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"I fight
every day"“

“Somebody, somewhere fought for me when I was in high school 
when I didn’t have. I’m not trying to be a hero. I just want to be 
an educator. That’s what I chose to be, and I want to retire as an 
educator.”

MRS. CARISSA GILLESPIE



 According to Steiner et.al (2022), nearly half (41%) of teachers of color 
reported in the winter of 2021 that they were likely to leave their jobs at 
the end of the school year, compared with 31% of teachers overall.
As student populations in the United States have become more racially, 
ethnically, and linguistically diverse, diversity in the teaching workforce 
has lagged far behind.  Between 2009-2019, 75% of all students enrolled 
in public schools were students of color, and increase of 27% during the 
ten year period (NCES, 2021). Black teachers make up less than 20% of 
the public-school teaching workforce. This issue has resulted in a large 
and ever-growing diversity gap between student populations and 
teacher workforce in K-12 public school systems nationwide (Gershenson 
et al., 2017). Higher turnover rates have a magnified effect because the 
popula-tion of teachers of color working in K-12 public education is 
significantly smaller.   

Teachers of color, however, add to the profession, providing benefits 
such as higher academic expectations of students of color and more 
willingness to teach in schools serving historically disenfranchised 
students. Losing teachers negatively impacts students’ social and aca-
demic achievement. The high attrition rate also creates a revolving door 
of novice teachers and costs states and districts money (Carver-Thomas, 
2017; Ingersoll et al., 2019). According to Teach Plus and Center for Black 
Education Development (2021) Black teachers want their colleagues to 
learn more about the impact of institutionalized racism, both from his-
torical and contemporary perspectives, and implicit bias and the ways it 
impacts interactions with other teachers as well as students.

Few studies have 
focused on the 
integral role that 
racism plays in the 
lack of retention of 
a diverse teacher 
workforce or the 
intersection of 
workplace racism 
and health 
implications for 
Black Pk-12 
teachers who work 
in public education.
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INTRODUCTION
THE EXPERIENCES OF BLACK TEACHERS: RACISM & RETENTION

Theresa Y. Robinson PhD, Lisa A. Norton, MEd 
Pamela Manning PhD, and Patrick Rice PhD
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The purpose of this study was to identify and develop a deeper understanding of the perceived 
racialized experiences of Black teachers in the US who work in K-12 public school settings, the 
physical and psychological effects of these race-based experiences, and how these experiences 
relate to the lack of retention in the workforce. In the survey, teachers were asked to identify 
racially and ethnically as African American, Hispanic (non-White), two or more races, African/
Caribbean, or self-identify. A teacher was defined as a licensed/certified staff member, for ex-
ample, a classroom teacher, school counselor, or resource teacher.

What are the varied dimensions of the racialized experiences of Black teachers working in 
US K-12 public schools?

What are the relationships between the racial stressors Black teachers experience and their 
decisions to resign, transfer, or remain in the workplace?

In what ways do workplace stressors like racism impact Black teachers?

Our research was driven by the following questions.
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EXPERIENCES WITH RACISM

The poll revealed over half of the respondents, 61.5 %, have 
experienced racism in the Pk-12 workforce. When asked from 
whom they had experienced racism, respondents experienced 
racism from administrators or supervisors, colleagues and 
parent/guardians and to a small extent students. 

 EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Frequency Percentage (%)

Administrator/Supervisor     30 30.61

Co-worker/colleague 35 35.71

Parent/guardian/caregiver 25 25.51

Students 8 8.16

Total: 98 100%



07

EXPERIENCES WITH RACISM

In October–December 2022, the Black Educational Advocacy Coalition (BEAC) polled Black teachers from 
across the US about their experiences with racism in the workforce, the impact of workplace stressors on 
Black teachers’ health and how these factors relate to their employment decisions. The teachers in the 
survey were recruited to join this study and follow-up interviews through teacher networks, social media, 
and BEAC membership. Eighty (n=80) responses were collected, representing 14 states including Alabama, 
Arkansas, California, Illinois, Indiana, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, Missouri, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, 
South Carolina, and Texas. Fewer than 80 respondents answered certain question hence the totals of 78 
and 69 for some questions. Other items allowed for more than one response.   Of the survey respondents, 
23.08% identified as male and 76.92% or 59 as females. Five (n=5) follow-up interviews were conducted with 
respondents from the survey.

METHODOLOGY

Frequency Percentage (%)

Urban 57 73.08

Suburban 17 21.79

Rural 4 5.13

Total: 78

Given the widespread experiences of Black teachers with racism in the workplace, we 
recommend the following.

Create policies and procedures with specific language for anti-racism. Put anti-racial 
harassment statements into personnel policies.

Require anti-bias, anti-racial harassment training for existing faculty and staff, new 
employees, school and district leaders, and HR professionals.

Create safe spaces for conversations around racism.
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YEARS OF TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

HIGHEST DEGREE EARNED 

Frequency Percentage (%)

3 years or less 6 7.69

5-10 years 15 19.23

11-15 years 14 17.95

16-20 years 12 15.38

20 or more years 31 39.74

Total: 78

Frequency Percentage (%)

Bachelor’s 14 17.95

Master’s 57 73.08

Associate 1 1.28

Doctorate 6 7.69

Total: 78
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HOW OFTEN...

Question Never Sometimes About half 
the time

Most of 
the time Always Total

Does school/
organization deal 
with racial conflict 
in an open and fair 
manner?

26.09% 
(n=18)

39.13%
(n=27)

11.59%
(n=8)

14.49%
(n=10)

8.70%
(n=6) 69

Are opportunities 
for professional 
development and 
programming in 
diversity competence 
offered?

17.39%
(n=12)

39.13%
(n=27)

17.39%
(n=12)

14.49%
(n=10)

11.59%
(n=8) 69

Have you witnessed 
overt racist acts in 
your school/
organization?

15.94%
(n=11)

44.93%
(n=31)

18.84%
(n=13)

17.79%
(n=12)

2.90%
(n=2) 69
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1. What are the varied dimensions of the racialized experiences of Black teachers
working in US K-12 public school settings?

Black female, elementary teacher, suburban Illinois

 FINDINGS &
 EXAMPLES

In follow-up interviews, respondents were asked, “Have you ever experienced racial discrimination at your 
workplace? If so, provide specific examples describing what happened.”  

TEACHER A:
Teacher A said, 
“A resource teacher asked me, ‘Do you know any basketball players? I’m sure you do.’ And I said, 
‘What do you mean?’ [The resource teacher continued], ‘You know, your student was telling me that 
your brother’s tall. You know, basketball players, right?’ I believe that because I am Black, she as-
sumed that I knew famous Black basketball players. And that I would just have them on hand in my 
phone to have them reach out to a student. This was an example of microaggression.”  

This microaggression was subtle but offensive. The offensive comment was directed at a colleague 
of a marginalized racial group. Even if unintentional, it offends and maybe unconsciously reinforc-
es the stereotype that all tall Black men probably play basketball and that she might know how to 
locate a basketball player because her brother had connections.

“I want to be able to implement an equitable, comprehensive, culturally 
responsive curriculum. I want to do it at a high level because I know it 
benefits all students.”

Ms. Tyler Hunt, Teach Plus Policy Fellow-
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Black female, 
middle school mathematics teacher, in rural Iowa 

Black female, 
high school, English teacher in urban/suburban Illinois 

TEACHER B:

TEACHER C:

Teacher B said, 
“Racism rears its head in these very overt and covert ways. But on this particular day, in the build-
ing I’m currently serving, a colleague walked in and said, ‘I hate [that] they hired you; I do not want 
to work with you, I absolutely hate you.’ She is a White female that has strong ties to racist actions 
from her period of life, like the civil rights movement. The Little Rock Nine, Hazel spitting on Eliza-
beth Eckford—she would have been your Hazel. She doesn’t mind telling you that these things just 
can’t go forward, that it’s not okay for integration to have happened. I mean, she’s bold... and still 
wants to teach on Nazi Germany. She wants that to never be forgotten.”   

This is an example of a direct, intentional, blatant verbal response linked to expressing hate and 
dislike towards Teacher B. The statement was linked to not wanting her existence in the building as 
an equal colleague.  

Teacher C said, 
“As a new teacher, I thought, Let me bring something to the table besides just teaching the curricu-
lum. With my principal’s approval and collaboration with two other Black teachers, we put together 
a Black History Month program. Within my class, I incorporated short stories about African Ameri-
cans. I had one little boy, he was White. He said, ‘I don’t like this; why do I have to learn about that?’ 
He went home and told his father that we were going to be doing Black history. The father called up 
the school, first of all, ‘What’s her background?’ He wanted to know my background and what de-
grees I have. When I got the voicemail, with him asking those questions, I thought, Here we go. The 
result of the conversation was the father saying, ‘If she says so much as kumbaya or Kwanzaa, I’m 
going to be at the school board meetings.’ Eventually, the young man was excused from the project, 
and we came up with alternate assignments.”  

This questioning by the parent of the teacher’s credentials caused a feeling of inferiority and/or 
the possibility of losing her job through the power of the school board if they were informed of the 
situation.

“When you feel like there is no acknowledgment of who you are in your Blackness or who you are in your 
feminine thought processes as a woman educator... rewrite it, call them in, and boldly say, I fixed it.”

TEACHER B - QUOTE OF IDENTITY - BEAUTIFUL MATHEMATICS

-
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Black male, high school, special education, Maryland.TEACHER D:
Teacher D said, 
“I think when I first started teaching, there was an urge to make me a disciplinarian, to enforce rules, 
to be the person that they sent Black kids to get them straight. I think that was the first kind of implicit 
racism that I felt… A recent example is being in the school and there was a young Black girl who was 
having behavior difficulties, but she would work with me, so to speak. And I had another educator say, 
‘She’s using you.’ To me, it was very explicit that the [other educator meant that the] only reason [the 
student] does that is that you’re Black and she’s Black. That’s basically what she was saying, [that the 
student] had an alternative motive to have a relationship with me. This person failed to recognize the 
trauma that this girl has been through. And for her to build a trusting relationship with somebody was 
a big win, and I guess she felt slighted because she wasn’t the person that got that big win. Most edu-
cators are White females. That is not the same for White females, and the relationships are going to be 
different. And when they are different, it makes people uncomfortable.”  

In this example it was assumed the teacher would be able to handle the students because they are of 
the same race. The teacher didn’t respond to the student in the way his colleagues envisioned a Black 
teacher handling a student. Their underlying assumption was Black teachers should be able to handle 
Black students.

“I didn’t want to put myself in a situation where I’m going to be running into White parents or White 
administrators questioning my credentials and ability to teach classes.   In year three, I decided I don’t 
want to teach here anymore.  I want to see more faces that look like me in the district.”

 “I go to interviews probably once a month. I apply for a job every week.” 

TEACHER C - QUOTE OF FEAR AND EXHAUSTION 

TEACHER D QUOTE OF EMOTIONAL AND SOCIAL WITHDRAWAL

-
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 Black  male 
health/PE, elementary education, Alabama.TEACHER E:

Teacher E said, 
“Most workplace racism is more direct here, in the deep South, so even though slavery isn’t still 
around, a lot of people still have those types of misconceptions or innuendos about the color of 
my skin… I was coaching against one of the principal’s children in a girls’ basketball game. We were 
focusing on her;  she was one of their star players. I overheard him say,  ‘He’s only doing it because 
that’s my daughter, and she’s playing with a whole lot of White girls.’ I asked him, ‘Sir, what did you 
just say?’ ‘You heard what I said.’ And he felt like he could say it just because he was an adminis-
trator and, nobody does anything about it, he was a 30-year administrator. When the incident was 
reported, nothing was done to the administrator.” The respondent goes on to further say, “Black men 
are only 2% of the profession, and it’s that way for a reason.” 

This experience became one of power and race. The administrator brought up race in his response 
to the coach, and it was confirmed when it was reported, and no action was taken as a result to ad-
dress the concern of the Black teacher.  

“It’s impossible for Black educators to remain in the public school system and not be affected detrimen-
tally by workplace racism.  If I could go back to 19 years old and do it all over again, a career in education 
would never be in my realm of thinking.”

TEACHER E: QUOTE OF DISAPPOINTMENT 

-
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When asked to complete the statement, “As a result of experiencing racism in my workplace…”, 14.10% or 
eleven said they had transferred, 8.97 % or 7 said they had resigned,  and 3.85 % or three reported leaving the 
field of education.

What are the relationships between the racial stressors Black teachers experience and 
their decisions to resign, transfer, or remain in the workplace?

IN WHAT WAYS DO WORKPLACE STRESSORS LIKE RACISM IMPACT BLACK TEACHERS?

RETENTION DECISIONS OF  BLACK TEACHERS

I have considered resigning, but did not. 20.51% (n= 16)

I have considered transferring, but did not. 19.23% (n=15)

I have transferred 14.10 (n=11) 

I have resigned. 8.97% (n= 7)

I have left the field of education. 3.85% (n= 3)

Question Not Stressful A little 
Stressful

Somewhat 
Stressful Very Stressful N/A Total

Is being a Black 
teacher in my 
school/ organiza-
tion stressful?

18.84% 
(n=13)

15.94%
(n=11)

26.09%
(n=18)

36.23%
(n=25)

2.90%
(n=2) 69
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“The experiences still impact me. I see a therapist; it has helped me with some tools that I 
probably already should have had, like setting boundaries.” 

Teacher A, Racial Battle Fatigue

“I’m not doing any code-switching anymore. I did that early in my career.  I felt like I’m al-
ways on display. I always felt like I had to lead with my credentials in a lot of situations.”  

Teacher C, Never Good Enough 

“I experienced hypertension and a lot of depression because I knew I was doing it the right 
way, and I took care of my mother; it was hurting me financially and my way of life. I felt 
resentment and regret. I regret even going into the educational field. I lost myself along the 
way. My mother tells me all the time, ‘You are not the person that you were before you got 
into this’—a whole lot of heartache and heartbreak.” 
Teacher E, Hypertension 

“I do things to affirm myself, because those ‘isms and actions, they destroy me. The system 
and societal pressure say I don’t matter.” 

Teacher B, Elimination of Identity 

“I think a little bit of trauma is involved because subconsciously and even consciously, I’m 
always thinking about, Am I saying this right? Should I be doing this? And it affects confi-
dence. Oftentimes, I see inequitable treatment, I lose focus for long periods of time, and for 
some of the tasks that I have to complete, I can’t focus. I’ve noticed an increase in stomach 
issues where it’s acid reflux.  I can feel it when my blood pressure gets up. I can recognize 
the tingling when that happens in my hands and the heat in my chest and in my head.” 

Teacher D, Trauma

Respondents also reported the following health-related reactions to workplace stressors 
like racism.

Disappointment 40    9.25%

Frustration 38    8.82

Anger 34    7.89

Anxiety 30    6.96

Resentment 28    6.50

Avoidance               23 5.34

Fatigue, exhaustion 22    5.10

Emotional or social withdrawal      22    5.10

Insomnia/disturbed sleep                20    4.64

Headaches 18    4.18

Depression 15    3.48

Increased breathing/heart rate  15    3.48
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TEACHERS

SCHOOL LEADERS

Follow up on the things that bother you with an administrator or supervisor.

Create safe spaces- where Black teachers (and other teachers with historically marginalized identi-
ties)  can voice their concerns and experiences, e.g., affinity/ support groups

Identify allies, developing support inside and outside the school system. Use this group to authenti-
cally talk about what you’re experiencing.

Read your union agreement and contract. Make sure you read the processes on how to file grievances 
and be aware of the evaluation processes.

Create school and district policies. Things need to be written into the operating procedures of 
schools and districts. Be specific in the language, and use terms like racism when appropriate. Don’t 
say equity when we want to say anti-Black racism. 

Support legislation like the Racism free Schools Act www.racismfreeschools.org/act in Illinois. Put 
mandatory anti-racial harass-ment statements into all school policies and require anti-bias 
training for incoming staff members, like new staff members and human resources professionals.

· Develop and implement district anti-racist training and policies.
· Develop union agreements and discrimination reporting measures.

· Enforce federal HR anti-discrimination laws.
· Create of reporting and investigation processes to address racism in the workplace.
· Establish resources, tools, and strategies for Black teachers experiencing health effects of workplace

racism that addresses wellness and empowerment needs, e.g., Employee Assistance Programs (EAP).

As one of the interviewees stated in his interview, “Education and justice are one and 
the same.” These recommendation areas speak directly to the issues for policies, prac-
tices, accountability at the organizational level, as well as support for Black teachers. 
If these recommendations are put in place, then schools, the workspaces will be 
socially and emotionally safer for all teachers. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

BELIEVE BLACK TEACHERS

http://www.racismfreeschools.org/act%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%81
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