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The quality of students’ relationships with teachers and peers is a fundamental sub-
strate for the development of academic engagement and achievement. This chapter
offers teachers and researchers a motivational framework that explains how positive
and negative studeni—teacher and student—peer relationships are sustained in the
classroom, and strategies for creating solutions to improve relationships.

One of the most exhilarating experiences a teacher can have is to lead a
class of enthusiastic, engaged students. It is easy to picture: Students are
leaning forward in their seats, hands waving. Questions and opinions roll
out, offering the teacher a clear picture of what students understand and
where confusion remains. The material to be covered structures itself, its
sequence and depth dictated by how fast students can digest the concepts.
Students eagerly break into groups and continue animated discussions,
showing their comprehension through questions, critical listening, and
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arguing about examples as they apply the material to their own lives. The
teacher is thoroughly energized, thinking about how the material to be
covered next builds on that day’s class. The teacher thinks, “Yes, this is why
I went into teaching in the first place.”

Student engagement and motivation are precious commodities, valuable
not only to teachers but also to students. Students’ school lives are more
enjoyable when they are engaged in their classes. Engagement provides an
energetic resource for coping with the challenges of schoolwork, promot-
ing students’ motivational resilience (Martin & Marsh, 2009). Long-term,
student engagement is a predictor of student learning and achievement,
retention and graduation from high school, and entry into and success
in college (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Engagement is also a
protective factor that buffers students from a host of risky behaviors in
adolescence, including truancy, gang involvement, delinquency, and risky
sexual behavior (Connell, Spencer, & Aber, 1994; Janosz, Archambault,
Morizot, & Pagani, 2008; Li & Lerner, 2011; Voelkl, 1997).

The power of academic engagement, demonstrated empirically in de-
cades of research and coupled with evidence of its malleability, has result-
ed in great interest in the study of factors that foster its development. This
work is made more urgent by the fact that student intrinsic motivation,
engagement, and enjoyment of school all show linear declines across a
student’s academic career, with dramatic normative losses over the transi-
tions to middle and high school (Wigfield, Eccles, Schiefele, Roeser, &
Davis-Kean, 2006).

This chapter focuses on a fundamental substrate for the development
of engagement, namely, the quality of students’ relationships with teachers
and peers. Indeed, an extensive body of research suggests the importance
of close, caring feacher-student relationships and high-quality peer relation-
ships for students’ academic self-perceptions, school engagement, motiva-
tion, learning, and performance, and children who experience lower qual-
ity relationships with their peers—who are rejected or socially isolated—are
more likely to become disaffected from school and drop out (Berndt &
Keefe, 1996; Birch & Ladd, 1996; Hymel, Comfort, Schonert-Reichl, & Mc-
Dougall, 1996; Juvonen, Espinoza, & Knifsend, 2012; Klem & Connell, 2004;
Ladd, Herald-Brown, & Kochel, 2009; Martin & Dowson, 2009; Newcomb &
Bagwell, 1995; Pianta, Hamre, & Allen, 2012; Wentzel, 2009a, 2009b).

Teachers and students recognize high-quality relationships; they seem
effortless because they are intrinsically motivating, enjoyable, and mutu-
ally reinforcing. Teachers and students also know when relationships are
not working, and unfortunately, such relationships are also self-sustaining
in ways that detract from instruction and erode classroom cohesion. Every-
one wants poor relationships to improve, but finding pathways to better
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relationships is not easy. To support teachers in meeting this challenge,
the goals of this chapter are: (1) to explain, from a motivational perspec-
tive, why classroom relationships work (and don’t work), and (2) to offer
practical strategies to help teachers improve the motivational dynamics of
difficult relationships.

To accomplish these goals, we rely on a model of motivational develop-
ment based in self-determination theory (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Deci
& Ryan, 1985, 2000; Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 2009).
This model assumes that students innately come with a wellspring of in-
trinsic motivation and the desire and capacity to take responsibility for
their own learning. The model has at its core a description of motivational
resilience, which includes both engagement (i.e., enthusiastic, goal-directed
participation in academic work; Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009),
and coping (i.e., constructive ways of dealing with academic problems;
Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). The model provides a framework for organizing
the factors that promote the development of motivational resilience. In
offering a motivational analysis of classroom relationships, we draw on a
strong evidence base and knit research into a coherent picture that can
be useful for teachers and researchers who wish to more fully understand
these relationship dynamics.

UNDERSTANDING OUR CURRENT EDUCATIONAL CLIMATE

Before launching into a motivational analysis of classroom relationships,
we want to be mindful of the complex educational systems in which class-
rooms operate. Although a complete review is beyond the scope of this
chapter, itis important to set the stage by describing a number of serious
issues facing teachers in the United States today. Perhaps the most ubiqg-
uitous influence is the No Child Left Behind act (NCLB, 2002), which
has created a climate of high-stakes testing and accountability found to
be a significant source of stress for teachers (Shernoff, Mehta, Atkins,
Torf, & Spencer, 2011). Certain NCLB provisions have particularly in-
fluenced teaching. The use of evidence-based practices has led to the
standardization of instruction, which some argue marginalizes teacher
expertise, especially for those who teach groups with different learn-
ing needs (e.g., English language learners or students with disabilities).
The provision that teachers be highly qualified, which requires a bach-
elor’s degree in the subject taught, has been difficult to achieve (e.g., for
teachers in small, rural communities, given that they often teach mul-
tiple subjects). The provision that decision making be data driven has
been linked to teachers spending less time one-on-one with students and
more time on deficit-driven instruction (Valli & Buese, 2007).
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Moreover, teachers must contend with shrinking state budgets, multi-
ple competing reform initiatives, changing student demographics, loss of
school-based social services (e.g., health centers, counselors), and a range
of other local conditions. These external realities amount to increased de-
mands on teachers (e.g., larger classroom sizes, professional development
requirements ranging from culturally responsive pedagogy to formative
assessment data systems) in the face of reduced resources (e.g., loss of
prep time, diminishing compensation). The bottom line is that teachers
are forced to spend more time engaged in activities they feel compete
with good teaching. In such a demanding context, it is perhaps even more
important that today’s teachers have tools for improving relationships, en-
gagement, and motivation in the classroom, which provide some of the
few buffers between external pressures and student learning (Rushton &
Juola-Rushton, 2008).

RELATIONSHIPS THAT WORK IN THE CLASSROOM

It is easy to imagine high-quality relationships in the classroom: Interac-
tions are courteous and kind, and they focus on learning the material
and building academic skills; people say what they really mean and listen
openly to others’ perspectives; students provide constructive criticism and
are receptive to feedback; the classroom is welcoming but focused on aca-
demics, and filled with laughter, challenging tasks, hard work, and mutual
satisfaction and respect.

Why do these relationships work? One useful way of explaining the in-
herently complex dynamics of relationships is through the lens of a motiva-
tional model. The model holds that social partners promote development
by supporting fundamental human needs for relatedness, competence,
and autonomy (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Skinner,
1995; see Figure 1). Relatedness is the need to be connected to others or
belong to a larger social group; competence is the need to feel effective in
interactions with social and physical environments; and aufonomy is the
need to express one’s authentic self and be the source of action. In the
classroom, teachers and peers are social partners who can meet (or under-
mine) a student’s needs via three pathways: (1) relatedness is promoted by
warmth or undermined by rejection; (2) competence is promoted by structure
or undermined by chaos; and (3) autonomyis promoted by autonomy support
or undermined by coercion. When a student’s needs are met, he or she is
more likely to be engaged in classroom activities (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Skin-
ner, Furrer, Marchand, & Kindermann, 2008).
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Figure 1. The self-system model of motivational development

Teachers Parents Peers

CONTEXT—» SELF—» ACTION % OUTCOME

Nature of
Warmth Academic
Vs. H Relatedness Work
Rejection

Engagement i

Structure vs. Learning

vs. i Competence Disaffection .and

Chaos Achievement
Coping
and
Autonomy Support Reengagement

vs. -

Coercion

RELATIONSHIPS WITH TEACHERS

The basis for student-teacher relationships, like all close relationships, is
interpersonal liking and trust. Students feel they belong in school when
teachers express involvement and warmth (Martin & Dowson, 2009; Wentzel,
1997) by treating students with care and affection and showing students
they enjoy having them in class. When teachers are dependable sources of
emotional and instrumental support in difficult times, students feel con-
nected to their teachers and safe at school.

Students also need structured interactions, in which teachers set high
standards, clear expectations, and reasonable limits for students’ behav-
iors and performance and consistently follow through on their demands.
Optimal structure includes teachers’ confidence in students’ underlying
abilities as well as helping students figure out how to reach high levels of
understanding and performance (Stipek, 2002). Especially important are
breaking tasks into manageable components that students are ready to
master, and the provision of informational feedback so that when students
do not meet expectations, teachers explain to them how to improve. To-
gether these shape students’ perceptions of themselves as academically
competent, including their beliefs about what it takes to do well in school
and their own capacities to enact those strategies.

Finally, teachers’ autonomy support shapes student motivation. When
teachers treat students with respect and seek out, listen to, and value their
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opinions, students are more willing to commit themselves to the hard
work entailed in learning (Reeve & Jang, 2006; Stefanou, Perencevich,
DiCintio, & Turner, 2004). If teachers give students options, encourage
them to work on issues that are interesting and important to them, and
provide explanations for why certain activities that are not intrinsically fun
are nevertheless relevant and critical to learning, students internalize the
value of learning. Together, these allow students to develop an autono-
mous orientation to schoolwork, to become self-regulated learners, and to
take ownership of their own academic progress.

RELATIONSHIPS WITH PEERS

Warmth is a key feature of high-quality peer relationships (Furman &
Buhrmester, 1985; Parker & Asher, 1993) and highly functional classroom
climates (Cabello & Terrell, 1994). When students have opportunities to
talk and listen to each other, provide emotional support, share learning
experiences, and develop respect, they are more likely to feel that they be-
long and are understood and cared for by their peers. Warm interactions
with classroom peers create a climate of comfort and help meet students’
need for relatedness (Ciani, Middleton, Summers, & Sheldon, 2010; Fur-
rer & Skinner, 2003; Martin & Dowson, 2009).

Interactions with peers that contribute to structure in the classroom are
also important for the development of a sense of control. Although they
do not provide structure in the same way that teachers do, classroom
peers provide contextual affordances that can support academic compe-
tence (Wentzel, 2009b). For example, when interacting with classmates,
students practice communicating, give and receive feedback, model aca-
demic competencies, resolve conflicts, provide help and advice, and cre-
ate shared academic goals and behavioral standards (Parr, 2002; Wentzel,
2009b). Predictable, instrumentally supportive interactions between class-
mates (e.g., interpreting teacher instructions, sharing materials) promote
structure and, therefore, feelings of competence because students know
they can rely on their peers for information and help.

Interactions with classroom peers can also fulfill students’ need for auton-
omy. Similar to structure, peers are not autonomy supportive in the same way
that teachers are (Guay, Boivin, & Hodges, 1999); however, research suggests
that peers can promote each other’s autonomy when they attempt to un-
derstand each other’s viewpoints (Youniss & Haynie, 1992). When students
work together to negotiate activities in the classroom, cooperate on group
projects, examine and challenge their own beliefs, explain the relevance of
classroom assignments to each other, engage in self-exploration, and share
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their ideas, they cocreate an autonomy-supportive context (Beiswenger &
Grolnick, 2010; Deci, La Guardia, Moller, Scheiner, & Ryan, 2006).

EVERYDAY MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE AND AUTHENTIC ACADEMIC
WORK

Over time, warmth, structure, and autonomy support from teachers and
peers not only operate as social resources but also help students to con-
struct their own personal motivational resources by promoting positive
self-perceptions of relatedness, competence, and autonomy. Students can
draw on these resources when they encounter difficulties, coping con-
structively, reengaging with challenging academic tasks, and in general
developing everyday motivational resilience (Martin & Marsh, 2009; Skinner
& Pitzer, 2012). Taken together, these elements contribute to a classroom
experienced by all its inhabitants as a caring learning community focused
on authentic academic work. Authentic academic work comprises tasks that
are project based, progressive, and integrated across subject matter and
that students consider “meaningful, valuable, significant, and worthy of
one’s effort” (Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn, 1992, p. 23) because they
are driven by important real-world questions relevant to students’ goals
(Newmann, King, & Carmichael, 2007; Wigfield et al., 2006). Classrooms
become genuine cooperative learning communities when the efforts of
all members are needed and valued and when they are directed toward
collective learning goals that include each member’s progress and success.

RELATIONSHIPS THAT DON’T WORK IN THE CLASSROOM

Unfortunately, it is also easy to recognize relationships that do not work
well in the classroom. Students are late for class, sullen, rude, unfriendly,
unresponsive, unprepared, and disaffected from learning—that is, they are
uninterested, rebellious, anxious, or burned out with academics (Skinner,
Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 2009). Students ignore their peers,
or trade insults and hostility, taking offense over small transgressions and
being pulled easily into arguments. The classroom is tense, and too much
time is spent on disciplinary matters.

Why don’t these relationships work? The motivational model also pro-
vides a framework for understanding how relationships go awry. Teachers
and peers can fail to meet a student’s fundamental needs, which results
in disaffected motivational patterns and a lower likelihood of positive
interpersonal interactions. Over time, poor relationships with teachers
and peers become liabilities for students because of a lack of support
and negative self-perceptions (e.g., feeling that one does not belong, is
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incompetent, or is coerced in the classroom). During stressful academic
encounters, disaffected students have fewer social and personal resources
to draw on, increasing the likelihood they will have difficulty coping con-
structively or reengaging in challenging classroom activities, so they fall
even further behind (Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 1998; Skinner, 1995).

RELATIONSHIPS WITH TEACHERS

The model posits that teachers undermine students’ motivational needs
when they interact with students in ways that are rejecting, chaotic, or
coercive (see Figure 1). Rejecting interactions communicate to students
that they are not welcome or valued in class. Teachers sometimes over-
look students, failing to remember their names or learn about their
backgrounds. Teachers can express disinterest by not having time for
students, cutting them short, disregarding their input, or not listening
to their perspective. Dislike can also be communicated by an irritated
or impatient tone of voice, sarcastic comments, or criticism aimed at a
student’s personality or abilities.

During chaotic interactions, students experience teachers as inconsis-
tent, undependable, or arbitrary in their expectations or follow-through,
especially in grading or rule-following. Teaching can also be chaotic if
educators do not explain to students how to accomplish learning tasks
or explain in ways students cannot comprehend. Feedback about perfor-
mance can be chaotic if it is absent or focuses only on what is wrong rather
than how to improve. Especially important are teachers’ reactions when
students request support. If teachers are unavailable, students soon learn
not to count on them. Cumulatively, chaotic experiences can make stu-
dents feel they do not know how to succeed in school and are helpless and
incompetent (Skinner, Zimmer-Gembeck, & Connell, 1998).

Coercive or controlling interactions with teachers are ones in which stu-
dents feel pressured, pushed, or bossed around (Reeve, 2009). Coercive
tactics rely on external sources of motivation, such as commands, dead-
lines, incentives, and threats of punishment, and they involve pressuring
language, including impatience, guilt-inducing criticism, “should,” “must,”
and “have to.” Coercive reactions to students’ negative affect (such as
boredom or discouragement) include power assertions in which teachers
deny the validity of students’ experiences and instead insist on compliance
using authoritarian reasons (e.g., “because I said so”). “Indirect” control
strategies create internal compulsions to act—feelings of guilt, shame, and
anxiety, or threatening to withdraw approval (Reeve, 2009). Cumulatively,
coercion undermines autonomous self-regulation and prevents students
from developing a sense of ownership of their own learning.
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RELATIONSHIPS WITH PEERS

Similar to teachers, the model suggests that peers can fail to meet a stu-
dent’s needs when they are rejecting, confusing, or coercive (see Figure
1). Hostile or rejecting interactions with peers erode feelings of belonging.
Indeed, research has found that hostile, rejecting, or detached friendship
groups make adolescents feel lonely and alienated (Guay et al., 1999) and
promote social anxiety and distress (La Greca & Lopez, 1998). Patterns of
rejection can range from outward hostility (e.g., bullying) to more subtle
forms of neglect (e.g., indifference). In the classroom, rejection has been
related to losses in academic motivation and performance (Buhs, Ladd,
& Herald, 2006).

Chaotic, confusing, or unpredictable interactions with peers (e.g., tell-
ing lies, teasing, emotional outbursts, exclusion) make it difficult for stu-
dents to feel competent and in control in the classroom. For example,
peer victimization (often experienced as unpredictable peer interactions)
has been shown to interfere with students’ ability to attain academic com-
petencies, which leads to reduced classroom participation, inability to
persist when facing academic challenges, and lower achievement (Iyer,
Kochenderfer-Ladd, Eisenberg, & Thompson, 2010).

Coercive interactions (e.g., manipulative, controlling, or enmeshed) de-
value a student’s genuine preferences and diminish his or her sense of
autonomy. Children involved in coercive friendships, for example, tend
to use direct or hostile strategies to control each other and to have ex-
trinsic motivations toward friendship (e.g., popularity; Hawley, Little, &
Pasupathi, 2002). Coercive interactions with classroom peers (e.g., pres-
sure to cheat, not appear “too smart,” withhold views for fear of rejection)
can erode participation and damage feelings of safety and acceptance in
the classroom.

EVERYDAY MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE AND DISAFFECTION

Over time, students with a history of feeling rejected, helpless, or coerced
by teachers and peers accumulate self-doubts and other motivational li-
abilities. As a result, when faced with difficulties, disaffected students
have neither the personal nor social resources to bounce back and are
prone to utilize maladaptive coping strategies and to give up (Skinner
& Pitzer, 2012). Not surprisingly, these patterns are related to lower aca-
demic achievement, dropout, and other disadvantages for students (Finn
& Rock, 1997; Janosz et al., 2008; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997).
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HOW CAN RELATIONSHIPS IN THE CLASSROOM BE IMPROVED?

Poor relationships in the classroom are not only hard on students but
also a source of stress for teachers. In fact, motivational and disciplinary
problems with students are among the most upsetting issues teachers face
(Chang, 2009). The model provides a perspective on why student disaffec-
tion is stressful and why it may be hard for teachers to maintain their own
enthusiastic engagement with teaching in the face of apathetic or disruptive
student behavior. If teacher engagement in teaching, like student engage-
ment in learning, is promoted by feelings of relatedness, competence, and
autonomy, then student disaffection could undermine these needs.

Teachers can take student disinterest or hostility as a personal affront—
evidence that students do not like them—thereby impinging on teachers’
needs for relatedness (Klassen, Perry, & Frenzel, 2012; Spilt, Koomen, &
Thijs, 2011). Alternatively, student disaffection could make teachers feel
they are not competent in their jobs; otherwise students would be interested
and attentive (Woolfolk, Hoy, & Davis, 2009). Teachers may also find stu-
dent disengagement to be coercive—it prevents them from getting on with
their own goals and lesson plans and can force them into unwanted con-
frontations (Roth, Assor, Kanat-Maymon, & Kaplan, 2007). To the extent
that their basic needs are not being met, teachers may experience their
own form of disaffection—sometimes with a specific student or class and
sometimes with the profession itself, which can be a risk factor for teacher
burnout and desistance (Chang, 2009; Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De
Witte, & Lens, 2008).

The motivational model suggests that poor student-teacher relation-
ships are unlikely to improve spontaneously because student disaffection
elicits teacher disaffection, thereby forming a “vicious circle.” Indeed,
when students are passive, unmotivated, bored, or openly hostile, teach-
ers tend to respond either by withdrawing their attention or by becoming
more demanding (Furrer & Skinner, 2009; Skinner & Belmont, 1993).
Both of these typical responses add fuel to the fires of disaffection, as
students interpret these teacher behaviors as evidence that “this teacher
doesn’t like me” or “this teacher is so mean.” In the language of the mo-
tivational model, teachers typically respond to student disaffection with
decreasing involvement and increasing rejection and coercion, just the
kinds of reactions that escalate student disaffection.

Hence, it would be useful for students and teachers alike if pathways out
of mutual disaffection could be initiated by teachers. The model suggests
several routes, and each starts by encouraging teachers to view student mo-
tivational issues not as evidence of inadequacies in their teaching or stu-
dents’ character flaws, but instead as information about classroom dynamics.
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If teachers can see classroom relationships as valuable sources of informa-
tion (along with student performance) to help “diagnose” the causes of mo-
tivational problems, teachers can use their observations to shape their re-
sponses into remedies. Table 1 presents the motivational principles guiding
relationships in the classroom and can serve as a reference tool for teachers
to use in analyzing their own classroom relationships.

Table 1. Motivational Principles Guiding Relationships in the Classroom
Relationships That Work

1.

Student-teacher and student—peer relationships inherently include
selfssustaining engagement in high-quality teaching and learning,
characterized by focused enthusiastic hard work and constructive
responses to obstacles and setbacks, or motivational vesilience.

Relationships generate mutual satisfaction and success by contribut-
ing to teachers’ and students’ experiences of relatedness to their so-
cial partners in the classroom, to their competence as teachers and
learners, and to ownership of the goals of creating a caring learning
community dedicated to important academic work.

Teachers have a special responsibility to support student motivation
and learning through the provision of warmth and involvement, op-
timal structure, and support for autonomy.

Relationships That Don’t Work

1.

Student-teacher and student—peer relationships inherently include
mutual disaffection from the goals of teaching and learning, result-
ing in distrust, antipathy, discouragement, frustration, and chronic
stress in which energy is channeled toward disciplinary encounters
or drained away.

Students and teachers are at risk for burnout; they feel uncomfort-
able in the classroom, incompetent and helpless as teachers and
learners, and forced to participate in activities that are no longer
productive or meaningful.

Teachers typically withdraw their regard and involvement with stu-
dents or become more demanding and coercive. These reactions,
although understandable, escalate students’ alienation and lead to
further deterioration of relationships.
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Self-System Model of Motivational Development

1.

The motivational model offers a framework for analyzing the needs
that underlie student and teacher engagement and can offer expla-
nations for the dynamics that sustain positive and negative teacher—
student and student—peer relationships in the classroom.

Awareness of these dynamics can help teachers identify and initiate
interactions likely to lead toward more satisfying relationships for
students with their teachers and peers.

Student engagement and disaffection provide information about
what may be going on in students’ heads about their participation
in the classroom, specifically about whether they feel like they fit in
(relatedness), whether they are able to do the work (competence),
and whether the activities seem relevant and important to them per-
sonally (autonomy).

If teachers can use students’ patterns of action in the classroom to
diagnose underlying motivational issues, they can respond to disaf-
fected students in ways that are more likely to renew their intrinsic
motivation and improve their relationships with teachers and peers.

High-quality relationships are the foundation for the continued de-
velopment of healthy self-perceptions, motivational resilience, and
increased ownership of the learning process.

COMMON SIGNS THAT THINGS AREN’T WORKING AND WHAT TO DO

The motivational model provides a framework for teachers to “diagnose
and treat” the dynamics of difficult relationships. We suggest a five-step
process, starting with an observation of student behavior and ending with
ideas for ways teachers can provide motivational support. The interim
steps can help teachers understand both their own and their students’
experiences in the classroom. We walk through two examples to illustrate
how the model can be applied in everyday teaching situations.

MOTIVATIONAL ILLUSTRATION #1: STUDENT RESISTANCE

1. What teachers see: Resistance. Perhaps the most common sign that a

student—teacher relationship is not working is when a student resists
participating in class and becomes defiant or oppositional. Resistance
exemplifies a motivational pattern that is particularly visible and po-
tentially explosive. Such behavior can disrupt the entire class, derail
instruction, and encourage similar behavior in other students.
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2. How might teachers interpret the behaviors and respond? Resistant
behavior directly challenges teachers’ needs for autonomy/author-
ity and competence. Teachers might initially feel frustrated when a
resistant student seizes the class’s attention, and then helpless about
how to bring the focus back to instruction. A teacher’s first impulse
may be to respond with punishment (e.g., sitting the student next
to the teacher’s desk or assigning extra homework) or by removing
the student from class.

3. How might a student experience the teacher’s typical response? A re-
sistant student might experience the teacher’s coercive reactions as
unfair, unreasonable, or mean. In response, the student might with-
draw from classroom activities or become aggressive. Some coercive
teacher reactions, such as sending the student out of class, also lead
to losses in instruction, which contribute to the student falling fur-
ther behind. In response, the student refuses to care about missing
classroom activities and is even less motivated to reengage. In the
end, the teacher’s coercive response could intensify resistance and
defiance rather than reduce it.

4. What could be going on for the student? The motivational model
suggests that resistant behavior occurs because the student’s needs
are not being met. Resistant students are especially sensitive to the
need for autonomy—not only do they experience school as coer-
cive, offering little choice in terms of instruction, activities, and per-
haps even peers, but also they do not see the relevance of these
things to their own life and future plans. It is likely that these stu-
dents are also behind for their grade level, leading to feelings of
incompetence. One response to feeling that school is irrelevant and
coercive is to actively oppose it by resisting participation, verbally
attacking other students and teachers, getting kicked out of class
or suspended, skipping school, and eventually dropping out (Val-
lerand et al., 1997).

5. How could teachers provide motivational support? A resistant stu-
dent needs a teacher who recognizes that he or she is asking for
autonomy support rather than punishment. Providing students
with choice is the most obvious way to support autonomy, leading
to improvements in interest, effort, and task performance (Cordova
& Lepper, 1996; Patall, Cooper, & Wynn, 2010). Research suggests
that choices are optimally motivating when they are relevant to a stu-
dent’s interests, appropriate in number and complexity, and fit with
a student’s cultural beliefs (Katz & Assor, 2007). Providing choice
may not be a good immediate response to oppositional behavior, but
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rather a deterrent to help reshape the student’s classroom experi-
ences. Other autonomy supportive practices include (1) listening
to and acknowledging the student’s perspective even if it involves
negative affect; (2) creating opportunities for students to work in
their own ways; (3) ensuring that students actively engage with each
other, materials, and discussion rather than listen passively; (4) us-
ing noncontrolling language; and (5) explaining the personal im-
portance of activities (Reeve, 2006; Stefanou et al., 2004).

MOTIVATIONAL ILLUSTRATION #2: STUDENT ASSOCIATING WITH
DISAFFECTED PEERS

1. What teachers see: Associating with disaffected peers. One common

2.

3.

sign that student—peer relationships are not working to promote
engagement in the classroom is disaffected peers sitting together,
talking, and choosing each other as partners. Together, disaffected
peers can companionably withdraw from classroom activities, dis-
rupt class, avoid instruction, and create behavioral norms not con-
ducive to learning.

How might teachers interpret the behavior and respond? Teachers
might initially be annoyed with the cluster of disaffected peers and
feel challenged to maintain order. A teacher’s first impulse may be
to split up the group (e.g., make them sit apart, forbid them to work
together, remove one from class). Teachers might also try to avoid
conflict by ignoring the disaffected peer group, allowing them to
get by without mastering the material and passing them along to
another teacher. In either case, the teacher’s response reinforces
the power of a disaffected peer group and encourages a pattern of
continued disaffection.

How might a student experience the teacher’s typical response? In
response to the teacher’s neglect or coercion, the students in the
disaffected peer group might think that the teacher does not like
or care about them and that they do not belong in the classroom.
Feeling rejected by their teacher (or other classroom peers), these
students turn to their disaffected peers to meet their needs for
relatedness.

4. What could be going on for the student? Disaffected students typi-

cally affiliate with each other because they feel rejected by their
engaged classmates (Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989). Stu-
dents who associate with disaffected peers likely have a low sense
of classroom relatedness: The classroom feels uncomfortable, and
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they feel misunderstood, disregarded, and left out. Although feel-
ings of classroom relatedness are low, disaffected peers can ap-
prove of and reinforce each other’s disaffection, thereby meeting
their needs for relatedness.

5. How could teachers provide motivational support? Students who
associate with disaffected peers need a teacher who recognizes
that the whole group must be reengaged and made to feel part of
the classroom community. In terms of meeting relatedness needs,
teachers can communicate unconditional regard for the group
and refuse to allow them to withdraw from the classroom. A teach-
er could take special interest in the peer group, endeavoring to
learn more about them and aligning classroom activities to their
interests. Another strategy might be to create special roles for
these students, thereby demonstrating their worth, purpose, and
belonging. By providing meaningful opportunities to collaborate
on learning tasks and creating interdependence among students,
teachers can increase positive social interactions for all students.
Such tactics could help to reengage the disaffected peers, provid-
ing them access to engaged classmates and making the classroom
community safe and productive (Anderman, 2003; Cabello & Ter-
rell, 1994; Guthrie & Davis, 2003; Jennings, 2003; Soodak, 2003).

Table 2 presents a motivational analysis of other common relation-
ship issues in the classroom (e.g., passivity, giving up, utilizing peers
for cheating). This framework suggests ways to identify motivational
problems, understand their underlying dynamics, and develop ideas
for reshaping classroom relationships. At the same time, teachers will
need to expand the framework using their own expertise to contexual-
ize its application to specific classrooms, students, and academic topics
at particular grade levels.
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Table 2. Motivational Analysis of Common Relationship Problems in the Classroom

sonmnoe gurwrea| jo ssuerrodur
pue doueAd[ar ure[dxy o
speo8 Sururea| uo snooy e
sydwone pareadar Moy e
‘Hoddng Guouomy apraosg
spred Jo[ews o1t se) YeaIq o
P PISJ [EUONBULIOJUT AL o
JuawaAoId W PUE 1109 UO SN0, o
sororens ofdnmur oproid e

1X9U 0P 0 TeyM 21NS JON] o

porensniy e
Aq 108 1snl 01 souy e

A1a1sew 53 wononnsur
SISSIUIL ‘U0 sa0un 15N [ o
TN NOLLOVIY

syuapms Suruwogiad xoySiy
01 Surredwon £q 91eANOJN o
$90UINbISUOD UM UNLIIYT, o
I9paey A1) 01 W [[2L e
“u01207) NOLLOVAY
uonensniy e

QI XU 10§ ApMs 1, uom

a1 (s) Apeq so0p JUAPIS JT

“Bunyiom symb oy (s) “Kmoypp
sey Juapms Jy :ajdwexy o

“UnPNLS IP120AJ PIsNJuOd S[P9] o 111081,Us20(] o ssoussa[d[oH o -dn soat8
presar jeuonipuodun ssaxdxy o prdms sjo o prdms w, [ yuny soad /1yea], e paavoxd 01 Moy ureLIdU() @ ‘panensiy A[Ises ST IUdpMS o
JUAIR]ORU] IPU0AT “2oudjaqui0d Jo asuas moy “2ouajaquiod Jo asuas moy “2ouajaquiod Jo asuas moy Sy
s[e08 suapnis uo
paseq uonedonaed aseanur 0y J[qnon
uonde jo uefd uowrwod dojad( e RW 1, USI0P A (S) ISNLIA
“poddng Guouomy apreoig £q 198, 01 uapIIs Moy o
NORQP29J [RUONRULIOJUIL JAIS) o JuapIIs sorousy o
djay paau J1 995 01 UL YD) o s109d UIPNIS IDNOU 10U SIO(Je “a[qnon
sr0ur 1adx o /I9UIBI) YIM UONIDUUOD SPIOAY o “PAISIN NOLLIVAL SOYRU I9ADU “PULY| SISTEI 19AIU
“2UnPN4S IP1204J resoyduad sppag o sonmnoe 109UUO0D 0) MO 2INS JON] o 9omb st juapmg ordurexy o
ruLiesm 9sa1out sso1dxy o QIMDASUL S[99] o WOOISSED WO SMEIPUIIM o WOOISSED “WOOISSL[D
WA} MOWY 01198 ‘WY 01 Y[B, o AUs sjoo o QU AN 1,USIOP IDYILI], o Auwt ur Sutaq I 1,USIOP JUIPNIS o Q) UL D[ISIAUL ST IUIPTIG o
“Juauaejocu] Ip120s] “ssoupapja. fo asuas mop “ssoupapja. fo asuas moy “ssoupappja. Jo asuas moy Apeassog

NIOM DTWIPEIE INUIINE IPIAOI] o
sonrumuoddo diysiopes] A1) e
souertodur
pue soueAs[ax urefdxa
“asodind jo asuas a10wo1] o

SOMIATIOR WOOISSL[D

WOOISSB[D WOIJ JAOWY o
safouarid aa0uIal — ysIun g o
JUOLJUOD ISISUT ‘pUBUWO)) o
U007 NOLLOVHL

I98Ue 10 UONensnI o

“poddng Guouomy apreog Burssiur INoqe 918D 1,Us20(] o S[EOS 1M S2IOJINUI IUIPIIG o

saotop areudoxdde a1opy o QA1s82188e 210U $OW009( ° “pay0]q Cuouomy “IOM 0} $ISTJOIT YR
“UNPNYYS IP120A] swa[qod 10] 12ydea) sowe[q o sonmnov [01UOD JO S5O o sy[e1 ‘sonSie yuopmg oduwexy o

SIS2IDIUL I INOYE IO PUL] o y10Mm jo diysioumo oN e WOOISSL[D WO SMEIPYIIA o “oouapaquiod fo asuas mop ‘reuonisoddo 10 yueyap Ajpanoe
s[e0S 11911 INOQE N0 puly e paysnd ‘pomssord sppo] o ATRJUN ST IDYDRIT, o QU $OTRY JUIPIVS ST, o ‘uonedpnred sisisarjuapNIg o
JUAUIR|OU] IPU0AT “Cuouonn fo asuas moy “Cuouonn fo asuas moy “ssaupaynja. o asuas mory aoumfoq
WOOSSD) 24} UL SULA|QO4] [PUOYDAHOIN

aoddng reuoneanopy Sudpmg 2y} cosuodsay s Ioydea], 3y} spuodsay pue siomeyag ) JWO0ISSE[)
IPIAOI] SISYIEI], PNO)) MOH *G 10y uo Suro9) ag pmo) Jeyp § | sousmadxy Juapmg B IS MO ‘g 1oxd1ayuy s1oyRESY, IS MOY *g Q) uI 299G SISYIEIL, O JEYM ‘T




Teacher & Peer Relationships & Classroom Engagement 117

SHIOM DIWAPEIL DNUSINE IPINOL] o
sidwone pareadar MO[[Y

s[eos Surures aowoI] e

“poddng Guouomy aproig

ORqPID) [EUONBULIOJUT DAL o
JuowRA0IdWT PUE 1I0JJ9 UO SN0 o
sor8orens apdnmur opnoid e

sopeid 198 01 papasu

1I0JJ9 1IDXD 0) JUBM JOU SI0(] o
Buneap Mo

SOpRIS DB ULD JUIPYUOD JOU S| o

SPUALIJ IBIU SUMIS 10U 0 VA0 o
Jusurystund pue 2OUR[[AING o
U0PI0Y) NOLLOVAY

1os0ysnd e w, ] YUIY) sUapmS o
“sSaupap]aL Jo asuas moy

*SSED Ul Suneayd
SMO[[® 10 S1EIYD JUIPTIS ‘SPUDLY
10§ YI0M $20p JuapMg d[durexy o

MNPNAS dPR0A] QWMo Pavooad 01 MOy MOqe PIsnyuoy) e 198ue 10 uonensn e “JIOM UMO
S[e0S puE $15219)UT MOUY 01 199) o Juerroduwr 1sowr se sopeis s0og e prdmas ur,J syunq 1Yoy, ow SUIAJop STIUAPMIG o | I OP 10U OP SPUILY 3§ JUIPIG o
“puawacjoau] apraoid “20uajaqui00 Jo asuas mog “20uajaqut0o fo asuas moy ‘paxpojq Guouopmy si00d ypom Suypoy)
SHIOM DTWIDPEIL DN USINE IPIAOI] o
Juertodwr pue yueasax (ssep ur no
SIYIOM[00TS Aym urejdxo Surppen ‘sowrewydIu) sseLequy o
‘osodnd jo asuas djowo] e Sse[ Jo N0 SuIpuas Aq ysiung e
“Joddng Guouomy apraog SPUDLIJ IEOU SUMIS 10U OS ‘DA o
Krsewr aouaLadxa SSE[D JO JUOLJ O) A0\ o SPUDLIJ JO 25N
o1 sontumuoddo 21ear) o s[eos pue Aq 108 1snl 01 souy e “U0W4207) NOLLDOVAY a0 st ‘sse[o SuLmp spuaLy
UNPNYS IPUR0A | JI] UMO O] UONIIUUOD IS 1, USIO(] o sannoe uonensniy e P sy[e) Juapmg ofdurexy o
s[eoSd pue Jueyrodur WOOISSB[D WOLJ SMEIPYIIM o paavoad 0y moy urerdup) « NIOM[OOT]DS
SIS2IAUL JUIPINS MOUY 0 199) o SE YIOM[OOTS I8 1, USI0(] o ATRJUN ST IDYDLIT, o 191pe2) pooS e 10U UL ] 1220 spuaLy saznuoud 1uapiig o
JUAUIR]OCU] IPU0AT “Guouopnn Jo asuas moy “Cwouomn fo asuas mop “2ouajaquiod fo asuas moy *s42aq uo pasnoof (ong

popaau are Loy Aym uredxo
osodand jo asuas owo] e
‘Hoddng Guouomny apraosg
Arsewr oouaLradxa
01 santumioddo a1ear) o
7€ poo3 e A1 TeYM I9A0DSI(] o
MNPNAS dplR0]
WOOISSE[D D[} UI SI[OT IBII) o

s120d poSeSus
i dnoi8 ur owodpomun SO o

UI INOQE 218D 1, USIOP IIYILI], o

1IJUOD PIOAE 0] YIOM
PIepuRISqNS Op 01 WA} MO[[Y o
1215\ NOLLOVIY
191010 1) IsUTESE U0 1] @
sdnoi8 sreredos ur 2] o

2150 s redound o 0y
ouo Surpuos Aq syuapmis dn yeorq e
“u01207) NOLLOVIY
I98Ue 10 UONensI o
s[e08 YIm saragIul dnous) o

s1alo1d dnoi8 1oy woy
595001 ‘s199d PNOIYFESIP 01 S[EY
pue s sis uapg opdwexy o

preSox reuonipuodun ssoxdxy e s100d paSeSus 0 ss200€ ON o spuaLy “pay0)q Cwouomy -s100d paroagyesp
‘JunudCj0RU] IPIR0LT REET RGRIEIREIENEIEEE §Y At 10 DU AYI[ 1,USIOP 1YL, o paao0ad 01 MOY UIRLIIOU[) o PIM SAIRIDOSSE JUIPIIS o
‘gnoag) ajoyy 25pSuacy oo 42ad Jo asuas mop *SSaUPaD]a.L 42YID3) JO asuas moT “aouajaquiod Jo asuas moy “aouanpfir ppq v 24 S0
aaoddng reuoneanopy Auapmg o) cosuodsay s 1Pydea], o spuodsay pue sioneyag 2 SWO00ISSE)

9pIA0IJ SIOYIE], PO MOH G

10§ uo Sut0n) ag pMoD FeYM

sousuadxy Juspmg € IS MOH °¢

10adxayuy s1ayoea], WS MOY] °g

Y} Ul 93¢ SIAYIEI, O 1eYM [

00,550 1y} 1t SUIIQO4 [PUOYPRNOIY 493




118 National Society for the Study of Education

REMEMBERING OUR CURRENT EDUCATIONAL CLIMATE

The motivational model offers teachers a framework for creating solutions
for common motivational problems. At the same time, teachers may find
that these strategies are challenging to implement in the school systems
where they actually work. The stresses that educators enumerate, com-
pounded by the pressures of high-stakes testing, can make it difficult for
teachers’ own basic needs to be met, thus eroding the social and personal
resources they depend on to serve their students. Nevertheless, the pic-
ture of cooperative learning communities painted in this chapter is worth
aspiring to, both for teachers and those trying to support them. Benefits
to students will be visible in their enthusiastic engagement, productive
coping, and academic achievement. Benefits also accrue to teachers, pro-
viding them the joy of participating in meaningful learning processes with
motivated students. All teachers should have such experiences daily to
support their own learning and engagement in teaching.
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