The minority teacher
shortage: Fact or fable?

Over the past two decades,
efforts to recruit new
minority teachers have
been very successful, but
retaining them has not.
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For several decades, short-
ages of minority teachers
have been a big issue for
the nation’s schools. Policy
makers and recent presi-
dents have agreed that our
elementary and secondary
teaching force “should look

like America.” But the con-
ventional wisdom is that as
the nation’s population and
students have grown more di-
verse, the teaching force has
done the opposite — grown
more white and less diverse.
The result, we are told, is
that minority students in the
nation’s schools increasingly
lack minority adult role mod-
els, contact with teachers who
understand their racial and
cultural background, and of-
ten qualified teachers of any
background, because white
teachers eschew schools with
large percentages of minori-
ties. The minority teacher
shortage in turn, we are told,
is a major reason for the mi-
nority achievement gap and,
ultimately, unequal occupa-

tional and life outcomes for
disadvantaged students. In
short, the minority teacher
shortage is a civil rights issue.
"The main source of this
shortage, conventional wis-
dom holds, is a problem with
the teacher supply pipeline.

e

"Too few minority students en-
ter and complete college, and
those who do have an increas-
ing number of career and em-
ployment options aside from
teaching. Moreover, when
minority candidates do seek
to enter teaching, this view
holds, they encounter barri-
ers — in particular, teaching
entry tests, on which minor-
ity candidates have lower pass
rates. The result is the minor-
ity teacher shortage.

"The prescription, under-
standably enough, has been
to try to recruit more minor-
ity candidates into teaching.
In recent decades, numerous
government and nongovern-
ment organizations have tried
a variety of minority teacher
recruitment programs and

initiatives, including future
educator programs in high
schools, partnerships between
community colleges and
four-year teacher education
programs, career ladders for
paraprofessionals in schools,
and alternative teacher cer-
tification programs. Support
for these efforts has been
substantial. For instance, be-
ginning in the late 1980s, the
Ford Foundation, along with
the DeWitt Wallace Read-
ers’ Digest Fund, committed
over $60 million to minor-
ity teacher recruitment and
preparation programs. Many
of these initiatives have been
designed to bring minority
teachers into schools serv-
ing predominantly minority
student populations, often

in low-income, urban school
districts. Some of these ini-
tiatives have been designed
specifically to recruit male
minority teachers, who are
often considered to be in the
shortest supply. Today, over
half the states have some sort
of minority teacher recruit-
ment policies or programs in
place. Have these efforts been
successful? Has the teaching
force grown more diverse?
And, if not, why not?

A couple of years ago, with
support from the Flora Fam-
ily Foundation, we set out
to answer these questions.
We analyzed two decades
worth of data from the late
1980s to 2009 from a large
U.S. Department of Educa-
tion national survey of teach-
ers and administrators. We
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didn’t focus on the conten-
tious question of whether
minority teachers are better
at teaching minority students.
Rather, our objective was to
use the best national data
available to ground the de-
bate over the extent of short-

ages. We asked:

* Have the numbers of mi-
nority teachers been going
up or down? What changes
have there been, if any, in
the numbers of minority
students and numbers of mi-
nority teachers in the school
system, and how does this
compare with white students
and teachers?

Where are minority teach-
ers employed? Are minor-
ity teachers more likely
than white teachers to be
employed in schools serv-
ing high-poverty, urban,
and high-minority student
populations?

How does minority teacher
retention compare to that
of white teachers, and has it
been going up or down?

We were surprised by what
we found. From the view-
point of the minority teacher
shortage and of the efforts to
address it, there is both good
news and bad news. (For a
detailed research report, see

Ingersoll & May, 2011).

Recruitment and
employment

The data clearly show a
persistent a gap between the
percentage of minority stu-
dents and the percentage of
minority teachers in U.S.
schools. For instance, in the
2008-09 school year, 34% of
the nation’s population was
minority, and 41% of all el-
ementary and secondary stu-
dents were minority, but only
16.5% of all elementary and
secondary teachers were mi-
nority. But the data also show
that this gap has persisted in
recent years largely because

the number of white students
has decreased while the num-
ber of minority students has
increased. It is not due to a
failure to recruit minority
teachers.

Since the late 1980s, the
number of elementary and
secondary teachers has dra-
matically increased. This is
especially true for minority
teachers — whose numbers
have almost doubled — from
about 325,000 to 642,000.
Growth in the number of
minority teachers outpaced
growth in minority stu-
dents and was over twice the
growth rate of white teachers
(see Figure 1). So, while there
is still not parity between
the proportions of minority
students and minority teach-
ers in schools, the teaching
force has rapidly grown more
diverse. This was also true
for male minority teachers.
"Teaching has long been a
predominantly female occu-
pation and in recent decades
has become increasingly
so. But this varies by race/
ethnicity. Over the past 20
years, the number of white
male teachers increased by

only 18%, but the number

of minority male teachers in-
creased by 92%. Currently,
males represent about 24% of
white teachers and of minor-
ity teachers.

Moreover, minority teach-
ers are overwhelmingly
employed in public schools
serving high-poverty, high-

minority, and urban commu-

New teacher recruitment
strategies alone do not
directly address a major
source of minority teacher
staffing problems —

turnover.

nities. Minority teachers are
two to three times more likely
than white teachers to work
in such hard-to-staff schools.
Hence, the data show that

in spite of competition from
other occupations for minor-
ity college graduates, and in
spite of apparent barriers to
entry, efforts over recent de-
cades to recruit more minor-
ity teachers and place them in

schools serving disadvantaged
and minority student popula-
tions have been very success-
ful. This has been something
of an unheralded victory.
While commentators and
researchers have tended to
discuss the minority teacher
shortage in dire and pessimis-
tic terms — often accompa-
nied by calls for more funding
and support — the data show
that such efforts and expendi-
tures have worked very well.

This is the good news.

Retention

While minorities have en-
tered teaching at higher rates
than whites over the past
two decades, minority teach-
ers also have left schools at
higher rates. Overall, the data
show that minority teachers’
careers have been less stable
than those of white teach-
ers, and included more job
transitioning. In recent years,
minority teachers were more
likely to migrate from one
school to another or to leave
teaching altogether. This was
especially true for male mi-
nority teachers.

FIG. 1.
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These data convey an
image of a revolving door:
too many going in one door
and out another.

[\ 1
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Some turnover and depar-
ture of teachers from their
jobs, of course, is normal,
inevitable, and beneficial.
For individuals, departures
that lead to better jobs —
in teaching or not — are a
source of upward mobility.
For schools, departures of
low-performing employees
can enhance school perfor-
mance. For the education
system as a whole, some
teacher career changes —
such as moving from one
school to another, or leaving
classroom teaching for other
education-related jobs — do
not represent a net loss of hu-
man capital.

However, from the view-
point of those managing
schools and those seeking to
employ more minority teach-
ers in schools, none of these
types of departures are cost-
free. All have the same effect:
They reduce the number of
minority classroom teach-
ers in the organization. One
consequence of such turn-
over, our analysis reveals, is
that it undermines efforts to
address the minority teacher
shortage. This is starkly il-

FIG. 2.

47,663
Entering

At Beginning
School Year

Number of Minority Teachers Entering
and Leaving Teaching Before and After
the 2003-04 School Year

Minority

Teaching Force
604,749

During
School Year

B 56244
Leaving
After End of
School Year

lustrated in Figure 2 with
data from 2004-05 (the year
with the highest annual level
of minority attrition in our
two-decade period). The data
show that at the beginning
of the 2003-04 school year,
about 47,600 minority teach-
ers entered teaching; how-
ever, by the following year,
20% more — about 56,000
— had left teaching. These
data convey an image of a re-
volving door: too many going
in one door and out another.
This is the bad news.

Why do minority teach-
ers leave schools at higher
rates? Strikingly, while the
demographic characteristics
of schools appear to be highly
important to minority teach-
ers’ initial employment deci-
sions, this doesn’t appear to
be the case for their later de-
cisions about whether to de-
part. Unlike for white teach-
ers, a school’s enrollment of
poverty-level students, its
minority-student enrollment,
its proportion of minority
teachers, or its location in an
urban or suburban commu-
nity weren’t strongly or con-
sistently related to the likeli-
hood that minority teachers
would decide to stay or de-
part. This also appears to be
true for the largest subgroup
in the minority teaching force
— black teachers. In a com-
panion study, a doctoral stu-
dent of ours, Robert Connor
(2011), focused specifically
on black teachers, comparing
them to white teachers. His
findings on turnover were
similar to those in our study.

What does matter when
minority teachers decide
whether to stay or depart
are school working condi-
tions. The same hard-to-staff
schools that are more likely
to employ minority teachers
are also more likely to have
less desirable working condi-
tions. And these less desirable
conditions, our data suggest,
account for the higher rates
of minority teacher turnover.

In other words, the data in-
dicate that minority teachers
are employed at higher rates
in schools serving disadvan-
taged students, but also de-
part at higher rates because
these same schools tend to be
less desirable as workplaces.
The tragedy is that the suc-
cess of minority teacher re-
cruitment efforts has been
undermined. Even more
striking was what we found
when we looked at which
conditions were most corre-
lated with minority teachers’
departures. Salary levels, the
provision of useful profes-
sional development, and the
availability of classroom re-
sources all had little impact
on whether they were likely
to leave. The strongest fac-
tors by far for minority teach-
ers were the level of collec-
tive faculty decision-making
influence in the school and
the degree of individual in-
structional autonomy held by
teachers in their classrooms.
Influence and autonomy, of
course, are key hallmarks

of respected professions.
Schools that provided more
teacher classroom discre-
tion and autonomy, as well
as schools with higher levels
of faculty input into school
decision making, had signifi-
cantly lower levels of minor-
ity teacher turnover.

What can be done?

In supply and demand the-
ory, any imbalance between
labor demand and supply
can be referred to as a short-
age, in the sense that too
few individuals are able and
willing to offer their services
under given wages and condi-
tions. From this perspective,
the problems many schools
encounter retaining minor-
ity teachers can technically
be referred to as a short-
age. However, in the context
of minority teachers and
schools, the term shortage
is typically given a narrower
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connotation — an insufficient
production and recruitment
of new minority teaching
candidates in the face of in-
creasing minority student en-
rollments. These differences
in terminology and diagnosis
have crucial implications for
prescription and policy.
Increasing teacher produc-
tion and recruitment has long
been the dominant strategy
for diversifying the teach-
ing force and addressing the
minority teacher shortage.
And nothing in our research
suggests that bringing new,
qualified minority candidates
into teaching is not worth-

The same hard-to-staff
schools that are more likely
to employ minority teachers
are also more likely to have
less desirable working
conditions.

while. Indeed, our data show
that this approach has had re-
markable success. In the two
decades since the late 1980s,
the minority teaching force
has increased at over two and
a half times the rate of the
white teaching force.

But the data indicate that
new teacher recruitment
strategies alone do not di-
rectly address a major source
of minority teacher staffing
problems — turnover. This
is especially true for minority
teacher recruitment efforts
aimed at male teachers, be-
cause male minority teachers
have especially high turnover.
Indeed, the ballooning of the
minority teaching force is all
the more remarkable because
it has occurred in spite of the
high turnover rate among mi-
nority teachers.

More than 56,000 minor-
ity teachers left teaching in
2004-05 (Figure 2), including
about 16,000 who reported
that they left to retire and
30,000 who reported that

they left to pursue another
job or career or because of
job dissatisfaction. Improv-
ing the retention of minority
teachers recruited into teach-
ing, by addressing the factors
that drive them out, could
prevent the loss of the invest-
ment and also lessen the need
for more recruitment initia-
tives. All of this suggests that
we should develop teacher
recruitment and retention
initiatives together. Recruit-

ment alone has not solved ei-
ther the problem of minority
teacher shortages or of fill-
ing positions in hard-to-staff
schools. In plain terms, it
makes no sense to put sub-
stantial effort into recruiting
candidates to teach in schools
serving disadvantaged stu-
dents, if those schools are not
desirable workplaces.

These findings also have
implications for education
accountability reforms. In
preliminary analyses (Inger-
soll, 2007), we have found
that in some states and school
districts, implementation of
school and teacher account-
ability initiatives has been
accompanied by decreases in
teachers’ classroom autonomy
and schoolwide decision-mak-
ing input — the very working
conditions strongly associated
with minority teacher turn-

over. Hence, depending on
how they’re implemented, ac-
countability reforms may have
the unintended and unfortu-
nate consequence of increas-
ing minority teacher turnover
and minority teacher staffing
problems. These issues are
worthy of further investiga-
tion — a project we are now
undertaking. Again, this sug-
gests the need for balance in
reform — accountability and
professionalism must go hand

in hand. In other words, it
does not make sense to hold
somebody accountable for
something they don’t control
or have input into, nor does it
make sense to give someone
autonomy and control over
something for which they
aren’t held accountable. Both
of these changes are necessary.
Our findings support the
view that school organization,
management, and leadership
matter, and they shift atten-
tion to discovering which
policy-amenable aspects
of schools as organizations
— their practices, policies,
characteristics, and condi-
tions — are related to their
ability to staft classrooms
with minority teachers. The
data suggest that poor, high-
minority, urban schools with
improved working condi-
tions will be far more able

to do so. To be sure, alter-
ing these conditions would
not be easy. However, unlike
reforms such as teacher sal-
ary increases and class-size
reduction, changing some
conditions, such as teachers’
classroom autonomy and fac-
ulty’s schoolwide influence,
should be less costly finan-
cially — an important consid-
eration, especially in low-in-
come settings and in periods
of budgetary constraint. K
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