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Principals represent the most ‘visible’ form of leadership in 
schools, but current workforce data show that K-12 school 
principals are overwhelmingly white and fail to reflect the 
diversity within the student population. With increased 
policy focus on teacher diversity, equal attention must also 
be directed towards the lack of diversity within school 
leadership. This policy brief details why increasing diversity 
in K-12 school leadership can improve overall diversity in 
the teacher workforce and work to support empowered 
schools.   

 
Policy Recommendations 

 
To address the inadequate number of diverse school leaders, 
several concrete policies at varying levels can be 
implemented to increase diversity in K-12 school leadership. 
 

• State and federal governments can offer 

scholarships, tax breaks, and loan forgiveness to 

students who complete principal preparation 

programs, particularly those who commit to lead in 

high-poverty, diverse schools.  

• Institutions of higher education and school 

leader preparation programs can foster 

partnerships with current school leaders and 

provide training opportunities to help them 

identify and recruit promising teachers of color 

into leadership programs. 

• Schools and districts can develop teacher 

leadership and principal pathway opportunities for 

teachers of color and focus on early recruitment by 

closing the graduation and achievement gap at 

secondary and post-secondary levels. In addition, 

creating well-structured mentoring programs for 

teachers of color can increase the number of 

teachers who go on to pursue school leadership 

positions.  

 

Current Demographics of School Leaders 
 
Principals, like teachers, are mostly a racially 
homogenous group. The United States Department of 
Education reports that of the 89,000 principals in US 
public schools, 80% of school principals are white, 
10% are Black, and 7% are Latino. At the same time, 

students of color who identify as Latino (27.6%), Black 
(15.1%), and Asian/Pacific Islander (5.3%) together 
make up a greater share of total school-age enrollment, 
than white students (47.9%).  For school 
superintendents, the numbers are even more alarming. 
Only 6% of school superintendents self-identify as of 
color. This lack of diversity in K-12 school leadership 
has serious consequences beyond numerical parity.  
 

 
 
 

Why Diversifying School Leadership Matters 
 
 Numerous studies show that educators from racially and 
ethnically diverse backgrounds:  
 

• Positively change student and school academic 

outcomes     

• Increase attendance rates for students of color;   

• Enable students of color to advance and enroll in 

more rigorous coursework (see here, here, here);              

• Hold higher expectations of students of color (see 

here and here)  

• Minimize the number of Black and Latino students 

referred to special education  

• Discourage the use of zero-tolerant school 

discipline policies and practices that 

disproportionately affect Black students (see here 

and here) 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2013/2013314.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2016/03/09/why-is-education-leadership-so-white.html
http://ftp.iza.org/dp10630.pdf
http://ftp.iza.org/dp10630.pdf
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654309355994
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0042085911413149
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/eeeecoedu/v_3a45_3ay_3a2015_3ai_3ac_3ap_3a44-52.htm
https://www.amazon.com/White-Folks-Teach-Hood-Rest/dp/0807006408
http://lmcreadinglist.pbworks.com/f/Ladson-Billings%20%281995%29.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Subtractive-Schooling-U-S-Mexican-Politics-Caring/dp/0791443221
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2332858415622175
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0042085908318716
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0002831209351563
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Diverse school leaders are more likely to bring perspectives 
of cultural competence and forms of capital which are 
highly regarded by families and communities, and 
specifically, within immigrant communities.  These assets 
allow diverse school leaders to be “cultural straddlers,”  
enabling them to move within and across multiple 
environments. For example, one study showed that Latino 
school leaders can “prompt Latino parents to change their 
view of the schooling experience—which results in high 
family and community engagement.” These forms of 
cultural capital allow school leaders to foster stronger 
engagement with students and families, improving student 
outcomes, and community engagement. 
 

Diversity in the Educator Workforce 
 

School leaders with diverse cultural identities can change 
school conditions that lead to high rates of turnover 
among teachers of color. By emphasizing teachers’ unique 
cultural and local strengths, school leaders practice a form 
of culturally responsive school leadership, which enables 
principals to improve collegiality and the relational aspects 
of school leadership among teachers and staff. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Indeed, recent turnover data show that of the teachers of 
color who leave the profession because of job 
dissatisfaction, 81% report dissatisfaction with their school  
administration and 56% report poor workplace conditions 
as reasons for their turnover. Although teachers of color 
migrate, or leave teaching for much of the same reasons as  

other teachers, an overwhelming number of teachers of 
color work in schools with greater poverty and less access to 
professional and developmental resources.  Therefore, 
teachers of color who are drawn to teaching and aspire to 
become school principals, to be role models, to contribute 
to their communities, and to advance social justice in 
schools are deterred by difficult working conditions, limited 
classroom freedom, and lack of administrative support. 
However, instituting policies and practices that increase the 
number of diverse and culturally responsive school leaders 
can also support retaining diverse teachers by 
acknowledging and valuing their contributions to students 
and schools.  
 

Problems Associated with Shortages and Turnover 
 
Improving the state of diversity in school leadership requires 
multiple approaches that account for challenges in the 
existing workforce as well as problems of preparation and 
recruitment. The problem of the paucity of school leaders of 
color is multifold, beginning with the persistently inequitable 
public education system in which students of color graduate 
high school, and then attend and graduate college, at much 
lower rates than their white peers—thereby reducing the 
pool of possible teachers and ultimately leaders. In other 
words, a clear pipeline issue exists, wherein shortages at one 
end of the pipeline inevitably affect supply at the other end.   
 
This is further compounded by the higher turnover and 
retention rates among teachers of color. Teachers of color  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

leave the profession or do not strive to become school  
leaders for a number of reasons, including: lack of culturally  
relevant leadership training among existing school and 
district administrators, limited mentors and role models, 
racism and resistance, wages and fewer promotion 
opportunities, and over-assignment to schools with difficult 
working conditions and fewer resources. 

Racial diversity in school leadership 
benefits all students, teachers,  

and communities 

Source: Ingersoll, May & Collins (2017). Of Public School Teachers of Color Reporting Dissatisfaction, Percent 
Reporting Particular Reasons for Their Turnover (2012-13) 

 

https://faculty.washington.edu/rsoder/EDUC310/310CarterStraddlingBoundaries.pdf
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/blasocsci/v_3a90_3ay_3a2009_3ai_3a1_3ap_3a212-230.htm
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/blasocsci/v_3a90_3ay_3a2009_3ai_3a1_3ap_3a212-230.htm
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/blasocsci/v_3a90_3ay_3a2009_3ai_3a1_3ap_3a212-230.htm
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/blasocsci/v_3a90_3ay_3a2009_3ai_3a1_3ap_3a212-230.htm
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654316630383
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Minority_Teacher_Recruitment_REPORT.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10665684.2015.1120367
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0042085915623339
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED484676.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED484676.pdf
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ848344
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Minority_Teacher_Recruitment_REPORT.pdf
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Minority_Teacher_Recruitment_REPORT.pdf
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Initial pipeline shortages, along with high turnover, lead to 
fewer candidates who are ultimately available to fill 
leadership positions. Finally, the high costs of graduate 
school, reliance on biased measures of quality as admission 
requirements (e.g., standardized exams), and other 
institutional barriers further reduce access to leadership 
positions among aspiring leaders of color. 

 
Recommendations 

 
To address these challenges, early intervention and targeted 
approaches towards recruitment and retention by legislators 
and various organizations can increase diversity in K-12 
school leadership. 
 
State and Federal Government  

• Offer scholarships, tax breaks, and loan forgiveness 

to students who complete principal preparation 

programs, particularly those who commit to lead in 

high-poverty, diverse schools  

• Strengthen legislation that regulates principal 

preparation programs  

• Pass legislation requiring alternative pathways to 

principalship to be robust and of high-quality  

• Ensure states provide equitable funding and 

resources to schools and institutions of higher 

education to generate a strong, well-prepared pool 

of diverse principal candidates 

 
Institutions of Higher Education and School Leader 
Preparation Programs 

• Foster partnerships with current school leaders and 

provide training opportunities to help identify and 

recruit promising teachers of color into leadership 

programs 

• Offer affordable and high-quality alternative teacher 

and principal certification options as well as 

scholarships, professional development grants, and 

research-practice-partnerships with local school 

districts 

• Make programmatic and curricular changes to 

reflect context-based leadership approaches, like 

culturally responsive school leadership, critical race 

theory, leadership for social justice, and case-based 

leadership.  These approaches will help prepare 

current and prospective school leaders to better 

support diverse students and teachers.  

 
Schools and Districts 

• Create and update data systems to identify diversity 

gaps in school leadership and roles 

• Establish multi-level leadership opportunities for 

teachers to advance within the profession  

• Focus on early recruitment and pathways by closing 

the graduation and achievement gap at secondary 

and post-secondary levels and partner with 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

(HBCUs) or Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) 

 
Author Affiliations:  
1 Teachers College, Columbia University; 2 University of Texas at 
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This brief is part of the UCEA Policy Briefs Series. The intent of 
the series is to respond to the questions of policymakers based on 
the research-base for educational leadership with significant 
implications for preparing leaders to support the learning of 
diverse student populations. Based at the University of Virginia, 
the University Council for Educational Administration is an 
international consortium of research universities with graduate 
level leadership programs. UCEA members are marked by a 
distinguishing commitment and capacity to lead the field of 
educational leadership and administration. 

 

©2018 University Council for Educational Administration, 
January  

 

 

References 
 

Achinstein, B., Ogawa, R. T., Sexton, D., & Freitas, C. (2010). 
Retaining teachers of color: A pressing problem and a potential 
strategy for “hard-to-staff” schools. Review of Educational 
Research, 80(1), 71-107. 
 
Carter, P. L. (2006). Straddling boundaries: Identity, culture, and 
school. Sociology of education, 79(4), 304-328. 
 
Eddy, C. M., & Easton-Brooks, D. (2011). Ethnic matching, 
school placement, and mathematics achievement of African 
American students from kindergarten through fifth grade. Urban 
Education, 46(6), 1280-1299 
 
Egalite, A. J., Kisida, B., & Winters, M. A. (2015). Representation 
in the classroom: The effect of own- race teachers on student 
achievement. Economics of Education Review, 45, 44-52 
 
Emdin, C. (2016). For White folks who teach in the Hood... and the rest of 
y'all too: Reality pedagogy and urban education. Beacon Press. 
 
Farinde, A. A., Allen, A., & Lewis, C. W. (2016). Retaining Black 
teachers: An examination of Black female teachers’ intentions to 
remain in K-12 classrooms. Equity & Excellence in Education, 49(1), 
115-127. 
 
Firestone & C. Riehl (Eds.), A new agenda: Directions for research 
on educational leadership (pp. 22 – 47). New York: Teachers 
College Press 
 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1067212
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1067212


January 2018                                                www.ucea.org            4   

 
Foster, L. (2004). Administrator and teacher recruitment and 
selection post-Brown: Issues, challenges, and strategies. Journal of 
School Public Relations, 25(2), 220-232. 
 
Gershenson, S., Hart, C., Lindsay, C., & Papageorge, N. W. 
(2017). The long-run impacts of same-race teachers. Retrieved 
from http://ftp.iza.org/dp10630.pdf 
 
Gist, C. D. (2016). Voices of aspiring teachers of color: 
Unraveling the double bind in teacher education. Urban Education, 
52(8), 927-956.  
 
Goldring, R., Gray, L., & Bitterman, A. (2013). Characteristics of 
Public and Private Elementary and Secondary School Teachers in 
the United States: Results from the 2011-12 Schools and Staffing 
Survey. First Look. NCES 2013-314. National Center for Education 
Statistics. 
 
Grissom, J. A., & Redding, C. (2016). Discretion and 
Disproportionality. AERA Open, 2(1), 1-25 
 
Khalifa, M. A., Gooden, M. A., & Davis, J. E. (2016). Culturally 
responsive school leadership: A synthesis of the literature. Review of 
Educational Research, 86(4), 1272-1311. 
 
Ladson-Billings, G. (1995). Toward a theory of culturally relevant 
pedagogy. American educational research journal, 32(3), 465-491. 
Leithwood, K., & Riehl, C. (2005). What we know about 
successful school leadership. In W.  
 
 

Magee, 2016, March. Why is Education leadership so white? Ed 
Week. Retrieved from 
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2016/03/09/why-is-
education-leadership-so-white.html 
 
Monroe, C. R. (2009). Teachers closing the discipline gap in an 
urban middle school. Urban Education, 44(3), 322-347. 
 
Rezai-Rashti, G. M., & Martino, W. J. (2010). Black male teachers 
as role models: Resisting the homogenizing impulse of gender and 
racial affiliation. American Educational Research Journal, 47(1), 37-64. 
 
Sanchez, J., Thornton, B., & Usinger, J. (2008). Promoting 
Diversity in Public Education Leadership. International Journal of 
Educational Leadership Preparation, 3(3), n3. 
 
Shah, P. (2009). Motivating participation: The symbolic effects of 
Latino representation on parent school involvement. Social Science 
Quarterly, 90(1), 212-230. 
 
Torres, J., Santos, J., Peck, N. L., & Cortes, L. (2004). Minority 
Teacher Recruitment, Development, and Retention. Northeast and 
Islands Regional Educational Laboratory LAB. 
 
 
Valenzuela, A. (2010). Subtractive schooling: US-Mexican youth and the 
politics of caring. Suny Press. 
 
 
Villegas, A. M., & Irvine, J. J. (2010). Diversifying the teaching 
force: An examination of major arguments. The Urban 
Review, 42(3), 175-192. 

 

http://ftp.iza.org/dp10630.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2016/03/09/why-is-education-leadership-so-white.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2016/03/09/why-is-education-leadership-so-white.html

