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a b o u t  t h e  e q u i t y  a u d i t
The goal of this Equity Audit was to evaluate Madison Metropolitan
School Distr ict ’s  (MMSD) efforts towards diversity ,  equity ,  and inclusion. 

To evaluate these efforts ,  self-guided video-based interviews were
conducted with approximately 380 individuals across MMSD. Interview
participants varied by location (e.g.  South Side) and relationship to the
school distr ict (e .g. ,  students,  famil ies ,  teachers,  building leaders,  and
administrators) .  Interview questions were tai lored to each stakeholder
group, but al l  the questions related to the participants experiences with
the MMSD and their perspectives on MMSD’s diversity ,  equity and
inclusion efforts .  

A team of researchers thematically analyzed these data to gain a better
understanding of the MMSD’s efforts toward DEI .  The researchers used an
inductive data analysis strategy,  entail ing sorting interview responses
into themes and then discussing and recalibrating those themes with the
findings of other researchers in an iterative process.  This analytical
approach centers the voices of interview participants and allows for their
voices to guide the analysis .  

These themes were translated into high-level summaries representing the
perceptions of each stakeholder group - students,  famil ies ,  teachers,
building leaders,  and administrators .   
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At the time in which data were collected, the ongoing global
COVID-19 pandemic continued to disrupt traditional modes of
educational delivery.  This disruption forced the MMSD to pivot to
other forms of operation (e.g. ,  v irtual ,  hybrid,  synchronous,
asynchronous) .  Simultaneously ,  racial ,  social ,  and polit ical unrest
across the United States -  and within the city of Madison,
Wisconsin -  re-ignited conversations and actions related to race
in the United States.  Finally ,  the new MMSD superintendent and
leadership team began their transit ions within MMSD as the
previously described “dual pandemics” were already underway.  

These contextual t imestamps matter .  It  should be assumed that
stakeholders who agreed to participate in this evaluation’s
interviews were contending with the socio-polit ical dual
pandemics in ways that cannot -  and should not -  be
disentangled from their perspectives of and experiences in
MMSD. This analysis results from a one-point-in-time snapshot of
participants’  experiences ( i .e . ,  not longitudinal to understand
participants’  evolving perspectives of and experiences in MMSD).  

a n  i m p o r t a n t  n o t e :



s u m m a r y  o f  p r i m a r y
i n t e r v i e w  t h e m e s
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High-level summaries representing the perceptions of each
stakeholder group - students,  famil ies ,  teachers,  building
leaders,  and administrators .  



m m s d  s t u d e n t s
D I V E R S I T Y ,  E Q U I T Y ,  A N D  I N C L U S I O N  I N  C U R R I C U L U M  A N D
C L A S S R O O M S  

Students regularly complimented the class curriculum as diverse,
equitable,  and inclusive.  On many occasions,  students described learning
about the histories of different racial  and ethnic groups as well  as
perspectives on current racial  events in society.  Students attr ibuted this to
the efforts of teachers who were deeply invested in supporting the
learning of diverse groups in their classroom. Specif ically ,  students
highlighted the effective methods teachers used in their classroom rules
to make sure minorit ized individuals felt  safe within the classroom.

T E A C H E R  R E P R E S E N T A T I O N

Student responses show an inconsistency of hir ing and retaining racial ly
diverse teachers.  While some students highlighted and praised the diverse
representation of students at their  school ,  others noted only seeing
diversity in support staff  and rarely i f  ever among teachers.
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D I V E R S E  S U P P O R T
P R O G R A M S / O R G A N I Z A T I O N S  F O R  S T U D E N T S

Many students highlighted the Black
Student Union (BSU),  Gay/Straight All iance
(GSU) and many other identity-based
organizations as valuable and safe spaces to
discuss race,  gender sexuality ,  and other
school-related issues.  Students also credited
these organizations as being essential  to the
sense of belonging they feel at their  school .
In addition,  students mentioned the need
for MMSD to maximize these organizations
through increasing their support and
promotion to students.  It  is  worth noting;
however,  that some students described
having minimal awareness of these
organizations or the organizations are not
present at their school .  

L A C K  O F  L I S T E N I N G ,  L A C K  O F
F E E D B A C K  O P P O R T U N I T I E S

Students also described feeling as though
the school distr ict does not l isten to their
needs and that there are few opportunities
to provide feedback to distr ict leaders.
Specif ically ,  some students noted that
distr ict leaders infrequently seek out
perspectives from identity-based clubs.  To
be heard,  they feel forced to provide
feedback to teachers and leaders directly or
uti l ize their voices via walkouts.  In addition,
students highlighted what they felt  was
negligence on the part of the school distr ict
from rarely ,  i f  ever ,  l istening to what
students describe as serious issues
happening in their schools .
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f a m i l i e s
P E R C E P T I O N S  O F  D E I  E F F O R T S  A T  T H E  S C H O O L  L E V E L  

Overall ,  famil ies spoke highly of their  child(ren) ’s  school and the Madison
Metropolitan School Distr ict ’s  str ides toward inclusivity .  The curriculum,
support for gender identity expression,  and the general culture of MMSD
were seen as engaging and inclusive.  Additionally ,  diversity-related
programming offered by the distr ict/school (e .g. ,  AVID/TOPS, Black Girl
Magic,  Gay/Straight All iance) provided an avenue of inclusion for students.  

However,  parents mentioned that inclusivity efforts could be improved
related to students with disabil it ies ,  specif ically neurodiverse,  physical ,
and emotional disabil it ies .  
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F E E D B A C K  O N  M M S D  D E I  P R A C T I C E S

Although some parents commended the new Superintendent’s efforts
toward diversity ,  equity and inclusion (DEI) ,  many felt  that MMSD
communications regarding DEI leadership was lacking tangible action or a
plan to improve.  Additionally ,  famil ies emphasized that a crucial  factor in
the lack of progress on DEI efforts was the disparity in funds and resource
allocation by the administration.  

Altogether,  famil ies f ind their child(ren) ’s  school and distr ict cl imate to be
strong in inclusion and engaging. However,  they also felt  that concrete
steps toward greater diversity and equity have yet to be taken. 



F A M I L Y  E N G A G E M E N T  A N D
C O M M U N I C A T I O N

The majority of famil ies did not participate in
the Parent Teacher Association (PTA),  and
some noted its racial  composition and lack
of diversity .  Parents expressed continued
frustration with not being able to enter the
school and communicate face-to-face with
teachers and staff  and described how this
served as a barrier to feeling a sense of
belonging for famil ies from diverse and
different backgrounds.  Families did note,
however,  that this is  largely attr ibutable to
the growing COVID-19 pandemic and no fault
of the administration.   

Posit ively ,  many parents cited the weekly
newsletter and emails from administration as
a primary source of information and praised
that it  was sent out in multiple languages.  
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T E A C H E R  R E P R E S E N T A T I O N

Nearly al l  the parents responded that they
were unaware of any efforts by MMSD to
recruit and retain teachers from different
backgrounds.  Moreover ,  parents
underscored the dearth of teachers of
color and shared that even if  their
child(ren) had a teacher of color ,  retention
remained an issue.  



T e a c h e r s
I N - S C H O O L  I N C L U S I O N  E F F O R T S  

Most teachers shared that their school strove to foster a sense of
belonging primari ly through (1)  visual student representation (e.g.  murals
or posters in hallways,  curriculum) or (2)  after-school programs and
organizations such as the Black Student Union (BSU) or the Gay/Straight
All iance (GSA).  

Overall ,  teachers noted that MMSD has increased academic engagement,
and students have shown improvement.  They noted that DEI is  being
talked about more frequently and expulsions/suspensions of Black and
Hispanic students have decreased.

Teachers also noted a school-wide greater emphasis on African-American
students than other historically minorit ized racial/ethnic groups of
students.  
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L A C K  O F  R E P R E S E N T A T I O N  I N  T E A C H I N G  S T A F F  

Despite these efforts to increase visual representation,  teachers indicated
that teacher representation,  in terms of race/ethnicity ,  has been and
continues to remain an issue.  

Teachers with tenure in the distr ict have observed some improvements in
the schools since their hir ing.  However,  most teachers described that they
are unaware of any efforts to recruit or retain teachers from diverse
backgrounds.  

Problematically ,  teachers of color also described having to retire early or
leave due to a lack of inclusion and a supportive environment.

1 1

L I M I T E D  O P P O R T U N I T I E S  T O  P R O V I D E  F E E D B A C K  

While a few teachers expressed that there were no opportunities for
feedback;  a majority of teachers highlighted the importance of their
School Based Leadership Team (SBLT) meetings or staff  meetings as a
space to share concerns,  experiences,  and feedback related to diversity ,
equity ,  and inclusion efforts .  

Teachers mentioned a clear disconnect between teacher needs and
leadership strategies,  specif ically noting that they felt  the administration
did not understand or l isten to their needs as teachers.

M M S D  D E I  E F F O R T S

A signif icant portion of the teacher population emphasized that there
has been a lot of " l ip service" related to DEI but no real action has been
taken. Others pointed out that while there has been a push for change
and highlighting diversity due to the current "dual pandemics" ( i .e . ,
COVID and murders committed by police) ,  no clear strategy or plan to
improve has been presented. 

Further,  they noted that leadership has fai led to equitably al locate
resources and funds to schools across the Madison distr ict .  
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T E A C H E R  P R O F E S S I O N A L
D E V E L O P M E N T  O P P O R T U N I T I E S

Teachers spoke of a variety of
professional development and
training opportunities related to DEI .
Some mentioned anti-racist ,
restorative justice,  trauma-informed
education,  and culturally relevant
pedagogy training programs provided
by the school .  Some teachers also
rel ied on bi-weekly aff inity group
meetings as a way to build
community and learn about others
backgrounds and experiences.  Some
have also formed book clubs after
participating in professional
development training to continue
their learning while reading culturally
relevant books.  

While many spoke posit ively of these
trainings,  many teachers also shared
how training opportunities and
aff inity groups inadvertently
segregate teachers.  Teachers shared
that this segregation contributes to
White teachers and teachers of color
being further separated and prevents
additional opportunities to learn
from each other 's  strengths.



b u i l d i n g  l e a d e r s h i p

E F F O R T S  T O  I N S T I T U T E  C H A N G E

Overall ,  some building leaders feel as i f  they are doing their best with
implementing diversity ,  equity ,  and inclusion policies within their
buildings.  At the building level ,  leaders are implementing programs and
evaluating how they are making changes in their own buildings.  There is a
feeling that they are not receiving enough distr ict level support ,  however,
to help guide them in implementing the necessary changes in their
buildings.  
.

1 3

R E C R U I T I N G  A N D  R E T A I N I N G  A  D I V E R S E  S T A F F

Building leaders feel that there is not a unif ied understanding of DEI
efforts from the distr ict in recruiting and retaining minorit ized groups
into leadership posit ions.  Distr ict leaders who do not identify with a
racial ly minorit ized community noted they are unaware of opportunities
for support and recruitment of minorit ized groups.  And several building
leaders noted the pool of candidates is  not diverse enough, l imiting their
abil ity to increase staff  representation in their buildings.
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D E I  P R O F E S S I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T
O P P O R T U N I T I E S  A R E  L A C K I N G

Many of the distr ict leaders
mentioned aff inity groups as the
main distr ict level DEI init iative.  In
addition to the aff inity groups,  the
National Equity Project and the
Wisconsin Urban Leadership
Institute were mentioned as an
important professional development
opportunity dedicated to DEI .  But
due to the pandemic,  these
programs are sti l l  not widely
implemented and the building
leaders have felt  the lack of these
DEI professional development
opportunities .

L A C K  O F  O P P O R T U N I T I E S  T O
P R O V I D E  F E E D B A C K

Building leaders discussed minimal
to no opportunities to provide
feedback to distr ict level
administrators .  The opportunities for
feedback feel l imited to meetings or
direct challenging of distr ict level
policies which,  they feel ,  result in
minimal change.



d i s t r i c t  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s
I N C R E A S E D  R E P R E S E N T A T I O N  I N  A D M I N I S T R A T I V E  P O S I T I O N S  

All  distr ict administrators interviewed mentioned an increase in the
number of individuals of color in administrative posit ions.  Administrators
shared that individuals of color occupying these roles offer new
perspectives,  cultures,  and backgrounds that reflect and relate to the
current MMSD student population.  Most distr ict administrators explained
that these leadership changes to the distr ict are important,  and posit ion
MMSD to be a posit ive model of diverse representation (at least in terms of
racial  representation) ;  one that could celebrated and emulated within the
city ,  county,  state,  and possibly even the country.

Some distr ict administrators noted an emphasis on the racial  composition
of leaders (usually described as Black or African American) .  This raised the
concern from at least some distr ict administrators that there is a focus on
racial  diversity ,  but not an all- inclusive focus on other identit ies (e .g. ,
individuals who identify as LGBTQ+) .  This concern suggests ,  at least in part ,
that for some it  remains unclear why there is an emphasized priority on
addressing racial  diversity over other historically marginalized populations.
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P E R S O N N E L  C H A N G E S  A N D  S T A F F  C O N N E C T E D N E S S  

Most distr ict administrators acknowledged that the distr ict has
undergone signif icant personnel changes,  while simultaneously
navigating the COVID-19 pandemic.  Several stakeholders highlighted the
pandemic in their answers,  recognizing that some of their reflections and
recommendations might have been influenced by its ongoing effects .  

These changes prompted many distr ict administrators to recognize the
need for professional development opportunities for staff  to become
better connected with colleagues within one’s school ,  functional area,
and the distr ict .  While nearly al l  distr ict administrators described
wanting to have professional development opportunities provided by the
distr ict ;  there were different ideas on the kinds of opportunities desired,
the format and/or delivery strategy for these opportunities ,  and the times
these programs should be offered to maximize accessibil ity .

D E I  S T R A T E G Y  

There appeared to be a  lack of shared understanding of what DEI is ,
what the terms mean, and how efforts related to DEI are being
operationalized within the distr ict .  Without specif ic definit ions of what
DEI is  within the MMSD context ,  and what the distr ict ’s  specif ic goals
regarding DEI are,  distr ict administrators are attempting to make sense
of it  al l  on their own. This is  resulting in confusion,  as people feel that
they lack a shared understanding and cohesion with the larger distr ict .  

Relatedly,  there was disagreement whether a DEI-focused strategic plan
exists .  Some lauded the distr ict ’s  strategic plan.  A majority were unaware
that a plan existed. This raises questions about the existence of a plan
and, i f  so,  who has access.  The absence of this kind of document
contributes to distr ict administrators not knowing distr ict priorit ies or
init iatives and how decisions are made.
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District administrators genuinely
appear to want to help move the
distr ict forward. They want to be
a part of the change process,  and
not just to crit ique the current
administration.  However,  most
simply do not understand how
they f it  within the complex and
ever-changing composition of the
distr ict .  They want to provide
feedback that wil l  help to move
the distr ict forward but also do
not know what – i f  any at al l  –
feedback mechanisms are in
place.  Further,  some are
concerned that i f  they provide
feedback,  the feedback might be
used against them in retribution
and they,  too,  may be rel ieved of
their posit ions.

D I S T R I C T  A D M I N I S T R A T O R S  C O N T I N U E D . . .



e x i s t i n g  s t r e n g t h s  &  
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

18



Stakeholders ,  including students,  famil ies ,  teachers,  building
leaders,  and administrators ,  feel as i f  the MMSD is on the r ight track
in focusing on DEI efforts .  They recognize that achieving the goal of
increasing DEI wil l  not be easy and wil l  take time and commitment.
Some also acknowledge that the challenges currently faced by the
MMSD are related to the change process,  recognizing that change
takes t ime.

e x i s t i n g  D E I - R E L A T E D  S T R E N G T H S

S T A K E H O L D E R S  A C R O S S  M M S D  A C K N O W L E D G E  T H E  G O A L
O F  I N C R E A S I N G  D I V E R S I T Y ,  E Q U I T Y ,  A N D  I N C L U S I O N

M A N Y  S T A K E H O L D E R S  R E C O G N I Z E  S O M E  P R O G R E S S

Students,  famil ies ,  teachers,  building leaders,  and administrators al l
recognized that some progress has been made towards increasing
DEI in the MMSD. In particular ,  stakeholders spoke of DEI found in
the curriculum as a point of progress,  including readings,
representation in the classrooms and newsletters provided in
multiple languages.  
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A  M A J O R I T Y  O F  S T A K E H O L D E R S  W A N T  T O  B E  M O R E
I N V O L V E D  I N  T H E  D E I  C H A N G E  P R O G R E S S  

An overwhelming majority of students,  famil ies ,  teachers,  building
leaders,  and administrators want to take a more active role in
advancing DEI efforts and the DEI change process.  Despite their
desire to be involved, they do not always understand how they can
play a role.  



Interviews revealed a lack of consensus on
whether a strategic plan for DEI exists .  This
suggests that some in the distr ict may not
have been informed of new plans or
init iatives or may not know how to access
the information.  Widely disseminating the
plan would help al l  stakeholders to be more
cohesively informed about the direction of
the MMSD’s DEI efforts .

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S /
O p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r
i m p r o v e m e n t

D E V E L O P  A N D  D I S S E M I N A T E  A  D E I
S T R A T E G I C  P L A N

C R E A T E  S Y S T E M S  O F  R E W A R D  A N D
A C C O U N T A B I L I T Y  F O R  M M S D  D E I
E F F O R T S

Developing and implementing a strategic
plan is an important step. Praising and
holding individuals accountable for their
efforts toward DEI are equally important
tools for translating the plan into action.
Creating additional mechanisms for both
praise and accountabil ity can further
engage staff  in the process of improving
DEI.
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G E N E R A T E  A  S T R A T E G Y  F O R  H I R I N G  A N D  R E T A I N I N G
T E A C H E R S  O F  C O L O R

Parents and famil ies of students in MMSD are eager to get more
involved but are often unclear or how to do so or feel there there are
few opportunities available beyond involvement with the PTA.
Parents of color ,  specif ically ,  note the lack of racial  diversity on the
PTA as a barrier to participation.  Devising alternative and creative
ways to include famil ies ,  outside of the Parent Teacher Association
(PTA) can generate tremendous gains in advancing DEI in schools .  

Stakeholders praised the MMSD for the increase of people of color in
administrator posit ions.  However,  there remains a lack of racial
diversity of teachers of color ,  and a fai lure to retain the teachers of
color who are hired.  Generating a strategy to increase the number of
teachers of color entering and staying in the classrooms is necessary.
The strategy can include opportunities for professional development,
but that alone wil l  not address the continued absence of teachers of
color in the classroom. One approach could include developing a
partnership to recruit teachers (and teachers in training) from
Historically Black Colleges and Universit ies (HBCUs) .

E N G A G E  F A M I L I E S  I N  D E I  E F F O R T S
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R E V I E W  A N D  S T A N D A R D I Z E  D E I  C U R R I C U L U M  A C R O S S
T H E  M M S D

Teachers and building leaders acknowledged efforts to advance DEI
at their respective schools ,  but often felt  that they lacked direction
from the distr ict on how to most effectively do so.  Thus,  DEI-related
changes are happening more swiftly and visibly at some schools and
lack uniformity across the distr ict .  A distr ict-wide review of the
curriculum, its reform, and implementation is needed. In
implementing this charge,  consider the classroom and school
environment (e.g. ,  bulletin boards,  pictures,  f lags) as a complement
to the formal curriculum.



Some stakeholders feel that there is
currently an increased focus on racial
diversity ,  while other equally
underrepresented identit ies are not
considered. Do not discontinue the
focus on racial  diversity .  Rather,  be sure
to consider and focus on advancing all
forms of diversity ,  including disabil ity ,
Latinx,  Asian,  LGBTQ+, and Indigenious
populations among others .
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E M P H A S I Z E  A N D  I N C L U D E  T H E
M M S D ’ S  E X P A N S I V E  D I V E R S I T Y

Students,  famil ies ,  teachers,  building
leaders,  and administrators described
the lack of opportunities to provide
feedback to MMSD leaders.  Providing
opportunities for feedback is an
important aspect of ensuring that DEI
init iatives reflect and al ign with the
needs of an organization's shareholders .
Opportunities to provide feedback can
help stakeholders feel heard and
provide useful feedback and ideas to
decision-makers.  However,  ensuring
that stakeholders feel that they can
share feedback without fear of
retribution is a crit ical consideration.  

P R O V I D E  T R A N S P A R E N T ,
A C C E S S I B L E ,  A N D  S A F E
O P P O R T U N I T I E S  F O R  F E E D B A C K



p r e p a r e d  b y :
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This report was prepared collaboratively by Wisconsin's Equity and
Inclusion Laboratory at the University of Wisconsin-Madison and the
Organizational Disparit ies Laboratory at Michigan State University .  

Wisconsin's Equity and Inclusion Laboratory 
University of  Wisconsin-Madison

https:/ /weilab.wceruw.org/

Organizational Disparities Laboratory 
Michigan State University 

www.orgdislab.com


