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A Look at Teacher Diversity

BY THE ALBERT SHANKER INSTITUTE

More than 60 years after the ruling in 
Brown v. Board of Education was handed 
down, its promise remains unfulfilled. In 
many respects, America’s public schools 
continue to be “separate and unequal.” 
Indeed, the growing resegregation of 
American schools by race and ethnicity, 
compounded by economic class segregation, 
has become the dominant trend in Ameri-
can education.

Recent research documenting this 
growing school segregation has received 
some public attention (though arguably less 
than such a weighty matter should com-
mand).1 Comparatively little attention has 
been paid to an important related issue, 
however—the state of racial and ethnic 
diversity in America’s teaching force. For the 
general public, basic facts about teacher 
diversity are difficult to understand or 
inaccessible.

The Albert Shanker Institute, working 
with Richard Ingersoll of the University of 
Pennsylvania, undertook the challenge of 
pulling together what research there is, 
and conducting original research where 
data were lacking, in order to provide a 
factual basis for public discussion and 
further research.

In September 2015, the institute 
published The State of Teacher Diversity in 
American Education, a major report 
(summarized here) that found teacher 
diversity in the United States to be an area 
of concern. The teacher workforce has 
become less ethnically and racially diverse 
and more female over time, a development 
that has adversely affected students, 
particularly males of color.

Based on Ingersoll’s national analysis of 
data, limited progress toward greater 
diversity is being made, but not nearly 
enough to meet the need for more 
teachers of color.

Research Supports Teacher Diversity 
as Crucial for Student Success
Existing research makes a compelling case 
for the benefits of a diverse teacher 
workforce, in which “minority” racial and 
ethnic groups—African Americans, Latinos, 
Native Americans, Asians, and Pacific 
Islanders—would be much more robustly 
represented. While there is reason to 

believe that students of color would be the 
greatest beneficiaries of a diverse teaching 
force, evidence suggests that all students—
and our democracy at large—would 
benefit from a teaching force that reflects 
the full diversity of the U.S. population. The 
research finds that:

•	 Teachers of color can be more motivated 
to work with disadvantaged minority 
students in high-poverty, racially and 
ethnically segregated schools, a factor 
that may help reduce rates of teacher 
attrition in hard-to-staff schools.2

•	 Teachers of color tend to have higher 
academic expectations for minority 
students, which can result in increased 
academic and social growth among 
students.3

•	 Students of color profit from having 
individuals from their own racial and 
ethnic group, who can serve as academi-
cally successful role models and who can 

have greater knowledge 
of their heritage 
culture, among 
their teachers.4

•	 Positive 
exposure to 
individuals 
from a variety 
of races and 
ethnic groups, 
especially in 
childhood, can 
help reduce 
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stereotypes, attenuate unconscious 
implicit biases, and promote cross-
cultural social bonding.5

•	 All students benefit from being 
educated by teachers from a variety of 
different backgrounds, races, and ethnic 
groups, as this experience better 
prepares them to succeed in an increas-
ingly diverse society.6

Teacher Diversity:  
The National Picture
Nationally, progress is being made toward 
a more diverse teaching force, but at a 
relatively modest pace. Over the 25-year 
period from 1987 to 2012, the minority 
share of the American teaching force—
including African American, Latino, Native 
American, Asian, Pacific Islander, and 
multiracial teachers—has grown from 12 
percent to 17 percent.7 The minority share 
of the American student population also 
grew during these 25 years, albeit not at 
the same tempo as increases among 
minority teachers. Students of color now 
account for more than half of all public 
school students.

As a consequence of this growing 
student population, however, progress 
toward reducing the substantial represen-
tation gaps between teachers of color and 
students of color has been limited. 
Teachers of color remain significantly 
underrepresented relative to the students 
they serve.

The most significant impediment to 
increasing the diversity of the teacher 
workforce is not found in the recruitment 
and hiring of teachers of color: nationally, 
they are being hired at a higher propor-
tional rate than other teachers. Rather, the 
problem lies in attrition: teachers of color 
are leaving the profession at a higher rate 
than other teachers.

Moreover, teachers of color are not 
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evenly distributed across schools. They 
tend to be concentrated in urban schools 
serving high-poverty, minority communi-
ties. But analyses of survey data show that 
they are not leaving the profession at a 
higher rate because of the poverty or the 
race and ethnicity of their students. 
Instead, they are leaving because of the 
working conditions in their schools. Their 
strongest complaints relate to a lack of 
collective voice in educational decisions 
and a lack of professional autonomy in the 
classroom.

Teacher Diversity in Nine Cities
As part of the larger study, the Albert 
Shanker Institute selected nine cities— 
Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Los Angeles, 
New Orleans, New York, Philadelphia, San 
Francisco, and Washington, D.C.—to 
examine the state of racial and ethnic 
diversity in their teaching workforces. 
These nine cities followed the national 
patterns of teacher diversity in their 
broadest strokes. As a general rule, 
teachers of color—especially males—are 
underrepresented in these urban work-
forces, with substantial representation gaps 
between minority teachers and minority 
students.8 These patterns are generally 
more manifest for African American and 
Latino teachers than for Asians, and more 
pronounced in charter schools than in 
district schools.

When examining teacher diversity 
trends over the course of the 10 years in 
our study—from 2002 to 2012—a number 
of disquieting trends become evident. In all 
nine cities studied, the African American 
share of the teacher workforce declined, at 
rates from the very small to the quite 
large—from roughly 1 percent in Boston’s 
charter sector and Cleveland’s district 
sector, to more than 24 percent in New 
Orleans and nearly 28 percent in Washing-
ton, D.C. (combined sectors—i.e., district 
schools and charter schools combined). 
Losses in the number of African American 
teachers were even greater, ranging from a 
low of 15 percent in New York City to a 
high of 62 percent in New Orleans.9 The 
available evidence suggests that seniority-
based layoffs played little or no role in 
these declines.

In the nine cities we studied, trends for 
Latino teachers were more positive than 
those for African American teachers but 
still well short of the need. Over the course 
of the 10 years in our study, the Latino 
shares of the teacher workforces were 
basically stable or showed modest growth. 
The one exception was Los Angeles, where 
the Latino share of the teacher population 

grew markedly in both the district and 
charter sectors. In contrast to African 
American teachers, the actual numbers of 
Latino teachers in the cities also grew 
during these years, with Cleveland being 
the lone exception. However, given that 
Latinos currently represent the fastest-
growing share of the American student 
population, substantial additional growth 
of the Latino teaching force would be 
required to narrow the representation gap 
with Latino students.

While the analysis of the national data 
points to high attrition rates as the main 
obstacle to improving the diversity of the 
teaching force, the underrepresentation of 
African American and Latino teachers 
among new hires also appears to be a 
serious problem. Approaches to improving 
teacher diversity in these cities will need to 
address teacher recruitment, hiring, and 
retention.

Across our nine cities, teachers of all 
races and ethnicities tended to teach in 
schools with high concentrations of 
low-income students of color. As a general 
rule, African American and Latino teachers 
taught in schools with at least modestly 
higher concentrations of low-income and 
minority students.

Recommendations
The following recommendations are 
aimed at federal-, state-, and 
district-level policymakers, working 
collaboratively with local teachers 
unions and communities:

•	 Address the serious problem of a 
lack of accurate data: As part of its 
Civil Rights Data Collection, the 
U.S. Department of Education 
should collect and report data on 
the race and ethnicity of the 
teaching force in all public schools, 
district and charters alike.

•	 Review education-related 
legislation and policy for their 
impact on teacher diversity, and 
amend or modify them to promote 
diversification and avoid the 
unintended consequence of diminish-
ing diversity.

•	 Invest in high-quality teacher educa-
tion programs at the nation’s histori-
cally black colleges and universities, 
Hispanic-serving institutions, tribal 
colleges and universities, and public 
colleges and universities serving large 
numbers of minority students.

•	 Incentivize close partnerships between 
colleges of education and school 
districts/charter networks to provide 

mentoring, support, and training in 
culturally responsive practices to all 
novice teachers.

•	 Support the development and expan-
sion of evidence-based programs to 
help recruit, mentor, support, and 
retain minority teachers, including 
“grow your own” teacher preparation 
programs.*

•	 Use contract negotiations as a vehicle 
for increasing teaching diversity, 
incorporating programs and features, 
such as paraprofessional career ladders, 
that serve to increase teacher diversity.

•	 Incorporate recruitment and hiring 
practices into accountability systems for 
the leadership and staff of school 
districts and charter networks.

*See Section V of the full report for descriptions of 
such programs. One of these eight programs 
profiled is Today’s Students Tomorrow’s 
Teachers, a “grow your own” model 
described on page 12.

(Endnotes on page 43)
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