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4 Ways to Make Your School Be er for Black and Brown Teachers 

Here’s what teachers of color need from their principals 

Sharif El-Mekki 

Sharif El-Mekki, a former principal and teacher, is the founder of the Center for Black Educator Development. 

We need Black teachers. We need brown teachers. We need Indigenous teachers. We need more 
teachers of color across the board. 
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More than half of public school enrollees are students of color, but teachers of color comprise roughly 2 
in 10 of our teaching force. 

Diversifying our teaching force to match the demographics of our students is an impera�ve shared by 

many school leaders. Doing so has benefits for students that any school leader would love: higher 
gradua�on rates, reduced dropouts, fewer disciplinary incidents, and increased student achievement to 
name a few. 

The organiza�on I lead recently gathered more than 800 Black male educators at our Black Men 
Educators Convening in Philadelphia. There, our atendees engaged in dialogue and learning that will 
not only help inform our work at the Center for Black Educator Development but can offer a number of 
lessons for leaders dedicated to diversifying their teaching force. 

1. Focus on retaining the teachers of color you already have. Key to building a more diverse teaching 
force is crea�ng a culture that keeps and values the teachers of color already on the job, ul�mately 

making schools more atrac�ve for more Black, brown and Indigenous teachers. Building that culture 
starts at the top and is no small task. But it can be done when leaders lead in a way that supports 
culturally competent teaching and learning. 

2. Build trust and create community. It is essen�al that leaders establish an ethos of understanding 
and listening in a school building. Educators must feel safe, seen, listened to, and ul�mately 

empowered in their diverse iden��es. Deliberate feedback loops are cri�cal to shrink our blind spots— 
the space where bias is born, fed, and grows. All leaders have them, but the good ones are constantly 
aware of their own, working to make them smaller. This style should be embraced by the en�re 
leadership team, not just the person at the very top. 

Leaders should be asking their staff about their own leadership: 

“What should I start and stop doing as a leader?” 

“How do you experience my leadership?” 

“I thought I did this well, did I? Did I miss something?” 

“What can I do beter from your perspec�ve?” 
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Don’t wait un�l exit interviews to start asking colleagues what would make them want to leave. The 

approach should center the ques�on, “How do I create an environment and experience that will 
encourage you to stay?” This kind of openness to improvement through self-awareness and reflec�on 

fosters dialogue, breaks down resentments, and develops a spirit of shared understanding. 

When we asked par�cipants at our recent convening a nearly iden�cal form of ques�oning, we listened 

closely to what they felt made the environment safe and welcoming. A consistent theme in our survey 
results was the palpable feeling of love and acceptance in the gathering. Imagine what would be 
possible if this were the kind of environment our schools could be for Black male teachers. 

3. Iden�fy how teachers of color are singled out in your school. It’s one thing to be a minority in a 
school staff, it’s another thing en�rely to be minori�zed on a staff. Here’s what I mean: If all teachers 

except for the two Black teachers vote a certain way on a policy mater or issue before the staff, being 

blind to that dynamic further marginalizes those Black teachers. Yes, that’s democracy, but it’s also 
precipitously close to majoritarianism. 

Leadership can minori�ze teachers of color in a number of ways—even seemingly well-meaning ac�ons 

can be detrimental to crea�ng a culture that truly embraces minority teachers. For instance, Black and 

brown teachers are o�en assigned to be the managers of every child of color who faces addi�onal 
challenges—even students they do not teach directly. Rather than levying an invisible tax on Black and 
brown teachers through these “extra” assignments, leaders can demonstrate how they value the very 
real exper�se these teachers have by compensa�ng them to provide culturally relevant professional 
development and coaching to other staff and leadership. This builds capacity in the staff and 

demonstrates a commitment to an an�-racist orienta�on. Black teachers o�en share that they are 
pushed toward taking on disciplinary roles and not invested in instruc�onally. A commitment to support 
their instruc�onal and coaching exper�se allows these teachers of color to develop and codify their 
skills to everyone’s benefit. 

4. Move beyond the book club and “affinity groups” for teachers of color. Ordering pizza and soda for 
a monthly mee�ng of Black and brown teachers is not embracing educator diversity. Here again, our 
work with Black male educators has given us insights into useful perspec�ves for leaders to learn 

from. A theme we heard from many of our atendees was the power of working in a school where 
Black and brown teachers were supported in building real connec�ons with their fellow educators of 
color. 

Get The Savvy Principal 

Delivered Sunday morning, this newsleter has essen�al news, informa�on, and career resources specifically for school leaders. 
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But these connec�ons must be supported by leadership to be meaningful. By allowing the insights and 

partnership that arise for collabora�on between teachers of color to drive policy and change within the 
school, leaders can improve the experience not just for teachers of color but all adults and students in 
the building. These empowered networks can be transforma�ve, both for making schools the kinds of 
places teachers of color want to work but also in ensuring that all learners have the support and care 
they need to succeed. 

Leaders cannot expect to right their ship overnight. Many of these changes take months, even several 
years, but they’re all doable. The key is for a leader to take the first step in partnership with their 
educators of color—with equal parts commitment, honesty, and humility. 
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