
The psychologist Prof Daniel Willingham writes that the ‘emotional bond
between students and teacher – for better or worse – accounts for
whether students learn.’ Similarly, in his writings on the importance of
teacher feedback, Prof Dylan Wiliam states that ‘the thing that really
matters in feedback is the relationship between the student and the
teacher.’

Building good relationships with pupils doesn’t require irresistible
charisma, an up to date knowledge of youth culture or sparkling wit,
it’s simply about being friendly and available, asking questions and
taking time to listen. 

Creating incidental moments to ask pupils about their lives and the things
that matter to them might, from a certain perspective, seem non-
essential, even a waste of learning time. However, Profs Dweck, Walton
and Cohen stress that this simple habit ‘establishes an emotional safety
zone’ for pupils and can have a significant impact on motivation,
engagement and ultimately grades. ‘The perception that teachers care
about their students is among the strongest predictors of student
performance’, they continue. There are even greater benefits for ‘high-risk
youth’, for whom caring relationships and feeling a sense of belonging
mean ‘they are less likely to drop out of school or be arrested’.

Here are simple steps teachers can take to build powerful
relationships: 

How can teachers build
powerful relationships with
children and young people? 
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Carve out time in the first few lessons with a new class to find out about pupils as individuals,
both through conversation and through specific getting-to-know-you activities: writing a letter,
filling in a quiz or survey, drawing a map of their life, listing favourite things. Combine this with
individual conversations around school at incidental moments.

1. Be positive and friendly, whilst setting clear boundaries

Pupils respond far better to a positive, friendly manner from a teacher if it’s
accompanied by clear expectations of behaviour.
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2. Make time to get to know pupils at the start of the year

3. Ask pupils for their opinion on what they enjoy and what’s
helped them learn in the past

While you’re getting to know pupils, consult them on what they enjoy in lessons and what’s
helped them learn in the past. Taking the time to discuss how pupils view themselves and
their learning gives you a clearer idea of how to engage them, as well as giving you a rough
baseline of how they are feeling about learning and school at the start of the year.

4. Maintain an ongoing, open dialogue about children and
young people’s wellbeing 

The power of classroom dialogue is often understated, especially given how little teacher
time and effort it requires, but as Dweck, Walton and Cohen write: ‘Even the subtlest
messages educators send to students as they give them feedback, try to motivate their
learning, or simply convey their own beliefs and values can shape students’ motivation,
making them more or less tenacious learners’.

Talking open and regularly about mental health and wellbeing, and demonstrating
vulnerability as an adult role model, can be an effective way to deepen relationships, to
reduce the stigma around mental health, and to provide young people with opportunities to
share how they are feeling and support one another. 
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‘Relationships between
staff and students, and
between students, are

critical in promoting pupil
wellbeing and in helping

to foster a sense of
belonging to and liking of

school or college’. 



- Centre for Mental  Health,  2019 
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