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Social relationships to stimulate students’ learning
Ulrika Gidlund and Lena Ivarsson

Department of Education, Mid Sweden University, Sundsvall, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Graduation from upper-secondary school is increasingly important 
for students’ future employment and lives, and students dropping 
out of upper-secondary school is a significant problem. Previous 
research has shown that relational pedagogy can positively influ
ence school attendance and graduation. This study aims to con
textualize teachers’ perceptions of social relationships in upper- 
secondary schools to find out how consciously working with social 
relations can stimulate learning in upper-secondary education. A 
theoretical framework based on relational pedagogy, were used to 
analyse and understand the empirical data. The data sources were 
focus group interviews with teachers, and a directed content ana
lysis was used to address the research questions. The results show 
that the teachers expressed that positive relationships between 
teachers and students are significant students’ well-being, trust 
and school attendance. The overall conclusion is that, according 
to the participants, these factors all affect students’ learning, results, 
grades, and final graduation.
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Introduction

Learning takes place in various settings and contexts. People learn when encountering 
new, engaging, and essential areas (Säljö and Hjörne 2024). Students learn subject 
content according to the school curriculum in class, during lessons, and by keeping up 
with course content. School attendance is essential to students’ learning and graduation 
(Gren Landell 2021; Kearney 2008; Kearney et al. 2023). Graduation from upper-secondary 
school has become increasingly important for students’ future employment and lives 
(Ekstrand 2015; Kearney et al. 2023).

Student dropout from upper secondary school is a significant problem in the Western 
world. The OECD (2019) reported that 20–40% of students who enter upper-secondary 
school have not graduated by age 25. In Sweden, as in other countries, this may result in 
low educational levels, unemployment, low income, social problems (Klein and Sosu 2025; 
Lundahl et al. 2017), criminality, and poor health (Holen, Waaktaar, and Sagatun 2018; 
Klein and Sosu 2025); therefore, the issue has been taken most seriously.
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Almost 97% of students in Sweden enter upper-secondary school, but one out of three 
does not graduate. These students either drop out at some point during the three years or 
fail to meet the learning requirements for a diploma (OECD 2019).

Studies have examined predictors of student dropout rates. According to Sæle et al. 
(2016) and Kearney et al. (2023), grade point average is related to many factors: cognitive 
and school-related aspects, such as learning difficulties and behaviour problems, and 
psychosocial factors, such as mental illness, anxiety, and depression. Lundahl et al. (2017) 
also noted that student dropouts may be due to students’ lack of motivation, a complex 
process influenced by a mixture of individual and contextual factors, such as special 
educational needs (SEN), immigration status, and negative teacher-student relationships 
(TSRs). Holen, Waaktaar, and Sagatun (2018) and Klein and Sosu (2025) indicated that 
students with more positive TSRs are less likely to drop out than students with more 
negative TSRs. Krane et al. (2017) explained that positive TSRs make students happier and 
have more positive attitudes towards school. Students who have dropped out have 
described negative TSRs. This study will therefore focus on teachers’ TSRs in a Swedish 
upper-secondary school.

Background

This section will begin by presenting the context of this study. Then, previous research on 
relational pedagogy will be presented, and finally, this study’s theoretical framework will 
be presented.

The context

The present study is part of a larger project called “Social Relations as a Foundation for 
Good Study Results”, founded by The National Agency for Special Needs Education and 
Schools, Sweden (Specialpedagogiska skolmyndigheten, 2017). The starting point for the 
larger project was teachers’ and students’ understanding of the concept social relation
ships at an upper-secondary school in Sweden. The project began at the beginning of 
2018 by mapping the teachers’ knowledge of the concept of social relations (current 
research on the area was the theoretical base for the diversity of students in the classroom 
and social relationships’ impact on students’ results).

The project’s origin was the school’s various students with different abilities and 
disabilities. There were a variety of students in this upper-secondary school, as in most 
upper-secondary schools and classes in Sweden. Some had difficulties with reading and 
writing; distrust of school and teachers; mental illness; and other types of hidden learning 
disabilities, such as stress and anxiety. Some students had been in contact with the 
school’s psychologist and the municipality’s Child and Adolescent Mental Health team. 
There were, in other words, many students who suffered from mental illness, Neuro 
Psychiatric Disorders, and chronic diseases, such as diabetes and visual and hearing 
impairments. These students were mixed and included motivated, mentally stable stu
dents who wanted to learn as much as possible and found school fun and essential. The 
teachers in the project aimed to create a classroom climate that would foster a sense of 
learning among this variety of students. Teachers relied on positive TSRs to create 
a serene classroom conducive to learning and positive study results.
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The importance of social relationships varies depending on individual interpretations, 
needs, and physical or psychological functional variations. Building social relationships is 
complex. Much research shows that TSRs are beneficial, but we must be aware of the risks 
(Aspelin 2018). Teachers experience, after all, that TSRs are complex and challenging to 
define, yet raising awareness of their importance remains essential. Measuring positive 
TSRs for students’ study results is challenging because they are based solely on attitudes. 
The project could only rely on what teachers say and witness during interviews (The 
National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools, 2017)

What are positive TSRs, and what do teachers do to create them? For some teachers, 
they are easier to achieve, and for some, they are not as easy. However, research shows 
that teachers’ ability to create positive TSRs can be developed (Li, Bergin, and Olsen 2022).

Previous research

This section presents previous research on TSRs and relational pedagogy to frame the 
research area.

Since the beginning of this millennium, the importance of positive TSRs has been 
a significant focus in pedagogical research (Cornelius-White 2007; Hattie 2009; Mallik 
2023; Martin and Dowson 2009; Murray and Pianta 2007; Nordenbo et al. 2008; Roorda 
et al. 2011). Studies have demonstrated that relational pedagogy offers substantial benefits 
for learning. Cornelius-White’s (2007) meta-analysis indicates that positive TSRs enhance 
student learning. Improved TSRs lead to better teaching practices, which in turn result in 
better educational outcomes for students (Dietrich, Zimmermann, and Jhofman 2021).

Cornelius-White (2007) and Dietrich, Zimmermann, and Jhofman (2021) found that 
elements of positive TSRs that teachers provide, such as empathy, warmth, and encour
agement of students’ learning, are more effective than other educational innovations. 
Also, Martin and Dowson (2009) found that positive TSRs improved students’ motivation, 
engagement, and academic achievement. Krane et al. (2017) also found that positive TSRs 
promote students’ well-being and motivate them to attend school.

Studies have characterised relational competence slightly differently or used different 
subcategories. Jensen, Bengaard Skibsted, and Vedsgaard Christensen (2015) distin
guished six central sub-elements of the concept of relational competence: context, 
appreciation, change of perspective, empathy, attention, and presence of mind (Jensen, 
Bengaard Skibsted, and Vedsgaard Christensen 2015). Comparable to Jensen, Bengaard 
Skibsted, and Vedsgaard Christensen (2015); Darby (2005) identified in her study six 
categories in three spheres of relational influence that students perceived through 
positive TSRs: passion (enthusiasm), comfort (friendly, nonthreatening, comfortable envir
onment; being “friends” with the student; a sense of humour), and support (helping; 
being attentive to students’ needs, responsive, and fair; encouragingly acknowledging all 
students).

Teaching involves an interaction between the teacher and the student. 
According to Darby (2005), this interaction always influences the students in 
some way, whether the teacher intends it or not. Both the teacher and the 
students reveal aspects of themselves during these interactions, intentionally or 
otherwise. Ryan and Deci (2000) and Di Lisio et al. (2025) suggest that a positive 
relationship with a teacher leads students to internalise some of the teacher’s 
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values and beliefs, which can be applied in other school contexts. Positive TSRs 
help students learn how to behave and think in specific educational situations, 
which they can then apply to broader circumstances.

The impact of TSRs varies based on the student’s age and ability. Roorda et al. 
(2011) examined the link between TSRs and students’ school engagement and 
achievement, finding that positive TSRs were associated with higher engagement 
and achievement, whereas negative TSRs were associated with lower engagement 
and achievement. Interestingly, contrary to previous beliefs, positive TSRs were more 
crucial for the engagement and achievement of upper-secondary students compared 
to younger students. Conversely, negative TSRs had a stronger negative impact on 
primary school students’ engagement and achievement than on upper-secondary 
students. Their study highlights that positive TSRs are more significant for older 
students, whereas negative TSRs are more detrimental for younger students in terms 
of engagement and achievement.

In Lund and Trondman’s (2017) study on the lived experiences of upper-secondary 
school students who drop out and return, the students indicated that their relationships 
with teachers heavily influenced their decisions. They dropped out because they felt that 
the teachers had no interest in knowing who they were or what they felt, thought, 
wanted, or needed. The students claimed that the teachers either did not notice them 
or noticed but did not care. They felt a lack of support in learning, communication, and 
belonging.

The interviewed students in the study described their reasons for returning to school as 
the feeling that the teachers were supportive. The teachers tried to get to know the 
students, learn from them, and show a genuine desire to be with them. The students 
described the teachers as friends yet maintained a professional distance, treating them as 
teachers and themselves as students. The students trusted the teachers because the 
teachers fulfiled their roles effectively. Clearly, the teachers’ ability to build strong social 
relationships with the students significantly influences the decision to drop out or return 
to school (Lund and Trondman 2017).

Students’ age is not the only crucial factor in the significance of positive TSRs (Roorda 
et al. 2011); the type of teacher also matters. Aspelin (2018) suggested that the expecta
tions and demands for relational competence vary depending on the type of teacher and 
the amount of time students spend with the same teacher in the classroom (Köpsén 2014; 
Mårtensson, Andersson, and Nyström 2019). Therefore, teachers who spend more time 
with students need to carefully balance closeness and distance (Aultman, Williams- 
Johnson, and Schutz 2009; Fejes and Köpsén 2014; Köpsén 2014; Lippke 2012; Nylund 
and Gudmundson 2017). Furthermore, teachers who must grade students, as an act of 
exercising authority, always distance themselves from their students (Rinne 2017).

Further analysis revealed that students with special educational needs (SEN), learning 
difficulties, and other at-risk students are more sensitive to the quality of TSRs than their 
peers (Roorda et al. 2011). This finding aligns with Murray and Pianta’s (2007) study, which 
highlighted the importance of positive TSRs for students’ mental health and socioemo
tional functioning. Ljungblad (2019) also emphasised the need to explore how positive 
TSRs can better support at-risk students and those with SEN, who require alternative, 
more effective interventions.
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Aspelin’s (1996) research on relational pedagogy suggests that relational pedagogy 
could be studied through three competencies: (a) communication, (b) differentiation, and 
(c) socioemotional.

The first, communication competence, deals with what people say to each other (verbal 
communication) and how they act (nonverbal communication). It concerns how well they 
cognitively understand each other and whether they show each other adequate emotional 
respect. The second, differentiation competence, deals with closeness and distance in the TSR. 
The teacher must be aware of the delicate boundaries between being too close or too much of 
a friend and being too distant or too much of a remote instructor. Being too much of either 
could be devastating for a positive TSR. The third, socioemotional competence, refers to 
a teacher’s ability to deal with and encourage students to feel pride and prevent them from 
feeling shame. Shame and pride are essential feelings because they impact how a student 
believes others value them (Aspelin 2006, 2018, 2019). Aspelin based these theoretical tools on 
Scheff’s (1990) research on social psychology. Scheff states that pedagogy aligns closely with 
social psychology by viewing education as a space where social bonds and emotions between 
teacher and student regulate student participation, meaning making, and learning. Scheff 
emphasises learning as a relational and emotional process, where teaching is embedded in 
trustful, respectful relationships.

In summary, the interactive relationship between people impacts the context and the 
people involved. If teachers in upper-secondary schools create sound relationships with 
students, this will lead to better student learning.

Theoretical framework

The present article presents a study of upper-secondary school teachers’ perceptions of 
social relationships and their importance for the students’ school attendance and well- 
being as well as their learning and study results. To understand and theorise TSRs in 
upper-secondary school, the concept of relational pedagogy is used. Relational pedagogy 
is a theoretical perspective that focuses on teaching as a communicative human interac
tion and a relational process (Aspelin 2018; Ljungblad 2019).

This study’s theoretical framework is based on Aspelin’s (1996) research on relational 
pedagogy, in which he suggests that relational pedagogy could be studied through three 
competencies: (a) communication, (b) differentiation, and (c) socioemotional.

These three competencies must be seen as analytical categories. Aspelin and Jonsson 
(2019) clarified that one cannot separate one competence from another in real life. 
Communicative competence, differentiation competence, and socioemotional competence 
are only theoretical tools that can help us identify aspects of teachers’ communication, 
interactions, and actions, and develop theoretical knowledge of pedagogical relations.

Aim and research questions

This study aimed to contextualise and understand teachers’ perceptions of social relation
ships in the learning environment in upper-secondary schools in Sweden, and to examine 
how consciously working with social relations can stimulate learning in secondary 
education.
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● How do teachers construct and problematise their understanding of creating good 
social relations in secondary school?

● How do teachers conceptualise and problematise the role of social relations in 
shaping the learning environment in secondary school?

● How do teachers critically reflect on and justify their practices for creating social 
relations in secondary school?

Materials and methods

A qualitative research design of directed content analysis was used to address the 
research questions (Hsieh and Shannon 2005; Krippendorff 2018).

Methods of data collection

The primary sources of this study were data collected through focus group interviews and 
individual follow-up interviews with teachers who had worked with social relations in 
secondary school. The empirical data on teachers’ perceptions were collected through 
three focus group interviews with four to five teachers from the same teacher team, for 
a total of 14 teachers. The teachers’ statements are identified as 1a—5c (see Table 1).

Focus group interviews with the teachers were used as a data collection method to let 
the interviews function as their regular teacher team meetings with discussions about 
their perceptions. The focus group interviews were based on an interview guide to 
encourage the interviewees to express their personal values and ideals in relation to 
specific social and cultural contexts (Törrönen 2002), in this case, the importance of TSRs 
in Swedish upper secondary schools.

The interview guide consisted of open questions to discuss. The questions focused on 
the meaning of the phrase “Good TSR” and their importance and function for the students 
when it comes to well-being and study results. They were also asked to discuss whether 
they could find anything negative with good TSR. The individual follow-up interviews 
were conducted directly after the focus group interviews with every participant of the 
focus group to give them the opportunity to add any other, or contradictory opinion they 
had not wish to express in front of the whole group.

The interviews were recorded with a video camera and a voice recorder to make it 
easier to track who said what when analysing the material. The empirical materials consist 
of approximately 3 h of audio- and videotaped discussions, about 1 h per focus group 
interview, and were transcribed into 29,752 words.

Table 1. Identification of the informants involved in the study.

Focus group 1. 
Four teachers from Teacher Team 1

Focus group 2 
Five teachers from Teacher Team 2

Focus group 3 
Five teachers from 

Teacher Team 3

1 a 1 b 1 c
2 a 2 b 2 c
3 a 3 b 3 c
4 a 4 b 4 c

5 b 5 c
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Qualitative content analysis

Qualitative content analysis with a directed approach (Hsieh and Shannon 2005) was used 
to analyse the data. Because the data were collected through focus groups and individual 
interviews focused on social relationships, it was possible to examine the core concepts of 
social relationships as a theoretical encoding scheme. Hsieh and Shannon (2005) 
explained that prior research or theoretical models can be used to identify key concepts 
or variables as initial coding categories. Elo and Kyngäs (2008) called it deductive content 
analysis, in which a structured analysis matrix based on a model can be used. The themes 
across the teachers’ interviews were therefore identified deductively within the three 
analytical categories of upper-secondary school social relationships. The analyses began 
with the construction of a coding scheme based on social relationships. The authors then 
analysed the interviews separately, using the same coding scheme, as described in 
Figure 1.

Both authors separately read the interview transcriptions multiple times, and state
ments describing teachers’ views on social relationships were noted, compared, dis
cussed, and coded.

First, statements about social relationships were identified through an open reading to 
obtain an overall impression of the interviews’ content. In the second step, meaning units 
representing the predetermined themes of the existing theory of social relationships were 
highlighted. Third, the various meaning units were coded using the predetermined 
themes (see Table 2). Fourth, the meaning units sorted into the themes were then 
separated into subcategories depending on their characteristics. The subcategories that 
inductively emerge within each predetermined theme were; welcoming, well-being, 
belonging, safe, too close, too distant, counsellor, learning goals, shame, pride.

Figure 1. Rising Holmström, Häggström, and Kristiansen (2015) inspired the steps in the analysis.
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The analysis involved constant moving back and forth throughout the entire data set, 
the coded extracts of data analysed, and the analysis of the data produced.

The study followed the Swedish Research Council’s rules for good ethical research in 
the humanities and social sciences regarding individual protection of information, con
sent, confidentiality, and use (Hermerén 2011). All teachers voluntarily participated in the 
study after viewing a written presentation in which they were assured of anonymity. 
Encoding guaranteed anonymity. Therefore, no findings are linked to any individual 
teacher.

Results

This study aimed to contextualise and understand teachers’ perceptions of social relation
ships in the learning environment in upper-secondary schools in Sweden to find out how 
consciously working with social relations can stimulate learning in secondary education. 
The results are presented and analysed under subheadings according to the research 
questions of this study.

How secondary school teachers construct and problematize their understanding of 
creating positive social relations in the classroom

Creating social relationships with students is an ongoing process of communication in 
which the teacher’s communication, verbally and nonverbally, develops the relationship 
with the student. In this section, the informants recalled how they create social relation
ships with their students, and what difficulties it may cause.

To create social relationships with students, the informants believed that it is important 
to pay attention to each student and show that they have seen him/her. For some 
students, being seen every day means a lot, and it can be one of the actions that makes 
students feel good at school. One of the informants explained it this way:

Some people you need to have a deeper relationship with than with others. Some people 
might be happy with, I’m a teacher, we accept our roles, but “I’m here when you need me”, 
but others need this like, “Hey, I’ll see you today”. It’s so individual. (1a)

By getting to know the students, a teacher learns what different students need for 
creating a good relationship, and for their schooling to be as effective as possible.

According to the informants, it is beneficial for the student’s entire situation at school if 
they have teachers with whom they can talk about teaching and learning or about more 
personal matters relevant to their school situation. In addition to creating positive 
relationships on an individual level, it is important to strengthen the entire group and 

Table 2. Examples of the predetermined themes.
Communication (verbal/non- 
verbal) Differentiation (closeness and distance)

Socio-emotional (shame 
and pride)

“Interactions, that it is not just 
one-way communication, but it 
is both” (1a).

“The relationship is good or maybe you become 
close to each other, but still, it’s at the expense of 
something else. And maybe that’s not really the 
main purpose of school” (1b).

“‘You have learned this. 
Nice’, and then they are 
proud” (1a).
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create a sense of a “we”. This can be done by, among other things, the teacher saying 
things such as “‘It’s nice to come to your class” and “We do this for each other” (3a).

When it comes to how much and when, the teachers should show the student their 
engagement in the student’s well-being, which is exemplified by one of the informant’s 
following quotes: “It’s good to always be like, ‘Yes, but how are you today?’” (1a). It is also 
beneficial for the teacher to show the student they care if the student expresses that 
something is bothering him/her: “It’s not that I run around asking them, ‘How are you?’ 
when we have maths, but when they come to you, I feel I have to deal with it somehow” 
(1a), even when they are in the middle of a lesson.

A good TSR can help create an environment in school where the students feel that they 
can trust their teachers and peers and therefore dare to be themselves and participate in 
the activities in the classroom. This is expressed, among other things, as follows:

You must try to establish a somewhat relaxed relationship so that the students do not have to 
be so tense and do not dare to say anything . . .. Students should dare to talk to me. They 
should dare to come to me, whether it is something positive or negative, about my teaching. 
(3a)

Trust and daring are developed through mutual trust between teachers and students. The 
informants highlighted the interlink between the students’ trust of teacher on both 
a personal and professional level. One informant pondered:

I think they [the students] should trust both the teacher and his knowledge and that I show 
that I trust them, that they are doing their best. You have confidence in each other. Then 
there can be good social relations, I think. (1a)

The informants stated that positive relationships with students are essential; however, 
they problematise it as the relationship must be kept at a level at which the teacher is still 
the natural leader in the classroom. Being friendly has to do with teachers assuming 
a leadership that includes management of teaching and learning at the school but also 
creates a permissive and inclusive climate in which the students feel secure and trust both 
the teacher and their classmates. The informants highlight that sometimes students have 
greater needs for close relationships than at other times. For students who do not do well 
in school, or may not always have the knowledge and ability to absorb the courses, their 
relationships with their teachers and their peers in the class are the most important:

So being in a learning situation and [the student] daring to say. “Yes, but okay, I don’t really 
understand this, now I need to concentrate, now I dare . . .. but I kind of have to expose myself 
a little bit”. Then some good relationship is needed between not only teacher and student but 
student and student as well. Sometimes that’s what causes the problem: They are not safe 
with each other, but they can feel safe with the teacher in smaller constellations. (1a)

Social and personal relationships are mentioned to be even more important for students 
who do not do well in school. It seems like students in learning difficulties are more in 
need of and dependent on secure personal relations.

The fundamental human emotions of pride and shame convey direct information to 
the student about how they are valued in the teacher’s eyes and therefore build the 
foundation of their relationships. If the students feel pride, their emotions towards the TSR 
become positive; conversely, feelings of shame are followed by a negative TSR. The 
informants of this study know the power of encouraging the students to make them 
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proud of their efforts and results. Encouraging them and praising them lead to more 
positive TSRs. One informant gave the following example: “‘You have learned this. Nice’, 
and they are proud” (1a).

Positive relationships are just as important for teachers as for students. Through 
effective communication, mutual respect and trust can be built as a basis for the work 
done together in the classroom. It is important that the students have trust in the teacher 
and the teacher’s knowledge at the same time as the teacher wants to feel that the 
students are doing their best based on the conditions that exist:

But I think it’s important for me too, that I would find it very boring to be a teacher if I didn’t 
have any social relationships that were good with my students, to have that as a goal of this 
job. Otherwise, I would probably do something else. (3a)

To sum up, when discussing TSR, the informants mentioned the importance of being 
welcoming, verbally and nonverbally, to show the students that they are glad that 
they attend the class and that they are engaged in the students’ well-being. They 
also clarify the importance of giving the students a feeling of belonging in the class 
and with the teacher. The informants find this important to make the students trust 
them and show that they trust the students. Mutual trust is the foundation for the 
students to dare to take on more difficult tasks. The informants also mentioned the 
importance of making the students feeling proud of their efforts and not only 
ashamed of their result. The difficulties they mention are to overcome the student’s 
insecurity and not trusting the teacher. They also articulate the difficulties of balan
cing between having a good TSR and being the authority in the classroom, respon
sible for the students learning, which will be discussed more accurate in the next 
section.

Teachers’ conceptualizations and problematizations of the role of social relations 
in shaping the secondary school learning environment

To shape the learning environment to improve the students learning, and at the same 
time having a positive TSR means balancing between being too friendly and keeping 
a distance from the students and focusing on their learning. It also deals with mitigates 
the students feeling of shame and strengthen their feeling of pride when it comes to the 
students’ learning outcome.

To create positive TSRs, and at the same time focus on the students’ learning, the 
teacher must be able to shift between roles depending on the students, the student 
groups, the atmosphere in the class, and various situations. One informant explained, 
“You have to be able to switch between different roles depending on groups, depending 
on the atmosphere in the class, depending on situations and so on” (2a).

To be able to do that, it helps if teachers have some knowledge of the different 
students in the group and how they function individually and together. As 
a professional teacher, one needs to be able to distinguish between the role of 
a teaching teacher and the role of a good fellow human being. One informant asked: 
“Should you force it [the learning goals], or should you . . . play with each other?” (1a), and 
another one explained:
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You can have a good social relationship, a respectful relationship in which you show and say 
that you are interested. All teachers must be interested in people and students and pay 
attention to the student for it [the relationship], to somehow, click, but that in itself doesn’t 
have to be a social relationship on a buddy level. (2a)

With a positive TSR, the teacher can contribute to students’ development both 
cognitively and socially and thus strengthen them as people. If a student has 
confidence in the teacher, they might be more willing to perform to make the 
teacher happy. The teacher can also offer helpful support to the students: “I have 
also seen examples of students who like me and work just to make me 
happy” (2a).

The informants also highlight the importance of both excellent and friendly rela
tionships with teachers and peers, not least for students who need to gain the 
knowledge and ability to assimilate the content of their various courses: “Students 
who may not always have the knowledge and ability to absorb the courses, for them 
the relationships with the other students in the class and the teachers are the most 
important” (2a). Another informant, though, continuing problematising the fact that 
they need to maintain their professional role and authority as a grading teacher in 
some situations:

We’re still the ones who ultimately are going to assess and give grades and so on, so . . . you 
still have to feel that you’re a bit . . .. I don’t know if it could be like that, but that you’re not 
best friends but that you’re still. (2b)

This problem between balancing between closeness and distance is described as harder 
in some situations. One informant articulated this by saying; “When I see that a student is 
feeling bad during a maths lesson and I know that the student is having a really hard 
time . . . it’s hard to push them and say, “But now you have to work”, (1a).

If the TSR is positive, the informants express how much easier it is to mitigate the 
students’ feelings of shame and fear so they can do something they do not think they 
mastered when they have a positive TSR. Below is an example of their statements 
regarding encouragement:

If I have a good social relationship with the students, if I encourage and push them and say, 
“You can do this”, then they believe in me and then they manage to take steps that they never 
thought they would take themselves. You can see it in them afterwards. But if I don’t have 
that, if I haven’t good relationship with the pupils beforehand and given them such tasks, 
then maybe they don’t believe me when I say “You can do this”! (2a)

The same informant elaborated this by continuing explaining how to deal with the 
students’ feelings when they believe a task is too hard for them to manage. If a good 
TSR is already established, it is easier to make the students believe in themselves and the 
teacher can give them a task that the student might otherwise find too difficult. To show 
them that you believe in them, trust them, to make them trust themselves: “Well, wait 
a minute. She [the teacher] thinks I can do this. Yes, but then maybe I can do it”. And then 
they take that step (2a).

Another informant highlighted the importance of having established a positive TSR 
built on pride because it makes the students willing to work extra hard on tasks because 
they know the teacher believes in them:
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I can still think that the really weak ones, if they get a good relationship with you, then that 
can be what makes the students come to all these extra hours and know that they can come, 
even if they are in really bad shape. (3a)

Positive TSRs are also described as especially important for students with learning 
difficulties or problems with reaching the learning goals:

If you have a good social relationship, then you can find out things that can cause problems 
for the student in your own subjects. So if you have a good relationship, you find out about 
these things, and then maybe you can help the student in a different way. And in this way, it 
has an impact on the study results. (2a)

The informant continued their reasoning by giving examples of the need for positive TSR, 
even for students who demand much of themselves: “I have seen many examples of girls, 
in particular, who have enormous demands on themselves and who have to perform, and 
with a good relationship with a teacher, you can perhaps try to reduce this pressure” (2a).

In summary, according to the informants a positive TRS is seen as important for the 
students’ learning environment and learning outcome, but they find it difficult to balan
cing being too close and being the one responsible for the students learning. They also 
problematise the importance of mitigate the students feeling of shame and strengthen 
their feeling of pride, which will be further highlighted in the next section.

Teachers’ critical reflections on and justifications for practices of creating social 
relations in secondary school

When critically reflecting on creating social relationships, the informants articulated the 
importance of balancing between being too close and too distance, and the fundamental 
human emotions of pride and shame. These emotions convey direct information to the 
student about how they are valued in the teacher’s eyes and therefore build the founda
tion of their relationships. The verbal communication between them is followed by 
emotions, and if the students feel pride, their emotions towards the TSR become positive; 
conversely, feelings of shame are followed by a negative TSR.

The informants justify their practices of creating social relations by expressing that 
a positive TSR helps preventing the students seeing the teacher as an enemy, prevents 
feelings of fear, and encourages students to try without feeling shame for not always 
succeeding: “They [the students] should not be afraid when I come, no, and feel that I am 
about to catch them and that they should have to expose themselves and show everyone 
that they can’t and so on” (3a). The informant continued, justifying that dealing with the 
students’ fear and anxiety effectively is an important step towards a positive TSR and, in 
turn, student motivation:

A very big part of the job is trying to deal with different conflicts and fears and concerns that 
different students have. That’s a huge part of the job, trying to encourage and at the same 
time point out what they’re not doing well in a way that they can accept it. (3a)

The informants also expressed that positive social relationships with students can create 
difficulties in the teacher’s professional role because the teacher may have information 
about the students that affects the actual teaching and learning situation negatively. On 
the other hand, a positive social relationship with students can give the teacher tools to 
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support the students in various ways. It is, however, a balancing act in which the teacher 
should always proceed from their professional role.

Because the teacher is responsible for assessing and grading the students’ perfor
mance, it is necessary to act professionally and avoid getting into too close of 
a relationship. The teacher’s involvement with and caring for students must not influence 
their assessment and grading because they must be done objectively. One informant 
justifies this by reflecting:

O. It’s still us who will ultimately assess and grade and so on, so . . . you still have to feel 
that you’re a bit . . .. I don’t know if it could be like that, but that you’re not best friends but 
that you’re still . . . . (1b).

Another informant also explained the concerns with being too much friend with the 
students. Even though it is important with good TSR, she justifies the importance of being 
the one responsible for the students learning. She states:

The social relationships become negative in the sense that it becomes too much of a buddy 
relationship, that you can’t distinguish between the professional role, not going in and out of 
these roles that I mentioned before. Instead, you remain in one role and are defined as that 
role, and then you can lose your authority as a teacher. (2b)

However, several of the informants also expressed that it is easier to have positive 
relationships with students who perform well, compared with students who risk not 
reaching the learning goals and fail to earn a passing grade:

I think it’s easier to have a good relationship with students who do well in school. Sometimes 
you also manage to have a good relationship with students who do not do well, but it is more 
difficult if you constantly have to tell the student that “unfortunately, you have not really 
reached the goals here”. (3a)

It is also a risk that the teacher unconsciously shows some students more positive 
attention because of their study results and then other students interpret this as the 
teacher favouring some students. One informant problematised the importance of reflect
ing on balancing between being too much caring, and to whom, to avoid students’ 
feelings of favouritism

As a mentor, you have a social relationship . . . I think, it’s eaten you up, this mentorship. You 
get too involved, and you have these students in your head, and you understand them much 
better because you meet parents and everything like this. (2a)

and being offended, and thereby diminish there relationship: “Maybe favouring some or 
maybe . . . yes, but maybe not going so far as to offend anyone” (1a).

Several informants also expressed that they find it demanding to balance being 
a friendly and professional teacher and being more like a health and psychological adviser 
or extra parent. On the one hand, the teacher wants to help and support the student, and 
on the other hand, they must limit such efforts to avoid the student contacting them 
during the evenings and weekends. Several informants expressed that becoming too 
involved with students becomes problematic. However, they expressed that drawing 
a line is sometimes difficult:

To be a student’s school mentor means you know more about the student’s whole 
situation, and you spend more time with that student than the others in the class. The 
time amount spent with students might also be excessive when the TSR becomes too 
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close: In some situations, the balance between being a counsellor, a mentor and at the 
same time a teacher is described as difficult to maintain:

I’ve seen examples of when social relations go so far that the teacher is being eaten up by 
these . . . . They call in the evenings and at weekends. The teacher becomes like a counsellor 
for the student, and then it’s negative. Then it becomes negative as a teacher. (2a)

In some situations, being a mentor and a teacher is described as difficult to maintain. The 
mentor role often expands to become the role of a counsellor and takes over the teaching 
aspects. The informant continues: “It becomes like a counsellor for the student, and then 
it’s negative. Then it becomes negative as a teacher . . . It becomes too close a relationship 
in some way. You become both grandfather and father and counsellor and every
thing” (2b).

To sum up, the informants critically reflect on and justify their practices for 
creating social relations in secondary school by expressing that they have to be 
aware of the importance of letting the students feel pride over their study results 
and reduce their feelings of shame and fear in the educational context, even when 
they do not master the learning goals. The teachers’ goal is to create a positive 
learning atmosphere for the students to learn as much as the can, and to do that 
they need positive TSR.

They justify their practice by stating that they are constantly reflecting on the balan
cing act of always having to assess and grade the students’ knowledge and be responsible 
for their learning, at the same time keeping a positive TRS. In this matter they also 
highlighted the hard line between being friendly and caring and acting as a health and 
psychological adviser or parent.

Discussion

This study aimed to contextualise and understand teachers’ perceptions of social relation
ships in upper-secondary school, specifically focusing on the learning environment and 
how teachers describe what they do to create social ties.

The results and conclusions are supported by previous research that shows in various 
ways that positive relationships between teachers and students have long been seen as 
significant for students’ success in school, socially and knowledge-wise (Cornelius-White 
2007; Hattie 2009; Mallik 2023; Martin and Dowson 2009; Murray and Pianta 2007; 
Nordenbo et al. 2008; Roorda et al. 2011). Different studies highlight partially different 
characteristics of relational competence and therefore focus on partially different con
cepts and characteristics. Jensen, Bengaard Skibsted, and Vedsgaard Christensen (2015) 
emphasised the importance of context, appreciation, change of perspective, empathy, 
attention, and presence of mind whereas Darby (2005) emphasised passion, comfort, and 
support. In our study, we underlined well-being and trust, school attendance, and 
courage to try as essential to creating positive TSRs to promote students’ learning results 
and grades.

Using a theoretical framework based on Aspelin’s definition and research on relational 
pedagogy, we specifically used three competencies, communication, differentiation, and 
socioemotional, to analyse and understand our empirical data (Aspelin 1996). We found 
evidence of all three competencies in the informants’ statements.
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Regarding communicative competence, we found statements about the impor
tance of the teacher being welcoming to show the students that they are glad that 
they attend the class, both verbally and nonverbally, and that they are interested in 
students’ well-being. This can be compared to Lund and Trondman’s (2017) and 
Dietrich, Zimmermann, and Jhofman (2021) study. The informants in our study found 
making the students trust them and showing that they trust the students important. 
Mutual trust is the foundation for the students to dare to take on more difficult 
tasks.

The differentiation competence showed us the importance and difficulty of creating 
positive TSRs because the informants of this study, as did those in Aspelin’s (2018) study, 
claimed that teachers have different roles in different groups and different situations. Like 
Murray and Pianta (2007); Roorda et al. (2011) Ljungblad (2019) and Mallik (2023) the 
informants of this study also claimed that students with learning difficulties were more 
dependent of a positive TSR. They mentioned the hard line between being friendly and 
caring and acting as a health and psychological adviser or parent, as studies have shown 
(Aultman, Williams-Johnson, and Schutz 2009; Fejes and Köpsén 2014; Köpsén 2014; 
Lippke 2012; Nylund and Gudmundson 2017). The informants in this study also discussed 
the fact that the teacher always has to grade the students’ knowledge and be responsible 
for their learning, and therefore distance themselves by exercising the authority of their 
profession (Rinne 2017).

The third competence, socioemotional, was highlighted as the importance of letting 
the students feel pride over their study results and reducing their feelings of shame and 
fear in the educational context, even when they do not master the learning goals. This is in 
accordance with previous research (Aspelin 1996, 2006, 2018; Scheff 1990).

The results show the importance of functioning social relationships but highlight 
challenges in relationship creation, such as not being too formal but also not too close. 
Teachers’ social relationships must be primarily adapted to each student to be supportive 
and challenging.

The overall conclusion of this study is that the informants described social relationships 
as essential for students’ (a) well-being and trust, (b) school attendance, and (c) courage to 
try. These factors all affect students’ (d) learning, (e) results, grades and final graduation, 
and (f) conceivable and unnecessary student drop-outs. This study will therefore con
tribute to the field of relational pedagogy by problematising the impact on teacher- 
student relationships (TSRs) for drop-out in secondary high schools. This study also opens 
up for discussions on whether it is better to strive for students to feel well and comfor
table in school, even if they do not manage the learning goals, or to let them drop out.

One practical implication of this study is that school itself and teacher education 
should strive to raise awareness of the importance of relational pedagogy and positive 
TSRs for students’ learning, grades, and graduation. This could be done, for instance, by (a) 
putting this on the weekly teacher team meetings in schools as a recurrent agenda for 
discussions, (b) offering in-service training on the effect of and practical approaches to 
creating more positive TSRs, (c) and offering and integrating more course content on the 
importance and outcomes of positive TSRs in teacher education.

Finally, we identified a number of potential areas for further research: firstly, to 
compare students’ grades and results in relation to relational pedagogy, and to examine 
which actual tools or methods measure what works and when.

EDUCATIONAL STUDIES 15



Secondly, to examine student voices, their experiences, and perceptions of positive 
TSRs in relation to their motivation and learning outcomes.

It would also be necessary to study other educational settings, such as preschool, 
compulsory school, university, and adapted primary and secondary schools, to under
stand their similarities and differences.

To conclude, we also believe it is of great importance to examine the additional 
workload teachers may face when implementing relational pedagogy.
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