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Executive Summary

American schoolchildren face alarming
inequities in educational opportunities.
While the public schools attended by some
U.S. students are among the best in the
world, other children are cast off into unsafe,
unsupportive, unchallenging and under-
resourced schools where their chances of
academic success are minimal. These
inequities are tied powerfully to parental
wealth, education, ethnicity and race, and
they persevere from generation to generation. 

Across districts large and small, rural and
urban, low-income students – and students of
color in particular – are outperformed on
average by their higher-income white coun-
terparts on all measures of academic
achievement. Marginalized communities –
primarily children in low-wealth families and
children of color, but also English language
learners, gay and gender-nonconforming
youth, students with disabilities, immigrant
youth and females in male-dominated fields
– consistently experience public education in
profoundly less positive ways than their
more-advantaged peers. As a result, they face
a greater likelihood of not graduating from
high school, lower college attendance and
completion rates, and decreased economic
potential following school. 

If these patterns of unequal opportunities
and outcomes are to change in a dramatic
way, there must be changes to the founda-
tional inequalities, because differences in
educational access and student outcomes are
systemic problems and will continue until the
system itself is improved. This report exam-
ines those systemic issues and considers the
implications for effective education grant-
making. In particular, we focus on the impor-
tance of addressing inequalities in policy-
making access and power through targeted
funding decisions. Grantmakers have poured

billions in recent years into grants for educa-
tion, yet improvements at the systemic level
are elusive at best. This report offers specific,
intentional practices that grantmakers can
adopt to help reform and improve our
nation’s education system.

In 2009, NCRP challenged grantmakers to
provide at least 50 percent of their grant dol-
lars to benefit marginalized groups and to
provide at least 25 percent of their grant dol-
lars for “advocacy, organizing and civic
engagement to promote equity, opportunity
and justice.” Those two benchmarks provide
a foundational touchstone for this new
report. New analyses of education grant data
suggests that of 672 foundations included in
the sample, only 11 percent devoted at least
half of their education grant dollars to mar-
ginalized communities and only 2 percent
devoted at least one-quarter of their educa-
tion grant dollars for systemic change and
social justice. This suggests that many foun-
dations seeking to improve education may
not be as strategic in their grantmaking as
they intend.

The key contention in this report is that
grantmakers in education will have the most
success in advancing equity and access if
they focus a great deal of attention and
funding on marginalized populations and if
they do so by addressing systemic inequality.
This need not entail a wholesale devotion of
resources to those singular goals; education
grantmaking also can be extremely effective
when focused on other pressing needs and
worthwhile projects. But this report explores
the tensions and tradeoffs, concluding that a
far greater focus on marginalized populations
and systemic inequality would be beneficial. 

First, this report examines the tension
between advancing overall change aimed at
improving schooling versus targeted change

1

Confronting Systemic Inequity in Education

1

4026E  10/26/10  8:04 AM  Page 1



aimed at marginalized groups. We contend
that most education-related grants, even if
motivated by general objectives of higher-
quality schooling, can be structured to pro-
vide substantial benefits for marginalized
groups and, as such, we advocate “targeted
universalism.” The key is for grantmakers to
focus conscientiously on the needs of mar-
ginalized students, in ways that can benefit
education generally and the population of
students at large. Without such targeting, the
services and systems-change efforts funded
by foundations are not likely to successfully
address the needs of marginalized students.

Second, we examine the tension between
addressing immediate needs versus address-
ing long-term effectiveness. We argue that a
given grant can advance needs of both types.

However, because policymaking takes place
within a context that makes some policy
options more feasible than others, it is critical
to shift this context so that the political voice
of marginalized communities is strengthened
and the intergenerational reproduction of
inequality diminished. Merely providing
assistance to address unmet needs in educa-
tion does little or nothing to change the cycle
of inequity. Such assistance addresses only
the cycle’s damage – its harmful byproducts.
As such, breaking the cycle of systemic
inequality is absolutely necessary to avoid
intergenerational inequities. Another main
contention of this report, then, is that by
investing in advocacy, organizing and civic
engagement, grantmakers seeking to improve
education can assist in addressing power
imbalances and participatory inequities and,
ultimately, can help break this cycle. By
investing in such advocacy-related activities,
philanthropists receive a return on their
investment of a magnitude that would be
impossible if the spending had only immedi-
ate, direct beneficiaries.

The advocacy, organizing and civic
engagement necessary to accomplish this can
and should take a wide variety of forms. But
ultimately a foundation advances these goals
best when it works collaboratively with a
marginalized community. Those most affected
by the problem should be decision-makers
spearheading the change, and meaningful
community involvement adds weight to the
foundation’s efforts.

NCRP encourages every education funder
to have probing conversations about the
ideas raised in this report. We especially
encourage you to consider your foundation’s
current allocation of grant dollars, and how
investments in marginalized communities
and advocacy-related efforts might help bet-
ter achieve your goals. Were American
schooling inequalities and their repercussions
less stark, the rationale for taking on these
challenging projects would be weaker. But
ultimately, this report follows the compelling
logic that philanthropic ambitions should
match needs, and in education those needs
are systemic, vast and stubborn.
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