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Introduction

Students do much better academically and much better behaviorally when they have a 
positive relationship with their teacher. 

When students are convinced that teachers genuinely care about them and believe in 
them as individuals, students believe in and care more about themselves, they care 
more about their class, and strive for greater achievement in school. 

Teacher approval is a powerful therapeutic device; it can be a source of inspiration, a 
reason to come through the door in the morning and do your best.

Forming close, trusting, caring relationships with troubled students is challenging. Many 
students in therapeutic classrooms come with insecure attachments, poor bonding and 
limited capacity to trust adults. Many students have been rejected, neglected and 
mistreated by adults and peers. They have been told, over and again, that they've been 
a disappointment, a source of trouble, a source of misery, that they're incompetent and 
incapable. 

Students with poor attachment have problems regulating emotion and behavior, and 
many lack essential social skills and are poor communicators. 

Emotional healing is a complicated process but one of the primary contributors to the 
healing process is the establishment of positive, reliable, healthy therapeutic 
relationships.

Attunement and the Developing Brain

The development of trust, security and the ability to emotionally self-soothe/self-regulate 
depends greatly on early attachment experiences. Secure attachment is established in 
infancy and accomplished through emotional attunement between the parent and the 
child. This wires the infant brain for emotional self-regulation.

When you have been consistently comforted and you have learned to trust and feel 
secure in the presence of a caregiver, you learn to provide your own comfort and overall 
emotional regulation. 

During the process of attunement and receiving nurturance from a primary caregiver, 
genetic activation occurs in regions of the brain that help the child:

read social/interpersonal situations
communicate with and moderate the emotional center of the brain 
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engage the hippocampus to find and to lay down the appropriate memory.

This brain development is critical for understanding social situations, reading intent, 
knowing how others think and feel, and being able to detect how others perceive one 
and how one's actions have affected the situation. This brain function helps the 
individual put things in proper context, preventing over-reactions and misreading of 
intent. 

Some children with poor attachment desperately pursue security in others at the 
slightest feeling of distress and some learn to become detached from their feelings and 
from the social context, perhaps even dissociate. In any case, attunement, that 
emotional quality that helps establish close attachment bonds between infant and 
parent, is once again a critical factor in establishing relationships with students in a 
therapeutic classroom. 

Becoming More Attuned in the Classroom

Attuned people read the emotional states of others and they adjust their interactions 
accordingly. When students sense that teachers are attuned to them they are more 
emotionally settled, feel more secure, and develop greater feelings of trust. 

Attunement between student and staff quiets the emotional center of the brain, lowers 
alarm, and enables the student to be more focused on the present, better able to 
process and respond appropriately to what is going on around him/her. 

When a teacher is not attuned to a student, and that student has a history of poor 
attachment experiences, the student can easily become emotionally overwhelmed when 
the lack of attunement becomes evident. 

Emotional attunement starts with careful observation, watching students closely as they 
react to and make minor adjustments to small events around them. 

Changes in the teacher's voice tone, as well as the content of their communication, the 
pace of the communication and physical proximity reflect the teacher's understanding of 
the student's current needs, and all this is processed by the student's brain on a 
subconscious level, leading to feelings of greater security and trust (because the 
student feels understood and protected from becoming overwhelmed). 

When there is little emotional attunement the student's brain elevates alarm level and 
processes the relationship as potentially threatening or challenging. Perhaps the 
teacher will overwhelm the student or demand too much and fail to notice the distress. 

Attunement is a dance, each party signaling and responding to the other. When it works 
well people feel understood, secure, and comfortable. When it doesn't go well people 
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feel threatened, insecure, and stressed. Students welcome the person who is attuned 
and reject the person who isn't. 

Attunement can be demonstrated through noticing. Approach the student and quietly 
watch for a brief, respectful moment, then describe what you see. 

"I'm just watching you figure out those math problems. You are really 
concentrating, really working hard on each one, and I see you using one of the 
strategies we worked on the other day. I'm impressed."

With this technique, we are only commenting. Always avoid the temptation to ask 
questions. Stay in the present and pace your remarks (leaving enough space) so the 
student can easily process them. If the student makes a comment it is okay to continue 
the interaction, otherwise let the student get back to work.

With a "noticer" the student has a chance to impress. 

Work on attunement by practicing your noticing and commenting skills. Practice the 
pacing, physical proximity, tone of voice, and length of sentence. Observe the results 
and make adjustments.

Frequently comment on what you notice about the student.

"This is what I just noticed about you. . ."

Increasing the Quality of Engagement

Many troubled children are raised by hard-working, caring adults, but sometimes 
troubled children are raised by detached parents, parents who are too often 
preoccupied with their own problems, the daily stress of their own lives; parents who 
don't have the time, the resources, or the patience to focus on the needs of their 
children. 

Often, the children of detached parents are insecure and overly sensitive to other adults 
who are detached or frequently appear preoccupied. Sometimes, being in the presence 
of detached adults in the classroom can trigger attention seeking and acting out 
behavior.  

It is easy to be distracted while teaching or assisting in a therapeutic classroom. 
Forming a therapeutic relationship, however, depends on a level of focused attention 
that convinces the student that you have nothing else to do and nothing else to think 
about right now except what is right in front of you. 

Quality of engagement is increased when you comment on the experience you are 
having with the student while you are with the student (like a brief commentary). 
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While reading a book with the student you could comment, 

"This is one of my favorite times of the day, reading together with you. We get to 
share the adventure in the story together, and I get to hear what interesting ideas 
you have as you read. I like finding out what you think, what you like about the 
story. You have some great ideas." 

Small moments of quality engagement, focused exclusively on the student, free from 
other distractions are tremendous relationship builders, especially when your 
commentary forms a positive visual memory for the student. 

Just five minutes can become a very meaningful and easy to retrieve experience, and 
throughout the day you can comment on it and look forward to the next time.

You can also comment on your own level of attention or interest while using the phrase 
"right now" and pointing out what you want the student to notice.

"Did you notice? Right now, all my attention is focused on you and this puzzle 
we're doing together. There's a lot going on in the room, but this is the most 
important thing to me right now."

Use Memory Building to Build the Relationship

When you have strong relationship with a person you think about that person when 
they're not around, therefore, another strategy to help with forming a therapeutic 
relationship with a student is to frequently recall (with that student) something the 
student did or said that impressed you. 

"While you were out to recess I thought about that comment you made about the 
story. That was a really interesting observation. I can't wait to see what you think 
about the next chapter."

"I'm still thinking about that amazing structure we built with Legos yesterday. That 
was a lot of fun. Maybe we can do that again."

This type of recollection can create a potent visual memory. 

It can also be helpful to have some actual photos of the time spent with the student. 

Photos could show the student getting help from the teacher ("I remember the time I 
worked with you on your math and you were so discouraged at first, but you kept at it 
and I helped you."). 

Photos could show the student and teacher having fun together.
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Photos could show the teacher impressed with the student's school work.

Photos could show the teacher and student working on a project together.

Photos could show the teacher comforting the student, listening to the student, showing 
patience and understanding. 

Look for opportunities to capture the relationship with photos and consider organizing 
the photos into a booklet (maybe a book called, My Teacher Cares About Me), complete 
with positive scripts and comments. 

Photos make it easier for the student to remember the relationship and to carry that 
memory into the next experience with that teacher.

Using memory building techniques, the teacher can help the student define the 
relationship, remember something important about the relationship, and appreciate the 
significance of the relationship. 

Use Reinforcement and Recognition to Build and Define the Relationship

Students learn about adults based on the frequency and quality of reinforcement and 
recognition provided by those adults. 

Students welcome people who are impressed with them, people who reinforce them, 
and staff who can advance their progress in the reinforcement system. 

A good therapeutic relationship is based on meeting or exceeding a ratio of recognition 
to correction of 4:1. 

When people are too negative, when they fail to see the positive, when they withhold 
reinforcement but too easily dispense criticism and correction, students work on 
disengaging from these people. That's human nature and self-preservation, especially 
with troubled children. 

All staff in the room, in the program, should be providing reinforcement, not just the 
teacher. if staff are not involved in reinforcement they will find it difficult to form a 
therapeutic relationship with a troubled student.

Try to avoid saying things like, "Great job following the routine." Instead, find one thing 
worth recognizing about the way the student handled the routine. 

"I really appreciate how quiet you were following the hallway routine. That shows a 
lot of consideration for all the students in class who are trying to work. You are very 
considerate."
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Practice being impressed. Students like to exceed your expectations. We focus a great 
deal on meeting expectations, but there is no satisfaction in that for students. Students 
like to exceed the teacher’s expectations. Some students have never impressed 
anyone, except when they’ve acted inappropriately.

“I’m impressed. I was expecting students to find five out of the ten new terms, but 
you found eight. You must have worked really hard.”

Use Identity Shaping to Establish the Quality of Your Relationship

Students will more likely form positive relationships with people who see the best in 
them, who believe in them, who see them as "good kids" despite their behavior 
problems. Identity shaping comments start with the evidence (what you noticed) and 
then follow with the character building statement.

The evidence: "I watched you pick up all the toys and put them neatly on the 
shelf, even though you didn't take them all out. No one had to ask you to do it, 
you just did it on your own."

Character building: "You are a very helpful and a very thoughtful person."

Identity shaping is also done when you choose a student for a duty or responsibility 
because that student demonstrated an essential quality.

"Your desk is always so neat and organized. You are good at organizing desks, 
so I'm going to have you help your classmates when we do our next desk check. 
I'm going to make you my official classroom desk organizer."

Students want to impress people who have been impressed by them. Students want to 
live up to the identity they have formed in the eyes of others. If you are meaningfully 
involved in the shaping of positive student identity, then you are a significant person to 
that student and the relationship will grow as the student gives you opportunities to help 
them evolve their identity.

Communication for Building Positive Relationships

Instead of correcting students ("stop that, you're not supposed to be doing that") redirect 
them with a reference to the prevailing routine.

"Right now, the routine is (point to a visual of the routine) and this is what we're  
doing" (mention the details of the routine).
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Using the reference to routine enables the teacher to provide correction of behavior 
without making it personal, without raising defenses, and without creating 
misperceptions.

"The routine for asking for help is to use a polite request. That's our routine, so 
I'm going to have you follow that." Instead of, "I'm asking you to stop being rude. That's 
not how we ask for help in this class."

Save your personal remarks for recognition, for when you are impressed. That will build 
the relationship you want (see Identity Shaping in the previous section).

Respond to requests affirmatively, as often as possible, rather than in the negative.

Student: "Can I do my math on the computer?"

Say this:
"Let me check the routine (a visual). The routine says that computer math is after 
you finish with the worksheet, so yes, you can do your math on the computer, 

once you finish your worksheet."

Instead of saying this:
"No, you can't use the computer. It's not time for the computer. Don't keep asking 
me about the computer."

Redirecting through the routine is one way to eliminate over use of the word "no". Over 
use of the word "no" can trigger defiance, and create power struggles with the teacher. 

"Right now, the routine is math and we're finishing our math papers. Ask me 
about playing cards when it's time for credit check."

Yes, you can get a drink, but first finish your math paper, then get your drink."

A positive relationship with students who have unmet emotional needs should involve a 
lot of giving. We want to frequently use the word give, especially as we require or 
demand things from theses students. 

We want to give time, give space, give credit, give a chance or opportunity, give 
attention, give thought, and we want to speak in ways that help students feel that they 
have been given to.

"This is important, so I'm going to give you some time to think about that."
"I'm impressed, I give you a lot of credit for trying that."
"I know you're not happy about it, so I'm going to give you a chance to try that 

again."
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"I know you want to get it right before you show anyone, so I'm going to give you 
your privacy as you work on that."

"I know you're having trouble concentrating, so I'm going to give you a great work 
space that will help you focus."

Other Relationship Building Suggestions

Work nearby.

Students can learn a great deal about teachers when they have a chance to observe 
the relationships those teachers have with other students. 

When the student can hear what is said the student can witness the patience, the 
recognition, and the sensitivity of the teacher. 

When students can hear what is said they can assess the quality of the relationship and 
begin to feel more secure with that teacher before they have even had much of a 
chance to work directly with the teacher.

Engage in nurturing activities. 

Nurturing activities are activities conducted between children and adults that cause 
children to feel taken care of, or they are focused on promoting the child's growth, or on 
taking care of a living thing. 

If you are an adult who is routinely involved in that way with a child, you will have a 
close bond with that child. 

It can be a nurturing activity to read to a child, to prepare food with a child, to clean a cut 
or comfort a child who is hurt. 

It can be a nurturing experience to show a child how to make something (how to make 
cookies, how to make a paper airplane) or how to do something (how to throw a ball, 
how to draw a cartoon). 

It can be a nurturing experience to help a child take care of the plants or take care of the 
fish or feed the birds or tend the garden. 

An effort to form a therapeutic relationship with a troubled student should involve a 
regular schedule of nurturing activities.


