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A positive teacher-student relationship is one of the most powerful tools for helping 
children succeed at school. When students feel liked, understood, and respected by 
their teacher, they are more likely to cooperate, participate, take risks in learning, and 
recover from mistakes. A strong relationship creates emotional safety, and emotional 
safety is the foundation for both learning and behaviour. 
 
For some students, building a positive relationship comes easily. They are eager to 
please, respond well to praise, and naturally connect with adults. Other students may 
seem oppositional, withdrawn, disruptive, or easily frustrated. These are often the 
students who need connection the most. Challenging behaviour is frequently a sign of 
stress, lagging skills, unmet needs, or difficulty regulating emotions. When teachers 
respond only with correction and consequences, these students may feel more 
disconnected. But when teachers balance limits with warmth, they communicate an 
important message: “Even when your behaviour is difficult, I still care about you.” 
 
Students who have a positive bond with their teacher are more likely to trust guidance, 
accept redirection, and feel motivated to do well. A caring connection can reduce power 
struggles, improve classroom behaviour, and increase a child’s sense of belonging. For 
vulnerable students, a positive relationship with a teacher can be a deeply protective 
factor. 
 
Here are some practical ways teachers can strengthen relationships with students: 
 
Connect before you correct 
Before addressing behaviour, make an effort to build rapport. Greet students warmly, 
use their name, smile, and show genuine interest in them. A child is more likely to 
accept correction from an adult who has taken time to connect. 
 
Notice the good 
Many students with challenging behaviours receive frequent correction and may come 
to expect negative attention. Look for small positive moments to acknowledge: “You got 
started right away,” “You helped your partner,” or “I noticed you took a deep breath when 
you were upset.” Specific praise helps students feel seen and valued. 
 
Use short one-to-one moments 
Brief personal interactions can have a big impact. Spend a minute chatting with a 
student about their interests, asking about their pet, commenting on their drawing, or 
checking in after recess. These small moments build trust over time. 
 
Separate the child from the behaviour 
Communicate that the behaviour is the problem, not the student. Instead of sending the 
message “You are a bad kid,” say, “That choice was not okay,” or “You’re having a hard 



time right now, and I’m here to help you get back on track.” This protects the child’s 
dignity while still holding limits. 
 
Stay calm during difficult moments 
Children often borrow the emotional state of the adult. A calm, steady tone helps de-
escalate conflict. When a teacher remains regulated, the student is more likely to regain 
control. Avoid public shaming, sarcasm, or power struggles, which can damage the 
relationship and intensify behaviour. 
 
Show empathy 
Empathy does not mean excusing inappropriate behaviour. It means recognizing the 
feeling underneath it. Statements such as “You seem really frustrated,” or “That was 
hard for you,” can help a child feel understood. Once a student feels heard, they are 
often more open to problem-solving. 
 
Repair after hard moments 
If there has been a difficult interaction, reconnect later. A brief check-in such as “I know 
that was a rough moment, but tomorrow is a fresh start,” can be incredibly healing. 
Repair teaches students that relationships can survive mistakes. 
 
Create opportunities for success 
Students are more likely to connect with teachers when they feel competent. Give them 
classroom jobs, leadership roles, or tasks that match their strengths. This helps shift 
their identity from “problem student” to “capable contributor.” 
Building positive relationships with students is not extra work on top of teaching. It is 
central to effective teaching. When students know their teacher cares about them, they 
feel safer, calmer, and more ready to learn. This is especially true for children with 
challenging behaviours. Connection does not replace structure, expectations, or 
consequences, but it makes all of those more effective. Children work harder and 
behave better for adults with whom they feel genuinely connected. 
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