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Summary

The achievement gap between students of color and their white peers has been a 
longstanding problem in our nation's educational system. The lack of diversity in the 
teacher workforce contributes to this problem. While there are programs through the 
Higher Education Act (HEA), such as the Augustus F. Hawkins Centers of Excellence 
program, and recently introduced legislation, such as the STRONG Act of 2021, that amend 
the HEA to increase funding, the programs remain underfunded and the legislation has yet 
to be passed. To address this issue, we urge Congress to increase funding for the Augustus 
F. Hawkins Centers of Excellence program by $20 million and to pass the STRONG ACT 
of 2021 to increase support for teacher preparation programs and diversify the 
teacher workforce.
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The Need

Significant gaps in educational achievement between students of color and their white 
peers continue to exist in the United States’s educational system. For example, according 
to the Education Trust, “approximately 31% of Latino adults have less than a high school 
diploma compared to 6.2% of white adults.”1 While the educational achievement gap is not 
caused by any singular factor, the lack of teacher diversity within an increasingly racially 
diverse K-12 student population is a persistent barrier that reinforces the gap. According 
to the Department of Education, 50% of students in public school are students of color, 
and only 21% of teachers are teachers of color. For the Latinx community, disproportionate 
representation is increasingly prevalent. In 2020, only 9.3% of the nation’s public school 
teachers identified as Latinx, compared to the 28% of Latinx students in public schools.2 
Complicating the lack of diversity in our nation’s teacher workforce is a prevailing teacher 
shortage exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic—a factor making the achievement gap 
even more critical.3

While increasing teacher diversity helps all students, it is particularly beneficial for 
students of color. Studies show that diverse teacher representation enables students of 
color to achieve better grades, higher test scores, be placed in gifted classes at higher 
rates, and experience higher educational attainment long term.4 Having proportional 
teacher representation will help close the achievement gap between students of color and 
their white peers.

At a state level, the need for racial diversification of the teacher workforce persists. In 
Michigan, a state with a growing Latinx population, Latinx students comprise 8% of the 
K-12 student population while only 1% of teachers identify as Latinx.5

Similarly, in California:
the nation’s most diverse state, and one where Latinx people comprise 40% of the 
population—Latinx students make up 55% of the student population, while only 
20% of California’s school teachers identify as Latinx.6 Meanwhile, data suggests 
that 63% of California’s teacher population is white, while only 23% of the student 
population is white.7

The disproportionate representation is worsened by the lack of diversity in teacher 
preparation programs. In all 50 states, enrollees in teacher preparation programs are 64% 
white, although white students make up only 47% of the public school population.8 It is 
necessary to identify ways of ensuring that aspiring teachers of color are encouraged and 
supported through the completion of their preparation programs to make a difference in 
the achievement gap for students of color. 

Background

Title II of HEA is crucial in providing federal funding for teacher preparation programs 
and expanding teacher recruitment efforts. However, programs within the HEA that could 
help to achieve teacher diversity have never been funded or were only funded recently.9 
Specifically, the Augustus F. Hawkins Centers of Excellence program, which supports 
high-quality teacher preparation programs at Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs), was 
established in 2008 but did not receive federal funding until fiscal year (FY) 2022. In 
FY22 Congress allocated $8 million to the program. In FY23, President Biden proposed 
increasing funding by $12 million for a total of $20 million.10 The final FY23 appropriation 
was $15 million, a $7 million increase.
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These initial investments will yield positive outcomes for teacher programs that will better 
prepare aspiring teachers of color and result in better support for POC students. However, 
in order for more significant outcomes to occur in closing the achievement gap between 
students of color and their white peers, a more sustained investment is needed for teacher 
support programs that better support teachers of color. Importantly, while there are 
other federal programs such as Grow Your Own and the Teacher Quality Partnership that 
support teacher education, the Augustus F. Hawkins Centers of Excellence will facilitate 
preparing and retaining teachers of color because it invests in MSIs, creating a pathway 
to support institutions that have a history, mission, and purpose that align with the 
empowerment and benefit of communities of color.

The STRONG Act of 2021, introduced by Representative Trahan (D-MA), authorizes 
additional funding for the Teacher Quality Partnership Program (TQP). The bill seeks 
to allow undergraduates with an academic major related to teaching to enter into TQP 
teaching residency programs and makes clear that students who graduate from TQP 
programs are eligible for the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program. While Black and 
Latinx students are more likely to need to borrow federal student loans, they are also 
among the most loan averse population, making them less likely to pursue education 
careers or take low-paying jobs after graduation. Loan adversity further contributes to 
the long-standing problem of teacher shortages that was exacerbated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Recent data estimates that there are approximately 36,000 vacant positions 
along with at least 163,000 positions being held by underqualified teachers.

Additionally, educators of color are leaving the profession at astonishing rates as a result 
of low pay and unfavorable working conditions. Without teachers of color, students in 
the high-need districts where teachers of color most often serve, suffer. Investing in 
the STRONG Act will improve the quality of education for students while supporting 
and retaining teachers of color. When we support and provide funding to increase 
teacher diversity, we increase the number of well-prepared teachers to improve student 
achievement, particularly in high-need schools and districts. 

Our Ask 

•	 Increase funding for the Augustus F. Hawkins Centers of Excellence program by 
	 $20 million in FY24 to support additional grantees. 

•	 Reintroduce and pass the STRONG Act of 2021 to amend Title II of HEA to double 
	 the authorization of funding for teacher preparation and residency programs, and 
	 expand opportunities for prospective educators to be eligible for the Public Service 
	 Loan Forgiveness program. 

Impact

Research suggests that a diverse teacher workforce produces positive educational student 
outcomes. For example, a randomized experiment from Tennessee reveals that Black 
students matched with a Black teacher increased their math and reading scores by three 
or four percentile points. Additionally, a study from North Carolina demonstrates that 
instruction from one Black teacher in elementary school cut high school dropout rates by 
39% among Black boys, exemplifying that teacher diversity allows students to reach their 
full potential. 

Evidence also suggests that the benefits of teacher diversity extend beyond academic 
achievement. Studies demonstrate that the exclusionary discipline rate for Black 
students decreased 15% with a Black female teacher and 18% with a Black male teacher. 
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Additionally, research suggests teacher diversity is linked to fewer absences. For example, 
a study conducted in a California high school district found that students missed fewer 
classes when their teachers were of the same demographic background. When students 
have teachers of color, they are more likely to have stronger connections with students 
and their families, thus producing positive socio-behavioral outcomes. More importantly, 
teachers of color understand their students’ cultural circumstances and social-emotional 
needs more than white teachers.

While students of color significantly benefit from a diverse educator workforce, all 
students stand to benefit from a diverse educator workforce. Research suggests that white 
students show improved problem-solving, critical thinking, and creativity when they have 
diverse teachers. Teacher diversity is crucial to meet the socio-behavioral, academic, and 
aspirational needs of students in K-12 classrooms. It is necessary to fund programs like the 
Hawkins Centers for Excellence and the STRONG Act to provide a more comprehensive 
pathway that will allow teachers of color to remain in the profession, and consequently 
extend the benefits to positively impact the lives of students of color.
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