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Rationale:

Effective learning undoubtedly comprises of a wide variety of elements. When investigating
this topic, teaching techniques are normally assumed to be the factor of highest importance.
While they are highly important, it is important to look beyond the teaching process and
understand how a learning-friendly environment can be created which acts as the basis for
successful teaching. For us, the relationship between the teacher and the student is a key
factor within creating this environment. Our hypothesis in short is that a good
student/teacher relationship would encourage the student to participate and engage more
freely in lessons thus improving the student’s academic performance.

Method:
e Sample:

o First and foremost, a sample was chosen containing students of a variety of
ability ranges. This would ensure that the responses we received were indicative
of the views of the majority of the students as opposed to a minority. The data
would therefore be more useful to teachers and will ensure that student/teacher
relationships can be improved across all ability ranges as opposed to disparities
being present between different ability students. The sample included 3 students
from every year group between and including year 7 and year 12. The groups
were merged into two sessions: one with year 7, 8, 9 and 10 and the other with
year 11 and 12. The merging of different year groups into these sessions was
partly to make the data collection more practical by ensuring that the data could
be collected within a suitable time period but the amalgamation of the different
year groups into one session would also assist in revealing recurrent themes
across year groups. These would be revealed by students from different year
groups discussing and debating with each other and reaching agreements.
Therefore, the data which we receive will be much more flexible and useful as
opposed to independent recommendations from each year. There is still,
however, the potential for comparison as we can compare between students in
lower years (year 7-10) and students who have gone through exams (year 11-
12). Year by year comparisons are still possible for the diamond nines.

e Methodology:

o The two research methods that we opted for were: diamond nines and a group
discussion. Firstly, the group discussion was chosen as spoken expression is
often better at conveying a message as opposed to purely written investigation. A



discussion format would allow flexibility for the students to discuss various
aspects of a student/teacher relationship thus removing restrictions which would
be placed had the investigation been in a questionnaire / survey format. An
informal discussion between students of different abilities and ages would help to
reveal overarching themes which could then be applied in the classroom as
opposed to us attempting to assemble an idea of what the majority of students
across the school felt was important in terms of a student/teacher relationship by
using separate pieces of data. Crucially, conclusions would be reached in the
discussions by the students themselves as opposed to us. A discussion therefore
offered an informal, unrestricted platform for data collection.

o Secondly, diamond nines were used. The students would be divided into their
respective year groups and asked to form a diamond nine of the factors they
believed were most important in building a good student/teacher relationship, the
most important being at the top. The diamond nine would form a hierarchy and
would help to focus in on key factors as opposed to broader themes which the
discussion exhibited. The diamond nines also allow us to compare between each
year group which the discussion does not. This comparison will allow us to
discover how attitudes of students develop as they progress through each year of
secondary school.

e Conducting the investigation:

o The students in the sample would be collected by us in the morning that the
activity was due to take place. This method of direct collection was help to
maximise attendance, something which cannot be assured when using methods
such as notices. Immediately after collection, the students would be told what
was going to happen and what they would have to do therefore reassuring them
and making them comfortable with the proceedings.

o After assembling the students, we began by stating the question we were
investigating and what we hoped the data could be used for. After this, we began
the discussion, the audio of which was recorded. Our prime motive was to create
an informal atmosphere in which the students would feel comfortable and would
want to contribute. Measures to create this informal atmosphere included
encouraging people to speak whenever they wanted to as opposed to a ‘hands
up’ system or something similar which would impose restrictions on contributions.
We would let the discussion flow and when contributions decreased or we felt
that the discussion was veering off topic, the two of us would redirect the
discussion by asking questions from the students or alternatively by giving them
potential ideas and asking whether they agreed with them. Furthermore, we
would attempt to involve students who were not participating as frequently by
asking them questions thus ensuring that the discussion was representative of
the whole sample as opposed to a few individuals. Crucially, the objective was to
maximise the utility of this discussion in the short period of time that we had to
conduct it.



o After the discussion, the duration of which was on average 10 minutes, we

Data:

Year 11

switched to the ‘diamond nine activity’. We grouped students according to their
year group and asked them to rank the factors which were important in
establishing a good relationship with their teachers. Our role within this was to
assist groups that were having difficulties in generating ideas. In such cases, we
would propose ideas to them or ask them questions which we hoped would direct
them to an idea. After the groups had completed the activity, we would take a
photograph of the diamond nine.
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Scripts from interviews

Years ~10

The most i mportant is that they’ve got to be qui
do whatever they want, and it makes it haxlconcentrate in class

It shouldn’t be harsh but some teachers just | et
Also they have to make the lesson quite interesting, and interactive.
Tone of voice is important

The way teachers talk to you has an impact on whethrarot you respect them. It has to be two
way respect. They should also respect you, it do
won't be respect the other way.

If they respect you and they discipline you, you will take that, but if notthenyouweé t ake it .

You respect a teacher due to engagement and if they are strict with you to a reasonable extent.

Years 1112

| think a sense of humour is important but | think that it should help the students learn rather than
just being the centre of attemn, so the teacher should be humorous but also try to engage,

because it’'s all very well being able to tell jo
much point.

I n those I essons that you can’t egddagoandwovki t h t he
hard in the lesson. Some teachers will just sit there and be really strict throughout the lesson and

you feel a bit on edge, because it’s formal and
teacher who can lighten the mooddn have jokes with you whilst you’

students to learn.

Teachers can think they’'re above you, so they tr
them, because they think they’ foeyoudahehyolhhaveh and mi
respect for them. I f they don’t treat wus with re
It helps when a teacher just chats to you, but v
ot her things, it’'s not very helpful

Whenteachers appreciate that you are a student and you study however many subjects it helps. It
helps when the teacher realises that you study a lot of other subjects in addition to just theirs.

Teachers of some compul sor y niseventheuhteey khomthat e n g a g
they often don’t want to be there. Just running
engage- if the teacher is more engaging, | would be more drawn to those subjects, even ones that |
didn’t want to take.



If the teacher is enthusiastic, you are more likely to be enthusiastic.
Just setting bookvork in double periods gets tedious.

When a teacher engages your brai
respect for them.
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Analysis

Wordle and Interviews

Having fed the contents of the interviews into the internet tool Wordle, the generated
responses accurately show the most prevalent themes and concerns of students concerning
the construction of a good working relationship with the tutor, and upon inspection it
becomes evident that a recurring theme amongst both data sets was the importance of, as
one student put it, ‘two-way respect’ between parties. Indeed, this theme can be seen to be
the most prominent on both diagrams, suggesting that efforts by the teacher from the start to
engage with the students individually and pay them respect no matter their preconceptions,
was a critical factor in ensuring a good relationship between teachers and students of all
ability levels. Students can therefore be seen to possess a greater enthusiasm for the
subject and willingness to work hard if the teacher treats them with respect and due
kindness from the start.

However, Years 7 to 10 also elected to emphasise the important role of discipline and
excessive leniency in the classroom, and argued that this in fact fed into the notion of
respect. For the earlier school years, it is evident that students feel that a clear and well-
defined standard of conduct for pupils was extremely beneficial in setting boundaries and
thus providing a clear signal to the students as to where they stand in terms of what is
acceptable. This proved to be of utmost importance to younger students, yet appeared less
prominently in discussions with Years 11 and 12, perhaps implying that discipline by then is
not so critical an issue as it is lower down the school. Equally, Years 7 to 10 placed
importance on the style of teaching in lessons, and argued that group and practical work was
successful in garnering interest and thereby respect from the students, as opposed to mere
book work which some students found alienating. In a similar vein, the younger students
emphasised the importance of tone of voice, and suggested that this fed straight into their
perception of the teacher.

Meanwhile, the upper years focused on the engaging nature of teachers and their lessons,
and suggested that it was this which proved of higher importance than simply discipline
levels. Indeed, as can be seen in the diagram, teacher style and the teacher’s willingness to
act themselves rather than to worry excessively about humour, presentation or other such
aspects was critically important in constructing a relationship, as the student wishes to
engage with the authentic person teaching them, rather than a mere fagade or a stock
persona. An equally important factor for older students was the necessity of teachers in
compulsory subjects to ensure innovation and enthusiasm in teaching style, as this is often
lacking at GCSE and can harm the performance of students. Teachers of such subjects
must therefore work harder to win the respect of students from different ability levels, as
many students simply struggle to foster an interest.



Sample:

Diamond Nine Activity

The diamond nine activity was useful in terms of establishing a hierarchy of factors that are
needed to create a good student/teacher relationship. One recurrent factor that was
prominent amongst the diamond nines was ‘respect’. This factor was the most important in
establishing a good student/teacher relationship for year 7, year 8 and year 12, with the
factor also being present on the diamond’s nine’s for year 9 and 10. It is clear therefore that
students feel that if the teacher respects students then the students will reciprocate the
respect.

Another motif within the activities was ‘humour’. It was present on each diamond nine, and
was particularly important for year 7, 10 and 12 appearing on the second tier of the diamond.
From this, it could be inferred that students feel that humour on behalf of the teacher results
in the teacher appearing more relatable and even approachable thus leading to a stronger
student/teacher relationship. Year 9 on the other hand ranked it as the lowest factor of
importance on their diamond nine.

However, differences are also present between the preferences of each year group. The
idea of strictness/discipline is factor present on the diamond nine’s of year 7, 8, 9 and 10,
with the factor being of high importance (second tier) for year 7, 9, and 10. The factor isn’t
present on the diamond nine’s of year 11 and year 12. These two year groups clearly believe
other factors are of higher importance when it comes to establishing a good student/teacher
relationship. Although we have not collected data for year 13, one may infer from this that
moving into late upper school and into sixth form, factors aside from discipline are more
prominent in setting the basis for student/teacher relationship.

Numerical analysis:

To successfully uncover recurring themes, numerical analysis can be conducted here. Each
tier on the diamond is given points according to its distance from the top. As the diamond
nine’s varied in height, the points are assigned according to percentage distance from the
top tier:

e O% (i.e. top tier) = 10 points
o 20% - 40% = 8 points
o 41% - 60% = 6 points
o 61% - 80% = 4 points

o 81% - 100% (i.e. bottom tier) = 2 points

0% = 10 points

(Each boxP5% = 8 points

(Eachbox)50% = 6 points

(Each box¥5% = 4 points

100% = 2 points

A A A A A




The responses across all years were categorised under 4 broad categories:

e Lesson content : this refers to what elements students thought should be lessons

which in turn would lead to better student/teacher relationship

e Discipline : this refers to how students thought teachers should go about maintaining
discipline within the classroom which in turn would lead to a better student/teacher

relations

e Respect : this refers to respect shown by teachers for students, without
preconceptions of the student or their behaviour, which in turn would mean that
students have a better relationship with their teacher

o Friendliness : this refers to aspects of teacher’s behaviour which has an impact on
things such as approachability and therefore have an impact on the student/teacher

Lesson content Discipline Respect Friendliness
Engaging Firm but fair Trust Humour
Feedback More concerned with | Respect for students | Friendly

work than uniform
Enthusiasm Strict Two way respect A level of

professionalism

Variation Discipline Mannerisms
Subject knowledge Lenient to an extent Kind
Lesson plan Equal liking
Advice (exams + uni) Feel relaxed around
Application Formal
Interesting Tone of voice

They should like their
subject

Interactive

Practical work

Informative

Fun

Group work

Focus

More activities than
talking

Quality not quantity

relationship

Each response on the diamond nine was classified under the 4 headings:




Once each response had been categorised and scored, the totals for each category in each
year group were calculated. A higher score for a category compared to another would imply
that either more factors from that category were included in the diamond nine or factors in
that category were higher up in the nine (and therefore more important) or both. The results
are as following:

Lesson Content Discipline Respect Friendliness

Lesson Content Discipline Respect Friendliness




Year 10

Lesson Content Discipline Respect Friendliness

Year 11

Lesson Content Discipline Respect Friendliness




It is evident from the above graphs that factors relating to lesson content were prominent
amongst the diamond nine’s. They, in most cases, made up the majority of the factors on the
diamond nine and in many cases were considered of high importance. The data shows that
when considering their relationship with the teacher, the category under which the students
thought of the most factors was ‘lesson content’.

The graphs above, on the whole, give mainly an indication of the quantity of factors that the
students of each year group decided to place in the diamond nine. While the factors must
have been of some importance to place in the diamond nine, the above figures give little
indication of the average importance of the category in the diamond nine i.e. on average,
whereabouts on the diamond nine was a factor of that category placed? Below, the point
value for the factors of each category for the whole sample (years 7-12) have been averaged
(figures rounded to nearest whole number):

School Average

9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

Lesson Content Discipline Friendliness

It is clear from this that on average, ‘respect’ as a factor was placed higher in the diamond
nine than the other factors i.e. students across the sample deemed respect on behalf of
teachers for students to be the single factor of highest importance when it comes to
establishing a good student/teacher relationship. This is not to discredit the other factors,
each of which have their relative importance in establishing a good relationship between
teachers and students.

Implications for Practice

The way a teacher conducts their lesson encompasses a wide scope of elements including
the teaching techniques deployed, the way the teacher themselves present the lesson etc.
All these different factors have varying levels of importance but come together to form the
factor which has the largest bearing on the student’s relationship with their teacher. Respect
on behalf of the teacher is the single most important factor when it comes to establishing a
good student/teacher relationship.

There is a marginal difference between younger and older years, with younger years placing
more emphasis on discipline as a conduit through which respect may be earned, and older



years concentrating more on the teacher and their comfort and ease with the subject
material. In addition, engaging learning techniques proved critical in building a successful
relationship with KS3 pupils, whilst these were of a lesser importance to KS4 and KS5, who
adopted a more exams-focused approach and thus saw a deep knowledge of the subject,
coupled with individuality and a passion for the subject content as the way in which to
connect with the students in the classroom. In light of this, in future practice it would aid
teachers to focus on the construction of a mutual respect between parties in the classroom,
with a strong focus on a clear and reasonable discipline in early years, and a comfort,
passion for and ease with the subject to engage and challenge students from all sides of the
ability spectrum.

By Amarjot Sidhu and Callum Tipple



