CHAPTER 4 -1

@RHR:THE ROLE OF TEACHER RELATIONSHIPS IN THE LIVES OF
STUDENTS

@RHL:

@HN:Positive teacher-student relationships are seen through
a variety of psychological models.

@CNO:4

@CT:The role of teacher relationships In the lives of
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@TX:As all parents know, children’s relationships with
their teachers can be a crucially important influence,
affecting students’ connection to school, motivation,
academic performance, and psychosocial well-being. Students
spend a great deal of time at school, and the classroom is
the source of many of their interpersonal relationships and
activities. Although children’s social adjustment to school
was initially examined primarily through relationships with
classroom peers, research increasingly has highlighted the
significance of student-teacher relationships.?!
@H1:Academic achievement

@TX: Relationships with teachers may have an impact on
students” learning and academic achievement. Children with
better social skills may be more adept at interacting in

positive ways with teachers and peers, and teachers may
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interpret positive interactions as reflecting not only
social competence but also intellectual competence. In
addition, children who are motivated to seek approval from
their teachers may employ achievement-related behaviors to
meet this goal. Finally, supportive relationships with
teachers may augment students” motivation to learn and
actively participate iIn subject domains that have
traditionally held little interest for them. Increased
participation may result in changes iIn attitude regarding
the subject domain as students experience increased
efficacy, interest, and perceived utility.?
@H1:Psychological adjustment

@TX: While most work to date has focused on academic
outcomes, there is growing evidence that perceptions of
support from teachers also affect psychological adjustment.
In a preschool population, researchers found that secure
attachment with a teacher partially compensated for
insecure child-mother attachment relationships, predicting
teacher-rated social competence and prosocial behavior. In
an elementary school population, students who reported more
positive bonds with their teachers obtained higher scores
on self- and teacher-reported social and emotional
adjustment outcomes. In addition, elementary school

children appear to make judgments about their classmates
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based on perceptions of how the target child interacts with
and is perceived by the teacher, which has implications for
peer acceptance and rejection.?

Teacher support also appears to have an impact on
psychological adjustment in older students. Students who
attended middle schools that deliberately sought to enhance
teacher-student relationships tended to have fewer
adjustment difficulties during the transition. Indeed,
changes 1n perceptions of teacher support predicted changes
in both self-esteem and depression among middle school
students, such that students who perceived Increasing
teacher support showed corresponding decreases iIn
depressive symptoms and increases in self-esteem, while
students who perceived decreasing teacher support showed
increased depressive symptoms and decreased self-esteem.
Other researchers have emphasized the impact of positive
teacher relationships on students” social development, with
this support serving a regulatory function in children’s
and adolescents” development of not only academic and
behavioral skills but also emotional skills. These findings
suggest that teacher support can help to buffer some of the
stress associated with middle school, offsetting the risk

for adjustment difficulties.?
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@Hl1:Factors contributing to the quality of student-teacher
relationships
@TX: Researchers have i1dentified a number of factors that
contribute to the quality of student-teacher relationships.
The development of these relationships 1s a dynamic process
that 1s built on the beliefs, values, and skills of both
participants. Elementary school students who believe that
they are good at interacting with their teachers are more
likely to report a warm student-teacher relationship and to
report turning to their teacher when they need emotional or
academic support, as well as modeling themselves after
their teacher. Students who exhibit problem behaviors,
including i1nattention, internalizing, and disruptive and
aggressive behaviors, are likely to have negative
relationships with their teachers that may be critical and
punishing, and characterized by conflict and a lack of
warmth. In addition, students who experience greater
dissatisfaction with the school environment, or who are
reluctant to use adults as a source of support or to invest
in relationships with adults, are likely to experience less
supportive relationships with their teachers.®

Teacher characteristics also play an important role iIn
the formation of close ties with students. Researchers have

linked teachers” attachment histories with their primary
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caregiver with the quality of student-teacher
relationships. Elementary teachers” levels of stress and
negative affect predicted the number of students with whom
teachers had negative relationships. Teachers who are
stressed may be more likely to display i1nappropriate
negative affect, such as anger and hostility, thereby
creating an adversarial stance with students. Teachers’
images of themselves as educators, as well as their beliefs
about theirr efficacy i1In the classroom and their
expectations for students, also appear to influence the
ways in which they interact with students, as do their
gender, experience, socioeconomic status, education, and
ethnicity.®

@H1:Theoretical models

@TX:Researchers have presented a number of models that have
somewhat different ways of framing positive student-teacher
relationships and the role students and teachers play iIn
forming these. Researchers who view student-teacher
relationships through an attachment lens conceptualize them
as extensions of the parent-child relationship. From an
attachment perspective, warm, supportive, caring
relationships characterized by open communication, trust,
involvement, and responsiveness are necessary to help

children develop behavioral, social, cognitive, and
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emotional skills.’ Good student-teacher relationships are
characterized by low levels of conflict and high levels of
closeness, supporting children’s motivation to explore as
well as their growing ability to regulate social,
emotional, and cognitive skills. Children use their
relational models concerning the nature of social
relationships and their social world, including conceptions
of emotional closeness, conflict, and dependency, to shape
interpretations of classroom interactions. Children who
have experienced insecurity with primary attachment figures
are likely to be ambivalent toward exploration and intimacy
experiences, while children who have formed secure
attachments with primary caretakers are likely to have the
skills to engage more adaptively iIn these sorts of
experiences.

Teachers also play a role in shaping relationships
through the emotional quality of their interactions with
children, as well as their responsiveness in terms of
frequency and consistency to children’s needs They can be
particularly important to early adolescents, who are often
undergoing profound shifts in their sense of self and are
struggling to negotiate changing relationships with their
parents and peers. Since teachers have the advantage of

standing outside these struggles, they can provide a safe
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context for support and guidance, while transmitting adult
values, advice, and perspectives.?

Motivation researchers tend to concentrate on the role
that teachers play as effective iInstructors, citing
evidence that students rely not only on the structure and
support that teachers can provide but also on teachers”’
ability to help them feel successful academically.®
Teachers” expectations, beliefs, and behaviors are thought
to shape the quality of their relationships with students.
For example, the extent to which teachers are able to
balance the need for structure within the classroom with
students’ need for autonomy predicts students”’
internalization of responsibility for their learning and
motivation to do well, as well as feelings of competence.
Research suggests that by creating an environment that
encourages feelings of belonging and support, teachers can
simultaneously meet the academic and social needs of
students.

Sociocultural perspectives on student-teacher
relationships introduce yet another way of assessing their
quality and impact, focusing on the nested structures
associated with these relationships, which are embedded
within classrooms, which In turn are embedded within

schools, which In turn are embedded with an academic
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culture. Ecological studies have demonstrated the
reciprocal nature of student-teacher relationships and the
ways In which classrooms, schools, communities, and other
systems iInteract to affect the quality of these
relationships. For example, teachers provide a more
positive emotional climate in the classroom and have more
frequent i1nteractions with specific students when class
size i1s lower. In addition, when students perceive the
school climate as caring, they tend to view their
relationships with teachers more positively. Research on
the classroom system shows that students” relationships
with peers and with the school may have an impact on their
relationships with teachers; for example, the extent to
which peer norms correspond to teacher and academic norms
is likely to influence the quality of student-teacher
relationships. In addition, students’ perceptions of
teachers” relationships with other students iIn the
classroom may influence their own relationship with the
teacher .

Developmental systems theory also views student-
teacher relationships in the context of a number of
systems.!! The developing child, a system in and of himself
or herself, functions in the context of proximal (for

example, temperament) and more distal (for example,
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student-teacher relationships) systems. Within the school
setting, interactions take place within and across levels,
as teachers are influenced by their beliefs about a
particular child as well as by their training and the
school i1n which they work, and these interactions are
reciprocal and bidirectional. The child’s competence
springs from both the child’s characteristics, such as
attention and cognition, and the child’s relations and
interactions in the context of the classroom. Relationships
between children and adults are largely responsible for
developmental change, and relationships with teachers form
developmental stepping-stones on which students® later
school experiences build.

@H1:The role of schools

@TX:Student-teacher relationships deeply influence
students” academic and psychosocial functioning. Although
different models vary in their explanation of these
effects, none denies their existence. As demonstrated,
evidence suggests that student-teacher relationships remain
important throughout students’ academic careers, with
research spanning from preschool to high school. However,
close and confiding student-teacher relationships appear to
be more the exception than the rule. Students may develop

one or two Important ties with certain teachers over the
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course of their schooling, but they do not perceive their
typical teacher relationships as particularly close or
meaningful .2

Given the way schools are structured, this is not
surprising. The same teachers who are being asked to
provide more personalized support are simultaneously being
saddled with additional obligations. A growing emphasis on
high-stakes standardized testing has given rise to dense
curricular demands that have constrained teachers and left
little room for the sorts of conversations and activities
that typically draw them closer to their students. Larger
student-teacher ratios have left each young person with a
smaller piece of the teacher’s attention. Sadly, many
adults who were initially drawn to the teaching profession
out of a desire to establish meaningful connections with
their students have become increasingly disillusioned by
the structural impediments to relationships in schools.
Supportive bonds become even less practical as students
move into middle and high school and no longer have a
primary teacher with whom they spend most of the day.
Rather than presenting impediments, schools should increase
the likelihood of teacher-student bonds.

The supportive potential of teachers has not gone

entirely unnoticed among school reformers, however, and
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they recommend a broad array of efforts to capitalize on
it. A major challenge for schools will be to create
settings that can increase and facilitate teachers” and
other staff members® caring potential, while maintaining
academic rigor and teacher autonomy. In addition to making
teacher salaries more competitive (the starting salaries of
New York City teachers hover around $30,000 per year) and
establishing a corps of highly qualified and high-quality
teachers, we should evaluate school policies in terms of
their effects on student-teacher relationships.

There 1s unequivocal evidence that lowered student-
teacher ratios are associated with improved student
achievement and competence, and this iIs a straightforward
means of Improving teacher-student interactions. Similarly,
policies that ensure more contact and continuity with
teachers, such as homerooms, advising, and multiyear
teacher assignments, might provide students with support
for learning and development through relationships.
Resources should be deployed that enhance student-teacher
fit such that the student feels supported and the teacher
feels effective.

Interventions at the school climate level can affect
student-teacher contact and quality through restructuring

of time and scheduling, allocation of space and teaching
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resources, placement policies, and work related to school
values, cultural issues, and staff support and involvement
in decision making. Such programs, involving changes at the
classroom level, such as the Child Development Project, or
within specific student-teacher interactions, such as the
Students, Teachers, and Relationship Support system, should
be more widely implemented, so that children and
adolescents can reap the many benefits associated with
positive student-teacher relationships.[

According to Pranta, Stuhlman, and Hamre (2002), the Child
Development Project (CDP) i1s designed to promote social and
moral development, a sense of community, and caring for
students. This program has primarily been implemented in
elementary schools, with interventions at both the
classroom and school levels. In contrast, the Students,
Teachers, and Relationship Support (STARS) system is
designed to help the teacher Improve his or her
relationship with a particular student. The program uses a
supportive relationship with a consultant to target the
teacher’s representation of his or her relationship with
the student as well as the teacher’s behavior toward the
student. [Pianta, R. C., Stuhlman, M., & Hamre, B. (2002).
How schools can do better: Fostering stronger connections

between teachers and students. In J. Rhodes (Ed.), New
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Directions i1n Youth Development: Theory, Practice,

Research, pp. 91-107.]
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interaction in an integrated preschool programme:
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