
 

 

0 Pennsylvania Student and Teacher Exposure to Racial Diversity 

 

Inching Toward Integration? 
A Report of Student and 
Teacher Exposure to Racial 
Diversity in Pennsylvania’s 
Public Schools, 2013-2020 

 

Katharine Dulaney & Erica Frankenberg 
Center for Education and Civil Rights  

 
 

 
  

  



 

  

Pennsylvania Student and Teacher Exposure to Racial Diversity      Page 1 

 

 

Introduction 
 

In the 1968 Green decision, the U.S. Supreme Court listed six factors that would define what a 

desegregated school is. Integration of students is still not fully achieved, despite the educational and 

social benefits for students of all racial/ethnic groups from cross-racial exposure, particularly when 

well-structured. Aside from racially desegregating students, one of the markers of eradicating prior 

segregation was desegregating teachers. Today, research and policy support two interrelated goals: 

1) having a racially diverse teaching force, particularly given the diversity among the K-12 public 

school enrollment; and 2) consideration of how to ensure all schools have diverse faculties. One’s 

racial identity is largely informed by their cumulative social interactions. A healthy racial identity 

formation is more likely when individuals interact with a diverse set of peers, colleagues, and 

mentors.1 While minoritized students benefit from having at least one teacher who looks like them, 

a frequently overlooked research finding is that White students also reap benefits when they have 

non-White teachers.2 Additionally, one mechanism for reducing the disproportionately lower rates 

of retention of teachers of color is by reducing teachers’ racial isolation.3 In short, teachers and 

students of all demographics benefit from interactions with teachers and students of varying 

racial/ethnic groups. Combining these findings reveals that segregation is a multilayered concept, 

and thus addressing it requires attending to a number of interrelated factors. Because of the limited 

racial diversity among teachers, assuring both representation—particularly for students of color to 

have same-race teachers—and exposure to teachers from diverse backgrounds for all students can 

be a challenge despite the importance of these goals. Yet, in part because student segregation 

 
1 Tatum, B. (2017). Why Are All The Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria (Revised ed). Basic Books.  

2 Anderson, M.D. (2015). Why Schools Need More Teachers of Color – for White Students. The Atlantic, 1-12. 
http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/08/teachers-of-color-White-students/400553/; Frankenberg, 
E. (2008). The Segregation of American Teachers. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 17(1). 
https://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/article/view/3; and Gershenson, S., Hart, C. M. D., Lindsay, C. A., & Papageorge, N. W. 
(2017). The Long-Run Impacts of Same-Race Teachers (No. 10630; Discussion Paper). www.iza.org  

3 For more, see Frank, T.J., Bradley, J.A., Powell, M.G., View, J.L., Lee, C., & Williams, A. (2021). Microaggressions, 
stereotyping among reasons why Black math teachers consider leaving the classroom. Brown Center Chalkboard. 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2021/05/06/microaggressions-stereotyping-among-
reasons-why-black-math-teachers-consider-leaving-the-classroom/; Grooms, A. A., Mahatmya, D., & Johnson, E. T. 
(2021). The Retention of Educators of Color Amidst Institutionalized Racism. Educational Policy, 35(2), 180-212. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904820986765; and Wortheimer, L. K. (2021). The exhaustion of being a Black teacher in a 
school when you’re one of too few educators of color. The Boston Globe. 
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/04/01/magazine/exhaustion-being-black-teacher-school-when-youre-one-too-
few-educators-color/  

http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/08/teachers-of-color-white-students/400553/
https://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/article/view/3
http://www.iza.org/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2021/05/06/microaggressions-stereotyping-among-reasons-why-black-math-teachers-consider-leaving-the-classroom/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2021/05/06/microaggressions-stereotyping-among-reasons-why-black-math-teachers-consider-leaving-the-classroom/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904820986765
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/04/01/magazine/exhaustion-being-black-teacher-school-when-youre-one-too-few-educators-color/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/04/01/magazine/exhaustion-being-black-teacher-school-when-youre-one-too-few-educators-color/
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remains high, cross-racial exposure to teachers could provide an important context for students to 

learn that they otherwise would not experience.  

 

Building on data originally compiled by Research for Action (RFA) detailing teacher diversity in 

Pennsylvania’s schools and districts from 2013-2014 to 2019-2020, we examine the extent to which 

Pennsylvania’s students and teachers have racially desegregated environments in their exposure to 

same-race and other-race children and/or adults in their schools.4 To do so, we rely on a measure 

frequently used in segregation analyses, the exposure index.5 Because the data on teacher diversity 

remained fairly constant throughout this period, we chose to include calculations of exposure 

indices for 2013-14, 2016-17 and 2019-20. Pennsylvania is an illustrative case study for the country 

because the state contains pockets of concentrated segregation of students of color and of White 

students, largely defined by geographical boundaries. Pennsylvania includes the nation’s 8 th largest 

school district, Philadelphia, as well as smaller urban districts like Pittsburgh, Allentown, Reading, 

and Erie; these districts are largely comprised of students of color. Additionally, Pennsylvania has 

large swathes of rural areas comprising a quarter of the state’s population, the significant majority 

of which is White.6 Though White students now make up just 47% of the national K-12 public 

school student population, they represent 64% of Pennsylvania’s public K-12 student population.7 

As Pennsylvania’s varied locales are indicative of the different types of communities in the country, 

their successes and challenges can be instructive for the nation as a whole.  

 

Across all three time points featured in this study, the demographics of the state’s teaching force 

has remained stable and overwhelmingly White while more change is seen among the student 

enrollment, which has consistently been much more diverse (Figure 1). RFA’s initial analysis sought 

to highlight the lack of teacher diversity in Pennsylvania despite state-wide and local efforts to 

diversify the teaching field. We extend their work to deepen our understanding of the relationship 

between student and faculty diversity. Our analyses illustrate the implications of low racial diversity 

 
4 Due to data limitations, we look at school-level segregation although second generation segregation, which refers to 
sorting within schools, also affects these patterns at the classroom level for students and teachers. 

5 You can read more about this measurement in Frankenberg, E. (2008). The Segregation of American Teachers. 
Education Policy Analysis Archives, 17(1). https://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/article/view/3. Exposure indexes are essentially a 
weighted average in that they explain the extent to which a certain demographic group (in this case, racial group) 
encounters its own group or another group. We calculate exposure indices for student-teacher interactions, as well as 
student-student, teacher-teacher, and teacher-student interactions; these indices can be calculated state-wide, as well 
as for individual districts and counties.  

6 Rural Quick Facts. (2018). https://www.rural.palegislature.us/demographics_about_rural_pa.html  

7 See Racial/Ethnic Enrollment in Public Schools. (2021). https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cge and Shaw-
Amoah, A., Lapp, D., & Kim, D. (2020). Teacher Diversity in Pennsylvania from 2013-14 to 2019-20. 
https://www.researchforaction.org/publications/teacher-diversity-in-pennsylvania-from-2013-14-to-2019-20/    

https://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/article/view/3
https://www.rural.palegislature.us/demographics_about_rural_pa.html
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cge
https://www.researchforaction.org/publications/teacher-diversity-in-pennsylvania-from-2013-14-to-2019-20/
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among teaching staff: students have little cross-racial exposure to teachers, and teaching staff have 

little cross-racial exposure among their own ranks. (For analyses specific to a county or district in 

Pennsylvania, see our online appendices for 2013-14 and 2019-20.)  

Figure 1: Racial composition of public school teachers and students in Pennsylvania, 2013-
14, 2016-17, 2019-20 

 

 
 

These findings have clear implications for public schools and districts, institutions that have long 

struggled with segregation of students and teachers, and a teaching force whose demographics do 

not reflect the country’s K-12 student population. In the sections that follow, we demonstrate via 

student-student analysis that students remain segregated and then show, via student-teacher 

analysis, that a lack of exposure to diverse teachers doesn’t give students much additional integrative 

experience. We then analyze teacher exposure to both students and colleagues. We find that teacher 

diversity, to the extent that it currently exists, is not spread evenly amongst the state’s schools, and 

teachers of color are at highest risk for racial isolation. This further demonstrates the need for state 

and local policies aimed at increasing the cross-racial experiences of students and teachers in public 

schools. We end with policy recommendations that take all four analyses into account. Our analyses 

and policy recommendations are framed with the following long-term goals in mind: 1) having a 

teaching force that reflects the demographic make-up of the state’s student population and 2) 

ensuring that rich, cross-racial experiences are available for students and faculty at each school 

across every district. We analyze school-level data in this study, meaning we cannot draw any 

conclusions here regarding the integration of classrooms within schools. Even so, the goals, 

analyses, and policy recommendations we offer in this study implicate and support integrated 

classrooms as well.  
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Student-Student Analysis 
 

In Pennsylvania, our data shows that Black, White, and Hispanic8 students have all had increased 

exposure to Hispanic students, due in large part to the growth of the Hispanic population in 

Pennsylvania (Figure 2). Pennsylvania’s Hispanic student population tripled in the first decade of 

2000, as incoming Hispanic residents settled in counties across the state. While larger, more diverse 

cities like Lebanon, York, Allentown, Bethlehem, Reading, and Philadelphia attracted Hispanic 

families, increases in the numbers of Hispanic residents were seen in communities in smaller locales 

like Adams County, Hazleton, Kennett Square, and Norristown. 9 Because Pennsylvania’s 

population was (and remains) majority White, this demographic change held great potential for 

further integrating the state’s public schools. While all students experienced increased exposure to 

Hispanic students between 2013 and 2019, the overall rates of cross-racial exposure Black and 

White students had to Hispanic students remained quite low, with the peak being 13.9% for Black 

students’ exposure to Hispanic students during the 2019-20 school year (Figure 3). 

 

On average, the racial composition of students in schools attended by White, Black, and Hispanic 

students differs substantially. The average White student in Pennsylvania attended a school that 

was only between 5-7% Hispanic and the average Black student attended a school that was 

between 11-14% Hispanic. By contrast, Hispanic students' same-race exposure indices increased 

from 36 to 38%, or more than triple the share of public students who are Hispanic (Figure 2). 

Both White and Black students have high rates of racial isolation; the average White and Black 

student sees more students from their same race/ethnicity than not. This is especially the case for 

White students who attend school with few peers of other races (less than one in four, on average, 

by 2019-20). Additionally, the cross-racial exposure of Hispanic students decreased. From 2013 to 

2019, Hispanic students were increasingly attending schools with other Hispanic students and 

fewer other-race students, a trend that points to rising levels of racial isolation.  

 

 

 
8 Our data source, Research for Action, uses the identifier “Hispanic” in their data sets. We have chosen to use 
“Hispanic” in lieu of “Latinx” or “Latino/a” throughout this report for consistency’s sake. For brevity, we’ve chosen 
to focus on the three most populous racial/ethnic groups in the state’s student body: White, Black, and Hispanic. In 
2019-20, 64% of PA students were White, 14% were Black, and 13% were Hispanic.  

9 Bennett, H., & Kotok, S. (2018). The State of Integration in Pennsylvania. Washington DC: National Coalition for School 
Diversity.  
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Figure 2: Overall composition of public school students in Pennsylvania, 2013-14, 2016-17, 

2019-20 

 

 

These patterns matter for a number of reasons, in terms of limited racially diverse schools (and 

likely, classrooms). Most national and state level reports that assess racial and economic 

segregation find persistent overlap. In a 2015 Civil Rights Project report, Stephen Kotok and 

Katherine Reed showed that statewide in Pennsylvania, non-White students attend schools with 

slightly more than twice the number of low-income students as the typical White student does. 

This reveals that the average White student has significantly less exposure to students from low-

income households than the average non-White student in Pennsylvania does. Because most 

metro segregation in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh areas is due to district boundaries,10 policies 

meant to interrupt these patterns will have to involve district boundaries, such as making them 

more porous for student assignment through interdistrict schooling options.   

 

 

 

 

 
10 See Kotok, S., & Reed, K. (2015). Is Opportunity Knocking or Slipping Away? Racial Diversity and Segregation in 
Pennsylvania. Civil Rights Project – Proyecto Derechos Civiles. https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-
education/integration-and-diversity/is-opportunity-knocking-or-slipping-away-racial-diversity-and-segregation-in-
pennsylvania    

69.5% 66.9% 64.2%
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https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/is-opportunity-knocking-or-slipping-away-racial-diversity-and-segregation-in-pennsylvania
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/is-opportunity-knocking-or-slipping-away-racial-diversity-and-segregation-in-pennsylvania
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/is-opportunity-knocking-or-slipping-away-racial-diversity-and-segregation-in-pennsylvania
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Figure 3: Average peer exposure for the typical student in Pennsylvania, 2013-14, 2016-17, 
2019-20 
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Student-Teacher Analysis 
 

Compounding the high rates of student segregation just described, teacher demographics in the US 

do not track student demographics.11 Further compounding the problem of exposure to racially 

diverse teaching staff, the disproportionately smaller share of teachers of color (Figure 4) are also 

not distributed equally across all schools; rather, teachers of color are more likely to be in schools 

that disproportionately enroll students of color and low-income students while many other schools 

have entirely White faculties.12 Acknowledging the benefits students of color reap when learning 

from same-race teachers, it is worth noting and celebrating that an increasing number of students 

of color currently have opportunities to learn from at least one teacher who looks like them. This 

makes a positive difference in terms of academic gains and social-emotional well-being.13  We 

acknowledge this while also highlighting students’ similarly important need to learn from other-race 

teachers. Integrated faculties enact both goals simultaneously; that is, their teaching staff is diverse 

enough to provide all students with same-race representation and cross-racial exposure. The data 

currently shows that these goals are frequently in conflict with one another. Students may have 

access to teachers who look like them, but this representation comes at the expense of learning 

from other-race teachers. We find similar patterns in Pennsylvania.  

 

Pennsylvania’s Black students have the highest exposure to teachers of color as well as Black 

teachers, specifically, on average. Remarkably though, the average Black student still only has 16% 

of teachers in their school that are Black; this has remained stable from 2013 to 2020 (Figure 5). 

Again, while these numbers are still small, this does mean that Black students are at least likely to 

have some same-race teachers throughout the course of their K-12 schooling, which research shows 

is important.14 These students have significantly fewer Hispanic teachers, only 1-2% throughout 

2013 and 2020. As was the case with exposure to students of color, White students statewide have 

minimal exposure to teachers of color. Across the board, students in Pennsylvania, no matter their 

racial identity, have a high number of White teachers in their school. This is highest for White 

students, however; between 2013 and 2020, the average White student attended a school with 98% 

 
11 See Characteristics of Public School Teachers (2021) at https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/clr  

12 Hansen, M., & Quintero, D. (2018). Teachers in the US are even more segregated than students. Brown Center Chalkboard. 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2018/08/15/teachers-in-the-us-are-even-more-
segregated-than-students/  

13 Bristol, T. J., & Martin-Fernandez, J. (2019). The Added Value of Latinx and Black Teachers for Latinx and Black 
Students: Implications for Policy. Policy Insights from the Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 6(2), 147–153. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732219862573  

14 Boser, U. (2011). Teacher Diversity Matters. https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-
12/reports/2011/11/09/10657/teacher-diversity-matters/  

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/clr
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2018/08/15/teachers-in-the-us-are-even-more-segregated-than-students/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2018/08/15/teachers-in-the-us-are-even-more-segregated-than-students/
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732219862573
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/reports/2011/11/09/10657/teacher-diversity-matters/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/reports/2011/11/09/10657/teacher-diversity-matters/
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of teachers who were White. The implication of these findings is that students’ current exposure to 

teachers reinforces student segregation, and offers little redress for student segregation.   

Figure 4: Overall racial composition of public school teachers in Pennsylvania, 2013-14, 
2016-17, 2019-20 

 

 

Figure 5: Average teacher exposure for the typical student in Pennsylvania, 2013-14, 2016-
17, 2019-20 

   

Note: Because White students’ exposure to other race teachers is so low, the values don’t display on the figure. White students’ 
exposure to Black teachers was 1.1% in 2013-14 and 1.0% in 2016-17 and 2019-20; their exposure to Hispanic teachers 
was 0.4% in 2013-14, 0.5% in 2016-17, and 0.6% in 2019-20. 
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Teacher-Student Analysis 
 

A national analysis in 2008 found that teachers tend to work in schools that enroll a 

disproportionately higher percentage of students of their same race/ethnicity.15 Our findings show 

that Pennsylvania follows this national trend. This finding is important because it implies that 

teachers, the vast majority of whom are White, may not have as many opportunities to build 

relationships with students and families across racial lines as policymakers or community members 

assume. Additionally, since research reveals that White students, on average, have significantly less 

exposure to students from low-income households than Black and Hispanic students, 16  the 

segregation of students can directly impact teachers’ burnout levels because teachers who work in 

environments of concentrated poverty may find themselves contending with higher rates of trauma 

and fewer resources. As of 2020, the average White teacher in Pennsylvania teaches majority White 

students and the average Black teacher teaches majority Black students. Also as of 2020, the average 

Hispanic teacher teaches mostly (though not majority) Hispanic students.  

 

Black teachers, on average, have especially low exposure to White students—just 17% in 2020—

despite the fact that White students comprise 64% of the state’s student enrollment (Figure 6). Such 

patterns may reflect barriers to Black teachers’ employment, and may also mean that they are 

employed in schools that are disproportionately underfunded. Similar, though less extreme, patterns 

are seen for Hispanic teachers who are in schools in which just one-third of students are White, on 

average. Moreover, a disproportionately higher percentage of the typical Hispanic teacher’s school 

is comprised of Black students. 

 

Finally, although White teachers are still most likely to teach in schools that are majority White, 

their exposure to White students is decreasing. This trend of White teachers gaining exposure to 

more non-White students points to the importance of ensuring that White teachers participate in 

cultural competency and anti-bias training. Such training is especially important when teachers are 

not regularly learning from one another across racial lines, as is the case. As our last analysis will 

 
15 Ingersoll, R. M.; Merrill, E.; Stuckey, D.; and Collins, G. (2018). Seven Trends: The Transformation of the 
Teaching Force – Updated October 2018. CPRE Research Reports. Retrieved from 
https://repository.upenn.edu/cpre_researchreports/108  

16 See Kotok, S., & Reed, K. (2015). Is Opportunity Knocking or Slipping Away? Racial Diversity and Segregation in 
Pennsylvania. Civil Rights Project – Proyecto Derechos Civiles. https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-
education/integration-and-diversity/is-opportunity-knocking-or-slipping-away-racial-diversity-and-segregation-in-
pennsylvania  

https://repository.upenn.edu/cpre_researchreports/108
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/is-opportunity-knocking-or-slipping-away-racial-diversity-and-segregation-in-pennsylvania
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/is-opportunity-knocking-or-slipping-away-racial-diversity-and-segregation-in-pennsylvania
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/is-opportunity-knocking-or-slipping-away-racial-diversity-and-segregation-in-pennsylvania
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show, teacher segregation is a concern in both Pennsylvania and nationally, and White teachers are 

by far the most segregated.  

 

Figure 6: Average student exposure for the typical teacher in Pennsylvania, 2013-14, 2016-
17, 2019-20 
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Teacher-Teacher Analysis 
 

Having teachers of color in schools helps ensure that schools are more equitable, and teachers can 

learn from one another along racial lines.17 When there are just one or two teachers of color in a 

given school, however, these teachers suffer from racial isolation or pronounced same-group 

exposure. Research demonstrates that retaining teachers of color is particularly difficult when 

teachers experience racial isolation in the schools in which they teach.18 Many teachers of color who 

experience racial isolation share reports of shouldering a disproportionate amount of work in their 

schools; males of color, for instance, are often asked to handle disciplinary concerns,19 whereas 

Hispanic teachers might be asked to assist with translation needs for Spanish-speaking families even 

if they do not speak Spanish.20 Moreover, while data confirms that a greater numbers of minoritized 

teachers are entering the profession, it also confirms that these minoritized teachers are at high risk 

of leaving the teaching force after just a few years.21 Thus, if such attrition patterns persist, increased 

entry of more teachers of color to the profession will do little to change the persistent demographic 

gap between students and teachers. 

 

Since 2013, same-group exposure rates for Pennsylvania teachers have remained stagnant except 

for Hispanic teachers, whose same-group exposure rates (in this case, exposure to other Hispanic 

teachers) is declining (Figure 7). Across the board, the relative constancy in same-group and cross-

racial indices shows that most teachers in Pennsylvania taught in schools whose faculty racial 

composition in 2019 was very similar to that in 2013. Perhaps most striking is the fact that the 

average Black teacher works in a school whose faculty is just 66% White, despite White teachers 

making up 94% of the state’s teaching force. When considering cross-racial exposure, Black and 

 
17 See Bristol, T. J., & Martin-Fernandez, J. (2019). The Added Value of Latinx and Black Teachers for Latinx and 
Black Students: Implications for Policy. Policy Insights from the Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 6(2), 147–153. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732219862573  

18 Rimer, S. (2018). Teaching’s Diversity Problem. BU Alumni Magazine. https://www.bu.edu/bostonia/winter-
spring18/teacher-recruitment-and-diversity/ 

19 Griffin, A., & Tackie, H. (2017). Through Our Eyes: Perspectives From Black Teachers. The Phi Delta Kappan, 
98(5), 36–40. 

20 Griffin, A. (2018). Our Stories, Our Struggles, Our Strengths. In Perspectives and Reflections from Latino Teachers. 
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004356986_006 

21 Ingersoll, Richard M.; Merrill, Elizabeth; Stuckey, Daniel; and Collins, Gregory. (2018). Seven Trends: The 
Transformation of the Teaching Force – Updated October 2018. CPRE Research Reports. Retrieved from 
https://repository.upenn.edu/cpre_researchreports/108 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732219862573
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White teachers have very low rates of exposure to Hispanic teachers, though this is gradually 

increasing. These suggests that some Hispanic teachers are increasingly likely to be teaching in 

schools where they are the only Hispanic teacher, though they’re also now more likely to work 

alongside a Black faculty member. These rising rates of White and Black teachers’ cross-racial 

exposure to Hispanic teachers are hopeful from an integration standpoint because these teachers 

may be collaborating across racial lines; the small percentages that indicate these growing cross-

racial experiences, however, are still cautionary because they suggest that they may come at the 

expense of increased racial isolation for Hispanic teachers. The goal for integrated schools is to 

foster cross-racial experiences, in this case amongst teachers, while mitigating the risk of racial 

isolation.  

 

Figure 7: Average teacher exposure for the typical teacher in Pennsylvania, 2013-14, 2016-
17, 2019-20 

Note: Because White teachers’ exposure to Hispanic teachers is so low, the values don’t display on the figure; this 
cross-racial exposure was 0.7% in 2013-14, 0.8% in 2016-17, and 1.0% in 2019-20.  
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Policy Recommendations 
 

We end our analysis with a set of policy recommendations for district, state, and federal leaders, as 

well as for colleges of education. We first acknowledge, however, that even the best designed 

policies cannot single-handedly overcome the generational impact of inequities and injustices 

people of color have long faced in this country. Black and Hispanic students have historically 

struggled to gain access to quality public schools, as well as to the most rigorous courses of study 

offered within these public schools, which offer more opportunities, including pathways to higher 

education that are essential preparation for teachers. Moreover, as the country prepares for the 

2021-2022 school year, we also acknowledge that COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted 

families and students of color, thereby creating even more barriers of entry for non-white students 

into the teaching profession. Furthermore, as teachers of color leave the profession at significantly 

higher rates than White teachers, issues of teacher retention deserve increased policy attention. It’s 

challenging to overcome the cyclical nature of these inequities using policy alone, but these 

recommendations, grouped by actors, are suggested first steps.   

 

District Leaders:  

• Use relief funds to eradicate barriers that have prevented districts from attracting and 

retaining teachers of color. This could include constructing a program for paraprofessionals 

to return to school to earn their teaching licenses, as was done with the Para2Professional 

Program in Pittsburgh,22 as well as using funds to strengthen employee benefit packages.23  

• Specifically adopt an active recruiting plan to attract as diverse a pool as possible to district 

openings, including through building partnerships and attending recruitment events at 

minority serving institutions. 

 
22 Goldstein, A. (2020, February 4). City schools seek to reset program that focuses on teacher diversity. Pittsburgh 
Post-Gazette. https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2020/02/04/Pittsburgh-public-schools-city-
para2teacher-point-park-carlow-initiative/stories/202002040151   

23 Graham, K. A. (2021, July 20). Increase racial diversity among Pennsylvania teachers, group urges. The Philadelphia 
Inquirer. https://www.inquirer.com/news/teacher-diversity-pennsylvania-20210720.html  

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2020/02/04/Pittsburgh-public-schools-city-para2teacher-point-park-carlow-initiative/stories/202002040151
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2020/02/04/Pittsburgh-public-schools-city-para2teacher-point-park-carlow-initiative/stories/202002040151
https://www.inquirer.com/news/teacher-diversity-pennsylvania-20210720.html
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• Ensure equitable hiring practices exist throughout the district. Research reveals that hiring 

practices may prevent qualified minoritized teachers from entering the teaching field in 

many states.24   

• Hold tight to existing equity statements or make plans to pen one, while acknowledging the 

ways that public schools have historically been used to both assimilate and segregate. Once 

teachers of color have been hired, districts need to work hard to retain the teachers of color 

they already have. Currently, in districts throughout the country, predominately White and 

affluent parents of public-school children are petitioning their school boards to publicly 

renounce and condemn any connection with critical race theory.25 In response, some school 

boards are going so far as to renounce formalized equity statements, a move that makes a 

district fundamentally less safe and attractive for teachers of color.26  

• Examine patterns of teacher attrition to understand where teachers of color are leaving, and 

provide supports to school-level leadership to improve the experiences of teachers of color, 

and hopefully to retain them. 

 

State Leaders:  

• Assess the implication of states’ licensing exam requirements and hold test makers 

accountable for eliminating any racial biases that may be present in licensing exams. Many 

of these exams are costly and passing rates reflect racial disparities. A recent study in New 

York showed that over the course of six months, 41% of Black and 46% of Hispanic test-

takers passed their licensing exams compared to 64% of White test-takers.27 These exams 

are frequently at odds with states’ professed goals of adding more teachers of color to their 

 
24Anderson, M. D. (2018). A Root Cause of the Teacher-Diversity Problem. The Atlantic, 1–6.  
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/01/a-root-cause-of-the-teacher-diversity-problem/551234/   

25 King, M. (2021, July). Could a School-Board Fight Over Critical Race Theory Help Turn  
Virginia Red? Politico. https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/07/07/could-a-school-board-fight-over-
critical-race-theory-help-turn-virginia-red-498453  

26 Severns, M. (2021, July). “People are scared”: Democrats lose ground on school equity plans. Politico. 
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/07/26/democrats-school-critical-race-theory-500729  

27 Harris, E. (2015, June 17). Tough Tests for Teachers, With Question of Bias. New York Times. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/18/nyregion/with-tougher-teacher-licensing-exams-a-question-of-racial-
discrimination.html  

https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/01/a-root-cause-of-the-teacher-diversity-problem/551234/
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/07/07/could-a-school-board-fight-over-critical-race-theory-help-turn-virginia-red-498453
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/07/07/could-a-school-board-fight-over-critical-race-theory-help-turn-virginia-red-498453
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/07/26/democrats-school-critical-race-theory-500729
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/18/nyregion/with-tougher-teacher-licensing-exams-a-question-of-racial-discrimination.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/18/nyregion/with-tougher-teacher-licensing-exams-a-question-of-racial-discrimination.html
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teaching force, especially as nearly a third of test-takers who fail the first time do not retake 

the test.28  

• Regularly report teacher race/ethnicity data in your state. The data used for this study is not 

available on an ongoing basis; Research for Action was able to secure seven years’ worth of 

data from the state department of education through a partnership with WHYY, the public 

radio station based in Philadelphia. The implications of this data are so important for 

students’ and teachers’ experiences, however, that it ought to be publicly available every 

year.  

• Support the Para2Professional program,29 which exists in Pittsburgh and enables para-

professionals to return to school to earn their teaching licenses, as well as the Aspire to 

Educate program in Philadelphia.30 These programs are two pathways that already exist to 

diversify the state's teaching force, and should be expanded across the state.    

• Support teachers’ ability to include discussions of race in their curriculum and offer 

continued professional development in this area. As data reviewed above illustrates, 

substantial cross-racial experiences are currently limited for most K-12 students; in effect, 

students are oftentimes reliant upon state and teacher-designed curriculum to develop 

greater racial awareness and understanding.  

 

Federal Leaders:  

• Through Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), continue supporting research & training for 

racially diverse schools, as well as holding state departments of education accountable for 

prioritizing cultural competency in schools. In fall of 2017, Pennsylvania committed to the 

following in their state ESSA plan: “Educator preparation, induction, and professional 

development programs should emphasize ongoing, continuous improvement as well as 

cultural competency and promoting equity to ensure that all students are able to learn in a 

 
28 Driven by Data: Using Licensure Tests To Build a Strong, Diverse Teacher Workforce. (2021). 
https://www.nctq.org/publications/Driven-by-Data:-Using-Licensure-Tests-to-Build-a-Strong,-Diverse-Teacher-
Workforce  

29 Para2Teacher Program at Point Park University. (2021). Point Park University. 
https://www.pointpark.edu/academics/schools/education/graduateprograms/para2teacher-program  

30 State Education Department Launches First-Of-Its-Kind Teacher Recruitment Initiative. (2019). Pennsylvania Pressroom. 
https://www.media.pa.gov/Pages/Education-Details.aspx?newsid=746  

https://www.nctq.org/publications/Driven-by-Data:-Using-Licensure-Tests-to-Build-a-Strong,-Diverse-Teacher-Workforce
https://www.nctq.org/publications/Driven-by-Data:-Using-Licensure-Tests-to-Build-a-Strong,-Diverse-Teacher-Workforce
https://www.pointpark.edu/academics/schools/education/graduateprograms/para2teacher-program
https://www.media.pa.gov/Pages/Education-Details.aspx?newsid=746
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safe and supportive environment.”31 Enacting and sustaining this commitment will take 

continued resources from the federal government. 

• Provide universal loan forgiveness for public school teachers, as well as other monetary and 

structural supports, to ensure more students of color can move into the teaching profession.    

 

 

 

 

Colleges of Education:  

• Audit the curriculum, texts, and course requirements for preservice teachers in every 

discipline using an equity and inclusivity lens. Students of color are less likely to major in a 

field that requires the study of White-centric curriculum. 

• Consider ways to off-set expensive tuition costs for students who are studying education, 

particularly from underrepresented backgrounds and communities. Low teaching salaries 

might make future teachers especially wary of taking out student loans, especially as they 

are unsure how long they’ll remain in the classroom.     

• Ensure that the college’s faculty are diverse and reflect the student population of children 

in your state. As of 2017, only 25% of postsecondary faculty were non-white.32 Work to 

provide mentors of color to student teachers, particularly as these relationships can help 

combat feelings of racial isolation for student teachers of color. These mentors could be 

cooperating teachers, student teacher supervisors, alumni of the program, and/or program 

faculty.  

• Prioritize research that examines issues of student and teacher segregation, including 

disparities on state licensing exams, the rates and impact of racial isolation for teachers in 

particular states, successful pathways for eradicating barriers of entry to the teaching 

profession, and resources to support school board members who make public 

commitments to racial equity.  

 
31 Schettino, I., Radvany, K., & Wells, A. S. (2019). Culturally responsive education under ESSA: A state-by-state 
snapshot. Phi Delta Kappan. https://kappanonline.org/essa-culturally-responsive-education-states-schettino-badvany-
wells/ at pg. 5 

32 See Davis, L., & Fry, R. (2019). College faculty still far less diverse than students in race, ethnicity. Pew Research Center. 
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/07/31/us-college-faculty-student-diversity/  

https://kappanonline.org/essa-culturally-responsive-education-states-schettino-badvany-wells/
https://kappanonline.org/essa-culturally-responsive-education-states-schettino-badvany-wells/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/07/31/us-college-faculty-student-diversity/
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• Partner with districts on “grow-your-own” programs for teachers that can often support a 

more diverse teaching force with culturally responsive teaching.33 

 

 
33 Supporting the Educator Pipeline: How States and Districts Can Use Federal Recovery Funds Strategically. (2021). 
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/federal-funds-edprep-factsheet  

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/federal-funds-edprep-factsheet
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