
POLICY ISSUE
Despite dramatic increases in the diversity of the U.S. school-age population, 
the pool of public school teachers has remained disproportionately White. In 
Massachusetts, close to 90% of teachers identify as White, compared to only 
60% of the K-12 student body. The scarcity of teachers of color is particularly 
concerning in light of growing evidence that diverse students benefit strongly 
from relationships with teachers who share their racial identity.

What barriers do non-White teacher candidates face in entering the profession? 
As in many other states, the process required to become a teacher in Massa-
chusetts involves earning a college degree, passing exams, obtaining teacher 
licensure, and securing a teaching position. This study documents the racial 
composition of the applicant pool at each step in the licensure process. We find 
that the pipeline loses most of its diversity at the earliest stages, suggesting 
policymakers should focus their efforts on increasing the number of non-White 
candidates who take and pass the licensure exam.

STUDY DATA AND FINDINGS
We use data from the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Second-
ary Education’s personnel records and the Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System to track each stage of the teacher pipeline in Massachusetts. Using 
weighted averages from 2007 through 2013, we determine the racial compo-
sition of the undergraduate student body, the pool of applicants who take the 
first licensure exam, test takers who pass the licensure exam, those who go on 
to earn a teaching license, candidates who eventually teach in a Massachusetts 
public school, and those who remain in a teaching position for at least 3 years.

We find that most diversity is lost in the first formal step of the pipeline: taking 
and passing the licensure exam. Among those who take the exam, 87% are 
White, compared to only 66% of students enrolled at 4-year colleges in Massa-
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92% of White teacher candidates 
eventually pass the Massachusetts 
teacher licensure exam, compared  
to only 70%–75% of Black and 
Hispanic candidates.

For teacher candidates who do pass the 
licensure exam, non-White candidates 
are similarly likely as White candidates 
to earn their license, find a teaching 
position, and stay in the profession.
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chusetts. There is also a disparity in 
the pass rate for this test. While 92% 
of White teacher candidates eventu-
ally pass the exam, only 70%-75% 
of Black and Hispanic candidates 
do (Black and Hispanic candidates 
are less likely than White candidates 
to retake the exam if they fail it the 
first time). After this point, racial 
differences in matriculation into the 
teaching profession become much 
smaller. Once they have passed the 
licensure exam, applicants of color 
are similarly likely to earn their 
license, find a teaching position, and 
stay in the profession for at least 3 
years as their White peers.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Other research has demonstrated that 
enlisting a teaching workforce that 
is more representative of the student 
body is an important step in closing 
achievement gaps. Our findings 
indicate that, at least in Massachu-
setts, those looking to diversify the 
teaching force should focus on the 
early stages of the teacher prepara-
tion pipeline.

It should also be noted that the pop-
ulation of in-state college students in 
Massachusetts is significantly whiter 
than the pool of out-of-state students: 
Three-quarters of college students 

who graduated from a Massachusetts 
high school are White. Taken togeth-
er, our results suggest a comprehen-
sive approach to increasing diversity 
in the teaching force that involves 
continuing work to close achieve-
ment gaps in K-12 education, target-
ed recruitment of students of color 
into the teaching track, and addition-
al support for teaching candidates in 
passing the licensure exam.
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