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Researchers who study inequities often hope to help reduce them.

But can they?

Yes, NEPC Fellow Elizabeth Moje, Dean of the Marsal Family School of Education at the 
University of Michigan, argues in a recent essay in Socius: Sociological Research for a Dy-
namic World.

But, she writes, if they are to do so, some important things must change: “I believe that re-
search can make a systems-level difference but that social scientists must take a step back 
and reconsider the methods used, the voices privileged, and the practices for teaching (or 
learning from) a new generation of scholars.”

In her commentary, Moje lays out seven steps that social scientists should take if they want 
to maximize the chances that their work will decrease inequity rather than merely describ-
ing it.

1. Diversify: Like others before her, Moje argues that the ranks of social scientists need 
to grow more diverse. However, that’s only part of the solution. Researchers also need 
to incorporate diverse communities into their studies—not just as informants or data 
points, but as partners: “In other words, ask the people who have had experiences with 
inequalities to participate as co-researchers at every step of the research design.” 
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2. Avoid assumptions: Researchers need to interrogate their own views, incorporating 
multiple perspectives into every aspect of their research designs. 

3. Collaborate across disciplines: In graduate school, students are often encouraged 
to embrace the norms and perspectives of their disciplines. While these lenses are 
critical for researchers to understand, they can also be limiting. Moje urges social sci-
entists to take a broader view: “Learn to speak across disciplinary discourse commu-
nities and in so doing, learn to question assumptions embedded in prized disciplinary 
practices.”

4. Integrate methods: Sometimes, mixed methods is misunderstood to mean mere-
ly tacking on an interview or two to inform a largely quantitative study, or creating 
a couple of charts quantifying how many interviewees referred to XYZ theme. Re-
searchers need to eschew these superficial efforts at mixing methods, Moje writes, 
instead creating studies that are “iterative and longitudinal, with cycles of qualitative 
and quantitative analyses, always targeted on reforming systems structures, practices, 
and discourses.”

5. Don’t be a control freak: Social scientists spend a great deal of time and effort to 
isolate the phenomena they are studying by controlling for—or setting aside—coex-
isting factors that have the potential to impact their outcomes of interest. With equi-
ty-focused research, however, Moje suggests that these other factors should be front 
and center:

Instead of trying to assess whether strategies work regardless of race, for 
example, design studies to assess whether strategies work because of race. 
Center identities associated with unequal and inequitable treatment, rather 
than attempting to control identities to find the transformational strategies 
that work for ‘everyone,’ which is, in effect, code for the people already at 
the center.

6. Take an expansive view: Systemic inequities are rarely limited to a single system: 
For example, many of the inequities that plague schooling also play out in housing, in 
the labor market, and in the legal system. For this reason, Moje says equity research-
ers should aim to understand, explore, and ultimately transform multiple systems.

7. Broaden your objectives: Too often, feasibility studies examine interventions that 
are Band-Aids or life rafts. The Band-Aids don’t stem the bleeding—they just provide 
a little protection to the gaping wound of inequality. (Think, for instance, about pro-
grams that provide students from low-income families with free test preparation for 
the ACT or SAT without aiming to change a system that privileges their more affluent 
peers). Similarly, the life rafts don’t address inequality’s sinking ship—they just res-
cue a select few (e.g., scholarship programs that reward small groups of students from 
low-income families who have excelled despite the unfair obstacles they’ve faced, leav-
ing the remaining students to continue to bear the burden of the status quo). Instead, 
design feasibility studies that aim to transform systems (not people or practices) by 
making them more equitable rather than figuring out whether an intervention “works” 
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under current, inequitable conditions.

Moje acknowledges that her recommendations are not easy to implement, but she urges 
researchers to try:

What is the work of social scientists who want to make the world a more equita-
ble and just place? Should we seek to understand, to shift frames, to test the fea-
sibility of interventions, or to radically reconstruct the social world as we know 
it? I argue that social scientists need to do all of these things, and to do that, we 
need to change our discourse to focus on transforming the systems of power and 
oppression that allow inequalities to exist. If we change our aim and adjust our 
research practices to focus our aim, then we might hit the target we seek.

 
 

 
This newsletter is made possible in part by support provided by the Great Lakes Center for 
Education Research and Practice: http://www.greatlakescenter.org

The National Education Policy Center (NEPC), a university research center housed at the 
University of Colorado Boulder School of Education, sponsors research, produces policy 
briefs, and publishes expert third-party reviews of think tank reports. NEPC publications are 
written in accessible language and are intended for a broad audience that includes academic 
experts, policymakers, the media, and the general public. Our mission is to provide high-
quality information in support of democratic deliberation about education policy. We are 
guided by the belief that the democratic governance of public education is strengthened 
when policies are based on sound evidence and support a multiracial society that is 
inclusive, kind, and just. Visit us at: http://nepc.colorado.edu
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