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Abstract 

Building effective pedagogical relationships between two people is a critical aspect in the field of 

Education. This study investigated the perspectives and strategies used by grade 6/7 Learning 

Resource and Classroom Teachers with middle school girls with exceptionalities, via a 

qualitative online survey methodology. A thematic analysis approach was then used to analyze 

the data. The fundamental research question explored in this study was: “What do grade 6/7 

Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers do to foster effective pedagogical relationships with 

middle school girls with exceptionalities?” The results from the study illustrate and confirm the 

importance and impact that a positive relationship among the teacher and student can result in. 

Furthermore, the four prevailing themes developed from the survey include: communication, 

trust, feedback, and collaboration and care. Results are further discussed in depth, in addition to 

comparing and contrasting strategies used by Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers. In 

order to further extend our knowledge on this topic, further studies should include the 

perspectives of the students themselves.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 Young adolescents, ages ten to fifteen, are at the age where they are constantly going 

through transitions. Physically, socially, emotionally, and intellectually, these young individuals 

are going through a rollercoaster ride of changes during this stage. Adolescence is described to 

be a stage where it is said to be challenging, but at the same time, exciting (Brown & Knowles, 

2014). Many changes happen during this stage, and better yet, many questions arise as these 

changes are happening. With these changes occurring, it affects their behaviours, attitudes, and 

thinking. The vast developmental changes cause complexity in all areas of young people’s lives, 

especially in this day and age, where technology is becoming the center of attention; individuals 

are getting influenced by a lot more, at a much earlier age.  

With the difficulties that these young individuals already face, now imagine the many 

more challenges that come with having to go to school. These middle school-aged students feel 

like they have so much on the line. Menstruation, especially at the beginning, creates challenges 

for many females, causing many to have negative views of it, particularly those who mature 

before the age of twelve (Rice & Dolgin, 2005). Whether it is having to decide what they are 

going to wear to school that day, or having to deal with their internal ever-changing emotions, it 

is always something they have to deal with.   

Imagine This  

 Imagining a twelve-year-old girl, going to school each day, aware that she will be unable 

to keep up with her peers in math, reading, and writing, and require additional instruction and 

support from a Special Education Teacher (also known as a Learning Resource Teacher). This 

student regularly experiences feelings of inadequacy and self-consciousness, and is often 

crippled by fears of being judged by her peers. Much research has identified that self and peer 
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acceptance have great impact on the identity development. Self-esteem in particular, is 

negatively affected. “Self-esteem implies confidence and satisfaction in oneself, or one’s good 

opinion of oneself” (Deak, 2010, p. 51). It is very difficult for adolescents to retain confidence, 

satisfaction or a good opinion of themselves when dealing with learning challenges, evident 

support, and peer regard. With that said, middle school girls with exceptionalities in such 

situations need to be supported in so many different ways as vulnerability has increased to a 

much more extent. Additionally, “a girl’s self-esteem seems to have a more controlling or 

enhancing effect on her decision and behaviors than it does for boys” (Deak, 2010, p. 7). 

Therefore, it must be taken into consideration that self-esteem has an impact on relationship 

building between middle school girls with exceptionalities and teachers.  

Adolescent Girls and Self-Esteem Needs  

 The Association for Middle Level Education (AMLE) (2010) noted that young 

adolescents “are psychologically vulnerable, because at no other stage in development are they 

more likely to encounter and be aware of so many differences between themselves and others” 

(p. 60). Especially for young girls at the middle school-aged, researchers have reported that 

females often experience an overwhelming decline in confidence and self-esteem during these 

vital years (Brown & Knowles, 2014). With a higher academic expectation, a greater emphasis 

on evaluation and performance, and increased comparisons among students, it creates another 

layer of frustration as students lose the confidence that they may have had in elementary school, 

when they hit the middle school stage (Brown & Knowles).  

 Young adolescents are always looking for acceptance from others at school, especially 

from their peers. The National Middle School Association (NMSA) (2010), states that, “young 

people’s desire for peer acceptance and the need to belong to particular social groups are often 
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intense and sometimes lead to shifting allegiance from adults to peers” (p. 7). Additionally, 

“young adolescents, in moving away from the need for parental approval, need to know that 

someone other than their peers will provide a support system” (Brown & Knowles, 2014, p. 

105). At this point, young individuals will look to people such as: teachers, teaching assistants, 

principals, counsellors, and coaches.  

Building Pedagogical Relationships 

 At school, in order for these young adolescents to turn to such a person like a teacher, 

they must not only feel the need to reach out, but also trust that person. They must feel accepted 

and wanted, and that somehow, you will be able to help them. Brown and Knowles (2014) state 

that: 

Trust, an essential component of mutual respect, develops between students and teachers 

when middle level teachers share some of their personal interests with students. Your 

personal stories bridge the gap between their daily struggle as adolescents and your need 

to help them succeed. (p. 108) 

This crucial piece could be a game changer for these young students, especially for students with 

special needs, as these “students are considered to be at particular risk for experiencing lowered 

self-esteem because they typically have had repeated failure experiences within the academic 

setting” (Stanley, Dai, & Nolan, 1997, p. 219). Relationship-building between teachers and 

students increase student success and confidence, socially, emotionally, and academically. There 

has been research that supports that girls learn much better if they believe a teacher cares about 

them and about what they are teaching (Deak, 2010).  

 Being a girl, being at the middle school-age, and having an exceptionality are all aspects 

that are seen to put people at a disadvantage. The issues that these three factors come along with 
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going to school make it extremely challenging. This is why school should be a place where these 

students should be able to feel safe, and build positive relationships with their teachers.  

Teachers are responsible for creating the kinds of interpersonal relationships with 

students that can improve the quality of learning. Once a personal link with each student 

is established, you will notice that students begin to focus more effectively on academic 

issues and learn in more meaningful ways. (Brown & Knowles, 2014, p. 107) 

Statement of Problem   

The Learning Resource Department at my school is an integrated program where a 

Learning Resource Teacher works closely with the Classroom Teachers to provide an optimal 

support within the student’s learning environment. My teaching role entails, but is not limited to: 

offering support and resources for the students, teachers, and parents; supporting classroom 

teachers and work with students on the lessons being taught; offering learning strategies, study 

skills, and homework tips; providing extra support in small groups, or individually to students 

who may not understand a specific concept or need further practice to develop a skill; 

determining specific learning modalities and remediation techniques for students having 

difficulty with the curriculum; and writing individual education plans for students who require 

adaptations to the curriculum. Although support is provided to all students on an as-needed basis, 

my primary role focuses in on students with exceptionalities and challenges. More specifically, 

students either on an Individual Education Plan or School-Based Support Plan.  

From my experience as a teacher, I have seen how a strong and positive bond with 

students is an important factor for student success. Not only have I seen this positively influence 

academic success, I have also experienced that due to the amount of time students spend at 

school with their teacher, the relationship teachers have with students would influence the way 
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students feel towards school in general. Being at an all-girls independent school, I find it to be a 

challenging experience building relationships with students with exceptionalities, particularly 

with the middle school-aged students. These students in grade six and seven are much different, 

compared to the primary grades that I work with, in the sense that they are much more aware of 

the support in which they receive, whether it would be push-in support, or pull-out support. Any 

additional support, especially from a different teacher (other than their Classroom Teacher), like 

myself, is often seen as a negative aspect. This negative stigma attached with receiving learning 

resource support, really affects these students to such an extent where it seems like they almost 

do not even want the support.   

 In my experience as a Learning Resource Teacher, I have found that establishing a 

strong, supportive bond with students often takes years of thoughtful relationship building. 

However, this can support students to be more confident, and self-determined in identifying and 

requesting support that is needed. Every student learns in different ways and at different paces, 

so when I think of the term special education, I think of students with exceptionalities and the 

practice of educating these students in such a way that focuses on their individual differences and 

needs. Therefore, in order for any type of meaningful learning to occur, a strong teacher-student 

bond needs to be created.  

Methodology and Overview of Study  

 The question that I further explored is: What do grade 6/7 Learning Resource and 

Classroom Teachers do to foster effective pedagogical relationships with middle school girls 

with exceptionalities? 
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 This study was a thematic analysis, qualitative research study geared towards grade 6/7 

Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers who are currently working with grade 6/7 girls with 

exceptionalities. It is a survey study, with varying open and closed-ended questions.  

 The intention of my study was to generate knowledge about participant experiences with 

relationship building with girls with exceptionalities and identifying strategies, and comparing 

and contrasting them. The study was limited by the participant group size and self-report nature, 

and therefore, cannot be generalized beyond the participant groups. However, it can generate 

and/or provide confirmable insights and ideas that can be transferred into similar contexts.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 “Relationships are central to all aspects of human existence” (Crownover & Jones, 2018, 

p. 19). That is why the significance of having a positive relationship with students is vital. 

Research shows that students in close relationships have better attendance, show more individual 

initiative, and are more cooperative and engaged (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Decker, Dona, & 

Christenson, 2007; Klem & Connell, 2004). This research suggests that when a teacher is able to 

build strong relationships with their students, they may see a number of positive effects in their 

students and classrooms (Crownover & Jones). Additionally, trust is an important aspect to 

relationship building, as it allows the student to accept the information, advice, or care of the 

teacher (Crownover & Jones). “The teacher and the student must both trust for the relationship to 

blossom completely, but the educator is responsible for taking the first step in this direction, 

especially given the asymmetrical nature of the teacher-student power relation” (Hinsdale, 2016, 

p. 17) With that said, a few overarching approach and theories in relationship building arise, and 

some of which include: relational pedagogy, attachment theory, and care theory, will be further 

discussed. Furthermore, literature reviews on teacher-student relationship building and self-

esteem and exceptionalities will be analyzed.  

Relational Pedagogy 

 An increasing number of researchers suggest that a relational capacity in teachers is an 

important feature of education because of the potential benefits of positive connections with 

students (Aspelin, 2014). According to Crownover and Jones (2018), “relational pedagogy is the 

systematic construction of appropriate relationships embedded within the schooling process” (p. 

18). These relationships “develop organically through social interactions and through deliberate 

instructional methods” (p. 19).  “Construction and maintenance of positive teacher-student 
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relationships is the foundation of relational pedagogy” (p. 19). Relational theorists emphasize the 

notion that learning happens in and through relationships and to place human relationship 

between teacher and student at the center of educational exchanges, deeply questioning both the 

nature of that relationship and what that relationship may mean to teaching and learning 

(Hindsale, 2016).  

Relational pedagogy opens up the possibilities of educating the whole child in every 

aspect, not simply academic content. This approach holds that academic content should 

only be approached from a solid relational base—that when students feel empowered and 

safe, the pathway to academic success becomes possible and enjoyable. (Crownover & 

Jones, 2018, p. 26) 

When a strong and positive relationship is not constructed, academic success does not only 

become more difficult to achieve, but it also becomes irrelevant, as learning will not occur.  

Attachment Theory  

 The attachment theory, a relationship-based theory of personality development, was 

developed by John Bowlby and expanded on by Mary Ainsworth (as cited in Snyder, Shapiro & 

Treleaven, 2012). It emphasizes the importance of early interpersonal relationships, and the 

continuity into later development (Empson, Nabuzoka & Hamilton, 2004). When students with 

histories of sensitive and responsive care is received, they are able to develop a sense of security 

and demonstrate signs of positivity, cooperation and flexibility interactions with others, 

compared to those with inconsistent or insensitive care histories (Reeves & Le Mare, 2017). 

“Although attachment patterns established early in life are believed to be foundational to 

subsequent development, internal working models are considered dynamic meaning that new 

relationship experiences can shift one toward a more or less secure state of mind” (Reeves & Le 
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Mare, p. 87). This is a critical piece for teachers to understand, as it suggests that a sensitive and 

responsive teacher can potentially alter a student’s insecurity and associated social behaviours 

(Reeves & Le Mare).  

Care Theory  

 According to Noddings (2005), the care theory claims that a powerful catalyst for a 

positive development comes from caring relationships. When students are cared for by people 

who are able to positively influence and model social and ethical values, they are more likely to 

develop and demonstrate these virtues themselves (Noddings). “Education from a care 

perspective entails demonstrating care to students (modeling), two-way communication with 

students (dialogue), giving students opportunities to care (practice) and acknowledging the value 

in all students (confirmation)” (Reeves & Le Mare, 2017, p. 87). A caring teacher must therefore, 

be able to adapt in different scenarios. They must be able to shift focus from self to other in order 

to be attentive and receptive to students’ needs, listen, and understand what type of support is 

required (Reeves & Le Mare). However, as mentioned earlier, care is not unilateral. In order for 

care to occur, it must be acknowledged and received by the student as well (Reeves & Le Mare). 

Students need to feel that sense of security and trust, and at school, teachers are the ones who 

need to take that initiative to establish that relationship.  

Teacher-Student Relationship Building  

 Positive relationships have been linked to an increase in motivation and students who 

have reported having positive relationships with their teachers enjoy school more (Birch & Ladd, 

1997; Wentzel, 2009). Two different studies by Roorda, Koomen, Split, and Oort (2011), and 

Bosmana, Roordaa, Veenb, and Koomena (2018), investigated teacher-student relationships and 
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what effect they have. Both studies concluded that positive association between positive teacher-

student relationships increased engagement and achievement. 

 In Roorda et al.’s (2011) study, the purpose was to “investigate the associations between 

affective qualities of teacher-student relationships and students’ school engagement and 

achievement” (p. 493). This study was a meta-analytic approach, which was based on 99 studies, 

including students from preschool to high school. PsychINFO and Educational Resources 

Information Center databases were used to retrieve relevant studies. The following criteria was 

considered to determine whether studies should be included for the meta-analysis: studies had to 

report sufficient statistical information to calculate an effect size for either relationships and 

engagement or relationships and achievement, studies had to measure teacher-student 

relationships engagement and achievement as separate concepts, studies with students from 

preschool to 12th grade were included, teacher-student relationships had to be measured at the 

same time or before engagement and achievement, teacher-student relationships had to be 

measured at the dyadic level, and studies had to be reported in English. This study concluded 

with: 

… affective teacher-student relationships remained important, or even more influential, 

for older students, even into late adolescence. Overall, teacher-student relationships were 

more important for children who were academically at risk, in particular for children 

from disadvantaged economic backgrounds and children with learning difficulties. (p. 

520) 

One recommendation for future research from Roorda et al.’s (2011) study suggested that: 

as most studies on the influence of affective teacher-student relationships are cross-

sectional, it would be interesting for future studies to focus on students’ growth 
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trajectories across different school years and to investigate how the relationships with 

different teachers create deflections from students’ average growth trajectories for 

engagement and achievement. (p. 519) 

 The purpose of the second study by Bosman et al., (2018) was to identify teacher-student 

relationship trajectories from kindergarten to sixth grade. This study used a person-centered 

approach, and teachers reported about relationships with individual students (closeness, conflict, 

and dependency) in kindergarten, grade 3, and grade 6, and about externalizing behaviours in 

kindergarten. “Students were tested for verbal ability in kindergarten, and completed math and 

reading tests and questionnaires about task motivation and self-efficacy in sixth grade (p. 177). 

Results from this study concluded that 

… the majority of students appeared to follow favorable relationship trajectories during 

elementary school. That is, they shared relationships high in closeness and low in conflict 

and dependency with their subsequent teachers. In this way, our findings and that of other 

person-centered studies provide a more positive view of the development of teacher-

student relationship quality during elementary school than variable-centered studies. (p. 

192) 

“For school practitioners, it will be reassuring to know that the majority of students seems to 

share positive relationships with their teacher during their elementary school career” (p. 192). 

One limitation to this study is that only teacher reports were used to measure the quality of the 

relationship. 

Self-Esteem and Exceptionalities  

The perception regarding self-esteem and students with exceptionalities is that students 

who are known to having a learning disability experience lower self-esteem. Three different 
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studies by Stanley et al., (1997), Cosden, Elliott, Noble, and Kelemen (1999), and Epstein-

Browell (1993), investigated the relationship between learning disabled students and self-esteem. 

Given different factors and variables, all three studies concluded that compared to non-disabled 

students, students categorized as having a learning disability generally do present with lower 

self-esteem.   

 In Stanley et al.’s (1997) study, the purpose was to investigate whether or not middle 

school learning disabled (LD) and behavior disordered (BD) students report different levels of 

self-esteem and depression. The study consisted of 61 students, where 33 were classified as LD 

and 28 as BD. Standardized instructions were used, where teachers administered to the class the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (with 4 components: general self, social self-peer, home-

parents, and school-academic), the Children’s Depression Inventory, and a cover sheet which 

requested demographic data of each student. Results concluded that, “… LD students reported 

significantly lower self-esteem than did the BD students” (p. 221). The researchers state that “LD 

students could benefit from interventions directed toward boosting self-esteem, perhaps through 

teaching them better coping skills or/and focusing on their strengths rather than their 

weaknesses” (p. 221). One limitation with Stanley et al.’s study is the lack of research literature 

on studies specifically comparing self-reported self-esteem and depression between students as 

LD and BD. 

The purpose of the second study by Cosden et al. (1999) examined how children with a 

learning disability understand their disability and how this understanding is associated with self-

esteem. This study was conducted at one elementary and one junior high school in Southern 

California. A total of 95 students (23 elementary and 72 junior high students) participated, of 

which 66 were male and 29 were female. The students were interviewed to determine how they 
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were informed about their disability and what information they knew about it. They were also 

given two questionnaires, “Harter’s What I am Like and Heyman’s Self-Perception of a Learning 

Disability” (SPLD), and these were all administered and conducted individually. The results 

from the study are as follows, “… students in the junior high sample had more negative self-

perceptions (e.g., they saw themselves as less physically attractive and as having more 

behavioral problems) than did students in the elementary group” (p. 283). “… The ability to 

articulate what it means to have a learning disability was related to lower and not higher self-

esteem among junior high students” (p. 285). This study indicated that both actual and perceived 

academic achievement are important variables to take into consideration in relation to how 

students perceive their disability. Additionally, Cosden et al. noted that what also needs to be 

taken into account is that nonacademic factors play less of a role in how children understand 

their disability. Looking into future studies, it must be considered how children should be told at 

different developmental levels about their disability in such ways that won’t only increase their 

understanding, but also maintain their self-esteem.  

In the third study by Epstein-Browell (1993), she investigated the relationship between 

learning disabled and non-learning disabled adolescents’ perceptions of how their parents, 

teachers, and peers evaluate them and the adolescents’ self-esteem. Epstein-Browell’s study 

consisted of 73 students who attended a junior high school, where 35 students were learning 

disabled and 38 were non-learning disabled (27 males; 8 females). The study used a 

questionnaire, “Piers-Harris Self-Concept Scale”, an 80 item, self-report questionnaire designed 

to assess how children and adolescents feel about themselves, and academic performance (GPA). 

Students were shown statements and asked to indicate whether the statement applies to them 

using a dichotomous “yes” or “no” response. This questionnaire is categorized into six cluster 
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scales: behavior, intellectual and school status, physical appearance and attributes, anxiety, 

popularity, happiness, and satisfaction. The results from this study showed that “female learning 

disabled students perceived peers and teachers to view them more negatively than non-learning 

disabled students do” (p. 65). “…The relationship between self-esteem and perceived evaluation 

by parents and teachers was greater for learning disabled students than for non-learning disabled 

students” (p. 72). One limitation to Epstein-Browell’s study is the small number of females in the 

learning disabled group, as it makes it difficult to make comparisons and generalizations.  

Taking into consideration that factors affecting self-esteem are multiple, complex, and 

interwoven, these studies demonstrated that lower self-esteem is a problem for students with 

learning disabilities. Issues of self-perception seemed to be a main factor in lowering self-

esteem. Recommendations for supporting students through strength-based interventions and 

thoughtful learning about disabilities may contribute to support for these students. More recent 

research findings would be valuable, as these studies are more than twenty years old, and in the 

time of inclusion, continued attention to student self-esteem is required.  

Gaps in Literature 

 Although there is an abundant amount of literature on teacher-student relationship 

building and self-esteem, there are some gaps that need to be filled with further research. Firstly, 

much of the research previously conducted which investigated relationship building, focused on 

the relationship between classroom teachers and their students, with little attention paid to 

relationships between specialist teachers (e.g., Learning Resource Teachers, French Teachers, 

Music Teachers) and their students. Secondly, the is a void of educational research that focuses 

specifically on girls. Much of the previous research emphasizes how boys learn and to a much 

lesser extent of how girls learn. Lastly, though there are copious approaches and theories on 
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building relationships as a whole, which overlaps with the relationships of teachers and students; 

there is very little research on how to foster relationship building between adolescent girls with 

exceptionalities and teachers.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods 

Research Question  

 What do grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers do to foster effective 

pedagogical relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities?  

Methodology  

 The purpose of this study was to generate knowledge about participant experiences with 

relationship building among middle school-aged girls with exceptionalities, identify strategies, 

and to generate and/or confirm transferrable insights and ideas. The intention was to find 

commonalities and differences in perspectives and strategies in fostering relationships among 

grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers with middle school-aged girls with 

exceptionalities. As mentioned in chapter one, this was a thematic analysis, qualitative research 

study. “Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) 

within data. It minimally organizes and describes your data in (rich) detail” (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 79). A thematic analysis approach for this study was chosen as it possesses theoretical 

freedom, is a useful research tool, and can potentially provide a complex, rich and detailed 

amount of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). With the flexibility of the thematic analysis approach 

combined with qualitative research, this study will provide a wide range of perspectives and 

strategies. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2011) state that qualitative research:  

Provides an in-depth, intricate and detailed understanding of meanings, actions, non-

observable as well as observable phenomena, attitudes, intentions and behaviours, and 

these are well served by naturalistic enquiry. It gives voices to participants, and probes 

issues that lie beneath the surface of presenting behaviours and actions. (p. 219) 
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A thematic analysis, qualitative research approach for this study does not necessarily determine 

cause and effect or make accurate predictions, however, it does interpret different perspectives 

and describes a variety of strategies and approaches used by grade 6/7 Learning Resource and 

Classroom Teachers to foster effective relationships with middle school girls with 

exceptionalities.  

Participants and Recruitment 

 This study aimed to recruit between twenty to thirty current grade 6/7 Learning Resource 

and/or Classroom Teachers who work with middle school girls with exceptionalities, within the 

Independent Schools Association of British Columbia (ISABC). The ISABC includes twenty-six 

schools. The researcher chose to use a survey as a tool to reach out to potential participants. An 

online survey was created via Google Forms and was e-mailed out to the Executive Director of 

ISABC, asking if they could email the link out to all current grade 6/7 Learning Resource and 

Classroom Teachers who work with middle school-aged girls with exceptionalities at their 

school. An e-mail with the survey link attached, in addition to what the study entails (research 

goals, method, participant time commitment, and plans for dissemination of the information 

gathered), was sent out with a two-week timeframe for participants to complete. Participants 

were required to provide consent to participate in the study.  

Ethical Considerations 

 When participants opened up the e-mail, the body of it included an introductory message 

from the researcher, along with the purpose of the research, the survey link, with an attachment 

page “Participant Consent Information”. This document was included for informational purposes 

only, and it acknowledged that participation in the survey is completely voluntary, that they can 

withdraw from the survey at any given point, and that they are free to decline to answer any 
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particular question(s). The official consent was included in the survey link. Given this, the 

participants had to acknowledge the consent upon clicking on the survey link, prior to moving 

forward to the survey questions. When participants provide consent to participate in the survey, 

they are also providing permission that the data collected could be used for publication purposes.  

The researcher and participants had very limited contact, as the survey link was provided 

via e-mail. However, participants were welcome to contact the researcher, as he/she wished. The 

information that was collected from the survey will only be the information that was provided by 

the participant when answering the questions. The responses are confidential as no identifying 

information such as the participants name or e-mail address was collected. Therefore, they will 

all remain anonymous. The data collected was stored in a password protected Google account, 

which will only be accessible by the researcher. All data collected will be kept until the end of 

April 2020, at which point, the information will be deleted. Given that the research conducted is 

within a small school network, ISABC, there may have been potential that participants knew 

who was participating. Participants were provided with a survey link with no personal data being 

collected and encouraged to complete the survey in a private location.  

There were no direct benefits from participating in the research study, however, the 

responses gathered may help the field of Education gain more knowledge about fostering 

pedagogical relationships between grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers and 

middle school girls with exceptionalities.  

Data Collection  

 The researcher used a thematic analysis, qualitative research study, using a survey as a 

tool for data collection. The types of questions included in this questionnaire allowed for a range 

of questions, some of which include: multiple choice, check-boxes, demographic, open, and 
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closed-ended questions (Cohen et al., 2011). Open-ended questions allowed for participants to 

share their personal opinions, experiences, and knowledge. Participants were asked the following 

demographic type questions at the beginning: what their current teaching role is, how many years 

of experience they have in their current role, whether they were a Learning Resource Teacher in 

the past, and how many years of teaching experience they have overall. The open-ended 

questions asked in the survey include: what constitutes and facilitates a positive relationship 

when working with middle school girls with exceptionalities, what strategies they use to build 

relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities, and what barriers hinder them from 

building a positive relationship with their students. The survey took ten minutes in length to 

complete. The survey link was available for a two-week period for participants to complete after 

e-mails have been sent out. One reminder e-mail was sent out, one week after the initial e-mail 

has been sent. The link was closed at the end of the day of the two-week period.  

Data Analysis and Interpretation  

 Upon receiving all completed surveys, the researcher began analyzing and interpreting 

the data via the thematic analysis approach, with closed-ended demographic type questions 

categorized into charts, so that comparisons were made among the data. “Thematic analysis 

involves the searching across a data set – be that a number of interviews or focus groups, or a 

range of texts – to find repeated patterns of meaning” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 86). There are 

six phases involved in the process of thematic analysis, as described by Braun & Clark (2006), 

familiarizing yourself with your data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing 

themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report.  

 In the first phase, Braun and Clark (2006) discuss the importance of familiarizing 

yourself with your data, repeated reading of the data, and reading it in an active way, searching 
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for meanings and patterns. In addition to rereading and looking out for patterns, Braun and Clark 

mention the idea of note taking during this point. They go on to discuss that in the generating 

initial codes phase, it involves the production of initial codes from the data. Codes identify what 

the researcher finds interesting, assessing the information in a meaningful way regarding the 

phenomenon, and beginning to identify repeated patterns. This can be done through writing notes 

on the texts being analyzed, using highlighters to indicate potential patterns, or by using ‘post-it’ 

notes to identify segments of data. The phase three, searching for themes, “involves sorting the 

different codes into potential themes, and collecting all the relevant coded data extracts within 

the identified themes” (p. 89). Within the reviewing themes phase, Braun and Clark explain how 

it involves two levels of reviewing and refining of themes. In level one, all the collated extracts 

for each theme from the previous phase need to be reviewed and think about whether they appear 

to form a coherent pattern or not. In the second level, the same process is involved, however, in 

relation to the entire data set. Phase five, defining and naming themes means that you are 

identifying the essence of what each theme is about, and it is crucial to end this phase being able 

to clearly define what your themes are and what they are not. In the final phase, producing the 

report, the researcher tells a complicated story of the data through the themes chosen. 

Value of Methodology  

 The aim of this thematic analysis, qualitative survey research study was to provide 

confirmable perspectives and ideas that can be used and/or transferred into similar situations. 

The choice to use the thematic analysis approach entails its flexibility, it was a method for 

working with participatory research paradigm, with participants as collaborators, it allowed 

for highlighting similarities and differences across the data set, and it generated unanticipated 

insights (Braun & Clark, 2006). 
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Data Reporting  

 The findings were analyzed through the thematic analysis process and paraphrasing of 

participant answers. It is crucial to note that there are no direct quotes used from collected 

participant data. This decision was made in order to comply with the Vancouver Island 

University’s Research Ethics Board requirements to promote participant anonymity and security. 

It should be noted that without the use of direct quotations from participant’s data, there was the 

potential that the findings are influenced by the researcher’s own biases and experiences rather 

than a true reflection of the participants’ experiences. 
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Chapter Four: Findings and Results  

 The purpose of this qualitative survey study was to examine participant experiences with 

relationship building among grade 6/7 middle school girls with exceptionalities. Additionally, 

this study was also used to identify strategies and to generate and/or confirm transferrable 

beliefs. The aim was to compare and contrast the insights and ideas in fostering relationships 

among middle school-aged girls with exceptionalities between grade 6/7 Learning Resource and 

Classroom Teachers.  

 Throughout this chapter, results from participants answering what constitutes a positive 

relationship, what facilitates a positive relationship, strategies used to build relationships with 

middle school girls with exceptionalities, and barriers hindering positive relationship building are 

discussed and elaborated. The findings and results are organized under prominent themes that 

emerged from the questionnaire.  

Demographic Data  

 It is important to note that although 25 participants within ISABC took part in this 

survey, only 24 of the completed surveys fulfilled the criteria, thus, the results analyzed are 

based on 24 results from grade 6/7 Learning Resource Teachers and Classroom Teachers. The 

extension of the current study does not address the low number of participants, hence, remains 

unknown. Table 1, below shows the number of participants in each teaching role. The total 

number of teachers participated was 24, with 11 being grade 6/7 Learning Resource Teachers 

and 13 being grade 6/7 Classroom Teachers. 
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Table 1 

Current Teaching Roles of Participants 

Teaching Role                                                                      Number of Participants 
 
Learning Resource Teacher                                                                 11 
 
Classroom Teacher                                                                              13 

 

Table 2 showcases that 63.3% of the Learning Resource Teachers have 0-5 years of 

teaching experience in their current teaching role, compared to 53.8% of the Classroom Teachers 

with 0-5 years of experience.  

Table 2 

Years of Experience in Current Teaching Role 

Number of Years                      Learning Resource Teachers                        Classroom Teachers 
 
0-5 years                                                        7                                                                7 
 
5-10 years                                                      2                                                                4 
 
10+ years                                                       2                                                                2 

 

As displayed in Table 3 below, over half of the Learning Resource Teacher respondents 

have more than a decade of experience in teaching at 54.5%, whereas, 30.8% of Classroom 

Teacher respondents have more than 10 years of experience. Also, 53.8% of Classroom Teacher 

participants have between 5 to 10 years of overall teaching experience, compared to 18.2% with 

Learning Resource Teacher participants. 
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Table 3  

Years of Overall Teaching Experience 

Number of Years                      Learning Resource Teachers                        Classroom Teachers 
 
0-5 years                                                        3                                                                2 

5-10 years                                                      2                                                                7 

10+ years                                                       6                                                                4 
 

Research Question: What do grade 6/7 Learning Resource Teachers and Classroom Teachers do 

to foster effective pedagogical relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities?  

 In attempt to answer the research question stated above, the Learning Resource and 

Classroom Teachers involved were asked a series of qualitative questions, in addition to the 

demographic questions analyzed above. The survey included a question on what type of 

capacities the teachers work with students with exceptionalities in, and open-ended questions 

that addressed the beliefs of the teachers in regards to what constitutes a positive relationship 

when working with middle school girls with exceptionalities, what facilitates building a positive 

relationship when working with middle school girls with exceptionalities, what strategies are 

used to build relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities, and what are the 

barriers that hinder building positive relationships.  

 All respondents provide push-in support for students with exceptionalities, which 

includes one-to-one support and/or small group support in the classroom. 0% of the same 

respondents provide any pull-out support, whereas 23% of these respondents provide additional 

support during before school, after school, at break or lunch time. Compared to the Classroom 

Teacher participants, all of the Learning Resource Teacher respondents provide push-in and/or 
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pull-out support in the forms of one-to-one and/or small group. 36% of the Learning Resource 

participants said that they provide additional support before or after school.  

Emerging Themes 

 The participants involved in this study identified a wide range of factors that contributes 

to fostering a positive relationship when working with middle school girls with exceptionalities. 

From the completed surveys, the four overarching themes that emerged include communication, 

trust, feedback, and collaboration and care. In the following section below, each of the four 

themes will be discussed in further detail.  

 Communication. Based on the results analyzed from the survey, an overwhelming 

number of respondents considered “communication” to be a very important factor in fostering a 

positive relationship when working with middle school girls with exceptionalities. Denton (2008) 

mentioned that the language of communication between teachers and students play an integral 

role in forming effective teacher-student relationships and by building a strong foundation 

between two individuals through communication, this can lead to a more positive school 

experience for the student. Communication comes in many different forms, and many of the 

participants mentioned that their communication between students also extends beyond the 

classroom environment and space. This communication is referred to as out-of-class 

communication (Elhay & Hershkovitz, 2019). The participants involved in this study discussed 

the importance of how making connections with students beyond the classroom, whether a 

Learning Resource Teacher or Classroom Teacher, helps students feel more comfortable. This 

would include interacting with students when seeing them in the hallways, while out on break or 

lunch duty, and even in a different learning setting, such as coaching a sport or running a club. 

By expanding these opportunities for teachers to interact with students in a variety of settings, 
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students are able to make connections and relate to stories that teachers share, it gives teachers 

the chance to find out more about the students’ interests beyond school, and generally, the gift of 

time to just have dialogue with one another. During these extended opportunities to 

communicate, teachers have noted that it really gives them the chance to open up their sense of 

humour, which students really enjoy seeing a different side that they would not normally do. In 

addition to these out-of-class communication methods, some participants illustrated the notion of 

using technology as a means to communication with students. With the rise in the use of 

technology in schools now, students are more equipped and have access to such tools on a daily 

basis. For some students, it is part of their school program to be provided with an iPad to use for 

school purposes. With that said, technology can be a very useful tool to communicate, especially 

for students with exceptionalities, as it can provide support in many different ways. Teachers 

have mentioned using different programs and platforms to communicate with students. For 

example, a student with executive functioning difficulties could refer to the platform, Google 

Classroom, with all the assignment due dates, instead of having to look back at their notes and 

not be able to locate that information. The teacher is able to effectively communicate that 

information and have a specific place for students to locate such information on an as-needed 

basis.  

 Trust. Trust was another underlying theme that appeared throughout the results from the 

survey. A number of participants found trust to be a crucial aspect when building relationships 

with middle school girls with exceptionalities. “Trust entails perceived vulnerability that is 

derived from one’s uncertainty regarding the motives, intentions, and prospective actions of 

others. Without the involvement of others trust would not come into play” (Li & Betts, 2003, p. 

106). Gathered from the survey, trust encompasses teachers showcasing vulnerability, active 
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listening, and creating a safe and supportive environment, which can lead students to take risks 

to reach their potentials. “A trust relationship has been found to function as a motivational 

resource when students are faced with difficulties in school because trust relationships help 

adolescents develop positive psychological and emotional perceptions of themselves” (Lee, 

2007, p. 210). Students, especially those with exceptionalities, as they are already in a more 

vulnerable state compared to those students who do not possess an exceptionality, need their 

teachers to demonstrate a certain level of vulnerability on their end in order for a positive 

relationship to form. Students really appreciate it when teachers are able to open up and share 

those difficult stories of their struggles as it can help them relate. This can enhance the 

approachability of students towards teachers, as they would feel more supported if they are able 

to make connections. Additionally, it could also act as a motivation for students to take risks 

when teachers share how they overcame their difficulties, especially if it is similar to how the 

student is feeling. “Trust is “an attitude” that allows for risk-taking decision” (Li & Betts, 2003, 

p. 105). “Risk-taking is relevant to trust, but trust itself is not the willingness to take risk” (p. 

106). Many of the Classroom Teachers noted that when trust is built between the teacher-student 

relationship, it enhances the classroom environment. The classroom environment, is defined by 

Elhay and Hershkovitz (2019) as “The unique interactive combination of teacher behaviors, 

curriculum expectations, and student-to-student interactions which develops in the classroom 

setting” (p. 388). The overall ambiance of the classroom is brightened and creates a safe setting, 

allowing the students to feel comfortable to open up and take risks.  

 Feedback. Another common theme that arose from the respondents to facilitate building 

a positive relationship when working with middle school girls with exceptionalities was 

providing feedback to students. This includes constructive feedback, positive reinforcement, 
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providing observations related to the students’ strengths and challenges, and goal setting. 

Ovando (1994), explains that feedback is a systematic process to facilitate successful teaching 

and learning, and that it should be relevant, timely, factual, helpful, confidential, respectful, 

tailored to specific needs, and encouraging. Teachers, whether a Learning Resource Teacher or 

Classroom Teacher, need to understand the power of feedback for both the students and 

themselves. Feedback can help identify the areas of strength and challenges for students, and this 

can act as a starting point to have such conversations with the students. Students need to be 

aware of what the teacher is thinking and why, in order to make changes to improve themselves. 

Similarly, teachers need to be able to identify where students are at, in order to facilitate effective 

teaching. For example, based on observations, formative assessments and summative 

assessments of their students, it can help teachers identify where expectations need to be 

clarified, or where teaching methods need to be adjusted. When students are provided with 

feedback from their teachers, it allows them to reflect on themselves. This can help to create a 

strong and meaningful bond between teachers and students, as both parties are able to 

communicate relevant and honest information to each other. Moreover, when students are aware 

and able to identify their challenges, it enables them to set goals that align with their learning 

process. This can help students move in the direction of creating specific and realist goals to 

achieve.  

 Collaboration and Care. “Collaboration has been defined as an interactive process that 

enables people with diverse expertise to generate creative solutions to mutually defined 

problems” (Van Garderen, Stormont, & Goel, 2012, p. 483). Positive, effective pedagogical 

relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities are created when the Classroom 

Teacher, Learning Resource Teacher, student, and parents work together and showcase care. All 
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parties involved need to come to a common state and be aware of what is happening both at the 

school and outside of school. When successful collaboration occurs, the students are able to 

achieve more than they can and would have, compared to if they were to conquer the challenges 

on their own. A few of the Learning Resource Teacher respondents from the survey indicated 

that the lack of collaboration and openness from the Classroom Teacher hinders their ability to 

create a positive relationship with students. It is essential that Classroom Teachers are open to 

suggestions from Learning Resource Teachers in supporting students with exceptionalities. 

Research has indicated that Classroom Teachers struggle with differentiated instruction for 

students with exceptionalities, therefore, requiring strategies in differentiating instruction to 

support these students (Hodgson, Lazarus & Thurlow, 2011). The expertise that a Learning 

Resource Teacher can provide for both the Classroom Teachers and students with 

exceptionalities is crucial as the Learning Resource Teacher creates Individual Education Plans 

for these students and plans for the individuals, compared to the Classroom Teacher, where they 

would generally plan for the whole class. Furthermore, respondents from both the Learning 

Resource Teacher and Classroom Teacher categories expressed their concerns for the lack of 

collaboration and communication from parents preventing an effective relationship to be built 

with middle school girls with exceptionalities. When there are inconsistencies at home and at 

school, it makes it a challenge to pinpoint where to begin when it comes to supporting the 

student. Students begin to get mixed messages because at school, the teacher may be suggesting 

one thing, but at home, their parents are suggesting another. When all parties are on the same 

page, it allows for consistency and showcases that everyone is working together, in collaboration 

to accomplish a common goal. When successful collaboration is achieved, care is demonstrated. 

From this study, “care” and “understanding” were two words that appeared throughout many of 
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the surveys collected. Going beyond the academics for students with exceptionalities, the 

middle-school aged girls experience a lot of social-emotional turmoil. This includes difficulties 

dealing with peers and classmates due to having an exceptionality and challenges at home that 

may not align with the school environment and culture. Both categories of teachers from this 

survey indicated that the social-emotional needs are higher for these students and is a priority in 

creating an effective relationship. When teachers showcase active listening towards their 

students, the students are able to authentically express and discuss their issues and challenges. 

Students need to feel that the teachers understand their point of view in order to have the courage 

to speak up.  

Strategies Used to Build Relationships  

 The common trend gathered from the data collected revealed that almost all participants 

felt there was not much of a difference between strategies used to foster effective pedagogical 

relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities compared to other students, however, 

when working with middle school girls with exceptionalities, it takes teachers a lengthier time to 

develop a positive bond when applying strategies to build relationships and it must be done more 

frequently. There was only one participant whom indicated a difference in the use of strategy to 

foster adequate relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities with a particular 

situation. When having conversations with students with exceptionalities, it is important to 

discuss how every student learns differently, identify what their strengths and weaknesses are to 

help figure out how the student learns best and what they need in different learning 

circumstances. The participant mentions that this conversation would differ when working with 

students who do not have an identified exceptionality.  
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Among the Learning Resource Teachers and Classroom Teachers, there were some 

commonalities in strategies and approaches used to help with the relationship building process. 

Both groups of teacher participants pinpointed the importance of having one-to-one interaction 

time, being an active listener, being able to connect and communicate with the students’ parents, 

and taking into consideration the students’ social-emotional aspect. The one-to-one time between 

teachers and students give both parties an opportunity to connect. Teachers feel that the time 

together is crucial, as it allows for more personalization, whether it is reviewing concepts or 

misunderstandings or getting to know one another in more depth, in a different capacity. 

Teachers and students are able to discuss each other’s’ strengths and weaknesses and other 

aspects non-related to school, such as hobbies, dislikes, and family. In addition to the one-to-one 

time between a teacher and a student, teachers sense that when applying active listening to 

students, the students are able to hold a deeper connection towards them. Students want to be 

heard, and especially girls at the middle school-age where they already feel vulnerable; it can 

really make the students feel valued and be more willing to share their thinking and ideas. 

Another strategy that was gathered from the data involved parental communication. Both groups 

of teachers find that ongoing communication with parents via e-mail, phone or in-person 

meetings enhance the relationships they have with the students. By connecting with parents, it 

models to students the importance of communication and how everyone is working together to 

ensure the right supports are in place. When there is harmony among the teacher and the parent, 

students are able to see this behaviour and be more willing and open to connecting with the 

teacher. Lastly, the two groups of teacher participants indicated the significance of recognizing 

the social-emotional well-being of middle-school girls with exceptionalities to strengthen 

relationships. Incorporating mindfulness activities throughout the day, having a daily mood 
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meter check-in upon arrival to school, and through general daily check-ins, teachers have found 

these strategies to be helpful. Many participants in both groups of teachers have determined that 

by knowing how their students are feeling at the start of the day, they are able to navigate and 

support the students accordingly. 

With similarities amid groups, there also comes differences. Grade 6/7 Learning 

Resource and Classroom Teachers identified some strategies and approaches that differed from 

one another when attempting to build relationships with middle school girls with 

exceptionalities. One strategy that Learning Resource Teachers acknowledged is ensuring that 

the tasks presented are within students’ zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal 

development is defined as “the distance between the actual development level as determined by 

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peer” (Vygotsky, 

1978, p. 86). Teachers need to be able to respond and adjust to the energy and emotion of 

students. Some of the Learning Resource Teachers also said that having students reflect on their 

learning needs enhances the relationship. By having students reflect, they can then move in the 

direction of taking ownership of their learning and feel more empowered to take action and self-

advocate when supports are needed. A certain level of comfort is established and students can 

feel assured. Lastly, when teachers are engaged in extra-curricular activities, this can help to 

form a positive relationship. When students see their teachers participate in extra-curricular 

activities, it can make them feel more at ease, as they are teaching in a different capacity, and 

oftentimes, it may be something that students with exceptionalities excel at. Whether it be 

running a club after-school or coaching a sport, both teachers and students are able to connect 

with each other in a different scope.  



EFFECTIVE PEDAGOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS 33 
 

 
 

With grade 6/7 Classroom Teachers working with middle school girls with 

exceptionalities in a differing setting, there were some variations in their strategies and 

approaches. Classroom Teacher participants discussed the aspect of inclusion within the 

classroom, and having students be involved in most, or all activities together. This would include 

whole-class discussions, team-building activities in small and larger groups, goal-setting as a 

class and individually, and celebrating strengths and differences amongst all learners. While 

there are some activities that students with exceptionalities may not be able to participate in, 

given their physical capabilities, for instance, most of the activities can be easily adapted to 

include everyone. In addition to inclusion, Classroom Teachers understand the need to 

differentiate instruction. This is another approach that Classroom Teachers are embedding into 

their teaching, to ensure they are targeting certain needs. To conclude, middle school teachers 

provide leadership opportunities for middle school girls with exceptionalities. These 

opportunities allow for students to build on their self-esteem and to showcase their strengths in a 

number of different ways. They can expand their comfort zones and turn to their teachers for 

guidance, hence, building a stronger relationship between the two parties.  

Factors Hindering Relationship Building  

While consistency and time are two important aspects noted by participants which 

promote building positive relationship building, there were also many factors that came up from 

the data collected where participants noted determinants hindering relationship building. Many 

of the grade 6/7 Learning Resource Teachers and Classroom Teachers found that the stigma 

attached to having exceptionalities, in addition to the lack of one-to-one time has an effect on the 

relationship building process. Students with exceptionalities are more self-conscious, and do not 

want to appear different than their peers. So, when they receive additional support from a 
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Learning Resource Teacher, whether that would be push-in or pull-out support, they feel 

hesitant. Middle school girls with exceptionalities look to their peers for validation and when 

they receive negative feedback from their peers regarding additional support, it can negatively 

affect their confidence. This can lead to students holding back from requesting for support when 

they need it, or that their learning differences somehow need to be fixed. While the stigma 

attached to students with exceptionalities is a huge factor hindering relationship building, the 

lack of one-to-one time also has a negative impact. Both Learning Resource and Classroom 

Teachers feel that their students do not receive enough one-to-one support time, especially when 

they need it. For Learning Resource Teachers, the respondents noted that oftentimes, their 

schedules are overloaded, and they feel there just is not enough one-to-one time to build into 

their schedules. Compared to the Classroom Teacher respondents, they feel the lack of one-to-

one time with students with exceptionalities is due to having to balance their time among all 

students within the classroom.  

The Learning Resource Teacher participants indicated a few other factors hindering 

positive relationships to be built that the Classroom Teacher participants did not mention. These 

factors include: inconsistencies between home and school, possibly traumas or other emotional 

difficulties, no space available for pull-out support, and Classroom Teachers not being flexible. 

The inconsistencies between home and school would include the students’ attendance, parental 

disagreements with the school suggestions, and homework expectations. When routines and 

expectations are different when at school and when at home, students are getting mixed 

messages, hence, making it challenging to bridge the gap. Traumas and emotional difficulties 

that the students may be going through outside of school can make it hard for teachers to support. 

Teachers should be aware and be prepared with other strategies in how to best provide 
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assistance, as the students’ focus and attention will not be fully present with other things going 

on. When there is no alternate space available for Learning Resource Teachers to provide one-to-

one support, even if the time is available, it makes it very difficult for learning to be successful. 

While some open spaces work, teachers prefer a more isolated space or room, with none or 

limited distractions. That way, the focus can increase, without other students around. Although 

most Learning Resource Teachers did not mention this, there were a few that pinpointed that 

Classroom Teachers are a factor hindering relationship building. Some Learning Resource 

Teachers find that Classroom Teachers are not as open and flexible as they would like them to 

be. For instance, when fieldtrips or special events occur at a time where a Learning Resource 

Teacher is scheduled to work with a particular student and that time slot has to get cancelled due 

to it, rescheduling is not a possibility.  

On the contrary, Classroom Teachers listed many differing factors affecting relationship 

building. Firstly, a number of Classroom Teachers find it challenging to have to cover the 

amount of curriculum and be able to build in time to strengthen relationships. Finding a balance 

between the two is difficult as they are both very important aspects of school. Secondly, some 

teachers brought up that despite effort and varying strategies used to build relationships with 

some middle school girls with exceptionalities, there is still no connection to be made. This 

could be due to the student being disengaged and not giving the teacher any time or effort. One 

participant even mentioned that the middle school-aged is by far the most challenging to foster 

pedagogical relationships. Lastly, as one participant indicated, being a male Classroom Teacher 

is a challenging factor itself when trying to build a positive relationship with middle school girls 

with exceptionalities. The difference in gender does not seem to be a huge issue itself when 
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presented, however, when applying strategies and trying to connect with middle school girls, it is 

harder than it seems.  

Recap  

 A thematic analysis, qualitative survey method approach was used in attempt to answer 

the research question: What do grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers do to 

foster effective pedagogical relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities? As 

mentioned, and discussed above, four underlying themes arose from the survey results: 

communication, trust, feedback, and collaboration and care. Additionally, when asked what 

strategies are used by grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom teachers to foster effective 

pedagogical relationships, results showcased both similarities and differences among the two 

groups. Furthermore, as one of the survey questions ask, “What are barriers that hinder you from 

building a positive relationship with your students?” participants were able to identify some key 

factors affecting positive relationships to be built with students with exceptionalities.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

 In this chapter, the findings are summarized, in addition to noting the implications and 

recommendations, limitations of the study, and suggestions for further research to be provided. 

As mentioned in the an earlier chapter, there were many key similarities and differences 

regarding perspectives and effective strategies used by Learning Resource and Classroom 

Teachers.  

Summary  

 To answer the underlying research question of: What do grade 6/7 Learning Resource 

and Classroom Teachers do to foster effective pedagogical relationships with middle school girls 

with exceptionalities, a total of 24 participants fully completed an online survey and shared their 

outlooks and strategies they used with students they found to be successful in their own practice.  

11 of the respondents are Learning Resource Teachers, and 13 of the respondents are Classroom 

Teachers. The participants were first asked a number of demographic type questions, followed 

by a set of qualitative questions that addressed their perspective on what fosters a positive 

relationship with middle school girls with exceptionalities, what type of strategies they use to 

build strong and meaningful relationships, and the barriers they found that hindered them from 

building positive relationships with their students. From the data collected, four fundamental 

themes arose that help grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers foster effective 

pedagogical relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities: communication, trust, 

feedback, and collaboration and care. Furthermore, many of the strategies that both Learning 

Resource and Classroom Teachers shared aligned with the themes that emanated from their 

perspectives of what constitutes and facilitates a positive relationship when working with middle 

school girls with exceptionalities.  
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Implications and Recommendations  

 Authentic relationships are at the core in the field of Education. Communication, trust, 

feedback, and collaboration and care are key contributors to effective pedagogical relationships 

amongst grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers and middle school girls with 

exceptionalities. In order to create and maintain such successful relationships between the two 

groups, here are some recommended suggestions and strategies to implement:  

• Teachers, Students, Parents: Encourage an open mind and showcase flexibility in all 

situations. In other words, try new things. This will allow for different opportunities and 

oftentimes, it will be something that you did not expect. You will learn and get more out 

of a situation if you do.  

• Professional development training or workshops to provide administrators, teachers, and 

education assistants on developing effective communication and collaboration.  

• Share successful strategies, approaches, and stories amongst each other.  

• Teachers and parents to model to students constant and open communication between one 

another.  

• Parents to trust the professional judgement of the educators, or be willing to cooperate 

and work with the school.  

• Everyone should practice the act of empathy and showcase care. Whether you are a child, 

teenager, or adult, everyone needs to feel a positive sense of connection.  

Limitations  

 In this qualitative, survey study, there were a few limitations to note. To begin, one of the 

limitations to mention is the sample size. The sample size of participants was small, which limits 

the number of perceptions, resulting in not being able to generalize beyond the participant group. 



EFFECTIVE PEDAGOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS 39 
 

 
 

Additionally, the participant population did not include the viewpoint of students. This leads to 

limiting the findings to the perspectives of only grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom 

Teachers. Furthermore, with the self-report nature of this study, the personal experiences and 

opinions of the participants widely varied. Participants decided what information they wanted to 

share and not to share. Also, given that this survey was self-administered without the researcher 

present, the participants did not have the opportunity to ask or raise any misunderstandings or 

clarifications regarding the survey questions that were asked. Lastly, it is important to recognize 

that there was the possibility that the emerging themes reflect the researcher’s bias rather than 

the participants’ experiences, as direct quotes from the participant data were not permitted due to 

ethical considerations.  

Suggestions for Further Research 

 Upon completion of this study, there are a few suggestions for further research on the 

topic of building effective pedagogical relationships between grade 6/7 Learning Resource and 

Classroom Teachers and middle school girls with exceptionalities: 

• More qualitative and/or quantitative research and insight on how to support 

students with exceptionalities. 

• Larger sample size, comparing and contrasting middle school-aged girls and boys 

and the teacher-student relationship.  

• Studies involving the self-esteem of typical students and students with 

exceptionalities.  

• Expanding this study to involve the students’ perspectives and opinions, making 

comparisons and contrasts. 
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• Expanding this study to involve the parents’ perspectives and opinions, making 

comparisons and contrasts.  

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this study was to confirm and/or accumulate knowledge about what sorts 

of things grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers are doing to foster effective 

pedagogical relationships. Moreover, this survey helped to generate awareness of experiences 

that teachers have while working with middle school girls with exceptionalities. The findings 

from this study implied that through cultivating the four themes that arose: communication, trust, 

feedback, and collaboration and care, grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers feel 

that leads to building positive relationships with the students. Embedded in the four themes are 

systems and strategies that teachers use with students. The data collected from this survey study 

also suggests that while this survey was geared towards working with students with 

exceptionalities, Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers noted that there are no significant 

differences in strategies used between typical students and students with exceptionalities.  

 As we can see from this study, building pedagogical and meaningful relationships with 

students is paramount in the profession of teaching. It takes more than just teacher initiative in 

order for positive relationships to be formed. Communication, trust, feedback, and collaboration 

and care are what middle school girls with exceptionalities need from teachers to foster an 

effective rapport.  

  

 

 

 



EFFECTIVE PEDAGOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS 41 
 

 
 

References 

Aspelin, J. (2014). Beyond individualised teaching: A relational construction of a pedagogical 

attitude. Education Inquiry, 5, 233-245. doi:10.3402/edui.v5.23926 

Association for Middle Level Education (AMLE). 2010. This we believe: Keys to educating  

young adolescents. Westerville, OH: Association for Middle Level Education.  

Birch, S., & Ladd, G. (1997). The teacher-child relationship and early school adjustment.  

Journal of School Psychology, 55(1), 61-79. doi:10.1016/S0022-4405(96)00029-5 

Bosman, R. Roorda, D., Veen, I., & Koomen, H. (2018). Teacher-student relationship quality  

from kindergarten to sixth grade and students’ school adjustment: A person-centered 

approach. Journal of School Psychology, 68, 177-194. doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2018.03.006 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in  

Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. doi:10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Brown, D., & Knowles, T. (2014). What every middle school teacher should know. Portsmouth,  

NH: Heinemann. 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2011). Research methods in education (7th ed.). New  

York: Routledge.  

Colman, A., (2015). A dictionary of psychology (4th ed.) Oxford, U.K: Oxford  
 

University Press.  
 
Cosden, M., Elliott, K., Noble, S., & Kelemen, E. (1999). Self-understanding and self-esteem in  

children with learning disabilities. Learning Disability Quarterly, 22(4), 279-290. 

doi:10.2307/1511262 

Crownover, A., & Jones, J. (2018). A relational pedagogy: A call for teacher educators to rethink  

how teacher candidates are trained to combat bullying. Journal of Thought, 52(1-2), 17- 



EFFECTIVE PEDAGOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS 42 
 

 
 

28. Retrieved from https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.viu.ca/docview/206488077? 

accountid=12246 

Deak, J. (2010). How girls thrive. Green Blanket Press. 

Decker, D., Dona, D., & Christenson, S. (2007). Behaviorally at risk African American students:  

The importance of student-teacher relationships for student outcomes. Journal of School  

Psychology, 45(1), 83-109. doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2006.09.004 

Denton, P. (2008). The power of our words. Educational Leadership, 66(1), 28-31.  

Elhay, A. & Hershkovitz, A. (2019). Teachers’ perceptions of out-of-class communication,  

teacher-student relationship, and classroom environment. Education and Information  

Technologies, 24(1), 385-406. doi:10.1007/s10639-018-9782-7 

Empson, J., Nabuzoka, D., & Hamilton, D. (2004). Atypical child development in context.  

[ProQuest Ebook]. Retrieved from 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/viu/detail.action?docID=3027534.  

Epstein-Browell, J. (1993). Self-Esteem of learning disabled adolescents as a function of their  

perceptions of how parents, teachers, and peers evaluate them. (Unpublished doctoral 

dissertation). Texas Women’s University, Texas, United States.  

Hinsdale, M. (2016). Relational pedagogy. Oxford research encyclopedia of education.  

Advanced online publication. doi:10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.013.28 

Hodgson, J. R., Lazarus, S. S., & Thurlow, M. L. (2011). Professional development to improve  

accommodation decisions – A review of the literature (Synthesis Report 84).  

Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota, National Centre on Educational Outcomes.  

Johnson R., Onwuegbuzie, A., & Turner, L. (2007). Toward a definition of mixed methods  

research. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 1(2), 112-132.  



EFFECTIVE PEDAGOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS 43 
 

 
 

doi:10.1177/155868906298224 

Klem, A., & Connell, J. (2004). Relationships matter: Linking teacher support to student  

engagement and achievement. Journal of School Health, 74(7), 262-273.  

doi:10.1111/j.1746-1561.2004.tb08283.x 

Lee, Sook-Jeong. (2007). The relations between the student-teacher trust relationship and school  

success in the case of Korean middle schools. Educational Studies, 33(2), 209-216.  

doi:10.1080/03055690601068477 

Li, F., & Betts, S. (2003). Trust: What is it and what is it not. International Business &  

Economics Research Journal, 2(7), 103-108. doi:10.19030/iber.v2i7.3825 

National Middle School Association (NMSA). (2010). This we believe: Keys to educating young  

adolescents. Westerville, OH: National Middle School Association.  

Noddings, N. (2005). The challenge to care in schools: An alternate approach to education (2nd  

ed.). New York: Teachers College Press.  

Ovando, M. (1994). Constructive feedback: A key to successful teaching and learning. The  

International Journal of Educational Management, 8(6), 19-22.  

doi:10.1108/09513549410069185 

Reeves, J., & Le Mare, L. (2017). Supporting teachers in relational pedagogy and social  

emotional education: A qualitative exploration. The International Journal of Emotional  

Education, 9(1), 85-98. Retrieved from https://search-proquest- 
 
com.ezproxy.viu.ca/docview/1890238225?accountid=12246 
 

Rice, F., & Dolgin, K. (2005). The adolescent: Development, relationships, and culture. 11th ed.  

Boston, MA: Pearson.  

Roorda, D., Koomen, H., Split, J., & Oort, F. (2011). The influence of affective teacher-student  



EFFECTIVE PEDAGOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS 44 
 

 
 

relationships on students’ school engagement. American Educational Research 

Association, 81(4), 493-529. doi:10.3102/0034654311421793 

Rumrill, P., Cook B., & Wiley, A. (2011). Research in special education: Designs,  
 

methods, and applications (2nd ed.). Springfield, IL.: Charles C. Thomas. 
 
Snyder, R., Shapiro, S., & Treleaven, D. (2012). Attachment theory and mindfulness. Journal of  

Child and Family Studies, 21, 709-717. doi:10.1007/s10826-011-9522-8 

Stanley, P., Dai, Y., & Nolan, R. (1997). Differences in depression and self-esteem reported by  

learning disabled and heavier disordered middle school students. Journal of Adolescence, 

20, 219-222. doi:10.1006/jado.1996.0079 

Van Garderen, D., Stormont, M., & Goel, N. (2012). Collaboration between general and special  

educators and student outcomes: A need for more research. Psychology in the Schools,  

49(5), 483-497. doi:10.1002/pits.21610 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes.  
 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  
 

Wentzel, K. (2009). Students’ relationships with teachers as motivational contexts. In K.  

Wentzel & A. Wigfield (Eds), Handbook of motivation at school (pp. 301-322). Mahwah, 

NJ: Lawrence Earlbaum Associates.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



EFFECTIVE PEDAGOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS 45 
 

 
 

Appendix A: Participant Recruitment Letter 

Dear Grade 6/7 Learning Resource and Classroom Teachers,  

My name is Ada Chao and I am a Learning Resource Teacher at Crofton House School. I am 
reaching out to you, as I am currently in the process of completing my Master of Education in 
Special Education through Vancouver Island University and am in need of your help as I begin 
my participant recruitment and data collection process for my action research.  

My overarching question for my thesis is: What do grade 6/7 learning resource and classroom 
teachers do to foster effective pedagogical relationships with middle school girls with 
exceptionalities?  

Included below is a link to a survey, geared towards current grade 6/7 learning resource and 
classroom teachers, who are working with middle school girls with exceptionalities. This survey 
should take approximately 10 minutes to complete, and there will be a 2- week window for 
participants to complete the survey. The closing date is January 24, 2020.  

https://forms.gle/aEjBPyE7PHZPPZeV9  

Please note that participation is completely voluntary. Participants will receive no direct benefits 
from participating in this research study, however, responses collected may help the education 
community learn more about fostering effective pedagogical relationships with middle school 
girls with exceptionalities. Participant answers will be stored on the Google Forms platform, in a 
password protected electronic format. As identifying information such as your name and e-mail 
address will not be collected, your responses will remain anonymous.  

Please also find attached to this e-mail a document which outlines the consent information. It 
will be for informational purposes only. The official consent is included in the survey link.  

I thank you in advance for your participation, as it is greatly appreciated.  

Kind regards,  
Ada  
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Appendix B: Participant Consent Information 

Fostering Effective Pedagogical Relationships with Middle School Girls with 
Exceptionalities 

Principal Investigator  
Ada Chao, Student 
Master of Education, Vancouver Island University  
email@email.com  

Thesis Supervisor  
Nancy Norman, PhD  
Faculty of Education, Vancouver Island University  
email@email.com 

I am a student in the Master of Education in Special Education at Vancouver Island University 
(VIU). My research question, “What do grade 6/7 learning resource and classroom teachers do to 
foster effective pedagogical relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities?” aims 
to report what exists in order to accumulate knowledge and to generate and/or provide 
confirmable insights and ideas that can be used and/or transferred into similar situations. My 
intention is to find commonalities and differences in fostering relationships among middle- 
school aged girls with exceptionalities with grade 6/7 learning resource and classroom teachers, 
and whether or not they are effective.  

The online survey should take approximately 10 minutes to complete. Participation in this survey 
is completely voluntary. You may refuse to take part in the research or exit the survey at any 
time. You are free to decline to answer any particular question(s) you do not wish to answer for 
any reason without penalty. Refusal to participate or withdraw/dropout after agreeing to 
participate will not have any adverse effect or consequence on your employment. Please note, 
once you have submitted the survey, you are no longer able to withdraw your participation. If 
you consent to participate in this study, you have not waived your right to legal recourse in the 
event of research-related harm.  

Information collected from this survey will only be the information you are providing when 
answering the questions. Your responses are confidential as no identifying information such as 
your name or e-mail address will be collected. The data collected will be stored in a password 
protected Google account, which will only be accessible by the researcher. All data collected will 
be kept until the end of April 2020, at which point, the information will be deleted.  

You will receive no direct benefits from participating in this research study. However, your 
responses may help us learn more about fostering pedagogical relationships between grade 6/7 
learning resource and classroom teachers and middle school girls with exceptionalities.  

Given that the research being conducted is within a small school network, Independent Schools 
Association of British Columbia (ISABC), there is potential that participants will know who is 
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participating. By providing a confidential survey link with no personal data collected, 
participants are encouraged to complete the survey in a private location.  

Your survey answers will be stored in the Google database, where data will be stored in a 
password protected, electronic format. Your answers will remain anonymous, as your name or e- 
mail address will not be collected. No one will be able to identify you or your answers, and no 
one will know whether or not you participated in the study. Please note that data collected 
through Google Forms is stored outside of Canada, and therefore is not protected by Canadian 
privacy laws.  

If you want to talk to anyone about this research, please contact the principal investigator, Ada 
Chao at email@email.com, or thesis supervisor, Nancy Norman at email@email.com. If you 
have concerns about the participants’ right or treatment in this study, please contact the 
Scholarship, Research, and Creative Activity Office at ###-###-#### or Chris Turner (Research 
Ethics Officer) at ###-###-####, or email@email.com.  

This consent form explains the research study you are being asked to join. Please review this 
information form carefully. Your completion of this form indicates that you (1) understand to 
your satisfaction the information provided to you about your participation in this research 
project, (2) agree to fill out the online survey, and (3) are providing permission to use any of the 
data collected in publications.  

Please note that this document is for informational purposes only. The official consent is 
included in the survey link provided.  
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Appendix C: Survey Questions 

Fostering Pedagogical Relationships - Electronic Consent to Participate 
 
Electronic Consent: Your participation in this research study is completely voluntary. You have 
the right to withdraw from the research study at any time before the completion of the survey. 
This consent form explains the research study you are being asked to join. Please review this 
form carefully. Your completion of this form indicates that you 1) understand to your satisfaction 
the information provided to you about your participation in this research project, 2) agree to fill 
out the online survey, and 3) are providing permission to use any of the data collected in 
publications. 
 
Do you agree to participate in this study?  
 
Yes 
No  
 
Fostering Pedagogical Relationships - Survey Questions 
 
Please answer the following questions to the best of your ability/knowledge. For questions 
regarding textbox answers, provide as much detail and information as possible. 
 
1. What is your current teaching role?  
 
Grade 6/7 Learning Resource Teacher  
Grade 6/7 Classroom Teacher  
Other  
 
2. How many years of experience do you have in your current role?  
 
0-1 year 
1-2 years 
2-3 years 
3-4 years 
4-5 years  
5-6 years 
6-7 years 
7-8 years 
8-9 years 
9-10 years 
10+ years  
 
3. If you are currently not a Learning Resource Teacher, were you one in the past?  
 
Yes 
No  
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4. If you answered 'yes' to the question above, for how long were you a Learning Resource 
Teacher AND how long ago? (put N/A if you answered 'no' to the above question) 
 
5. How many years of teaching experience do you have overall? 
 
0-1 year 
1-2 years 
2-3 years 
3-4 years 
4-5 years  
5-6 years 
6-7 years 
7-8 years 
8-9 years 
9-10 years 
10+ years  
 
6. In what capacity(ies) do you work with students with exceptionalities? (Please check all that 
apply) 
 
Before / after school support  
One-to-one pull-out support  
One-to-one push-in support  
Small group pull-out support  
Small group push-in support  
Other  
 
7. Considering the students from the question above, what kind of learning environment do you 
work with your students most in a day? Please comment on how frequent and how long the 
supports typically are. (e.g., before school support in student services space, 2x/week for 20 
minutes/session) 
 
8. What would you say constitutes a positive relationship when working with middle school girls 
with exceptionalities? (please include details and be specific) 
 
9. What do you feel facilitates building a positive relationship when working with middle school 
girls with exceptionalities? (please include detail and be specific) 
 
10. As this study is investigating teacher-student relationships, what strategies do you use to 
build relationships with middle school girls with exceptionalities? Also comment on whether or 
not your strategies differ in different capacities/environment. (please include if there is a 
difference between typical students and students with exceptionalities) 
 
11. What are barriers that hinder you from building a positive relationship with your students? 
(please include details and be specific- include examples if necessary) 


