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Cicely Woodard talks to her students during a STEM
class.
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6 Strategies for Building Better Student Relationships
A teacher shares her best practices for establishing strong
relationships with her class at the start of the school year.
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One day, Alyssa, an eighth-grade student, came to our middle school wearing
a purple bandanna as a headband, even though she knew that our school’s
dress code does not allow bandannas. While it seemed like a simple issue to
reconcile, I soon found another teacher knocking on my door that morning,
asking me to tell Alyssa to take the bandanna off. He said he didn’t feel
comfortable handling the situation but knew I could persuade Alyssa to follow
the rules because she trusted me.

That day, I took Alyssa aside, and we had a private conversation about why
bandannas were not allowed at school. I assured her that I understood why
she wanted to wear a headband, and I even offered her the option of wearing
a different one. After our conversation, Alyssa calmly went to the bathroom
and returned to class without the bandanna on her head.

This seemingly small encounter reminded me of the power of positive
relationships in schools and why teachers must be intentional about building
them. In the classroom, positive relationships are the foundation for learning
success. Yet as teachers, we sometimes neglect to take the time to learn
about our students as people, which can create barriers to learning and make
even small interactions (or conflicts) challenging to handle.

Alyssa wasn’t a perfect student, and math didn’t come easy for her, but she
worked hard in my class. She asked questions. She even came in before and
after class for additional help or just to talk about her social life. She trusted
me because I worked hard to build a relationship with her by showing that I
respected her and cared for her well-being. 

Many teachers feel pressure to cover content and to tackle many other job-
related duties. However, I have found that investing time early and often to
learn about students—by making small changes in our classroom—creates an
environment where they are motivated to be successful. Here are six
strategies I use to build better relationships with my students.

1. Learn names quickly and correctly. Too often, students, especially those
who are marginalized, feel invisible in our schools. Value student diversity and
identity by learning names quickly and pronouncing them correctly. Only use
nicknames if students prefer them; never create a nickname for a student,
because this strips him or her of the identity that is embedded in a name.
Every year on the first day of school, I have my students create name tents
and pronounce their names correctly for me. I practice pronouncing their
names often. I take up the name tents and pass them out each class period
until I have learned all of the students’ names. I greet each of my students at
the door by name before class. 

2. Students are never too old for show-and-tell. Help students feel they’re
more than just another student by allowing them to bring in something that
represents them, their culture, or some activity that they enjoy doing at the
beginning of the year. Plan five to 10 minutes each day for a few students to
share what they brought until you have given everyone in the class the
opportunity. In my classes, students have brought in baby pictures of
themselves, goggles that they use for their competitive swim team, and
souvenirs from a family vacation. Once, my student Hannah brought her
ukulele and sang the class a song. She turned show-and-tell into a party, and
my students loved every minute of it.

3. Post student pictures and student work. Elementary teachers are very good
at sharing student work, but middle and high school teachers often neglect
this important practice, feeling that it’s unnecessary for older students. I’ve
found older students still need to be reminded that you value their work. When
my students participate in the show-and-tell, for example, I snap a picture of
them. Those pictures are then printed and posted on a bulletin board in class
that stays up all year long. The students love seeing how they have changed
over the course of the year because they realize that their growth and
development is not only physical, but intellectual and emotional as well. In
addition, students are so proud when their exemplary work, such as individual
math projects and group work on math tasks, is displayed and celebrated. 

4. Assign seats, and change them often. We
all know that middle school students don’t
always get along, but when students have
opportunities to work together, they learn
about each other and discover ways to work
together even though they’re different. I have
my students sit at tables in my middle school
math classroom. I assign them to tables of
three or four students each; then they change
seats once per week using an online random
seat changer that is embedded in our
attendance management system. After each
change, the students answer a quick question,
such as, “Who would you love to have dinner
with and why?” to get to know the people at their table before spending a
week collaborating with them on mathematical tasks.

5. Find small ways to connect. In my first-period class, we often have circle
time on Monday mornings or after a break. We stand in a circle and pass a
ball around. The person with the ball shares a compliment about another
person in the circle, what they did over the weekend or the break, or how they
are feeling in the moment and why. Once a student participated in goat yoga
for a friend’s birthday over the weekend. We were all intrigued by her pictures
of goats walking on their backs during yoga class! If I forget circle time on
Mondays, my students always remind me. They also always insist that I share
too. Though it can seem like every minute is needed to get through the
academic content, I’ve learned that a five-minute investment once a week to
learn about each other is invaluable to my students and builds a better culture
in my classroom.

6. Simply listen. As teachers, we often feel like we need to keep a
professional distance from our students, but I’ve found that taking time to
make small talk can help break down barriers to learning. Because I’ve made
myself approachable, some of my students will tell me stories about their lives
during the five minutes between classes. I stop what I am doing, look them in
the eyes, and listen. I love seeing their eyes light up as they tell me these
stories, and these encounters always leave me a little more knowledgeable
about who they are as people.

All students deserve to have adults in their schools who care about them
enough to be intentional about building positive relationships that give them
the space to make mistakes and learn. If we truly expect our students to learn
with us, they need to know that we care about them. They also need
opportunities to learn about each other, so that they can build a community in
which they grow together as learners.
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Supporting LGBTQ Students in Elementary School
Three strategies elementary school teachers can use to foster a
sense of inclusion for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and
queer students.
By Paul France
May 31, 2019

“Paul, do you have a girlfriend?” Parker asked me.

“I don’t,” I replied succinctly, hoping to avoid the topic altogether.
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The Power of Relationships in Schools
Research shows that students who feel safe and supported by
adults at school are better able to learn.
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Teaching Your Heart Out: Emotional Labor and the Need for
Systemic Change
Love for their students is what drives many teachers—but it’s also
what makes the profession really, really hard.
By Emily Kaplan
July 19, 2019

Early in my teaching career, I made my second-grade class cry.

I didn’t mean to. I was teaching a lesson on writing with detail. My students—
7- and 8-year-olds living in a big city, many of them in poverty—were sitting
around me in a circle, notebooks and pencils in their laps. We were at the
beginning of the unit, and I was modeling the process of coming up with an
idea.
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The Case for Not Allowing Test Retakes
As more educators drop penalties for late work and allow students
to redo tests, a high school teacher says that traditional policies
are better for the majority of students.
By Anthony Palma
August 1, 2019

In my 21 years in the classroom, I’ve had experience with policies around
allowing test retakes, dropping late work penalties, and prohibiting zeros.
Education reformers have recently gained traction in promoting these policies,
and here at Edutopia David Cutler recently wrote an article entitled “Tips for
Allowing Test Retakes.”

In my experience, however, the more lenient we are in these matters, the less
students learn. The traditional policies—giving each assessment only once,
penalizing late work, and giving zeros in some situations—help most students
maximize their learning and improve their time management skills, preparing
them for success in college and career.
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Extrinsic Motivation: It Might Be Even Worse Than You Thought
In a recent study, attendance awards backfired, giving students a
“license to miss more school” and actually driving absentee rates
up.
By Youki Terada
July 25, 2019

When Carly Robinson, a researcher at Harvard’s Student Social Support R&D
Lab, designed a study with her colleagues to look at the impact of attendance
awards, they expected to see positive results. After all, giving such awards is
a common practice in schools across the U.S.

They surveyed hundreds of teachers and administrators and found that an
overwhelming majority believed in, and used, attendance awards in their own
schools. Only a small minority of those surveyed—2 percent—thought the
awards were a bad idea.
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Starting the Day With a Calming Routine
Exercises that help young students who’ve experienced trauma
transition into the school day in a relaxed and ready state.
By Lori Desautels
July 26, 2019

For the past year and a half, I’ve been working with the directors and
educators at St. Mary’s Early Childhood Center in Indianapolis. During my
frequent visits, I’ve been introducing brain-aligned sensory and motor system
strategies for emotion regulation to 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old children.

Many of these children have experienced significant adversity and trauma,
and their brains are functioning in a survival state originating from these early
life experiences. Many don’t have the secure emotional attachments that we
all need, and as a result they may have disorganization in the lower brain
regions, which prohibits healthy brain development. This can lead to
dysregulation and chronic behavioral, social, and academic issues.
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Answers to Your Blended Learning Questions
Teachers had a lot of questions about an Edutopia video featuring
a blended learning model developed in a public high school,
and the team behind that model has answers.
By Kareem Farah, Robert Barnett
August 8, 2019

The teaching practices that create blended learning can replace lecture-
based, one-size-fits-all teaching with student-centered, technology-enhanced
instruction that allows students to learn at their own pace, mastering content
and skills as they go. When Edutopia visited Eastern Senior High School in
Washington, DC, to film teachers who are implementing a model of blended
learning, our audience had a lot of positive things to say about what they saw
in the video.

They also had a lot of questions about how to implement this model in their
own classrooms and schools. As cofounders of the nonprofit Modern
Classrooms Project , whose work forms the basis of the teaching practices
featured in the video, we have answers to some of the most frequently asked
questions.
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8 Proactive Classroom Management Tips
New teachers—and experienced ones too—can find ideas here on
how to stop disruptive behavior before it begins.
By Youki Terada
August 7, 2019

In the 1950s, psychologists Jacob Kounin and Paul Gump discovered a
curious side effect of discipline: If a student was being disruptive and the
teacher responded with strict disciplinary measures, the student might stop—
but other students would start exhibiting the same misbehavior. Kounin and
Gump called this the “ripple effect ,” and it demonstrated that efforts to
control a classroom can backfire.

“The teacher who is interested in controlling ripple effects can generally do so
best by giving clear instructions to the child rather than by exerting pressure
on him,” Kounin and Gump wrote.
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Student Voice and Choice in the Early Elementary Grades
A look at how a second-grade teacher gave her students some
control over the classroom jobs list to bolster their sense of
autonomy.
By Justine Bruyère
August 7, 2019

One day I was reading with a group of my second graders during a rotation
reading period when three students approached me: “My iPad isn’t charged.”
“Neither is mine.” “Mine is dead, too.” I realized that I had forgotten to charge
the iPads the night before.

That same week, I accompanied my class down to the lunch hall, but I forgot
to bring our empty snack bag. This was a no-no—we could not collect our
apples, pretzels, or the class favorite, cheese cubes, if we didn’t return the
bag, so I ran to the classroom to grab it. Upon rejoining my students in a
sweat, I was asked, “Why don’t we make that a classroom job? I can
remember to bring the snack bag down every day.” Eureka!
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Podcasting Creates an Audience for Student Storytellers
A six-phase process for podcast design guides students to an
engaging final product in an interdisciplinary project-based
learning unit.
By Suzie Boss
August 6, 2019

When high school teachers from a small town in Tennessee teamed up to
design a student podcasting project, they couldn’t have predicted that four of
their students would craft a story so compelling that it would attract a national
audience.

Eleventh graders from Elizabethton High School in Elizabethton, Tennessee,
surprised their teachers, their community, and even themselves when they
produced the winning entry in the first-ever Student Podcast Challenge
sponsored by National Public Radio earlier this year. “Murderous Mary and the
Rise of Erwin” tells the stranger-than-fiction story of a Tennessee town that
hanged a circus elephant more than a century ago.
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