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CCSSO DLRT Teacher Pipeline Series: 
What does Teacher Diversity and Culturally Responsive Practice have to do with … 

RETENTION? 
 
Introduction 
 
In 2018, the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) engaged nine states1 in their Diverse and 
Learner-Ready Teachers (DLRT) Initiative. CCSSO also engaged a range of national organizations as 
collaborators to support the work of the DLRT states. One subset of national collaborators, the 
Communications and Advocacy Work Group2, identified the need for developing a common language for 
policymakers around diverse teaching and learning. The group worked to address this need by 
developing two resources. First, they collaboratively assembled the following definitions for two key 
terms – teacher diversity and culturally responsive practice: 

• Diversity can be defined as the sum of the ways that people are both alike and different. The 
dimensions of diversity include race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, sexual orientation, 
language, culture, religion, mental and physical ability, class, and immigration status. Teacher 
Diversity refers to the representation of dimensions of diversity in the collective makeup or pool of 
individuals within the K-12 public school teacher workforce. The work of the CCSSO DLRT Initiative 
focuses specifically on increasing the racial diversity of the teacher workforce.3,4 

• Culturally Responsive Practice in the classroom refers to both: 1) the use of cultural knowledge, 
prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to 
make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for all students; and, 2) the embodiment 
of attitudes and dispositions that empower students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and 
politically using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes. The work of the CCSSO 
DLRT Initiative focuses specifically on increasing the culturally responsive practice aptitude of the 
teacher workforce.5,6,7 

Next, based on these definitions, group members developed a series of short papers that would address 
how these two terms relate to nine key aspects of the teacher pipeline: Accountability, Compensation, 
Data Systems, Induction and Mentoring, Preparation, Recruitment, Retention, Student Demographics, 
and Well-Rounded Education. These papers form a series that seeks to provide both language and 
rationale to state policymakers as they work to incorporate teacher diversity and culturally responsive 
practice in policy initiatives across the spectrum of teacher pipeline issues. The current paper specifically 
addresses the intersection of diversity with Retention. 

 
What is retention? What is its role in the larger Teacher Pipeline? 
 
States and districts are confronted with a complex teacher human capital challenge: how to effectively 
retain an excellent, diverse teaching workforce. Doing so is core to building and sustaining a high-quality 
teacher pipeline. Myriad reasons can influence why a teacher may decides to exit the profession, 
including low compensation, poor working conditions, ineffective school leadership, and insufficient 
support and professional development.8 Teacher turnover is costly, disruptive, and hurts student 
achievement. Thus, understanding and addressing the root cause issues of teacher turnover is a critical 
and urgent policy matter.  
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What does Teacher Diversity have to do with retention? 
 
Research is clear that a diverse teacher workforce benefits all students.9 Yet, as the country becomes 
more racially diverse, the educator workforce has trended in the opposite direction.10 In response, 
states and districts have increased efforts to boost teacher diversity to better match the diverse student 
populations educators serve. Recruitment efforts to attract more minority teachers into the field have 
proven successful but have been undercut due to high churn rates of these same teachers, who tend to 
work in high-need schools where teacher turnover is higher.11  

 
What are some policies and practices that could help make Teacher Diversity an integral part 
of retention? 
 
State, district and school-level policies targeting teacher recruitment - but not retention - contribute to a 
“revolving door of in-and-out recruits”.12 To recruit minority teachers to the classroom and help ensure 
they stay, policy makers should consider providing scholarships to students enrolled in high-retention 
preparation programs and offer loan forgiveness to minority teachers or teachers in high-need districts 
and schools.13 State leaders could also require, and specifically fund, strong induction and ongoing 
professional development programs that respond to the unique needs and experiences of minority 
teachers.14  

State supports and incentives to boost principal pipelines to recruit and retain effective principals in 
high-need schools can also be a high-impact policy lever to improve retention of minority teachers.15 
Strong school leaders can foster equity-driven and supportive workplaces that can reduce minority 
teacher turnover.16 Examples of this include promoting inclusivity and ensuring diversity on school 
leadership teams.  

 
What does Culturally Responsive Practice (CRP) have to do with teacher retention?  
 
Given the changing demographics of school-aged students, all teachers, regardless of background, 
should be prepared and developed to demonstrate CRP principles. Well-prepared “learner-ready” 
teachers must, among other things, “understand the differing needs of their students, hold them to high 
expectations, and personalize learning to ensure each learner is challenged”. 17 Teachers who fail to 
demonstrate CRP struggle to build important connections with their students. 18 It is not surprising, 
then, that while white teacher retention is slightly higher than minority teacher retention overall, it is 
lower in schools with high-need populations. 19 

A growing body of research suggests that instruction may be more culturally relevant, and teacher 
expectations higher, when there is teacher-student racial alignment. 20 Improving minority teacher 
retention, then, might also contribute to improved CRP in diverse schools.  

 
What are some policies and practices that could help make Culturally Responsive Practice 
(CRP) an integral part of teacher retention? 
 
Because minority teachers are the exception, not the norm, in most classrooms, states must work to 
ensure more teachers, regardless of background, are better equipped to provide high quality instruction 
to diverse student bodies. State leaders should consider incorporating high standards for CRP in teacher 
preparation and then throughout the teacher career continuum.21  
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For example, states can require that teacher candidates receive culturally responsive pedagogy during 
their preparation, and then receive continued support in this practice through early induction and 
mentoring and ongoing professional development. School leaders, who help connect teachers with 
professional development opportunities, can support this work by ensuring that CRP principles are 
embedded in ongoing training and mentoring opportunities.22  

 
Where can I go to learn more? 
 
• America Needs More Teachers of Color and a More Selective Teaching Profession, Center for 

American Progress 

• High Hopes and Harsh Realities: The Real Challenges to Building a Diverse Workforce, Brookings 
Institute 

• Minority Teacher Recruitment, Employment, and Retention: 1987 to 2013, Learning Policy Institute 
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