
Race, Relational Trust, and Teacher 
Retention in Wisconsin Schools

The achievement gap between racial groups in Wisconsin 
is among the largest of any state. Considering Wisconsin 
schools are increasingly diverse, comprised of 31% students 
of color today compared to 22% ten years ago, an increasing 
number of districts have viewed the hiring of teachers of 
color as one possible way to mitigate the gap. Research 
supports this, suggesting teachers of color hold higher 
expectations of students of color (Gershenson et al., 2016) 
and African American students taught by just one African 
American teacher are more likely to graduate and enroll in 
college (Gershenson et al., 2018). Within urban districts, 
the challenge is about teacher hiring and retention more 
generally, especially in schools with a majority students of 
color. Historically, these schools have the greatest need for 
effective teaching, but have the hardest time attracting and 
retaining effective teachers, regardless of race (Hanushek et 
al., 2004; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). 

In this study, we explore the intersection of race and 
relational trust within schools for potential explanations 
regarding why few teachers of color work in the majority of 
Wisconsin schools and teacher retention is a challenge in 
majority students of color schools. The results of this study 
provide direction for how Wisconsin schools can promote
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• Teachers do not reflect the students they serve. Only 
3.9% of classroom teachers are African American or 
Latinx, compared to 21.4% of students. Outside of 
Milwaukee, 1.9% of teachers are African American or 
Latinx, while 15.9% of students are.

• African American teachers are much less likely to stay 
in their school, with only 58% remaining after just 
two years compared to 77% of White teachers. 

• African American teachers feel lower levels of trust 
with other teachers than White or Latinx teachers, 
which likely factors into their greater risk of leaving.

• White teachers feel less trust with principals of color 
and are less likely to stay in schools with a principal of 
color, more students of color, and more teachers of 
color.

• These results provide evidence of significant racial 
relationship challenges between educators in 
Wisconsin schools that have serious consequences for 
teacher retention and student achievement.

KEY FINDINGS

school cultures that serve to increase teacher diversity 
and retention, which has the potential for mitigating the 
achievement gap.
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KEY FINDINGS

African American and Latinx educators are rare across Wisconsin.

Even though 9.0% of all Wisconsin students are African American, only 2.0% of Wisconsin teachers and 5% 
of principals are African American. Similarly, while 12.3% of Wisconsin students are Latinx, only 1.9% of 
teachers and 1.4% of principals are Latinx. These numbers are somewhat misleading since the Milwaukee 
Public School (MPS) district has a disproportionate number of teachers of color: 71% of all African Amer-
ican and 39% of Latinx teachers work in MPS. Outside of MPS, only .6% of teachers are African American 
and 1.3% are Latinx. Because of the scarcity of teachers of color across the state, 86% of all Wisconsin 
schools do not have any African American teachers and 83% do not have any Latinx teachers. Only 10 
schools across the state do not have any students of color.

African American and Latinx teachers are less likely to remain in their 
school and in Wisconsin public education.

After just two years, from the 2016-17 school year to the 2018-19 school year, teachers of color were much 
less likely to remain in the same school and in Wisconsin public education than White teachers. Nearly 
half of all African American teachers had changed schools and nearly twice as many as White teachers had 
left public education (17.5% compared to 9.3%)in that time. Looking specifically at new teachers, in their 
first two years in a district, African American teachers were 2 1/2 times as likely to leave Wisconsin public 
education as White teachers (27.9% compared to 11%). Latinx teachers were nearly twice as likely (20.3% 
compared to 11%).

Percent of White, African American, and Latinx teachers 
across all Wisconsin schools

Percent of teachers who stayed in their school and in public 
education across all Wisconsin schools after two years

58.0%

82.5%

68.9%

87.1%
76.7%

90.7%

Retained in school Stayed in public education

African American Latinx White

94.6%

2.0% 1.9%

69.0%

9.0% 12.0%

White African American Latinx

Teachers Students

Nearly half of 
African American 
teachers leave 
their school after 
two years.



3 

KEY FINDINGS

Percent of new Wisconsin teachers who remained in public education from 
2013-14 (their first year as a teacher) to 2018-19 (their sixth year as a teacher)

After accounting for differences between schools and other demographic 
teacher factors, African American teachers remained less likely to stay in 
their school.

After statistically adjusting for a number of teacher characteristics, such as gender, experience, and 
education, along with characteristics of schools, such as student free/reduced lunch eligibility and size, the 
gender of the principal, the type of school (middle, high, or elementary) and whether the principal was 
retained, African American teachers remained less likely to stay than White teachers. The two-year adjusted 
retention rate for African American teachers was 70.3% compared to 78.2% for White teachers. After 
adjustment, Latinx teachers were not less likely to stay in their school than White teachers. 
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The retention gap between White, African American, and Latinx teachers 
is established in the first two years of teachers’ careers.

To further explore the process that results in teachers leaving public education in Wisconsin, new teachers 
(in their first two years) were followed for six years, from the 2013-14 school year to the 2018-19 school 
year. The figure below presents the percent of African American, Latinx, and White teachers, new to public 
education in 2013-14, who remained in public education at all during that period (worked at least part 
time in a Wisconsin school district). Across racial groups, the great majority of teachers who left public 
education did so in their first two years working as a teacher. During that time, African American and 
Latinx teachers were far more likely to leave public education. 

Retention rates did not change much from 2015-16 to 2018-19 and actually increased after 2015-16 for 
Latinx and African American teachers, suggesting some teachers reentered public education. These data 
suggest that the racial disparity in public education teacher retention is largely the result of processes that 
occur in the first two years of a teacher’s career. Teachers of color who remained after two years were likely 
to continue in public education.

After just two 
years, African 
American and 
Latinx teachers 
are much less 
likely to stay in 
public education.
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Regardless of race, relational trust is an extremely important factor for 
whether a teacher stays in their school

The results of surveys completed by teachers at the end of the 2016-17 school year suggest that relational 
trust (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), between teachers and between teachers and principal, was extremely 
important for whether a teacher decided to stay or leave a school by the 2018-19 school year. The 
figures below compare standardized perceptions of trust, as measured by scales included in the methods 
section, between teachers who stayed or transferred from a school, broken down by their racial group. 
By converting these standard differences to Cohen’s U3, these data show that teachers who stayed in their 
school reported having greater trust with their principal than did 62% of teachers who left, and 58% 
reported greater trust with other teachers compared to teachers who left.
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Transferred Retained

Differences in Trust between Teachers - by school retention 
status and teacher race

Differences in Trust between Teachers and Principals - by 
school retention status and teacher race
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White teachers were more likely to stay in schools with a White principal, 
fewer teachers of color, and fewer students of color.

Although White teachers were more likely to stay in their school, their retention was lower in schools with 
more students of color (B = -.008), more teachers of color (B = -1.64), and a principal of color (B = -0.33). 
These factors did not predict African American or Latinx teacher retention (results presented on page 13).

These differences remained even after 
accounting for teacher demographic and 
school characteristics. Depending on a 
teacher’s perceptions of trust with their 
principal, their expected retention rate 
ranged from 69.9% to 87.3% (+/- two 
standardized differences in principal trust; 
results presented on page 11). Depending 
on their perceptions of trust with other 
teachers, their expected retention rate ranged 
from 76.2% to 83.3% (+/- two standardized 
differences in teacher trust; results presented 
on page 12).

Depending on the level 
of trust between teachers 
and principals, teacher 
2-year retention rates 
ranged from 69.9% to 
87.3%.
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African American and Latinx teachers reported 
less trusting relationships with other teachers. 

Teachers of color, regardless of whether they ultimately stayed in their 
school, reported less trust between teachers in their school (see figures 
above). The level of trust was lower for African American teachers who 
stayed than for Latinx or White teachers who transferred. Unadjusted, 
these results, converted to Cohen’s U3, suggest 64% and 55% of White 
teachers reported more trust with teachers than African American and 
Latinx teachers respectively. 

Teachers have more trusting relationships with 
principals from their same racial background. 

African American teachers held much lower levels of trust with 
Latinx principals, while Latinx teachers held lower levels of trust with 
African American principals. However, these results are based on 
very few teachers, with only 24 African American teachers having a 
Latinx principal and 50 Latinx teachers having an African American 
principal. 

White teachers reported trusting African American and Latinx 
principals less. These differences, converted to Cohen’s U3, suggest 
63% and 68% of White teachers with a White principal trusted 
their principal more than White teachers with a African American 
or Latinx principal respectively. These are based on 1,356 White 
teachers with an African American principal and 503 White teachers 
with a Latinx principal. 

Teacher Perceptions of Principal - Teacher Trust Broken Down by Teacher and Principal Race

After accounting for 
school differences, 
African American 
teachers had lower 
perceptions of trust 
with other teachers 
(see page 12). 

After adjusting for 
school differences, 
White and African 
American teachers 
reported stronger 
trust with principals 
from their same racial 
background (see page 
13). 
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CONCLUSIONS

• While research demonstrates the importance of students of color experiencing at least one teacher from their 
cultural background (Gershenson et al., 2018; Gershenson et al., 2016), the vast majority of Wisconsin schools 
do not employ any teachers of color.  

• Regardless of the type of school, African American teachers were less likely to stay in their school and 
reported lower perceptions of trust between teachers. Even after accounting for trust between teachers, 
African American teachers were still more likely to leave their school. 

• Novice African American and Latinx teachers were less likely to remain in public education. This retention 
gap was determined in the first two years after teachers began working. Regardless of race, retention rates 
improved for teachers who remained after two years.  

• White teachers reported lower perceptions of trust with principals of color and were less likely to stay in 
schools with more students of color, teachers of color, and a principal of color. Considering White teachers 
comprise 94.6% of all Wisconsin teachers, these findings helps explain why schools with majority students of 
color experience the most difficulty attracting and retaining teachers.

• Wisconsin needs to explore creative solutions for increasing the number of teachers of color, such as grant 
programs for students of color to receive training and recruiting paraprofessionals from the community and 
then supporting their growth and development to become teachers. Teacher preparation programs should 
also recruit and graduate more teachers of color. 

• Districts must create emotionally safe environments for educators within schools, where educators from 
diverse backgrounds can work effectively together. Doing so will promote trust between educators from 
diverse backgrounds and retention. This is especially important for early career teachers of color who are less 
likely to stay in public education.

• Districts should provide educators with implicit bias and cultural competency training that focuses on 
the relationships between educators. Much of the implicit bias training teachers receive focuses on their 
relationships with students of color. The results of this study suggest teachers also need support to effectively 
work with educators from diverse backgrounds. Doing so promotes retention for both teachers of color 
generally and for White teachers in schools with more persons of color. Districts that accomplish this may 
eventually realize a reduction in their achievement gap between White students and students of color.
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METHODS

How was relational trust measured?

The Wisconsin Educator Development Support and Retention (WEDSR) is a foundational data collection 
instrument to the work of the Wisconsin Educator Effectiveness Partnership (WEERP). In 2015-16, the 
Office of Socially Responsible Evaluation in Education at the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee developed 
the WEDSR Teacher Survey to inform the statewide evaluation of the Wisconsin Educator Effectiveness 
(EE). Of the 49,668 teachers included in the study, 14,817 completed a survey (30%). The following 
measures captured in this survey were used to measure relational trust in the current study:

Trust between principals and teachers – One scale from the University of Chicago’s 5Essentials Survey was used 
to measure teacher perceptions of the trust between teachers and principals (Klugman et al., 2015). 

Trust between teachers – One scale from the University of Chicago’s 5Essentials Survey was used to measure 
trust between teachers (Klugman et al., 2015).

Which teachers were included in this study?

This study analyzes teacher retention looking at all Wisconsin classroom teachers who worked within 
only one school during the 2016-17 school year. This includes 49,668 teachers statewide. Teachers were 
identified in the WiseStaff data system managed by the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction. 
Teacher school assignment, experience, gender, race, and education were obtained from WiseStaff. Similar 
information about principals was also pulled from the WiseStaff system.

WEDSR Relational Trust Survey Questions

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements…

Trust between Principals and Teachers 
It’s OK in this school to discuss feelings, worries, and frustrations with the principal.  
The principal looks out for the personal welfare of the staff.  
I trust the principal at his or her word. 
The principal is an effective manager who makes the school run smoothly. 
The principal places the needs of children ahead of personal and political interests. 
The principal has confidence in the expertise of staff. 
The principal takes a personal interest in the professional development of staff. 
Staff feel respected by the principal.

Trust between teachers 
Teachers in this school trust each other. 
It’s OK in this school to discuss feelings, worries, and frustrations with other teachers. 
Teachers respect other teachers who take the lead in school improvement efforts. 
Teachers at this school respect those colleagues who are experts at their craft. 
My evaluator’s feedback was provided in time for me to use it to inform my practice.

How was teacher retention measured?

To identify retention, a teacher’s school assignment was compared between 2016-17 and 2018-19. If the 
school(s) where they worked in 2016-17 was(were) among the schools where they worked in 2018-19, the 
teacher was flagged as retained. 

What school factors were included in this study?

School data included size, type of school (high school, elementary school, or middle school), percent 
of students eligible for free/reduced lunch, and student race composition. WiseStaff data were used to 
determine the racial composition of educators in the school.
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METHODS

Statistical Model Predicting Teacher Retention

The following hierarchical linear model, tested in HLM 7 with Bernoulli distribution and robust 
standard errors, was used to explore teacher, school, and principal factors as predictors of teacher 
retention. The model was built in stages, first including just demographic teacher and principal 
characteristics, and then adding relational trust variables. A variation of the model, without relational 
trust measures, was used to predict teacher perception of trust with principals and with teachers. Each 
of the three models (retention, principal trust, and teacher trust) were run across all teachers and then 
separately for White, Latinx, and African American teachers. Full model results are available from the 
author by request. 

Prob(RETAINEDij=1|βj) = ϕij 

log[ϕij/(1 - ϕij)] = ηij 

ηij = γ00 + γ01*SIZEj + γ02*Free/Reducedj + γ03*HSj  + γ04*MSj + γ05*FEMALE-PRj + γ06*SAME-
PRj + γ10*FEMALE-TRij + γ20*AA-TRij + γ30*LATINX-TRij + γ40*BACHEL-TRij + γ50*NEW-TRij + 
γ60*EARLY-TRij + γ70*TRUST-PRij + γ80*TRUST-TRij + γ90*SAMERACE-PRij + u0j  

Where:  
 
ηij is the probability of a teacher i in school j staying in their school;  
SIZEj is the number of students;  
Free/Reducedj = percent of students eligible for free/reduced lunch;  
HSj = 1 if the school is a high school;  
MSj = 1 if the school is a middle school;  
FEMALE-PRj = 1 if the principal is female;  
SAME-PRj = 1 if the school retained their principal;  
FEMALE-TRij = 1 if the teacher is female;  
AA-TRij = 1 if the teachers is African American;  
LATINX-TRij = 1 if the teacher is Latinx;  
BACHEL-TRij = 1 if the highest degree for the teacher is a Bachelor’s degree;  
NEW-TRij = 1 if the teacher is in their first two years in their district;  
EARLY-TRij = 1 if the teacher has been in their district between 2 and 5 years;  
TRUST-PRij = the standardized perceptions of a teacher’s trust with their principal;  
TRUST-TRij = the standardized perceptions of a teachers trust with other teachers; 
SAMERACE-PRij = 1 if the teacher and principal are the same race; 
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STATISTICAL MODELING RESULTS

Modeling Results Predicting Teacher Retention

The results of the full model predicting teacher retention are presented below. Bolded factors were 
significant predictors of retention. This model, without relational trust, explained 35% of the differences 
between school retention rates. By adding relational trust, the model predicted 47% of school differences. 

The effect of teachers and principals being of the same race was significant in the model without relational 
trust. In cases where there was a racial match, the adjusted retention rate was 78.5%. When the principal 
was a different race, the retention rate was 74.5%. This effect was no longer significant after adding 
relational trust to the model, suggesting trust likely mediates the relationship between race congruence and 
retention; teachers trust principals of their own race more, which then influences their decision to stay in 
their school. 

Even after accounting for relational trust, school, teacher, and principal characteristics, black teachers 
remained less likely to stay in their school. The adjusted retention rate of White and Latinx teachers was 
80.3%, while for African American teachers it was 71.9%. 

Fixed Effect  Coefficient 

(B)

 Odds Ratio  Confidence 

Interval
INTRCPT 1.306732 3.69408 (3.194,4.272)

School Size 0.000334 1.000334 (1.000,1.000)

Percent Free/Reduced Lunch -0.007042 0.992983 (0.991,0.995)

HS -0.163574 0.849103 (0.727,0.992)

MS -0.230124 0.794435 (0.679,0.930)

Female Principal -0.065273 0.936812 (0.845,1.039)

Same principal two year later 0.024601 1.024907 (0.912,1.152)

Female teacher -0.011842 0.988227 (0.886,1.102)

African American teacher -0.462336 0.629811 (0.513,0.774)

Latinx teacher 0.035093 1.035716 (0.773,1.388)

Bachelor’s degree teacher -0.087201 0.916493 (0.830,1.012)

New teacher (0-2 years) -0.786057 0.455638 (0.406,0.511)

Early career teacher (2-5 years) -0.562549 0.569755 (0.509,0.638)

Principal trust 0.269716 1.309592 (1.247,1.376)

Teacher trust 0.110916 1.117301 (1.065,1.172)

*Principal and teacher same race 0.108114 1.114175 (0.964,1.288)
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STATISTICAL MODELING RESULTS

Modeling Results Predicting Trust between Teachers and Principals

The results of the model predicting trust between teachers and principals are presented below. Bolded 
factors were significant predictors of principal trust. This model explained 2% of the principal trust 
differences between schools and 1.6% within schools.

Teachers reported more trust in schools where the principal was from the same racial background as them. 
Female teachers in middle schools, larger schools, and school with more students eligible for free/reduced 
lunch reported less trust with their principal. Newer teachers in schools were the principal stayed reported 
more trust.

Fixed Effect  Coefficient 

(B)

 Standard Error p-value

INTRCPT 0.063193 0.017218 <0.001

School Size -0.000192 0.000052 <0.001

Percent Free/Reduced Lunch -0.002099 0.000767 0.006

HS -0.070482 0.046118 0.127

MS -0.15365 0.051042 0.003

Female Principal -0.019094 0.035337 0.589

Same principal two year later 0.103667 0.040029 0.01

Female teacher -0.135654 0.02171 <0.001

African American teacher 0.054946 0.043571 0.207

Latinx teacher 0.085178 0.050454 0.091

Bachelor’s degree teacher -0.003306 0.018153 0.855

New teacher (0-2 years) 0.362622 0.023208 <0.001

Early career teacher (2-5 years) 0.125037 0.022932 <0.001

Principal and teacher same race 0.163892 0.038006 <0.001
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STATISTICAL MODELING RESULTS

Modeling Results Predicting Trust between Teachers

The results of the model predicting trust between teachers are presented below. Bolded factors were 
significant predictors of trust. This model explained 4.1% of the differences between schools teacher trust. 

The results of this model show that being female, African American, a new teachers, and with only a 
bachelor’s degree predicted lower trust. Further, teachers in larger schools with more students on free/
reduced lunch felt there was less trust between teachers in their school. 

Fixed Effect  Coefficient 

(B)

 Standard Error p-value

INTRCPT 0.043385 0.015077 0.004

School Size -0.000195 0.000043 <0.001

Percent Free/Reduced Lunch -0.001637 0.000661 0.013

HS 0.019419 0.040847 0.635

MS -0.019632 0.036886 0.595

Female Principal -0.02075 0.03062 0.498

Same principal two year later 0.03334 0.031864 0.296

Female teacher -0.081797 0.022525 <0.001

African American  teacher -0.19377 0.066676 0.004

Latinx teacher -0.045466 0.065956 0.491

Bachelor’s degree teacher 0.04362 0.019786 0.027

New teacher (0-2 years) 0.093071 0.024541 <0.001

Early career teacher (2-5 years) 0.003146 0.023078 0.892

Percent of teachers same race as respon-

dent

0.144347 0.096082 0.133
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STATISTICAL MODELING RESULTS

Race-exclusive Modeling Summary Results

The models predicting retention, principal trust, and teacher trust were also conducted specific to White, 
black, and Latinx teachers. A summary of key results from each analysis are presented below.  

Teacher 
Trust

Principal 
trust

Retention (without relational trust included in 
analysis) #

Percent of 
teachers 
in school 
same race

Principal 
same race

Percent of 
students 
in school 
same race

Percent of 
teachers 
in school 
same race

Principal 
same race

 Coefficient 

(B)

Coefficient 

(B)

Coefficient 

(B)

Coefficient 

(B)

Coefficient 

(B)
White Teacher Models 0.185 .208** .008** 1.64** .330**

Latinx Teacher Models 0.814 0.075 0.01 0.83 0.023

African American 

Teacher Models

-0.404 0.367* 0.004 -0.022 -0.045

# To account for multicollinearity, each factor was included in the analysis separately 
* p < .05 
** p < .01
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