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Abstract

This study investigates how teacher-student relationships develop.  If a 
teacher is able to foster high-quality relationships with all students, will 
students work harder in the classroom?  An understanding of how teacher-
student relationships develop is critical to answering that question.  In 
this investigation, the authors follow a holistic case study tradition to 
explore teacher-student relationship development. Five themes emerged 
that collectively describe the development of teacher-student dyadic 
relationships.  The authors explore how descriptions of dyadic relationship 
development offered by teachers and students align with Leader-member 
Exchange theory and discuss implications for practice and future research.  

Keywords: Teacher-student relationships, leader-member exchange, 
teacher leadership

Introduction

Given the influential nature between teachers and students, teachers 
are leaders (Mosley, Broyles, & Kaufman, 2014).  Mosley, Broyles, and 
Kaufman (2014) questioned if a teacher, as a classroom leader, was able 
to foster high-quality relationships with all students, would students, as 
subordinates, be willing to work harder in the classroom?  If the answer is 
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yes, student learning could be enhanced; however, an understanding of how 
teacher-student relationships develop is critical to answering that question.  
A wealth of evidence supports the notion that high-quality teacher-student 
relationships yield positive behavior and academic outcomes (Durlak, et 
al., 2011; Nielson & Lorber, 2009; Myers, 2006; Riley, 2009; Ruzek, et al., 
2018).  In spite of research highlighting the value of positive teacher-student 
relationships, virtually no empirical studies have qualitatively explored 
the phenomenon of teacher-student relationship development.  The high 
school classroom affords an opportunity for expanding the research and 
deepening the much-needed understanding of how positive teacher-student 
relationships develop.    

This qualitative investigation follows a holistic case study tradition to 
explore teacher-student relationship development.  Scholz and Tietje (2002) 
explained that holistic case studies are “shaped by a thoroughly qualitative 
approach that relies on narrative, phenomenological descriptions” (p. 9).  
The main units of analysis in this study are individual career and technical 
education (CTE) teachers and students within the CTE department of a high 
school.  As demonstrated by Pienaar, Nieman, & Kamper (2011), the case 
study strategy is appropriate when research is situated in a specific school 
and targets specific learners.  

Various leadership theories describe the process of leading others; 
but leader-member exchange (LMX) theory specifically describes how 
relationships between leaders and subordinates change, reasoning that 
subordinates who have a high-quality relationship with their leader are 
willing to do more than is required (Northouse, 2010).  Contrary to most 
theories of leadership which discuss leadership from the perspective of the 
leader or the follower, LMX theory emphasizes the interactions that occur 
between leaders and subordinates, focusing on the quality of the dyadic 
relationship between leaders and followers (Northouse, 2010).  

LMX theory holds that high-quality relationships between leaders and 
subordinates promote increased communication, but very few have applied 
the theory in an education setting where the teacher was positioned as leader.  
Bowler (2001) explored how demographic similarities between a teacher 
and student affected the quality of LMX and demonstrated how the quality 
of LMX between teacher and student was positively associated with end-of-
course ratings of the teachers by students.  Myers (2006) investigated whether 
student perceptions of relational quality with their instructor are reflected 
in student motives to communicate with the instructor, recommending the 
consideration of students’ perceived quality of teacher-student relationships 
as an explanation for why some students seem motivated to communicate 
with the teacher.  Further, Mosley, Broyles, and Kaufman (2014) 
demonstrated that a higher quality relationship from the teacher perspective 
causes a higher quality relationship from the student perspective.  According 
to Davis (2006), teacher-student relationships are a regulatory function of 
the development of academic skills.  Further, teachers believe high-quality 
teacher-student relationships enhance classroom learning and motivation 
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(Birch & Ladd, 1997).  If the teacher-student relationship has implications 
for both teachers and students, comparing teacher and student descriptions 
of relationship development with LMX theory could be beneficial for both 
parties. 

The purpose of this case study was to investigate how teacher-student 
relationships develop.  The study was guided by the following research 
questions:

1. How do teachers and students describe the development of teacher-
student dyadic relationships?  

2. How do the descriptions of dyadic relationship development offered 
by teachers and students align with Leader-member Exchange 
theory?

Methods

Population and Sample
This study took place in the CTE department of a suburban high school 

in western North Carolina.  The high school has a population of just over 
800 students who learn in forty-four classrooms and five CTE laboratories 
spread throughout the school.  The selection of the school used for the case 
study was motivated by:  (a) quantity of CTE teachers in the school, (b) 
geographic proximity of the school to the researchers, (c) the suitability of 
the school for the present study, and (d) the willingness of the school to 
grant access to teachers and students.  The sample for this study was from 
a larger population of students from a previous study (Mosley, Broyles, 
& Kaufman, 2014) where researchers measured the perceived quality of 
teacher-student relationships using the Leader-Member Excellence–Shared-
Leadership Exchange (LMX-SLX) instrument, developed by Graen, Hui, 
and Taylor (2006).  During that study, participants indicated their interest in 
participating in an interview to explore the development of teacher-student 
relationships.  

Though universally accepted rules for sample size in qualitative research 
do not exist (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009), methodologists suggest a sample 
size upper limit of 15 participants in case study designs, with case studies 
of institutions frequently ranging from 4 to 12 participants (Teddlie & Yu, 
2006).  Twelve participants were selected: four teachers and eight students.  
The teacher participants were selected using a typical case sampling strategy, 
“which involves selecting those cases that are the most typical, normal, 
or representative of the group of cases under consideration” (Teddlie & 
Tashakkori, 2009, p. 176).  The four teachers whose LMX-SLX mean score 
was closest to the group mean score were chosen.  The student participants 
were selected using intensity sampling to achieve comparability, which is 
one of a wide variety of purposive sampling techniques that exist (Teddlie 
& Tashakkori, 2009).  As explained by Patton (2002), intensity sampling 
occurs when a researcher chooses highly informative cases that intensively 
represent a phenomenon of interest.  Four students who reported an extremely 
high LMX-SLX score, in comparison with their peers, and four students 

Participant Teaching Experience
Mr. Johnson 19 years
Ms. Williams 9 years
Ms. Davis 29 years
Mr. Lewis 1 year
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who reported a low LMX-SLX score, in comparison with their peers, were 
selected.  Table 1 provides a description of the teacher participants. Each 
teacher participant was given a pseudonym to protect his or her identity, and 
the prefixes assigned to each pseudonym are not necessarily associated with 
the actual teacher participant’s sex. 

Table 2 provides a description of the student participants.  Each student 
participant was given a gender-neutral pseudonym to protect his or her 
identity, highlighting involvement in a career and technical student 
organization (CTSO).  CTSOs are a component of CTE curriculum and 
instruction that enhance student learning through applied learning and real 
world application, among other activities (National Coordinating Council 
for Career and Technical Student Organizations [NCCCTSO], 2019); CTSO 
activities in a high school occur under the direction of a CTE teacher and 
may enhance the intensity and duration of interactions CTE teachers have 
with CTE students. Masculine pronouns are used to reference student 
participants.

Data Collection and Analysis 
Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews using 

open-ended questions following an interview guide (Table 3), as semi-
structured interviews “may yield much more than fully structured ones 
can” (Wengraf, 2004, p. 5).  The in-depth interviews were digitally voice 
recorded in order to capture the true words of the interviewee.  The words 
of interviewees were transcribed and transcriptions of interviews were 
provided to each interviewee to verify that his or her words were accurately 
represented (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).

Participant Teaching Experience
Mr. Johnson 19 years
Ms. Williams 9 years
Ms. Davis 29 years
Mr. Lewis 1 year

Table 1
Description of Qualitative Strand Teacher Participants (n=4).

Participant Age C CTSO Member
Higher LMX
     Logan 15 Yes
     Bailey 17 Yes
     Nat 15 Yes
     Morgan 15 Yes
Lower LMX
     Dakota 16 Yes
     Cameron 18 No 
     Sidney 15 No
     Devon 18 No

Table 2
Description of Qualitative Strand Student Participants (n=8)
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The data were analyzed and reduced inductively, following processes 
prescribed by Seidman (2006), which began with initial coding and, 
through multiple iterations of data analysis, led to the emergence of 
themes.  HyperResearch© qualitative data analysis software was used for 
coding and categorization of qualitative data.  The final stage of analyzing 
the data required us to make interpretations of the themes and support 
interpretations with passages from the interviews. Additional member 
checks were conducted to check the validity of qualitative data analysis.  
Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) explained that member checking involves 
presenting summaries of findings to study participants and asking them to 
verify that the findings accurately reflect their experiences.

Results

From data analysis, five themes emerged.  The themes are used to 
organize the findings of the qualitative strand of research.  The five themes 
are:

1. The way in which a teacher structures the classroom affects the 
quality of teacher-student relationships.

2. Teacher actions affect student motivation.
3. Teachers have a preference for students who excel academically 

and are well behaved.
4. The quality of teacher-student relationships improves with 

increased interaction.
5. High-quality teacher-student relationships are caring, trusting, 

and mutually respectful.

Each theme is presented individually; however, the themes are not 
independent of one another.  Rather, the five themes collectively describe 
the development of teacher-student dyadic relationships.

Mosley, Broyles, & Kaufman

Variable
What motivates you to interact with your students/teachers?  
Why were you / were you not motivated to improve your relationship with _________?
What would you like to tell me about how teacher-student relationships form in your class?
How has your relationship with _________ changed?  
What caused your relationship with _________ to get better / worse?
How do you develop relationships with your students/teachers? 
Why were you / were you not motivated to improve your relationship with _________?
When you encounter a student for the first time, how do you interact with him/her? 
Would you like to have a better relationship with _________?
What actions have you taken to improve your relationship with _________? 
Do you interact differently with those who you have a higher quality relationship than others? 
Why would students in your class be motivated / not be motivated to develop a high-quality 
relationship with you?

Table 3
Interview Guide
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Theme 1:  The way in which a teacher structures the classroom 

affects the quality of teacher-student relationships.  Because teaching 
provides a large degree of autonomy inside the walls of a classroom, 
teachers are responsible for structuring the learning environment. 
Structuring a classroom includes aesthetics, teaching methodology, 
environmental factors such as lighting and temperature, formats of 
assessment, classroom management strategies, and all other aspects of 
a classroom that help form the learning environment.  While structuring 
the classroom is certainly part of regular teacher behavior, the ways in 
which teachers structure a classroom impacts teacher-student relationship 
development. Table 4 provides categories and selected, aligned quotes 
that lead to the emergence of theme 1.

Categories Selected Quotes

Class 
organization

     

I’m a pretty much rules person. I don’t bend too much.  I like, you know, 
organization and roles, but not the point.  I just want it structured and I want the 
kids, I think kids respond well for that (Ms. Williams, I1 382–85).
I like a structure, like, I don’t like—yes, I like structure.  But that doesn’t 
necessarily mean it has to be, like, strict, unreasonable.  Like, one of my best 
teachers was [teacher’s name].  And he had, he had structure.  You came in, you 
did your work, but at the same time you could talk with him.  You could have 
a discussion in class.  You know?  Stuff like that as long as you were on-topic.  
And that’s really the best way, I think, to do it.  Where you can kind of, you 
know, let students express themselves.  It’s not just the same writing out of the 
book every day.  But you still have to go in there, get your work done, and learn 
something. And then I’ve had teachers that just didn’t care and you don’t learn 
anything.  And I’ve had those that are just so strict, all anybody’s thinking about 
is getting out of the class rather than actually learning from the class (Cameron, 
I3 381–90).

Teacher 
expectations

     

I push them even when they don't want to be pushed to succeed and do well 
(Mr. Johnson, I6 9–10).
I mean, I think that he, with everyone he, he kind of wants to—I don’t think 
he wants to see anybody have a lackluster performance in his class.  He really 
wants everyone to do well (Bailey, I7 204–06).

 Teacher 
enthusiasm

She always kept you like focused with the class, and like it was, I don’t know 
if you’d call it like energized but, you know, she just made it fun so you could 
remember everything (Dakota, I8 25–27).
I thought the class was going to be pretty hard and difficult.  But after awhile, 
you know, she brought, as I said, a mood into the room that would just, I guess, 
spark a fire in not only me, but everybody and make everybody want to try to do 
work (Sidney, I9 101–03).

Teaching and 
learning styles

     

I like most of my teachers, but some of them, I don’t like their teaching style 
(Nat, I2 11–12).
I think some students get more interested in application than they do just 
knowledge. And for some students, sitting in a desk watching a PowerPoint for 
90 minutes is not happening. For some of them, they’ll sit there and take notes. 
For others, in 10 minutes they’re distracted (Mr. Lewis, I10 213–16).

Classroom 
climate

     

So, allowing the student a place where they [sic] can come in and be successful, 
not feel excluded, and be a part of a room is, I hope, what kind of environment 
that I create in the classroom. And what I would hope other teachers would, you 
know, in their classrooms as well (Ms. Williams, I1 386–89).
I try to make sure that every student feels welcome and invited (Ms. Davis, I4 
109).

Table 4
Categories and selected quotes for theme 1: The way in which a teacher 
structures the classroom affects the quality of teacher-student relationships  
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Theme 2: Teacher actions affect student motivation. While teachers are 

leaders and their actions set the pace for the development of teacher-student 
relationships, students must have a desire for the relationship to develop as 
well, or the teacher-student relationship will never prosper.  Table 5 provides 
categories and selected, aligned quotes that lead to the emergence of theme 
2. 

Mosley, Broyles, & Kaufman

Categories Selected Quotes

Teacher 
influence 
on student 
perceived 

value

I say a lot of stuff that, if you covered it line-by-line textbook, they wouldn't see 
the value in it, and they wouldn't get involved. It needs to be broadened out to 
specific things they're interested in, whether it's a kid who is restoring cars or a 
kid who is designing traps that traps animals in the fall for a side business (Mr. 
Johnson, I6 38–41)
My grades have pretty much declined a little bit over time because my 
sophomore year I decided I wasn’t going to college.  I was going to join the 
military.  So, I decided that, you know, you only go to high school once.  I’m 
going to focus less on getting into college and more on enjoying these years 
(Cameron, I3 17–20).
“We both know I don’t need the class to graduate.  I mean, if he asks me to do 
something, I’ll do it.  But I don’t really go out of my way to work for him, you 
know (Cameron, I3 31–33)

Pleasing the 
teacher

Personally, I try to impress [teacher’s name] just because I like her so much.  I 
want her to have the same feelings about me.  And so, I do try to impress her by 
working harder (Nat, I2 208–10)  
Everybody wants to try to do work for not only themselves, but [teacher’s 
name] to try to make her happy (Sidney, I9 103–04)
I think that if you enjoy being around your teacher, you want to do well for 
them.  You don’t want to let them down” (Bailey, I7 348–49)
I think if he was a math teacher, I would do really well in that class.  Because if 
I like a teacher, I’m going to try to please them more than if I don’t, I’m going 
to try to make a 70 (Cameron, I3 78–80)

Table 5
Categories and selected quotes for theme 2: Teacher actions affect student 
motivation  

Theme 3: Teachers have a preference for students who excel 
academically and are well behaved.  All teachers indicated a preference 
for treating students with fairness and equity; however, some found this 
difficult, tending to prefer working with students who were academically 
inclined.  Table 6 provides categories and selected, aligned quotes that lead 
to the emergence of theme 3. 
Table 6
Categories and selected quotes for theme 3:  Teachers have a preference for 
students who excel academically and are well behaved.

Categories Selected Quotes

Effort
     

There are students that every single day they bring a good attitude.  And every 
single day they’re giving you their best effort. And every single day they’re 
trying to do what they can to please you, you know, as a teacher, and to do their 
very best and it’s hard to have a day, you know, with them that you don’t feel 
pretty good about them being there (Ms. Davis, I4 207–11)
I have students who are very passionate about what they do and work really 
hard and study really hard and that makes me really excited.  So, if that makes 
them a—I mean, I try not to show favoritism towards students, but it makes me 
very happy when students are doing the right way (Ms. Williams, I1 172–75)
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Table 6 (Continued)

Level of 
support 
needed

Little instruction as far as she knows that I support her, but not a lot of—I don’t 
have to tell her everything to do.  You know, if I give her an assignment, she’s 
good with it (Ms. Williams, I1 281–83) 
I think it’s easier to work with those that it clicks easy . . . I think with some 
students that you see a desire to learn, it’s just natural for you to try to help them 
excel (Mr. Lewis, I10 181, 31–32)

 Favoritism
  

Well, I do make good grades. And some kids that don’t, they don’t really even 
want to try with them (Dakota, I8 129–30)  
I think they interact with me better, because I actually pay attention and work 
for them. And I think in return they treat you better if you do that (Morgan, I5 
71–72)  
She is generally the same with everyone, but I mean, if you’re more willing 
to talk to her and you’re more willing to do all your work and stuff, generally, 
you’ll be the one that she likes (Logan, I12 193–95)
He’s more inclined to be more understanding of someone that he knows is 
responsible, does what they do.  I mean, I’ve been with him for three years, so 
I think that he—I mean, I don’t want to say he gives me special attention. But I 
think that he would be more inclined to understand if something was going on 
with me (Bailey, I7 211–14)

Class 
performance

     

I think that you, he maybe is more inclined to some students because of their 
performance in his class (Bailey, I7 253–54).  
If you do make good grades and you show that you’re trying, then she shows a 
lot more consideration for you than she would someone who just blows off tests 
and doesn’t really care about what she’s doing, because that’s a waste of her 
time.  If you don’t care, then she shouldn’t.  So, if you do good grades, she kind 
of, she kind of focuses more on you, because she knows that you’re taking it in 
and that you’re actually going to use it on your test, because some people just 
don’t, they just don’t care (Nat, I2 131–37).

Theme 4:  The quality of teacher-student relationships improves 
with increased interaction. Both teachers and students describe the first 
encounter with one another as a platform on which first impressions are 
formed, explaining that as the duration of the relationship increases, they 
are able to get to know one another better.  Both participant groups spoke 
to how the frequency of their interactions aided in the development of the 
relationship in and out of the classroom.  Table 7 provides categories and 
selected, aligned quotes that lead to the emergence of theme 4.
Table 7
Categories and selected quotes for theme 4:  The quality of teacher-student 
relationships improves with increased interaction

Repeating 
Ideas Selected Quotes

Duration of 
interaction

I guess as the year goes on you get to know them a little bit better and, you 
know, you kind of talk to them more and more about different stuff. So, you 
know, like I guess the better the relationship the more you talk to them, the more 
you’ll open up and stuff (Dakota, I8 118–20)
Cameron described how the relationship with one of his teachers evolved 
during the course of a semester, saying, “I’ve just gotten to know him better 
and I learned he was a pretty laid-back guy.  He’s pretty cool and I could just, 
you know, joke around, kid with him more. I actually talk to him (Cameron, I3 
187–89)
I guess with my senior-level courses, we have a closer relationship because 
we’ve been together for four years, versus my freshmen and sophomores, who I 
don’t know that well and who don’t know me as well (Ms. Williams, I1 54–57)
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Table 7 (Continued)

Intensity of 
interaction

My mom has always been a good friend of hers, so I’ve known her for quite a 
while. And she’s always been, you know, really nice, and always helps you if 
you need it (Logan, I12 31–32)
She does one-on-one a lot, which helps.  And it makes it, and she does after 
school tutoring for her class, too.  So, that combined kind of makes her more—
she’s more, she interacts with us more than the other teachers do.  Like, she’ll 
talk to you about the class, instead of just teaching you and then you leaving and 
that being the end of it (Nat, I2 53–57).

 Teacher 
enthusiasm

If you do [CTSO] and, like the more you get to know her, but if you don’t, it’s 
like just class, and you leave (Dakota, I8 257–58).  
Before they may have participated in [CTSO] and may have, like, got to know 
her better than some people, where some people have taken her class that’s new 
(Sidney, I9 247–49)
She talked me into doing [CTSO], and so I stayed after school with her a lot.  
And it was, like, one-on-one, because not many people can stay after school.  
And so that kind of got a lot better between us.  And it got to where she enjoyed 
being around me, and I enjoyed being around her.  And so after awhile it just 
got to where that class came really easy to me, because she’s easier to listen to.  
Like, she doesn’t bore you to death.  So, I just—and staying after school with 
her and going to competitions and her, talking to her like that, it really made me 
like her a lot more (Nat, I2 119–25)

Theme 5:  High-quality teacher-student relationships are caring, 
trusting, and mutually respectful.  Teachers and students alike enjoyed 
talking about high-quality teacher-student relationships and used a 
variety of descriptive terms to portray good relationships.  In high-quality 
relationships, teachers want students to succeed and provide them with 
opportunities for success. Table 8 provides categories and selected, 
aligned quotes that lead to the emergence of theme 5.
Table 8
Categories and selected quotes for theme 5:  High-quality teacher-student 
relationships are caring, trusting, and mutually respectful
Repeating 

Ideas Selected Quotes

Compassion 
and care

I mean, just the dedication that he puts into making sure that I’m where I need to 
be.  He just makes, he doesn’t care.  Like he’ll stay after school.  He will help me 
whenever I need help.  I just think he goes above and beyond when it comes to 
making sure that students are happy with his class and know the material and stuff 
like that (Bailey, I7 166–69)
If they see me as somebody that cares about them and has an interest in them, I 
think that it would be natural for you want to gravitate to that person and develop 
a, you know, better relationship with them (Mr. Lewis, 10 357–59)
If I can tell they’re going to care and try to help me out, then I’m going to try to 
do my best because I know with that potential I have really good, I have potential 
to do really well in that class. But if it’s someone who just doesn’t care or 
doesn’t like me, then I’m just going to do enough to pass so I can get out of there 
(Cameron, I3 142–46)

Confidence 
and trust

If I see a student that's starting to get a mastery of a concept, I tend to enforce 
that by asking if they'll help a student that's not got mastery of the concept (Mr. 
Johnson, I6 138–39) 
They have to be honest with me and trustworthy (Ms. Williams, I1 63)
[Teacher’s name] is more of the person that, she’s more of, like, she is a stricter 
person. So, if you told her something, she could keep it to herself.  She’s the type 
of person that you can confide in.  And my other teachers, I really don’t have that 
kind of relationship with them (Nat, I2 36–39)
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Discussion

We conclude that high-quality teacher-student relationships are 
nurtured when teachers demonstrate care, trust, and respect for students.  
Teachers in the present study continuously spoke of encouraging students, 
demonstrating care and concern for their wellbeing, demonstrating trust, 
and treating students with respect.  Students were aware of the care 
demonstrated by teachers and were appreciative.  As Logan commented 
about teachers, “Usually those are the best teachers, the ones that actually 
care” (I12 69–70).  In regard to trust, asking students to help the teacher 
with instructing other students demonstrates trust of that student not to 
lead his or her peers astray.  Students were aware of this trust.  Bailey told 
of how one of his teachers would ask him to help other students during 
class if they needed extra help in drawing landscape plans or reading, 
noting the relationship did not start off with such high trust when he first 
had the teacher for class, saying, “I think he’s just more trusting of me 
now than he was then” (I7 138–39).  Finally, teachers who fostered high-
quality relationships demonstrated respect for their students.  Mr. Johnson 
explained that respect included listening to student perspectives and 
opinions and valuing their input.  To do this, he held classroom meetings.  

This finding is consistent with leather-member exchange theory.  As 
explained by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995), higher-quality relationships 
between leaders and subordinates involve negotiations and are described 
as demonstrating mutual respect, support, trust, influence, and input 
in decision making, while lower quality relationships operate under a 
top-down influence from the leader, provide restricted support for the 
subordinate, and the interactions are more formal and based on contractual 
agreements.  LMX theory refers to high-quality relationships as mature 
partnerships.  Relationships that evolve into mature partnerships are 
characterized by leaders relying on followers to provide assistance when 
necessary or trusting followers, and followers relying on leaders for 
investment and encouragement (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).  The mutual 
trust, respect, and obligation to one another, which characterizes mature 
partnerships, serve as empowering and motivating factors to grow beyond 
formal work roles (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), and result in more effective 
leadership outcomes (Uhl-Bien & Graen, 1993).  In the present study, both 
teachers and students described high-quality teacher-student relationships 
as caring, trusting, and respectful.

Table 8 (Continued)

Courtesy 
and respect

You know, addressing them when they ask questions, “Yes, ma’am,” and “No, 
ma’am,” because I want them to reciprocate that and have the same response 
addressed to me.  So, I hope I’m respectful to the students and in turn they are 
respectful towards me (Ms. Williams, I1 21–24)
Respect them and they’ll respect you (Morgan, I5 327).  
I like them and I like their class, so therefore I kind of have a respect for them.  
And when they tell me to do something, I just do it (Cameron, I3 112–13)
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Because the investigation was a case study, conclusions are limited to 

the case site under investigation and cannot, therefore, be generalized to 
a larger population.  Further, the student sample represented perspectives 
from students who perceived extremely high or low quality relationships 
with specific teachers - perspectives of other students could differ.

Implications for Practice
As teachers are leaders of student success, results of the present 

study offer multiple implications for teachers.  In the school where this 
study occurred, it was discovered that teacher actions affect student 
motivation (theme two) and the quality of teacher-student relationships 
improves with increased interaction (theme four).  As Graen and Uhl-
Bien (1995) explained, when a leader makes LMX available to all 
subordinates, there is an increased potential for the development of high-
quality relationships; however, Othman, Ee, and Shi (2010) highlighted 
limitations of LMX theory and argued that, in some cases, high-quality 
LMX could be dysfunctional.  Interestingly, Mr. Johnson provided an 
appropriate example.  He described:  “I’ve had one that got over-familiar 
and he wound up letting it be a detriment.  He thought, you know, I fish 
with him.  I can get by with murder and it did not fare well for him” (I6 
329–30).  While increased interaction outside of the class can be a positive 
step toward developing high-quality relationships, teachers should use 
caution and monitor how teacher-student relationships develop to prevent 
dysfunction.

Existing literature reveals that favoritism by the leader, reliance on 
impression management by the followers, and perceptions of unfairness 
may lead to dysfunctional relationships within group settings (Othman, 
Ee, & Shi, 2010).  Othman, Ee, and Shi (2010) proposed that dysfunctional 
high-quality LMX occurs in accordance with two circumstances: 1) 
“the flawed assessment of a member by a leader,” (p. 341), and 2) when 
members “use upward influence tactics to create a favourable impression 
of themselves” (p. 341).  In regard to favoritism, students addressed a 
dislike for treating students differently.  Bailey described one teacher by 
saying, “I think that you, he maybe is more inclined to some students 
because of their performance in his class” (I7 253–54).  Because of this, 
teachers must strive to not show favoritism, especially when evaluating 
student performance.

The evaluation of follower performance requires the assessment 
of a member by a leader.  Othman, Ee, and Shi (2010) suggested that 
faulty evaluation of a follower by a leader could lead to dysfunctional 
relationships.  Flawed assessments may occur due to “the lack of 
information and opportunity to observe the member” (Othman, Ee, & 
Shi, 2010, p. 341).  Additionally, Dienesch and Liden (1986) warned that 
leader assessments of followers might be impacted by the halo effect, 
where those seeming to be strong performers in some regard are treated 
as if they are strong performers in all aspects.  The possibility of such 
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flawed assessments may be decreased in educational settings because 
quantitative measures, in the form of grades, are typically used to gauge 
student achievement.  However, assigning grades to students is not always 
equitable when assessments use subjective grading criteria.  Cameron 
described a situation with one teacher that points to the detrimental impact 
of flawed assessments:

This goes back to English.  I guess I remember it more because I was 
not one of her favorites.  Like, not even close.  And we had a lot of 
open-ended questions on our test.  And some little student that was 
a little, you know, kiss-ass would write something down that didn’t 
make any sense and she’d mark it right. And someone would just be 
like a few words or a few details off, whole thing wrong.  That was 
always, that always irked me (I3 335–40).

The first theme explained the way in which a teacher structures 
the classroom affects the quality of teacher-student relationships.  
Undoubtedly, how teachers choose to assess students relates to classroom 
structuring and teacher actions.  Therefore, teachers should identify and 
employ equitable measures of assessment to prevent student perception of 
inequity.   

When flawed assessments of subordinate performance lead to 
dysfunctional high-quality leader-member relationships, a sense of 
inequity is created among out-group members (Othman, Ee, & Shi, 2010).  
While perceived inequity can lead to perceived favoritism, favoritism and 
preferential treatment is a natural product of high-quality student-teacher 
relationships (Brophy & Good, 1974).  Overtly showing favoritism to a 
group of students, however, is one of the biggest errors a teacher can 
make (Tantleff-Dunn, Dunn, & Gokee, 2002), because this can decrease 
motivation for students not receiving favoritism.  In this regard, then, 
teachers should be aware of their actions and be cautious of showing 
favoritism because students having low-quality relationships with the 
teacher may have negative reactions.  As Glock (2017) demonstrated in 
regard to student discipline, not all teacher actions are equitable.  Teachers 
should strive to form high-quality relationships with all students, and as 
the present study revealed in the fifth theme that emerged from qualitative 
analysis, treat students equitably and respectfully. 

Future Research
We recommend two specific areas for future inquiry.  First, we 

suggest exploring how involvement in a CTSO interacts with teacher-
student relationships and student achievement through the lens of 
LMX.  During interviews, teachers and students attributed much of the 
relationship development and performance to involvement in a CTSO.  
CTSO involvement could stand alone as a dimension of teacher-student 
relationships in CTE.

Further, we encourage an examination of teacher-student relationships 
outside the context of CTE.  CTE students experience coursework and learn 
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skills that are applicable in the workforce beyond high school through an 
experiential approach (Stone & Alfeld, 2004).  CTE naturally lends itself 
to a more student-centered, authentic approach to instruction (Newman 
& Wehlage, 1995), whereas other secondary education coursework may 
not.  As teacher-student exchanges may manifest differently outside the 
context of CTE, dyadic relationship development in non-CTE classes is 
necessary to advance an understanding of the phenomenon. ■
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