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How can trusting 
relationships with adults 
boost student success? 

THIS RESOURCE IS FOR 

Teachers Principals CounselorsINTRODUCTION 
Teachers, principals, counselors, and other school staff have opportunities to connect with students during  
each school day. How can schools make the most of these touchpoints? Having trusting and supportive  
relationships with students is a promising strategy to help students develop both academic and non-
academic skills. Research suggests that students who connect with at least one trusted adult in school are 
more resilient and have a stronger sense of well-being.1,2 

REL  Southwest completed  an Ask A REL  reference desk response  on the influence of developing relationships 
of trust with students on a number of positive outcomes. Designing rigorous causal research on a topic such  
as trusting relationships can be very difficult; in its  absence, case study, qualitative, and correlational research 
has explored outcomes associated with relationship building in the school environment. See what the 
research suggests about the effects associated with trusting relationships between students and teachers: 

EFFECTS OF TRUSTING RELATIONSHIPS 
Supportive relationships with students may increase student engagement and academic success: 

Student 
Motivation 

Middle school students who reported strong, supportive relationships with 
their teachers also received better grades and reported being more 
motivated than their peers.3 

Self-Efficacy 
Encouragement from teachers may also help students take control of their 
own learning, which allows students to develop their own sense of self-
efficacy, or belief in one’s own abilities.4 

Academic 
Achievement 

Research indicates that setting expectations for students and following up 
on those expectations in a supportive manner is related to increased 
motivation and academic achievement.3 

Classrooms with supportive student-teacher connections may also foster stronger peer 
connections.  

 

Students report having better relationships with their peers when they have 
stronger relationships with their teachers.5,6  Supportive classrooms allow students to observe 
and practice respectful behavior, supportive interactions, and attention to the needs of others.6

Trusting relationships may also help teachers improve their instruction.  Teachers also 
reported that having trusting relationships with students  allowed them to expand learning 
opportunities for students, taking more intellectual risks.3 In addition, students who have strong, 
supportive relationships with teachers are more likely to self-regulate and stay on task, giving 
teachers the opportunity to cover more content and attend to the needs of each individual student.6 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southwest/ask-a-rel/influence-student-adult-relationships-school.aspx


  
  

  

 
 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

WHAT CAN TEACHERS DO TO STRENGTHEN TRUSTING RELATIONSHIPS? 
Understanding the research is key, but understanding your individual students is also critical. 
Research indicates that student motivation decreases when teachers try to push for unrealistic expectations 
or provide too much hands-on guidance.3,4 To foster the best possible outcomes, it is important to know your 
students, their boundaries, their learning styles, and their perspectives on the learning environment. 
Professional development is available around peer support, whole-class monitoring, and scaffolds for 
student autonomy to help teachers support trusting relationships with their students.4 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
For more information about building supportive and trusting relationships with students, please visit the 
following resources from the REL Network:
• The effects of building trusting relationships with students (REL Southwest Ask A REL)
• Supporting equity and social and emotional learning (REL Midwest archived webinar)
• Integrating a focus on equity into social and emotional learning (REL Midwest infographic)
• Shifting the current school climate: Sense of belonging and social and emotional learning (REL

Northwest infographic) 
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If you have questions about education research, submit them to the REL program’s 
Ask A REL reference desk! You can also browse archived REL Southwest responses 

to see what the research says about previous education research questions. 

Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) Southwest is part of a network of 10 RELs funded by the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences. 
Each REL serves a designated region of the country and helps states and districts use data and research to address policy and practice issues with the goal of 
improving student outcomes. This work was funded by the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences (IES) under contract 91990018C0002, 
administered by American Institutes for Research. The content of the infographic does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of IES or the U.S. Department of 
Education, nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. government. 
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