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This study investigates the ways in which teachers in secondary education settings build positive 

teacher-student interpersonal relationships (TSRs) and how those relationships may affect student 

motivation, learning, and teacher well-being. There have been studies on teacher well-being in the 

context of how their well-being serves students, on how students can be motivated to participate 

and learn in class through classroom management, however, this study explores these topics 

through the lens of the relationships formed between teacher and student for the benefit of both 

the teacher and the student. To discover how secondary educators build these positive teacher-

student relationships, and what affects the teachers believe that they have, teachers completed a 

Likert scale and short answer survey. Following that survey, three teachers were selected, 

interviewed for their perceptions on teacher-student relationships, and observed in order to support 

the data collected from their interviews. 

 

Keywords: Teacher-student Interpersonal Relationship, Teacher Well-being, Student Motivation, 

Secondary Education  
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Chapter One: Introduction  

 

Growing up, I had very few non-academic interactions with my teachers. I enjoyed school 

overall, and there were some teachers I liked more than others, but it is not until my high school 

and college years that I can truly remember making positive personal connections with my 

teachers. A few teachers, though, some positive and some negative, stand out in my mind 

throughout all my years of school.  

In seventh grade, which is particularly poignant for me as I am now a seventh grade English 

teacher, I had a teacher that I was ambivalent about until a day part way through the year when I 

got in trouble—and I never got into trouble. This teacher had this rule about talking in class when 

you weren’t supposed to, as many teachers do, but this one had a rather interesting consequence. 

You had three strikes, and then you were out. When you were out, you got an extra homework 

assignment. That homework assignment involved copying a rather extensive paragraph about not 

talking in class. However, that was not the real kicker. The part that stung was you had to copy it 

one hundred times. 

 So, I was sitting in class, and normally I was an extremely silent student, but a lot of my 

friends were in this class and the new seating chart had me sitting next to a few of them. Naturally, 

I talked a little more than was normal for me which resulted in my getting a warning. After my 

warning, the teacher was off helping another group, and my friend Sarah leaned over to talk to me. 

A student sitting near us told us to be quiet or shut up, something along those lines, but after a 

moment of quiet she started talking to a friend of ours on her other side while I tried to concentrate 

on my work as I did not want to get into trouble. It is at this point that the teacher hears the voice 

of someone talking again, and to my surprise she starts telling me in a raised voice that I had better 

stop talking and this is my second warning, but wait no, Brantley had told me to be quiet too earlier 
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so that is my last strike and to come see her after class to collect my extra assignment to be 

completed by the next time I came to class. I was so confused, and she would not listen to me when 

I tried to tell her it wasn’t me after class. I ended up spending hours that night writing these 

paragraphs over and over and I missed out on going to dinner with my grandparents from out of 

town because I had to finish these sentences. To this day, I get angry thinking about this teacher, 

and for the rest of the year I was cooperative but disengaged from everything she had to say.  

That poor interaction with that teacher, took me from liking her on a basic level, she was 

never a favorite teacher, to being set against her forever as she never tried to reconcile that with 

me and never tried to communicate with me about the incident further. She just accepted the 

paragraphs I had spent hours on while sobbing my heart out, that I knew she wouldn’t read, and 

went on about her business. I did not matter. That incident is one of the only things I remember 

clearly from her class, and that is something that sometimes haunts me as a teacher. Is this 

interaction, this one moment, where this student is mad at me, the only thing that they will 

remember from my class? It is one of the reasons why I do not typically hand out a consequence 

without witnessing an incident myself or having multiple reliable witness accounts of the problem.  

However, there were plenty of positive relationships that my teachers built with me. One 

of the most significant was my high school drama teacher. I have a hard time picking just one 

moment to describe here the ways in which she was always supportive, encouraging, and caring. 

From the moment I met her, she was kind and helpful. I had initially not been placed in a drama 

class, but rather a home economics class because Drama I classes were full. When I went to speak 

to her about being able to get into a drama class I was terrified, picture a tiny, quivering mouse 

tentatively poking out its nose from its hole in search of a meal, but she acted so excited that I was 

interested that she put my quivering nerves to rest. She signed my transfer of class form and 
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promised to personally go talk to my counselor to make sure I got placed in a drama class as soon 

as possible. She ended up giving me permission to skip Drama I and go directly into Drama II 

since all the Drama I classes were overflowing and the counselor couldn’t place anymore people 

in there. That was the first time I felt like a teacher had gone above and beyond for me, and she 

continued to do so for the next three years as I moved up through the drama courses to Drama IV 

(the highest-level drama class offered). Her belief in me gave me the confidence to try harder, do 

better, and attempt new and challenging things.  

I give a lot of the credit to her and her classes for my being able to stand in front of a group 

of people and coherently express myself. I went from just wanting to do backstage crew where I 

could hide, to striving for, and earning, a part, even if it was small, in every production until I 

graduated. At my senior banquet for drama club she awarded me what was basically the equivalent 

of a Most Valuable Player award for all the assistance I had given her, leadership I had shown, and 

hard work I had put in. Before drama class I was painfully, almost debilitatingly shy—a past 

teacher once heard me speak in a parent-teacher conference and expressed surprise that I knew 

how to talk—and now I am confident enough to do a job that basically involves public speaking 

every day in front of arguably some of the most judgmental people ever. This teacher not only 

made me feel like I mattered, she helped me accomplish things I never thought possible. She is 

what I aim to be as a teacher; someone who knows the importance of positive relationships and 

works to build and maintain them in order to do what is best for their students.  

This is because I remember that with the teachers I had those connections with I was more 

inclined to make sure I got everything “perfect” for them. I did not want to turn in poor work and 

I would pay more attention to what they said than other teachers. This was because I would be 

embarrassed, I would be disappointing them, I would be damaging that positive relationship if I 
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did otherwise. I was always a “good” student for whatever teacher I had, as I mentioned with that 

seventh-grade teacher, I was always cooperative even if I didn’t like a teacher, but with those 

special teachers I connected with I was a phenomenal student. I went above and beyond.  

 

The Problem 

Those special teachers were at the forefront of my mind when I became a teacher myself; 

however, I did not not think about why or how they became special to me as I began teaching. I 

just did my job on its most basic level for the most part. Being the “special” teacher, the teacher I 

think all beginner teachers have in their mind’s eye when they decide to be teacher, was harder 

than I initially thought. It is not enough to walk in a classroom and try to be “nice” or 

“understanding.” A general level of niceness or care or understanding is not enough to create the 

kind of positive relationships I remember having with my teachers in high school. 

 As a first-year teacher I learned that simply being “nice” just got you walked all over; it 

did not improve my relationships with my students, it did not miraculously make them love me 

and hang on every word that I said. In fact, it made them worse. Repeated warnings and, “Okay, 

that was funny, now settle down,” or “I know you're tired, and you had other things to do last night, 

so it will be late, but of course you can turn that in when you can” with no real consequences did 

not, as I thought in my mind at the time, make them appreciate my concern for them or my 

kindness. Rather it turned my classroom into an unmanageable circus of incessant, boisterous 

talking, with students not listening during lessons, ten people always wanting to go to the bathroom 

at a given time, a teetering stack of missing and late work, and me feeling like that trembling, 

frightened mouse from the beginning of high school again. I had to quickly stop being nice. I had 

to shift into survival mode where I did not connect with many students at all, but rather spent most 
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of my time trying to control situations that never should have started in the first place while 

desperately attempting to get some actual learning to happen as well. This existence became 

stressful, exhausting, and overwhelming to the point of frequently dreaming of quitting.  

Looking at other teachers, some of them much more experienced than me, and some of 

them not, with similar kids I was seeing them have more success with their students than me. The 

students that I saw sleeping in my class or who would talk back or be failing or any number of 

other issues, would be doing better in this other teacher’s class. Yes, there were several students 

whose behavior was the same everywhere, but for many these other teachers were getting much 

more out of the same kids than I was. I wanted to know why. I started asking other teachers how 

this student or that was in their class. Sometimes, they would have similar issues, but in others 

they would not. They would say things like, “Oh, I used to have that problem, but I talked with 

him and the counselors, and he really just wants to have some choice. He doesn’t respond well to 

something if it sounds like an order. Try giving him two or three options that you can live with 

and have him choose one. Then, it seems more like his idea, even though all of them were your 

ideas.” After having several similar conversations, I had to wonder how I didn’t know all this 

information about these students while my coworkers did. What were they doing differently than 

me?  

I concluded that they somehow got to know their students on a more personal level than I 

did. I had been “nice,” but I had kept my students at arms length, thinking to be more professional 

and to cover for the fact that I was so young. I did not know how to be the “teacher” or authority 

figure and get to know my students personally. I have improved with this skill, but I still am not 

sure of how to do both of those things successfully, and I think a lot of teachers, especially new 

teachers, feel the same way. We become teachers because we want to connect with students and 
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help them become successful in whatever they choose to do, but how to go about that is a lot easier 

in theory than in practice. How do teachers build positive relationships with their students and use 

them to help their students be successful? Do those relationships also help teachers stay motivated 

and happy with their jobs and work environment?  

The Purpose  

As I began to research how to create positive teacher-student relationships, I found very 

little on the actual “how to.” I discovered many articles dedicated to the importance of getting to 

know students as individuals and building teacher-student relationships in order to increase student 

motivation to convince students to stay in school, and I found some information on how building 

relationships with students can reduce teacher job dissatisfaction and stress. However, most 

articles did not focus on the actual creation of those relationships in great detail nor were there any 

collections of strategies presented for the sole purpose of creating and sustaining positive 

relationships with students, and they did not seem as concerned as I was with actually defining 

what a positive teacher-student relationship even is. 

Wubbels (2014) defines a teacher-student relationship as “the generalized interpersonal 

meaning students and teachers attach to their interactions with each other” (p. 364). However, 

there is not a recognized definition for what a positive teacher-student relationship is made up of. 

I will piece together a working definition of a positive teacher-student relationship (TSR) in this 

research and strive to discover how other secondary teachers build those positive TSRs in their 

classrooms to help students care about, and understand, their subjects better.  

My original question was just to figure out how to build the relationships and how those 

relationships could help students in school; however, another question also came up while doing 

the initial research into the topic. How do these positive TSRs affect teachers? While I found 
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several articles articles on how TSRs can impact teacher well-being, most of the research is focused 

on the negatives such as teacher burnout. This is interesting because in the state of Oklahoma right 

now we are in a teacher crisis. Many teachers are choosing to leave the state, work in private or 

charter schools, or leave the profession all together; half of the English department at my school 

is new this year for these reasons.  

Positive teacher-student relationships could assist in keeping more teachers in public 

schools in Oklahoma with their potential to improve teacher well-being and satisfaction with their 

jobs. While it most certainly is not the final or only solution to a huge issue, new teachers having 

more of an idea of how to create relationships with students, and the benefits of doing so, could 

help keep them from deciding to leave the profession after just a year or two, which increased my 

interest in the topic as a new teacher.  

Along with the possible benefits to teachers, in the initial research I found articles 

indicating that teacher-student relationships could have an impact on the motivation of students to 

stay in school. As a teacher at a school where many seventh graders talk about how they can’t wait 

to be sixteen so they can drop out of school, finding ways of motivating my students to do well in 

school is important.  

The purpose of this qualitative study is to inquire as to whether there are specific, best 

practices with which to build positive relationships with students, and to develop an idea of what 

effect those relationships have on student motivation and learning, and the well-being of the 

teachers.  

Research Questions  

1. What strategies do secondary teachers employ in order to develop and foster positive 

interpersonal relationships with their students?  

2. How do positive teacher-student interpersonal relationships, once formed, affect student 

motivation?   
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3. How do positive teacher-student interpersonal relationships affect student learning? 

4. In what ways, if any, does having a personal connection to students affect teachers’ 

resilience and well-being? 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review  

The idea of teacher-student relationships is something that has been around for years, 

however, there have not been deep examinations of the types of strategies with which teachers 

work to create those relationships. There is literature on the importance of having teacher-student 

relationships, but not a lot on what a positive TSR is made up of or how to go about forming one. 

This research will be attempting to fill that gap and provide a grouping of different strategies that 

teachers of all different levels of experience use successfully in their classrooms in order to build 

positive TSRs with their students while also looking at what makes those relationships successful. 

This literature review will be looking at how those positive teacher-student relationships affect 

teacher wellbeing, student learning, student motivation, and some strategies for how to begin 

building a positive teacher-student relationship. However, the first thing that must be done is to 

establish a definition, or a standard, for what a positive teacher-student relationship (TSR) is.  

 

What is a positive teacher-student relationship?  

A definition for teacher-student relationship used by Wubbels et al. (2014) and Claessens 

(2016) does not seem to be controversial and could be included with many of the varying views 

on what a positive relationship between teachers and students should look like. For the purposes 

of this review, a teacher-student relationship will be defined “as the generalized interpersonal 

meaning students and teachers attach to their interactions with each other” (Wubbels p. 364). What 

makes those interactions positive, though, is much more complicated because each teacher and 

student interprets the actions and reactions involved differently.  

In Wilkins’s study of teacher perspectives on teacher-student relationships they identified 

four different themes, or behaviors that teachers interpret as indicators of good relationships with 
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students (2014). Wilkins, through coding teacher interviews, found that the teachers she 

interviewed looked for: “having a sense of humor, showing respect, trying hard in class, and talking 

to teachers” as a sign that they would have, or do have, a good relationship with a student (p.60). 

These four student behaviors are not universally agreed on, as not even all the teachers in these 

interviews mentioned all these factors when discussing the topic. Some valued shared humor more, 

while others valued participation, and what the teachers defined as respect in their classrooms 

varied. From listening and being quiet in class to participation in discussions or good treatment of 

the classroom environment, teachers all had different, but overall valid, viewpoints on what 

students should do to show respect. However, it is clear that in order to have a positive TSR there 

needs to be some form of respect between the teacher and the student, whatever that may look like.  

Beyond respect, “agency” and “communion” are words that came up several times in 

different articles. In particular, these words were used to describe types of interactions between 

teachers and students. According to Claessens (2017), “agency” is defined as “the degree to which 

one controls the interaction, exuberates power or behaves independently from the other,” and 

“communion” means “the level of affiliation or friendliness one shows toward the other person” 

(page number Citation here). Both have to do with communication, but agency is more about 

exerting power in a relationship and communion is more about getting to know the other person. 

Claessens found that for there to be a positive relationship between a teacher and a student there 

needed to be out of classroom interactions and that those interactions had to have a high level of 

communion. This does not necessarily mean that agency is a negative thing to have in a TSR. A 

teacher with a complete lack of agency, or power, that operates solely on communion may find 

themselves in a power struggle with their students which does not bode well for a creating a 

positive TSR. This is the situation that I originally got myself into as a first-year teacher before 



  11 

going to the complete opposite end where I tried to operate solely on agency. The key would be to 

find a good balance of agency and communion; one without the other is what could lead to negative 

TSRs.   

Mainhard (2018) elaborated on agency and communion even further when he explained 

some actions that would fall into each type of communication. Speaking loudly and with 

confidence, standing with strong posture, and so forth could constitute agency. There is nothing 

wrong with either of those things, however, when used without at least equal displays of 

communion Mainhard found that high agency can produce anxiety in students which would not 

promote positive relationships with them. Actions that Mainhard listed as high in communion 

included speaking with students about their hobbies and extracurriculars, showing interest, and 

speaking to them calmly rather than yelling or using sarcasm. When high communion is present 

along with high agency more positive student responses occur. So, high agency is not a bad thing 

as long as teachers are also showing students that they care.  

Caring is another important term that needs to be defined here. There are two types of 

caring as defined by Nodding (1992) and used by Cooper and Miness (2014): caring as relation 

and caring as virtue. Caring as relation means “a mutual exchange in which the cared-for accepts 

the offer of care from the carer,” (p.268). Caring as virtue is defined as “the characteristic of ‘being 

caring’ being given to a person even in the absence of seeing the exchange of care or the 

relationship of care” (p.268). In other words, relational care is an actual act of care whereas virtual 

care is someone being perceived as caring. Cooper and Miness (2014) describe relational caring 

as the more desirable form of caring in developing a positive TSR. Actions speak louder than 

words.  
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Cooper and Miness (2014) took the definitions of relational and virtual care provided by 

Nodding and applied them to the term understanding. They thought it was important to distinguish 

between caring and understanding in TSRs because they have different impacts on those 

relationships, but they also found Nodding’s relational and virtual distinctions applicable to the 

different types of understanding. According to Cooper and Miness it is important to distinguish 

between caring and understanding because understanding is what leads to a caring TSR, so simply 

understanding should not be the end product a teacher is working toward, but rather they should 

be looking to gain understanding with a student in order to foster a caring TSR. Further, the type 

of understanding matters. As with caring, there are two types that they recognize and define: 

relational understanding and virtual understanding. Relational understanding is “defined as where 

the student perceives the teacher knows them as an individual based on a relational exchange 

between teacher and student” (p.268) and virtual understanding is “where students consider a 

teacher to be ‘understanding by nature’ even if they have not experienced an exchange where the 

teacher appears to know them as individuals” (p.268). 

 The definition of a positive teacher-student relationship, for the purposes of this literature 

review, then, is an interpersonal relationship between a teacher and a student that contains 

whatever level of respect, understanding, and care that both require to make the relationship work 

for them. Creating a positive relationship with students is not a simple task, so what is the benefit 

of putting in all the effort to form one? There are multiple benefits, and those benefits seem to 

build on each other. One benefit is the way that a positive teacher-student relationship can promote 

teacher wellness. 
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Getting Teachers Well  

 There has not been a lot of research done on teacher wellness itself. Meaning most research 

is focused solely on students, or on the things that make teachers more likely to be unwell, rather 

than on what would help them get well and stay well in their professional environment. Teacher 

wellness is discussed a lot in terms of what causes teacher “burnout,” or when a teacher loses the 

drive to teach, gets worn out, and either chooses to find another profession, or stays a teacher but 

is stuck perpetually in “survival mode” rather than continuing to strive for better practices and 

learning with their students.  

However, while looking for articles and research on the topic, I did find a few that 

addressed teacher wellness and teacher-student relationships in a new way. Wilkins (2014) 

conducted a study where she surveyed and interviewed teachers about relationships with their 

students. The teachers were selected for interviews based on a poll of students asking them which 

teachers they believed they had the best relationships with. When interviewing these teachers 

several behaviors came up that they seemed to cite as helping to make up a good relationship with 

students (focusing on the student behaviors), but when asked the teachers basically said that they 

could “have good relationships with any student who showed effort” (p.66) and that the teachers 

found that their own enthusiasm and responsiveness in their work was tied to the enthusiasm and 

responsiveness of their students in class (Wilkins 2014).  

This is a unique study in that it is asking teachers for their opinions on what behaviors that 

students need to exhibit in order to facilitate a relationship with their teachers rather than the other 

way around. It also looks more at how those relationships affect the teacher rather than just at the 

benefits of the relationship for the student, which is what most research on the topic of teacher-

student relationships is about. The study argues that it is not solely the responsibility of the teacher 
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to create and foster the relationship between them and their students, but that students need to 

recognize that teachers are, in simple terms, human beings too and that the relationship needs to 

involve the “fulfillment of needs of both parties involved” (p.66-67) in order for a positive 

relationship to truly occur (Wilkins 2014). What this means for my research is that this shows that 

a positive teacher-student relationship could not only be affecting student motivation, but it could 

be a key component to the well-being of teachers in the workplace with their self-efficacy and 

enthusiasm for the job as the study showed that a teacher who did not perceive a positive 

relationship with a student was less likely to provide extra help to the student in question and they 

considered their students’ behavior as a reflection of themselves. So, if a student behaved badly, 

they took it either as a personal slight or that they were not doing a good enough job in the 

classroom.  

Hagenauer et al. (2015) did a study looking into how the emotions of teachers are tied to 

the behavior of, and interactions with, their students. It was a quantitative study where they 

surveyed one hundred and thirty-two secondary teachers and had them reflect on their emotions 

and why they felt that way with one class that they had rather than all of them. They found 

indicators of teachers experiencing joy, anxiety, and anger and what was associated with those 

emotions. This study is significant, like Wilkins’, because unlike so many studies it is focusing on 

teacher emotions and its effects on them and their happiness in their job rather than on the emotions 

of students or how the teacher’s emotions affect students.  

The study (Hagenauer, et al. 2015) found that “closeness”—the interpersonal part of a 

teacher-student relationship—with a student, or classroom of students, had a positive correlation 

to teacher joy as did student engagement. Student achievement did not positively correlate strongly 

with any powerful teacher emotions, while lack of discipline had a positive correlation to teacher 
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anxiety and anger. They also found that while self-efficacy in teachers does correlate to teachers 

experiencing joy when teaching, there was not a strong correlation between efficacy beliefs and 

anger or anxiety (2015). So, while a teacher’s belief that they are doing well may help create joy, 

it does not necessarily create undue anxiety or stress, and the most important thing for a teacher to 

feel good about their job is to have engaged students that they feel a certain amount of closeness 

with. This is significant to my study as it shows support for my thesis that positive teacher-student 

relationships can help improve teacher well-being, not only student motivation and learning, and 

it points to a component of building a positive teacher-student relationship—closeness.  

There is a statement at the end of the discussion portion of the article (Hagenauer et al. 

2015), where they are interpreting the significance of their results, that I took an idea for an 

interview question from. While discussing the result of their study Hagenauer et al. put forth the 

idea that “teachers’ ability to connect well with students can be regarded as an important skill to 

target in professional  development” (p.398) they say that things like classroom management and 

student motivation are already addressed well in teacher preparation, but that “instructional 

strategies that aim at fostering the interpersonal TSR have largely been overlooked in teacher 

education curricula” (p.398). This is an extremely intriguing statement as my whole study is based 

around trying to figure out how to create positive interpersonal TSRs. 

 I do not know if there needs to be a class or an entire focus on this topic in teacher 

preparatory curriculum as this statement implies, because I am not sure how it would be 

accomplished. However, I will explore this statement through a question or two in the interview 

portion of my data collection by asking teachers what they think about the idea. Whether there 

needs to be more focused attention to this skill in teacher preparation or not it is something that 

needs to be explored more in research in order to figure out how to create those positive 
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relationships, as this study, while stating that they are significant, like many others does not delve 

into the actual process, or how, of building the closeness and TSRs that it discusses. I do not know 

if there is an exact “formula” for creating closeness with a student or class of students, but there 

must be a way to make the process feel less like walking blindfolded through a minefield.  

Spilt et al. (2011) created a literature review of studies that address the idea of teacher well-

being for the sake of teacher wellness, but even they state that the topic is not one that has been 

given expansive attention except in terms of teachers being unwell. They attempt to give a good 

overview of what is out there and offer their suggestions for further research. This is of interest to 

this study as it gives a good idea of what has been done, what hasn’t, and gave ideas as to how to 

move forward with my own research.  

One of the initial things from this literature review that was important was finding how 

people react to stress from the Lazarus (1991) “Transactional Model of Stress and Coping” and 

how the authors of the review interpreted how it could apply to teachers and how they cope with 

their jobs and their relationships with students. This model states that “an individual’s reaction to 

stress is guided by the subjective interpretation or appraisal of an external stressor which 

subsequently triggers an emotional response” and that subjective appraisal rests on whether the 

individual interprets a stressor as both “relevant” and “goal congruent.” Relevant means that it is 

judged that it will affect the person’s goals, and whether it is goal congruent is whether it will be 

in line with the individual’s goals. If they are not, then the action or stressor would be incongruent 

with the goal. Only something judged relevant will elicit an emotion. If it is goal congruent it 

causes positive emotions and if it is incongruent it causes more negative emotions. Spilt et al 

(2011) apply this to teachers because in the education profession they obviously have goals and 

beliefs about/for both their students and themselves, so the way in which teachers interpret student 
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behavior could very well affect what type of relationship they are building with their students. If 

they interpret a student’s behavior as frequently goal incongruent, then it is likely that they are 

attaching emotions of anger, frustration, stress, and even failure to the student which would make 

for a negative and toxic relationship that would lead to teacher burnout, and likely a student who 

is unmotivated to improve.  

There are two theories of motivation that are discussed in terms of explaining how teachers 

need positive relationships with students in the Spilt et al. literature review: Self-determination 

theory of motivation (SDT) and Attachment theory. SDT posits that there are three natural 

psychological needs: autonomy, belongingness, and competence, and that the fulfillment of those 

needs most positively correlate in a job where someone is working with intrinsic regulation, or 

they are doing something for the enjoyment and interest of it. Most research, as Spilt et al. say, in 

this area is focused on teacher relationships with colleagues (other teachers, administration, etc.) 

and the motivation and fulfillment of those needs that those relationships provide, but as Spilt et 

al. points out teachers spend the majority of their work days, and of their year, with their students, 

not their colleagues. While the research on the topic is limited, it makes more sense that teacher 

motivation and the fulfillment of their natural psychological needs would occur within teacher-

student relationships since they spend more time with their students.  

Competence and belongingness especially seem as if they could be highly influenced by 

teacher-student relationships, because if a teacher feels as though they have created strong bonds 

with students that bond could create belongingness and if that belongingness led to students being 

more cooperative and motivated in class that could improve a teacher’s feeling of competence. If 

interpersonal relationships with students do create feelings of belongingness and competence then 

they could be a major factor in teacher well-being because if those needs are not met, they can 
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cause a bevy of negative emotions that, since those relationships occur on a daily basis, are 

constantly wearing a teacher down.  

Attachment theory is focused on the motivation of belonging and the “attachment behavior 

of individuals” (p. 463 Spilt et al. 2011) as they strive to create or “maintain emotional security.” 

These attachments such as parent-child, or teacher-student, have long-term implications as those 

involved create mental representations of the relationships and those mental representations make 

a generalized road map for how to react in social situations and relationships in the future. These 

ideas that are carried forward hold expectations not only for the self, or how the individual should 

act and react, but expectations of how the other person, or people, should behave as well.  

This applies to teachers in that teachers are creating mental representations of their 

relationships with their students (Pianta et al 2013). Whether those expectations are met or not by 

a student, class of students, determines what type of emotions or ideas get “attached” to that student 

or group of students. The thing that is so important about this, not even going into how these 

attachments of emotions affect students, is that if an emotion is attached to a student then every 

time that student walks into that teacher’s classroom, raises their hand, or interacts with that 

teacher, the teacher begins to have that emotional response. Teachers see their students 

approximately an hour a day, five days a week, ten months out of a year depending on the state 

and school district. That is a lot of time for either negative emotions to fester in a person or for 

positive emotions to lift them up. If these mental representations and emotional responses are 

happening daily within a teacher’s mind, it follows that teacher-student relationships, and the 

emotions that go with them, could be greatly affecting teacher well-being. Though, as Spilt et al 

(2011) pointed out in their article, these emotions would only occur if the teacher felt that their 

relationships with these students was relevant to their own goals and beliefs, and not all teachers 
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believe that relationships with their students is an important part of their job. So, maybe the amount 

of effect interpersonal teacher-student relationships would have on a teacher’s well-being is 

dependent on how much the teacher even cares to have one in the first place.  

Looking at Spilt et al’s discussion section of their literature review validated my idea to 

look into the positive effects of teacher-student relationships in that they say that there is a lot of 

research on the negative outcomes of stress and burnout in teaching, but there is not enough 

research into the “positive indicators” of teacher well-being and that there are indicators in self-

determination theory that could point toward how positive teacher-student relationships motivate 

teachers and that they “contribute to a basic need for relatedness” for teachers.  

Milatz et al (2015) make a similar assumption in their article. They cite self-determination 

theory as an indicator that teacher relatedness to students could be crucial to promoting teacher 

wellness, or as they are approaching it, preventing or reducing teacher burnout. They define 

burnout as a “human worker syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced 

personal accomplishment” (p. and they postulate that burnout increases in teachers when they have 

low levels of connectedness and attachment with their students, or when they are unable to connect 

with students because they interpret student behavior negatively. While the Milatz research took 

place with elementary school teachers and students, it is applicable at the secondary level as well. 

Which is why I based some of my survey and interview questions off the Pianta Student-Teacher 

Relationship Scale (STRS; 2001; Pianta et al. 2003) that they used and which they state is used 

widely. The scale is used to reflect a teacher’s emotions and thoughts about either students as a 

whole, or adjusted to see how they reflect on an individual student. I used ideas from this for my 

survey because I wanted to ensure that I selected teachers to interview and observe that would best 

demonstrate positive relationships with students and that would have insight into how they believe 
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they achieved those relationships, and as this scale is widely accepted as reliably reflecting a 

person’s internalized feelings toward a group of students it seemed logical to adapt part of my 

survey to it. 

Overall, the literature on teacher well-being, or how to get teachers well and stay that way, 

is slim. I hope to gain more insight into this gap through talking with teachers directly about what 

they believe helps them stay, or get, well in a profession that many acknowledge to be a job with 

one of the highest levels of stress. This is because of its demand for personal and emotional 

interactions on a daily basis (Johnson et al., 2005; O’Connor, 2008; Pyhältö et al., 2011).  

The importance of teacher well-being goes beyond just the need for them to be able to teach 

well. It is about the ability of teachers to be able to get their students to care and be motivated and 

engaged in learning, and how does someone get others to care when they can’t care themselves? 

They can’t. Teachers first must find their own wellbeing in order to help their students.  

Getting Students to Care  

The research on student motivation and engagement is more extensive than on teacher 

wellness. Part of this may be that people assume that teachers already know how to deal with their 

own problems and issues. Society tends to incorrectly expect adults to have it all together and have 

all of the answers, so the need to focus on student issues may have seemed greater or more logical. 

This section of the literature review will be going through the research on student motivation and 

engagement; in particular I will be focusing on the ways in which teacher-student relationships 

may be affecting student motivation. I believe that a positive relationship with a teacher, or 

teachers, could help motivate a student, especially one that wouldn’t normally have the inclination, 

or care, to do well in class.  
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When considering how to approach discussing student motivation with teachers, and how 

they observe their students’ motivation in relation to how they learn and behave in their 

classrooms, I realized I needed to have a good idea of what I meant by student motivation. While 

there are many facets of engagement and motivation, and therefore many definitions, the ones used 

by van Uden et al. (2014) were straightforward, and since they were studying how teacher beliefs 

affect student engagement the definitions they found for their research tied in well with my own.  

Van Uden et al. (2014) defined three separate types of engagement: behavioral, emotional, 

and cognitive, on two levels: school and classroom—though they were looking mostly at the 

classroom level since their research dealt with individual teacher beliefs and the learning 

environments that those beliefs created. Behavioral engagement is where a student is showing up 

to class on time, paying attention, and putting forth effort when completing assignments. 

Emotional engagement manifests as a student being interested in being in class, has enthusiasm 

for what they are learning, and generally has a positive demeanor when it comes to learning. 

Finally, cognitive engagement, which would be the ultimate goal and dream for any teacher, is 

when a student truly understands the importance of their learning and education. Meaning they can 

comprehend the importance of not only the big picture, but the individual assignments as well. The 

cognitively engaged student can self-regulate, forms their own educational goals, and wants to be 

high achieving. 

 In my research I will be mostly focusing on the behavioral engagement of students with 

some emotional engagement as well within the classroom level because I will be getting my data 

through surveying and interviewing individual teachers. The only time I will be in the same room 

as students for this study will be for observations. I will have no communications with students 

about their thought processes, so it would be difficult for me, or the teachers whom I speak with, 
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to know for sure what level of cognitive engagement a student has. Trying to judge student 

engagement at a school level does not make sense for the approach I am taking with my research 

as I am not talking to every teacher within a certain school but rather a few individual from varying 

schools. However, as van Uden et al., (2014) state none of these forms of engagement is necessarily 

independent of the other, if one is occurring then it is likely that another could be as well and so 

even though I may be asking about and discussing just one or two types of motivation and 

engagement, indicators of other types of engagement could come up in my interviews with 

teachers.  

Engagement and motivation of students is important for without it students, especially 

those who come from less privileged backgrounds, are less likely to do well in school and are even 

more likely to drop out of school. Linda Liebenburg et al. (2016) investigated how empowering 

and respectful interactions with school teachers, administration, and peers helped to bolster student 

resilience (2016). While resilience is different than engagement and motivation, I believe they are 

connected because if a student does not have resilience, “a dynamic process encompassing positive 

adaptation within the context of significant adversity” (p.3 McCubbin 2001), or the resources to 

build resilience, they are too focused on their problems to be motivated to complete school, let 

alone care about doing well.  

The significance of Liebenburg et al.’s (2016) study to my research questions is that 

Liebenburg et al. found a connection between positive, empowering and respectful, experiences 

within a school context, that in many cases included teachers, and the ability of students to 

recognize the support and resilience resources available to them, which in turn may help them be 

more able and motivated to complete their education.  
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While this research was directed toward school psychologists, the idea was to provide 

information to school psychologists for them to assist schools and teachers to foster those 

empowering and respectful experiences. Empowering meaning making ensures lessons and 

teachers are relevant and accessible to students and their goals, and respectful in that students 

perceive that their teachers, and the school, respect their cultures, backgrounds, and communicate 

in ways that the students can comprehend rather than talking down to them or using language that 

they cannot understand, but expecting them to “get it” anyway (Liebenburg et al 2016). This also 

indicates that teacher-student relationships could be a significant factor in student motivation and 

engagement in school if these types of interactions are what assist students from adverse 

backgrounds to build their metaphorical resilience toolbox and have the strength to be motivated 

enough to finish school.  

Furrer, Skinner, and Pitzer (2014) connect engagement and motivational resilience by 

showing how teacher-student and peer-student relationships affect engagement in class and in turn 

a student’s motivational resilience, or their ability to remain dedicated to their work despite 

difficulty. In other words, the ability to cope with adversity in the classroom. In the paper they 

explore not only the effects of these relationships on engagement and motivational resilience, but 

which relationships work, and which ones do not. I will focus mainly on what does not work, and 

the effects of relationships that do not work in this section of this literature review, but I will come 

back to Furrer et al. and address what does work in another section of this literature review called 

“Cultivating Positive Teacher-Student Relationships.”  

Furrer et al (2014) break down types of relationships that do not work into three types of 

interactions. All three of these interactions, especially when in combination with each other, 

increase the likelihood of a student being unsuccessful in, or dropping out of, school because they 
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decrease a student’s resources for coping and building motivational resilience; they keep a student 

from becoming engaged in school.  

The first of these interactions is a rejecting interaction with or action toward a student or 

students. This is where the teacher, or peers, are either disinterested or critical of a student. This 

could be forgetting a student’s name, not learning about them, ignoring them, making sarcastic or 

critical comments about the student, or treating them with impatience. These types of actions can 

make a student feel unwanted and unliked.  

The second is a chaotic interaction, or where reactions, consequences, and behaviors are 

inconsistent and possibly even unpredictable. It makes the teacher, or peer, someone unreliable 

and untrustworthy. For teachers this can look like not giving helpful feedback, grading or handing 

out consequences without regular follow through, not explaining a task in an understandable 

manner, and for peers it could be anything from spreading lies about a student to leaving them out 

of something when the student has not done anything to warrant the new hostile behavior.  

The third category of interaction that Furrer et al. defines is a coercive interaction. With 

both teachers and peers this involves some sort of punishment or threat of punishment in order to 

get the other person to do what they want. With teachers these come across when they use 

incentives to make students do something or they don’t get “X, Y, or Z”, language that devalues a 

student’s feelings or experiences, and generally taking away choices. With peers it is very similar. 

They have interactions where they are forced to act outside of their own preference or ideas of 

right and wrong, but instead of the consequences of not obeying being detentions or loss of a treat 

they are threatened with social ostracization, getting bullied, or beat up. With both teachers and 

peers, a coercive relationship is a situation in which a student finds themselves stripped of their 

autonomy.  
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While I agree, and have seen examples of, all these types of poor, “non-working” 

relationships within a school setting there are some issues that need to be addressed. The first of 

which is the peer relationship factor regarding my own research. Since my research questions focus 

on how teachers can create positive relationships and how those teacher-student relationships 

affect different aspects of both student and teacher, I will not spend much, if any, time investigating 

how peers’ relationships work. However, I think it is worth mentioning that peer relationships 

within a classroom may affect how a teacher is able to create relationships and that a teacher only 

has so much control over how peers interact with one another. They can certainly promote better 

peer relationship practices in their classroom, but a teacher can never make a student do, or not do, 

something. So, the peer relationships in a classroom may be something I will need to factor into 

my data analysis at the end of this process as they can affect the classroom climate which may at 

a certain point be outside of a teacher’s control.  

The second point that is worth a further look is certain points in which a teacher could 

technically be considered coercive in the terms of Furrer et al’s (2014) description of a coercive 

interaction, but that are not necessarily bad practices depending on how they are being used. For 

example, with incentives, I know teachers who use incentives all the time to get reluctant students 

to at least try, and they are creating poor relationships with their students because of it. There is a 

way to incentivize something in a positive way and a way to incentivize something negatively. If 

there is a reward at the end of completing a challenging project, that is a positive thing. If the 

incentive is a punishment if the project is not finished, then that would be negative. 

 In fact, incentives, working from the apparent Furrer et al. definition of the word, are 

already in place whether the teacher adds more on or not. Teachers are required to attach grades 

to a student’s work in most cases in the United States, and those grades either pass or fail a student 
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in the end, which is a powerful bit of coercive incentive if ever there was one. However, I have 

always contextualized the word “incentive” as positive in my mind; it is a reward someone gets 

after working hard to accomplish a goal or simply to gain the reward. Having extra negative 

consequences that do not need to be in place, or that do not fit what the teacher is trying to 

accomplish with a student, seems to be a better way to word what Furrer et al. were describing in 

their discussion of coercive relationships.  

In their article, Furrer et al. (2014) make a solid connection between these three negative 

types of interactions in teacher-student and peer-student relationships and poor grades and/or 

dropout rates. The combination of these types of relationships, extended out over time, result in 

students not having the positive coping resources they would have gained through positive 

interactions with their teachers or peers, and so when faced with challenges, they use poor coping 

strategies that lead to failure and giving up (Furrer 2014).  

The Furrer et al. paper and the other articles discussed in this section connect in a way to 

the research conducted by Okonofua, Paunesku, and Walton (2016). They researched whether 

encouraging empathic discipline, especially regarding students who are already at risk for getting 

suspended, rather than punitive discipline would reduce suspension rates. This connects to student 

motivation and engagement, and teacher-student relationships, in that this study shows that a more 

respectful relationship between teachers and these “trouble” students motivated these students to 

behave better in class and therefore be less likely to be suspended and possibly eventually drop 

out of school since repeated suspensions do increase the likelihood of a student to drop out of 

school altogether because they are being separated from the academic environment and so have no 

opportunity to gain the skills needed to succeed (Christle 2007).   
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Okonofua et al. (2106) had a three step, or three experiment, process to their research. The 

first was to see if teachers were capable of making an empathic change through having them watch 

videos about how positive interactions with students were essential to classroom management and 

positive student outcomes or how harsh discipline was necessary to control a classroom,  and then 

having them respond to a series of student discipline scenarios and assessing their responses.  

The second was to see how students may respond when faced with the new process of 

discipline by having college students pretend to be troublesome middle school students in a class 

and have their instructor react in different ways, some empathetic and some punitive. Afterward 

they were asked how they would have felt in each situation had it been real. In both cases it seemed 

as if teachers could be influenced to change and that changing to be more empathic regarding 

discipline could help students react better to discipline in those situations. With that in mind, they 

began their third experiment.  

This third part of the experiment involved two brief interventions with a series of middle 

school math teachers and then following them throughout an academic year looking at the 

percentages of suspension rates at each of the schools comparing the suspension rates of students 

who had teachers who had participated in the intervention and those who did not. The interventions 

were simple. Two short sessions, no more than forty-five minutes, where teachers participated in 

online modules that put the teachers in the mindset of being expert professionals that were being 

asked how they would show respect for students when it comes to discipline, for future and other 

teachers, after watching a video that showed a few examples of that respect. The study found that 

over the course of an academic year it cut suspension rates about in half for students in classes 

where the teacher was a participant in the research. It was particularly effective with students with 

previous suspensions but was also effective in reducing the rates of suspension in groups that 
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typically have the highest rates of suspension: boys, African Americans, and Latino students. 

Students reported a higher level of respect for their teachers because they felt more respected by 

their teachers.  

It is important to note that the researchers made clear that having an empathetic mindset in 

regard to discipline did not mean letting students get away with misbehavior or agreeing with the 

students’ mindset, in fact they posited that doing so would make matters worse by causing the 

teacher to lose control of their classroom. The empathetic approach to discipline is simply politely 

allowing the student to explain their thinking, and then going about coming up with a consequence 

that makes sense for what they did and why they did it while making sure the student understands 

how that thinking got them into trouble. Doing so lets the student know that the teacher respects 

where they are coming from even if they do not agree with them.  

This whole experiment, and its apparent results, interest me greatly for my study and for 

my own practice as a teacher as I work in a school with a larger than average population of Latino 

and African American students for my district. As mentioned in my introduction, when I first 

began teaching I let too many students get away with poor behavior because I understood where 

they came from, and instead of also following that empathy through with useful consequences I 

looked the other way until it felt too late to fix it. I then went in the opposite direction and came 

down punitively on many things that had reached a boiling point over the school year. Looking at 

how successful simply allowing a student to explain their thought process, and then working to a 

consequence they understand, is for reducing suspension rates all around, but especially for my 

students’ demographic, is inspiring.  

Being able to get students to care about learning, their behavior, and even simply showing 

up to school is an important step for teachers to take when trying to make positive relationships 
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with students and to ushering them toward improving academically. Once they care, then they are 

more likely to be motivated to try and put forth effort. Once the effort and care are being put in, 

then it is the teacher’s job to guide that effort into a deeper understanding of their subject matter 

for the student.  

Getting Students to Understand 

Research on how teacher-student relationships affect student learning, or understanding, of 

any subject in school is not abudant. As discussed in the previous section of this literature review, 

there is quite a bit on student motivation in relation to teacher-student relationships, and some of 

those imply that further research could show effects on student learning and understanding within 

school, but I have not seen many at all that actually address the possibility that teacher-student 

relationships could be a cause for improvement, or worsening, of a students’ learning. Those that 

do address it do not seem to have solid statistical data either, but rather are discussing, or parsing 

through, theory or the idea that these relationships may affect learning is an afterthought. I really 

had not planned on taking a look at the actual student learning myself until later in developing my 

research, and as my research is designed and approved to be teacher-based it probably will not 

address this topic to satisfaction, but this is definitely a topic that could, and should, be looked into 

in more depth in the future. 

Some of what I was able to find doesn’t stand on its own as just covering student learning, 

but rather connects closely as a byproduct of some of the previous topics covered already. One 

such article by Roffey (2012) discusses how teachers and/or students being unwell may affect 

student learning through either the teachers’ abilities to educate being hindered by whatever 

stresses or problems cause them to be unwell or through the students’ abilities to take anything in 

being obstructed by whatever factors are making them not well. The article reviews research that 
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has been conducted on the issues, interprets it, and makes suggestions for how certain aspects of 

the research indicate what should be done moving forward.  

One of the important things shown in this article’s research (Roffey 2012) is that if a person 

is under chronic stress then it can lead to the “degradation of the hippocampus” (p. 10) which deals 

with memory. So, the more stressed a teacher is, the longer they are under that extreme stress, the 

more likely they are to be forgetful as well as be giving a poorer performance with their work. The 

article basically asserts here that if we want our students taught to the best of their teachers’ 

abilities we need to start focusing more on teacher wellbeing which falls in line with what I have 

been finding in other research while conducting this literature review. It also lines up with the 

problems that I see with my own eyes as an educator every day with both myself and my 

colleagues.  

Roffey (2012) also, as mentioned before, reviews student well-being. While this is not 

directly a focus of my study, student well-being definitely could be a by-product of teacher-student 

relationships as one of the studies Roffey covers in her research lists the following as “pathways 

to wellbeing in school” for students: “building a respectful and supportive 

school community, developing pro-social values, providing a safe learning environment, 

enhancing social-emotional learning, using strengths based approaches, fostering a sense of 

meaning and purpose, and encouraging a healthy lifestyle” (pg. 9). Many of the pathways listed 

here connect in some way to teacher-student relationships (TSR).  

The first on the list is one of the most obvious, in that at the core of a positive teacher-

student relationship there should be respect and support. When defining a positive teacher-student 

relationship at the beginning of this literature review, respect, and the implied support that goes 

with that, was one of the key components of a TSR. Providing a safe learning environment should 
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also be at the center of TSRs, for both teachers and students, for if someone feels unsafe then their 

basic needs are not being met and they will not have the mental room to create positive 

relationships with anyone.  

Many of the other actions or requirements listed are interrelated. Fostering meaning and 

purpose should follow naturally after helping students to use their strengths and connect and 

develop social and emotional skills. If a teacher has assisted in guiding a student through 

recognizing and using their strengths, or even develops lessons based off of their students’ 

strengths, and has facilitated the development of social and emotional skills so that students can 

effectively identify their emotions, those of others, and communicate accordingly, then they have 

created meaning and purpose in school and students will be more likely to be well. Therefore, as 

has already been pointed out, they are more likely to be less stressed, which would mean less strain 

on the hippocampus.  

This means that, like teachers, students would perform to the best of their ability, or in 

other words be able to learn and perform at a higher level, in school if many or all these pathways 

are followed. As many of these pathways connect to teacher-student relationships and interactions, 

it would also follow that teacher-student relationships could have the capability to not only affect 

student motivations, but also their ability to understand a topic and learn.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology  

Setting and Participants  

 

I chose to study how to build positive relationships with students because of my own 

experiences as a teacher and my struggle to balance being a teacher and creating a relationship, so 

when moving forward with my research it made sense to use teachers in similar environments to 

my own. In order to figure out how to create relationships with my own students it was logical to 

look to teachers in my own district, and even at my own school, to see how they created their 

relationships with students, and how those relationships may improve their own well-being and 

the motivation and learning of their students because the types of environments of the schools and 

backgrounds of the students would be similar to my own environment and my own students’ 

backgrounds. This convenience sampling of participants does have the potential for bias to occur 

when analyzing data results as the researcher knows and works with a few of the participants, and 

that issue will be addressed later in this paper.  

Research Context  

The school district in question is a suburban community that serves, according to the Office 

of Educational Quality and Accountability, 134,781 students of which 6.5% are Black, 15.9% 

Hispanic, 4.7% Native American, 5.2% Asian, 49.1% Caucasian, 18.6% identify as two or more 

races, and 45.3% of students are eligible for free and reduced lunches. While at my specific school, 

8.4% are Black, 25.9% Hispanic, 4.8% Native American, 7.3% Asian, 39.4% Caucasian, and 

14.2% identify as more than one race. 62.8% of the student population is eligible for free and 

reduced lunch (2017). This choice of setting was chosen for convenience, as I am the only 

researcher and surveyed, interviewed, and observed all participants myself, but also because I 

wanted to hear from a group of teachers working with groups of students with as close of a 



  33 

demographic to my own as possible because the original reason for wanting to research this topic 

was wanting to help my own students. 

 Participants 

The teachers selected for participation in this study were chosen for their willingness to 

participate, they chose to participate in an optional survey, because they are teaching in a 

demographically similar environment, and because of the researcher’s need for a convenient 

sample. Those chosen for further interview and observation were chosen for their willingness to 

provide their contact information, the length of their teaching career, I attempted to choose one 

participant from each time range of the survey, and the content of their short answer responses to 

the initial survey. I also tried to select teachers from a variety of departments and grade levels 

when available as I selected one eighth grade Language Arts teacher, a seventh-grade science 

teacher, and a high school social studies teacher that teaches multiple grade levels. I wanted a 

variety of teachers to see if the length of time teaching changes anything with the quality of 

teacher-student relationships, or the way they are built; to see if teachers of different subject matter 

approach building relationships with students differently or if there are strategies to building their 

relationships with students that they use that are content specific. 

  I did not include a math teacher only because of the limitation of productive, detailed 

answers from math teachers who provided their emails to be contacted in the initial survey. The 

only math teachers who filled out the short answer section to a satisfactory degree in the survey 

did not leave their emails. Those that left their emails either did not fill out the short answer section 

and/or the amount of years they had been educators fell into a bracket that had been filled by a 

participant already selected.  
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Data Collection 

Data collection was mixed-methods as the first round of data collection was a survey which 

is associated with more quantitative research while later methods included face-to-face interviews 

and observations of classroom interactions with students which falls more into the realm of 

qualitative research. The primary reason for using the survey initially was to get a wide range of 

responses from teachers in order to find solid candidates for interviews and observations. The types 

of questions asked were aimed at assessing whether a teacher both valued and had positive 

relationships with their students. Subsequent interviews and observations were aimed at gathering 

data on how teachers viewed and built their relationships with students and how they interpreted 

how those relationships affected their students and themselves.  

Obtaining Permission  

 Whenever conducting research involving people the local IRB has to approve the 

research for the safety of the participants. So, I went about the process obtaining IRB approval and 

after a round of corrections my research was approved and exempted from full IRB review as it 

was determined to be a minimal risk study (see appendix for the included document). After gaining 

approval from the IRB, since I had decided on a convenient sample of participants, I needed to 

gain the approval of my district to send out my survey to all of the secondary faculty. I contacted 

my district and received an email telling me I had permission to send out the email to staff within 

about a week and a half.  

Recruitment of Participants 

After obtaining permission to begin my research from both the IRB and my district, I sent 

out my survey to all secondary schools in my district (see appendix where survey is included). An 

issue with conducting a research study using a convenient sample of participants is that some of 



  35 

the potential participants could be friends, family, or even colleagues from my own school. In 

order to reduce the amount of pressure or obligation that those who know me personally may have 

felt to participate, I made sure the surveys would remain anonymous unless the participant chose 

to provide their email for later contact for interviews and observation. That way if they did not 

take the survey, there would be no way for me know and cause undue pressure.  

I did not ask or approach any of my colleagues or family members that work within the 

district about whether they had seen or answered my survey when it was sent out. Several friends 

and colleagues within the district reached out to me and told me they participated. I thanked them 

but did not ask them if they had provided their emails for later contact or not, and I did not initiate 

any further contact unless one of them was selected for further interview based on the merit of 

their short answer responses during the survey.  

Stage One Data Collection 

The first round of data collection took place through survey. The survey was designed to 

be made up of mostly Likert Scale type questions where participants were asked to select their 

level of agreement or disagreement with a statement, or the amount of times an event or action 

mentioned in a statement occurred with them (Never to Always).  

This style of question was chosen because when researching this topic, a lot of the other 

surveys referenced in other articles used similar questions, and several of the questions asked in 

the survey are modeled and based off those questions (Gasser et al. 2018,  Liebenberg et al. 2016, 

Mainard et al. 2018, and Okonofua et. al 2016). Another reason for the Likert Scale questions was 

because I am the sole researcher on this project and the data provided from that style of question 

allowed me to more quickly assess which teachers would be more likely candidates for interviews 

and observations.  



  36 

However, the survey did have one short answer question where participants could elaborate 

on ways in which they allow their students voice and choice within their classroom. This short 

answer question allowed teachers to provide more detail on classroom strategies and discussions 

for analysis, and it also showed me which teachers would be most likely to not only give rich, 

detailed answers in an interview and provide me with information on strategies I may want to 

observe, but showed me who may be more willing to give me more of their time later on in the 

research.  

The survey was conducted through the website Survey Monkey. Of the several hundred 

teachers (I do not know the exact count as it was not provided to me as it was sent out via link in 

an email that was addressed to each secondary school—not the individual teachers) who received 

the email containing the link to the survey, 68 teachers completed the survey.  

Stage Two Data Collection  

Stage two of data collection began about a week after the survey was sent out when I 

reviewed participants’ answers as they came in, and after it had been about a week it was clear I 

was not going to get any further participation as no one new had completed the survey in two days. 

At that time, I went through each response again looking for which participants had left their 

emails, giving permission for further contact.  

Of the 68 participants, twenty had left their emails. I went through all the survey responses 

of the twenty and selected four participants to interview and possibly observe. I selected these four 

based on the following things in their responses: the amount of time they had been teaching, the 

subject that they taught, the quality of their short answer response (did they answer that question, 

did they say more than just a couple of words, was what they wrote about something that would 
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be worth observing, did their response make sense), and the trend of their answers to the Likert 

Scale questions. 

 I only selected one teacher from each of the time options (1-3 years, 4-6 years, 7-10 years, 

and 10+ years), and I attempted to only choose one teacher from each of the core subjects. I tried 

to select one teacher from each period of experience because I wanted to see if teachers of different 

levels of experience had different opinions and processes on building positive teacher-student 

relationships, and I only chose one from each category because I am the only researcher on this 

project and logistically I could only manage so many interviews and observations by myself. I also 

wanted a teacher from all the main content areas because content might affect how a teacher builds 

relationships with their students.  

I did not get a teacher from the last experience category (10+ years) because the two that I 

attempted to contact from the survey over a period of about three to four weeks never answered 

the emails that were sent to them. I sent three emails to each teacher over those three weeks and 

never got an answer from either one. I was unable to choose a math teacher as the only ones who 

left their email gave poor, to no, short answer responses and did not meet a still open slot in one 

of the teaching time scales.  

After selecting the four participants from the twenty, I sent out the recruiting email 

approved by the IRB reminding them of the survey they completed and asking them if they would 

still be interested in being interviewed and possibly observed. They were asked to email me back 

either to let me know days and times that would work for them, or to let me know they were no 

longer available and to select someone else. The two Language Arts teachers that I chose either 

did not respond to my emails (I sent out three over the span of about a week and a half), or on the 

last email responded saying they were no longer interested in participating. These two were on 
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opposite ends of the teaching experience scale. The one that finally responded that they were no 

longer interested was a new high school teacher (1-3 years) and the one that never responded was 

a junior high teacher, and the most experienced of the teachers that I contacted (10+ years). I 

believe that my emails, sent from my University of Oklahoma account, may have been going into 

the trash, or spam, folders of some of the teachers’ emails which could account for the late 

responses, and the non-response, of some teachers, so I changed the email address with which I 

was sending out the emails.  

After that, I reviewed the responses on the surveys again and chose two new potential 

participants. One a junior high language arts teacher with 1-3 years of experience, and the other a 

high school vocal music teacher with 10+ years of experience. I tried, again, to choose participants 

who gave solid responses to the short answer question and that made my pool of teachers diverse 

in experience and subject matter. The Language Arts teacher with 1-3 years of experience 

answered my second email, and agreed to participate in the study; however, the experienced Vocal 

Music teacher never answered me. So, I decided, with permission from my thesis advisor, to 

complete my study with three participants for interviews and observations as I still had a variety 

of teaching experience ranges and subjects. With those participants, I collected data from a 

Language Arts teacher, a Social Studies teacher, and a Science teacher.  

Stage Three Data Collection  

Stage three of data collection was the observation of the teachers that I interviewed. All 

observations occurred post-interview with each teacher, but as I interviewed all of them at different 

times the amount of time that lapsed between when I interviewed a teacher (stage two of data 

collection) and observed them varied. The amount of time between when I interviewed the Social 

Studies participant and when I observed them was about three weeks because of my own 
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responsibilities as a teacher the week following the interview, Spring Break was the week after 

that, and my wanting to have interviews completed before conducting observations if possible. I 

observed the Science teacher two days after the interview because they were immediately 

available, and I observed the Language Arts teacher about two days, not including the weekend, 

after their interview as well.  

Data Analysis 

As I read through the transcripts of the interviews and went over my notes from 

observations, I first tried to group sections of observations and specific statements from interviews 

into broad categories so that I could better make sense of smaller and more individual codes and 

themes later. Categories that I marked were “definitions of positive teacher-student relationships 

(TSRs),” “process of building positive relationships with students,” “process of building positive 

TSRs with more difficult students,” “teacher observations of student behavior/motivation” 

“teacher observations of student learning/self-efficacy,” “teacher reflections on personal 

emotions,” “advice,” “changes in relationships with students over years,” and “description of best 

day as a teacher.”  

These larger categories helped me to organize my thoughts and start coding the responses 

in each category. The themes that emerged from that coding were: be personal, comfort, barriers, 

communication, showing interest, common ground/respect, teacher buyin, humor, patience—both 

for students and with themselves as educators, keep trying, and emotion/caring. There were even 

more than that, but these were the major ones that appeared with all three subjects in some way or 

another that contributed to the building of a positive relationship between teacher and student and 

the benefits that the participants described as coming with that relationship. To pare that down 

even further, a couple of these were able to be connected very closely with each other, and those 
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combined themes will be the ones discussed and defined in the Themes section of the final chapter 

of this paper 

Ethical Assurances  

As discussed earlier in this chapter, before conducting any research, permission was 

obtained from the University of Oklahoma Institutional Review Board (IRB) and since I was 

sending out a mass email to recruit participants within my school district, I also obtained 

permission from district administrators to contact their faculty in that manner. Ethical assurances 

regarding each of the participants included ensuring that all potential participants were provided 

informed consent, that consent was acquired from them before proceeding further, making sure 

that all rights to privacy, confidentiality, and transparency were met in order to protect participants 

from foreseeable harm.  

To give informed consent, I provided a consent form detailing all expectations and risks to 

each potential participant at two stages of the data collection; once, with an online, unsigned form, 

when the survey was sent out and second, when I contacted participants further about possible 

interviews and observations. If they gave consent, they signed before the interview and observation 

process began. In order to provide data security, or privacy and confidentiality, all data collected 

was stored on a secure, password protected computer. Names of the teachers participating, or 

students’ names heard during observations, were not recorded during the interview and observation 

process unless a participant happened to mention them during the recorded interview process. If 

any actual names were used by participants, then they were replaced with a given pseudonym and 

the actual name was deleted from the transcript of the interview. However, some names were 

attached to the online surveys, as participants were given the option of leaving their email for the 

researcher to contact them for further data collection. Surveys were collected and kept on a secure 
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survey program protected by a password only the researcher knows. All paper and online data will 

be destroyed by either deletion or shredding at the conclusion of this study.  
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Chapter Four: Findings  

The overall purpose when conducting this qualitative study was to see if there were 

common, intentional ways in which teachers develop and maintain positive relationships with 

students. How those teachers observe those relationships affecting the motivation and learning of 

their students, and how they feel those relationships influence their own well-being was also 

investigated. This chapter will be covering the results of the surveys, interviews, and observations 

conducted and the themes and common threads that appeared as the data was collected. More in-

depth discussion of the individual interviews and observations, and the possible conclusions that 

are indicated by them, will occur in the chapter following this one. The findings are organized into 

three sections: surveys, interviews, and observations. Each of those sections are a product of 

research into these questions:  

1. What strategies do secondary teachers employ in order to develop and foster 

positive interpersonal relationships with their students?  

2. How do positive teacher-student interpersonal relationships, once formed, affect 

student motivation?   

3. How do positive teacher-student interpersonal relationships affect student 

learning? 

4. In what ways, if any, does having a personal connection to students affect 

teachers’ resilience and well-being?  

 

The first section begins to address these questions by reviewing the teacher responses to 

the teacher-student relationship survey where teachers assessed themselves on certain components 

of teacher-student relationships and shared thoughts on how they bring or allow student voice into 

the classroom. The second section discusses the interviews with the three teachers who are the 

focuses of this study and their perspectives on positive teacher-student relationships and how they 

have observed and reflected on the ways in which those relationships affect both themselves and 

their students. This section will explore the ways in which teachers approach building relationships 
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with students, but it will also discuss teacher perceptions of student motivation and learning in 

relation to those teacher-student relationships, teacher reflections on their own emotions and 

wellbeing in connection to their relationships with students, and their suggestions for future, or 

even current, teachers trying to interact more positively with their students. The final section 

analyzes the researcher's observations of the interviewees through an hour or two of instruction 

time, their interactions with students, and how those observations support the two previous sets of 

data or inspire more questions that would require further inquiry. I will also discuss in further depth 

the themes that emerge throughout the interviews and observations and their meanings.  

 

Teacher-Student Relationship Survey  

Teacher participants responded to a series of multiple choice and Likert scale questions 

along with one short answer question. They all started the survey with identifying how long they 

had been teaching because I knew that I wanted to get the perspectives of teachers from a range of 

experiences to see if the process or quality of teacher-student relationships changed based off of 

that factor when I selected participants for interview and observation. Of the 70 participants, 12 

identified as having 1-3 years of experience (17.4%), 6 identified as having 4-6 years of experience 

(8.57%), equally, 6 identified as having 7-10 years (8.57%), and 46 identified as having 10+ years 

of experience (65.71%). I am not sure as to why there were so many more experienced teachers 

who took the survey than teachers with less experience or mid-range experience, but my two 

hypotheses are that either my district has a high level of experienced teachers working there, or 

the more likely scenario, that experienced teachers feel more comfortable responding to research 

surveys than less experienced teachers do.  
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Figure 1 

 

The next two questions on the survey had to do with the teachers’ education level or 

qualifications and the method of their qualification. 20 participants identified as alternatively 

certified (28.57%) and 50 identified as traditionally certified (71.43%). 40 (57.14%) identified as 

having a bachelor’s degree, 33 (47.14%) identified as having a master’s degree, and only 2 (2.86%) 

identified as having a doctorate.  

Figure 2  
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Figure 3 

 

 

The rest of the questions in the survey had to do with different elements of positive teacher-

student relationships. These elements and questions were chosen because of similar questions 

asked in surveys of students and teachers given in previous studies. In the first of these questions, 

teachers chose an option from a Likert scale measuring the amount of times they give voice to 

their students in the classroom from Always, Frequently, Occasionally, or Never. Voice in this 

sense was defined for teachers as allowing students choice in how to complete projects and/or 

giving opportunities to express relevant opinions and concerns. 17 teachers responded that they 

always give students a voice in the classroom (24.29%), 38 teachers said that they frequently give 

students a voice in the classroom (54.29%), 14 said that they occasionally give students a voice in 

the classroom (20%), and only 1 teacher responded that they never give their students voice in the 

classroom (1.43%). 
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Figure 4 

 

 

Similar to the previous question, teachers then identified how often they give students a 

say in class activities, interestingly only 3 teachers (4.29%) identified as always giving students a 

say in class activities, 22 responded (31.43%) that they frequently give students a say, and 44 

(62.86%) said that they occasionally give students a say in class activities. Only one teacher 

(1.43%), the same one from the previous question, said that they never give students a say in class 

activities. I found it intriguing that there was such a difference in the percentages between these 

two questions because they are so similar in nature, but after reflecting on the questions I believe 

it has to do with the fact that the first question was addressing more of allowing students to express 

their feelings and opinions in class and both were qualified with the word “relevant” and in the 

second question it implies allowing them more control over the actual lessons or maybe even 

lesson planning rather than just listening to them or hearing them out.  
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Figure 5 

 

The next portion of the survey was the short answer question. Rather than going into all 70 

responses to this question I will present the answers of the three teachers that were chosen for 

interviews and observations as their responses to this question were part of the reason for why they 

were chosen in the first place. I will however include a word cloud created from the short answer 

question on the survey, as some key words do seem to appear. The short answer prompt asked 

teachers to elaborate on their previous responses by specifically stating how they give students 

voice and/or choice in the classroom.  

Table 1. Teacher Responses to How They Give Voice and Choice to Students in Their 

Classrooms  

 

Participant  Written Response  

Chet  during assignments, particularly analysis, the 

students are given options on what they want 

to read so it might peak their interest a little 

more. For projects, I let the kids have free 

reign on what they want to do besides a 

couple examples from from me—If they have 

a sweet idea, I’ll let them do it as long as it’s 

good for the projects’ sake. 

Turi  I will often provide a choice in whether we 
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work in groups/partners or solo. I also give 

opportunity for students to choose how they 

are going to complete an assignment (writing, 

drawing, etc.) 

Sylvia  When teaching a skill, I try to provide 

different reading materials that students can 

choose from. When possible, I let students 

form their own groups for group activities, 

and I sometimes let students choose other 

things like whether or not we should play 

music during independent work time.  

 

Figure 6 

 

Some of the words that appear in the word cloud are not all that important, but words like 

“group,” “choice,” “opinions,” “choose,” and “give” are significant and could indicate the types 

of interactions these teachers have with their students in class.  

The rest of the survey questions were written to try get an idea of what type of relationships 

the teacher participants have with their students by asking them to rate on a Likert scale of either 

the amount that an item occurs in their classrooms or the degree to which they agree or disagree 

with a statement. The items chosen for questions were selected because they are all things that in 

one way or another appeared in the literature as important for creating relationships with students 

or in some cases possibly even detrimental to them.  
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For example, the next question in the survey states, “I know all of my students’ names and 

how to pronounce them.” That seems like a no brainer, but using students’ names, and using them 

correctly, in class helps to show students that the teacher knows who they are and cares enough to 

use their names and say them properly. I have seen instances where a teacher has been 

mispronouncing a student’s name all year long and the kid was too scared to let the teacher know. 

Most of the teachers who completed the survey felt confident in their knowledge of their students’ 

names and pronunciations with 53 saying that they strongly agreed with the statement, 15 stating 

that they agreed, and only 1 saying that they identify as strongly disagreeing. Note that the 1 

teacher is the same one who said they did not give students voice or say in the classroom.  

Figure 7 

 

Questions eight and twelve go very closely with each other as they are both about interests. 

However, eight is about the teacher knowing the students’ interests while number twelve is about 

the teacher sharing their own interests with their students. A large portion of the teachers 

participating in the survey either agreed or strongly agreed that they knew about their students’ 

individual interests while only 8 disagreed. Many teachers also shared their own interests with 

their students, with 54 of them saying they either always or frequently share with their students. 
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However, there was a surprisingly large number (18) of teachers who said they only occasionally 

shared their personal interests with students. I say surprisingly because I would have expected the 

numbers to be like those of the ones who knew about their students’ interests, because people are 

more willing to share about themselves once the other person has opened up about their interests 

and lives.  

Figure 8 

 

Figure 9 

 

Connected to the sharing and knowing of interests are the two questions about individual 

interactions or conversations with students both inside and outside of the classroom. The numbers 

on these two questions were fairly close to each other, however 26 said that they always have 
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individual interactions during class while 29 say they always speak to students outside of class 

when appropriate while 41 identified as frequently having in-class interactions with students and 

35 said they frequently speak to students outside of class. The number for teachers who have 

interactions with students occasionally increased from 3 in-class to 6 outside of class. That increase 

was expected, as I believed there would be more teacher-student interactions in class than out of 

class, but the “always” category for interactions with students increased from in-class to out of 

class and that was unexpected.  

Figure 10 

 

 

Figure 11 
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The next set of questions on the survey all have to do with understanding and fairness, 

which both came up in the literature on relationships. Though there was more of an emphasis on 

understanding, I believe understanding and fairness go well in hand together. It is difficult to be 

fair toward someone if you do not first understand them. With that in mind, I wanted to see at what 

level these teachers believed themselves “fair” toward their students while also looking at how 

often they saw themselves as putting effort into understanding their students and in some respects 

the effort they put into helping students understand them. All the teachers participating in the 

survey believed themselves to “generally treat” their students fairly with either identifying as 

strongly agree (43) or agree (27). 37 strongly agreed that they attempt to understand their students 

and their students’ actions, 33 agreed, and no one disagreed with that statement. Teachers were 

then asked to identify how often they try to make sure their students understand the reasons for the 

consequences of their actions and 47 said they always do this, 21 stated that they frequently do 

this, and only 2 said that they only occasionally make sure students understand the reasons.  

I did not ask for examples of how teachers do these things or why they believe they are 

fair, so I do not have a way of knowing how accurate their interpretations of “fair” or 

“understanding” were in comparison to my own when the teachers were choosing these responses. 

If I were to have done another round of surveys or questions I may have wanted to ask them to 

define fair and understanding and explain how they go about attempting to understand their 

students’ actions or helping students to understand consequences in order to get a better idea of 

where they were coming from with their responses.  
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Figure 12 

 

 Figure 13  

 
 

 Figure 14  
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The last grouping of questions that teachers were asked to answer are focused on 

environment and the way that teachers view both their students and perceive how their students 

view them and their environment, or the classroom. The first of this type of question asked teachers 

to decide how much they agreed with the statement “Students feel comfortable coming to me with 

their problems.” Most teachers answered either strongly agree (20) or agree (45), and 5 said that 

they disagreed. 38 teachers strongly agreed that their classroom is generally a positive 

environment, 31 agreed, and only 1 disagreed.  

Figure 15 

 

Figure 16 
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So, it was interesting to see that on the last two questions 6 said that students pick on each 

other frequently in their room and 9 identified as feeling that there are frequently student-caused 

learning disruptions in the classroom. However, 18 said that students never pick on each other in 

their classroom and 3 said there are never student-caused disruptions. The majority of teachers 

said that both of these things happened only occasionally in their classrooms, which was expected.  

Figure 17 

 

Figure 18 

 

 

Based off these survey results, at least for these indicators, most of the teachers who 

participated in the survey seem to believe they have fairly good relationships with their students. 
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However, I am operating under the assumption that each of these teachers answered honestly to 

each Likert scale question. Since the majority of the teachers completing the survey were more 

experienced (10+ years) it is plausible that they, because of their experience, do have more of a 

grasp on how to build and maintain relationships with their students, but it is also possible that 

some of the participating teachers simply selected the answers that they believed to be the 

researcher’s desired response rather than what they believed to most accurately describe their 

opinions or situations.  

Teacher Interviews  

This section will address the individual interviews of the three teacher participants and 

their responses to questions about what they believe a positive teacher-student relationship is, what 

that looks like in their experience as a teacher, lessons or strategies they use to attempt to create 

those positive relationships, how they see those relationships affect their students and reflect on 

how they affect themselves, and finally give insight into what other teachers, in particular new 

teachers, can do moving forward with creating positive relationships in their own classrooms.  

Each teacher’s approach and teaching style is different, as is their subject matter, but there are 

some key themes that appear in what all of them do regarding building and fostering positive 

relationships with students.  

Chet  

Chet was the most laid back and informal of all the teachers that I interviewed, and he was 

confident in his teacher-student relationships and what he described as a very “natural” process 

building them. Chet is a high school history teacher that also teaches an elective class, so he teaches 

a wide range of students from 10th to 12th grade, in other words 15-year-olds to 18-year-olds.  
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After covering the subject and grade levels that each participant teaches, the first question 

I asked each of them was how they would define a positive teacher-student relationship. Chet 

described this relationship as personal or getting to know each student beyond just what their name 

is. He seemed to emphasize humor and being able to “joke around with them” while at the same 

time keeping an appropriate “barrier of...I’m an educator, but I’m not your friend.” He thought 

there should be a healthy balance between knowing the students, having personal conversations 

with them, and being their teacher.  

When asked about what he thought a key component was to building those positive 

relationships Chet replied that the relationships he builds come fairly naturally. He described them 

as organic and natural, and that they seemed to just unfold that way many times. He attributed 

some of that to the fact that he is “still relatively young,” but he described things like walking 

around the room and checking in on them while they are working, “catching them in class, in the 

halls” and just asking them questions about their lives, interests or picking up on conversations in 

class and not just redirecting them back to the assignment, but also expressing interest in what they 

were talking about. He says these things help show that he is interested in what they “have to say 

as a person.”  

While Chet says these things are natural, and they certainly may seem to be to him, when 

examining the transcript, it seemed to me as if he had strategies that he was using unconsciously 

or instinctively. Everything he does is with the purpose of showing and convincing the students 

that he is interested in knowing them as people. He asks personal questions and genuinely listens 

to the answers, he seeks them out both in class and out of class, he redirects students back to their 

work when they are off task, but not before first showing that he believes their conversations still 

matter by inquiring about what’s going on and involving himself in their conversation as well; he 
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does not just shut them down. So, while Chet may be doing these things naturally, there appears 

to still be a method to what he is doing.  

When I inquired as to whether he had any assignments that he purposely assigned or did in 

a certain way in order to facilitate relationships and to get to know students Chet again said that 

he didn’t think about building relationships that way, “We just have assignments...but a lot of that 

stuff is kind of just organic in the way that it just unfolds and happened like that.” Again, while he 

says he does not plan for relationship building assignments, that does not mean that some of the 

assignments or projects that he assigns do not do just that. At the end of the interview I asked about 

an interesting flag that I had noticed hanging behind his desk, and it turned out to be attached to 

one of the most fascinating and engaging projects that I have ever heard of. It also provides for 

lots of positive teacher-student, and student-student, relationship interactions if a teacher is willing 

to put in the work and deal with a little bit of chaos. 

It is a project that Chet does with his students while teaching about the World Wars and its 

purpose is “to teach the kids like about espionage, spying, countries being in alliances with other 

countries, and how that makes wars way more messy than it really is and it makes them way bigger 

than they really need to be. And so like, they design their own countries...create their own pledge 

of allegiances, their own national anthems, their own flags, their own constitutions.”And each 

group does different things to earn points in order to gain more “power” for when they go to war 

at the end of the project. Not only does this create buyin with students and the topic, but the social 

and interactive features of the project allow for students and the teacher to interact with each other 

in a positive and motivational way that I will get into further in the observation section of this 

chapter as I was lucky enough to get to observe this project in action during this study.  



  59 

When talking about students that the relationship doesn’t necessarily come as naturally, or 

as Chet says the students that are “harder to crack than others.” He says that he purposely acts 

awkward with them in order to get them talking, or to start any form of dialogue with them. The 

point is to keep trying even if it doesn’t always work at first.  

When we transitioned into talking about student motivation I asked him if he noticed a 

difference in effort between students who he had positive relationships with in class and those that 

are more resistant or closed off and we also discussed how he has observed student motivation 

shifting when they are interacting with teachers they may not have as good of a relationship with. 

Chet had a complicated answer to this question. He said that with his regular level world history 

students he did notice a difference in grades between those who were comfortable speaking with 

adults and their teachers and having that relationship and those that were not. He said that the 

students who were not engaging in conversation with him tended to have lower grades, but now 

that he teaches AP, he does not see that pattern as much with AP students because even if they are 

not engaging in conversations, they are still high achieving.  

This complicated my data and my theory a little because I was expecting, and had found 

with the other teachers interviewed, that there was a strong correlation between student motivation 

and learning and positive teacher-student relationships. However, this could be showing that a 

positive teacher-student relationship is not necessarily needed for those things to occur. Chet said 

he wasn’t sure what it necessarily meant, but that maybe if a student is already self-motivated, like 

AP students tend to be, they may not need the teacher-student relationship for that kind of 

motivation. This topic would warrant further research, but I feel as though Chet’s hypothesis is 

correct. If a student is already highly motivated, and their emotional, personal, and social needs 

are being met elsewhere then a positive teacher-student relationship may not be as essential to a 
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student’s success. According to Furrer et al (2014) it is students who do not have the personal and 

social resources to cope with the difficulties of life and education that need the positive interactions 

with their teachers and peers in order to overcome those disadvantages and be motivated and 

successful in school rather than becoming “disaffected” and possibly even dropping out of school. 

So, if students already possess those personal and social resources outside of the classroom, as 

many AP students seem to, they may not need a positive teacher-student relationship because they 

already have an internal or external motivation to try hard and do well in school. However, that is 

making a huge assumption that AP students are receiving those resources at home, or through 

peers, when it may be something else entirely that allows them to move beyond the need for extra 

support from their teachers.  

What Chet did notice was a difference in behavior and motivation with students in his 

regular classes, and in classes where they did not necessarily get along with their teachers for 

whatever reason. He built a dialogue with those students and reached a mutual understanding, 

common ground and communication; he expressed his need for them and his investment in their 

success, and so saw improvement in work and motivation that sometimes hadn’t happened yet in 

other classrooms. Chet said that speaking to other teachers they had a “negative outlook” or view 

of those students and those students were still not turning work in for those other teachers. So, I 

think that goes back to one of Chet’s statements or words that he used when describing how he 

approaches his students which is trying and to keep trying until you get something from the 

students instead of giving up and placing a negative emotion onto them.  

In regard to the actual improvement of learning in a subject based on a positive teacher-

student relationship, which was kind of addressed with motivation what with the reference to the 

improvement of grades, Chet had an interesting insight, which was echoed by Turi in my interview 
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with her to be detailed later in this interview section. He said he saw an improvement in his own 

class, but that did not necessarily translate into future success with the subject matter. Some 

students come back to him and they are struggling later because they don’t have the same 

relationship with their new social studies teacher.  

He says it is not that he has suddenly “sparked their interest in social studies for forever 

now,” but rather that they “captivated interest in one another” and that is why they buy in to what 

he teaches them, and they are learning more. So, when more learning occurs and the student feels 

more confident in the subject with a specific teacher, it does not necessarily mean it will be carried 

forward in the future unless the next teacher also gets the student to buy in to them; the buyin for 

the subject matter comes after and seems secondary. This is interesting because I had assumed that 

once a teacher built a relationship with a student and gotten them to improve and willing to learn 

more about their subject that the interest and improvement would continue onward, but that does 

not appear to be the case. Rather, at least curriculum-wise, it is dependent on their buyin with the 

teacher. There may be other skills and resources that do carry onward, but the idea of that only 

appears in one interview, so that would require further discussion and study for a definitive answer.  

The last major topics of discussion from the interview with Chet are the difference he sees 

with how he approached his relationships with students his first year of teaching to now, and some 

of the implications of that and what his own feelings are in regard to how his relationships with 

students affect him, and what his best day of teaching was and the emotions that come with that.  

When asked about the differences in his relationships with students his first year of 

teaching and his relationships now, at the end of his 5th year, the reaction was immediate that they 

were drastically different. He listed off a lot of things that he was taught in undergrad that he said 

he was constantly so focused on and constantly “eagle eyeing” that it was very “tactical.” Now, 
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his “classroom experiences like is so less formal” and “laid back” where he communicates many 

of the same ideas about rules and things from his first year but in a way that will get a better 

reaction from students. Chet said there are two ways in which a student will react: “rigidity or like 

they’re looking out for me.” And that reaction seems to come from the way a teacher approaches 

the problem. For him, it seemed all about moving away from logistics and how things should work, 

and toward student-centered thinking.  

When describing his perfect day of teaching, that student-centered approach was clear. We 

had talked earlier in the interview about how he views his classes as having one of two feels or 

approaches, friends and family. He said when it is “friend” approach that the students get along in 

class and they all function together, but it does not extend beyond the classroom. With a family 

feel or approach, he describes the students transcending high school “clickiness” and genuinely 

enjoying one another both inside and outside of the classroom. He describes his best day of 

teaching as one with a class that had the family feel to it, and the students all banded together and 

surprised him with decorating his classroom before he got to school and silly gifts simply because 

they wanted to show him how much they all appreciated him and what he did for them. He 

described the feeling he got as validation and said that he was trying not to cry in front of them 

and I think that is because he saw how much they cared about him and appreciated him and not 

only that, but that they cared about each other too and he had helped make that happen.  

Turi 

Turi was enthusiastic, energetic, and very plainly in love with her job and with her students 

during the interview, which considering it was at the end of a full day of teaching, says a lot. She 

is a junior high science teacher and teaches both 7th and 8th grade because she not only teaches 

7th grade general science, but also a STEM elective course.  
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Turi defined a positive teacher-student relationship as one that has “open communication 

both ways. Both student and the teacher feel comfortable sharing thoughts with each other and 

speaking to each other respectfully, but also not, not like on the most level of playing fields because 

you still need to have that teacher and student distinction and separation and the respect that comes 

with that.” When asked to elaborate on that further she brought up being able to bring humor into 

the classroom and be able to joke around with students while at the same time being able to 

communicate when it is time to “switch gears” and work and also being able to recognize when 

they are ready for that switching of gears as well; being able to be upfront with them about where 

“the line” is between her being their teacher and their friend. She described this as having a friendly 

relationship without being friends with students and said that teaching the students the difference 

can be very “delicate.”  

Again, a teacher is describing humor and joking around and communicating, but still 

having a barrier or a line or separation between teacher and student when conducting a positive 

teacher-student relationship. I will discuss this even further after detailing the last teacher 

participant’s response and definition, but the distinction between being a friend and being a teacher 

is an interesting one even just based off these two responses. According to both of these teachers’ 

communication, humor, getting to know one another, and a certain level of respect seem to be 

necessary in order to have positive teacher-student relationships. These are all things that should 

be present in a friendship, yet both teachers specified that there is, and needs to be, a barrier or line 

between them and the student that keeps them from being friends. I think this is because if we are 

friends with our students then we lose the authority to step up and be the adult in the room when 

there are issues. Friends should be on equal footing, but a teacher and a student should not so that 

if there is a problem not only can the teacher switch gears and deal with it, but the students can 



  64 

trust them to do so and feel safe in their classrooms, which is where I think this idea of “friendly” 

but not “friends” comes from.  

Moving on from what Turi believes makes a positive teacher-student relationship, I asked 

her if there were any things that she did in order to sort of begin to set those relationships up. She 

responded that from the beginning of the year, the first day of class, she makes an effort to share 

about herself and show that she is willing to be open with them so that they might be willing to be 

more open with her because she’s shown she will listen to them as well. She says she shares about 

a lot in her life from her family and kids to what she did over her weekend or breaks, but also tries 

to make it clear that just because she is open does not mean that she will force them to be open as 

well, but just letting the, know that they can be if they want to. However, it does not seem to just 

be about sharing about herself. She also talked about noticing. Noticing how a student normally 

behaves, dresses, talks, etc. so that when there is a difference she notices and can approach them 

quietly and let them know she noticed and offer them help if they want it. She said that many times, 

especially initially, the students brush it off and say they are okay, but that this shows them, and 

other students around them, that she is paying attention, she cares, and is willing to be there for 

them if they need her and ask for her help.  

Those things seemed to be the most important for the beginnings of the relationship 

building process, but there were other strategies and actions that Turi brought up as well. She 

brought back up the idea of humor in the classroom. Cracking really bad jokes and allowing them 

to do so as well seemed to be something she felt was important for the classroom environment and 

she also said that having a greeting that she says at the beginning of each hour really helps her to 

set the tone for the class for the kids and for her. She also tries to use inclusive words like “we” 

and “our” rather than “you” or “my” so that students are beginning to think of the classroom as all 
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of theirs rather than just hers. Finally, she likes to incorporate art or creativity like writing into her 

curriculum as much as a possible throughout the year because she says it gives her an opportunity 

to get to know her quieter students, though she admits there’s not always a lot of opportunity for 

that since her subject is science and so she also tries not to shut down the crazy, weird questions 

and comments that seventh grade students come up with unless time forces her to.  

Making sure that she doesn’t shut them down can create some fun and important moments 

with students. She told me a story about a kid who would always come to her and have her guess 

what was in his pocket. Every day it was a spoon. She would guess strange things, but it would 

always be a spoon, until one day the student came in and did not ask her to guess what was in their 

pocket, so she was able to recognize something was wrong with him. She said she didn’t know 

what to do with herself when he didn’t ask her what was in his pocket and so she went over to him 

and asked him. She said that the student loved that she asked and that it cheered him up because 

his dog had died, or something along those lines. This shows that these relationships with students 

assist teachers in helping students, but with Turi’s comment about how she herself didn’t know 

what to do without this child asking her about the spoon in his pocket indicates that these 

relationships affect teacher emotions as well. 

After having discussed what a positive relationship between teacher and student means and 

some of the things Turi does to facilitate that, I asked her about the differences she’s observed in 

student behavior and motivation both from before she created a relationship with them and after 

and maybe between a student in her class versus that same student in other teachers’ classes. She 

said that those differences can happen a lot and it is not necessarily something a teacher is doing 

wrong, but rather what they have been doing just hasn’t clicked with particular kids for whatever 

reason, saying, “you just never know what it is that’s going to meet that kid.” However, she says 
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that when it is her that is on the other side of that, where she just can't reach them and they continue 

to behave “like a total turd,” or they continue failing, that it hurts her, she thinks about what she 

could be doing wrong, and that it “really just ends up being really disappointing.” Not that she 

gives up, she says she talks to the students’ other teachers to see how they are with them, and if 

they are not behaving the same way for them, she asks them what they do that works for them with 

that student and keeps trying all of the different things that they do to see if they work for her. She 

says it is too discouraging to stop trying or to give up as a teacher, that you just have to “keep 

going until you at least get a little something out of them. Even if it’s just one half smile at a really 

bad joke.”  

The way that she describes it though, it doesn't seem like once you have a positive 

relationship with a kid that it just naturally stays wonderful and perfect all the time. Student grades 

still slip sometimes, or they make mistakes, but the difference is that the teacher then has more 

influence on them to encourage students to fix the problem. She says you can be upfront with them 

and “use the disappointed word” and it impacts them. She says that she likes to think that the 

motivation she helps them find in her class “translates into other classes or into future grades” but 

that she doesn’t know if it does. However, letting them know that someone is rooting for them can 

get a kid to try harder in order to make that person happy.  

To get them to the point where they are motivated and they are trying and even succeeding 

in class though, Turi says students need to feel comfortable asking questions and in order to do 

that they need to meet her in the middle. Students will not get there all on their own, the teacher 

needs to meet them somewhere in the middle and make it comfortable for the student to ask 

questions so that the teacher and student respect each other and learning can happen. In order to 

do that, to help a student learn more, a positive relationship needs to be formed.  
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Turi, though, seems to be of the same mind as Chet that these relationships and this learning 

does not always continue beyond her class and the year that these students have her, however, she 

does not discount that it can. When asked about this topic, about if students’ self-efficacy and 

opinions on science change based on their relationships with her and their experiences in her 

classroom, she replied that many times it is half and half. She is not sure whether the students 

enjoy the actual science or if they just enjoy their time with her, but she has had in some cases, 

students come back or run into her and say they are now in some field of science or that they are 

studying it. One story stood out. She said the student told her that she, Mrs. Turi, made her want 

to listen, even though she didn’t necessarily like the content in Turi’s class, and that because of 

that ability to listen to her teachers that she got from her relationship with Turi she was able to 

come across her interest in nursing through another science teacher later on. This led to Turi’s 

point that she didn’t know if she ever taught anyone to love her subject in particular through her 

relationships with them, but that she can maybe at least teach them that they can trust their teachers 

and get them to like learning even a bit more than before her class.  

Finally, we talked about what positive teacher-student relationships do for Turi as a teacher, 

differences between her past relationships with students and the ones now, what her best day as a 

teacher looks like, and her advice for new teachers coming into the profession in regard to building 

relationships with their students. Turi was probably the most articulate when it came to describing 

relationships with students and how they affect her as a teacher out of all three participants in the 

study, and you could tell that those relationships meant something to her.  

She says that when she is able to make those positive relationships with a student, or with 

a whole class of students, she feels that she is doing “what I was meant to do, like with my whole 

life.” She said teaching was not even what she originally wanted to do , but that when at the end 
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of a year, even if they never fully got the “science,” students say they are going to miss her and 

she can tell that they mean it she is “done” and that it is “cool” and that it is “all I ever need every 

day...ultimate job fulfillment.”  

On the flip side, when I asked her to describe how it felt when no matter what she did she 

couldn’t reach a kid, she said it’s sometimes just “ultimately defeating.” That with one individual 

student sometimes it doesn’t hurt her as much, but when it is a large portion or all a class it hurts 

her feelings and she can take it personally. It makes her sad especially to think about how if certain 

classes, the ones where the relationships have been established successfully, described her as a 

teacher to the classes where they have not as a whole made good relationships, that they wouldn’t 

recognize it as her. She says that if both classes were asked to describe her, they would not be 

describing the same person at all and it kills her when she feels like a class doesn’t give her the 

opportunity to show them the teacher that she could be to them. Though she does say that every 

year she takes it less to heart, sometimes it is hard to not take things personally.  

She goes on to recount a story of a student that she had built a positive relationship with, a 

student that did not appear to have a positive relationship with any other teacher, and how 

personally she felt that relationship even after the student did some things in her classroom that 

ultimately got her expelled for the rest of the year. She said that she had never felt such betrayal 

from a child, because even though she didn’t disrespect her directly, she ruined the comfortable 

place that she had built for her. She feels as if she may not have done those things if she hadn’t 

been so comfortable in her room. Turi describes herself as so upset, but that she still misses the 

student and that she hates not being able to know how this student is, that it “eats at” her every 

day.  
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With both the positive and the negative emotions that relationships cause in teachers, I 

asked if there were ever times Turi felt more or less motivated to be at work or to do more or less 

while on the job because of her relationships with students and the emotions they create. She had 

answers in regard to both the positive and the negative, saying that sometimes with those classes 

that she couldn’t form a positive relationship with she sometimes found herself thinking about 

changing lesson plans for them because she couldn’t imagine it being able to work with them, but 

she says that she usually goes forward with it anyway. Then there are the students that she 

described as wanting to be there for them no matter what, describing how she once came to work 

sick—fever, chills and all—because she knew a student she loved that was obsessed with Stephen 

Hawking was going to be distraught by his death and would need her. Going on, she said that the 

kids are the only reason we do this job and if you’re not building relationships with the kids, what 

are you doing there? “Why do this job?” 

With that sentiment in mind, I asked what she wish she had known or done differently 

during her first year of teaching regarding building relationships with students and what she 

thought would best prepare teachers about to enter the profession or whom are just entering. The 

first thing she said was to remember that “it takes time” that no matter what you do a group of kids 

aren’t going to automatically love you by throwing “on a little charm.” That you, as the teacher, 

have to be consistent every day because they, the students, are not going to be consistent because 

they are still developing their brains. Be consistent, understand it will take time, and it will be 

tough, but “that does not mean anything is bad with you.”  

The way that translates, is do not panic if something stops working, or doesn't work at first, 

that does not necessarily mean you are doing anything wrong; it is just a product of students not 

having enough consistency yet. Keep going. A lot of new teachers, myself included, think there is 
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some magic moment where everything falls together and it will be perfect from then on, and that 

we should have that moment early on, but as has been indicated in both interviews so far, it is 

about continual effort and not everything works the first time, or every time, for every student. 

 So, Turi says, even though she never went through traditional “teaching college”, that she 

thinks a lot of observations of a lot of different kinds of teachers on both good and bad days, maybe 

even watching recordings of those classes if possible. This, in combination with the development 

of good communication skills, could help to more prepare teachers to come into the profession. 

However, Turi specifies that she does not mean “academic” communication skills, but rather more 

like active listening skills and being able to think on your feet. The final, and possibly one of the 

most important things she said teachers should always keep in mind is their “So What?” In other 

words, always keep in mind why you are a teacher. This is incredibly important, because if you 

have this idea in mind it may make it easier to be consistent and patient and understanding through 

all the tough moments when working as a teacher to build relationships with students.  

Turi believed that her best days as a teacher are the ones in which the students “are fully 

themselves in the best way that they can be themselves because them doing that allows me to be 

exactly who I am ...where I feel like they trust me because I trust them...they’re going to reach 

higher than I would've imagined..and I have a sign on my desk that says ‘Do whatever, be weird. 

It’s okay’ and my favorite days are the days that they are the weirdest...and it makes me leave at 

the end of the day less tired than when I got there.” This is the ideal that a lot of teachers go into 

the profession aiming for, but the idea that we miss is that this is not necessarily the every day or 

what happens naturally, this is the end product of a long game of legos where a teacher and their 

students have been been adding block by block to this creation. Sometimes the legos topple, or 

have a piece taken away every once in awhile, and occasionally everyone gets to stand back and 
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enjoy what they’ve made together, but it is always being built upon and changing, and it never just 

comes ready-made.  

Sylvia  

Sylvia is the newest teacher I interviewed, as she is still over a month away from 

completing her first year of teaching, yet she seemed poised and excited. She is an eighth grade on 

level and pre-AP reading teacher, so she teaches thirteen to fourteen-year-olds.  

Sylvia defined a positive teacher-student relationship as one where the students “feel 

comfortable talking to you, whether they’re okay with asking for help. And just that when they see 

you in the hallway, you know they say hi, you say hi to them, not that you’re best friends or 

anything, but that they’re comfortable talking to you both about academic stuff and they’re like, 

‘oh, guess what I did this weekend?’ they want to share like share part of their lives with you too.”  

For the third time, a teacher specifies that they are not friends with their students or that 

there is a barrier or line between them and the students, while still making sure to stress that there 

needs to be something more personal about the relationship that goes beyond just talking about 

school and class things. Having a balance between establishing authority, or being the “teacher,” 

and having a personal, friendly relationship with the students seems key. The word “comfortable” 

was also seen in the previous interview with Turi, so I think this must be important as well. A 

relationship should have balance, it should be personal, and it should be comfortable for both 

parties. Comfort in this sense seems to mean a lack of fear, or a certain amount of trust when 

speaking to the teacher and being able to say what they are thinking or share parts of themselves, 

as both times it was brought up it had to do with talking or with communication of some sort.  

Having established her definition of a positive relationship between students and teachers, 

I asked her what she did at the beginning of the year, considering it was her first year, to kind of 
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help start off those relationships with her students. She listed off a couple of strategies that she has 

used like a student survey where she asked about their favorite things and what they like to do or 

don’t like to do in order to try and get one initial information about them, and she said that she did 

not call roll the first day of class, but rather went around the class having them say their names for 

her and making notes for herself on how to say them in order to avoid starting off their relationship 

mispronouncing their names. I thought this was a brilliant idea because I believe this shows the 

students that you care and you are willing to put in effort for them. Rather than rushing through 

roll and only taking a few minutes, probably butchering several names in the process, you are 

doing it the long way to make sure everyone feels important and it shows that you think their 

names, they as individuals, matter and are worth your time.  

When asked if she had any lesson plans or routines that she does that help her build those 

relationships with her students she talked about weekly reading logs and reading log checks. So, 

she goes around and while she checks on their reading log she tries to make a comment to each 

student or ask them questions about it to show she’s interested in the books they choose to read, 

since it is one of the few things they actually get to choose to read for school. She also makes a 

point to try to be out in the hallway not just to monitor the halls, but to talk to students using their 

names as they walk by or come into her room. She says she makes even more effort with the 

students she doesn’t necessarily have the best relationships with because sometimes “that little 

positive bit of interaction in the hallway...helps sometimes just making up for maybe some of the 

negative.” She says she does this because she wants them to know that she doesn’t hate them and 

she’s not mad at them; that they can have a “pleasant conversation” even if they weren’t necessarily 

at their best in class.  
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The way she described how her relationships with students affect behavior and motivation 

in class was unique from the other teachers that I interviewed, saying that sometimes it is the 

students that she views as having the best relationships with her that can be the ones that can 

sometimes interrupt class and cause problems just because they want to talk to her, share something 

with her, at an inappropriate time in class and cause an interruption. However, on the flip side of 

that, she says the positive side of this is that if they are comfortable talking with her and sharing 

with her, then they are probably more likely to participate in class because they know she won’t 

say “no, that’s the wrong answer” they know that she is open to them sharing things and that this 

encourages them to participate more. With the students that she does not necessarily have those 

positive teacher-student relationships with she says they are “reluctant to ask for help” and that 

she has to take the initiative to check on them and make sure they are getting help and be proactive, 

because she knows they will not raise their hands and ask. So, with her she views relationships as 

affecting their willingness to participate and engage in class and ask for help.  

Observing how students behave between her class and other teachers’ classrooms based on 

the types of relationships they have with them, Sylvia says that with one student in particular she 

has noticed that even though her relationship isn’t necessarily the best with the student she gets 

better results out of her than other teachers that share this student with her because even when the 

student is acting up she is purposely nice to the student and doesn’t let them visibly bother her. 

Apparently, the student was initially extremely upset simply because she couldn’t get a visibly 

poor, drawn out reaction from her, and they had to have a discussion with the counselor to work 

out that issue, but now they are doing much better.  

When discussing ability, and understanding rather than motivation and behavior after 

having developed relationships, Sylvia says from the beginning of the year to now, students are 
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much more willing to find out why or how they did something wrong or made a mistake so that 

they can correct it rather than just complaining about losing the points or missing the question. She 

also gave the example of how certain students who came in hating reading have been willing to 

find things that they do enjoy and participate that way. While they have also begun to enjoy reading 

more, even the book they are reading together, The Giver, because they like to discuss predictions 

and that they get very passionate about the dystopian elements of the book.  

While on the topic of breakthroughs and finding new interest, I shifted the conversation 

toward Sylvia’s feelings and how those interactions affect her. Sylvia responded that positive 

interventions with her students can turn her whole day around, like how a student who never 

initiates conversations with her made a comment about The Giver  and how wouldn’t it be 

interesting if everyone in that society had a secret twin that was “released” and Sylvia said she was 

so excited that she had talked to her and she immediately responded with enthusiasm and that she 

always looks for those positive things so she can appreciate something about each of her students, 

even the difficult ones. When she does have difficult or negative interactions, she says she likes to 

make a plan for how to address it in the future. She reflects on it in the car on the way home, makes 

a plan, and then tries to forget about it because she feels if she dwells on it then she’ll just “react 

more harshly to them” than she should.  

I then asked her how she feels after an average day of teaching, and she said something 

pretty striking that I think in a way was echoed by both of the other teacher that I interview in 

some way or another. She said, “I don’t have average days.” She said that there’s always something 

good or something bad happening, and even when nothing super exciting happens, she goes home 

feeling “just like, yeah, that was good. I feel like I am in the right career.”  
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To end off the interview, we discussed the differences she feels as her first year ends, her 

best day as a teacher so far, and her advice to first year teachers when it comes to building 

relationships. She, when asked about how she feels her emotions have changed throughout the 

year, responded that she felt more confident, that at the beginning of the year she didn’t feel like 

“a real teacher” and so she had difficulty dealing with misbehavior, in the hallways in particular, 

and now she feels like she can relax a bit more and joke around with her students because she is 

more in control and confident. I think this goes back to being able to find a balance between being 

a teacher and being friendly, and until you find that balance for yourself it is hard to feel confident 

and if the teacher does not feel confident it is hard to manage a classroom and build relationships 

in the first place.  

With that in mind though, her advice for first year teachers and the thing she wished she 

had done or known at the beginning of the year is to “not be afraid to look like a dork in front of 

them (the students)” because you aren’t going to be “cool” anyway and it is a good thing to show 

them that you aren’t afraid to be silly and laugh because that will help them feel like they can talk 

to you about their interests and things too. She says her best day or days of her first year of teaching 

were when her classes did debates because she got to learn things about her students, both positive 

and sad, and she saw students participating that wouldn’t normally and had students sharing things 

with her that she wouldn’t expect them to share. The students had actually come up with the idea 

of debates because they had heard the pre-AP kids had gotten to the semester before and then they 

got to debate a topic based off of their interests. I think this fits in with what some of the things the 

other teachers said in that there is engagement and seeing students not only interact with you, but 

with each other, and being able to not only engage them in class work but personally as well by 

letting them be themselves.  
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Observations 

The final stage of data collection was the observation of each of the three teachers that were 

interviewed. I observed each teacher for at least an hour of instruction time. I was unable to observe 

them for full days due to both time constraints with my own leave time from my teaching position, 

and because of the amount of time I had to collect the data then begin analyzing it and finding 

results and writing up those results here. This section will detail those observations and discuss 

how they relate to the interviews with each teacher here.  

Chet  

As I mentioned previously in the interview section, I was lucky enough to be able to 

observe the project that Chet uses to teach his students about the messiness of World Wars. During 

the observation of this project I was able to see how Chet interacted with his students firsthand, 

and it certainly seemed as natural as he described in his interview. Students came in and 

immediately were getting into their projects while Chet was still outside in the hallway. As soon 

as class was starting, Chet came into the room and standing by the door started making 

announcements about the expectations for that day and explaining who I was because a few 

students had asked and thought I was a substitute at first. With one student he even made it into a 

joke where the student was pretending to be paranoid because he had asked if I was watching Chet 

or if I was watching them, and Chet would not answer straight out.  

This was a good example of the humor Chet talked about in our interview and I certainly 

could see how his humor came out periodically throughout the class with different students as well. 

Announcements took a total of about three minutes and by 9:23, he was wandering around the 

classroom from group to group checking on their progress as a whole and talking to individuals. 
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By 9:30 he had talked to each group at least once. I was shocked when I checked the time and so 

little time had passed because he seemed to take his time, sometimes even sitting down with a 

group to speak with them about something. He never looked rushed, and he never rushed a student 

through what they were trying to tell him.  

After he has talked with each group, he goes to his desk and computer for the first time to 

take roll and check his email, but he does not stay there for very long. By 9:37, he is back to 

walking around the room moving in a wide circle, unless someone attracts his attention either by 

calling, or in some cases singing, his name or appearing to be off task or lost. At 9:49 a student 

shouts across the room at him asking if they will get extra credit if their group creates a Wikipedia 

page over their fake country. Chet just laughs and replies, “If you have it published by Monday 

and it’s more than just you”—here he strikes a pose in imitation of a young person taking a photo 

while making a peace sign. The students in the group laugh good-naturedly and respond with what 

has become an overused teenage sign of acceptance of a challenge, “bet.”  

One of the things about this project that I was able to see in just one or two hours of 

observation is that it creates a lot of opportunity for students to be creative, be themselves, and 

take initiative and be rewarded for it while also allowing the teacher, in this case Chet, to interact 

with everyone, joke around, and only have to really monitor what is going on and check in. There 

were only a few times when he had to actually approve something directly or redirect people 

because they were way off topic; for the most part he got to let the students run class and he was 

just there as the guideline or safety net for if they had questions or some people seemed Iike they 

were going too far, or in some cases not going far enough.  

I am sure some people would have walked into his room and simply seen chaos that day, 

but observing all of it, I really only noticed two groups who were ever off task, and one of them 
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wasn’t necessarily completely off task, they were just talking about gossip while they were also 

working. The other group that occasionally appeared off task was working the majority of the time, 

and it was only one or two of the students that needed to be redirected off their phones and onto 

the project. Everyone else appeared intensely into the project and their competition all hour. By 

the end of the hour, Chet had spoken individually with students over 70 times, and those are just 

the tallies I was able to keep up with, I am sure there were more as at a few points he had to step 

out into the hallway to monitor negotiations and “secret meetings” where I was unable to follow 

him out the door for because I was trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, and he was able to speak 

individually with each student at least once.  

I can not be sure if his classes are always this way, since this was a special project, but 

based off of the interactions that I saw and the way Chet described his classroom in our interview, 

I think that it is safe to say that this comfortable, organized chaos is fairly normal and present in 

some way, shape, or form every day.  

Turi 

When I went to observe Turi, the bell had already rung to send students to their next class, 

so I was out in the hallway still as students were coming in and I got to see some of Turi’s 

interactions in the hallway between class. Turi was out in the hallway standing with another teacher 

and greeting kids as they entered the room. A student was about two feet away from the door with 

the teachers kind of in the way when the bell rang and they looked at Turi with kind of this deer in 

the headlights look, and Turi calmly just says don’t worry about it, that’s on me. The student nods 

and scurries into the room.  

After the bell rings, Turi works her way into the room and about one minute after the bell 

starts speaking loudly near the door starting out with “Ladies and Gents” to get their attention 
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before starting announcements, explaining why I am there, and then she asks them a question about 

something that I assume they learned earlier in the week or recently. Students immediately shout 

out answers and one student asks her if she knows some bizarre fact that they, somehow, related 

to the topic of her question. Turi simply answers in a sincere voice, “I did not, that’s interesting” 

and moves into instructions. As she is finishing up instructions a student says, “we talked about 

this yesterday” and she says “yes” and finishes up saying they need to open their notebooks to the 

table of contents and add in today’s notes they are about to do.  

There is a lot of shuffling as students follow instructions, and while they do that Turi works 

her way around the room to a student sitting in a far corner and quietly tells a student to put their 

phone away “please.” The student tucks the phone under the desk as Turi makes her way back 

toward the front of the room and the other students have finished up with their task. They are 

watching a short video and at this point Turi reminds them to “just watch” as she starts the video. 

The students start freaking out because there is a weird issue with the SmartBoard lighting, but as 

she moves to fix the problem Turi explains why it was an issue and assures them she is fixing it. 

She does not just tell them to quiet down or that it’ll be fine, she explains the issue to them and 

then tells them she’s fixing it. This shows a level of care and a desire to help students understand 

a problem rather than just trying to control them, even though the effect is still having control of 

them. It is just a more respectful form of control.  

The lesson goes on with two more repetitions of the video, but each time before she starts 

the video again, Turi gives the students another piece of the instructions. For the second showing, 

she gives them a transcript of the video and tells them to highlight, underline, and otherwise make 

note of the parts they think are most important. The next time, she gives them a notecard and tells 

them to fill it with only the most essential information as they watch the video and look at their 
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transcripts they’ve marked on. At the end of the last viewing she asked the students for feedback 

on how difficult or easy they thought it was and why with mixed answers. She did not repeat the 

video again, but the students repeated the note taking on index cards two more times, each time on 

a smaller and smaller card.  

As they did this Turi walked around checking in on everyone and answering questions and 

after each time was up asked them their opinions on how they felt about the process. This habit 

Turi has of explaining why she does things, and asking students how they feel about what they are 

doing, shows the students that she cares what they think and takes them into consideration when 

she does things. This gets them to do things and participate more in things like these notes that 

they probably wouldn’t normally buy into.  

At the end of the class, she had traveled the entire room multiple times and made some sort 

of contact with each student, even if it was not directly speaking to them, though she spoke to 

many students, and had made about 50 individual interactions throughout the hour. Again, keep in 

mind, with only me watching and trying to mark down responses and interactions, I probably 

missed a few interactions what with all that was going on and how quickly things occur in a class 

period. Also, the type of lesson this was did not necessarily lend itself to a lot of individual 

interaction, so it may be different during a more interactive lesson. 

At the end of the class she instructs the students to tape or glue in all three notecards from 

biggest to smallest into the page they prepared at the beginning of class in their notebooks, and as 

they do so she tells them what they did today was not easy and she gets it. She goes on to compare 

what they did in class today to choosing between friends and deciding which ones matter more to 

them from a list and how they had to do the same thing with this assignment. She thanks them for 

being awesome and being willing to be her guinea pigs because she has never used this strategy 
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before. Then, when they are all done and there are a few minutes left, she and the students joke 

around and talk with each other as they pack up and get ready to go. As the bell rings, she shouts 

to everyone, “Bye guys! See you on Monday!” and still talks to a student quietly as they exit, 

checking on them.  

Turi seemed to have a positive and joking relationship with most of her students but knew 

how to get them serious when need be. It was clear that many of the students adored her and were 

willing to cooperate with her, because it was her and the topic was interesting, even if they were 

not one hundred percent pleased with having to think while taking notes.  

Sylvia  

With Sylvia I was able to observe two different lessons with two different levels of 

students, one on level and one pre-AP. I observed the on-level students first, and it involved a lot 

more movement on Sylvia’s part than did the pre-Ap lesson, but there appears to be a fairly good 

reason for this when we get there.  

To start out both classes though, Sylvia was out in the hallway near her door greeting every 

student she could as they entered her room, by name, and in the case of the on-level students, when 

the students initiated it, having individual personal interactions. For example, one student 

commented on how she wears heels every day and another asked her if she got into trouble because 

they saw her talking to the principal that morning. In both cases, she responded with a joke or with 

a laugh and an explanation. In other words, the interactions are lighthearted and fun.  

When the on-level class bell rang for class to start at 8:45 she stood by the door and 

announced, “Alrighty, take a seat and be doing bell work and then we will discuss.” The on-level 

class is reading The Giver and their bell work is to make a list of things they dislike about Jonas's 

community. At 8:47, Sylvia is at the front of the room asking students to share out the things that 
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they do not like and making a group list up on the board for everyone to see. Once the list is 

created, she tells the students they will be choosing one of these things, or something off of their 

own list, and sharing a memory with Jonas to try to convince him to influence the community to 

change that issue or thing that they dislike. The students. Kind of continue to discuss the things 

they view as problems with the society among themselves while Sylvia passes around the papers 

they need for the assignment. The papers are due at the end of the hour and they get bonus points 

if they choose to create an illustration to go with their memory.  

Most of the students immediately get to work, though some sit and talk, and start asking 

questions as Sylvia begins to walk around the room answering questions and checking in with 

different students. It is a little chaotic as students are talking as they work, and a few appeared to 

be moving to different areas of the room beyond their assigned seats to work elsewhere, but for 

most students it seemed to function well for them  and most of them were engaged and constantly 

writing and asking Sylvia questions or looking for her approval. By the end of the hour, not 

including the greetings at the door, Sylvia had individually interacted or talked with students about 

75 times and had spoken to most students at least once, though a few students had monopolized 

some of her time, with one student totally 17 interactions because they had about 10-15 questions 

throughout the hour and Sylvia always seemed calm and patient and encouraging with that student, 

and with all of them. Sylvia even said she would like to display some of these memories on the 

wall, so if anyone did not want their memory displayed to say so on the top of the paper so she 

would know and at the end of the hour when she had them packing up and cleaning the room she 

was chatting with the students and having casual conversation before they left her room.  

The pre-AP lesson was less teacher-student interactive, but more student-student 

interactive for a chunk of the class, so there were fewer individual interactions between Sylvia and 
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those students on the day of my observation, though from watching her with the previous lesson, 

I would guess that she normally has a higher level of interaction than was viewed on this day. The 

pre-AP class was reading the book Ender’s Game and that day was more of a note taking and 

preparation lesson in anticipation of the next chapters that they were going to read. In other words, 

they were building background information. She had students pairing up to fill out a paper with 

what they knew so far about certain aspects of the society from previous chapters, and then the 

rest of the class was a whole class discussion and mass note taking over different part of the 

society’s hierarchy so that they could understand some of the politics about to occur in the next 

part of the book. Sylvia still managed to squeeze in about 35-40 individual interactions here and 

make 2-3 circuits around the whole room during the hour, and while the class was a lot quieter and 

subdued, they still seemed engaged in the content of the book.  

Sylvia, though the newest teacher of all three participants, still seemed to move around the 

room and interact with students in a positive and constructive way that encouraged them to be 

working and be interested in what they were doing. She allowed them room to talk and express 

themselves, but still make sure they were learning and participating.   

 

 

Discussion of Themes 

Having discussed each participant’s interview and observations, it is important to discuss 

the themes and ideas that emerged from them in greater detail. Each of these themes is a building 

block to the larger picture of building positive teacher-student relationships and the answers to my 

research questions.  
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Personal Interaction 

This comes from all of the teacher participants making sure to speak to each and every 

student individually as much as possible, their emphasis on asking students about their interests, 

and in one teacher’s case sharing their own interests, allowing yourself on a certain level to truly 

care about them as people, and be able to form connections with them in order to find common 

ground with them. This theme combines personalization of a relationship, emotion/caring, and 

common ground because these things were all linked very closely. 

 All these teachers asked personal questions of their students, spoke to them personally and 

individually, reacted to the answers and showed care toward, and built care for, their students 

through these interactions. Care meaning both showing the students they matter as individuals to 

you, the teacher, and feeling the emotion of “I care what happens to this student moving forward.” 

Doing those things, having those interactions and caring, builds common ground with students and 

all the participants in one way or another described that common ground as helping them to 

encourage students to be more highly motivated and therefore learn more in their classes. 

 The theme of personal interaction connects with several of my research questions. This 

theme is not only a strategy for how these teachers build positive relationships with their students, 

which was my original and initial research question, but it also moderately addresses student 

motivation and learning as well because the teachers all cited these personal interactions as key 

pieces that got their students motivated to try and that trying led to them being more successful in 

their class.  

 

Sticktoitiveness  



  85 

While the word sticktoitiveness never appears in any of the transcripts, it is the best word 

I could come up with to describe the way in which these teachers discussed patiently continuing 

to try, and try, and try with their students; especially the ones who were resistant, or as Chet put 

them “harder to crack.” Merriam-Webster defines sticktoitiveness as “dogged perseverance; 

tenacity,” and synonyms include words like resolve and determination.  

These teachers were not passively patient, they did not sit there and wait for something to 

eventually happen. They kept going, trying different things, or being consistent, with students and 

instead of getting too frustrated they patiently, but determinedly, kept trying until something 

worked. This applied not only with students, but also with themselves. All three subjects described 

differences between when they started as teachers to now and how they just had to keep going and 

learn from mistakes and be patient with themselves until they started to figure things out. Being 

good at building relationships with students and creating positive relationships with students does 

not happen overnight; it requires dogged perseverance. 

 Sticktoitiveness and its definition fit well with and answer several research questions, but 

the one I want to focus on most is how this theme applies to the ways in which teacher-student 

relationships affect teacher wellbeing. While this idea of perseverance is a tool for building those 

relationships, I think it also and perhaps most importantly reveals how these relationships impact 

teacher emotions and wellbeing. It can be both a positive and a negative impact. This dogged 

pursuit of reaching students can give immense satisfaction and comfort to teachers that they are 

doing the right thing with their lives if they ever get to see a positive result of it. It can make them 

excited for each new day, and encourage them to go further, be better, do more, and keep going. 

However, it can also be disappointing, disheartening, and frustrating if that effort and patience 

seemingly comes to nothing. It can follow teachers home if they are not diligent. And even if there 
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is payoff, and the student is successful or the relationship is successful, sometimes this causes 

teachers to push themselves to a level that is not healthy in order to be there for that student they 

know needs them such as when Turi recounted going to work with a high fever, feeling like death, 

simply because she knew a student was going to need her to comfort them over the loss of their 

idol and role model.  

Humor 

Whether the teachers mentioned it specifically in their interviews, or I observed it in their 

classrooms, humor appeared in all cases. This seemed important to all the participants because 

they felt if they were able to get students to laugh or be silly with them it opened up so many more 

possibilities. Whether that was their way of opening up more personal interactions, or facilitating 

positive and open communication, or they thought it just lightened the atmosphere, humor was a 

tool to build, and a result of, a positive teacher-student relationship. It is a tool to break down 

certain barriers, but shared humor and jokes are also a possible sign of a positive relationship when 

used appropriately because it shows a certain level of comfort and communication between the 

teacher and the student or students. 

 Humor is a strategy that teachers use to build positive relationships with their students. In 

fact, two of the three brought up the need for being able to be silly and make jokes and have a 

sense of humor with students within minutes of starting our interview. It was also referenced as 

something that some of them used to reach students that were more difficult to build relationships 

with. I also think that this answers part of a second research question, in that humor showed an 

effect on teacher wellbeing. The way that they described the humor and jokes they got to share 

with their students, it was as if sometimes that was kept them going and brought them joy; how 

silly and strange students could be and how no day would be the same.  
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Comfortable Communication  

I combined comfort and communication because the way they were both discussed it 

seemed as if one could not happen without the other. Comfort meaning the level of which a student 

feels confident in approaching a teacher with questions, problems, or even just a casual comment 

or even the teacher’s confidence in being able to respond to or approach students and 

communication is the ability, and the way in which, the teacher and student actually convey ideas 

and thoughts to each other. Without being comfortable with each other, there is no way to 

positively communicate which would be being able to ask questions, being open with each other, 

and working together.  

Chet showed this through his interactions with students during observations and his 

descriptions of “family” and “friend” feeling classrooms, Turi talked about this through stories of 

interactions with students in our interview and her definition of a positive teacher-student 

relationship, and it showed up in Sylvia’s interview where she defined a positive TSR as well and 

in the way she described her own transformation from the beginning of the year to now. Positive 

communication is a strategy that is used to create positive teacher-student relationships as all three 

teachers described and demonstrated their own forms of communication with students; you cannot 

build a relationship with anyone without talking and communicating in a way that works for both 

parties. However, though the comfort part of communication needs to be built up to, and it 

improves communication, there is also another element or two to its significance.  

The feeling of comfort that a teacher can get from being positively communicated with can 

make them enjoy their students more, as Turi described in the comparison of her being able to 

communicate that a she didn’t know something to one student and the positive feelings for both 

her and the student involved, and the students who sneer or question her ability to teach if she 
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communicates that she doesn’t know everything and the frustration that comes with that. On the 

other end of that, from what was communicated to me, students are more motivated and able to 

learn and understand things in class if they are comfortable enough with their teachers to 

communicate when they don’t understand and are able to ask questions. If they are not comfortable 

asking questions, for whatever reason, they are likely to perform more poorly than the students 

with the comfort level to do so. Which addresses almost all four of my research questions on one 

level or another.  

 

Barriers Between Teacher and Student  

This was a very intriguing concept and I am putting it here, even though it was not a focus 

necessarily, because it was mentioned in each teacher’s definition of a positive TSR. Based on 

how each teacher described it, I am defining “barrier” as the distinction between being a student’s 

friend and their teacher. The amount, or thickness, of that barrier varies from teacher to teacher, 

but all the participants believe it needs to be there because they all felt the need to specify in some 

way that they were not friends with their students.  

This seems important to explore, because they all described qualities of friendship in their 

definitions from having respect for each other, knowing each other, caring about each other, having 

fun, etc. and yet they were insistent that they were not friends. The explanation that comes to mind 

is that in order to be able to “switch” or be able to “step up” if there are issues or problems or 

emergencies in class they need to be able to be seen as the leader and authority, not an equal, in 

order to enforce consequences, ensure safety, and do their job properly. The reason I reach this 

conclusion is that in my own experience I have heard students say they wish their teacher had 
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stepped in or that they would have taken control in situations that they needed that, and not 

necessarily a friend.  

While this is not exactly a strategy for building positive teacher-student relationships or 

any sort of effect caused by them, it is important to note and remember when enacting the other 

strategies discussed in this study because this barrier seems significant to a successful TSR. 

Without this barrier the relationship could be too comfortable, and not functional for student 

motivation and learning, or teacher, or even student, wellbeing. However, I did not notice this 

theme until after all data had been collected, so I was unable to investigate as to why the teachers 

in this study believed this barrier to be so important to them individually.  

 

Buy into the Teacher 

With both student motivation and student learning the teacher participants described these 

things as coming after, and sometimes even being reliant upon, the students buying into the teacher 

and who they are and what they are about rather than the teacher trying to get students to buy into 

the topic or subject matter. They talked about how those things were secondary or followed after.  

If they bought into who the teacher was, and had built a relationship with them, many times 

the motivation and learning came after. However, the two more experienced teachers did say this 

motivation and learning did not necessarily carry on or forward. If there is no buyin later, with 

other teachers of that subject, then that improvement can go away, though the impact that you can 

have on them as individuals and the impact they can have on you, is lasting. Students buying into 

their teachers addresses about three of my research questions. It addresses strategy because 

knowing they need to buy into who a teacher is and how they treat them is an important thing to 

keep in mind while interacting with students and could change the way that teachers approach their 
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subject matter. Rather than insisting on trying to get kids to love math or science or reading or 

history, they can explain and show why they love it and then focus on getting kids to be 

comfortable and enjoy their classroom and them.  

If they do that, then we get into how this buyin addresses student motivation and student 

learning. If a student learns to love, and develops buyin for, a teacher, then they are more likely to 

work harder to make that teacher happy or at least avoid making them disappointed with them. If 

they are working to please the teacher, and therefore trying in class, it follows that they will most 

likely begin understanding more of the material and learning more as the teachers participating in 

my study have observed over the course of their careers.  

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are both pieces of advice from the teacher participants in 

this study for other teachers and this researcher’s recommendations for further study of this topic 

based on the limitations of this one.  

Teacher Recommendations 

Chet discussed in length the difference between his relationships from his first year to his 

relationships with students now. The main bit of advice I got from this was while all of the things 

you learn in undergrad about being a teacher are great, you need to be less tactical about your 

approach to classroom management and relationships and learn to relax and enjoy your students 

and teaching; treat them as people rather than with rigidity.  

Turi said be patient with yourself, with students—remember that they and you need time 

to learn—, be consistent, and remember your “So What?” Remember why you wanted to teach in 

the first place and that will help get you through the hard times and help you build relationships.  
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Sylvia recommended remembering you don’t have to try to look cool in front of the 

students, so don’t be afraid to be silly in front of them. You are never going to really be cool to 

them and trying to doesn't really win anyone over. Being willing to look like a dork in front of 

them shows them that is okay to be themselves with you.  

Researcher Recommendations 

My study, while it brought forward some fascinating ideas and perspectives, was limited 

by time constraints and by my own inability as an individual researcher to collect and process 

larger sums of data. If further research were to be done, I would want a larger pool of teachers to 

survey, interview, and observe, and for all of the above to be more detailed in order to both confirm 

my findings and to learn more; particularly where the idea of making sure there is a line or barrier 

between teacher and students to make sure they are not “friends”. I would also recommend getting 

permission to investigate student perspectives through being able to survey and interview them, 

possibly over time, on how they see their relationships with teachers affect them, and what they 

think a positive teacher-student relationship is so that we could get a more holistic and balanced 

view of the subject and compare their responses with those of teachers.  

Concluding Thoughts  

 I have been using the word “building” since the beginning of this project, but I do not think 

I fully realized its significance and accuracy until I was deep into the research involved. I believe 

that I went into this thinking I would find some magical cure-all lesson or strategy that teachers 

used to create relationships that worked with their students and I just had not been let in on the 

secret yet, but that cure-all does not exist. There is no moment where the effort and work of 

building relationships ends and you can say, “this is perfect now, I’m done.” Relationships are 

constantly changing and growing, which is why I used the game of legos analogy earlier on. Both 
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teacher and student are always adding and taking away pieces, shifting them as they go. I think a 

lot of young or new teachers feel, even unconsciously, that there should be some magic moment 

where it all clicks permanently into place, and that magic haunts us. The biggest lesson I took from 

this is learning to let go, find joy in the little blocks I get to place in the lego pile, and realizing that 

the work of relationships never ends. 
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Appendix A 

  Interview Transcription: Chet  

Interviewer: Kylie Gibbons  

Teacher Participant: Chet  

 

K: 00:00 And we're good. 

K: 00:02 So what, let's start off with kind of some background stuff. 

What grade levels and subject do you teach?  

C:  Um, I teach two classes. I teach AP world history. So 

sophomores those are 10th graders and then also have a 

leadership class and that's 10, 11 and 12. So yeah, 15 

through 18.  

K:   That's an interesting mixture.  

C:   Yeah. I mean like leadership’s different. It's really cool. 

But I'm with my AP World kids all the time, so. 

K: 00:36 Okay. 

K: 00:38 How would you define a positive teacher student 

relationship? 

C:   I would define a positive teacher student relationship as me 

knowing them on more of a personal basis as far as like 

what are their likes, dislikes, um, things they’re interested 

in, things that intrigue them other than just like knowing 

their names. Um, so a positive relationship looks like I can 

joke around with them, but at the same time, like they 

know, like that barrier of like, yes, I'm an educator but I'm 

not your friend, sort of, you know. So finding a balance, 

like more of a mentor, but I just like knowing them well, 

knowing, um, being able to have conversations with them 

that aren't about classwork. 
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K: 01:34 Nice. Um, 

K: 01:37 what would you say would be a key component or moment 

to build up getting to know them or how do you do that? 

C:    I think that's an interesting question. Um, because to me 

sometimes it's just like a natural thing and it might be 

awkward for some other teachers. Uh, it might help that, 

you know, I'm relatively still young, like, so that might just 

help in my self, but just like walking around the room, 

monitoring them while they're working or reading 

something or when they're discussing a topic, um, or when 

we're just having, you know, group discussion days, I'm 

just catching them around like the class in the halls. Like, 

Hey, what's up, how's life? Like, do you have a job? What 

do you do? What do you like? Just like picking up on the 

conversations in class. Like if they're having group work 

like yeah, they may not be on completely on task but like 

going and redirecting to tasks but also asking them what 

they are talking about really helps like A. get to know them 

but also B. have them understand that like I'm interested in 

like what you have to say as a person. 

K: 03:02 Are there any, cause you said it's fairly natural for you, are 

there any times when you purposefully choose to do an 

assignment in a certain way or assign something so that you 

can get to know a class or group of people? 

C: 03:15 Uh uh, No, I would say like, like, or we just have 

assignments and like analysis and critical analysis, but a lot 

of that stuff is kind of just organic in the way that it just 

unfolds and happened like that. 

C: 03:28 Just finding times when you can stop and talk to them.  

K:   Okay, nice. When you are, uh, have built it or are in the 

process of building a, one of those positive relationships 

with the student or if there's a student that it doesn't come 

as naturally, what is something that you notice with their 

behavior in comparison to a student who you do have that 

positive relationship that came naturally? 
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C: 03:57 It, and that's some, one of my things is I try to have a 

positive relationship with a lot of, like, of all my, with all 

my students of course it, but there's some students that are 

so to speak, like harder to crack than others. Um, that 

they're more self reserved that really want to talk and um, 

so sometimes like  

  I’ll be  awkward with them and I'll be like, hey, so and so, 

you never talk, why not? You seem pretty cool. And like, 

like, what are you interested in? Like you just never talked 

to me, you just turn in papers. So like just to get any sort of 

dialogue flowing is what I would do to try to like get them 

to open up. And sometimes it works. And of course, 

sometimes it doesn't, but I'm still trying. 

K: 04:48 Um, going back to, I'm losing my train of thought. But with 

the students who you have to keep trying and keep trying 

hard to crack, do you notice a difference in how they, the 

effort they put in for you in class versus those who will talk 

to you? Or is it just a, they just don't want to talk to you and 

they'll do their work and it's not a an effort thing? 

C: 05:16 Actually, the students that like, so when I taught regular 

world history, the students that didn't really talk to me, um, 

that didn't really want that relationship or maybe they just 

felt uncomfortable by like just talking to an adult. I don't 

know. It's, I found that their grades weren't as high, but I 

have been teaching AP for the last few years and I find that 

like for the most part, their grades for students that are still 

pretty self reserved, they're pretty high. Um, so I don't 

know what the correlation is there. Maybe like if you're not 

as, if they're not motivated and in a regular class between 

you might just be ultra motivated and self, uh, self 

reflecting on everything in AP class. I don't know what the 

core of what correlation is, but I definitely know that those 

have been my experiences. 

K: 06:19 Okay. 

K: 06:23 Have you ever, with the students that you kind of 

mentioned that tended to score lower if they did not engage 
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in that relationship with you very easily, were you ever able 

to reach one of those students eventually, and if you were, 

did you see a change in how they…in their grade in your  

K: 06:41 class?  

C:  Yeah. Um, and 

C: 06:49 it's, it's kind of odd. Um, something like that at all. It 

actually just eventually like, cause at the beginning of the 

year you have students that are like in our shells and others 

do have their shields up and there's one kid that like, you 

know, we, we, we taught, we like at the very beginning of 

the year, I have them  stand up cause I'm like awkward with 

them just to make it funny. And I'm like all right, stand up. 

Say Your name. What's a super p, what's a superhero power 

you’d  like to have? Your favorite color? Yeah cause it's 

just um, it's like, it's awkward but it's funny for me it's 

funny for them to like, especially at the end of the year, 

cause I like the social growth we do have. Um, but the kids 

that maybe were pretty close at first, but as the year goes on 

like keep like not, I don't like the word nudging but I keep 

like, you know, trying to make that relationship. 

C: 07:47 Um, if they were struggling cause I'm like going to my non 

AP world history, there's a dialogue there. I'm more able to 

communicate with them regarding their grades because 

what I like to do is what we did at the university level and 

like midterms are around, you know, it's almost spring 

break and I pulled them up to you know, my computer, I 

told them what their grades are and what they can do. And 

then so for students that  I would just like finally being able 

to get a relationship with them somehow. Or like, um, 

being a, a mutual understanding, maybe not necessarily like 

an open relationship. Um, I can communicate to them like 

that I need them like, like not necessarily that like, Yo, I 

need you to pay attention in class. Like, Bro, I don't want 

you to fail. I need you to pass because like you don't want 

to be doing this again and I just need you to work on your 

stuff and we'll get you through it and you need to 

communicate with me that way I can help you because I 
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don't want you to be with behind just because you couldn't 

ask for or, didn't want to ask for help. 

C: 09:03 So just like opening up that dialogue, really telling them 

like investing yourself into that student saying like, I need 

you not, I need you to pass now. I need you to do this work. 

Like I just need you and we'll take care of the rest. 

K: 09:23 I like that. The concept of them knowing that they're 

needed, not just in the context of their papers, and their 

work. 

C: 09:35 Right. They want to like you, they want to know that you 

care about them. And I do, and then I want them to be 

successful. So I need them to, I just, I just, I need 

C: 09:46 them. [inaudible]  

K:   I like that. Can you think of a time when you've had that 

relationship with that student, but you knew you were the 

only one that had that relationship with that student. How 

did they behave differently with you than with other 

teachers? If you can think of a time when that has 

happened. Like what was the difference in their behavior 

that you are hearing from other teachers or seeing with 

other teachers versus how they were with you? 

C: 10:11 Like a student that I was able to like finally get an answer 

to that nobody else had gotten to? So, yeah. Um, the other 

is an example, uh, just a couple of years ago, whereas, you 

know, this kid, he seemed pretty closed off. Um, he would 

at the beginning of the semester, he would hardly turn in 

his work. Um, but like I, he likes, he likes rock music. I 

saw a t shirt he would wear. And I was like, Hey, I listen to 

those kids. I also listened to those people when I was your 

age, I really liked that music. Um, and like eventually 

creating that dialogue. So then like the kid, you know, he 

starts to do better in class because I've, because we've 

developed a dialogue and he's taking interest in me and of 

course, I’ve  
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  always had interest in like knowing my students. So there's 

that buy in. But then like I talk about, you know, with 

mutual students and how they might be doing in our classes 

with other colleagues of mine and they have like a, they 

had like a negative outlook. 

C: 11:16 Like I'll bring, I'll talk about, oh so and so it was like, I love 

that kid. I'm like, really? Cause they do nothing in my 

class. I'm like, oh. And like, oh and they s when they do 

this in my class, I'm like, that's not been my experience. 

Like that's really weird because I think this kid's awesome. 

Um, so yeah, like I found that like some other teachers 

would have maybe have negative connotations to the 

student. Maybe their grades are probably suffering. If 

they’re not turning in work for them. Uh, but for me, uh, 

they did really well 

K: 11:51 What I heard there. You found something in common and 

used it. Is that something that you do a lot with, especially 

with the ones that you do not interact with you right off the 

bat? Other than just the being awkward and trying to make 

them, 

C: 12:04 yeah, cause being awkward with students. Like I'm not, like 

I'm not an awkward person, but if I'm like purposely 

awkward with them, like we just like ended up laughing 

about it. It's like, it's uh, it's just like, then I was here like 

humor and like being laid back so like they're not stressed. 

Um, so like the students that organically just kind of like, 

we just buy a buy in to each other that's just there. But 

students that are more, you know, wallflower kids that they 

kind of just sort of there in the, you know, they don't really 

branch out. They're not the ones to like joke with you first 

or say something, finding something in common as good or 

just like saying I've seen her just saying like seeing a t shirt 

and like that. They were like, hey, I like that. Like where'd 

you get it? Uh, more um, have you been there? Have you 

seen them? Have you, you know, stuff like that. Funny. 

Something common for that common ground is pretty 

important I think. 
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K: 13:01 Do you think after, or have you observed after having built 

those relationships, if they didn't have that relationship with 

another social studies teacher before, had you, did you ever 

notice that their view of their own ability ever changed 

talking with you throughout a year? Like from the 

beginning to the end of the year, like where they came in 

and like, I just suck at social studies, but after building a 

relationship with you and they put in the effort and they've 

become motivated and engaged, that their own self efficacy 

and in your subjects changed 

K: 13:37 or shifted in any way. I don't know if you've had those 

conversations with them.  

C:   No, I do, but I get a lot of kids that come back that are 

juniors and are seniors, they come back from the various 

social studies teachers and they're like, hey, can you teach 

like us history or hey, can you teach like government, like 

the grades up the rent currently because um, they're like, 

they talk about how the teacher, like they don't have a good 

relationship with them. They don't like really make class 

fun. Um, you know, they're, they don't do a lot of 

classroom activities. So it's not necessarily the fact that like 

I've sparked their interest in social studies for forever now. 

They're all going to be a social studies teacher. Uh, it's, I 

feel like it's, we've captivated interested in one another. 

We've built a strong relationship to where they are like, 

please come teach this class because we really appreciate 

you as a person and as a teacher. And we would probably 

be more willing to buy into what you would be teaching us 

because we will be a learning but at the same time having a 

good time instead of like maybe another teacher that's 

vocab all day or rigid or something like that. So to me it's 

was more based upon the person instead of the subject. 

K: 15:12 So buying into the teacher and what they're about rather 

than and in that buying into the subject follows after. 

C: 15:19 I would say that that's been my experience because I let 

them know like straight up at the very beginning of the 

year. Like I respect all of them. Um, uh, that I don't even 
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know them yet, but I appreciate them and I'm going to get 

to know you guys and if I don't get to know you and I 

haven't been doing my job very well. Um, so immediately 

from the beginning of the year, they know that I want to 

know them and like, so I can teach them better instead of 

just not knowing them and just like throwing stuff at a wall 

and seeing what sticks. So students come back just because 

they miss me and the way I taught class, not necessarily the 

content of the class and social studies. Yeah. 

K: 16:04 (Deleted portion of transcript where I bring up a personal, 

identifying piece of information).. I'm moving, shifting a 

little bit from the students to you. How do you, let's kind of 

start on an average day. How do you feel at the end of an 

average day of teaching? Just like reflecting on your own 

emotions at the end of the day? 

C: 16:35 Um, it depends because like, you know, for example, um, I 

sponsor STUCO and leadership, so there's a lot of work 

that goes into assemblies. 

K:    I loved the dance moves, by the way. 

C:    Thank you. I tried really hard. Um, but as a lot of work 

that goes into organizing assemblies and fundraisers and 

stuff like that. So there are days that, you know, in the 

month of February we had a month of philanthropy that 

you're familiar with in the district and there were days I got 

here at 6:00 AM and didn't leave till nine o'clock at night. 

So, of course you're, you're overwhelmed, but at the same 

time, like you just take a deep breath and you're like, 

alright, I gotta get back. I gotta get back here again 

tomorrow. And I found that creating lists helped with 

stress. Um, but if it's not, if I'm not worrying about 

assemblies at the end of a day, um, uh, typically in order to 

uh just debrief, uh, put on some music. There's typically 

students in here after school, like just finishing a quiz that 

they didn't finish in class, but I'm just like hanging out, 

staying in class for a little bit, getting a couple of things 

done and just like reflecting on the day, uh, what went 

right, what I enjoyed. What maybe I didn't enjoy in ways 
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we can like figure that out. Um, but uh, for the most part, 

just like 

C: 18:18 I just reflecting on the day, trying to be positive, 

K:    what you said, kind of like to get back here tomorrow, 

what gets you out of bed in the morning and actually gets 

you here every day in the morning? Like what is the 

thought process if you have one? 

C: 18:36 So if it's not like, again, if it's not like a blood drive or an 

assembly, cause I've got to be here at 6:00 AM right, but if 

it's just an average school day, um, 

C: 18:47 what I think it's really cool about teaching is that every 

day's different. And of course, like, just like any other job 

that you know, like you're going to have bad days, that's 

any job. Uh, but I have, you know what, like 140 

something total students in every, each and every day, they 

will be not always in the same mood and they'll have 

different things to say. So every day is different as far as 

like my social interactions as far as my colleagues, but also 

my social interactions with my students. So like it provides 

like this new kind of adventure, if you will, of like what 

you, you're about to embark on today. Like just getting to 

see my students, talk to them, um, keep on forming that 

relationship. Um, that's what, you know. That’s what 

makes it fun for me. Uh, I mean, I have a lot of fun at my 

job. 

C: 19:48 That's why like, you know, people ask if I want to be an 

administrator and there's like, there's no way we would 

want to be an administrator because like, um, you know, 

they deal with it, which is stuff that kind of frankly sucks. 

And like to me like being a teacher, like do we deal with 

stuff that sucks? Yes. But do we also deal with things that 

are pretty cool in the classroom? Yeah. I enjoy being 

around, you know, with 33, 15 year olds because there's so 

many things that go on at the same time and they're so 

funny. Um, being great, just yell and they're weird. Yeah. 

But uh, it is creating a, just getting out of bed in the 
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morning is easy to come to work because I know I'm going 

to have a good day and that if I'm having a good day, I'm 

trying to make my students also have a good day and if 

we're all having a good day, just things go over pretty well. 

K: 20:42 Is there a particular class you can think of this year or really 

any year that like they were like great. They were what you 

looked forward to every day? 

C: 20:54 Oh yeah, definitely 

 

K:   Can you describe what that looks like to me? 

C:  Um, this year is one of them a couple of years ago was 

super, one of them were just like, it wasn't even just the 

relationship I had built with the class. It's like the class, the 

classes themselves were almost like the entire class where 

like they were like more family approach than friend 

approached. Okay. Um, like I knew heading into second 

and third and fourth and fifth and sixth hour that I was 

going to have a good day because of how the classes 

reacted, how the kids reacted towards one another and then 

just like throwing me in the mix. Also just me being a part 

of the class in general. Um, because I'm not a, you know, 

I'm not like a rigid teacher as far as like, hey, you know, 

the, I've worked out of that textbook. It's like really like 

relaxed and laid back to where that we can talk about things 

in like if their work takes 45 minutes because we were 

talking about something that's really cool about the topic. 

Then we're going to spend our time doing that because that 

is going to be much more beneficial then, you know, 

transitioning to five documents. Um, but it things like get 

you out of the bed that like, there's like your best class ever. 

It's just the kids cared about each other. They cared about 

me. I of course cared about them and it made life so much 

easier just like you want to be there. 

K: 22:35 The only question I have is because I want to, um, you 

mentioned a friend versus family. What is the difference 
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between a class that's like a friend and one that feels like 

family? 

C:   It feels like family, 

C: 22:48 um, classes that like, that they had their friends like that 

they have like their friend approach is that, you know, we 

have your small pockets of friends and they communicate 

occasionally, you know, across their clicks and their 

classes. And then like, I pulled them together like as one 

class and we all, you know, I slept a good relationships 

with all the other students and their small cliques of friends 

in classes that, you know, they have a seating chart, but you 

know, it's whatever. Um, whereas, uh, and that's still fine, 

but this whole family approach is like the kids genuinely 

cared about one another. There's really no clickiness have 

like friends in the classroom. Like they all just pretty much 

got along and understood each other and understood that 

each of them were like a part of something. And, um, 

C: 23:43 I was the, I also just got to be a part of that as well. So like 

I could say this year um definitely two of my classes. 

There's like a family approach to where like the kids, they 

care about one another. Um, of course they care about me. I 

reciprocate that, you know, and they know that. And uh, it's 

just a very welcoming atmosphere to where, you know, 

their classes that they have, they're more like cliquey friend 

approach that, um, you know, we still have a good time. It's 

still laid back. We're still learning. But you could definitely 

tell that group A probably wouldn't converse with group B 

outside of class. 

K: 24:28 Gotcha. And trying to have a good way to put this, the 

feeling you have now as a teacher. You said in the survey, 

it's been 4 to 6 years, is that what it was? What is the 

difference between your relationships now with students 

versus maybe your first year of teaching? How have they 

changed? 

C: 24:48 Oh gosh, because they teach you all these things in 

Undergrad about like, do you need to set the tone at the 
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very beginning of the year? Don't smile for six weeks. And 

I'm like, so, oh my gosh. Okay. And like in the, and they 

hammer into your brain in Undergrad, classroom 

management, classroom management, classroom 

management. I'm not saying that's negative that, yeah. But 

my first year I was like, so focused on like, is everybody 

quiet? Is everybody doing what they're supposed to be 

doing? Um, so like, you know, like eagle eyeing, things 

that could be going wrong in class and immediately calling 

it out and like having, what are the disciplinary actions for 

this thing that I need to have posted in my room? Uh, so it 

was like, it seems like very like, like, uh, just like tactical, 

it's like, oh my gosh, like this is what I was taught a Harry 

Wong said so and uh, yeah, yeah, it's pretty great. Um, and 

um, my administrator said I need to be focused on this to, 

like being in my fifth year and going into my sixth year 

after this May. Um, classroom experiences like is so less 

formal because if I'm so focused on the rules 

C: 26:24 and I'm so focused on like, hey, you better have your id on, 

or I'm going to flip out and I know it's district policy, but 

instead of flipping on a student, just like you make that 

relationship with them and be like, hey dude, can you just 

like, well you should put your ID on real quick. Yup. And 

then they'll say, okay, instead of like first year teacher, like 

put your id on or you'll get suspended. Like, yeah, because 

you're communicating the same idea. But the recipient will 

get it one of two ways. Rigidity or like they're looking out 

for me. Yeah. Um, so my fifth year, it's like more laid back 

than it was my first year. But that doesn't mean the 

expectations are any lower. It just means that I'm A. I've 

gotten to learn more as you go. Yeah. But B, um, you've 

kind of gotten into a groove as far as what are the do's, 

what are the don'ts, um, how to smooth things over and 

how to really just a, build a relationship with the suits and, 

and not just worry about grades because again, like an 

Undergrad, they'll teach you like, hey, you know, there's a 

great book and you need to be follow the core curriculum. 

C: 27:57 You need to follow the curriculum calendar. Um, let's make 

our own curriculum calendars as a, as a project. That way 
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you're staying on task because teachers never need to spend 

more than two days on something that the curriculum 

calendar says it needs to spend one day. Um, so like they 

teach in the undergraduate they teach you logistics. So like 

first year your so focused on the logistics and and then, you 

know, by your fifth year, sixth year or whatever, just more, 

the more you teach, the more relaxed you can be because 

you feel more comfortable with where you're at. Like my 

first year teaching would I have shaved my head and at 

assembly, no. And as I say,  

K:  is that why the hair's gone?  

C:  Yes. But like by my fifth year, I'm like, dude, the kids love 

it. 

 

PART TWO of INTERVIEW. HAD TO PAUSE WHEN STUDENTS CAME IN ROOM 

UNEXPECTEDLY  

 

K: 00:00 And we're going again. Okay. I think I'm making a separate 

recording, but it's fine. All right.  

C:  Yeah, 

C: 00:05 but it's just for me, uh, 

C: 00:10 it's all about the kids. It's student centered sort of stuff. So 

your first year you're scrambling like to put your classroom 

together, especially, oh my gosh. Especially if you're a 

traveling teacher, you are  really scrambling.  

K:  Were you a traveling teacher for awhile? 

C:  Yes.  

K:  Oh No.  
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C:  Uh, so like you're scrambling to get things together for your 

lessons plans. Good. Did they even work? Um, and then 

like, so you're worried about your lesson plans working 

more so than the student will be and then, you know, the 

year by years going forward, progressive, progressing your, 

you did, you've changed your lessons of force over the 

years, you know, good teachers, you, you need to change 

your lessons anyways. Um, so just changing lessons, but 

it's like maybe it's minor tweaks by this time. Um, so you 

can focus more on the students and their experience rather 

than like me just trying to figure out what I'm doing as a 

first year teacher. 

K: 01:09 You've brought up undergrad stuff and it's a lot of stuff that 

I agree with actually. But, um, do you think they should 

have a class or two or parts of classes where they focus 

more on, 

K: 01:19 on [inaudible] 

K: 01:21 how to build relationships and what that looks like and 

what do you think would be the most important thing that 

would need to be included in that? If they did? 

K: 01:35 That was kind of a big question 

 

C:  no, I, I understand your question. No. Um, no, I don't, I 

don't think there needs to be a class on it. And because like, 

even, even though like, literally like second year teacher, 

first year teacher, they, they'll have to figure it out. They'll 

have, they'll, they'll, they'll have like a, somebody that 

happens in class or something will happen. Not like big and 

like, like for example, today I had a crying young woman 

in my class. She came into class and her Mascara was like 

running down her face and you know, we're talking about 

imperialism and King Leopold's ghost and Leopold in 

Belgium, uh, and in the Congo. And, um, my first year I 

would've been like, like we stopped, you know, I wouldn't, 

I wouldn't say that, but my first year I probably wouldn't 
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know what to do. Um, and I probably would just like, I 

dunno, like walk around like, Hey, have you like, do you 

go to the bathroom? 

C: 02:39 Like chill out a or something like that. Um, and then at the 

end of the day, like you might tell somebody like, tell a 

colleague or my tell your significant other, like, you had a 

situation in class today, uh, from, you know, a student that, 

uh, they were upset and I would say, and like, you know, 

these are things they don't really prepare you for in college, 

but can you prepare teachers for these social interactions? 

Like really good you can like, Oh yes, we've got a textbook 

about how you can prepare for each is as these situations. 

And I really don't think there's a, and I really don't think 

there should be a class that it cannot be able to a legitimate 

proper class. Yeah. Hey, students are robots. Let's focus on 

what happens if Timmy starts crying in class. What should 

you do? Um, and again, that's a progression of you as a 

teacher. 

C: 03:36 It's a progression of you understanding your awareness. 

Um, it's a progression of just like being molding yourself 

from the teacher and educator you want to be and having a 

civil and it's a progression of you and your relationship 

with that student. Like for example, that student that came 

in crying today, uh, she's one of the ones that's hard to 

break card crack. Um, but you uh, you know, for Moore for 

Christmas, you know, when you ask students to come out 

shop to help shop for families that you've adopted for 

charity to shop for them for gifts, they surprise you and say 

they want to come shopping with you. And like, okay, so 

you talked to them while you're shopping and then there's a 

student that comes in crying, same one and you kind of 

pause class and say, keep talking about king Leopold, the 

imperialization of the Congo. 

C: 04:32 I'll be back in a sec and you just go outside and you sit 

down with a student on a bench and say, are you okay? Is 

there anything wrong? Is there anything I can do for you? 

And just like getting on a personal level and not, it's 

important not to like look down on them, like while they're 
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sitting down and just like sitting down with them, know, 

letting them know that you're there for them if they need 

you. And if of course if he got becomes something more 

serious than that's when you would let other people know, 

like principals, counselors, etc. Uh, but, uh, just, I don't 

think a class could prepare you for me saying, Hey, I know 

your boyfriend trouble is rough. Go to the bathroom, wash 

your face with Mascara, running down your face, splash of 

cold water in your face. Chill out for a second. Come to 

class when you're ready. When you can operate a class will 

not prepare you for that. 

K: 05:35 Yeah. And kind of to end all of this on a good note, 

describe, can you describe the best day you've ever had as a 

teacher? If you can pick a day and what made it the best 

day? If you can think of a best day. 

C: 06:02 Let's go with, I was talking about this today. Um, 

C: 06:09 one of my classes a few years back. Um, it was my fourth 

hour and I had a lot of awesome kids in that class and they 

all got along. I was one of those family classes and like, 

and I'm talking like all these kids are from way different 

backgrounds, but they all like, we're in it together with me 

like a and m at the end of the year, it's April, I randomly get 

like, so I walk into my room and there's like random things 

like hanging from my ceiling with fishing line. I'm like, 

what is going on? And it's like Super Mario, like chocolate 

coins. And I was like, what the heck is going on? And then 

fourth hour comes along and like, hey, did you like, our,  

like our coin set? Like it was like a trail of coins hanging 

from the ceiling. I learned from my door to my desk and I 

was like, Oh, uh, I was like, uh, sure. 

C: 07:10 Who let you in my room. Oh, so and so. cool. I'll talk to 

them later. Um, and then, uh, like the class like was like, 

hold up, hey, we have something for you. And like they 

have like four kids, they bring in like a box full of beings 

that's wrapped. And Dale, I got pitched in and got me like 

random gifts and I was like, why? And like always wanting 

to let you know that like, we really appreciate you. We 
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think you're really cool. And I so like I was like, I'm like 

sitting like on the edge of my desk, like about to cry, but 

I'm not going to cry in front of kids. Um, yeah, I don't like 

sitting on the edge of my desk because there's just kids like 

again from like you have, you have kids that are super 

interested in anime. You have your kids that are jocks, you 

have your kids are in Pom, you have the super nerdy kids 

that are awesome. 

C: 08:13 It's all get some different backgrounds just like as one, uh, 

really excited to like celebrate, you know, like something in 

like they hand you some gifts and like we all love you. We 

think you're cool. Really appreciate you. Thanks for being 

our teacher this year. We went to, went on, we wouldn't 

want it any other way. I'm like, I'm about to start crying on 

my desk. Yeah. Um, so that was probably one of the best is 

ad because uh, that really established that like 4th hour 

when we still talk about it, like they've graduated since then 

and we still talk about that fourth hour and the kids like, 

you know, we'll, we'll go to dinner occasionally, still be 

like, hey, how's college? Um, and uh, we'll still talk about 

like fourth hour and how much we love being in that class 

and how much they miss. Just like random distractions and 

bellwork and just talking about stuff and then getting onto 

class material. 

C: 09:08 So that was probably the best day I had it because like 

definitely like validated and  felt like the low of that class 

being reciprocated. MMM. Towards like what, how I felt 

towards it now. [inaudible] so that's how I would say yes.  

K:  And this is random, but I need to know what is that flag 

behind your desk.  

C:  Oh, okay. Like the bed sheet looking at not the American 

one.  

K:  I know what that is. 

C:   Um, so every year I do a project during the world wars and 

it's to teach the kids like about like espionage, spying, uh, 
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countries, um, countries being in alliances with other 

countries and how that makes wars way more messy than it 

really is. And it makes them way bigger than they really 

need to be. And so like, they designed their own countries, 

they grade their own countries, it create their own pledge of 

allegiances, their own national anthems, their own flags, 

their own constitutions. 

C: 10:20 And it's like this really big project and there's like, you 

know, eight groups of eight circles in the classroom where 

like, they're working on their projects for the country to 

earn more points to see how powerful their country is or 

whatever. And uh, is there a really cool project that sounds 

really fun. It's fun. Sometimes it could get nasty because it's 

like kids like, you know, like, yeah, because like if so and 

so wrote a treaty with this other country and they broke it 

with this other country, sometimes kids get angry and yell 

at each other across the room. So sometimes I feared for 

my life.  

K:  Uh, but awesome. Buyin in there. 

C:   Yeah. Oh my gosh. I have English teachers like yeah.  

K:  You know, I might, I'm honestly thinking about stealing 

some of that and using it with my seventh graders.  

C:  That's awesome. Like you had student teaching with Jacks, 

Jacks 

C: 11:10 I had Jacks come up to me and be like, Yo, you just 

stopped that project cause the kids won't stop talking about 

it in my class. So it's really fun. The kids like kids from like 

that have graduated kids or seniors, kids that are juniors are 

like, let me know when you're doing that project because I 

want to be in the class just to see what happens because it's 

a fun, it's a fun activity. Like where they get like really fun. 

Like I show them like here are the rules here, the outlines, 

here are the projects you can do [inaudible] you gone do 

what you want and they literally run class for two and a 

half weeks.  
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K:  That's awesome. In the, do you like it a lot? I would like it. 

I'm glad I asked about that cause that's awesome.  

C:  Yeah. If you want it, I can 

C: 11:54 just give you the stuff.  

K:  I would like that if you could email me, because I might, I 

would definitely probably pare it down a lot because I'm 

working with 12 year olds, but, um, that's something that I 

know that they would enjoy and enough of them are 

competitive enough that it would definitely, they always 

want to win everything.  

C:  Definitely.  

K:  But thank you so much. And we're done. Unless there's 

anything you want to add. 
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  Appendix B 

Interview Transcription: Turi 

Interviewer: Kylie Gibbons  

Teacher Participant: Turi  

 

 

K: 00:00 All right. There we go. For my record. What grade levels 

and subject or subjects do you teach?  

T:  I teach seventh grade general and pre AP science and an 

eighth grade stem elective.  

K:   Okay. And this whole project is about investigating what 

makes up, or how teachers work to build, positive 

relationships with students and what their perspective is on 

why they do that and why it's important. Um, so let's first 

start off with what would you define as a positive teacher 

student relationship? 

T:   Um, I think a positive teacher student relationship is one 

that first has open communication both ways. Both the 

student and the teacher feel comfortable sharing thoughts 

with each other and speaking to each other respectfully, but 

also not, not like on the most level of playing fields because 

you still need to have that teacher and student distinction 

and separation and the respect that comes with that. 

T: 01:04 So I think in a nutshell, that would be 

K  there are two key things I want to ask you about and that 

with one is what would you, could you describe what you 

would recognize as a real respectful communication 

between you and a student or how you would respect was 

definitely addressed them or how you would 

T:    like, what's acceptable? 
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K:    to you.  

T:   For me personally, I speak, I s I try to bring humor into like 

a lot of things like in with peers and whatnot. So I think 

being able to joke with each other tease is a really, is a 

harder word than what I mean. But you know, like joke and 

jest kind of, you know, um, be silly with each other. I think 

because for me personally as the, the biggest thing, being 

able to joke and then being able to okay the silly times 

over, let's bring it back and then respond to when it's time 

for me to switch gears. 

T: 02:04 And also for me to recognize when they need to switch 

gears. Like when they're done, they're done joking there, 

they're ready to, to be serious or they're ready to talk about 

something hard. Being able to recognize those things. And 

you can only do that when you take the time to get to know 

them as individual people and not just, Oh, all seventh and 

eighth graders respond to this way to this kind of 

conversation. You know what I mean? Stuff like,  

K:  okay.  

K:   And the second thing I wanted to ask you about what you 

said was, you said knowing where the line is, how do you 

go about setting that line between making sure they're 

comfortable with you and making sure they also know that 

you are the authority figure you are the teacher.  

T:   Uh, I mean sometimes it comes right out to actually like 

saying it out loud. 

T: 02:52 Like, I have a student this year, real funny. We definitely 

get along and we speak to each other very openly and the 

student is just a, is just a funny kid. Um, but there are times 

where I have said the student like, all right, you need to 

remember that I really am your teacher. And even though 

we can chat and be silly together, we are, we're not 

establishing that friendship relationship where we can have 

a friendly relationship without being friends and, and 

teaching, teaching students, especially at this age, the 
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difference between a friendly relationship and being friends 

is very delicate. So it takes, like I said in the beginning, 

very open communication and saying yes, this is acceptable 

or no, this is not acceptable. 

K:   Being direct? 

T:  to be very direct.  

K:   Okay. Thank you. I appreciate that. Um, are there any, you 

had said a positive teacher, student relationship, respect, 

requires comfort and respect between, for both the teacher 

and the student. 

K: 03:53 Are there any things besides what we've already talked 

about that you do, especially at the beginning of the year 

that you try to do to set the tone for that or to set that up for 

yourself?  

T:  Sure. Um, I liked at the beginning of the year I like to share 

about myself because I want, I want them to know that I'm 

fairly an open book, fairly big quotes within reason for 

sure. If like I will share with my students about my family 

and about my kids and about my pets and like what I did 

over the weekend, you know, within reason and um, 

because I want them to know that if I'm willing to share 

that I'm willing to listen and accept what they have to say 

as well. Um, whether it's in front of the class or whether 

they'd want to talk to me privately. That's my first thing is 

to set, I'm open because I want you to know that you can be 

open with me if you feel like it and being very clear that 

just because I'm a very sharing open person, I don't, you 

don't have to be that person either and then, and that that's 

okay. 

T: 04:49 And that I respect the way that they handle their own 

personal lives and letting kids know, noticing kids, 

especially in the first few weeks, you know, you notice kids 

come in and they're already nervous so it's kind of hard to 

get a read on them. Then they get a little more comfortable 

in the first few days, first few weeks, and you always end 
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up with a kid or more that suddenly is not having a good 

day and being able to go to them quietly and say, hey 

buddy, I noticed you're not quite yourself. Is there anything 

I can do to help you? 90% of the time they'll say no I'm 

fine. But I think them knowing and you're doing that pretty 

regularly and with more than just one kid. Any kid that you 

can see to be able to do that. I think it only communicates 

to the kid that you're talking to, but to other kids around 

them cause they notice like, oh what Mrs. ________ cares? 

T: 05:38 Or Miss _________ like really wants to, Miss _________ 

wants to know why I'm acting this way so maybe I can tell 

her next time if she asks me and I think that's been the 

easiest thing.  

K:   Good. Is there anything that you do throughout the year? 

Not necessarily at the beginning, that you do regularly, that 

they recognize or that you just, or a type of thing that you 

tried to do throughout the year to continue building that or 

to maintain it?  

T:   Um, well that's a great question. Maintaining the, the 

joking kind of atmosphere, the funny atmosphere, cracking 

really bad, bad jokes. Um, letting them crack really bad 

jokes, um, and can continuing throughout the year to try to 

show as much interest in their personal lives as I can or um, 

um, pretty much every day. And this is so silly and little, 

but it helps, it helps me set a tone even for myself when I 

walk in the door, most days I start with “hello, hello 

everybody.” 

T: 06:44 And it's still like I, I start every hour with a greeting. They 

don't respond ever, but it, for some kids they, that's their 

cue. Not only that, okay, classes getting started, but it's 

their cue that like, hopefully what I hope they get is that I'm 

here for them. Like I'm greeting them because we are 

starting something together and that we do a lot of things 

and I also try to use that word we and us and that it's not, 

it's not just this is my classroom, we are doing my thing, 

you are following my rules. Even though we are giving 

them that kind of buy in to what we do as a whole class and 
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as a whole environment as a class. Okay. I hope that 

answered it. If I'm making sense. I'm not sure where I went 

on that  

K:   you made perfect sense. I get what you're saying. 

K: 07:34 Are there any, and we're getting to the end of the process 

questions, but are there any lesson plans that you 

specifically put in place that allow them to bring 

themselves in so that you can get to know them or that they 

can get to know you better and to foster relationships?  

T:   Sure.  

K:   And you would describe those to me?  

T:   It kind of throughout the year. I like to incorporate, um, 

art, not art art, I am zero artistic, but like giving them an 

opportunity to show me something that they know or 

something that they think through drawing or writing or 

whatever. I mean I teach science so there's not always a lot 

of opportunity for that. But when I give them the chance, I 

see more out of these kids then than I do other, any other 

kind of writing assignment, especially in my super quiet 

kids, super quiet kids most often tend to be pretty artsy and 

pretty artistic. 

T: 08:23 Um, I am not a quiet person so they tend to like kind of just 

chill out in the back and just kind of absorb things cause 

it's, there's just the class is a lot of a lot. Um, and so being 

able to get those little glimpses of those quieter kids 

through those quieter activities. Um, and also like I don't, I 

don't often shut down like the weird what if questions, 

unless it's just taking too long. Like unless we do like time 

wise and we have got to move on. Oh yes. Student this year 

is just full of really fantastic questions and he or she 

student, um, comes up to me almost every day to ask me a 

very wild out there question. I don't know the answer most 

of the time that's usually science, usually science. Uh, 

today was about if energy is neither created or destroyed, 
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then then something, something, something Big Bang 

theory and not the show. 

K: 09:22 And I was like, but I don't know. I don't know man and the 

student says well. Okay. And like I don't know, just that he 

knows that he can ask me questions all day long and I am 

perfectly comfortable saying, ah, I don't know what you're 

asking. I don't know what you are saying to me right now. 

Um, but I think he and I have a really great relationship 

because he knows he can ask me a question. I can say I 

know that I can say I don't know to him and I know that 

he'll say, okay. Whereas I have other students who will ask 

me a question and I don't know 

T: 09:56 [inaudible] 

K: 09:58 and they out loud question my ability to be a teacher that is 

not a positive relationship and I don't know how to fix that 

aside from suddenly knowing everything about everything 

for that particular kid. But, um, or like kids would come up 

and they're like, hey, Mrs._________I got spoon in my 

pocket. Oh for real. I, I had a kid a couple of years ago, 

different school, every single day this kid came up to me, 

Hey Mrs._________, guess what I got in my pocket? 

Uhhhh, a rocket ship? It's a spoon. every day. This kid had 

a spoon in his pocket. And it became just kind of part of 

our every day, every day. And one, one day he came in and 

he sat down and he didn't ask me what I thought it was in 

his pocket and I didn't know what to do with myself. It 

turns out he like his, his dog died or there was some like 

real sad thing that happened. Yeah. And it like, it really 

meant something to him that I was like, buddy, what do 

you have in your pocket today?  

K:   So I like that. Um, so transitioning out of what you actually 

do and into what it does for the students and to yourself 

eventually when we get to it. What do you think in general, 

do you think that, um, building positive relationships, why 

do they matter in the classroom? Other than what we've 

already talked about 
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T:   I think it, it gives them, 

T: 11:24 I think it makes them feel comfortable because more, more 

than anything, I don't care if they learn any of my content 

as long as I know that they came into my classroom every 

day and they were comfortable. That's first and foremost 

because if they're not comfortable, they're guaranteed not 

going to learn anything. But if you're comfortable, I can, I 

can get something in there as far as content, you know, as 

far as I'm learning something. But, um, and even if it's that 

they learn that they can be comfortable around adults, a lot 

of these kids don't have good relationships at home. So if 

they know that they can come into this classroom and feel 

more like themselves or feel comfortable enough to cry or 

feel comfortable enough to be weird and ask me what I 

think is in their pocket, then that then I've done my job. 

T: 12:12 And that's, that's it. That's all that matters.  

 

K:   I like that. When you have had a positive relationship with 

a student, have you noticed or over the years recognized 

that their behavior changes from your class to another class 

where they don't necessarily have a positive relationship? 

And can you describe what that looks like?  

T:   Absolutely. That, uh, I think that happens a lot because 

you'll have those kids that are just good kids all around, 

like, and they'll, they're easy to build those relationships 

with. But sometimes those kids that are harder to build 

those relationships with and like, let's say that, I finally 

meet them in the middle somewhere and we're suddenly 

good, but then I hear from three of their other teachers that 

they're an absolute nightmare and they're in ISD and I 

don't, I can't even fathom that kid being in  ISD. Um, I 

don't, I don't know why they behave differently because a 

lot of times the teachers that they, for whatever reason, 
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don't have a good relationship with it’s not because like 

that teacher is not trying. 

T: 13:15 It's not because the teachers don't do it using all the same 

tools or like doing all the good things. It's not that that's a 

bad teacher or a bad relationship builder as an adult. It just, 

you never know what it is it's going to meet that kid. And 

this year, more than any other year that I've taught, I've had 

more of those like me and this kid, we're not good. We butt 

heads all the time. I said something, I could not tell you 

what that is. And now suddenly we're golden and they high 

five me in the hallway. And I'm like, I don't understand. I 

don't, I don't know what I did. I don't even know, like, tell 

me what I did. So I can use that later for another kid that 

comes along and that’s like you. Um, and I, and then on the 

other end where I know that there are kids that are gems for 

other teachers and there were total Turd for me and I'm 

like, what am I not doing? 

T: 14:06 What can I do better? And it hurts. And it's really ends up 

being really disappointing when you're like, man, not that I 

need to be a kid's favorite or even be liked, but chuh I am 

way cool. I don't understand.  

K:   Well, I'm actually that when you are on the other end of it 

and you are on the negative side of it, what are some things 

that you have tried or that you try to do with that student? I 

know it probably changes based off of, from what you're 

saying, student to student, but what are some things that 

you tried when you're on the other side of it?  

T:  Well, I talked to all the teachers first and if I find that okay, 

he's not, he's only a Turkey in my class. What, what do you 

do that work so well. I'm going to try that next time. Okay. 

That did not work. 

T: 14:47 What do you do that work so well and I'm going to try that 

and I, I try all the things that all yoga teachers say worked 

for them and then if it doesn't work then I just, I mean you 

just keep trying. It's like, it's, it's too discouraging as a 

teacher to just give up and say, well sometimes you lose 
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even though at some point you have for you. I mean like as 

a human being at some point you have to go, I've done it 

all. I've done everything I can. Um, but I think what you do 

for one answer is you just, you don't stop trying. You just 

keep, you keep going until you at least get a little just to a 

little something out of them. Even if it's just one half smile 

at a really bad joke. Okay, good. I will stop bugging you 

kid. I will stop bugging you and we are fine now.  

K:  Gotcha. 

K: 15:33 When  you have, cause it sounds like you've have in some 

cases been successful when you're talking about a negative 

relationship that is somehow happened with a student. Can 

you describe, you described a little bit, but a regular 

behavior, how it changes in the classroom and how you 

think that's changing their motivation in your classroom 

when it goes from negative to positive, like if you, what it 

looked like, what their motivation looked like in your class 

before the positive relationship and what that motivation or 

their behavior looked like afterward? 

T:   Um, do you want like a specific example or like a general 

kind of thing? 

K:   As general or specific as you want to get. 

T: 16:11 In gener, I'll go with general in general. You know, once, 

once the relationship has been repaired or created, 

sometimes it's just that it was never there in the first place. 

But once, once that good relationship is there, it's almost 

like it's something that you can, I hate to say hold against 

them, but like use as a motivator. [inaudible]I got a kid 

right now. Again, I don’t know what I said to him, but 

suddenly we're besties and he's we’re golden and 

everything's cool. Super Cool, and it's great. Dropped, like 

significantly dropped, uh, because he doesn't need him to 

do his work. He just wasn't doing. And so when we talked 

about grades today. he comes up to me and he's very 

defeated. He's like, what do I do? How do I fix this? And 

because he and I have such a great open communication 
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type relationship, I can say, well, you can do anything, 

anything, literally do anything and it's going to get better. 

And he just looks at me and he's like, oh, she means it. 

With those kids that you have good relationships with. You 

don't have to. For me personally, I don't have to like beat 

around the bush with them. For some kids I do because 

that's how they, that's how they need to receive things and 

that's fine. Um, but for a lot of those kids, I'm, I'm able to 

be more direct. And when I have a kid that 

T: 17:31 they’re, they usually perform really well for me. Their 

grades are fine or the behavior is really fine or whatever 

and things slip. You can use the disappointed word and it 

really is so impactful and you can say, man, I just am so 

disappointed in how you've been lately or so disappointed 

that you didn't actually do this assignment. You didn't try 

your hardest or whatever. They, they take it personally and 

they're like, oh I really let her down. I need to fix that. So 

then they find like another their own version of an internal 

motivator and I'd like to think that translates into other 

classes or into future grades or whatever. I don't know if it 

does, but it can at least sustain them through my class or it 

can sustain them through seventh grade or or whatever. So 

finding, if they're not motivated on their own, like they 

don't, they don't get disappointed in themselves. If they 

know that other people are rooting for them and other 

people are in their corner, then a lot of kids are just going to 

want to do what makes other people happy. And so I think 

letting them know what they're doing is or is not making 

you happy, I feel like can, can help carry them on and like 

translate into other aspects. 

K: 18:34 Okay. 

K: 18:36 So moving from student motivation results from having a 

relationship with them, how do you notice once you get 

beyond the motivation and they're actually listening and 

they're participating, have you noticed a change in their 

actual understanding? 

T:    Yeah, for sure.  
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K:   Can you describe if you can think of this particular kid and 

a topic that they didn't get and then when they actually 

started communicating with you and having that open 

relationship?  

T:  Yeah, if that's the Aha moment, like the, the actual like 

context, like they're finally understanding the things that 

we're doing.  

T:   Um, yeah, that it happens. It happens a lot actually like it 

when, trying to think of an example, but I think it comes 

more from like them getting to that Aha moment is them 

being comfortable asking questions because I'll have, 

T: 19:34 I'll have those kids that like they kind of, they kind of butt 

against your or whatever because they don't understand 

because they don't want to be the dumb one in their own 

words. They don't want to seem unintelligent, so they don't 

ask the questions, well then they're definitely not 

understanding if they're not asking questions. So when they 

get comfortable to be able to at least come up to me and 

quietly say, hey, I don't understand this. Then I'm able to do 

the teacher thing and meet them at their academic level, 

which is, which is totally separate from their emotional 

level. But once, once I've gotten to the point where they'll 

meet me in the middle of emotionally let themselves be a 

little vulnerable, then I can rise up like a, like a knight on a 

horse and be like, let me teach you the science and things, 

and then they, then I'm able to do that. 

T: 20:26 The teaching part of my job is way easier. So then they are 

able to better understand their being more respectful of our 

space and of our time as well. Like if they've been a 

behavior issue when they're no longer behavior issue, 

they're going to learn more because I don't have to, I don't 

have to talk to them about the way they're acting because 

we already have built this good relationship of mutual 

respect and an open communication  that I can say, Hey, 

are you done today? Oh yeah, I'm done. And now the 

https://www.temi.com/editor/t/5LnyJ9FzgQEYpnK4xaKunZaXwrKNP8ReeZXpEk2IkaH5UuanD7Fw8tEmATsEcLoxgDRo732fypEZ__4_Y_tTmcpdj10?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=1174.23
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/5LnyJ9FzgQEYpnK4xaKunZaXwrKNP8ReeZXpEk2IkaH5UuanD7Fw8tEmATsEcLoxgDRo732fypEZ__4_Y_tTmcpdj10?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=1226.05


  126 

learning can begin and it's just a, I mean big sweeping 

terms. Yeah. If they, if they respect you then they'll listen 

to you. And if they listened to you then they learn more but 

done a duh .  

K:   So before we go on, I just kind of like, there seems like a 

process that's coming out. So comfort, respect, learning. 

T: 21:11 Yeah, definitely, definitely. And sometimes those things 

happen really, really fast and sometimes it happens, you 

know, today, the second day of the fourth nine weeks, like I 

think, I think I had that moment with a kid today where she 

and I had had conversations, many many many many, 

many many  conversations. But then today, I don't know 

what it was, but at least for today I was able to say, Hey, 

remember when we talked about and she said, oh yeah, she 

learned things today. That's cool. It may not happen that 

way tomorrow, but it happened today and that's, that's what 

I can take.  

K:   And this is a little bit separate, but beyond the learning, 

have you ever gotten past the comfort they got past the 

respect they're starting to learn. How, have you ever 

noticed that there, I don't know if it's self efficacy, but more 

of their like enjoyment of your subject changes once 

they've gone all through that. 

K: 22:05 Do you like they start out, I hate signing science, I suck at 

this, I can't do this. And then once you've gone through all 

of that, it does that change or is it still kind of like, I'll do it 

for you?  

T:   I think for some it's kind of, I think it's kind of half and 

half. It's, you know, I got, I have, you know, I hear every 

year and I really don't like science, but I really liked 

Miss_________’s class. So I don't know if that means they 

like the time that we spend together or if they actually like 

my science class, I think it's kind of half and half for kids. 

But I have had kids, like former students that are now like 

in college and stuff that have like that I've seen or you 

know, around town or whatever and ask ‘em, so what are 
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you going to school for? I'm actually like in chemistry or in 

pharmacy or whatever. Like Oh, that's neat. You know, I'm 

trying not to ask now. Who inspired you to do that one? 

But I do know one student for sure. She's in a nursing 

program and she straight up told me, she said, I hated 

science. You made me. 

T: 23:09 I'm trying to, I can't remember her words specifically with 

it, but I made her want to listen. So she found something 

that she didn't know she'd be interested in. She never ever 

thought she would go into medicine of any kind, but for 

whatever reason, she and I had this excellent relationship 

and I made her want to listen. She hated all the things that 

we did in my class. Like she was not interested in our 

content, but she learned to listen to her teachers a little 

better. And there was a science teacher down the road that 

was like, hey, nursing is cool. And she's like, you're right, 

I'm going to be a nurse. And that was it. So even if it's, you 

know, I don't, I don't know if they like my subject much 

more 

T: 23:45 necessarily, but I hope that they at least like learning a little 

bit more because they learn how to trust their teachers.  

K:   So, so we've gone through kind of what seems your whole 

process for actually creating and using those relationships 

for students? Where was it, um, we've gone through the 

process of how you create them and kind of why you do for 

students. Now I kind of want to talk about what these 

relationships do for you as a teacher. 

T: 24:13 Oh no, You’re gonna make me cry. You’re gonna make me 

cry ugly tears.  

K: 24:18 have a positive relationship with either a student or a class. 

It can be either or a combination. How do you feel when 

you're in the classroom with them? 

T: 24:27 Oh my gosh. Like I'm like, I'm doing what I was meant to 

do, like with my whole life. Um, especially because 

teaching was not what I ever wanted to do. I ended up, I got 
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into this profession and kind of a backwards way. Um, and 

when you get, when you get those kids, when he get like, or 

that class, I'm glad you brought up as a whole class cause 

you can have an entire class. Where like, these are my 

babies and I love you all. Um, every day. You know, when 

you get that, it's like, it's just very validating. Like it makes 

me feel like I'm doing my job right. Even if they don't 

understand the science, I feel like I'm at least able to get to 

that point better. But you know, when the kids are leaving 

at the end of the year and they're like, Mrs. _______ I'm 

going to miss you a lot and they mean it and I'm like, done. 

That's, that's cool. That's all I, that's all I ever need 

everyday. So ultimate job fulfillment  

K:  is it, so 

K: 25:20 I had you describe how you feel when you have a positive 

classroom and a positive student. What are the feelings you 

get when there's, you've tried everything, you've worked 

hard and you still have either with a class as a whole or a 

single student who kind of brings down, sometimes you're 

feeling and mood about a whole class as I know.  

K:  Um, 

K: 25:43  

T:  well we all know that one.  

K:  What are those feelings? Can you describe them to me? 

And I'm sorry to do this to you.  

T:   Sometimes. Sometimes it's just ultimately defeating. Like, 

yeah, look what I got the class. Everybody has the class,  

right? I don't like thinking I have to see this hour today. 

Never, never. I would rather feel totally neutral then. Oh, I 

don't want to do that class today. Um, and it, it hurts my 

feelings. It's so stupid. But like if her like it hurts my 

feelings. I take it really personally, especially if it's a whole 

class. If it's one kid in the, I don't got enough room in my 

feelings for one, the one kid to hurt my feelings that way 
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but like a whole class, it just is. And what makes me really 

sad is like, cause you know you got one class then the super 

stupendous and they're all your babies and you love them 

all and then the very next hour is not them and the complete 

opposite. And these two classes talk to each other. They 

would not know who the other classes talking about 

sometimes like am I allowed to talk about like ours this 

year, like disclose that kind of stuff without kids names.  

K:  Yeah. 

T:    My 

T: 26:58 fifth hour 

T: 27:01 would not describe me the same way that my sixth hour 

does. Six hours. Relationship is way more positive. I'm able 

to be more my style of teaching, my personality and my 

kind of person with them were carefree and open and 

joking and like, you know, we're fifth hour gets total 100% 

stick in the mud, zero humor, zero room for any of that 

because they have proven over and over again that we are 

not going to have that kind of relationship. And if those two 

classes described in words me as their teacher, they would 

not describe the same person and it kills me that my fifth 

hour, if they knew that I was that person, it would be so 

much different. But I won't feel like they've given me the 

opportunity to show them that. Like we, we haven't been 

able to get to that point. 

T: 27:50 It's gotten better throughout the year with 5th hour, but 

we're still not, I mean like we won't ever get to that, that six 

hour point, you know? Um, and that it just, it just bugs me 

and bugs me so much that it's like, man, you guys don't 

even know how cool I am. You have no idea how much fun 

you could be having in this class. Like all of my other 

classes, and it just is, I'm doing this for eight years and little 

by little, every year I take less. I take it less to heart. Like I 

don't beat myself up about it as much every year. as much. 

It still, it still hurts my feelings. Um, and the same kind of 
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thing happens when you have a kid that you had worked 

really hard to build this beautiful relationship. Like 

T: 28:45 this one is gonna make me cry because they have this, this 

year 

K:   oh, sorry.  

T:   No, it's okay. Um, this is why we do it, right? Like this is 

where, this is our reason for what we do. Um, I worked 

really hard with this, with this girl really hard. You got to a 

really good point. She was a terror everywhere else. And 

she told me, she asked me one day, can I just stay in here 

all day? And I was like, no ma'am. And she said, this is the 

only class I don't get mad in. And she means it. Like she 

really meant it. And I was like, oh, I did not realize I was 

that person for this kid and I need to, I'm not going to hold 

onto this and this is, this is it. I mean this girl called me 

mom and means, means it like not just, not just because she 

thinks she's getting away with something, but, and then she 

did really bad things. 

T: 29:30 She made really poor choices and She, She in my 

classroom when I was in doing hall duty to the point that 

you've got her suspended and expelled and all the things. I 

have never felt such like betrayal from a child because now 

that relationship is totally broken. She didn't do it to m,  

right. She didn't, she wasn't disrespectful to me directly, but 

what she did totally ruined  

K:  it was in your space and  

T:   it oh yeah, and at what kills me more is that I'm sure she 

did that because she felt comfortable in here. Like how, 

how twisted is that? Like I built this beautiful comfortable 

place for her to feel comfortable to do what she did and I'm 

just, yeah, stupid. It makes me so upset because then in the 

same breath breath, I miss her. Like I hate not seeing her 

every day that I don't know how she's doing. 
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T: 30:24 I know that she doesn't feel angry in my room, but she's not 

even in my building anymore. Yeah. I don't know what, I 

don't know how she is out in the world and it eats at me 

every day that I don't see her to know how she is because 

even though I'm so mad at her, even though our 

relationship she did come back to school was totally 

broken, I would still care for her very, very much because 

of what we built. So 

K:    Um, looking at both those positive feelings and those 

negative feelings and thinking about it in context with your 

practice as a teacher, do you notice times when you are 

more motivated to either come to school because of those 

or just to do more for those kids that you have the positive 

relationship with or that you feel yourself thinking, I don't 

want to do this because, 

T:   oh yeah, there's, there's days. 

T: 31:25 You know that there's days where like, I want to change my 

lesson plan because I don't, I can't imagine doing it with my 

fifth hour. They will not let everybody enjoy it and learn 

from it and get the “so what” from it that other classes, 

well, yeah, I still do it. I'm not going to, I'm not going to 

take it all as planned for them, but you know, but I do it in 

hopes that maybe this will give them, maybe this time it 

doesn't always, rarely does, but you know, um, but then 

there's those times where like, there's those kids, right? 

Like so silly. Last year I had this kid who was obsessed 

with Stephen Hawking. I mean like truly fan boyed over 

Stephen Hawking. Stephen Hawking died.  

K:   Yeah, I remember that. 

 

T:    I was not feeling well like I was, I was ill, like sick, but I 

couldn't not go to school because I knew that my young 

Steven Hawking was going to be devastated. 
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T: 32:25 And Man, I felt awful. I had this, I had a fever, like I was 

really not well, and he walks into class and he is just the 

most deflated balloon I'd ever seen. And I said, hey buddy. 

And he looks at me and he's crying and he's like, did you 

hear? I'm sorry I did. That's why I'm at school today, man. I 

need to like hug you and make sure you're okay with the 

Stephen Hawking died. And he's like, I'm really glad you're 

here today. And we both cried and he was fine. It was like 

really dumb. But yeah, you do find those of it, you know? I 

mean, we don't do this job for anything but the kids like 

this is, that's the only reason we do this job. I don't do it 

because I love Talking about water cycle, you know, you 

know, and there's always the joke, you don't do it for the 

money.  

K:   Yeah. 

T: 33:04 But like, you don't want to do it. Um, but you know, you 

only do this job for those kids. And if you're not building 

relationships with those relationships with those kids, what 

are you doing here? Why, why do this job? So, yeah. 

T: 33:22 Did I answer the question? 

K:  You did. . You're the same as me. I just keep talking.  

T:   Yes. You'll find something in there 

K: 33:33 with those motivations. Cause we talked about student 

motivation and their learning and now we've talked about 

your feelings with those relationships as well and your 

motivation and kind of your learning a little bit too um, you 

said you've been doing this for eight years. I'm talking to a 

series of teachers that have been teaching for different 

periods of time. What have you noticed? You've mentioned 

it a little bit, you'd feel less personal about things over the 

years, but what would be the most important thing from 

your first year of teaching to now with teachers? Teacher 

relationships that like you wish you could go back and like, 

I needed to have done this and it would've made my life x 

amount better.  
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T:  I wish. 

T: 34:18 I wish that me as a brand new teacher and all new teachers 

knew that it takes time. You're not gonna walk in, throw on 

a little charm and all of the kids are going to love you. 

Like, it's just not going to happen. And I wish that I knew 

the, and I slept remind myself of this. Their children, their 

brains are doing weird, horrible, devious things to them and 

they are not the same kid everyday when they walk in the 

door. We're more consistent because we're adults and our 

brains are fully developed. But like they're, they're not, they 

are not consistent creatures. And just because today was a 

beautiful, awesome, we did all the great things day does not 

mean tomorrow's that day. And just because tomorrow is 

not that day, it doesn't mean that you did anything wrong. If 

you are consistent every day, not just in like your 

classroom management and lessons and blah, blah, blah. 

Like if you're consistent in the way that you treat kids and 

the way that you allow kids to treat you, you will get more 

consistent results from them. And it takes time. I, so this 

was my first year, um, at a title one school people told me 

like, oh, that's going to be tough. It's going to be different 

kids or kids is really what I thought. I was like, it's not a big 

deal. And I came from not this type of school at all. The 

privilege at the school that I was at before 

T: 35:54 I didn't realize was privileged. I didn't know until I came 

here. And building relationships with these kids has been 

way harder than building relationships with those kids. 

However, I've not felt, I've not felt this fulfilled in the 

relationships that I've built for the most part in the seven 

years before this year. So that's, that's something too, if you 

don't, if you don't feel like you're making those 

relationships, maybe you're not in the right type of place. 

That doesn't mean anything is bad with you. Right. As a 

teacher it's just your personality will or won't work with 

other personalities. You know, I think it just was hard. It 

was a really hard beginning of the year cause I was like, I 

don't know. I did the things I threw on the charm. I did this, 

the funny jokes, I did all the things. They are not 

impressed. That was that. It was a big learning curve in and 
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each year it's different. Each year you're funny, jokes will 

work differently on different kids and some kids will think 

it's funny or another kids don't think it's funny and they 

don't get gold stars. 

K: 37:02 I like that. Um, the whole thing I kind of want to end with 

is you were  kind of talking about 

K: 37:15 building those things and patience is kind of what I got 

from what you were talking about. And I think first year 

teachers as you say, Panic, oh, I think that's the thing. If 

something doesn't work and so they are constantly 

changing things, which does the opposite of what they want 

to do, which is what I'm taking from what you were saying. 

T:   Yeah 

K:  Describe for me if you can, the best day you can think of as 

a teacher ever, 

T:   Ever? 

K:  And describe like describe it and why you think it was the 

best day for you. And I'm sorry if I make you cry again  

T:   I’m a crier, it's fine.  

K:   Um, and we'll end there.  

T:   The best day. 

T: 37:52 Yeah. 

T: 37:53 Is a day where I want to be there. Let me say this, let me 

say it this way, where the kids want to be here more than I 

do. Okay. Because when they want to be here, it makes me 

showing up totally worth it. Like, um, it makes me happy 

to, to have shit. Like you're welcome that I came today. 

Um, a perfect day is a day that they are engaged with what 

we're doing, not just because it's fun, like not just because 

the, the thing that we're doing is fun, but the material that 

we're learning has, has captured them in one way or 
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another. Um, a perfect day is the day that they are as 

seventh gradery as they can possibly be. I love seventh. 

They are so weird. They're so quirky. They ask the most 

ridiculous questions and those are the best days when they 

are fully themselves in the best way that they can be 

themselves because them doing that allows me to be 

exactly who I am without any filter. Really like, I mean 

adult filters, but like without any um, hesitation where I 

feel like they trust me because I trust them. Like I know 

that they are going to do exactly the what I have set before 

them. They're going to reach higher than I could've 

imagined. They're gonna work harder than I expected. 

They're going to exceed my academic expectations 

because, 

T: 39:25 because that's just what they know to do and um like, I 

have a sign on my desk that says “do whatever be weird. 

It's okay” and on my favorite days are the days that they are 

the weirdest that they just get to like that they remind me 

that their kids but that they're also really smart kids and 

they get to do weird dumps stuff and it makes me leave at 

the end of the day less tired than when I got here. That's, 

that's a perfect day where we act like fools and learn 

something along the way.  

K:   I know I promised that was the end, but you made me think 

of another question 

K: 40:01 we are dealing with right now in our area, a very, with a 

very serious problem with keeping teachers and we've had 

a very important conversation here about what sounds like 

a motivation for wanting to stay a teacher. How would you 

think or what do you think needs to be done to prepare 

people coming into being a teacher that prepares them to be 

able to make these relationships so that they want to stay, 

because that is what seems to be coming across to me is 

that you want to stay in what you're doing because of the 

relationships that come with  

T:  that's true.  
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K:  The students.  

T:  Yeah. So I know that's a big question to love that you do. 

So, 

T: 40:49 so like I said earlier, I didn't, I'm, I'm alt certified. I came in 

with a degree in forensic science with zero intention of ever 

doing this job ever. So I don't know. I don't know what they 

teach in teaching college, right? Like I don't know what 

they teach about building relationships or anything like 

that. 

K: 41:08 Um, I'll tell you right now, I'm sure they don't a lot. They 

talk about it, but they don't really, there's no how to build 

the relationship 101. 

T: 41:20 which does make sense.  

K:  I mean, 

K: 41:24 if they could put something into a teacher prep program 

about relationships, what would you think the most 

important thing 

K: 41:34 they should practice or talk about or observe or look at or 

whatever of the options or combination of it that you think 

they should do? 

T:    I think a lot of observation and like, like a lot of 

observation. I mean a lot of observations for different 

teachers at different types of buildings at different grade 

levels because even if, you know, like if you know you're 

getting elementary certified, right? Obviously observe as 

many elementary teachers as you possibly can, but also 

observe some secondary teachers. Observe how they're 

going to change as they grow, how the kids are going to 

change, how they're going to talk. Um, and like, um, 

observe on good days, observe on bad days. If you can 

watch video instead of just sitting in on a class, because I 

know if another adult comes in while we're into my class, 

they're going to be perfect. That's not how they are every 
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day. So if you're able to have it, if someone were able to 

have a teacher film an entire class period with all the ins 

and outs and the bugs and the uglies to be able to see how 

teachers work through those relationships. Also to look at 

like what not to do. Examples of how or how not to build 

relationships. Maybe information on like 

T: 42:59 different, 

T: 43:00 gosh, what's the, like what's, so we talked about love and 

logic, right? I don't know the term that goes with that is it, 

it's not pedagogy is it pedagogy, whatever. Like the teacher 

you weren't as, you know what I mean? Um, like different 

of those kinds of methods. Some people are very method 

learners, right? Like when I fell in love and logic to me as a 

system, it made sense. But I'm a system type learner. I'm 

not, I'm not as much of an organic type learner. So 

observing for me, and it may not have been all I needed, I 

think like good communication skills. Like if you had to, I 

probably like really, really basic teachers need to know 

good communication skills and not good academic 

communication skills. But they need to be active listeners. 

They need to be active learners. They need to be a little  

K:  interesting 

T:   oh, quicker on their feet because you aren't going to have 

those kids that are like perfect and then crazy and you don't 

know what happened because someone literally looked at 

them weird and being able to think on your toes on how 

things like how to navigate. 

T: 44:09 And I, I really what I see and I, I've done some mentoring 

for new teachers and it's like the coolest job ever. I love it. 

But I see for a lot of new teachers is they feel like they have 

to be perfect year one and I want, I want every new teacher 

I want every first, second and third year teacher to know 

you don't know what you're doing and it's okay because the 

rest of your building  will be there to help you do things 

and if they're not, you need a new building. Um, but like 

I'm worried that there's so much pressure on the new 
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teachers because there is such a shortage and it's like, oh, 

you're here, you should stay like Hotel California. Like, 

you know, like, um, and we scare new teachers into this is 

how you're effective, this is how you were affected, this is 

how you're effective and you can't, you can't be all that in 

your first three years. 

T: 45:04 I mean three it takes, they say it takes three years to get like 

you're get,  

K:   you're like, you don't want to quit, 

T:   like content kind of mastered, but it takes five years to 

your classroom management mastered. And I, someone 

told me that and I was like, whatever, I don't believe you. 

Yeah, I'm super good at this. I'm on like a super high horse 

until I, for real, mid fifth year I was like, oh they were 

right. Those crazy people knew what they were talking 

about. Now I feel like I could walk into my classroom any 

day, no lesson plan and be just fine. Don't do that. Bad 

advice. Don’t do it. But like I don't know if I would want 

my first year teachers too, if they want to stay. Think about 

their “So what?” I went to a conference where they were 

like, what's your so what? why, why are you a teacher? 

K: 45:56 No one said that it was content except many reading 

teachers read heaters are the only ones. And maybe math 

teachers that were like, I want to teach kids to love to read 

or I want to teach kids to not hate math. Right. Um, and so 

I get, I get that as they're so wet, the like, I dunno my, so 

what was I had a really horrendous junior high experience. 

Not because my teachers, my teachers were just stupendous 

, but like just, it was just horrible, right. You're 12 to 14 and 

nothing works in your life. I mean 12 to 14. Um, and I 

needed someone to tell me that I was going to be okay. So 

that's what I think of every day is how am I going to show a 

kid, any kid, that, whatever this is, it's going to be okay. 

You're gonna make it out. You're going to get out of this 

then it's not gonna last forever. Um, so like be who you 

needed when you were younger. I just rambled.  
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K:   No, that was beautiful. That was like, like what I got out of 

it was be patient  

T:  with yourself first.  

K:  with them, with yourself, don’t expect to be perfect , and 

keep in your mind your “so what”.  

T:  Yeah. You're so good. You are an active listener. 

 

End Recording  
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   Appendix C 

   Interview Transcript: Sylvia  

Interviewer: Kylie Gibbons 

Teacher Participant: Sylvia  

 

K: 00:00 Okay. So for the record, what grade levels and subjects or 

subject do you teach? 

S:   I teach eighth grade reading on level reading and then pre 

AP reading.  

K:  Okay. 

S:   So just eighth grade. 

K: 00:11 Nice. And before we move forward, let's just, what would 

you define as a positive teacher student relationship? What 

would that look 

K: 00:19 like? 

S:   I would say a positive relationship is one where they feel 

comfortable talking to you, whether that's they’re okay with 

asking for help if they need help. And just that when they 

see you in the hallway, you know like they say hi, you say 

hi to them, not that you're best friends or anything, but that 

they're comfortable talking to you both about academic 

stuff and they're like, oh guess what I did this weekend. 

Like if they want to share like part of their lives with you 

too. 

K: 00:43 Okay. And when they're first coming into your room first 

year and yet just to, how long have you been teaching, you 

marked the one to three year category.  

S: 00:53 This is my first year.  
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K:  Yay! You’re still alive! What is something that you did at 

the beginning of the year, if you did anything, to kind of 

help start off those relationships? 

S:   So I had them fill out a little questionnaire that was like, 

you know, name, preferred name. Um, what's your favorite 

book? What was your favorite subject last year? What's 

something that you would like me like to know about you? 

Like to help with the class? A lot of them put like, I just 

don't like reading. I'm really sorry. That's good information 

for me know. And I also, instead of like calling roll the first 

day I just had them say their names that I didn't start off by 

mispronouncing your name the very first day and I took 

notes on how to pronounce it and stuff. 

S: 01:38 I like that. And then after the first day, are there any things 

that you do, whether it's an everyday routine moment or 

even lesson plans that you plan on purpose in order to get 

to know your students better so that they get to know you 

or to build a relationship? 

K: 01:55 I, so one thing I do is that for reading, they have to do 

independent reading every week. They're supposed to be 

reading a hundred minutes a week. They keep track at 

home and their parents sign off to say that they did it. And I 

also have them put the titles of the books that they're 

reading on there. So especially for the first few weeks I 

tried to say something cause like I'll have them doing bell 

work or something like a red check reading logs. I tried to 

say something like to every single student, like if I had read 

the book, if you like, oh that's really good one. What do 

you think? So far it's one of my favorites. If I hadn't, I 

asked them like what was it about and if they were liking it 

so far, just trying to talk about, cause I mean that's one of 

the few things they get to choose. It's like their book that 

they're reading at home as opposed to stuff that they're 

doing in school. 

S: 02:37 [inaudible] I like that. Um, do you have any routines that 

you do every day? Like a greeting at the door, or 
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K: 02:47 as you said, I guess it's the routine of stopping by their desk 

every day.  

S:  Yeah, well that's, that's once a week, for reading checks. 

But I try to get out there and say hi to them as they're 

coming in. Sometimes I have to be in here, you know, 

setting up for the lesson. But, um, and then also when I'm 

just like out about, in this school, I was harder. This is the 

beginning of the year, but I was like, I have to learn their 

names. So I made it a goal that every single time I saw one 

of my students, I said hi, like what are from, they was like, 

Hi Student C. You're like, Hi Student A. And if I didn't 

know their name, it was like, okay, I gotta like look it up 

when I get back to my classroom, look at their seating chart 

and see who that was. 

S: 03:22 So, and that's helped a lot too, especially with Student S. I 

kind of make more of an effort to do it with students who 

I'm not particularly fond of because I'm like, you know, just 

that little positive bit of interaction in the hallway, just like, 

hey, what's going on? Like even if they're kind of a 

troublemaker in class, then that helps sometimes just 

making up for maybe some of the negative.  

 

K:  Yeah. Okay.  

S:  Cause I want them to know that, you know, I don't hate 

them or anything. I'm not mad at them. Like I can speak, 

you know, he could have a pleasant conversation even if 

they were goofing off in class that day.  

K:   Got It. Moving away from the initial like building blocks 

when you have built the relationship or you've noticed that 

they're refusing a relationship, cause sometimes I know that 

happens behaviorally. How do you see that translate in the 

classroom? 

K: 04:12 Or if I need to repeat the question, let me,  
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S:  what do you mean by that? 

K:   Like how can I tell if, how our relationship's going? How 

or how do you feel the relationship you have with your 

students affects how they behave in your classroom?  

S:   Um, it's honestly both positive and negative because the 

ones who are like really excited to come talk to me, we'll 

often like actually maybe interrupt class, like Miss Sylvia, 

can I show you this video I saw like, well no, because we're 

having class now and we can't talk about that. So that's a 

negative. But the positive part is that if there, I think if 

they're comfortable talking to me just about random stuff, 

then they're also more likely to participate in class because 

they know that I'm easy to talk to and I'm not going to be 

like, no, that's a wrong answer. 

S: 04:51 How dare you. Like I'm always open to them sharing 

things. So I feel like it encourages class participation a lot 

more.  

K:  Okay. And then what about the students who you have a 

negative relationship with or that if it's not negative, it's just 

blah, it's not there. How do you see that affect their 

behavior or do you think it does?  

S:  Um, I think it makes them honestly a lot more quiet and 

reluctant to ask for help. I have several students who are 

like, I have, I go and take the initiative and checking on 

them because I know that they don't like me a whole lot 

and they're not going to raise their hand and see if I'll come 

help them. But it just means that I have to be more 

proactive and seeing if they're struggling.  

K:  Alright. And then moving from that, have you seen a 

difference between, or her, I guess you wouldn't necessarily 

see it heard of a difference in behavior in another teacher's 

class versus your class? Depending on the type of 

relationship you have with them and the type of 

relationship they have with the other teacher. Like with a 

specific statements 
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K: 05:58 you can give [inaudible] you don't have to put names 

obviously, but if you can think of an example where you 

can speak as general as you want to kind of moment to 

think. Yeah, 

K: 06:10 think about that. 

S: 06:17 I have, I have one student in particular that I share with the 

teacher and she's, she's given us like a lot of trouble this 

year. She's very stubborn. She does always wants to do 

whatever she wants to do. And doesn't understand why 

times of life we got to do stuff, this one button. And she's 

also very, she's, you know, honestly typical middle school 

girl, she's always like, and like rolling her eyes and stuff. 

And I, I think my relationship with her is better than with 

some other teachers because I am incredibly nice to her on 

purpose. I don't let it bother me. I'm just like, you know, 

like, Hey, like good morning, how are you doing today? I 

am really polite and nice to hear even if she's not to me. 

And so she knows that x part of it is that she's trying to 

cause a reaction and so she knows that she doesn't get to 

me. And so I have, I think a bit of an easier time with her 

than with teachers who are, who are like visibly upset by 

her behavior. 

S: 07:09 So you tried to control your reactions to what she's doing 

and instead of giving her the reaction, you know, she wants 

you give her a positive one. 

K: 07:18 Yeah, she had, she had a problem where she was asking to 

go to the bathroom like every single day and she'd be gone 

for 10 minutes at a time and it got so bad that eventually I 

had a meeting, I sat down with her and the counselor and 

the counselor was like, um, you know, this student doesn't, 

she's really honest. She was like, sis, you know, this student 

doesn't particularly like you. Let's see what we can do. And 

I discovered that the reason she didn't like me is because 

when she asked us, you go to the bathroom and she had 

already gone like a bunch of times that week. I would just 

say very probably like no, sorry, not right now. And she 

was very upset that I wasn't like going over the top and like 
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giving her an explanation as to why she couldn't work 

anyway. But we worked it out and it's actually a lot better 

now. She is, you know, she doesn't enjoy class but she is 

more neutral I guess. Like we're not best friends or 

anything.  

K:  It didn't work out the bathroom issue.  

S:  Yeah, we do it now where she has, you know, one 

bathroom has a week and you know, I'm, whenever she 

wants to use it, no questions asked. You can go but then 

that's your word for the week and that seems to be working. 

S: 08:20 Okay. Sounds Fair. Um, moving from just motivation, 

which is like the behavior and actually just giving you the 

time to teach them or attempts to have you noticed, I guess 

from the beginning of the year to now since we're toward 

the end of the year now we're in the last nine weeks, have 

you noticed any changes in a student's ability in class or 

even maybe their belief in their ability in class from the 

beginning of the year to now based off of what you've been 

able to build with them or reach them emotionally or 

whatever relationship wise?  

S:  Hmm.  

K:  Again, specific areas as general as you want to be. 

S: 09:10 I have, so this is not like one state in particular was 

thinking notice with several of them is that I've noticed the 

change where if they, if they get something like wrong on a 

quiz or like they have a question rather than just being 

upset, either meet or at themselves from like, why not? I 

missed this question. They're more interested in finding out 

why so they can change it for next time. Like there's more 

of a focus on like, okay, well I didn't get this, but let me 

figure out what went wrong so I can fix it and more on like 

growth basically. 

K: 09:39 Okay. So they're more focused on their growth now than 

they were on just being offended that they,  
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S:  yeah. 

K: 09:45 Got It. Yeah. I like that. And I see that myself a lot. Um, 

can you 

K: 09:53 think of examples where of maybe a specific, I don't know 

if you do something I, you sounded like the reading logs. 

Maybe I'll talk about that. The reading logs where 

somebody who at the beginning of the year they came in 

and they told you, I hate reading and working with them 

and working with those reading log and getting choice and 

working with them. Have you noticed anybody who is now 

like willing to, if they're not like, oh I love reading, they're 

more willing even for if it's for you or for whatever reason 

that they are actually reading more now and they're 

enjoying it. Even just 

K: 10:27 an iota more than at the beginning.  

S:  I have my, this is the same student who's a bit of a problem 

I was talking about earlier and she's one of the ones, she 

was like, I don't like reading. I hate doing it. She's found 

that she really loves, um, I always forget the name. He does 

the, she does short poetry. Okay. She really, she's honestly, 

she read like one book of her poems like three times in a 

row and I'm like, do you have to pick like a different one? 

But she did. She found something that she liked and that's 

what I tell them. I'm like, I don't care what you read. You 

can read nothing but books about football from getting it 

here. It's the end of the year if you're enjoying it and like 

you're reading. No, that's what matters. And I've had, we're 

doing the give right now in class and I, we do like a ton of 

discussion and I noticed that kids who before had expressed 

that they don't enjoy reading and they have a hard time 

finding things they like are getting really into the book 

because we talk a lot about like no predictions for what's 

going to happen next. 

K: 11:24 You're like why are they doing the things that they're 

doing? It's funny because they're all like really offended 

when stuff happens. So like, cause it's a Dystopian 
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community, right? They're like they can't choose their own 

husbands and wives. I would leave, I would just walk right 

out of there. But they're really passionate about it, you 

know, which is exciting. Yes.  

K:  How did she 

K: 11:42 discover her poetry? Was it just you picked something up 

one day? 

K: 11:47 I really don't know. I should ask her. I know that the author 

has an Instagram account and will post poems on their lot 

and you know, students are like Instagram super big now so 

she might have found her on there. Gotcha. 

S: 11:59 Moving kind of away from necessarily, we may come back 

to it. Student motivation, student learning. What about your 

motivation or how you feel with your relationships with 

your students? Have you um, 

K: 12:14 it's your first year. You're my first, first year teacher that 

I've talked to, which is exciting. 

K: 12:19 Um, when you have a positive relationship with a class or 

an individual student, how does that, or even just a positive 

interaction with a student that you normally wouldn't have, 

what is the feeling you get and how is that different from 

your normal feelings? 

S: 12:35 I mean honestly it kind of can turn my whole day around if 

I have is I have like, this is the thing that totally made my 

day yesterday. I have a student who she's struggling with a 

lot at home I think and she doesn't, she doesn't want to talk 

to me. She doesn't want to do anything in class. I've asked 

her before like, you know, is there anything I can do to help 

you or do you just want to be left alone? And she was like, 

please just leave me alone. So, but yesterday we were 

talking about um, the giver and there is a scene where it's 

discussed that in this community, every time someone has 

twins they release one of the twins, which is a big mystery 

what releasing is. We haven't got there yet. Um, and so she, 
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I was helping someone else next to her and she like never 

initiates conversations with me ever. 

S: 13:20 And as I finished up, she, before I walked away, she was 

like, you would think maybe everyone in this book secretly 

has a twin that got released. And I was like so excited that 

she's talked to me. I was like, that's so great. Wouldn't that 

be weird if they all had like secret stuff ladies? So it just, 

and I'm always looking for those positive things. You 

know, I try especially hard with students who like, I know 

just our personalities clash or they really annoy me. I try to 

find like one good thing about them. Maybe they said 

something really hilarious in class and like even if it was 

disruptive, I can appreciate that they had to be pretty smart 

to think of something to say like that. 

K: 13:54 I like that. Um, how do you feel so that you have that 

positive feeling that you get because you said it can turn 

your whole day around. What about the ones that are 

negative or you have a bad day, how is that end and how 

you feel and what are the thoughts that go through your 

mind on that? 

S: 14:13 I, I try to make a plan for, first of all just like addressing the 

behavior. Like what am I going to do tomorrow? What am I 

going to do in the feature sets and happened again? And 

then I, you know, I think about it honestly in the car on the 

way home. And then when I get home I'm like, I've come 

up with a plan, I'm going to leave my problems at school 

and I try to just like chill out and not think about it 

anymore. Obviously you have to plan for the future, but 

then if you're just like, oh, that student made me so mad, 

like just over and over, then it, you know, then I feel like 

I'm going to react more harshly to them than I should if I'm 

obsessing over it. So, oh, 

K: 14:49 I like that. And we talked about the positive, talking about 

the negative, how do you feel at the end of an average day 

of teaching? It's just like 

K: 14:55 you coasted, 
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K: 14:57 nothing bad would on and nothing like a epiphany. 

Wonderful and magnificent happened. What, how are you 

feeling at the end of the day 

K: 15:06 if it's just an average one? 

 

S:   I mean, just like a pretty good, honestly. I mean, to be 

honest, I don't have average days. I have days where 

something bad happened and then if something bad 

happened and that makes it a good day, even if it wasn't 

super exciting or anything, you know, I come home feeling 

like just just like, yeah, that was good. I feel like I'm in the 

right career. I've, I've had, you know, a couple of moments 

of panic, like I can't do it, but it's been okay. Mostly 

K: 15:33 how have you noticed or have you noticed that from the 

beginning of the year to now your emotions, have they 

changed about teaching about a particular class, about a 

particular student or just about yourself? 

S: 15:48 I feel year I feel a lot more confident, especially especially 

with students who, I don't know at the beginning of the 

year, like I, if I saw students like misbehaving the hallways 

or ever, I would kind of feel like, like I'm not a real teacher 

yet and now I can tell them to stop for us out. I'm just like, 

Hey, stop that. So, and I feel more confident. Um, I feel 

more like I can like joke around with them a little bit and 

like be sarcastic occasionally because I know that I have 

control of the class and it's not going to get away from me. 

So it's April, I'm able to like relax a little bit more I feel 

like. 

K: 16:24 Do you feel that confidence and that feeling you get of 

being able to joke with them? Has affected your students at 

all? 

S: 16:32 I think so. It's honestly, ironically, me being able to joke 

with them has actually helped some of the behavior with 

my worst students because they know now if it like, you 
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know, if they're doing what they should and being 

productive and not like shouting at me, interrupting me. 

Like we can have a pretty good time in class, especially 

when we get to discuss stuff that we're reading. So they've, 

they've seen the, the not harvest, but they've seen me be 

either strict and I know that I've done, if that happens, 

they're not going to have a good day. So, 

K: 17:05 and why do you think, or can you think of a moment or a 

series of moments that caused that change to happen within 

you? What gave you that confidence and that ability to start 

joking with those people and have that, do you think of a 

moment, whatever you realize, Aha, I have this or was it a 

series of things that led up to it? 

S: 17:28 I think this is going to sound so opposite. I think it was the 

first time, I'm not going to say shattered because I didn't 

shout, but I, I raised my voice. It was, it was right before 

the day I was going to have to leave for a training 

conference. So I knew I was going to have a substitute the 

next day and my sixth hour class, which I'm sure all last 

class of the day or not every teacher's best class, but they 

were just, they would not stop talking. They're being loud 

and I like, I was like, this is absolutely unacceptable. You 

will not treat the substitute tomorrow. Like you are treating 

me today. We are not going to do this. And the groom just 

went silent and they were excited leaf the rest of class. And 

uh, then when I got back the next, the day afterwards, the 

cell gave me a good report. 

S: 18:11 I was like, like the job. I really appreciate that. It's the fact 

that I was able to, I guess scold them and they listen and 

then the next day I always try it when you know, when did 

you have to praise them when they do well too, otherwise 

they don't learn anything. And then the next day when I 

was like, you know, that was really great. You guys like, I 

so appreciate that you're doing exactly what you should. I 

feel like since then, um, obviously there's good days and 

bad with classroom behavior, but I feel like that the highs 

and lows have been less extreme, if that makes sense. 
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There's still loud some days, but it's never been as bad as 

that. 

K:   So it was kind of, and you can correct me if I'm wrong. 

This is what I'm interpreting from what you're saying. It 

sounds like you got your confidence from, I can say things 

and they're going to listen. 

 

S:   It's the fear of being too lenient and also the fear of being 

like way too strict and like scaring them, you know? And 

now that I was like, you know, I can yell at them a little bit 

and it's going to be okay and they're going to live.  

K:  Yeah. Yeah. All right. Um, and then we're going to end 

with kind of two more things. One is, can you describe the 

best day you've ever had as a teacher so far this year? 

S: 19:21 Oh, 

S: 19:25 I don't think I can pick one. Um, okay. I'm going to, it's like 

a moment and then a day after that. So I, I, so I teach pre 

AP and then on level classes with my on level classes we 

took a lot more time to write an essay at the end of the unit. 

Whereas if my pre AP classes I didn't give them as much 

time because they just don't need it. So in order for us to 

both start the next unit at the same time, I had to come up 

with an extra activity for my pre AP kids to do that. I 

decided we were going to have debates about, we were 

reading flowers for Algernon. So it was stuff like, did 

Charlie make the right decision by leaving at the end of the 

book or did he die and they worked on it for a week or so 

and it went really well and a lot of my on level kids have 

friends in pre AP classes and I had multiple kids come up 

to me afterwards. He's like, Miss McCracken, could we do 

debates too? That sounded really fun. It was like, yes, 

absolutely you can. So the next semester we did debates 

with all of my classes and I had a lot of students who were 

like very scared about speaking in front of the class who 

were very nervous about it and I had, 
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S: 20:33 I want to say every single student participate and they were 

able to like speak without being shy about it and they made 

some really good points. Felt like I didn't even think about 

it. See that having the motive of students asking me to do 

more work essentially like asking you to do a class activity 

and then everyone like really getting into it was just really 

excited. 

K: 20:56 That's, that's kind of moments we live for, isn't it? Um, and 

then can you think of and activity or a lesson can be like a 

drawn out project. It could be something that you did for a 

day or two. Is there something that you can think of a 

lesson you can think of that you could describe for me that 

you feel like even if it was intentional or not brought the 

class together and built relationships either between 

students or between you and students. Um, it can be from 

any point in the year. Can you think of something that you 

did that either intentionally or not you felt did that, was it 

those debates? 

S: 21:33 It's of course. I mean honestly I'm going to say that because 

I had the obviously on teams and I assigned them by what 

their interests were. So then we get to sit with their friends. 

It was like who all is on the anti self driving cars side. We 

did like current events topics for that one. And so they were 

with a lot of people that they probably hadn't worked with 

before. And because it's a debate and I, you know, I told 

them your greatest not based the way you win your grade is 

based on you personally speaking. But of course they want 

to win anyway and they got really competitive. So I like I 

have like my, my loudest, most exuberant student and I like 

super, super quiet like smart student huddling together. 

Like okay, if the other team says this we're going to say 

this. And just like planning step out. And they got, they just 

got really into it. It was exciting. 

K : 22:20 What are some of the things that you feel like you learn 

from your students from that are about them?  

S:  About also I learned 
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S: 22:28 honestly like that a lot of the ones who, who never talked in 

class have some very good things to say if they are required 

to speak in class or participation. And I learned, I learned a 

couple of sad things too. I tried to pick topics that would 

not be controversial at all. So we had our self driving car is 

a good idea or bad. Um, should college athletes get paid 

just like professional athletes and should online gambling 

the band. And I had one student who was like, my Stepdad 

has, has a real problem with online gambling and it's 

because he can do it on the computer. And like I talked to 

him afterwards, I was like, he totally did not have to share 

that, but thank you. That was really, that was a very good 

point that you may have and I appreciate you bringing that 

up. So, and I thought it was really cool people comfortable 

saying that in front of the whole class to, you know, which 

is that he knew his classmates were going to be respectful 

of him. I'm constantly surprised like to share with me. 

Yeah. 

K: 23:27 And we'll end with one last thing. I know I said two, but I 

thought of another one while you were talking. I just made 

me think of it. Um, as a first year teacher, if you could go 

back and tell you before you started, what is one thing 

about getting to know your students or letting them get to 

know that you wish you 

K: 23:46 could've told yourself to do differently and then we'll end 

there. 

S: 23:57 I would say, I would say don't be afraid to look like a Dork 

in front of them because you're never going to be cool. And 

teachers who are trying to be cool, it's that they're not doing 

what they should be. But if your students know that you're 

not afraid, like to get silly with things or like to laugh at 

things that they said or just to be like just a huge nerd about 

whatever your subject is like, then they really appreciate 

that and they feel like they can talk to you about their 

interests too.  

 

https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kBzP1eBnd1TyCNWJ7cdc5vtp688o6e7pxh-EeEMoNl-HI7G-S0jRn2rK7jbfJdr_eVl7n8CQck0USpYf2jYZdF5C3tk?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=1348.48
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kBzP1eBnd1TyCNWJ7cdc5vtp688o6e7pxh-EeEMoNl-HI7G-S0jRn2rK7jbfJdr_eVl7n8CQck0USpYf2jYZdF5C3tk?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=1407.12
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kBzP1eBnd1TyCNWJ7cdc5vtp688o6e7pxh-EeEMoNl-HI7G-S0jRn2rK7jbfJdr_eVl7n8CQck0USpYf2jYZdF5C3tk?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=1426.43
https://www.temi.com/editor/t/kBzP1eBnd1TyCNWJ7cdc5vtp688o6e7pxh-EeEMoNl-HI7G-S0jRn2rK7jbfJdr_eVl7n8CQck0USpYf2jYZdF5C3tk?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=1437.53
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K:    Thank you so much. I appreciate your time. 
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Appendix D 

IRB Approval Letter  
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Appendix E  

 

District Approval Email  

 

Dr. Romines says it’s okay to send the survey. 

 

 

Please forward to your teachers (I don't have a zz list for secondary teachers).  It is their choice 

whether or not to participate in Mr. Gibbon's survey. 

 

Thank you, 

Sherrell 
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Appendix F 

 

Teacher Survey  

 

Secondary Education Teacher-Student Relationships and Classroom Environments Survey 

 

Online Consent to Participate in Research 

 

 

Would you like to be involved in research at the University of Oklahoma? 

I am Kylie Gibbons, a graduate student from the Instructional Leadership and Academic 

Curriculum Department and I invite you to participate in my research project entitled Positive 

Teacher-Student Relationship Building and its Effects on Motivation, Learning, and Teacher 

Well-being. This research is being conducted at the University of Oklahoma Norman Campus. 

You were selected as a possible participant because you are a current secondary education 

teacher. You must be at least 18 years of age to participate in this study. 

 

 

Please read this document and contact me to ask any questions that you may have BEFORE 

agreeing to take part in my research. 

 

 

What is the purpose of this research? The purpose of this research is to determine different 

strategies for building positive teacher-student relationships, and how those relationships then 

affect student motivation and learning and teacher wellbeing. 

 

 

How many participants will be in this research? About 100 people will take part in this research. 

 

 

What will I be asked to do? If you agree to be in this research, you will complete an anonymous 

survey about your relationships with your students and classroom environment. At the end of the 

survey, if you are willing to possibly be interviewed and observed, you can provide your email 

contact information to the researcher. 

 

 

How long will this take? Your participation in the survey will take approximately 15 minutes. 

 

 

If you choose to provide your email contact information, additional time for interviews and 

observations could be added on (approximately one hour for the interview, and one school day 

for the observation). 
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What are the risks and/or benefits if I participate? If you do not provide your email information, 

there are no risks or benefits to participating unless in the unlikely event someone obtains and 

tracks the IP address used to complete the survey. 

 

 

Will I be compensated for participating? You will not be reimbursed for your time and 

participation in this research. 

 

 

Who will see my information? In research reports, there will be no information that will make it 

possible to identify you without your consent. Research records will be stored securely and only 

approved researchers and the OU Institutional Review Board will have access to the records. 

 

 

Data are collected via an online survey system that has its own privacy and security policies for 

keeping your information confidential. Please note no assurance can be made as to the use of the 

data you provide for purposes other than this research. 

 

 

What will happen to my data in the future? 

 

 

We will not share your data or use it in future research projects. 

 

 

Do I have to participate? No. If you do not participate, you will not be penalized or lose benefits 

or services unrelated to the research. If you decide to participate, you don’t have to answer any 

question and can stop participating at any time. 

 

 

Whom do I contact with questions, concerns or complaints? If you have questions, concerns or 

complaints about the research or have experienced a research-related injury, contact me at 405-

204-3132 or kyliegibbons@ou.edu 

 

 

Faculty Advisor Information: 

Dr. Crag Hill 

Office Phone: 405-325-1498 

Email: crag.a.hill@ou.edu 

 

 

You can also contact the University of Oklahoma – Norman Campus Institutional Review Board 

(OU-NC IRB) at 405-325-8110 or irb@ou.edu if you have questions about your rights as a 

research participant, concerns, or complaints about the research and wish to talk to someone 

other than the researcher(s) or if you cannot reach the researcher(s). 



  159 

 

 

Please print this document for your records. By providing information to the researcher(s), I am 

agreeing to participate in this research. 

 

 

 

1.I have been teaching for: 

 

 

1-3 years      4-6 years 7-10 years     10+ years  

 

 

2. I am alternatively certified.  

 

 

Yes        No 

 

 

3. I have a  

 

 

Bachelors        Masters PHD  

 

 

4. I give my students a voice in my classroom.  

 

 

Always         Frequently Occasionally      Never  

 

 

5. I give students a say in class activities. 

 

 

Always         Frequently Occasionally     Never  

 

 

6. If applicable, please elaborate on how you give students a voice and choice in your classroom.  

 

 

7. I know all of my students’ names and how to pronounce them.  

 

 

Strongly Agree      Agree Disagree     Strongly Disagree  
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8. I know about all of my students’ interests.   

Strongly Agree      Agree Disagree     Strongly Disagree  

 

 

9. I have individual interactions with students in class.  

 

 

Always         Frequently Occasionally      Never 

 

 

10. I speak to my students outside of class time.  

 

 

Always         Frequently Occasionally      Never 

 

 

11. I attempt to understand my students and their actions.  

 

 

Strongly Agree      Agree Disagree   Strongly Disagree  

 

 

12. I share my interests with my students.  

 

 

Always         Frequently Occasionally     Never 

 

 

13. Students feel comfortable coming to me with their problems.  

 

 

Strongly Agree      Agree Disagree     Strongly Disagree  

 

 

14. I generally treat my students fairly.  

 

 

Strongly Agree      Agree Disagree    Strongly Disagree  

 

 

15. I make sure students understand the reason(s) for the consequences to their actions.  

 

 

Always         Frequently Occasionally      Never 
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16. My classroom has a generally positive environment.  

 

 

Strongly Agree      Agree Disagree    Strongly Disagree  

 

 

17. Students pick on each other in my classroom.  

 

 

Always         Frequently Occasionally     Never 

18. There are student caused learning disruptions in my classroom.  

 

 

Always         Frequently Occasionally      Never 

 

 

19. If you are willing to be interviewed and possibly observed by the researcher, please provide 

the email address through which you would like to be contacted. Providing your email is NOT 

required, and is entirely optional. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


