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Calls to increase the number of teachers of color, specifically African American teachers, have intensified over
the past decade. Educators and their organizations, school administrators, and policymakers increasingly
agree that a lack of diversity among teachers hurts U.S. students. But this is not the first time this problem has
been highlighted, so we must learn from past mistakes to do a better job of recruiting teachers of color in the
future.   

America’s Lack of Diverse Educators

Serious appeals to increase the number of African American teachers were first issued back in the 1980s. The
shortfall was, ironically, spurred decades earlier by the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1954 decision, Brown vs Board
Education that declared the racial segregation of U.S. public schools unconstitutional. After this decision, many
all-black schools were closed in southern states (and in border states such as Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky,
Missouri, and West Virginia). Because newly desegregated districts did not need as many teachers, they laid
off teachers and principals in large numbers. By the late 1960s, when courts and policy makers finally noticed,
upwards of 35,000 African American teachers had lost their jobs.

In northern cities where de facto segregation prevailed, the number of African American teachers was always
considerably smaller. As the number of black teachers in southern and border states dwindled, courts
demanded that northern school districts hire greater numbers of African American teachers. For example, in
Boston (where I taught before court-ordered desegregation in 1974) the public school system scrambled to
hire African Americans. During this period, however, teacher testing and certification took root – and African
American teachers passed the certification tests at lower rates than their white counterparts.

By the 1990s across the United States, the typical teacher candidate was a white, middle class suburban or
rural woman, a trend that continues today. Yet in the same era, the public-school population was becoming
more diverse. To address the mismatch between teachers and their students, schools and colleges of
education modified their curricula – in most cases to address teachers’ beliefs and behavior on matters of
diversity. Efforts to recruit, train, and retain teachers of color were, ironically, sidelined. By now, schools and
programs that create and train America’s teachers stress "educating" prospective teachers mainly on
providing new teachers with information to counter stereotypical thinking, racial and cultural biases, and a
sense of white racial privilege. These efforts do not actually diversify educational workforces.

Even more troubling – when small numbers of teachers of color are hired, they are often assigned to the most
challenging schools that have the fewest resources and the highest rates of poverty. They are expected to be
disciplinarians charged with handling the most intractable students. Stress and burnout lead many to quit
teaching.

Why It Matters

Research has shown for some time that African American pupils benefit in a variety of ways when they have
African American teachers. Black students with such teachers are less likely to be expelled or suspended, are
more likely to graduate, and are more likely to be recommended for participation in “gifted and talented”
programs. Black students with black teachers are also less likely to be mistakenly referred to special education
programs for those with “behavioral disorders.”
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African American students are not the only ones who benefit when classrooms have more black teachers.
Students of every background benefit from encountering and interacting with African Americans in the
educational system and among authority figures. Unfortunately, many Americans do not fully understand the
benefits that accrue to students of all backgrounds when they are taught by a diverse group of educators.

What Can be Done to Create a More Diverse Teaching Force

If policymakers, principals, teacher educators, and state legislators are serious about increasing the number of
African American teachers, they need to consider the following steps:

• Hiring more African American educators for faculty positions at universities – especially in colleges of
education.

• Creating pathways for African Americans to enter teaching – by developing programs with community
colleges to recruit and prepare underrepresented teachers, establishing programs that encourage
teacher aides to pursue the education required to become certified teachers, and identifying excellent
public schools that could serve professional development sites for underrepresented teachers.

• Modifying the curriculum and teaching tactics. Coursework should build on student and community
strengths. Teacher candidates should receive training on how to draw on the resources actually
available to specific sets of students’ and their local communities – a tactic that has been shown to
create positive learning outcomes students.

• Developing and funding programs that provide forgivable loans to teachers who work for a specified
period in minority or high-poverty schools.

• Ending the practices that isolate African American teachers and treat them as tokens of diversity.
Teachers from underrepresented backgrounds should be encouraged with good assignments and extra
resources, not given the most difficult teaching assignments, assigned the least prestigious courses, and
sent to the least-resourced classrooms and schools.

Current research offers ample evidence that African American teachers are one critical component of
improving the learning outcomes for all of America’s students, including students of color. Given all that
scholars and practitioners have learned, we know that the value of recruiting and retaining African American
teachers goes beyond the simple idea that such teachers are good role models. Their greater presence offers
many advantages to students, schools, and communities. They are vital contributors to effective and
democratic schools.

Read more in Michèle Foster, Jeffrey Lewis, Laura Onafowora, “Anthropology, Culture, and Research on
Teaching and Learning: Applying What We Have Learned to Improve Practice,” in Teachers College
Record, 105, 2, (2003): 261-277.
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