School communities are seeking to address systemic educational inequalities, driven by disinvestment and neoliberal reform efforts, problems compounded by inaccessible and unaccountable decision-making processes. The literature points to entrenched socioeconomic injustice in the public education system that disproportionately impacts communities of colour (Ishimaru, 2018; González, 2015; Wilson et al., 2023; Nygreen, 2016). Low-income and minority families are subjected to poor-performing schools and the associated achievement gap and high dropout rates (González, 2015). A key tool of neoliberal education reform is the closure and consolidation of urban schools (Welton & Freelon, 2018). The literature shows that school districts have resorted to closing hundreds of schools and that these closures displace students and their families, fracturing low-income communities of colour already suffering from disinvestment (Freelon, 2022). School closures are situated within a wider context of pervasive poverty and underinvestment in public housing and resources (Freelon 2022). Welton and Freelon (2018) highlight that community members view neoliberal reform as part of a larger scheme to disinvest in essential resources to prepare low-income neighbourhoods for gentrification and privatisation. Ramos and Jani (2025, p.55) argue that proponents of neoliberal reform have attempted to frame school closures as an opportunity for an enhanced free market choice between new schools, but that this ‘masks material exclusion with symbolic inclusion’, while ensuring the "shared disposability and precarity" of teachers, students, and their families. 

Traditional school structures are infused with “racialized institutional scripts” that perpetuate colonial hierarchies, positioning students of colour as flawed (Ishimaru, 2018, p.550). This framing instills in marginalised communities “deficit thinking”: an implicit assumption that failure must be deserved (Nygreen, 2016, p.207). Gonzalez (2015) highlights the disproportionate application and impact of punitive discipline policies on students of colour and their link to juvenile delinquency, referred to as the ‘school-to-prison pipeline’. Parents of colour are also marginalised and positioned as either disadvantaged stakeholders or seen as the cause of their children's failures rather than as relevant and equal decision-makers (Ishimaru, 2018; Nygreen, 2016). In this way, immigrant families and families of colour are often rendered invisible or ineffectual by exclusionary practices (Nygreen, 2016; Nygreen, 2017a). School districts and policymakers fail to provide effective avenues for democratic engagement and lack transparency and accountability (Freelon 2022). Teachers and parents feel excluded from district-level spaces where decisions take place, and when spaces for dialogue are created, community members feel that communication is directive and one-way (Goessling et al., 2024).

