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Arizona teachers lag in reflecting their
students' diversity. Why that's a problem
All students bene+t from teacher diversity, but only 26% of teachers in Arizona are

minorities compared with 64% of students.
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J ulie Quiroa wanted to be a civil rights lawyer.

But a high school guidance counselor in Buffalo, New York, discouraged her,
she said. Instead, the counselor steered her toward cosmetology, a perfectly
respectable profession, but not what Quiroa aspired to do with her life

"I was told my family was too poor and too dumb," said Quiroa, the daughter of
working class immigrants from Guatemala.

Quiroa was so demoralized, she dropped out of high school. Following the high school
counselor's suggestion, she enrolled in cosmetology school. She completed the
program but never worked in a salon. Her heart wasn't in it. She ended up working at
Sally Beauty Supply for years.

Stories of educators discouraging students of color from pursuing their dreams are not
uncommon.

Which is why later in life Quiroa decided to go back to school and become a teacher.

"I wanted to help kids who maybe were like me and show them they can do more,"
Quiroa said. "If you want to do a trade school, do a trade school, but you can achieve
more. Don't let anybody stop you."

Quiroa didn't let anybody stop
her.

In 2007, Quiroa moved
to Arizona with her partner,
finished her GED and earned her
associate's degree from Mesa
Community College. She went on
to graduate with a teaching
degree from Northern Arizona
University.

A 10-year veteran of teaching,
Quiroa now teaches a dual
language kindergarten class at
Keller Elementary School in
Mesa where students learn
English and Spanish
simultaneously.

One recent morning,
Quiroa stood in front of a class of squirmy kindergartners. To focus their attention,
Quiroa repeated a catchy phrase she picked up watching veteran teachers on TikTok.

"Hola, hola," Quiroa said in a musical voice. 

"Coca-Cola!" the students shot back in sing-songy unison, before instantly settling back
into learning mode almost like magic.

A good teacher is key to students' learning.

But experts say academic achievement also improves when teachers such as Quiroa
reflect the diversity of the students they teach.

Arizona, however, has a wide gap between the diversity of the 60,000 teachers working
in publicly funded schools and the 1.1 million students who attend those schools, an
analysis by The Arizona Republic found.

That gap decreased slightly during the pandemic, The Republic found. The pandemic
also created additional challenges by driving more teachers to quit, especially teachers
of color, adding to an already critical shortage of teachers overall, and teachers of color
in particular, experts say.

The lack of teacher representation is of growing importance considering
Arizona's student population has become increasingly diverse, and students of color lag
academically behind white students, experts say.

A reason for some hope is enrollment of students of color in the state's three state
universities, which serve as the main pipeline for new teachers in Arizona.

The Republic found that the number of students studying to become teachers has
increased in recent years at two of the three state universities, Arizona State University
and the University of Arizona.

The Republic found that teaching students at all three universities are increasingly
from minority groups.

Even so, the increase in diversity among university students studying to become
teachers won't be enough to significantly close the teacher representation gap anytime
soon.

Excitement and worry: Tom Horne's return as school chief generates mixed
feelings

Meanwhile, some school districts see the state's teacher shortage as an opportunity to
implement alternative ways to find not only more teachers outside the traditional
university pipeline but to find more people of color who want to be teachers.

"First and foremost, it's important that students can see themselves in the adults they
interact with … in the front of the classroom, which are the teachers," said Melissa
Castillo, the Arizona Department of Education's associate superintendent of equity,
diversity and inclusion.

It's just as important that all students experience teachers from diverse backgrounds,
not just students of color, Castillo added.

"The benefit is really for all children," Castillo said.

That is not the case in Arizona. Students of color are the majority, but the
large majority of teachers are white, according to The Republic's analysis of Arizona
Department of Education data

A closer look at Arizona's teacher diversity gap

About 26% of teachers in Arizona this fall are people of color, according to The
Republic's analysis of preliminary Arizona Department of Education data.

Students of color make up 64% of the 1.1 million K-12 students enrolled in Arizona
schools in the fall of 2021, the most recent year enrollment data is available.

That means the gap between teachers of color and students of color is about 26% to
64%, or a 38-point gap, The Republic found.

DACA: Sen. Kyrsten Sinema works on bipartisan immigration deal to protect
Dreamers

The Republic found that the teacher representation gap has decreased slightly since
2018, when it was 23% to 62%, a 39-point gap.

Latinos make up the largest share of students of color in Arizona. There is a 31-point
gap between the share of teachers who are Latino at 16% and students at 47%.

The gap has decreased slightly since 2018, when about 14.4% of teachers were Latino,
compared with 46% of students, a 31.6-point difference.

The data shows there is a large shortage of Native American teachers in Arizona.

Of the nearly 60,000 teachers in Arizona, only 1,156 of them are Native American, or
about 2% of all teachers. Native Americans made up 4% of students.

Black teachers make up less than 4% of all teachers, which is below parity with Black
students at 6%, the data shows.

Only Asian teachers, at about 3.6% of the total, are at parity with Asian students at 3%.

Student success goes up when teachers reflect students

Research shows that test scores go up, absentee rates go down and suspension rates
decrease when teachers reflect the diversity of the students they teach, said Stephanie
Parra, director of Arizona Latino Leaders in Education, a nonprofit group focused on
raising academic achievement for Latino students in Arizona.

"Overall achievement goes up," Parra said.

A 2017 report by the Brookings
Institution found the teacher
representation gap is wide
nationally.  

"A growing body of literature
suggests that outcomes such as
test scores, attendance, and
suspension rates are affected by
the demographic match between
teachers and students," the
Brookings report said.

Closing the student achievement
gap in Arizona will depend on
increasing the number of
teachers of color working in
classrooms, Parra said. Training
teachers to understand how
personal biases can lead them to
make assumptions about the ability of students to highly achieve is equally important,
she said.

"A component of representation is both ethnic- and values-based and making sure that
we have teachers from all races that truly believe that every single child deserves access
to high quality education, that every single child deserves to be loved, and honored in
that classroom," Parra said. 

"That, to me, is when we're going to finally close the gap, because the moment that you
walk into a classroom as an educator, making assumptions about different groups of
students in your classroom and whether or not they can attain that, that's a problem,"
Parra said.

A Latina principal has seen teacher diversity improve

Christel Swinehart-Arbogast is the third generation of her family to work for Mesa
Public Schools.

Her grandmother served lunches in the cafeteria at Kino Junior High School.

Her mother worked as a secretary for the district.

Swinehart-Arbogast started off working as a playground aide while in college. She
became a teacher at Lowell Elementary School.

"That was a point of pride for my family because I was the first one to become a
teacher," Swinehart-Arbogast said.

Swinehart-Arbogast, who is Hispanic, said, "I became a teacher because I really wanted
to have an impact on the Hispanic community."

Her two daughters have followed in her footsteps. Both teach in Mesa.

Swinehart-Arbogast was promoted to a principal's post nine years ago. This is her first
year as principal at Keller Elementary School, a dual language school where about
70% of the students are Latino and have the opportunity to learn in both English and
Spanish.

Attitudes toward Latino students have changed, Swinehart-Arbogast said.

Her grandfather attended Webster Elementary School when Mexican American
students were institutionally segregated in Arizona. 

"He was only afforded the opportunity to go to the third grade because beyond that, he
needed to work in the fields," Swinehart-Arbogast said.

Her mother attended Lehi Elementary School, where Swinehart-Arbogast said Mexican
American students were sometimes spanked for speaking Spanish.

She's noticed changes for the better since she started her teaching career 25 years ago,
she said. Then, few teachers at Lowell were Latino, even though more than 90% of the
students were Latino.

In the Hispanic community, the teacher is regarded with high respect, almost on par
with parents, Swinehart-Arbogast noted. What teachers say has great power to
influence students.

She has seen the number of Latino teachers and administrators grow as the Latino
student population has grown.

The district still has a ways to go before teachers reflect the diversity of students.

About 12% of the district's teachers are people of color, compared with about 40% of
students, The Republic's analysis shows. About 9% of the district's teachers are Latino,
compared with 46% of students.  

"So I think that representation is key in order to motivate our students to see
themselves as being successful, as growing within their community and then being able
to give back to their community in ways that they didn't imagine before," Swinehart-
Arbogast said.

Teacher pipeline becoming more diverse

The pandemic deepened a critical shortage of teachers in Arizona.  

School districts are struggling to find enough teachers to fill classrooms. Diversifying
the teacher population has added to the challenges at a time when the state's older
population is more white and Arizona's student population is becoming increasingly
diverse because of a rising population and shifting demographics.

Arizona's population has grown to more than 7.2 million from 2.7 million in 1980. The
state's Latino population, meanwhile, has grown from 441,000 to 2.26 million during
that period. Latinos now make up 32% of the state's overall population, up from 16% in
1980.

'Keep your promise': 'Keep your promise': Arizona lawmakers appeal to Ducey to
raise school spending limit

Latinos make up an even larger share of the population 0-18 at 45%, while white
people make up 38%, according to census data. In contrast, whites make up 64% of the
state's population 35 and older while Latinos make up 24%.

"We simply don't have people going into education right now, and trying to find
anybody to be in the classroom is our priority. But the (teacher) diversification
certainly is right there up there," said Patricia Christie, who in January became
director of recruitment and retention for Mesa Public Schools.

A greater share of students studying to become teachers in Arizona are students of
color, according to an analysis of enrollment data by The Republic.

At ASU, 46% of 2,849 teaching students are students of color, up from 39% in 2017.

At UA, 46% of 1,648 teaching students are students of color, up from 39% in 2017.

At NAU, 38% of the 1,911 teaching students are students of color this year, up
from 34% in 2017.

Overall enrollment of teaching students at ASU and UA has increased by 14% at ASU
and 4% at the UA, data shows.

Overall enrollment of teaching students at NAU is down 21% over that period.

Grand Canyon University: Dept. of Education correct in labeling GCU as 'for profit'
school, judge rules

In addition to traditional university pipelines, some school districts in Arizona are
recruiting new teachers through alternative pathways created by the Arizona
Department of Education.

Mesa Public Schools are participating in a program that allows the school district to
hire people to teach in grades K-8 who are not certified as teachers but already have a
four-year college degree. The noncertified teachers receive teacher training on
Wednesday afternoons while already on the job. Or they can earn a master's in
education with tuition paid by the state.

The district views the program as an opportunity to further diversify the teaching ranks
in Mesa Public Schools, Christie said.

"The idea then is to have folks who live in our community ultimately become teachers
in our classrooms," Christie said

The district hired about 100 teachers through the so-called Path to Teach program this
fall, she said. Even so, the district is still down about 80 teachers based on enrollment,
she said.

The district raised the base entry level teacher salary to $53,500 to attract more
teachers and teachers of color. That is among the highest base teacher salaries in the
state, Christie said.

After expanding school vouchers to all Arizona students, backers now seek bigger
payments

Phoenix Union High School District, meanwhile, is developing a new high school to
give high school students a head start on pursuing careers in education after
graduation, said Parra, who serves on the district's governing board.

The idea is for the district to "grow its own" teachers from students who attend schools
in the district, Parra said. About 37% of Phoenix Union's 1,349 teachers are people of
color, while about 96% of the district's 28,000 students are students of color,
according to state data.

"That is the idea, that we are creating our own talent pipeline," Parra said.

The new Phoenix Educator Preparatory was designed in collaboration with state
universities and community colleges. It will open at the start of the school year in
August at a temporary location with a freshman class of 100 students, said Alaina
Adams, a veteran Phoenix Union administrator who has been named the new
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Julie Quiroa (center) decided to become a teacher to inspire all children to
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Keller Elementary School on Sept. 29, 2022, in Mesa. Quiroa spent the day teaching her
class in Spanish as a part of the school's dual language program.
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Stephanie Parra, executive director of ALL In Education, says overall
achievement goes up when teachers reflect the diversity of the students
they teach.
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Christel Swinehart-Arbogast, principal of Keller Elementary School in Mesa, has seen the
number of Latino teachers increase since she became an educator.
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Christel Swinehart-Arbogast, principal at Keller Elementary School

Diversity of teaching students at Arizona public universities
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Adams, a veteran Phoenix Union administrator who has been named the new
principal. The school will add an additional 100-student freshman class over the
following three years.

The school will train high school students to pursue careers in
education as elementary or secondary teachers, counselors,
social workers, or in educational psychology. Students will
graduate with a high school diploma and a two-year associate's
college degree, putting them on track to complete dual
bachelor's degrees in three years, cutting down on the expenses
of a four year degree, Adams said.

A permanent location for the new school is still being developed. But administrators
are focusing on the northwest side of Phoenix, which has the most racially and
ethnically diverse population in Arizona.

Phoenix Union already has an informal policy of recruiting and hiring alumni. The new
school will formalize that process, Adams said.

The new school "is intended to attract and retain alumni, which will help diversify our
educational workforce," she said.

Here's why teacher diversity is important

A Black counselor at the University of California, Berkeley, changed the trajectory of
Daniel Liou's life.

The counselor asked Liou his plans after graduation.

Liou grew up in poverty. Born in Taiwan, he came to the U.S. as a child and was raised
by a single mother in Berkeley, California. She only had an elementary school
education. His father did not finish high school.

As the first person in his family to go to college, Liou confided to the counselor, "I'm
looking to make some money."

The counselor chewed Liou out.

Given his circumstances, and background, Liou needed to go back and serve the
community, the counselor told Liou. "That community needs you."

Liou followed the counselor's advice. He became a teacher and earned a master's
degree in education from Harvard and holds a doctorate from UCLA.

Liou is now an associate professor at ASU's Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College, where
he is an expert on educational leadership.

The anecdote underscores the difficult contradiction college students of color often
face when considering a career in education especially with the increasingly high cost
of a four-year college degree, Liou said. Why go into teaching when you stand to make
a lot more money pursuing a higher-paying career in, say, business or engineering?

A therapist for school staff?: It’s a path to teacher retention, one Phoenix district
says

Liou understands the sacrifice of pursuing a career in education firsthand. He racked
up more than $200,000 in student debt pursuing his doctorate in education. Before
the U.S. Department of Education suspended federal student loan payments, Liou's
student loans amounted to $900 a month. Because of his student loan debt, Liou can't
afford to buy a house, which means he is not building wealth.

Liou believes more students of color would choose to become teachers if the profession
paid better and received more respect. The average starting salary for a teacher in
Arizona is less than $40,544, which is below the national average starting salary of
$41,770, according to the National Education Association.

They shouldn't have "to choose whether they have to make that sacrifice of taking less
money and work in the public sector or to take more money to go into the private
sector. Because right now the burden is on the students to make those decisions.
Society needs to start thinking about how to pay these people more and to elevate their
status in society so that these professions are also competitive," Liou said.

Liou also recalled a Latina teacher who intervened in fifth grade when Liou was being
bullied by Mexican American students for not speaking English. Other teachers had
ignored the bullying or allowed it to continue.

"She confronted these boys and she said, 'You know, he may look different from you,
but my grandfather looked just like him,'" Liou recalled.

The teacher schooled the boys about the similarities between immigrant communities
and the similarities between Liou and the kids who were bullying him.

The bullying stopped. Liou and the kids became friends. 

"Because of her outreach and her intervention, it made me for the first time feel like I
belonged somewhere. It made me feel like, 'Wow, this teacher really cares for me,'"
Liou said. 

Liou shared these stories as examples of how teacher representation matters.

The evidence that academic achievement improves when teachers reflect the students
they teach is not just anecdotal, Liou said.

Research shows that students benefit from teachers who share similar racial,
ethnic, gender, cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds, Liou said. They serve as role
models and mentors.

"They provide advice and mentorship and curriculum that often is very rich and
encompasses narratives and stories that are different from a traditional curriculum,"
Liou said.

Teachers of color serve as cultural brokers, Liou said, often acting as a liaison between
schools and families.

The pandemic, he said, exposed how the lack of Latino and Spanish-speaking teachers
made it harder for schools to communicate with students who speak Spanish or other
languages at home, leading to a greater loss of learning for those students.

"Teachers of color also tend to be more equity-oriented in helping to remedy racial
disparities in student achievement," Liou said.

How cultural ties matter

Nora Gutierrez grew up in Dexter, a small farming town in New Mexico. Her dad was a
farmworker. Her mom worked for the state of New Mexico with special needs
students. Although half of the students were Hispanic like her, none of her teachers
was Latino until she got to 12th grade.

Gutierrez signed up for an elective accounting class specifically because the class was
taught by a Latina. The teacher became a role model.

"I was immediately drawn to a Latina. I was like, 'Wow, a professional,'" Gutierrez
recalled. "She was friendly. She was kind. She was competent. And I learned
accounting. I would have never taken the class had she not been the instructor."

Gutierrez is trying to diversify
the teaching and administrative
ranks at Tolleson Union High
School District. She became the
interim superintendent in 2016
and superintendent in 2018. Her
career in education starting out
as a teacher at the Roosevelt
Elementary School District in
Phoenix spans 40 years.

She is one of a small number of
Latino school superintendents
and a handful of Latina
superintendents in Arizona.

Just over 10% of school
superintendents in Arizona are
Latino, according to the Arizona
Association of Latino Administrators and Superintendents. There are only about
10 female Latina superintendents out of more than 200 school districts.

Gutierrez said she became an educator because she believes that all students can
achieve, regardless of their backgrounds.

Nearly 80% of the Tolleson Union High School District's 13,000 students are Latino,
according to state data.

"I believe all of our students, not just some, but all have the potential to succeed and to
achieve. And that's my focus," Gutierrez said.

Gutierrez said being an effective teacher is not tied to someone's race or ethnicity.

"What's most important is that they're highly qualified, effective teachers," Gutierrez
said.

She was inspired to do well in school by her high school basketball coach, who was
white. He insisted that all of his players be on the honor roll.

But Gutierrez said it's also important that students be exposed to teachers who share
similar backgrounds.

"I definitely think that it is important for our students to have teachers and role models
who look like them and that they can identify with just because they look like them,"
Gutierrez said. "Because they may eat the same things, they may appreciate the same
music, may speak the same language and seeing (Latinos and other teachers of color
as) role model-professionals I think is extremely important."

Gutierrez said the impact on academic achievement from having teachers who reflect
the diversity of the students they teach is something that is hard to measure.
Sometimes, the influence can be subtle.

"When I walk on campuses, I alway spoke to my students using terms of endearment.
Just by calling my students mijo and mija, I knew I had their attention," Gutierrez
said, using the Spanish words for "my son" and "my daughter."

"Just by saying, gracias, bienvenidos, simple terms, they knew I was one of (them),"
Gutierrez said. "And so I think it matters. I don't know if you can measure any of that,
but I definitely have no doubt that students feel it, and parents feel it, and the
community feels it."

Diverse teachers serve as role models

Brisa Ceja Granados is the daughter of Mexican immigrants. Her father works in the
construction industry and her mother is a restaurant worker. She hopes to be the first
person in her family to attend college.

A Latino teacher inspired the 17-year-old to pursue a career in nursing when she was in
ninth grade at Tolleson Union High School. He taught a medical technology class. 

She's now a senior at
Tolleson and is a certified
medical technician. She plans to
enroll in nursing school after
graduation.

Something the teacher said stuck
with her.

"He always taught us, put our
education first and then later
enjoy life," Ceja said.

EVIT: Offering affordable career
training for high school grads

Ceja was sitting in her economics
class. The teacher, Christen
Dovales, was at the front of the
class using a whiteboard
to give a lesson on economics
terms such as "expansion" and "trough." She wore a maroon polo with the Tolleson
logo and black pants.

Dovales is among the 26% of the school's 89 teachers who are Hispanic, according to
state data. That is far higher than the 16% of teachers who are Latino statewide.

Still, Tolleson's 2,000 students are overwhelmingly students of color at 96%. Only
about 4% are white. Latinos make up the largest share at 82%. 

Negative experiences inspired one Latino to become a
teacher

Dovales said she was shocked when she learned how few minority teachers work at
Tolleson considering how many students who attend the school are minorities.

"I feel like working at a school that is predominantly minority. I would like to have
more representation in the classroom," Dovales said.

Dovales researched the teacher representation data as part of a project she was
working on at Arizona State University's College of Education. Dovales, 35, is enrolled
in an accelerated one-year educational leadership program at the college so that she
can become an administrator or a principal.

Dovales has been a teacher for five years. She worked retail and was a stay-at-home
mom before that. Her mother was a teacher and a principal. That is part of what
inspired her to become a teacher.

Dovales said she has some vivid memories of negative experiences with teachers
growing up as a shy and quiet student. Those teachers were both Hispanic and white.

In third grade, a teacher berated
her after she raised her hand and
told the teacher she didn't
understand something.

"She shouted at me and said, 'I
don't understand what you don't
understand. What don't you get,
Christen?' In front of the whole
class," Dovales recalls the
teacher saying. 

In fifth grade, Dovales
remembers how a teacher
shamed her when she scored low
on a multiplication tables test.

The teacher read her grade out
loud. She made Dovales walk to
the front of the class in front of
everyone to pick it up.

"That was super embarrassing for me," Dovales said.

Those negative experiences, which Dovales said involved both white and Hispanic
teachers, made her want to become a teacher who inspires students, not brings them
down.

She said she has found her home at a school that is made up predominantly of Latino
and other students of color. 

"It feeds my soul," Dovales said.

She pushes her students to be high achievers, whether that means going to college or
some other training after high school.

She uses herself as a role model. Dovales had the first of her four children when she
was 18, but she still managed to go to college and graduate with a teaching degree. 

She often helps students fill out the federal financial aid form, called FAFSA, which
many first generation college students and their families struggle with. Some
undocumented students or students with undocumented parents are also afraid to fill
out the form and turn in personal information to the government, she said.

"If I didn't build the relationships that I built with my students, there is no way that
they would believe me and trust me when I say, 'Hey, it's OK. Just fill this out and we'll
get through it. They're not going to come for your parents. Nothing's going to happen.
You'll be OK,'" Dovales said. "I think if we could be honest here, a white teacher who
built a relationship or not, I could see might have a struggle with that." 

Dovales said she understands that college is not for everyone.

"If we push everyone to go to college, we're going to have a lot of students that end up
in debt and not successful because we pushed them in a direction that wasn't for
them," Dovales said.

"I'm a firm believer that my students, as long as they find that skill or that niche that
makes them happy and they push through it, and they always want to adhere to the
highest standard, they can be successful, whatever it is they choose to do," Dovales
said.

Republic data reporter Caitlin McGlade assisted with this article. 

Reach the reporter at daniel.gonzalez@arizonarepublic.com or at 602-444-8312.
Follow him on Twitter @azdangonzalez.
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Daniel Liou, associate professor at ASU's Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College

Nora Gutierrez, superintendent of Tolleson Union High School District, is
trying to diversify the teacher and administrator ranks in her district.
JOEL ANGEL JUAREZ/THE REPUBLIC

Nora Gutierrez, superintendent Tolleson Union High School District

Brisa Ceja (center), a student at Tolleson Union High School, plans to be the
+rst person in her family to attend college. She was inspired by a teacher to
become a nurse.
JOEL ANGEL JUAREZ/THE REPUBLIC

Tolleson Union High School Hispanic student-teacher ratio

   Teachers

    Students

Data from Arizona Department of Education.
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Christen Dovales, a social studies teacher at Tolleson Union High School,
was shocked to learn how few Latino teachers work in her district compared
with the district's high percentage of Latino students.
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Christen Dovales, a social studies teacher at Tolleson Union High School, became a teacher to inspire all students.

Christen Dovales, a social studies teacher at Tolleson Union High School, became a teacher
to inspire all students.
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