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The Research on Trust: Facts and Definitions
Schools are not buildings, curriculum and machines. Schools are relationships 
and interactions among people.

—David R. Johnson & Frank P. Johnson

The complicated web of interpersonal dynamics in any school involves many 
relationships between and among administrators, teacher leaders, teachers, 
support staff, union leaders, parents, and students. It is quite common for 
people to assume that other groups in the schools are not as trustworthy 
as their group. It’s easy to be suspicious and assign the blame for distrust 
to others. Rather than pointing fingers, we must start by examining our 
own levels of self-trust, as well as the levels of interpersonal trust with our 
colleagues and leaders.

This article focuses on:
Several definitions for you to consider•	
Two key research studies on trust in the workplace•	
Questions about you and your school using The Trust Glass, •	
showing five stages of trust, as a graphic organizer (fig. 1.1)

Definitions of Trust to Consider
Much of the original research on trust was based on romantic relationships. 

Recently, more attention has been focused on trust in the workplace. In either 
case, trust is a complex concept that is difficult to capture in one definition.

Before looking at more formal definitions, try to develop a personal 
definition by completing one or both of the following sentences:

“If a young child asked me: ‘What is trust?’ I would say…”•	
“If a teenager asked me: ‘Is it risky to trust someone else?’ I would say…”•	

It isn’t easy is it? Most researchers on trustworthiness agree that credibility 
is its foundational dimension and that credibility has two sides: competence 
(what we can do) and character (who we are). Each side is important in build-
ing and maintaining trusting relationships.

Stephen M. R. Covey (2006) uses these definitions:

Trust = confidence in integrity and abilities
Distrust= suspicion of integrity and capabilities (p. 5)

Roy Lewicki and Carolyn Weithoff (2000) define trust this way:

Trust is an individual’s belief in, and willingness to act on, the basis of the words, 
actions, and decisions of another. Distrust is not merely the absence of trust, 
but is an active negative expectation regarding another. (p. 87)

Many educators might assume that it is the relationships between admin-
istrators and teachers that are the most fraught with trust issues. In fact, as 
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Gordon (2002) writes, teachers’ trust for each other demands just as much 
attention in the trust-building process:

Teachers’ relationships with each other can often be more challenging than those 
between teachers and their bosses. Unfortunately, most schools are organized 
in ways that discourage trust building. Teachers are isolated from each other 
and have little time to discuss different views. The researchers also identified 
procedural blocks in districts where teaching jobs get filled based on seniority 
and credentials rather than on professionalism or where incompetent teachers 
are protected….(p.2)

Two Research Studies
James Kouzes and Barry Posner (2002) administered a questionnaire to 

over 75,000 people asking them to select seven qualities that they “most look 
for and admire in a leader, someone whose direction they would willingly 
follow” (p. 24). These four qualities received more than half of the votes:

Honest—having integrity and character. People do not want to be 1. 
lied to or deceived.
Forward-looking—having a sense of direction. People want leaders 2. 
who have a vision of success, take dreams seriously, and have ways 
to achieve them.
Competent—having a track record and an ability to get things 3. 
done. Leaders do not need to know how to do every task in the 
workplace, but they must have relevant experience to draw on.
Inspiring—having an enthusiastic, energetic, and positive attitude. 4. 
When the going gets tough, leaders keep everyone going and cheer 
them on. (p. 27–31)

All four of these top qualities are dimensions of trustworthiness.
A separate, decade-long research study found that schools with higher levels 

of trust—teacher to teacher, teacher to leader, and teacher to parent—were 
much more likely to make academic gains than schools without strong levels 
of trust. In their study of Chicago elementary schools, (1991–1997), Anthony 
Bryk and Barbara Schneider (2003) reported why some schools improved 
student achievement, while others did not.

Schools reporting strong positive trust levels in 1994 were three times more 
likely to be categorized eventually as improving in reading and mathematics 
than those with weak trust reports. By 1997, schools with strong positive trust 
reports had a one in two chance of being in the improving group. In contrast, the 
likelihood of improving for schools with very weak trust reports was only one in 
seven. Perhaps most telling of all, schools with weak trust reports in both 1994 
and 1997 had virtually no chance of showing improvement in either reading or 
mathematics [emphasis added]. (p. 111)
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Our analyses document a strong statistical link between improvements in relational 
trust and gains in academic productivity. [italics in original]… Short of a large-
scale social experiment with specific interventions aimed at building relational 
trust in schools, it is hard to envision a stronger evidence base documenting the 
significance of relational trust as a resource for school improvement. (p. 113)

You and Your School
The graphic of The Trust Glass shows the stages of trust from toxic dis-

trust to safer, early trust, to developing trust, all the way to high-performing 
mature trust.

Where would you place your school on the scale?•	
Different levels of trust can sometimes be found in the same school •	
within different groups. Try plotting degrees of trust for various 
groups in your school.
Where are you personally on this scale in your relationships with •	
your colleagues, students and leaders?

Roland Barth (2006) writes:

If the relationships between administrators and teachers are trusting, generous, 
helpful and co-operative, then the relationships between teachers and students, 
between students and students, and between teachers and parents are likely 
to be trusting, generous, helpful and co-operative. If, on the other hand, 
relationships between administrators and teachers are fearful, competitive, 
suspicious and corrosive, then these qualities will disseminate throughout the 
school community. (p. 1)

When educators start to value trust as a key factor in the pride and cama-
raderie they have in their schools and the significant impact of trust on the 
achievement of their students, they realize this really is a discussion about 
relationships and people. It cuts to the heart of why they became teachers in 
the first place and why they choose to remain in the profession.
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Figure 1.1: From distrust to mature trust

Mature trust High performing

Developing trust More visible 
signs of trust

Early trust Some signs of trust

No trust No trust

Distrust Lack of energy, hostile


