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Introduction

It was Spirit Week at school and everyone had their hair done up for 
Wacky Hair day. Students were placed in working groups for a science 
lesson to learn more about plants and how they helped our communities. 
I stopped at one group to start a conversation with a student; he wasn’t 
participating in the group work and was sitting back and uninvolved. I 
looked at this student and he looked back at me. I couldn’t tell if he was 
just uninterested or if he expected me to scold him for not being involved 
with his group. His eyes were glazed over and his affect was flat—but not 
his hair, which was spiked up. I immediately thought of a way to engage 
him in a conversation: “I really like your hair. How did you get it so high?” 
His face opened up, and he smiled and proceeded to tell me how he had 
done his hair all by himself that morning. Then another boy in the group 
asked him what kind of gel he had used. A three-way conversation about 
making our hair stand up tall ensued. When the other student moved away 
to work on his group project, I asked the first student his name. As I tried 
to pronounce it, he corrected me; I repeated his name again correctly. This 
student and I had connected; the student appeared relaxed and was sitting 
forward in his chair. When I asked the student what he could do to help 
his group, he decided to draw a sun for the group poster. As the class con-
tinued, this student who looked like he hadn’t wanted to talk to me before 
was all smiles and had lots to share with me each time I dropped in on his 
group.

I am writing this book to detail the dynamics of relationships; to show how a 
teacher can maneuver around the hurdles and road blocks that some students try 
to put in our way to stop this connection. With a lot of observation and figuring 
out what tactics work best with which students, teachers can build relationships 
with all of their students, those who always want to connect and equally those 
who like to stay off the radar and not be noticed.

I found out early in my teaching career that I could do a more thorough job in 
helping students achieve their best when I took the time to get to know my stu-
dents and their families; students would become part of their own team. When 
students knew that I cared and was listening and trying to understand what was 
important to them, they would put extra effort into their work. My caring moti-
vated my students to do their best and, even when they couldn’t, they would try 
harder next time; they found positive benefits through trying. Parents would see 
their child’s efforts and would have more meaningful conversations about their 
dreams and goals for their children; the parent and child were feeling connected 
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6  

with the school. Through this a trusting relationship was built among the child, 
parent, and myself.

This connection with my students and their families has taught me a lot about 
walking in another person’s shoes and trying to understand what it’s like to live 
their life, remembering to tolerate differences by showing respect, using self- 
control even when I am upset, being fair to all my students and their  families, 
doing the right thing, and showing kindness first. I have never met a child I 
haven’t loved and a parent I can’t be friends with. It’s our job as teachers to find 
out what works best for each child and family. Each child’s social and emotional 
learning goes hand-in-hand with his/her academic learning, and the classroom 
sets the scene for growth in each area. If we don’t provide this opportunity for 
children to develop their social and emotional skills, we are missing the best 
opportunity to ensure children will grow up to be happy, grounded, knowledge-
able adults. We must build the supports around students so they can learn to 
effectively communicate and work with their peers.

As a school we were taking time to highlight different challenges for chil-
dren, such as anxiety and depression. It was part of our schoolwide goal 
of working at being tolerant. We had personnel from the Anxiety Clinic 
come in and involve three classrooms in a sharing circle. Students were 
given information about anxiety and depression, and then were encour-
aged to discuss and ask questions of the presenters. All of our students 
were mature in their listening and later in asking questions. They were 
confident in sharing their personal experiences that showed how people in 
their families suffered from the same or similar problems. When children 
were respected and given the opportunity to understand, they demon-
strated that they took the discussion and sharing seriously through their 
valuable contributions.

My intent for this book is to take you into my classroom and show you how 
I work with students and their families, and how I access the daily supports of 
administration, staff, division, and community agency supports. Effort is put into 
modeling and designing opportunities for students to learn how to work together 
with classmates and adults in their lives, as their social and emotional learning is 
always connected to their academic learning. I have worked in five school divi-
sions, and each division has provided a wealth of ideas, support, and energy to 
my students, their families, and myself. It’s always exciting, pleasantly challeng-
ing, and forever rewarding. This book welcomes you to my world of connecting 
with students and their families and marks the beginning of our socio-emotional 
and academic journey together.
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The Other R in Education

I enjoy the beginning of each school year because I get to know a whole class-
room of new students and their families. It’s my job to know what my students 
are capable of, what’s important to their families, and how to get my students 
working with each other. It’s a journey we take together, always having lots of 
fun and accomplishing tons of learning. At the end of each year it’s hard to say 
goodbye because my students are a respectful, hard-working team with parents 
who continually listen, support, and share their time and talents with our class.

A new student had moved into class; in his first week, during circle time, 
he would constantly pull equipment out and give the teacher a defiant 
smile when he was reminded to leave the materials in the cupboard. By 
the next week, his teacher had him sitting on a chair in the back row of 
the circle, away from the cupboard. He was able to sit for five minutes and 
not touch any objects or students around him. When he looked like he 
needed a break, his teacher would take him down the hall for a movement 
break, and then they would return to class again to finish the lesson. After 
circle time, a lot of one-on-one time was given to the student to develop 
his interests in the different learning centres and to help him feel a part of 
the class. This teacher had a positive but firm approach that supported her 
students in their learning. In return, students loved being in her classroom.

In building community, children are active participants in learning how to 
connect with their peers and teachers in meaningful, real-life situations and fur-
ther developing their academic skills. The teacher models roles for each student 
to play and, when they run into road blocks such as disagreements with their 
peers, they are given active support to figure out how to correct and improve 
their relationship difficulties; students can learn how to help other students 
resolve conflicts too.

Your Relationships with Students

Connecting with students starts from the moment you meet them and contin-
ues every day afterward, as positive relationships are built one day at a time. A 
colleague of mine considers acts of kindness, respect, and helpfulness as rela-
tionship currency that she and her students daily deposit into their relationship 
banks. She explains this process by telling the story of the Seven Trees. One of her 
high-school community initiative committees had a fundraiser and was able to 
purchase seven trees to beautify the front of the school. The trees were arriving 
that day at noon and my colleague needed seven strong people to dig the seven 

This book contains the scaffolding 
you will require to support your 
students in further developing the 
social, emotional, and academic 
skills essential to standing tall, being 
proud of ourselves, and positively 
connecting and including others 
in our lives. You will have a positive 
hand in creating our citizens of 
tomorrow with your students today.

1

 9

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



10  

holes for the trees before they arrived at school. She had a great relationship with 
the hockey team; when she approached them and asked them if they could dig 
the holes for the trees, the students happily agreed. By noon that day there were 
seven large holes in front of the school waiting for the trees. Many years later 
she bumped into a former student, one of the boys who had helped dig the holes 
for the trees. He had since become a law enforcer and every time he passed his 
former high school he was reminded of the story behind those seven beautiful 
trees. He remembers the day his teacher asked his group to dig the holes for the 
trees; he has always been happy that he agreed. My friend had deposited enough 
into each of these students’ banks that they were willing to help her out. You need 
to always be filling your students’ relationship banks to develop a reciprocal rela-
tionship where there is give and take.

In order to connect you need to make a daily effort to talk with your students, 
listen to what’s important to them, and be available to help when asked. And it’s 
important that your students can count on you when your help is needed. That’s 
the magic ingredient to building that relationship bank with your students—be 
available to help when they ask for your help or when you think they need your 
help. Always make time to talk about what kind of supports you are giving your 
students so they know that, even if they sometimes don’t agree, they will respect 
your decision because you made the decision out of caring for them.

Relationships in the Classroom

Through building community, children are active participants in learning how to 
connect with their peers and teachers in meaningful, real-life situations. If you 
model respect, fairness, kindness, empathy, and tolerance, students can practice 
and appreciate these behaviors at school. As students run into road blocks, such 
as disagreements with their peers, you can give them active support to figure out 
how to correct and improve their relationship challenges.

Students can also learn how to help other students resolve conflicts; as they 
become confident with their new skills, they will independently help their class-
mates. By the end of each school year, every child has moved a few steps forward 
in understanding and demonstrating their skills in positively interacting with 
their peers and adults. Students will further appreciate their strengths, talents, 
and challenges because they feel cared for and safe in their school environment.

An autistic student was included in a class play describing how to care for 
plants; the play script was built around a small phrase that the child was 
comfortable in repeating. In another situation his educational assistant 
sat across from him in the circle and wrote key words on a whiteboard to 
remind this student how to sit and be focused; he was able to listen to the 
lesson for five minutes before he needed a movement break. Everyone was 
happy for his success because the students and adults were part of his class-
room plan; students welcomed the opportunity to work with their peer.

It is helpful to get your students involved in sharing during class lessons. When 
a student teacher and her class were researching what schooling was like during 
pioneer days, students prepared their own interview list to find out what it was 
like for their parents when they went to school. I managed to be present when a 

Developing our students’ social and 
emotional skills goes hand-in-hand 
with developing their academic 
skills; you can’t do one without the 
other. Students develop their skills 
to a higher level if all three areas are 
included in their learning.
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student talked about her parent’s experience going to school in Bangladesh. Her 
story opened our eyes to all the supports we presently have in our schools. We 
have running water and toilets; many of our school resources are available to use 
in our classroom free of charge; we either bus to school or don’t have far to walk; 
our school will provide us a lunch if we can’t afford to bring or buy one.

It’s important to celebrate as a community as often as we can because everyone 
likes to have a party, assembly, or get-together to enjoy each other’s company. All 
our celebrations are the result of our daily learning together in pairs, groups, and 
individually in the classroom or other learning environments. I was invited to 
attend a Kindergarten celebration lunch just before the holiday break. Students 
had prepared table decorations and name tags for each person. The teacher had 
made special cookies with her students with the support of educational assis-
tants and parent volunteers. Parent volunteers spent the morning warming up 
the turkey, potatoes, gravy, and vegetables. The Kindergarten students invited 
their Grade 3 Buddies to enjoy lunch with them. Everyone had a special time 
eating the delicious treats and hearing what the students were planning for their 
holidays.

Involving Parents

It is important to welcome students’ parents to their children’s learning. In order 
to develop authentic relationships with students, always take time to nurture 
friendships with their parents. It’s a three-way dynamic, in which the needs of the 
parent and child are joined with the teacher and the school community. When 
I connect with a student and his/her family, I get a clearer picture and deeper 
understanding of the child’s talents and needs. I welcome the parents to a team 
that supports their child. Parents understand their children the best and have 
useful information to share with his/her teacher.

Conversations before and after class are helpful relationship-builders when 
dealing with parents and guardians. I found it heartwarming how a grandmother 
wanted to make a difference in her grandson’s life. She didn’t want him to deal 
with the issues her children had had as students and presently have as adults. 
This grandmother had an important job counselling others in her community; 
she was happy, confident, and grounded. She would be able to provide a stable 
environment for her grandson and was making sure he was receiving one. It was 
helpful to know her life story and what her goals were for her grandson.

I have worked with many wonderful parents and guardians over the years who 
have greatly enhanced their child’s and the class’s development. Parents love being 
active participants in their children’s learning and always have special talents to 
share with the class. As the classroom teacher, you will decide how each parent 
can support classroom learning so your class runs smoothly and effectively. You 
can help each parent better understand their child’s strengths and areas where 
they need extra help. Describe for them in detail what support networks are nec-
essary for their child, and welcome these supports/personnel to the child’s team; 
you will help the parent feel comfortable with all the members of the child’s sup-
port team so everyone can work successfully together.

The moral intelligences of kindness, 
respect, empathy, fairness, self-
control, tolerance, and conscience 
are emphasized in a responsive 
classroom. Research points to a 
strong link between academic 
success and social-emotional 
skills; these skills are stronger and 
longer lasting if combined together 
in a lesson, as it provides more 
connections for students to attach 
their ideas to.
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