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Key insights

What is the main issue that the paper addresses?

There is a persistent concern about the underrepresentation of minority ethnic
teachers in the teaching profession in England. This paper examines the issue of
the recruitment and retention of minority ethnic teachers through the lens of ‘interest
convergence’. It uses data from interviews with teachers of different ethnicities and
career stages to investigate their experiences.

What are the main insights that the paper provides?

This paper shows that although participants generally did not face obstacles in
securing classroom teaching roles, attributing this to teacher shortages and, in some
cases, schools' diversity goals, the long-term success such as progression remains
a challenge. This was particularly the case for Black teachers.

BACKGROUND

This paper examines the recruitment and retention of minority ethnic teachers as a critical
dimension within the broader context of England's ongoing teacher supply challenges. The
Teacher Labour Market in England Annual Report 2025 (McLean & Worth, 2025) shows
that teacher vacancies have more than doubled since the COVID-19 pandemic, and over
six posts per 1000 remained unfilled last year—double the pre-pandemic rate. Contributing
factors include under-recruitment into initial teacher training programmes by around 40%
and high attrition rates, with 9.6% of teachers leaving state-funded schools in 2023. These
shortages disproportionately affect schools in more deprived areas, leading to increased
reliance on unqualified or non-specialist teachers (see also Allen, 2025). Historic evidence
suggests that minority ethnic teachers are less likely to enter (Gorard et al., 2023) and more
likely to leave teaching earlier than their White British counterparts (Allen et al., 2016, 2018;
DfE, 2018b; Worth et al., 2022).

Amid these challenges, teachers in England are educating an increasingly diverse stu-
dent population: 37% of pupils in state-funded schools are recorded as belonging to a mi-
nority ethnic group (Gov.UK, 2024a), compared to 23% of the general population in the
2021 Census (ONS, 2022). With the demographic shift, there is a growing concern about
the persistent underrepresentation of minority ethnic teachers (Tereshchenko et al., 2020;
Worth et al., 2022). Although their proportion has risen from 11.2% in 2010/2011 to 16.2% in
2023 (Gov.UK, 2024b), this increase lags behind pupil demographics. The ethnic diversity
gap has actually widened over the last decade, with a 75% increase in minority ethnic pupils
(Demie & See, 2023). Gorard et al.'s (2023) analysis found that nearly all ethnic minority
teacher groups—apart from Black Caribbean—are underrepresented in comparison with
pupils of the same background, while White British teachers and school leaders are signifi-
cantly overrepresented.

Calls to address this ethnic diversity gap have grown, including from government sources
(DfE, 2018a). Successive Education Secretaries have framed the recruitment of minority
ethnic teachers as a way to both tackle workforce shortages (Whittaker, 2019) and ensure
the profession reflects England's diverse communities and pupils (Adams, 2021). Initiatives
across multiple teacher education and development providers—such as Teach First, Teach
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London, KMT, Now Teach, National Institute of Teaching, Ambition Institute—are responding
to these challenges. In Wales, for example, the government has introduced grant schemes
offering substantial financial incentives to minority ethnic student teachers to address the
underrepresentation in the profession (Welsh Government, 2023).

These initiatives are grounded in the social justice implications of a representative teacher
workforce. Greater diversity is seen as a promising strategy for addressing racial and ethnic
disparities in student attainment (Harbatkin, 2021; Lindsay et al., 2021), school attendance
(Gottfried et al., 2021), exclusionary disciplinary practices (Shirrell et al., 2021), the likelihood
of taking advanced courses (Grissom et al., 2020), as well as social-emotional develop-
ment and cognitive function (Blazar, 2021; Cleveland & Scherer, 2024; Gottfried et al., 2022;
Partika, 2023). Although less consistent evidence is found for attainment (Gorard et al., 2023;
Gorard et al., 2025a; Redding, 2019), our systematic review found compelling evidence re-
garding the positive effects of racial matching on student attendance, teacher expectations
and relationships between minority students and staff (Gorard et al., 2025b). Minority ethnic
teachers overall tend to place a higher value on the opportunity to serve vulnerable and
low-income students, and also view minoritised communities less negatively (Achinstein
et al., 2010; Callender, 2018; Quiocho & Rios, 2000). They disproportionately work in urban
‘hard-to-staff’ schools (Ingersoll et al., 2019), and schools with a higher proportion of stu-
dents who use English as an additional language (Tereshchenko et al., 2020).

Representation in teaching is not only about serving students—it is also about address-
ing structural barriers and ensuring fairness in career opportunities and pathways for mi-
nority ethnic individuals. Prior scholarship has highlighted through the lens of race that
these teachers felt undervalued, stereotyped, isolated or excluded (Bradbury et al., 2022;
Callender, 2018, 2020; Hargreaves, 2011) and experienced barriers in progression (Bush
et al., 2006; Miller, 2020) and setbacks in leadership roles (Showunmi et al., 2015). The
emotional toll of navigating overt and covert racism sometimes amounted to ‘hidden work-
load’ (Tereshchenko et al., 2020). Lack of promotion opportunities appeared to be one of
the key attrition factors for mid-career teachers (ibid.). This aligns with a substantial body of
literature from the United States demonstrating that teachers of colour are often devalued,
marginalised, and made to feel invisible or like outsiders within their own schools and com-
munities (e.g., Bristol, 2020; Kohli, 2018; Pizarro & Kohli, 2020), which negatively impacts
their well-being, professional growth and retention (Frank et al., 2021). Some of these issues
become apparent to student teachers at the very beginning of their careers on school train-
ing placements (e.g., Cushing, 2023; Tereshchenko et al., 2024; Warner, 2022).

The recently changed policy context in England is shaping the minority ethnic teacher
workforce in several ways. The Labour Government prioritised the teacher recruitment and
retention crisis in the party pledge to recruit ‘6,500 new expert teachers in key subjects’
by 2029, with a focus on ‘areas facing recruitment challenges’ (Labour Manifesto, 2024).
As part of this commitment, the Department for Education (DfE) allocated around £700
million in 2024-25 to a range of initiatives aimed at improving teacher recruitment and re-
tention (National Audit Office, 2025). In response to the decline in qualified teacher status
(QTS) recognitions following Brexit, the Government broadened eligibility for recognising
international teaching qualifications to previously excluded countries such as Ghana, India,
Jamaica, Nigeria, Singapore and South Africa (DfE, 2025a). This policy benefits teachers
in shortage subjects including mathematics, science and modern foreign languages. Skilled
worker visas for foreign teachers are also on the rise (McLean & Worth, 2025), and 24%
of secondary schools reported international recruitment in the DfE's school omnibus sur-
vey (IFF Research, 2023). The profile of teacher trainees is increasingly international: in
2024/2025, 10% were non-UK nationals (Gov.UK, 2024c). Subject-specific trends show
particularly high international recruitment in physics, where only 57% of trainees were UK
nationals—down from 72% the previous year—and in modern foreign languages, where UK
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nationals made up 62%. These secondary subjects receive targeted Government support,
including bursaries of up to £30,000, as well as the international relocation payments worth
£10,000 (DfE, 2025c).

In light of the shifting policy landscape and ongoing teacher supply challenges, it is worth
asking whether the longstanding racialised barriers to employment and progression for
minority ethnic teachers are beginning to shift—and if so, how and whose interests the
changes serve. The principle of interest convergence that argues that advances in racial
equity occur when they align with the political and economic interests of the dominant group
(Bell, 1980) is a useful lens for considering the opportunities and changing experiences
of minority ethnic teachers within the context of employment, recruitment and retention in
England. By critically analysing the interviews with teachers from a range of minority ethnic
groups, this paper explores how institutional commitments to staff diversity may be condi-
tional, advancing primarily when they align with broader workforce imperatives, such as
addressing classroom teacher shortages. However, despite the persuasiveness of the inter-
est convergence theory and its influence in education studies (Ladson-Billings, 1998), the
assumption of a clear-cut distinction between minority and majority interests may be overly
simplistic. Our findings suggest that teachers from different minority ethnic groups can have
varied experiences and perspectives, complicating the notion of a singular minority ethnic
‘interest’ or ‘agenda’. As critics have noted (Driver, 2011), such homogeneity cannot be as-
sumed. Moreover, the scale of England's teacher recruitment and retention challenges may
at times obscure or override the salience of racial and ethnic differences in shaping teach-
ers' experiences.

METHODOLOGY

This paper draws on the data collected as part of the large-scale multi-method project
funded by the UK Economic and Social Research Council. After surveying 3646 teachers
across England about factors that attract teachers to a school or encourage them to leave
(see for details Gorard et al., 2025c), we sought to speak with teachers who expressed
interest in the follow-up interview. Selective purposive sampling was used to primarily recruit
participants who self-identified in the survey as non-White British. Several former teachers
(e.g., retired or left the classroom for other reasons) were recruited by snowballing from
one interviewee. The teachers were contacted by the research team to participate in a
30-minute semi-structured online interview, but many interviews lasted longer than that. All
the interviews were recorded with consent and transcribed. A common protocol was used
as much as possible during the interviews to maintain consistency of questions asked of
the participants and were conducted with one or two members of our multi-ethnic research
team. The main topics covered included the following: entry into teaching, experiences with
getting teaching jobs, retention challenges and drivers, views on ethnic diversity in teaching,
impact of own ethnicity on career opportunities and strategies for improving (ethnic minority)
teacher retention. The interviews employed open-ended questioning, allowing participants
to frame the discussion in ways that reflected their own priorities.

Participant overview

As the interviews took place during the summer term, the interview period was constrained
by the end of the school year. The achieved interview sample included 33 teachers' pre-
dominantly from London, Midlands and South East, including 11 (33%) who were in the
senior leadership team (SLT). Twenty-seven identified as female (82%), and 6 participants
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were male (18%). In addition to 11 South Asian (33%) and 12 Black (36%) participants from
different ethnicities, two White Other and six mixed-race and other ethnicity teachers were
interviewed. Notably, a third of the sample had a migration background, which we did not spe-
cifically seek but highlight where relevant. There was a range of teaching experience within
the sample, yet skewed substantially towards more experienced teachers from secondary
schools. At the time of data collection, 12% (N=4) were early-career teachers (0—5years of
teaching), 33% (N=11) were midcareer teachers (6—15years of teaching) and 65% (N=18)
were experienced teachers (16 or more years of teaching). Most interviewees (N=28; 85%)
were still currently teaching, while the rest of the participants were former teachers or senior
leaders. See Appendix 1 for a complete list of participants.

Data analysis

To analyse interview transcripts, we first uploaded the data to NVivo 12 Qualitative Analysis
Software (QDA) and applied attributes and index codes that were aligned to our interview
protocol and research questions. These deductive codes were agreed upon by the research
team and included codes such as ‘motivation to teach’, ‘recruitment experiences’, ‘recruitment
factors’ and ‘retention factors’. The first author then conducted inductive thematic coding on
the interview data. For instance, examples of recurring themes located in the ‘motivation to
teach’ overarching category with their pertinence included ‘passion or interest in teaching’
(15), ‘desire to make a difference’ (13), ‘accidental path’ (4), ‘switching from a dull career’ (2);
and the ‘recruitment experiences’ category included themes such as ‘straightforward’ (11),
‘high vacancy rate’ (11), ‘ethnic background’ (15), ‘favoured outsider’ (1), ‘connections’ (1)
and so on.

Having arranged our data into thematic groupings, we explored with the help of matrix
coding queries in NVivo whether and how themes were associated with particular back-
ground characteristics among participants (e.g., ethnicity, phase they taught, subject). The
analysis for this paper primarily followed the variable-oriented approach (Miles et al., 2014),
where ‘the details of any specific case recede behind the broad patterns found across a
wide variety of cases’ (p. 102). As we show, this approach highlighted how teachers of dif-
ferent backgrounds tended to describe their experiences in the school system. While little
explicit case-to-case comparison was done, we used some case-oriented strategies, where
we identified multiple cases that fell into certain patterns and groups. These multiple exem-
plars were then interpreted and synthesized along emerging analytic dimensions in an effort
to incorporate individual experiences within certain configurations (Denzin, 2001). For ex-
ample, the role of subject taught, such as sciences or mathematics, was identified as shap-
ing and cross-cutting the experiences of minority ethnic teachers of finding a teaching job.
These cases at hand were then examined for comparability in combination with other vari-
ables such as ethnic background and systematically synthesized within themes. Although
the sample of 33 is modest, it was sufficient for us to identify meaningful subgroup patterns.

This article focuses on the codes most relevant to understanding the experiences of
minority ethnic teachers, with the aim of enriching insights from our earlier survey and evi-
dence synthesis work (see Gorard et al., 2025c, See et al., 2024). A selective, in-depth anal-
ysis was undertaken on a subset of themes that appeared to reflect distinctive dimensions
of their professional experiences, including barriers and facilitators in recruitment and re-
tention, perceptions of institutional inclusivity and diversity and the role of racialised identity
in shaping career trajectories. This cross-theme exploration sought to identify the specific
challenges and opportunities that may inform more equitable strategies for attracting and
sustaining a diverse teaching workforce. However, while the primary analytic lens is attuned
to themes directly connected to race and ethnicity, the paper engages, where relevant,
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with intersecting or broader themes that contribute to a fuller understanding of teachers'
experiences.

FINDINGS
Recruitment: Interest convergence?

There was a high level of consistency between most participants' accounts of securing
classroom teacher jobs. They described this process as ‘straightforward’, often linking it
to high vacancy rates. Twenty-two interviewees shared these experiences, for example:
‘it was a relatively straightforward process’ (Nicole); ‘I always found it very easy to get
work’ (Miriam); ‘it's not been too problematic’ (Meera); ‘| always got jobs very, very quickly’
(Daniela); ‘it's so easy because we're short of teachers’ (Michael); ‘there always seem to be
jobs out there’ (Jamie); ‘the agency just gets your CV, gets you in an interview, and it's like
zero to no effort’ (Florence).

Being a teacher of shortage subjects emerged as an additional facilitating factor in re-
cruitment. Eight of the 11 mathematics and science teachers in the sample found job secu-
rity in STEM subject areas:

| think finding jobs as a maths and a science teacher probably | think is, | mean
in my head it is easier.
(Rina)

| think, as a physics teacher, there's not many of them. [...] So, | feel confident
that it would be easy to find a job if | ever wanted to move to a different job.
(Hannah)

Interestingly, Amal, Christine, Omar and Devi felt that their science and maths departments
were predominantly staffed by minority ethnic teachers, including teachers with a migrant back-
ground who, according to Christine, ‘had the best maths results’. As Amal noted, ‘If you are
good at what you are doing, you always get the best jobs. | never had a problem to find a job
as a science teacher. The fact that minority ethnic teachers were ‘the majority’ in science
departments where she worked made Amal feel ‘that England needs us’. While they were ap-
parently welcomed in shortage subjects, the progression of minority ethnic teachers into senior
leadership appeared limited: ‘the perception we have is that we probably will get a job for a
headteacher when they won't have any other choice’ (Omar).

Former senior leaders in our sample spoke in the interviews about how their careers were
also shaped by the high demand for teachers in shortage subjects in the 1980s and 1990s.
A former science teacher Christine noted, ‘Sciences and maths were classed as shortage
subjects, so they were offering golden hellos and whatnot to encourage people across to
teach’. This demand reportedly facilitated their promotions into leadership roles, as for ex-
ample in this account:

There was a shortage of good maths teachers at the time. So, promotion, you
know, in inner city schools was, you know, okay to get. It wasn't too bad.
(David).

This point about careers conditioned on ‘inner city schools’ illustrates a tension—while teacher
shortages can create opportunities for minority ethnic groups, this does not always lead to
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broad structural change or sustained equity. The careers of underrepresented teachers may be
temporary and conditional, as we discuss next. Our focus in the following section is predomi-
nantly on Black teachers because all 12 had a set of unique observations to the rest of the sam-
ple. Most Black teachers themselves raised the issue of race in recruitment and progression
before the interviewers had asked any direct questions.

Career opportunities and barriers: Short-term access versus
long-term success

The recruitment of some minority ethnic teachers in our sample appeared to be shaped by
race in a contingent way. This was exemplified by a number of Black teachers who argued
that they secured employment thanks to the schools' diversity goals. Hazel described how
‘very easy’ it was to get her two initial teaching jobs, explaining that ‘at both schools it was
a predominantly White staff’ and ‘part of it was like having some diversity in the school’.
Florence claimed that her race was a resource for advancement onto a senior leadership
team, stating, ‘it had a lot to do with me getting that job’, as ‘it was a White SLT team and
they needed a Black face’. Likewise, being viewed ‘as an opportunity’ (as a result of the
multiculturalism agenda, underachievement of Black children) helped now-retired primary
school leaders Jade and Karen secure their promotions. For Jade, securing a deputy
headship at a suburban school in the West Midlands represented a departure from the
prevailing trend. As she observed, ‘the [Black] teachers that | knew at the time tended to
focus on the inner ring rather than the outer ring’. She described in detail how she thought
the headteacher was ‘ready’ for her because of the commitment to diversify staff:

And | think the headteacher maybe looked around her school and thought ‘Not
in this day and age’, you know. ‘We just can't be an island’, if you like. We've got
to have, you know, this is a time of embracing different cultures, ‘What are we
doing?’

(Jade)

However, Jade questioned the result of this decision because of how unwelcome she felt in
that school as the only Black member of staff, describing other teachers' support as ‘no other
word for it but appalling’. Having made a successful deputy headteacher, she chose to go back
to the inner city to obtain her first headteacher post. The challenge of going against the grain
of racialised hiring patterns was also highlighted by another retired headteacher Patricia: ‘...it
would be very difficult for me even now to get into a school in the leafy suburbs. My face does
not fit. It's as simple as that’. Notably, following her success with obtaining a leadership role,
Florence, quoted at the start of the section, subsequently experienced a demotion, although
she attributed this to personal circumstances rather than her race.

Highlighting the temporality of the Black teacher's career success, Jade observed that
in her time as a teacher, ‘The problem came when you wanted to move [up] or you wanted
to apply to another school’. The experiences of current teachers in our sample chime with
Jade's remark, suggesting that barriers in progression are not a problem of the past. Those
who claimed they had not faced challenges in their careers had yet to apply for promotion.
For instance, Nicole stated, ‘I've never felt it in a holding back way, but | haven't gone for
much promotion yet’. Similarly, Jordan, who had been in his first teaching post for 4 years,
noted, ‘I haven't really got any experience of changing’, though he was set to become a
head of department in his school the following year. In contrast, a Black teacher who had
progressed into a leadership role described encountering racial microaggressions: ‘I did not
experience any discrimination until | got a middle leader role. That's where | faced most of
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my difficulties and challenges in terms of my role and race’ (Diane). Specifically, the micro-
aggressions took the form of tone, language, and unsupportive and uncooperative treatment
by a senior colleague. Diane recalled being unexpectedly called into a meeting without an
agenda, only to face accusations, despite following the same practices as another head of
year who was praised for the same actions. Additionally, her contributions were ignored or
dismissed, while a White male colleague was acknowledged for repeating her points. These
experiences led Diane to question whether race played a role in how she was treated as a
middle leader. Additionally, she observed, ‘there seems to be a slightly higher turnaround in
Black and Brown members of staff’, possibly, Diane believed, due to these teachers ‘being
blocked when they do show interest in promotions’, despite ‘taking on extra responsibilities
for free’.

While another Black teacher Hazel left the profession by the time we interviewed her,
primarily due to being ‘undervalued’ and ‘overworked’, she also reflected throughout the
interview on how ‘it was really, really difficult’ to progress:

It wasn't my experience [being less successful in getting job] until | hit the top
of the pay scale, and then | was looking for promotions within the school that I'd
worked at for 5years at this point, and then it became really difficult to be seen
to get hired, like get a promotion.

(Hazel)

Naomi, who was at the time of the interview on the top of the upper pay range scale in Inner
London, shared ‘stressful’ and ‘demotivating’ experiences of getting promoted or recruited for
the head of science role she had been trying to get for years after her old inner-city school
where she was an assistant headteacher had been closed. She unambiguously attributed all
her challenges to racial discrimination and specifically anti-Blackness (e.g., ‘I think it's easier for
Asians, but for Black Africans and Caribbeans, it's very difficult’):

This Asian colleague went off, did several interviews and was successful in all.
And so, you know, she was in a position to choose which best suited her. We
don't get that sort of opportunities which is really sad.

(Naomi)

Another mid-career Black secondary teacher in Outer London reflected on the challenges she
faced in securing a middle leadership role—a position that, framed as a valuable opportunity
for her professional development, did not come with additional pay. She suggested that promo-
tion decisions were not necessarily made to benefit minority ethnic teachers but rather served
the interests of the school leadership:

The only reason why | think I've got it is because there was a survey that was
carried out in our school about race. The senior leadership team were actually
surprised about the findings of the survey, which | wasn't surprised with because
most people are feeling that way, so that makes any sense in terms of ethnic
minorities not being recognised for their hard work, and only white members of
staff promoted really quickly. So, the senior leadership team, | think they then
probably to make themselves look better, feel better, approached certain ethnic
minorities. And it's funny how since that survey was done, | think it's called a
flare survey, since the survey was done every time there's a promotion now it's
all minorities that are getting it.

(Zara)
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Zara's account underscores the limits of interest convergence. While school leadership re-
sponded to concerns about racial inequities by promoting more minority ethnic teachers, this
shift appeared to be driven by institutional self-protection rather than a commitment to struc-
tural change. In these circumstances, the London-based teachers believed that Black teachers'
advancement into senior leadership was only possible in specific boroughs where ethnically
diverse school leadership did not make appointment decisions in the interest of White peo-
ple. As Zara put it, ‘Everybody knows [that] you have to go to either Hackney or Islington or
Haringey, because they will accept you in senior leadership compared to the borough that you
work in, which is really sad’. She further spoke about feeling ‘stuck’ because once a certain
pay scale is reached in teaching, it becomes difficult to leave for other jobs or fields where the
pay is comparatively lower. Nonetheless, Zara and other participants attributed minority ethnic
teacher attrition to this factor. The ‘lack of promotion opportunities’ code within the attrition
category captured similar perceptions and concerns by nine participants. These experiences
may help explain a finding by Small et al. (2018), which showed that improved opportunities for
progression were the top retention factor for minority ethnic teachers in London schools—cited
by 57% compared to just 25% of majority teachers. Concerns among Black teachers about
lack of promotion opportunities and lack of minority ethnic leaders were also highlighted in our
recent survey (Gorard et al., 2025c).

Whereas Black teachers articulated racism more explicitly, Asian teachers were surpris-
ingly less forthcoming; nevertheless, two South Asian senior leaders reflected on their ra-
cialised experiences, drawing attention to the interplay of ethnicity, institutional contexts and
senior recruitment. Similar to Black teachers, Meera and Anita perceived their leadership
appointments as contingent upon their race. While encouraged and supported by the out-
going White headteacher at her school, Anita ‘unfortunately wasn't successful in applying
to schools that didn't have a diverse community’. Only after serving as an acting head and
going through three rounds of recruitment in her own school was she finally appointed (‘I
was able to prove myself because the other candidate wasn't an ethnic minority’). Meera
explained that getting to middle leadership (i.e., a head of department) was ‘easy enough’
(recalling, ‘I was doing that within the first 7 years’), but ‘it's then moving into senior leader-
ship and the expectations of senior leadership’ that took her well over 10years to achieve.
Despite describing the perceived attitude at her current Multi Academy Trust ‘that a little
brown woman is not going to be able to do what a tall White man can’, she felt that her ethnic
background and understanding around the diversity goals in the curriculum (see DfE, 2025b)
helped her to secure a curriculum director role where ‘| have 14 schools under my care, and
developing the English curriculum’:

And again, it was because | work for a Trust that's not very diverse, not just
in terms of its body, but also in terms of the curriculum. And one of the key
questions | was asked at interview was how | would make the curriculum more
diverse and representative of the community that it serves.

(Meera)

While this section reflects the sense of pessimism conveyed elsewhere (Bradbury
et al., 2022; Wallace, 2020), it is important not to overlook the agency expressed in the
interviews. Indeed, reducing minoritised individuals to passive bystanders—a critique often
levelled at interest convergence theory (Driver, 2011)—risks oversimplifying their active
roles and responses. There were examples provided specifically by our Black participants
of grassroots support for recruitment, progression and retention. They highlighted the sig-
nificance of informal and formal networks in ‘maintaining ambition’, ‘providing role models’
and fostering ‘camaraderie’. Former school leaders Patricia, Jade and Karen reflected on
how a Black teacher network in the Midlands provided mentorship, interview preparation
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and solidarity, arguing that such spaces allowed Black educators to navigate challenges
together. Additionally, a current early-career teacher Diane explained that Black colleagues
created their own support systems within her academy chain, running events and building
communities despite a lack of institutional backing. The following section explores the im-
portance of community and representation in benefitting minority ethnic teachers—an issue
captured by Hazel when she noted, ‘it's easier for a White teacher to continue because
they're with their peers’.

Diversity in schools—Sustaining minority ethnic teachers

Our prior national survey found that minority ethnic teachers were attracted to schools
by the ethnic diversity of students, staff and school leaders more so than White British
teachers, and Black Caribbean and Bangladeshi teachers rated this factor especially highly
(Gorard et al., 2025c). The ethnic mix of schools was also found to be important for minority
ethnic teachers in the model to predict leaving the teaching profession, although workplace
stress appeared to be the strongest predictor overall. To build on these survey findings, we
turned to interview data to explore how minority ethnic teachers described the role of school
diversity in shaping their career trajectories.

Looking across the data, the interviewees most frequently named location or convenience
as elements or conditions that primarily attracted them to schools. Only a minority of partic-
ipants named ethnic diversity as a key attraction (other recruitment factors including ‘non-
academy schools’, ‘promotion’, ‘opportunity to teach specific subject’, ‘availability of CPD’,
‘academic excellence’). The theme ‘rewarding job’ topped the list of the retention factors,
while ‘workload’ and ‘behaviour’ were discussed most frequently as potential reasons for at-
trition. Yet, the overwhelming majority of minority ethnic teachers (and one of the two White
British teachers) reflected on the significance of ethnic diversity when prompted during the
interviews. Many may relate to Hannah's experience below—while she personally valued
working in diverse environments, she accepted a position in a predominantly monocultural
area due to practical considerations and the overall appeal of the school:

In London | was in a very multicultural school, like almost everybody was an eth-
nic minority. Where I'm from in LA that's kind of what it's like as well. [...] | didn't
grow up around any White people. So, it's very weird to go to the school that I'm
in now, which is in a fairly rural part of Hertfordshire and it's like, | don't know, 90
percent White. And it's just, it's very strange for me. So, | guess, I've been there
for three years, I'm kind of used to that now. But yeah, that wasn't ideal for me. |
would have liked more ethnic diversity, but so it happened, it seemed like a pretty
nice school and sort of the right location, and they were hiring, so.

(Hannah)

Several, mostly secondary, teachers reflected on student demographics they felt more
aligned with in terms of cultural affinity, values or behavioural expectations. For instance, for
Sara, what ‘solidified’ her decision to join the school was the sense of connection she felt
upon arrival, recalling how ‘one of the students greeted me as soon as | walked in through
the door’ and how she could ‘identify with these students’, having grown up in a similar
ethnically diverse and impoverished area in London. Despite a long commute, relationships
with students kept Sara in the school for 8 years and were cited as the main retention factor:
‘I don't think it's the school or the system or the government that has kept me in teaching,
it's literally those students’. Another teacher linked student ethnicity in her school to shared
norms of respect and discipline, stating, ‘behaviour wise | think it's heaven for me’:
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I'd rather have the minority kids because they come from a similar background
like me. Then we have the same principle and if | say to an Indian boy, ‘I will call
your parents’, it'll have more effect.

(Amal)

This point is also implicitly articulated by Daniela, who was leaving teaching at the time of the in-
terview. She recounted her ‘only very nice experience | had in England as a teacher’ in a super
diverse ‘allegedly a very rough area of Birmingham’. She taught Arabic alongside some French
to students of Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Somali and Indian backgrounds who were, she noted,
‘keen to learn’. In contrast, her subsequent experience in the South East—where there was no
diversity—was marred by stressful tensions with students: ‘| was called a bloody foreigner on a
few occasions’, she recalled, ‘This behaviour was absolutely appalling. It wasn't teaching. It was
just a constant struggle’. An early-career Black teacher Diane suggested that lack of respect
would deter her from seeking a position in non-diverse schools, citing strained relationships
with students during the training placement in ‘a White area”: ‘my mentors acknowledged that
there was a difference in how students perceived me versus how they perceived the teachers
in the department’.

The centrality of belonging was apparent within minority ethnic teachers' liking of staff
diversity. For example, teachers reflected: ‘compared to the other schools in the area, a
school that | work at is very diverse and | do like it, | like that about the school’ (Sunita),
‘you've got to be able to see yourself in spaces’ (Chantelle); ‘| wasn't just going to be the only
[minority] person’ (Nicole). A retired primary leader recounted how being among individuals
who shared her cultural background in an inner-city school (after a period of work in ‘an outer
ring’) brought about a sense of freedom and authenticity that sustained her 12-year-long
headship:

...if you're placed in in a monoculture you just recognise that so much, but if
you're with your own community, your own culture, you're free, you're free to just
go ahead [...] to carry on and just let loose and just do it

(Jade).

Yet, while the majority of teachers in our sample appeared to work in schools with relatively
diverse staff—though not in direct proportion to the student body—around a third reported a
near complete lack of diversity in leadership. Multiple examples of observations on this topic
include the following: ‘when you look at the schools and the makeup of our schools within the
Trust, the higher up you go, the less diversity you see’ (Meera); ‘SLT tends to be once again
White, British and mainly males, which is not good’ (Sunita); ‘on the STL no, it's all sort of White
and very much English, middle management is the same, but then the actual teaching staff
there is quite a wide diversity’ (Miriam), ‘if you look on the Trust's website [...] you'll see I'm the
only one who is Asian obviously, wears a scarf looks slightly different, the only one that is not
White’ (Sonia), ‘so the senior leadership is a hundred percent White’ (Zara); ‘the teaching body
is diverse, not a lot of Blacks, but a lot of Asians [...] the SLT is all White but kids is a beautiful
mixture’ (Florence), ‘it is diverse, but | will say as you travel further and further up the ranks
there's a little bit less diversity’ (Sara).

Some teachers, like Diane, expressed concerns about how the lack of diversity in lead-
ership can ‘be a deterrence’ for young minority ethnic teachers' sustainability in the pro-
fession. Having ‘spent my whole career observing people get promoted around me who
didn't do half the stuff that | did, or have the outcomes that | did in the classroon’, Christine,
for example, spoke about leadership opportunities she received from minority ethnic head-
teachers who, first, ‘understood the plight, difficulties, obstacles and barriers,” and second,
wanted ‘to engage with children’ from minority ethnic backgrounds. As part of her inclusive
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leadership approach, Anita, a serving headteacher in our sample, recognised the limitations
of relying solely on local recruitment in ‘an insular community’. While support staff remained
largely community-based, she strategically diversified her teaching and leadership team to
include individuals from a range of ethnic and cultural backgrounds, reflecting a deliberate
effort to broaden representation and perspectives within the school. But a larger number
of research participants spoke about how the growing ethnic diversity of the student intake
makes diverse senior leadership vital in promoting equality and diversity. For instance, it
signals to students, especially in ethnically diverse schools, that leadership and authority are
not exclusive to the majority group. For example, David pointed out that when an all-White
leadership team oversees an ethnically diverse student body, it risks sending a harmful
message: that minority communities are not seen as capable of managing themselves or
leading. Additionally, achieving meaningful change in the education of minoritised students
was easier when there was greater diversity in senior leadership. As a former headteacher
Karen reflected, her position in senior leadership, though not without difficulty, enabled her
to advocate for minority ethnic students more effectively, emphasising that ultimately, ‘it's
about the children and their education’. For Black primary leader Chantelle, using cultural
understanding was key to identifying the issues her students faced—a process she de-
scribed as ‘threading the unlinkable’ in conversations with parents. Naomi observed that
students quickly recognised when minority ethnic staff lacked power or influence within the
school, undermining trust and limiting their ability to act on students' concerns. Incidents of
racism and cultural misunderstanding in schools where leadership was not diverse were
reportedly poorly handled, leaving minority ethnic teachers feeling unsupported. Nicole de-
scribed feeling like a ‘lone ranger’ when dealing with rising racist incidents in school, imply-
ing the lack of institutional capacity to respond effectively. Similarly, a secondary teacher
Ryan described the challenges he faced working in a diverse school where there were only
five minority ethnic teachers and the senior leadership team was entirely White British. He
highlighted issues around recognising and addressing unconscious bias, giving an example
of the casual mispronunciation of students’' names as evidence of a persistent lack of cultural
sensitivity that to him seemed offensive: ‘off-the-cuff comments in assembly like, this person
who won this award is ... oh, | can't pronounce the name, but he knows who he is’ (Ryan).
In contrast, Michael described how diverse leadership effectively dealt with incidents of poor
student behaviour within his super diverse London school:

I'm going to say a few things that aren't going to be politically correct. If you've
got a Black kid who's going to be told off by a White SLT, they may not take it as
well, and they will use excuses, and I've seen it for myself [...] whereas if they've
got a Black leader they'll shut them up immediately, and they'll say, you know
you wouldn't get away with that at home, don't give me all that rubbish. So, it's
very, very important that you have a wide diversity with regard to SLT.

Being among a handful of minority ethnic leaders in ‘the city, which is extremely diverse’, Anita
urged the headteachers to invest time in understanding the community to ‘tackle challenges in
a right way’. For example, understanding student cultural behaviours rather than labelling them,
explaining, ‘for example, eye contact can be seen as disrespectful in some cultures, so it's not
that children don't want to look at you, they feel they shouldn't’.

The issues related to senior promotional opportunities, as discussed in the previous sec-
tion, highlighted broader challenges concerning the representation of minority ethnic groups
in leadership. Elaborating on this challenge, four former secondary school leaders identified
academisation as a further barrier to diversifying school leadership, citing its detrimental
impact on the career advancement of minority ethnic teachers. Christine contrasted ‘the
transparency that existed when you had LEAs’ with the recruitment practices of ‘essentially
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a limited company’ that are unlikely to support minoritised careers in equitable ways.
Participants described how recruitment within Multi-Academy Trusts (MATSs) often bypasses
open competition (for example, Christine argued, ‘people get in because of who they know’).
Despite formal advertising, roles are frequently filled internally, disadvantaging external can-
didates, particularly those from minority backgrounds because of the racial homogeneity of
MAT leadership and its influence on hiring practices. As one former leader explained:

Multi Academy Trusts have grown and they do not necessarily keep a track on
ethnic monitoring, but, worse still, many of them are led by White men and they
will appoint people who look just like themselves. And for me that is the biggest
problem for us. We have not literally got a chance of getting through those White,
dominant males who want to replicate the status quo with people who look like
themselves.

(Patricia)

Additionally, as discussed earlier and highlighted by David below, minority ethnic teachers tend
to progress more slowly than their White counterparts, which can result in them appearing ‘ex-
pensive’ to employ by the time they are eligible for leadership roles:

And if you remember, what | said earlier was that it takes ethnic minorities a
longer period of time to get to positions and therefore by definition, they're more
prone to attack or more prone to discrimination by age.

(David)

This slow progression, combined with economic pressures in the increasingly privatised educa-
tion system, was seen as further disadvantaging minority ethnic teachers, as well as explaining
their mid-career attrition.

DISCUSSION

We set out to explore how recent efforts to diversify the teacher workforce, alongside
general supply challenges, shape the experiences of minority ethnic teachers. The principle
of interest convergence offered a compelling framework. It suggests that progress in racial
equity often occurs only when it aligns with the interests of dominant groups. We showed
that our interviewees generally did not face difficulties securing classroom teaching roles.
Our research findings also indicate that, amid ongoing teacher shortages (particularly in
certain subjects) the recruitment of minority ethnic teachers may be motivated more by
a need to fill vacancies than by a genuine commitment to transforming school culture or
addressing systemic barriers. This dynamic was evident in discussions around recruitment
into leadership positions, where equity efforts often stalled or depended on the ethnicity
of teachers within the school diversity agenda or otherwise. This tension is echoed in
Callender's (2018) study of Black male primary teachers in England, who are described as
being ‘in demand’, particularly in ethnically diverse schools. Yet, as Callender highlights,
their recruitment is often based less on a recognition of their professional skills and more on
racialised expectations tied to their perceived value in managing diversity. True racial equity
would require not just recruiting but also retaining, empowering and promoting minority
ethnic teachers.

Intersectional patterns of discrimination and privilege (e.g., by gender, ethnicity, social
class) among different minority ethnic teacher groups have to be accounted for (Bradbury
et al., 2022). In our interviews, Black teachers were identified as being the most vocal and
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upfront about racial discrimination, challenges in school experiences and career progres-
sion—echoing the indicative findings of the widely cited NUT survey (Haque & Elliott, 2017),
which highlighted stark disparities faced by Black Caribbean and Black African teachers.
This suggests that we cannot assume uniformity in the experiences of minority ethnic
groups. It is also important to acknowledge that ethnic minority teachers have their own
distinct interests, histories of disadvantage and internalised frameworks for understanding
discrimination. For example, having been raised by immigrant parents with the mindset to
‘just be grateful’, one of our Asian participants rarely questioned whether mistreatment in
her career was racially motivated, admitting that the realisation only emerged amidst her
school focus on anti-racism. Such awakening arguably depends on institutional permission
or climates that legitimise such questioning—a convergence in itself.

Most teachers we interviewed discussed factors influencing recruitment, retention and
attrition in ways broadly consistent with the wider teaching population, citing workload, pupil
behaviour and the intrinsic rewards of the teaching job. However, we exemplified how they
often situated these factors within the context of ethnic diversity, drawing attention to the role
of respect, representation and the ethnic composition of the student body. The reflections
of teachers in this article on their preferences for an ethnically diverse leadership align with
findings that English schools with senior leadership team members from more than one
ethnic minority group have significantly higher retention rates among teachers from Asian,
Black and mixed ethnic backgrounds than among White teachers (Worth et al., 2022). Our
systematic, structured review of international evidence on factors that enhance the recruit-
ment and retention of minority ethnic teachers found that schools with ethnically diverse
leadership teams were most effective at attracting and retaining minority ethnic teachers
(See et al., 2024). Improving this alignment presents an opportunity to foster a sense of
belonging and provides role models for both staff and students, contributing to a more in-
clusive and attractive environment for underrepresented teachers. To explain the role and
practices of diverse leadership, case study research on successful recruitment and reten-
tion practices of teachers in specific schools, as well as academy chains, is needed to fill
in the gap in knowledge. An existing brief guide with advice from minority ethnic leaders
highlighted actions discussed by one of the headteachers in this research with regard to
intentionality—such as creating deliberate spaces for open dialogue about race and equity,
and embedding racial literacy and anti-racist practices into recruitment processes, profes-
sional development and leadership training (Tereshchenko et al., 2022). How academisation
has reshaped the professional landscape for minority ethnic teachers and leaders is yet
unclear and needs further research. The varied responses uncovered by a small-scale lon-
gitudinal study (Johnson, 2021) highlighted that some existing leaders have leveraged the
academy system to create spaces that reflected their leadership values, while others have
encountered environments that undermined their autonomy and professional identity with a
negative impact on their retention.

Finally, as a word of caution, Davila's (2024) analysis highlights a troubling paradox: efforts
to increase the number of minority ethnic teachers are unfolding at a time when teaching is
becoming an increasingly unattractive profession due to pay erosion, high workload, burn-
out, performance and accountability targets, diminished professional status, etc. In England,
the National Foundation for Educational Research found that teacher pay growth has lagged
behind pay growth in the wider labour force, particularly for more experienced teachers
(McLean & Worth, 2025). The RAND's earlier study found that better working conditions,
such as work in a supportive environment with fewer challenges from pupil behaviour, drove
teacher retention choices more so than pay (Burge et al., 2021). Yet pupil behaviour wors-
ened considerably after the pandemic, compounded by mental health and SEND provi-
sion crises, further increasing teacher workload and stress (McLean & Worth, 2025). The
three waves of working lives of teachers and leaders study consistently found that personal
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wellbeing measures such as happiness and life satisfaction were lower for teachers and
school leaders than for the wider population in England (IFF Research and IOE, UCL's
Faculty of Education and Society, 2024). Progression into headship is a less desirable op-
tion now than in 2018 for all teachers (26% vs. 16%), and tellingly for current deputy and
assistant headteachers (56% vs. 42%) (Allen, 2025). These systemic challenges might dis-
proportionately impact minority ethnic teachers working in urban disadvantaged schools,
who already face additional barriers. Government action is needed to address these broader
structural issues if sustainable diversity gains in the teaching workforce are to be achieved.
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Endnote

"Two White British teachers who are listed in the Appendix were largely exclude from the analysis in this paper due
to its focus on minority ethnicities. Two people were deemed to be a small comparison group to base our compar-
ative claims upon.
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