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Abstract

This study aims to identify the importance of Student-Teacher Connections (STC), as
defined by the student, through direct interviews to gain better insight and understanding of the
benefits obtained from these positive student teacher connections (STCs). Current literature
mostly explores these connections from the perspective of the adults: teachers, administrators,
and researchers, rather than through direct engagement with students and seeking their
perspectives on their relationships with their teachers (Ibrahim and Zaatari, 2020). Insights from
the students, gathered in this research, can be used to inform how these relationships can be
fostered and how to best grow and care for them.

Much of what teachers offer academically has been analyzed in educational research
(Wentzel, 2012). Many high school teachers believe they do much more than teach subject
matter to their students; most believe they are instrumental in their students’ adolescent
development, and this has an impact on students’ senses of school belonging (Allen et. al, 2018).
This Dissertation in Practice (DiP) explores the lived experience of high school students, their
positive connections with their teachers, and their perception of the impact these experiences had

on their educations.
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Section One: Introduction to Dissertation

Background

This study explores and elaborates on lived experiences of the Student-Teacher Connection
(STC) and what this relationship means to the students themselves. A second purpose was to
develop a working definition of what the term STC means to the students themselves. This entire
study is based on the students, their perceptions and their stories gathered through interviews
about their lives in high school. These students are all former high school students who have
since graduated. The interview questions were designed to specifically address the research
question with regards to the lived experience of students’ perception of their connections to their
teachers (see Appendix A for Participant Invitation Letter and Informed Consent Form and
Appendix B for List of Interview Questions).

This dissertation was initiated with the reality of a pandemic disrupting and altering
nearly all lived experiences. COVID-19 caused the “classroom experience” to transform almost
unrecognizably. Students and their teacher who are the focus of this study, like many throughout
this country, met in Zoom, an online remote learning platform which allows multiple people to
be on one screen together, interacting as a virtual classroom. In Zoom, students were quiet,
conversing was essentially non-existent, and the faces of the students were often completely
missing.

A multitude of reasons lead to students keeping their cameras off and not actively
participating. The hypothesized reasons students kept their cameras off involved students’
apprehension about who else, other than their fellow students, was lurking in the Zoom

classroom background. For example, I witnessed many occasions when a parent leaned over
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their student and wave or give a thumbs up to some comment I made. Students did not want to
embarrass themselves, so they opted to simply listen, with their cameras off.

Another perceived reason students remained quiet might have involved a Zoom imposed
creation. In Zoom the participants sit in class and look at themselves. Zoom has a presentation
mode feature that allows the presenter to share their screen. Even in presenter mode there is a
live action video of that individual along with the content being shared. I personally found it
disconcerting to see myself all throughout my own presentations. My students told me that it was
challenging enough for them to present to their peers and teachers when in-person, but it was
even more disconcerting to present to all these people online, through Zoom, while looking at
yourself throughout your entire presentation. This disconcerting situation of observing oneself
while presenting seems applicable to both students and teachers.

When I first started teaching fully remote in mid-March 2020, I was confident in my
classroom community building abilities and thought it would be easy to recreate community in
Zoom with students because I had already had my students in class, in person, for a quarter of a
semester. [ was wrong. In person, the students and I had active two-way rapport and engaged
freely in learning conversations. Not so in Zoom. Thus, I desperately began looking for ways to
re-engage my students in the back and forth we had cultivated in our in-person classroom. My
students were completing their assignments, for the most part. Still, the sense of community that
I experienced as a result of the active dialogue and discussion, which I had so effortlessly
cultivated while teaching in-person, was dwindling fast. I became concerned that the sense of
community was about to be extinguished as well. I found that asking students about things
unrelated to school helped. They enjoyed posting in our shared blog-like space about how they

spent their time in non-school related ways during the quarantine and freely commented on one
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another's contributions. I managed to just barely keep our Zoom classroom community on life
support through the end of that semester.

When the following semester began, we started in an environment that was fully remote,
teaching a whole semester of high school science this way was a daunting prospect. [ needed to
create community online in Zoom without knowing most of my current students. I became a
student of community building. I spent extensive time researching, watching, observing, and
inquiring after what worked and what did not with my previous students. After a month of being
fully remote with my new students, they were allowed to come back into the building to in-
person learning one day a week. I was shocked when, as my students initially entered to join me
in our physical classroom space, they clearly showed me that they felt a sense of connection with
me. This sense of connection Gillespie, (2005) describes as a

genuine bond formed between two people wherein each person feels seen, heard, known,

and a mutual trust and respect. The student—teacher connection is envisioned as having a

value beyond these tangible outcomes creating a transformative space in which students

are affirmed, gain insight into their potential, and grow toward fulfilling personal and

professional capacities (p. 215).

My students were inquiring about my farm animals by name or how some COVID-19 related
faculty conversation had turned out. Somehow without my even noticing, and I was seriously
observing, they felt it, this Student-Teacher Connection (STC). How was it they felt connected to
me and I didn’t feel connected to them? As my students recalled a story, I had told them in
Zoom, I learned from them that they were quietly connecting back. With their cameras off tacitly
sitting during our Zooms, they were feeling a sense of connection with me, and they wanted to

tell me about it. Perhaps students are more used to connecting electronically than we educators
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are? My casual conversations and fun, creative observations had not gone unnoticed.
Uncommented on, yes, but not unnoticed by them. From their behaviors and interactions with
me, [ came to recognize that [ was making connections; I would even say, building community,
even in COVID-19 times. This was fascinating. My personal observations ignited my curiosity
as to the students' perspectives and how they perceived their connections with me. I began to
wonder about what it was that I was doing that offered these connections and was building the
sense of community my students seemed to hold onto. What was my influence, as a teacher,
here?

This study involves interviews only with former students who have recently graduated
from high school. The connections these specific students are interviewed about are referred to
here, and throughout this paper, as former Student Teacher Connections (fSTC). The terms
former Student Teacher Connections (fSTC) and Student Teacher Connections (STC) are used
somewhat interchangeably. The use of fSTC is to remind the reader that the students interviewed
were recently graduated high schoolers and fSTC will be used only when that distinction is
relevant, for example when the study results are being discussed. Otherwise, STC will be used
which refers to Student-Teacher Connections with the Student identified first here, rather than
Teacher-Student Connection, and the Teacher is identified second to emphasize that this study’s
atmosphere is oriented around the student’s perspective and not that of the teachers or
researchers, as has so often been the case in the past (Ibrahim & Zaatari, 2020). These former
students will be interviewed through Zoom using a semi-structured qualitative interview protocol
(Smith & Osborn, 2008) with the emphasis placed on the student’s voice and how the student

perceives the impact of this positive relationship with their teacher(s).
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As a research-practitioner who taught in this studied school system, I am curious about
how students perceive their connections with their teachers and how those connections add to
their sense of self as a student and their sense of school belonging. School belonging is the
“extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported by others
in the school social environment” (Goodenow, 1993b, p. 80). Qin & Wan, 2015 (p. 830) write
that students’ sense of school belonging is their “perceptions of being involved, recognized and
supported” in the school context. How and why was the students’ sense of school belonging
being nurtured by this connection with me, their teacher? What was the importance of this fSTC
to the students and their learning, from their perspective?

It was the aim and focus of this study to discover, through the students' own voices,
insights into how they perceive the benefits of these positive teacher relationships on their
academics as well as social emotional lives. The literature review reveals the advantages students
gain from having such STC. This student driven input now provides the opportunity to teach all
students and teachers how to begin accessing this type of relationship. The focus should be on
the benefits and means to develop and to entice others to want to engage more deeply in these
all-too-important-to-continue-going-unrecognized, student-teacher connections.

It is easy to imagine professional development opportunities geared toward teachers
learning more overtly about STCs. Arguments are easily made for their necessity (Pianta,
2011). Also, of great importance to this researcher, is teaching students themselves about
accessing such connections and, notably, the benefits rewarded from the perspective and
understanding of other students who have obtained such a connection.

Using an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis method (IPA) (Smith, 2009) to

explore student-teacher connections allowed this researcher the ability to bracket experiences
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both as a teacher involved in former Student Teacher Connections (fSTCs) and a student of the
influences of Student-Teacher Connections (STC) on students (my own students and students of
other teachers). As a former high school teacher with over 30 years of experience and now a
teacher coach who continues to work with a younger group of students, I have an awareness of
the importance of these STCs. I have observed that students work harder when I show a genuine
interest in who they are. For example, when I inquire after a student’s ailing parent or ask about
how a new job is going, I do believe this act of showing care and concern builds a connection
between myself and my student that has the potential to benefit both of us in future interactions
as a connection, a STC, is being built here on care.

This study was analyzed through the lens of Attachment Theory which is described in
greater detail in Section Three’s literature review. However, a brief acknowledgement of other
theories clarifies the depth and potential of this study. For example, Bronfenbrenner’s
Develecology Theory (Shelton, 2018) as identified in his Ecological Systems Theory looks at
both environmental and developmental influences to see the bigger picture of influences
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, pp. 57-58). The microsystem is identified as the setting in which the
individual lives, either the home or school setting. These contexts include the person’s family,
peers, school, and neighborhood. In this study the classroom acted as a microcosm of a larger
setting, the school itself. The culture and policies of the school have an impact on the student.
The classroom environment plays a critical role in teenage development as does the genetic and
biological influences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Bronfenbrenner’s Develecology Theory (Shelton,
2018) presents both environment and development as having equal but different influences and

takes both into consideration in his somewhat complex theory. This study was contained within
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the first level, the microsystem, and so Bronfrenbrenner’s theory has limited scope here but is
still well worth understanding for this study's effectiveness.
Statement of Inquiry
The Opportunity
According to Sarah Sparks (2019), students spend more than 1,000 hours in a typical
school year with any of their teachers. Sparks asserts “that’s enough time to build a relationship
that could ignite a student’s love of learning for a lifetime—and it’s enough time for the dynamic
to go totally off the rails” (Sparks, 2019). Through her work, Sparks offers that:
A Review of Educational Research analysis of 46 studies found that strong teacher-
student relationships were associated in both the short-and long-term with improvements
on practically every measure schools care about: higher student academic engagement,
attendance, grades, fewer disruptive behaviors and suspensions, and lower school dropout
rates. Those effects were strong even after controlling for differences in students’
individual, family, and school backgrounds (Sparks, 2019).
The current research makes a very strong argument for positive identity development amongst
youth when there is a strong STC (Ibrahim and Zaatari, 2020). This study’s outcome is based on
narratives from the students themselves and how they perceive the positive influences from
fSTCs that helped shape their identities. Students are typically the passive subjects of research,
rather than active participants. There is currently a gap in the literature as the students’ own
voices, also known as student voice, from their perspective, about their lived experiences around
the connections formed between students and their teachers, are mostly missing. There are many
other areas where students have been interviewed but not regarding relationships with their

teachers (Ibrahim and Zaatari, 2020). The research of Alison Cook-Sather (2011) invites student
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voice as well as student participation, but these students speak to their involvement in the
learning processes as they collaborate in teaching and on the desired teaching outcomes. Cook-
Sather writes of a project wherein the higher education students become consultants to the
faculty as “dialogue partners, as co-conceptualizers and co-constructors of educational
experience and revision” (2011, p. 44). What is missing is how students perceive the importance
of their connections to their teachers, also known as student voice. Hadfield and Haw (2001)
believe that:
young people are best placed to speak to the experiences of the young; that they can tell
professionals about their experiences in ways that are meaningful and constructive; that
professionals may not be well positioned to even be able to meet and hear from them. (p.
488).
In the United Kingdom and in a number of other international jurisdictions, citizenship education
has become an essential element in the education of children and young people where they are
expected to ‘own,’ in part, the problems, and challenges of their education (Cruddas, 2007).
A bigger issue in practice was not the lack of expertise of the young people but the
unwillingness of professionals to listen to them, particularly when they were being
critical. This is a particularly crucial consideration for a research approach committed to
inclusiveness and working ‘with’ and not ‘on.” It raises questions about how we work
with young people who are often the targets of research around pupil outcomes,
achievement, and performance (Hadfield & Haw, 2001, p. 489).
Cruddas cites that the current policy position in England makes it a requirement for principals,

governors, and local authorities to “give children and young people a say” (2007). This policy
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acknowledges that authentic bridges need to be built in encounters between adults and children
and young people and how difficult this is (Groundwater-Smith et al., 2014).

In Michael Fielding’s (2007) tribute to her extraordinary contributions, he notes that the late Jean
Rudduck claimed that children and young people have a right to be consulted and heard in relation to
educational experiences with which they have been engaged. The relationship between teachers and
their students are undoubtedly complex and can greatly vary from one context to another, but Rudduck
and her colleagues, contended that, from a young person’s perspective, it was essential that the
conditions for learning within these relationships needed to satisfy six principles: respect, fairness,
autonomy, intellectual challenge, social support, and security (Fielding, 2007).

Rudduck and Flutter (2004) surmise that when the student voice is attended to, learning comes to
be seen as a more holistic process with broad aims rather than a progression through a sequence of
narrowly focused performance targets and Groundwater-Smith and Mockler (2009) agree that
“Knowledge is not some sort of portable self-contained thing that may be transmitted by technically
controlled conduits, but is socially constructed and located in socio-historical space.” Rudduck and
Flutter (2004) firmly believe that students have a right to be heard and listened to. She follows the
position advocated by Lawrence Stenhouse with his stance that “the first claim of the school is that of its
pupils for whose welfare the school exists” (Stenhouse, 1983).

This study acknowledged the need for building bridges or “connections” between student and
teacher and to gather students’ perceptions about the connections students have with teachers to provide
educators, administrators, policy makers, and other stakeholders with evidence that is relevant and
displays the importance of STC as witnessed by the students’ themselves. This evidence could include
affect, power relations, and reciprocal interactions between teachers and students. This study’s outcome

will hopefully support the need to provide teachers with the time warranted to develop their connections
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with students and care for students’ academic and developmental needs. It was further hoped that there
would be other rewards for both teachers and students.

The rewards for teachers could include a deeper sense of job satisfaction. A teacher’s
relationship with students was the best predictor of how much the teacher experienced joy versus
anxiety in class (Sparks, 2019). Simply by having participated in a positive STC, the rewards for
the students could include acquisition of skills to negotiate relationships and a sense of self they
can be satisfied with as they obtain skills to help them better adjust developmentally and
academically (Akerlind, 2017). Educational systems all over the world could benefit from
intentionally attending to these STCs.

Potential Contributions to Practice and Scholarship

Ibrahim and Zaatari (2020) wrote about how student voice is limited in the literature. They
mention that adolescents’ views of their school experiences have received very little attention.
There are numerous studies focusing on school belonging for primary age students but there is
little research highlighting adolescent students’ perspective on belonging. Clearly there is not
just a need for more research but a call for evidence to support the findings which clearly
indicate the critical importance of the fSTC from the adolescent’s perspective. There are studies
on the need for fSTC in the formative years that lead students to identities strong in both
academic and social success, but not a substantial quantity from students’ voices (Eccles &
Roeser, 2011).

In literature addressing student belonging, researchers remark often on the gravity of STC
in student success and, in the literature, it is most often the researchers who make assertions
about their classroom observations on student belonging (Sabol & Pianta, p. 215). Occasionally

the teachers are interviewed, and they make assertions about student belonging. Students
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speaking about their own sense of school belonging, from their perspective, is not prominently
found in the literature. To strengthen and produce more of this data, interviewing students
themselves and discovering the insights and information they hold about the fSTC adds to the
body of knowledge that will help all involved better understand how to successfully create STCs.
Purpose of the Study

The focus of this study is to attempt to define the Student-Teacher Connection (STC)
from the student’s perspective, using the students' own voices, thoughts, and insights. This study
focused on unearthing whether students themselves feel the importance and benefits of STC on
their adolescent development. Thus, recent graduates of high school age, as they transition away
from adolescence, were the subjects here. The study is a Dissertation in Practice (DiP) and
although the practitioner is no longer working within the school environment, the findings are
connected to and intended to benefit the school environment. The school was intentionally
selected as it was the Teacher-Researcher’s workplace. The school is small, possessing a direct
relationship within a larger educational system, acting as the microsystem of a macrocosm. The
school offers a home base from which to study the impact on students’ senses of school
belonging through their connections with their teachers.

Climate surveys and Healthy Kids surveys are other examples of data collection which
offer the students’ perspectives on the caring relationship they experience with their teachers
(Whitlock, 2006). The majority of research related to STC relies heavily on the researcher and
the teacher perspectives. Students are polled about their experiences through surveys but are
rarely interviewed directly about their connections to teachers and the influence these
connections have had on their education and adolescent development (Ibrahim & Zaatari, 2020).

The research from this study is intended to provide a different forum to explore students' sense of
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school belonging as it is looking at fSTC from the students’ own voices through direct
interviews.

Adolescents are described by the World Health Organization, as individuals who are
between the ages of 10 and 19 years (Onis et al., 2007).

It is understood that students' need for belonging increases as students reach the sensitive

adolescent stage. In adolescence, human beings are exploring and assuming their adult

identities. Teachers are critical in this development impacting adolescents’ sense of
school belonging and behavioral, psychological, and academic development (Miller &

Desberg, 2009, p124).

STCs that support positive development are built on trust, respect, affect, openness, and
cooperation and can foster student achievement, identity development, and school belonging
(Nodding, 2015). In one study, youth who reported attachment-like relationships with their
teachers were less likely to use drugs and alcohol, attempt suicide, engage in violence, or become
sexually active at an early age (Resnick et al., 1997). An imbalance in any and all of the key
elements of the Bronfrenbrenner’s (1998) Ecological Systems Theory can exacerbate an
imbalance in the student-teacher connection and lead to detrimental effects in students’ senses of
school belonging, and their lives (Ibrahim & Zaatari, 2020).

Starting with students' strengths—instead of their problems and deficits—enlists their
intrinsic motivation, their positive momentum, and keeps them in a hopeful frame-of-mind to
learn and to work on any concerns (Benard, 1997). Maslow theorizes that for resiliency to be
present in any individual-—-children, youth, and adults—basic needs must be met. These include,
but are not limited to the needs for safety, love, belonging, meaning, and accomplishment

(Maslow, 1943). According to Sara Truebridge, (2014):



The Lived Experience of the Influence of Positive Student-Teacher Connections from Students’ Perspective 20

[r]esilience research consistently finds that three interrelated protective factors (also
known as developmental supports and opportunities) together in any single
environment—home, school, community, or peer group—play a role in whether these
needs are met. The three protective factors are as follows: (1) developing caring
relationships, (2) maintaining high expectations, and (3) providing meaningful
opportunities for participation and contribution. Once again, when all three
developmental supports are found in any one environment—home, school, community,
or peer group—the climate in that environment becomes one that is optimal for nurturing
the resilience of a child, youth, or any individual (p. 30).

Benard's theory of resilience states that all three protective factors need to be together and found
in just one of the four environments (school, family, community, and peer group) to maximize
the tapping and fostering of resilience and to buffer and mitigate the negative effects of trauma,
adversity, or stress. These developmental supports contribute to the healthy and successful
development of the individual.

Ibrahim & Zaatari, (2020) used Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory to study
affect, power, and reciprocal dimensions of the student—teacher relationship at the school level.
The microsystem is identified as the setting in which the individual lives. This study focused on
the school setting, the macrocosm and, more specifically, the microcosm or classroom setting. In
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory the contexts of the microcosm typically include
the person's family, peers, school, and neighborhood.

Woolley and Bowen (2007) stress the importance of significant others (parents, people
from school) to stimulate feelings of school belonging among adolescents. It is within the

microsystem (Figure 1) that the most direct interactions with social agents (i.e. parents, peers,
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and teachers) take place. The individual is not a passive recipient of experiences in these settings,
but rather someone who helps in the creation of meaning derived in these settings. Adolescents
are agents in the construction of their own environment both inside, in terms of identity, and
outside, in terms of physical environment. They have a vested interest in its creation and should
be primary contributing members in its formation. As one teacher in the Ibrahim and Zaatari
(2020) study put it “they are teenagers, they want to talk about what happens in their lives.”
Figure 1

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological System Theory

Macrosystem

T

Exosystem

~ Mesosystem

Bronfenbrenner identified three characteristics of relationships: affect, one’s
feelings towards the other; power, the influence or control one has over the other; and
reciprocity, the coordination of activities in relation to the other (1979, pp. 57-58).
School belonging depends on what kind of relationships students engage in, which
depends in turn on differences in affect, power, and reciprocity. Affect is a continuum

that runs from negative to neutral to positive. Power is held in different degrees by the
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teacher or student or shared. Finally, reciprocity is from complete to none (Shelton, 2019,
pp. 34-35). Moreover, “the developmental impact of a dyad increases as a direct function
of the level of reciprocity, mutuality of positive feeling, and a gradual shift of balance of
power in favour of the developing person” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 59). In Figure 2 on
p. 31, from Ibrahim & Zaatari (2020), the teacher offers positive affect towards the
student, shares power, and provides opportunities for reciprocity. In turn, student
engagement in the relationship deepens, resulting in student positive development.
Research Question

The study’s desired outcome is to generate interest in and a basic understanding of how
students' voices can, in the future, help teach others about both the benefits of and how one can
create a STC. This study’s research questions are ontological in nature: What is the lived
experience of recent high school graduates in how they perceive the influence of their positive
student-teacher connections? Ontological questions address the nature of participants’ realities,
so aligned research questions began with: What are the lived experiences? (Saldafia, 2016, p. 70).
The study explores and elaborates on lived experiences while also developing a working
definition of what the term STC means to the students themselves. The interview questions were
designed to specifically address the research question with regards to the lived experience of
students’ perception of their fSTC (see Appendix B for List of Interview Questions).
Design of the Research Study
Setting

According to Creswell (2012) “purposeful sampling is used in qualitative research . . .
[where] the inquirer selects individuals and sites for study because they can purposefully inform

an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in the study” (p. 156). One
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school was purposely selected as the setting for this research. The study looked back upon the
last academic year when the Technical Center had a student population of 120. The area the
school is set in has recently, in the last 20 years, experienced a significant increase in drug use.
The population in the area is also more transient in the last 20 years than previously and a large
percentage, over 60 %, of the students are from low-income homes as revealed by the free lunch
program based on the Vermont state free and reduced lunch status (Taylor et al., 2020). The
school tracks student data on post-graduation workforce, military, and college placement. As
mentioned before, a direct relationship exists between this school and a larger regional high
school.
Participants

The participants for this study included eight former high school students who graduated
within the last eight years from the school’s Biomedical Pathway, a curriculum taught in three
years. The first group of students participated in three of the four course curricula as the fourth
course was not yet offered by the academic setting. The second group of students were able to
participate in the full program, still over three years. This second cohort, at the beginning of their
pathway, began fully physically present in the classroom prior to COVID-19. Part-way through,
they were faced with the reality of COVID-19 and went to fully remote learning. At the end of
the pathway, they graduated in a hybrid learning environment—Iearning remotely three days a
week and physically present two days. They did graduate before being able to fully return to in-
person learning. This cohort was a tight knit group of students who enjoyed the coursework,
instructors, and fellow students and who indicated a proclivity toward helping with this study as
it was being birthed, despite not understanding its scope or desired outcome, just a genuine

willingness to help one instructor achieve a terminal degree.
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Throughout this paper fSTC and STC are used somewhat interchangeably. The use of
fSTC is to remind the reader that the students being interviewed are recently graduated high
schoolers and fSTC will be used only when that distinction is relevant, for example when the
study results are being discussed. Otherwise, STC will be used which refers to Student-Teacher
Connections with the Student identified first here, rather than Teacher-Student Connection, and
the Teacher is identified second to emphasize that this study’s atmosphere is oriented around the
students’ perspective and not that of the teachers’ or researchers’, as has so often been the case in
the past (Ibrahim & Zaatari, 2020).

Participants who volunteered for this study were selected for their willingness to sit for
interviews and share their experiences. The participants self-identified as individuals who felt a
strong sense of school belonging and of a fSTC. This study is only looking at recent high school
graduates who felt a strong sense of connection. Participants were 18 - 26 years of age and
selected based upon expressed desire to ensure continued fostering and development of these
connections in the future. Girls comprised more than 50% of the subsample as the biomedical
pathways curriculum typically attracts many more girls than boys. Students were emailed
invitations to participate in these interviews and provided the opportunity to respond with any
clarifying questions. Participants were informed about the study’s purpose; to better understand
STC, and their participation was voluntary. They were made aware of their right to withdraw at
any time. Before, during and after interviews, the participants were able to ask questions and/or
voice concerns. Permissions were obtained to Zoom-record the interview and confidentiality and
anonymity were assured. All participants were assigned pseudonyms in the process of
transcription. This information was kept secure electronically through password protection. The

information gathered for this study will be destroyed after publication of the results.
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Data Collection Tools

This research followed a qualitative research design with IPA (Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis) as the methodology. Understanding people’s lived experiences, and
the meanings they attach to their experiences, is the central focus of IPA. The IPA origins stem
from fields of inquiry that include phenomenology and symbolic interactionism. These fields
hold that, according to Brocki (2006), human beings are not passive perceivers of an objective
reality, but rather that they come to interpret and understand their world by formulating their own
biographical stories into a form that makes sense to them.

Whilst the researcher attempts to access “the participant’s personal world* insofar as this

is feasible, IPA acknowledges that access depends on and is complicated by the

researcher’s own conceptions . . . required in order to make sense of that other personal

world through a process of interpretative activity (Smith, et. al., 1999).

IPA studies can be conducted with a very small number of participants, granting more
freedom for participants to express their thoughts and engage each other in taking what is
expressed deeper. As eight participants participated in this study, it fell within the
recommendations of Clark (2010) that between three and six participants is a reasonable sample
size as IPA studies usually benefit from a concentrated focus on a small number of cases (Smith
et al., 2009 p. 51).

Semi-structured student interviews appear to be the best tool in unearthing the lived
experiences of the role fSTC plays in the lives of recently graduated students, as seen from their
perspective. The focus of IPA is on the exploration of participants’ experience, understandings,
perceptions, and views (Reid et al., 2005). The aim of IPA is to explore, in detail, the processes

through which participants make sense of their own experiences, by looking at the respondent’s
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account of the processes they have been through and seeking to utilize an assumed existing
universal inclination towards self-reflection (Chapman & Smith, 2002; Smith et al., 1997). In
IPA, therefore, the researcher is trying to make sense of the participant trying to make sense of
what is happening to them (Smith & Osborn, 2015). The meanings the students attach to their
experiences in this study are interpreted through the researcher's lens. Adults are typically the
participants in IPA research. However, this study looked only at the students' perception and,
through interviews, ask the graduates themselves about their lived experiences and of the
positive connections they have with their teachers. Interpreting the answers to the research
question is at the heart of any IPA study. The researcher needed to be careful in interpreting the
responses and keep in mind that the student perspective is of the utmost importance and is central
to this study.

Interview questions were designed to specifically address students’ perception of their
fSTC (see Appendix B for List of Interview Questions). The interview questions were adapted
from Ibrahim and Zaatari’s 2020 study, The teacher-student relationship and adolescents’ sense
of school belonging. The interviews, lasted between 30 and 60 minutes, were recorded through
the Zoom app and an iPad for backup, and later transcribed by hand and by Otter.ai - Otter Voice
Meeting Notes into Word files.

Participants’ background information was gathered in the first few questions of the
interviews in keeping with Creswell’s (2013) observation that asking for background
information in the first few questions sets the interviewees at ease. Weiss (1999) suggests
gathering demographic information at the end to not interrupt flow.

As society continues to grapple with COVID-19 and as these recently graduated students

were no longer local, it was unreasonable to physically bring together a circle of recently
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graduated students. Zoom was an effective venue for interviewing. Data collection and
thematic analysis of these Zoom interviews was used to produce detailed results and investigate
the issue “in depth” (Smith & Osborn, 2008) compared to quantitative questionnaire-based
research which still dominates the field (Tobbell & O’Donnell, 2013).

A semi-structured qualitative interview protocol (Smith & Osborn, 2008) was used in
Zoom. This interviewing technique included eleven questions. In accordance with interviewees’
responses there was flexibility to change the order and type of questions in the interviews (Kvale,
2007). The interview questions, located in Table 1 of the Appendix B, were open-ended and
general while they focused on the former Student-Teacher Connections (fSTC) and the positive
influence on the adolescents’ senses of school belonging.

Often discussed is the topic of second, or follow up, interviews to seek clarification. No
further interviewing beyond the first round was warranted as researcher clarification was not
necessary. No concerns arose in the conducting and recording of the interviews. There are
advantages and disadvantages to follow up or second round interviews. The disadvantages here
might have included the “halo effect” referred to by Callary (2015) where the interviewee,
having been previously interviewed by the same person, is naturally inclined to give responses
they assume the interviewer is looking for.

Data Analysis

The in vivo coding method was most useful for narrative work and keeping the student
words literal (Anh & Davis, 2020). In first level coding the researcher goes through and
identifies verbatim phrases and categorizes them according to who said them; teacher, or former

student. Coding the qualitative data made, as Yi says, “the messy scripts quantifiable” (2018).



The Lived Experience of the Influence of Positive Student-Teacher Connections from Students’ Perspective 28

Codes are the smallest unit of text that conveys the same meaning and codes, in qualitative

research, are as important as numbers in a quantitative study. In a nutshell, coding is the

data analysis process that breaks the text down into the smallest units and reorganizes

these units into relatable stories (Y1, 2018, p. 63).

These in vivo codes were then arranged for initial analysis. Codes were created during
the first reading of each transcript. Basic filters were applied to build a scaffolding on which
future coding methods were built. In vivo coding focuses intently on the participants’ own
wording which were then identified as codes. This method is good for beginners and
particularly useful in educational ethnographies with youth (Saldafia, 2016).

In vivo coding is an elemental method of coding and to ensure rater reliability.

In vivo coding is used in studies to honor participants' voices and the method looks for

impacting nouns, action-oriented verbs, evocative vocabulary, clever or ironic phrases,

similar metaphors, etc. The same words, phrases, or variations thereof that are used often

by the participant (Saldaia, 2016, p. 107).

Based on data analysis, codes were categorized into themes. Themes can tell the same story
from different perspectives, or several different stories that connect with each other (Yi, 2018).
Thematic analysis promises greater objectivity than a questionnaire-based research approach
(Smith & Osborn, 2008). This process involved both electronic and manual transcription of the
interviews to become familiar with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

In second level coding, themes were identified. Putting codes into themes refers to the
researcher asking whether there are underlying meanings among a group of codes. Codes
featuring similar contents were grouped together, yielding themes that specifically describe the

fSTC.
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Coding is a cyclical act. Rarely is the first cycle of coding data perfectly attempted. The

second cycle (and possibly the third and fourth, etc.) of re-coding further manages, filters,

highlights, and focuses the salient features of the qualitative data record for generating
categories, themes, and concepts, grasping meaning, and/or building theory (Saldana,

2016, p. 107).

As themes emerged, other coding methods that may better reveal the desired findings were then
utilized. Two such examples included values coding and emotion coding (Saldafia, 2016).
Values coding, which is useful in interpersonal interactions, deals with labeling the values,
attitudes and belief systems that are expressed by participants. For example, the participants
worldviews reflect their values so a participant might say “I believe” or “I feel” which could
code as the participants values (Clark-Parsons, 2021). Emotion coding labels the emotion
recalled, experienced, or a reaction described (Davidson, 2006).

The second level involved reviewing and refining the main themes and identifying
subthemes. The data was analyzed, and themes and subthemes were extracted from transcriptions
until no further themes could be extracted. Decisions were made about the themes significance
and those that met the final criteria became the final themes.

Assumptions and Delimitations

A challenge, for IPA research, is to avoid driving the research from the perspective of
the researcher rather than that of the research participant (McCormack, 2018). Interpretation
without recognizing one’s predisposed opinions is dangerous and is an aspect of which the
researcher needed to be mindful (Smith et al., 2009). There are ways, however, to try to
maintain objectivity and avoid bias with qualitative data analysis (Shaw & Satalkar, 2018).

One means of maintaining objectivity could include the use of multiple people in coding the
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data. This helps ensure the codes are more reflective of the desired outcome and not of
researcher bias.

This is a qualitative study and the sampled size for this study is limiting. The number of
students targeted here was ten. All responded and were interested in being interviewed. Two
participants were not available until a much later time and so eight students were interviewed.
Qualitative studies, in general, and IPA, more specifically, are often small. Meaning that this
study is not generalizable to all schools. The study shed light on a much-needed area of
education: the student’s own view on fSTC. The sample size is small and because of the
interpretive analysis nature of IPA, the results did need to be interpreted carefully and
thoroughly using the coding methods previously described. Refining themes through constant
comparison was utilized to achieve theoretical saturation of the topic of interest (Taylor &
Bogdan, 1984). When these methods were exhausted, and no further themes were emergent the
study concluded. A delimitation here is the omittance of follow-up interviews. This does mean
that the study’s outcomes were not discussed with the student participants prior to the study’s
completion. Participants did have an opportunity for member checking. The participants
reviewed the transcripts to see that they represented clearly what they said and/or meant to say.
Not conducting a second round of interviews could be a missed opportunity in developing a
deeper understanding of the interpretation of the interviewees, but the member checking seemed
to suffice.

They say “hindsight is 20-20” meaning that after we’ve learned about something we

think it was obvious all along. Many believe that psychology is just common sense, that

the basics of the field are logical and therefore we all know about them (Frank, 2022, p.

36).
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The students interviewed in this study were interviewed as former high school students.
This raises questions about memory issues. Granted, they were high school students recently,
within the last three to eight years, but they were looking back on their high school education
experience. A limitation here is, as students look back, perhaps their memories are not as fresh
as they might be if they were in high school classes currently.

In previous student-teacher connection (STC) studies at the primary levels (Kiefer et al.,
2015), there has been a gender specific observation showing females tended to be more
responsive in their STCs. It is possible that the gender of both students and teachers influenced
their perceptivity. Gender influence was not an area of focus for this study and although
comments were written about the gender identities of the participants, no conclusive
interpretations were made. One final note, the findings are limited to mostly Caucasian high
school students, in a public rural locale and are not generalizable to public, private, primary
level students or schools mainly due to the sample size limitation. Further study with a larger,
more diverse sampling would be an area for future exploration.

The positive potential of students’ position on former student-teacher connection
(fSTCs) has impactful potential on educational systems despite these identified limitations. The
purpose of this study was to look for evidence that students appreciate both the interpersonal
and academic aspects and students’ interviews that suggested a transformative learning
relationship can only be established if students and teachers mutually respect one another. All
interviewee questions purposefully oriented the conversation to the fSTCs and only former
students were interviewed. The intent of this study was to solely focus on fSTCs as seen

through the students’ standpoint.
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Definition of Key Terms

Attachment Theory: Attachment is a deep and enduring affectionate bond that connects one
person to another across time and space (Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby, 1969). Usually children are
attached to family (e.g., mother, father, and siblings), but they may also be attached to
nonfamily (e.g., teachers or childcare providers).

Former Student-Teacher Connections (fSTCs): The small frefers to former high school age

students. “Student” is placed first in this term (as opposed to TSC where the “teacher” is placed
first), highlighting that the students’ perspective is the lens utilized here instead of the teachers’
perspective. The term teacher-child relationships, which has the term child in it, seems more
appropriate for younger students through to, and including, middle school age. There is a
bonding that happens between the high school student and teacher such that the relationship
seems deeper, thus the term relationship is replaced by the term connection to highlight this
deeper, more mature bond. Although the two terms appear interchangeable, they are not. The
STC places emphasis on the student’s perspective first and TSC puts the teacher’s perspective
first.

School belonging: Sometimes also referred to in the literature as school bonding (Allen et al.,

2017). School belonging refers to a sense of belonging at school and having a network of
relationships with peers and teachers. School bonding is akin to attachment in that it can make
children feel secure and valued, which can liberate them to take on intellectual and social
challenges and explore new ideas (Bergin & Bergin, 2009, p. 156).

Student Teacher Connections: These special relationships, between high school students and

teachers, where a deep relationship—sometimes described as a bond or connection—will be

referred to as student-teacher connections or STC. Defining the term STC, from the perspective
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of the students, is the focus of this study. Listing student first in this term, STC as opposed to
TSC, emphasizes this significance.

Teacher Student Connections: Although this term is not used often in this paper, it is included

to emphasize the difference once again between STC and TSC. Teacher is placed first in this
term to highlight the teachers’ perspective and the lens utilized.
Significance of the Inquiry
Scholarship
There is less research on attachment-like relationships with teachers as compared to

attachment-like relationships with primary caregivers (Bergin & Bergin, 2009, p. 141).
Typically, teacher-child relationship studies use observed interactions, questionnaires, and
surveys. Teachers' perceptions of relationships and children's perceptions of relationships are
queried through questionnaires and surveys (Sabol & Pianta, 2012, p. 215). A gap in the
scholarly literature around student voices exists because studies that interview children directly
about their connections with their teachers are rare (Ibrahim & Zaatari, 2020). When interviews
are used in a teacher-child relationships study, they are almost exclusively only given to the adult
caregivers (Sabol & Pianta, 2012, p. 215). Questionnaires, such as the Emotional Quality Scale
of Relatedness Questionnaire (Lynch & Ciccchetti, 1997), the Quality of Student Teacher
Relationship Scale or STRS (Pianta, 2001), and the network of relationships inventory (Furman
and Buhrmester, 1985; Meehan, Hughes & Cavell, 2003) are the instruments used in the field of
teacher-child relationships.

Attachment serves at least two functions in the classroom. First, attachment provides
security, so a child can explore freely (Bergin & Bergin, 2009). All children seek to explore their

environment, and attachment helps them explore with a sense of security. Attachment also serves
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in the classroom as it forms the basis for socializing children (Bergin & Bergin, 2009). When
children and adults interact harmoniously, they model socialization. Children will adopt the
modeling of adults' behavior and values (Bandura, 2009). Attachment is important across
childhood, not just in toddlerhood. Bretherton and Munholland (1999) suggest that older children
separate from their attachment figure (AF) and explore more widely because of the proximity of
their AFs. For adolescence, AFs’ availability remains important. AFs’ presence, openness to
communicate, responsiveness to the child’s requests for help, and awareness of the adolescence’s
needs are all important in establishing autonomy and some independence from the family. Some
people mistakenly assume that attachment must wane during adolescence because many
adolescents seem to push parents away in an effort to create/establish more independence.
Instead, self-reliance and independence are the result of feeling secure attachments (Bergin &
Bergin, 2009).

All children attach to the adults who take care of them, but the quality of attachment
varies (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Attachment relationships are characterized by specific behaviors
in children. The attachment figure (AF) acts as a secure base for the child while the child is out
exploring their world. If distressed, they seek to be soothed by the AF and quickly return to
explore freely once they feel safe. They also show delight toward the AF (Ainsworth, 1979).
Attachment behaviors in adults can include responses such as looking toward the child, attending
to the child's needs, and responding to the child’s signals. Figure 2 from Ibrahim & Zaatari,
(2020) shows attachment behaviors of teachers.

Figure 2

Model of How Teacher Behavior and School Organization Might Contribute to Attachment and
Affect Academic Achievement
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With teens, AFs engage in high-quality communication that is open, direct, coherent,
and fluent in attachment-related situations. AF relationships help teens, who feel secure enough,
engage in productive problem-solving, but these teens also seek autonomy during disagreements
with the AF (Allen & Land 1999; Allen et al., 2003). AFs who create secure relationships with
children are less controlling, use less corporal punishment, and use warm, positive statements to
direct their students (Stevenson-Hinde & Verschueren, 2002). There is evidence that shows
students who feel secure in their teacher-student relationships may be more protected from
antisocial behavior like aggression, drug and alcohol use, violence, and early sexual activity
(Howes & Ritchie 1999; Howes et al., 1988; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2002;
Pianta et al., 1997).

The behaviors exhibited by sensitive AFs and secure students are sometimes referred to
as attunement, mutuality, synchrony, or insightfulness, and they respond to one another much as

you would expect in a well synchronized dance (Koren-Karie et al., 2002).
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Practice

It may be easier for teachers in primary classrooms to establish attachment
settings, rather than for teachers in secondary schools (Beishuizzen et al., 2001). Teachers spend
more time with students and tend to a broader range of their needs in the primary grades. The
literature shows that most of the research on teacher-student attachment has occurred in early
childhood settings, rather than in secondary schools (Beishuizzen et al., 2001).

Children’s socioemotional wellbeing is critical to school success, and attachment is the
foundation of socioemotional wellbeing (Bagdi & Vacca, 2005). Supporting early childhood
social-emotional wellbeing: The building blocks for early learning and school success. Early
Childhood Education Journal, 33(3), 145-150.). Educators—from preschool to high school-—can
be more effective if they understand how attachment influences their students (Bergin & Bergin,
2009, p. 141). For the practitioner in the classroom, the gains that could be achieved with better
STCs are numerous and multidimensional. Children who have closer caring relationships with
their teachers tend to have higher academic performance, lower externalizing behaviors, and
better social skills (Crosnoe et al., 2004; Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004).
Understanding the role of attachment in the classroom will help educators be more effective,
particularly with challenging students (Bergin & Bergin, 2009, p. 141).

This secure attachment, once created, is linked to academic achievement from preschool
through high school. Bergin and Bergin (2009) offer that:

[t]his link may be the result of attachment’s effect on many dimensions of children’s

functioning—such as ability to take on academically challenging tasks, work

independently, pay attention, tolerate frustration, be happy, contain aggression, be liked by
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peers, and have high-quality friendships—each of which, in turn, is linked to academic

achievement. (p. 163)

Since secondary students spend less time with a single teacher, perhaps it is more challenging to
develop secure student-teacher connections in secondary schools. Yet, many adults tell stories of
secondary teachers who’s caring profoundly affected them and their career choice. Bergin (2008)
wrote about a high school teacher whom students continued visiting many years after leaving
high school who was instrumental in students’ career choices and life-long hobbies (Bergin,
2008). In secondary schools, how “students feel about school and their coursework is in large
measure determined by the quality of the relationship they have with their teachers in specific
classes” (Osterman 2000, p. 344). Good teachers establish trusting, close relationships with
students regardless of their age.

Whether students’ bond to a school depends on whether the structure of the school
presents opportunities for meeting attachment needs (Bergin & Bergin, 2009, p. 157-8). Higher
quality education is the result of healthy relationships from preschool to high school. Promoting
attachment-like student-teacher connections and school bonding should be given priority because
it promotes children’s wellbeing (Bergin & Bergin, 2009, p. 163). A student’s sense of school
belonging is dependent upon many factors; two important factors include teacher-student
relationships and extracurricular activities. Therefore, understanding teacher-student
relationships is an important factor in school belonging (McNeely et al., 2002).

Nel Noddings (2015) argues that the first job of schools is to care for children. Noddings
goes on to say that it is morally and practically wrong to assert that schools should only
concentrate on academic goals; children do not learn academically if they are not cared for. All

students want to learn, although not necessarily the content they are asked to learn in school.
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Caring for children prepares them to be receptive to learning such content (Bergin & Bergin,
2009, p. 161). In Nel Noddings’ words “it is obvious that children will work harder and do
things--even odd things like adding fractions--for people they love and trust” (2005, p. 4) and she
also stated that caring teachers “strive first to establish and maintain caring relations, and these
relations exhibit an integrity that provides a foundation for everything teacher and student do
together” (2005, p. 4).

To feel securely connected to others is a basic human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995,
Maslow, 1943). Eccles et al. (1993) found teacher—student relationships at the secondary level
are less personal and positive. Children see teachers as less friendly and teachers see children as
less trustworthy, compared with the same children’s relationships with their elementary teachers
(Eccles et al., 1993). International comparisons of 11-to 15-year-olds find that U.S. secondary
students feel markedly less bonded and dislike school more than in some other countries
(Juvonen, 2007). Clearly there is room for improvement and promoting attachment-like
relationships in schools (Bergin & Bergin, 2009, p. 158) and the purpose of this study is to help
gain a better understanding of fSTC to do just that. To date, attachment relationships studies, at
the high school level, are already underrepresented (Bergin & Bergin, 2009, p. 141; Beishuizzen
et al., 2001) and adding student voice research seems important and necessary to shed light here
to gain a better understanding of this under-represented area within teacher-student relationship
research.

Summary of the Inquiry

This IPA qualitative study examined the lived experiences of recent high school

graduates’ connections to their teachers and their sense of school belonging. The study was

designed to draw from the perspective of students. Student voices are often neglected in
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scholarship, and this is an area where their outlook can shed light on the importance and creation
of these connections. The focus of this study is to provide information on and an understanding
of how students form these connections. It is the hope of this study that, by highlighting these
fSTCs, a better means of creating fSTCs more consistently will become evident, such that both
teachers and students alike, can benefit from them. It is hoped that the knowledge gained from
this study will add to furthering the research and dialogue on the importance of these
connections. Student voices are essentially missing in the literature in terms of how students
perceive their relationships with teachers and the importance of these solicitous relationships to
students and to their academic achievement. This researcher hopes to empower students to

advocate for more positive student-teacher connections.
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Section Two: Practitioner Setting for the Study

Introduction.

The Technical Center’s future is not secure. There is much that can help from what this
study has shown. Allowing students the opportunity to use their voices and tell their stories, out
in the community as ambassadors of the Technical Center, could prove to be profitable—both
literally, as more students enroll funding increases, and figuratively, as these opportunities
provide for building self-esteem whenever student voices are given the chance to be heard.

Over the years I have wondered about when it is that many students begin to hate school
so much and why so early? Back when I was first a student, I didn’t go to school for my love of
learning, instead I went for my friends, the Fisher Price toy farm, and the jungle gyms that
represented sports in kindergarten. My love of learning as my driving force to further my
education would come later, much later, long after having graduated high school. I never did hate
school. I rather enjoyed it but did not invest myself heavily in academics. I remember returning
to get high school transcripts so I could transfer colleges and I was pleasantly surprised to find
my grades to be mostly A’s and B’s. | had remembered myself as being academically dissociated
but, even back then, I do think learning fascinated me.

Now I am fascinated by how others learn, what motivates students to become lifelong
learners and what is it that through COVID-19 made students come to the realization that they
actually wanted to be in school. I know, from talking to students, it had a lot to do with the loss
of being in school as almost every student spent at least a semester learning remotely from home.
I do think there was more to this newly found fondness for school though and I hope to capitalize

on the we-like-school-now wave.
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As any good science teacher of more than 25 years would do, I formulated a hypothesis
and am now looking to experiment with it. I do think my hypothesis is colored by my love of
learning. I do think and hope that this study helps uncover the love of learning we all have the
potential for. If high school students feel secure enough with their fSTCs to explore this topic
with me, as researcher, through interviews, we will at least begin the conversation around how to
get more student voices into the teacher-child relationship field. Asking students about their
experiences while looking to the future and seeking their input on how to best teach other
students how to establish fSTCs could provide new information in a field that is lacking student
voice. I believe that this study will contribute to the training of teachers who create a classroom
experience that offers security to students at the high school level. With that security, students
will have the will to go off and both play and learn as high schoolers with their AF close at hand

for support.

History of the Organization

This Technical Center, where the students from this study have attended, was built in 1950 and
the student population since then remains predominantly white. This technical school serves
many area districts which in turn each serve several Vermont towns. Students come from a lot of
varied backgrounds to attend this school. There has been a lack of community support in the
form of public funding over the past few years contributing to the technology and machinery at
the school becoming outdated. The physical buildings are in good repair and need only general
maintenance.
Organizational Analysis (OA)

OA can be a powerful and insightful tool. OA helps the researcher see the organization in

new and different ways. OA helps expose some things that might otherwise go unnoticed. Much
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like the study proposed here: to get student voices into the teacher-child relationship field, the
goal of which is to both understand more deeply fSTCs and to potentially identify innovative and
creative solutions to helping more future students’ access fSTCs. There exists a deep connection
between the OA and the study proposed here which should become more evident at the end of
this OA.

In doing an OA and looking for places the organization needs to change is one very real
benefit. Another benefit of organizational analysis is that it enhances the chances of more
creative and innovative solutions, while simultaneously helping create a deeper understanding of
the organization.

Organizational analysis is the process of appraising the growth, personnel, operations, and

work environment of an entity. Undertaking an organizational analysis is beneficial, as it

enables management to identify areas of weakness and then find approaches for eliminating

the problems. (Odongo et. al, 2019, p. 18)

Organizational analysis can help identify strengths. Having strengths to refer to and remind
readers of what is working well helps make change more palatable. Perhaps the strengths also
remind stakeholders that the organization is strong and will come out on the other side healthier
and happier and more prosperous, which after all is the goal of any good study (Hargreaves,
2021). Morgan (1986) points out that looking at the organization from different angles, using
different lenses, will help change be conceptualized and embraced. Examining how this
organization exemplifies the metaphor selected sheds light on both the changes needed and
strengths to highlight positive aspects that support the need for change.

Bolman and Deal (2008) along with Morgan (1986) are the founding authors of

Organizational analysis technique. One of their methods, is the use of a metaphor. The metaphor
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is selected to represent the organization and then observations are made of the organization
through the chosen metaphorical lens. The metaphor chosen in this study, to better understand
the Technical Center, is the organism model. The organism model looks at how the organism's
parts all relate to the whole. The various parts of the Technical Center, career pathway options
for example, could be compared to the body systems in a living organism. This model seems
most appropriate for a Biomedical Pathways producing organization as it represents an
illustration of where function meets form.

Essentially Bolman and Deal (2008) identify four areas or frames to look through to see
the organization in new ways to reveal its strengths and weaknesses. There are insights that could
be ignored if the researcher only used one or two of the selected lenses to analyze the
organization. The four-frames model of Bolman & Deal (2008) includes these frames: structural,
human resource, political, and symbolic. In this study the four-frames model of Bolman and Deal
represent four ways to look at the school and focus on aspects that might otherwise be
challenging to discern. For example, the structural frame can look at the physical layout of the
building as a factory or machine. The parts could be physical but do not need to be. These parts
could be classes and departments, locations of the lunchroom and administrators’ offices. This
information sheds light on the way the organization is laid out and it is not just visual
information. The structural framework, used in this way, can uncover details about the social
architecture (Bolman & Deal, 2008) and the environment simultaneously. Attention here is paid
to rules, roles, and goals.

The school is broken up into career path departments. Most of the more physically labor-
intensive departments are located in a separate building that is in a single story. Here the

equipment and ease of entrance is a major factor in the usefulness of the space. Large garage
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doors provide access for autos or lumber. The administrative offices are in a separate building
from this part of the Technical Center. Also separated, along with the administrative offices, are
the health and hospitality related departments. These departments are physically located a few
hundred feet away in a shared space at one end of what would be considered a traditional high
school building—with departments consisting of academic classes like math and science. A
benefit here is that the traditional high schoolers are exposed more to these career pathway
departments located in the traditional high school and they opt to take more of these courses than
those offered in the “other” detached building. The hospitality program helps itself and the
health-related programs by offering good smells and good food to hungry high schoolers. Some
of the Biomedical Pathway courses are taught right in the main body of the traditional high
school. This proximal exposure helps the Technical Center recruit students for these career
pathways but again, the pathways separated from the traditional high school are not as fortunate
in displaying and recruiting.

Technical Center teachers typically spend more time with their students in longer class
periods than traditional high schools, including those traditional high schools with block
scheduling. As well, that instructor is often the only area expert for the particular career path.
Technical students will, thus, take multiple courses with the same technical teacher. These
dynamics allow for ample opportunity to connect with the career pathway instructor.

The Technical Center faculty come together for meetings often and there is a sense of
camaraderie amongst this group that is not as obvious amongst the much larger traditional high
school faculty as observed by this researcher. The organism that the Technical Center seems
most like is an octopus. The octopus’s arms, represented by the different departments, do not

seem disjointed in terms of faculty cohesion but do seem disjointed in terms of traditional
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student awareness of all the possible technical school offerings. This seems like a manageable fix
if proximity or innovation were to be taken advantage of more by the less proximal departments.
Perhaps a tractor parade displaying a logging demonstration, or a hot rod worked on by the
automotive department, would be enticing to high schoolers outside for lunch.

Looking through the less visible but very political frame lens, this Technical Center is
sensitive to the needs of students in today’s gender complex society. This is witnessed by the
installation of gender-neutral bathrooms throughout the different Technical Center buildings.
The political frame looks at the school and pays close attention to advocacy and justice issues
while observing power, conflict, and confrontation concerns which can then be addressed by the
human resource framework.

The human resource frame might ask, “Who needs caring for and who does the
caretaking?” The human resource frame can be represented as families of different octopuses.
The faculty as a cohesive family or the actual families of the students themselves, or the students
and their teacher of the individual departments are like families. All heartily support the
Technical Center’s (octopus) plight and along with the technical students’ tentacles themselves
who get out in the community to represent their school well to secure funding for future technical
students. This is all good within the human resource related framework. As mentioned
previously, the more labor-intensive arms of the career pathways, like plumbing and electrical,
located in the separate building, do not attract as many high school students. Human resources
needs to be a part of the solution(s) to help ensure the future of the Technical Center. For
example, getting students out into the community as good ambassadors of the Technical Center
provides an ideal means for the good work of the Technical Center to be observed and envied by

community stakeholders.
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Granted disparities exist around alignment of the organization’s needs and the funding
allocation, but fluidity from year to year and the camaraderie amongst the faculty family helps
keep begrudging feelings minimal. The political and human resource frames work well together
here to keep things status quo but more needs to happen to make the career center more viable.
Every year the technical school seems to continue to exist, but funding is always a concern, and
the security of the technical school's future is always at stake.

The last frame is the symbolic frame. Culture and ceremony and stories are of importance
in the symbolic frame and the challenges are in creating faith and meaning. The Technical Center
does not seem very invested in this area. Having students return to tell their career stories and
how the Technical Center provided the path that was best suited for them should be an annual
school year opening celebration activity. This would be an opportunity to spark curiosity and
encourage having guest lecturers of past students offering highlights of their careers in the midst

of the school year which could also garner support for programs and funding.

Leadership Analysis

As mentioned earlier, the organism that the Technical Center seems most like is an
octopus. The octopus has many arms representing the many varied career pathways available.
These career pathways range from automotive to biomedical health careers, from hospitality to
early childhood education. There is also a forestry and machine shop program and a new nursing
program.

The head of the school, represented as the head of the octopus, oversees all the
departments (career pathways) represented here as the arms of the octopus. The Technical
Center’s leadership is traditional in that there is a head of school responsible for all the hiring of

staff and disciplining of students. The head of school is supported by an admirative assistant of
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more than 30 years, and a career counselor. Both the head of school’s support personnel help the
head keep the octopus’ water ripple-free by working with students, staff, and the administrator in
helping minimize personal behavioral issues while lending a tentacle or two in helping with the
daily operations as well as other fiscal oversight. An important area of responsibility, for the
head of school, is in embracing the students and their instructors.

The students and their teachers co-construct the classroom environment at the Technical
Center. Utilizing this co-constructivism in this study is resourceful and who better than the
nervous system of the Octopus could symbolize this co-construction. Allowing the participants
to advocate for themselves in this study, with their teachers listening and incorporating their
input embraces Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory (Vygotsky, 1978). Here the input
students reveal could be utilized to enhance the effectiveness of their instructor and while
working alongside each other, mutual respect is fostered when students teach the teacher while
the teacher is teaching the students.

One amazing fact I have personally witnessed is that an octopus in the wild changes
color, shape, and texture. The Technical Center has had to do this in the recent past. Funding for
technical education is always at risk. Finding career pathways that will present well enough to
the public to bring in funding and grants is of major importance. This line of thought is more in
line with the politics frame of Bolman and Deal's four frames. The Technical Center octopus has
tentacles reaching out to the community looking for placement for its students so they can gain
valuable hands-on experience. The students themselves act as the tentacles, as representatives
politically connecting the school and community as a lifeline for the technical school.

Here is where the octopus model breaks down a little. The structural frame as applied to

the physical layout of the school reveals interesting divisions. In the octopus the physical
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appearance of the octopus changes readily whereas the technical school’s outer appearance,
which is mostly brick, is weather beaten but mostly unchanged. This has pros and cons. The pros
are that the structure is solid, well built for New England weather and easy to maintain with
minimal budgeting cost. The cons come into play as society changes and cyberspace becomes
more of a reality. Making room for new wiring and expensive computer equipment is a bit more
challenging in an older building. The internet is strong and well supported by a well-educated
technical support person who not only has helped acquire 3D printing but also state of the art
metal fabricating equipment. This technical equipment runs much like a combine in the corn
field; once programmed the operator sits back in the air conditioning to watch the results appear.

The Technical Center consistently overcomes the challenges it faces.

Implications for Research in the Practitioner Setting

One of the four frames in Bolman and Deal’s (2008) OA is missing. Stories of student
voices are needed for the Technical Center to create the missing symbolic frame. Symbolism
gives an organization its culture, faith, and meaning. These are extremely important in any
organization; they point directly to the need for this study. Innovatively seeking student voice
through interviews and looking to the future to help more students experience STCs through the
perspectives of the students themselves is what is needed to help the Technical Center regain its
missing symbolic frame. Student voice, innovatively used, will help education everywhere gain
more insight and new means to reach more students. This study proposes to do this using
information the students themselves provide in order to help more students access their teachers
better and gain all the benefits that come as a result of fSTC. This win-win is for everyone in

education.
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Summary of Practitioner Setting

The structural layout of the technical school has some benefits in recruiting high school
students for career pathways. The political and human resource frames already work well
together and can provide more support for the Technical Center. The symbolic frame is a place
where greatest change lies, to make possible a more secure future for the Technical Center, is
within the symbolic frame.

Stories pass down history and culture. Personal stories are powerful, and persuasive
(Spiller, 2018). There is a tradition where the Future Business Leaders of America (FBLA) club
has been the reigning state champions for the past several years. That is something the school is
very proud of and rightfully so. Beautifully framed pictures tell stories of big FBLA wins and of
past students in firefighting gear, while attending school or riding a unicycle in circus class.
These stories grace the halls as do numerous other award and recognition ceremony pictures.
Updating these pictures annually could be an expense well worth the investment for the return:
pride. Students seeing themselves or their friends on the wall in a way that celebrates them and
their courage to explore new possibilities builds pride and, I believe, an environment that is
invitational to all students to try on new pathways for themselves.

There is much the Technical Center can do to try and secure its future. Giving current and
former students the opportunity to use their voices and tell their stories could prove to be
profitable—both literally, as more students enroll funding increases, and figuratively, as these
opportunities can provide fertile ground for building self-esteem whenever student voices are

given the chance to be heard.
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Section Three: Scholarly Review of the Study

Introduction

A student’s sense of school belonging is integral in developing students’ identities and
behaviors. Student-Teacher relationship is the most important relationship in the school context,
and its nature should be highly effective, democratic, and supportive (Ibrahim & Zaatari, 2020).
Teachers do so much more in the classroom than teach their subject area. The work of a teacher
involves developing young minds and identities, fostering curiosity and intellect, and students’
sense of wellbeing, and happiness. Chhuon and Wallace (2014) see the student-teacher

relationship as vital for developing students’ positive identities.

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
Theoretical Framework of Participatory Advocacy

This study’s theoretical framework came through a participatory advocacy lens, as the
researcher is advocating for hearing and promoting the student's perspective on fSTC which is
largely missing from the literature. It is the aim of this study, through student voice, to find
information that will further enhance the fSTC for all involved, both teachers and students alike.
This sheds light on a process everyone can benefit from. Allowing the participants to advocate
for themselves embraces the social constructivist Vygotsky’s theory (Vygotsky, 1978) where
knowledge is co-constructed, and the individuals learn from one another, and the learner is a
critical and necessary part of the process. In the process exemplified by Bakhtin (1984), "truth is
not to be found inside the head of an individual person, it is born between people collectively
searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic interaction” (p. 110). This is restated
differently by Sara Truebridge (2021, personal communication) as “magic happens in the

spaces.” The dyad’s outcome, or the “truth” will be a socially constructed and agreed upon
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understanding resulting from "co-participation in cultural practices" (Cobb, & Yackel, 1996, p.
37).

Another framework of interest here was one of a social entrepreneur. In Roger Martin’s
Opposable Mind (Martin, 2007) there is a lot of information regarding positive mindset and
how society benefits from social entrepreneurs who are typically oriented for the best actions
for society and not about making money as the simple term entrepreneur so often connotes.

This is needed, and necessary to see social change happen through innovative means.
Conceptual Framework of Attachment Theories

There are many different conceptual frameworks used in the field of teacher-child
relationships. In the attachment framework, child-adult relationships are central to children's
development. This is largely derived from the evidence that attachment between child and parent
heavily influences children's development (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Sroufe, 1983). These same
constructs, used to define children's attachment quality, have helped to identify the mechanisms
and key components needed to form high quality relationships between child and teacher (Pianta
et al., 2003). The attachment framework provides the understanding that children form
attachments based on their early experiences modeled with relationships to parents and other
adult caregivers (Sabol & Pianta, 2012, p. 214).

A different framework used in the field of teacher-child relationships includes the
developmental systems theory (DST). According to developmental systems theory, also referred
to as an ecologically oriented systems theory, children are immersed in organized and dynamic
systems that include both proximal and distal levels of influence. At the most proximal level of
influence, individual teacher and child relationships reciprocally influence one another (Pianta et

al., 2003). At the distal level of influence, it is believed that children's previous relational models
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with adult caregivers are the basis of their interactions with teachers. However, a sensitive
teacher may reshape children's relational models, and subsequent behavior and relationship,
further broadening this multi-level system where each level, including individual, family,
classroom, community attributes, has a dynamic bidirectional influence on relational processes
(Bonfenbrenner & Motris, 1998).

For older children, conceptual models that have been used to describe teacher-student
interactions and relationships include both attachment theory and developmental systems theory,
and social-motivational, socialization, interpersonal theory, and social support models (Pianta &
Allen, 2008). Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998) ecologically oriented children's relational
model in which individual characteristics, as well as context, are both influential in children's
development. The ecological environment is scaled up from the microsystem level to the
mesosystem level to the exosystem level and finally to the all-encompassing macrosystem and
the individual’s development happens throughout all of these.

Review of Current Literature
Student-Teacher Connections from the Students Perspective

The focus of this study was to understand how students themselves perceive positive STC
and what creates the opportunity and foundation for positive STC to form. Another question this
study asked is about whether students feel this connection to be important in their learning.
Rather than having teachers define this relationship, students are defining what STC means to
them and what that connection is like, to them.

This study also hoped to show the need for the students to assert their own voices with
regards to STC. A review of the literature indicated that students themselves are rarely

interviewed about their relationships with their teachers. Instead, data was collected about
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students through interviews with teachers and researchers, not the students. Interviews which do
involve students do not adequately represent their connections to teachers.

Being innovative and using the research outcomes from the student’s viewpoint on STC
that this study aimed to uncover could be influential in many ways. This study has found that
students do see these relationships as important. There is a need for further study on accessing
student voice, and a need to better understand how to achieve more positive STCs. Showing
students and teachers both how to achieve STC is another area for future research.

Understanding how students perceive this connection is a step in that direction and, because of
the power of positive STCs, this information could be instrumental in unlocking the stalled
dropout rate which has seemed to hover around 10% since the early 1980°s (Stavros et al., 2008).
The future possibilities here are encouraging. Having more students able to access positive STC
will only enhance the community of any educational environment. Getting in front of and
working toward positive STC’s is a dropout prevention tool that could be implemented well
before the need for intervention intensifies. Knowing one can hold all possibilities in hand at
once and that the solution is out there, waiting to be uncovered, Martin (2007) might describe
this as a “Both-And” in that the solution might be a concoction from both sides; the teacher and
researcher perspective in conjunction with the student’s own perspective.

The inspiration provided by discovering the opportunity feeds the fortitude needed to see

the entire process through. Creativity helps provide solutions to make the path more

accessible. It is not just the arrival that drives the entrepreneur, it is “Both-And”, the
journey and the arrival both drive the entrepreneur to success. Failure just isn’t an option.

(Martin, 2007, p 114)
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Innovative Application of Student Voices Regarding STC

There are four key stages for innovative social entrepreneurship application:
understanding the world, envisioning a better future, building a model for change, and scaling
the solution (Martin & Osberg, 2007). With both depth and nuance, Martin and Osberg (2007)
offer rich examples and stories and share lessons and tools applicable to everyone who aspires to
drive positive change, whatever the context. Innovators and social entrepreneurs look for
solutions where everyone wins. Duke University Professor Greg Dees describes social
entrepreneurship as having “mission-related impact” for social benefit (Dees, 1998). In Getting
Beyond Better, Martin, Osberg, and Huffington, (2015) offer a bold new framework
demonstrating how and why meaningful change happens in the world.

Victoria Hale and her not for-profit pharmaceutical organization, The Institute for One World
Health, in San Francisco, California, is a favorite exemplar in Martin’s Opposable Mind (2007).
In this particularly brilliant “Both-And” scenario “there are solutions that satisfy both” (Martin,
2007, p. 114). Hale envisioned working with already discovered drugs and repurposing them for
the disorders they were not meant for. Somehow, somewhere someone must have kept track of
not just the negative side effects but also of the benefits of taking these test drugs. Using those
drugs that do not make it for what they were medically meant to treat is a remarkable feat of
forward thinking (Martin, 2007, p. 115). This was a great example of holding all the possibilities
of the multiple working hypotheses and refusing to settle for a modified version of one or the
other of the two possible options but instead to “Not choose now” and to “think harder” (Martin,

2007, p 72).
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Students’ Sense of School Belonging and Attachment Theory

School belonging is strongly correlated to social and emotional wellbeing and self-esteem
(Farrelly, 2013), respecting school rules (Dehuff, 2013), less violence (Aliyev & Tunc, 2015),
and decreased dropout (Goodenow, 1993b). School belonging comes with a multitude of
benefits, some of which include students’ ability to maintain emotional stability, enjoy their
learning experiences, develop optimistic attitudes towards learning, and attach to peers who
share a similar stable and positive spirit. They are happier and more satisfied, and subsequently
their academic achievement and motivation might increase (Fong Lam et al., 2015; Sédnchez et
al., 2005). Students who do not develop a sense of school belonging lose out as their sense of
school belonging can be substituted by feeling rejected, unsupported, helpless, and fatigued
(Ford, 2021). Their level of acquaintance with teachers and peers can decrease, which may in
turn lower their personal agency, contributing to a decline in student engagement and academic
achievement (Fong Lam et al., 2015).
Student Perceptions of School Belonging

This study was about high school students, their voice, and their sense of school
belonging. In terms of school belonging, it became evident quickly that there is not a lot written
in the literature from the student’s stance on how students perceive themselves, especially from
the adolescent perspective (Scott, et.al, 2021).
Wallace et al. (2012) found in their research that when students think teachers are there

only to teach mechanically, without connecting to students’ needs and interests, they participate
less in classroom activities. For students who do somehow get left behind, they become

alienated, disengaged, and lose sight of their aims (Goodenow, 1993b).
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Coughlin et al., (2005) showed that students feel pressure to fulfill academic
requirements and sacrifice their involvement in extracurricular activities, which impacts their
time to socialize with peers, teachers, administrators, and coaches. This is seen as yet another
loss in opportunity and time to build on the students’ sense of school belonging.

Teacher Role in Students’ Sense of School Belonging

It is a psychological feeling of attachment that makes students want to go to school every
day. (Hayes et al, 2017). Students who “feel personally accepted, respected, included, and
supported by others in the school social environment” (Goodenow, 1993b, p. 80) are likely to
perform better in school (e.g. academic achievement). Another benefit of fSTC occurs when the
feeling of being supported and encouraged by significant others (Baumeister & Leary 1995;
Goodenow 1993Db), such as teachers and peers, seems to stimulate students’ self-esteem. A sense
of school belonging is influenced by many factors, student-teacher relationships being foremost
amongst those factors (Uslu & Gizir, 2017). Teachers are the most important school features for
the development of adolescents’ identity and self-concept, which in turn can promote positive
development and positive future behaviors and choices (Smith, 2015). Teachers need to be
proactive and pursue constructive interaction by showing interest in knowing about their
students’ lives and future plans, instead of only attending to teaching per se (Ibrahim & Zaatari,
2020).

The importance of maintaining ‘at least a minimum quantity of lasting, positive,

and significant interpersonal relationships’ (Baumeister & Leary 1995, p. 497) in

school is visibly expressed in our results by the pattern of positive associations

across a broad range of student outcomes. Although the associations are small to
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moderate in size, the central role sense of school belonging appears to play in school

settings is striking. (Korpershoek et al., 2020, p. 26)

Resilience researcher Sara Truebridge (2014) points out that caring relationships are the
number one protective factor. Hayes et al. (2017, p. 44) acknowledge that a powerful and
positive relationship may have the power to overcome the impacts of even the most damaging
environment, and even a positive environment may be insufficient to support positive
development in the absence of warm and loving relationships. Shelton, (2018, p. 29) further
supports this by noting the student-teacher relationship is constructed by their respective actions
and can be altered by change in either party’s behavior.

Establishing a relation between individuals creates a dyad, and the dyad between teacher
and student is crucial for child development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 56). The Student-Teacher
(S-T) dyad has the developmental impact of increasing as a direct function of the level of
reciprocity, mutuality of positive feeling, and a gradual shift of balance of power in favor of the
developing person (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 59). As the teacher has a positive affect towards the
student, shares power, and provides reciprocity,