
 

Connecting With Students Without Sacrificing 

Professionalism 

One of the most important ingredients in effective teaching is convincing students that there is 

something in learning for them—that what is being taught is worth knowing and that the effort 

required to learn it has a purpose. Grades and the possibility of failure certainly provide 

motivation, but good teachers try to establish a stronger connection. They help students see 

accomplishment itself as worthwhile. 

That connection depends partly on the relationship between teacher and student. Effective 

teachers manage something that can be difficult to define: they maintain appropriate professional 

distance while demonstrating a genuine interest in their students' success. Students should know 

that the teacher cares about what happens to them academically without confusing that concern 

with friendship or involvement in matters beyond the teacher's proper role. 

Several principles can help maintain that balance. 

1. Give Students a Reason to Succeed 

Students need opportunities to experience competence. Success does not require making the 

work easy; in fact, accomplishment means more when students know they have met a legitimate 

challenge. The teacher's job is to establish reasonable but demanding expectations and then 

provide students with a fair opportunity to meet them. 

When students struggle, effective teachers look for the reason. Perhaps an explanation needs to 

be approached differently, a skill needs additional practice, or the student needs help beyond 

what can reasonably be provided in class. Encouragement matters, but encouragement should be 

connected to effort and progress rather than offered as empty praise. 



Students who repeatedly conclude that they “can't do this” can quickly stop trying. Timely 

intervention can interrupt that pattern. Sometimes a teacher's simple message—You're not there 

yet, but you can get there—is enough to persuade a discouraged student to make another attempt. 

2. Be Approachable Without Becoming a Friend 

Good teachers are approachable. Students should feel comfortable asking questions, admitting 

that they don't understand something, and seeking help. But approachability is not the same as 

friendship. 

Professional boundaries protect both the student and the teacher. A teacher can listen 

sympathetically to a student having personal difficulties without becoming the student's 

counselor. A teacher can understand difficult family circumstances without attempting to solve 

family problems. And a teacher can support a troubled or defiant student while recognizing when 

the situation requires a counselor, administrator, psychologist, social worker, or another qualified 

professional. 

Knowing when to help personally and when to seek additional help is not a failure of 

compassion. It is part of professional competence. 

3. Know the Student as an Individual 

Classes are taught collectively, but learning ultimately occurs individually. Students bring 

different abilities, experiences, interests, ambitions, insecurities, and ways of understanding 

material into the classroom. Effective teachers learn enough about those differences to recognize 

that the same approach will not work equally well for everyone. 

That doesn't mean creating a separate curriculum for every student or lowering expectations for 

those who struggle. It means paying attention. The quiet student who understands everything 

may need a challenge. The talkative student who appears confident may actually be lost. The 

student producing poor work may need stronger expectations rather than easier assignments. 

Students notice when teachers know who they are. That recognition itself can become a powerful 

connection. 

4. Make Families Partners When Appropriate 

For younger students especially, families can reinforce—or undermine—what happens in the 

classroom. Communication works best when parents and guardians understand that the teacher's 

objective is the same as theirs: helping the student become capable, responsible, and successful. 

That relationship should involve more than contacting home when something goes wrong. 

Sharing genuine progress and accomplishment establishes trust. Then, when a problem does 

arise, the conversation begins from a shared interest in the student's success rather than from 

opposing sides. 



For college and adult students, that partnership naturally changes. The student assumes primary 

responsibility for the relationship with the instructor. The underlying principle, however, remains 

the same: education works best when the people responsible for its success understand their roles 

and expectations. 

5. Care About the Outcome 

Perhaps the most important connection is also the simplest: students should believe that their 

teacher genuinely wants them to succeed. 

That does not mean guaranteeing success. Teachers cannot supply effort, preparation, 

attendance, or perseverance on a student's behalf. Nor does caring require lowering standards to 

protect students from disappointment. Quite the opposite: high expectations can be a powerful 

expression of confidence in a student's ability. 

The effective teacher communicates two messages at the same time: This work matters, and I 

believe you are capable of doing it. 

Maintaining that combination of high standards, individual attention, encouragement, and 

professional boundaries is not always easy. But when students recognize that their teacher is 

invested in their success—and that they must also invest in it themselves—the connection 

between teaching and learning becomes much stronger. 

 


