
1 

 

 

 

Tracing the Roots of Equity:  

A Historical Analysis of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in the Teaching Profession 

 

Haley Pryor 

Department of Interdisciplinary Studies, University of Central Florida 

IDS333: Issues in Diversity Studies 

Dr. Leah Gaines 

December 2, 2024 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

Introduction 

Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) are essential components of a strong and effective 

educational system. Teachers influence not only individual students but also the broader 

development of society. Despite the importance of representation and inclusion within education, 

the teaching profession has historically been shaped by systemic inequities that created barriers 

for educators from underrepresented backgrounds. Policies such as segregation, exclusionary 

hiring practices, and discriminatory workplace norms limited opportunities for many individuals 

while reinforcing existing social hierarchies. 

This paper examines the research question: How have historical policies and cultural 

attitudes shaped diversity, equity, and inclusion in the teaching profession, and what impact has 

this had on educators from underrepresented groups? By analyzing historical policies, cultural 

attitudes, and contemporary challenges, this paper explores the roots of inequity in education and 

considers strategies for creating a more equitable profession. 

Historical Barriers in the Teaching Profession 

Many inequities within the teaching profession can be traced to policies that 

systematically marginalized certain groups. During the era of segregation in the United States, 

Black educators were often confined to underfunded schools and provided limited opportunities 

for professional advancement (Anderson, 1988). Although Brown v. Board of Education legally 

ended school segregation, the decision also resulted in the closure of many Black schools and the 

displacement of thousands of Black educators (Frankenberg & Orfield, 2007). 



3 

Gender-based discrimination also shaped educational institutions. Women frequently 

encountered barriers to leadership positions within schools, as educational systems often 

reflected broader patriarchal norms. Administrative and leadership roles were commonly 

reserved for men, while women were concentrated in lower-paying and less prestigious positions 

(Rury, 2005). These policies reinforced racial and gender hierarchies that affected hiring, 

promotion, and professional development opportunities throughout the education system. 

Cultural Attitudes and Social Change 

In addition to formal policies, cultural attitudes and societal biases contributed 

significantly to inequities within the profession. Teachers of color and women frequently faced 

stereotypes that limited professional opportunities and influenced hiring and retention practices. 

Assumptions regarding intellectual ability, leadership potential, and appropriate social roles often 

placed educators from marginalized groups at a disadvantage (Villegas & Irvine, 2010). 

Social movements helped challenge many of these assumptions. The Civil Rights 

Movement encouraged greater attention to representation and equality within education, leading 

to efforts to diversify the teaching workforce. However, progress often came with additional 

pressures. Teachers from underrepresented backgrounds were frequently expected to serve as 

representatives of their communities while simultaneously navigating barriers within 

predominantly white institutions (Santoro, 2007). 

The Value of Representation in Education 

Research demonstrates that diversity within the teaching profession benefits both 

educators and students. Gershenson et al. (2017) found that students of color often experience 
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improved academic outcomes when taught by educators who share their racial or cultural 

backgrounds. Representation can provide mentorship opportunities, foster cultural 

understanding, and strengthen students' sense of belonging within educational environments. 

Despite these benefits, significant barriers remain. Neoliberal education policies 

emphasizing accountability measures and standardized testing frequently place additional 

burdens on educators working in under-resourced communities (Sleeter, 2008). These challenges 

can make recruitment and retention more difficult, particularly for teachers from marginalized 

backgrounds, contributing to ongoing disparities within the profession. 

Contemporary Challenges and Future Directions 

The historical inequities that shaped the teaching profession continue to influence 

educational systems today. Efforts to increase workforce diversity have included initiatives such 

as alternative certification programs designed to reduce barriers to entry. While these programs 

can expand access, they often fail to provide the long-term support necessary to retain educators 

from underrepresented groups (Zumwalt & Craig, 2005). 

Addressing these challenges requires comprehensive approaches that extend beyond 

recruitment alone. Mentorship programs, culturally responsive professional development, and 

equitable funding for schools serving marginalized communities can help support educators 

throughout their careers (Weiner, 2006). These strategies strengthen both the teaching profession 

and the educational experiences of students. 

Conclusion 
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The history of the teaching profession reveals the complex relationship between policy, 

culture, and opportunity. Segregation, discriminatory hiring practices, and social biases have 

shaped who enters and succeeds within the profession, while ongoing structural barriers continue 

to affect educators from underrepresented groups. 

Understanding this history is essential for developing policies that promote genuine 

equity. Teachers serve not only as educators but also as mentors, community leaders, and 

influential contributors to social and educational development. By investing in diversity, equity, 

and inclusion initiatives that address both historical and contemporary challenges, educational 

institutions can create a teaching workforce that more accurately reflects the diversity of society 

and better serves future generations. 
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