for 
teachers. Children prosper when educators are 
given appropriate training and support.87 High-
quality induction programs for new teachers 
enable veteran teachers to share their knowledge 
and expertise and provide new teachers with the 
proper supports to new teachers succeed. 

Professional development must also be designed, 
implemented, and evaluated to meet the unique 
needs of each teacher. High-quality professional 
development for teachers must be: 1) content-
focused and collaborative, 2) continuous, not 
episodic, with follow-up and support for further 
learning, 3) school-based and incorporated into 
the day-to-day work of teachers, 4) coherent and 
integrated, 5) inclusive of continuous inquiry and 
reflection through active learning, and 6) teacher-
driven by responding to teachers’ self-identified 
needs and interests in order to support individual 
and organizational improvements88.

 “Money is the biggest problem. When you can’t have 
your own piece of paper to study, it’s hard.”

– Community member response to APEX equity survey
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The APEX Project’s grassroots organizing campaign demonstrated clearly that 
Hamilton County residents are ready and willing to tackle the equity issues 
that have long divided our community. In a short 6 months, more than 4,000 
individuals contributed to building an equity-focused Policy Platform that 
outlines a set of key issue areas for our county’s schools. Our community 
is complex, but the need for equity in our schools is an undeniable reality. 
Achieving results within these key issue areas will take commitment, focus, 
and the willingness to be uncomfortable. 

We know that achieving equity is not solely the responsibility of a few 
individual actors or institutions. As our APEX Policy Platform outlined, it is 
the duty of multiple stakeholder groups to engage deeply with the issues 
outlined by our community and to prioritize and begin tackling each issue in 
a transparent way. Hamilton County has seen many changes over the past 
year that demonstrate our community is within a window of opportunity to 
effect meaningful change. These changes include new leadership and a shift in 
staff structure at the Hamilton County Department of Education, an increased 
public visibility of equity issues and concerns, and upcoming elections within 
our county system. Now is the time to act!

As we move forward with the APEX Project’s implementation phase, The 
Equity Collective, we will be guided by the community-driven Policy Platform. 
Together, the Equity Collective teams will be responsible for prioritizing which 
issues to tackle first and for developing actionable and sustainable ways for 
our community to address the issues. The research upon which the policy 
recommendations in this report are based will serve as a guide for action 
teams to assess the possible interventions that could be personalized to 
our community in a timely way. The Equity Collective will reflect a continued 
commitment to the tenets of grassroots organizing, where relationship 
building, trust, knowledge development, and community-driven leadership will 
support the building of our shared community power to protect, support, and 
love every single child in our community.

We look forward to undertaking this important work with you and ask that you 
join us as we move forward. Our children deserve all of our voices raised in 
support of their future!

Sincerely, 
The UnifiEd Team
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