Relationship influences on students'
academic achievement, psychological
health and well-being at school
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A generally accepted indicator of the quality of a student’s experience of school is academic performance but
other indicators that include psychological health and social/emotional adjustment have also been shown
to have an impact. For this study, data were collected from both students and teachers about students’
social/emotional adjustment and academic achievement and motivation. Data were obtained for 888
students across Years 5 to 9 from 58 classes in 21 South Australia schools. Students reported through a
questionnaire on the extent to which they perceived relationships with family, peers and teachers as sources
of stress or support at school; their psychological health; feelings about and sense of belonging to school; and
their academic performance. Teachers reported on randomly selected students in each of their classes
regarding their Academic Achievement and Motivation, and their Social/Emotional Adjustment to school.
The significant associations revealed from correlation analysis between the Relationship, Psychological
Health, and Social Adjustment variables, and Academic Performance were further investigated using path
analysis. This analysis confirmed the strength of the connection between the student’s social/emotional and
academic experience of school, and highlighted that both academic and social/emotional outcomes are
unambiguously influenced by the quality of the relationships between teachers and students which, when
compared with that of family and peers, exert the strongest influence, on well-being and achievement
outcomes for students.

STUDENT’S overall experience of
Aschool is shaped by many factors
including individual characteristics
as well as their family and immediate social
networks, the societal and cultural context in
which they live and learn, and also the social
and political agendas of the day that frame
school policies, programmes, and practices.
All these factors operate inter-dependently
within the context of the school community
(Halle, 2003) and their combined impact
contributes to how students (and others)
perceive the quality of their (social/
emotional and academic) life at school
(Zins et al., 2004).

Learning communities are built on
relationships

The notion of relationships as it is under-
stood in the context of a learning commu-
nity embodies more than interpersonal

interactions among colleagues, and between
teachers, families, and students. ‘Relation-
ships’ is also an essential feature of the
instructional  interactions that frame
communications between teachers and their
capacity to
about  schoolwork

students. Teachers’ imbue

productive  values
(Wentzel, 1999), to motivate engagement in
learning (Deci & Ryan, 2000), to encourage
persistence and reduce anxiety in the face of
challenging tasks (La Guardia & Ryan,
2002), to listen to, respect (Goodenow,
1993), and to sincerely understand their
students (Connell & Wellborn, 1991); all
these rely on the effectiveness of teacher-
student relationships where teacher model-
ling (Bandura, 1997), constructive feedback
(Weiner, 1986) and supportive instructional
communication are paramount. The notion
of the school as a learning community,
where learning is constructed as a funda-
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mentally social process (Brown & Campione,
1994; 1996), suggests we ought not to under-
estimate the flow of influence from teachers’
explicit or tacit judgements about students
which, in turn, will impact not only on
students’ feelings about school but also on
their academic motivation and achievement
(Hareli & Weiner, 2002; Zimmerman, 1998).

Teachers’ relationships with students
operate at multiple levels and in the class-
room context at least, need to be viewed as
extending beyond notions of connectedness
where our understanding of effective
teachers is limited to interpersonal descrip-
tors such as ‘warm’ and ‘caring’ and ‘empa-
thetic’. As important as these interpersonal
teacher qualities are for both students’ social
and emotional development, and their
engagement and motivation at school (see
Martin & Dowson, 2009), relationships with
students also need to be considered within a
broader instructional framework that fore-
grounds what Martin and Dowson (2009,
p-344) refer to as connective pedagogy:
‘... the delivery of teaching that interperson-
ally connects with learners ... to make the
learning material meaningful ...” where rela-
tionships yield mutually beneficial learning
outcomes for both students and teachers
(Martin et al., 2007).

Re-presenting the ways in which learning
and instruction occur in a school setting to
view students and teachers ‘in’ relationship
within a learning community may serve to re-
direct attention away from only asking the
question ‘Who is the problem?’ (i.e. with a
focus on student deficit or pathology), to
finding answers to ‘What is the problem?’ (i.e.
to include consideration of systemic issues).

Relationships, adjustment and
achievement

Family influences including child-parent
relationships have been extensively investi-
gated for their association with social/
emotional and learning outcomes (Pianta,
1999). Of interest in this study is the contri-
bution of family influences when viewed
alongside those of peers and teachers since

all three groups are potential sources of
support and stress for students. Close rela-
tionships with parents have been found to
buffer children from deviant peer influ-
ences. Relationships with parents maintain
importance throughout adolescence and
both younger and older adolescents
continue to value support from family even
when relationships with peers are becoming
more important (Wong et al., 2002).

While this study considers students’ rela-
tionships with family, peers and teachers it
pays particular attention to the student-
teacher relationship because, despite the
evidence that such relationships make a
difference (OECD, 2005; Rowe, 2002;
Wubbels & Brekelmans, 2005), school prac-
tices suggest that more clarity is needed in
arguing for the strength of the relationship-
achievement-adjustment connection (Weiss-
berg et al., 2003).

In this study, students’ psychological
health (well-being) has been conceptualised
to include measures of apathy, somatic symp-
toms, depression, aggression, and self-
esteem; all of which may have an impact on
social/emotional adjustment and academic
performance. Stressful relationships with
teachers have been reported to negatively
influence educational (especially motiva-
tion), psychological (anxiety, withdrawal,
impulsiveness) and somatic (such as
headaches, lethargy) outcomes for some

students (see Sava, 2002).

Social/emotional adjustment and
academic performance

There is increasing recognition, that not
only does social/emotional adjustment at
the individual level have an effect on
academic performance, but that problem-
atic social/emotional adjustment factors,
which Zullig et al. (2009) describe as non-
academic barriers to learning, can be indica-
tive of deficiencies at the school and
These
aspects of students’ lives at school are repre-

community level. non-academic
sented in calls to include measures of school

satisfaction (e.g. positive feelings about
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school) and school climate (e.g. connected-
ness with peers and teachers) along with
academic achievement measures in assess-
ments of the quality of students’ experience
of school (Zullig et al., 2009).

In previous research (Murray-Harvey &
Slee, 2007) where these variables were exam-
ined in relation to bullying and victimisation,
a strong association between Academic
Performance and Social/Emotional Adjust-
ment was revealed. The current study more
closely examines this relationship. The
previous study also highlighted that teachers
as well as family and peers, exert a powerful
influence on students’ social/emotional well-
being. In the present study, the more focused
analysis on teachers’ relationships as they
relate directly to student social/ emotional
and academic outcomes will expand on the
findings of the earlier study. To achieve this,
selected variables from the earlier study have
been re-analysed in order to more fully
consider: (1) the supportive and stressful rela-
tionship associations with social/ emotional
and academic outcomes for students; and (2)
the connection between social/emotional
adjustment and academic performance.

Method

Participants

Twenty-one Australian schools participated
in the study, 10 primary, 10 secondary, and
one R-12 school, representing rural, regional
and metropolitan areas in South Australia,
and both the independent and Government
school sectors.

Families in South Australia are primarily
Anglo-European with minority representa-
tion of Asian, Middle-Eastern, and Indige-
nous Australian students. While no specific
data were collected on socio-economic status
or ethnicity, schools across the sample
included families from all socio-economic
backgrounds.

The participants for this study were
sampled from a population of over 3000
South Australian students who were part of a
project.  Students
completed an 86-item ‘Your Life at School’

larger international

questionnaire administered by the class
teacher in class. The items were developed
or adapted from previous research by the
authors as part of the international study. At
the same time, the teachers completed an
18-item Teacher Rating Scale on an average
of 15 randomly selected students in their
class. Teachers and students in 58 classes
provided the data for analysis. The matched
student-with-teacher data resulted in 888
student cases being available for analysis.

The 888 students, of whom 51 per cent
were males, were spread across the middle/
upper primary and lower secondary (junior
high) years as follows: 39.2 per cent were
primary (7.4 per cent in Year 5, 13.3 per cent
in Year 6, and 18.5 per cent Year 7), and the
remaining 60.8 per cent were secondary
(35.5 per cent in Year 8, 25.3 per cent in Year
9) school students. The mean age of students
was 12.85 years (range 10 to 16 years).

Variables

The variables used in the analysis are listed
in Table 1. Cronbach’s alpha is reported in
Table 1 where mini-scales were formed by
combining questionnaire items. The mini-
scales themselves were subject to more
rigorous preliminary confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) for testing model fit of
constructs using Mplus (Version 2.01,
Muthén & Muthén, 1998) or LISREL
(Version 8, Joreskog & Sorbom, 1996) and
any items that did not contribute to the spec-
ified mini-scale were removed. The generally
applied goodness-of-fit (GFI) indices (Hu &
Bentler, 1999) were used to determine
acceptable model fit.

Supportive Relationships. This variable repre-
sented the Family, Peers and Teacher mini-
scales that measured the supportiveness of
relationships for students. Students indicated
their level of agreement (coded O=strongly
disagree to 3=strongly agree) on three items:
(a) ‘If I feel left out I am encouraged by ...’;
(b) ‘If I express my troubles/ problems I am
listened to by...”; (c) “These people usually try
to understand my feelings...’
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Table 1: Variable Means, Standard Deviations, and Cronbach’s Reliability Indices.

Variable Mean SD Cronbach
alpha

1. Sex of student 0.49 0.50

2. Year level Years 5-9 7.58 1.21

3. Supportive Relationships

Family 7.17 2.44 .84

Teachers 9.18 3.93 .84

Peers 6.00 2.67 .86

4. Stressful Relationships

Family 4.21 3.24 .76

Teachers 2.60 1.96 .81

Peers 2.30 2.34 74

5. Psychological Health

Apathy 3.20 2.28 .68

Somatic symptoms 2.63 2.27 .70

Depression 2.74 2.31 71

Aggression 3.49 2.78 .83

Positive Self-Esteem 10.29 2.95

6. Social/Emotional Adjustment

Enjoy school, Relate well, Proud of belonging 6.08 1.97 77

Feeling about school 4.07 1.27

Teacher Ratings:

Relationships (positive with adults/students) 7.62 1.94 .85

Aggression (not aggressive or disruptive) 8.52 2.02 .80

Trust (trustworthy, co-operative, reliable) 11.51 3.23 91

Mood (positive — not unhappy/anxious/withdrawn) 12.67 2.55 .82

7. Academic Performance

Academic 5.71 2.18 .75

Schoolwork rating 1.79 0.80

Academic Achievement - teacher scale 13.77 3.84 .88

Academic Motivation - teacher scale 11.73 3.27 .89

Stressful Relationships. This variable repre-
sented three mini-scales constructed from
four questionnaire items for Family, three
items for Peers, and two items for Teachers.
An indicative Family item statement was: ‘My
family thinks that schoolwork is more impor-
tant than anything else I do’; a Peer item:
‘Classmates call me names’; and a Teacher
item: “Teachers tell me off without listening to

)

me.” Students were asked to rate the
frequency of having experienced the partic-
ular situation in the last school term on a four-

point scale (coded O=never to 3=very often).

Psychological Health. The five variables
representing Psychological Health include
four symptomatology mini-scales com-
prising: Apathy, Somatic Symptoms, Depres-
sion, and Aggression. Students rated how
well each of the 12 items described how they
felt (coded O=not at all like me to 3=a lot like
me). The self-esteem mini-scale was formed
from the five positively scored items in

Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale (1965).
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Social/Emotional Adjustment. This variable
represented both student and teacher data.
Students indicated positive feelings about
school from their selection from a series of
seven faces ‘the face most like you at school’
(O=very unhappy face to 6=very happy face).
In addition a mini-scale was formed that
represented Belonging at School from items
related to: (1) enjoying school; (2) getting
along with other students; and (3) proud of
belonging to school. Four mini-scales (Trust,
Mood, Relationships)
formed from the Teacher Rating Scale where

Aggression, were
teachers indicated whether the specified
behaviour was regarded as having occurred
or been performed I1=not at all to b=very well.
Trust indicated that the teacher judged the
student to be co-operative, reliable and able
to work without adult support; Aggression
(reverse coded) indicated not disruptive in
class and not overly aggressive to peers; Mood
(reverse coded) represented the student as
not anxious or worried, not withdrawn, and
not unhappy/sad; and Relationships where
teachers rated how well students related to
adults and to other students in the school.

Academic Performance. As for Social/
Emotional Adjustment, both student and
teacher data were used to create the
Academic Performance variable. A mini-
scale was created from three items where
students rated their own academic compe-
tence based on having experienced during
the last term that: ‘I can’t understand my
lessons’; ‘I get low test results’; ‘teachers ask
me questions I can’t answer’ (reverse coded
3=never to O=very often). A further item
represented the students’ global rating of
schoolwork performance (reverse coded
O=poor to 3=excellent, to reflect positive
performance). From the teacher data two
academic performance factors were identi-
fied: Academic Achievement represented
good at most subjects, completes work, copes
with failure and learns academic subjects,
and Academic Motivation (reverse coded)
reflected motivation to achieve, working to
ability, and good concentration/attention.

The variables Sex and Year Level take
into account any gender and year level
students’

differences in experience of

school.

Path analysis

Data analyses were undertaken using the
Partial Least Squares Path Analysis
(PLSPATH) software (Sellin, 1990). The
first, correlational level of analysis, identifies
associations between the variables. The
second, regression analysis level, is used to
pinpoint relationships among the variables.
For this second level of analysis, seven vari-
ables were entered into a path model in the
following order: Sex, Year Level, Supportive
and Stressful Relationships (the explanatory
variables); Psychological Health and Social/
Emotional Adjustment (the mediating vari-
ables); and finally, Academic Performance
(the criterion/dependent variable).

Results

Table 2 provides a summary of the correla-
tions between the variables. Table 3 presents
the results of the path model analysis. This
analysis extends the correlation findings by
identifying the strength of the relationships
among all the variables investigated. That is,
the effect one variable has on another,
taking into account their effect on each
other, including both the direct as well as
indirect effects.

Correlation analysis

Psychological Health. A student’s sense of
feeling supported is strongly correlated with
higher self-esteem (7=.35, p<.001) and less
apathy (=37, p<.001); and less strongly but
still significantly related to other indicators
of well-being: somatic symptoms (r=-.19,
p<.001); depression (r=-.18, p<.001) and
aggression (r=—24, p<.001). And in relation
to the specific Social/Emotional Adjustment
measures, student reports of feelings about
school (7=.43, p<.001) and sense of
belonging to school (=57, p<.001) are
particularly salient with regard to their
Psychological Health. Teachers’ perceptions
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of students’ Social/Emotional Adjustment
based on their ratings of Mood, Trust,
Aggression and Relationships were also
significantly correlated at the level of p<.001
(r=—28, .33, —.26 and —.34 respectively) with
Psychological Health.

Relationships, and  Academic
Performance. The

Adjustment
strongest correlations
emerged for teachers’ supportive relation-
ships with students for both Social/
Emotional Adjustment (r=.47, p<.001) and
for Academic Performance (7=.33, p<.001).
The importance for students of supportive
relationships with peers and family were also,
but not as strongly correlated with Social/
Emotional Adjustment (for peers »=.35 and
family 7=.31) and Academic Performance
(for peers r=.21 and family »=.27). A similar
pattern was found for Stressful Relationships
where teachers’ stressful relationships with
students revealed a strong negative associa-
tion with Social/Emotional Adjustment
(r=—52, p<.001) and Academic Performance
(r=—.48, p<.001); considerably stronger than
the associations for peers (Adjustment r=—.26
and Academic r=—.24) or family (Adjustment
r=—22 and Academic r=-.24) which were
nevertheless significant at the level of p<.001.

Path analysis

Quality of the model

Several criteria are available in the path
analysis output to judge the quality of the
model (see Sellin & Keeves, 1994). All indi-
cate a stable model showing good fit to the
data. In particular, the amount of explained
variance for Academic Performance of 55
per cent (R*=0.55) is highly satisfactory for
models of the kind found in educational
research.

Relationships among variables

The path model analysis results point
unequivocally to the influence of relation-
ships in shaping the students’ experience of
school. Supportive relationships are strongly
associated with reduced reports of Psycho-
logical Health problems (indicated by a path

coefficient of —-.40) and higher levels of
Social/Emotional Adjustment (.44), and
indirectly linked with students and teachers
congruent, affirming perceptions of
students’ Academic Performance (.37). In
contrast, stressful relationships are associ-
ated with increased reports of Psychological
Health problems (-.44). Academic Perform-
ance (-.38) and Social/Emotional Adjust-
ment (-.34) are both negatively affected by
Stressful relationships.

Also of interest is the finding that in the
lower grades of school students report
higher levels of supportive relationships with
teachers, peers and family (-.28) whereas in
the higher grades relationships are regarded
as more stressful by students (.14). Two
points are worthy of note regarding gender
differences. Girls report their relationships
with teachers as more supportive than do
boys (.21) and compared with boys, their
social/emotional and academic experience
of school also emerges as more positive.

Discussion

The two main aims of this study were to
examine: (1) the extent to which supportive
and stressful relationships operate as protec-
tive or risk factors for students’ social/
emotional adjustment in the first instance
and ultimately for their academic perform-
ance; and (2) the Adjustment-Achievement
connection itself. It is not surprising that the
student’s experience of school is shaped by a
multiplicity of factors that include but also
extend beyond the individual. This study
highlights that quality relationships with
peers, family and teachers are all important
for student achievement and adjustment and
points particularly to the student-teacher
relationship as a key influence on social/
emotional and academic outcomes.

The finding that social/emotional and
academic outcomes are highly related
constructs has strengthened our under-
standing of this relationship. Teachers show
consistency in their evaluations across the
social/emotional and academic dimensions
of students’ lives at school. In other words,
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where teachers perceive a student to have
academic concerns, these concerns also
seem to extend to similar negative evalua-
tions of their social/emotional well-being.

The results of this study provide unequiv-
ocal support for the proposition of Zullig et
al. (2009) that a range of non-academic
dimensions of school life, such as school
climate and school satisfaction need to be
included in overall assessments of the quality
of students’ experience of school. The
evidence is mounting that when schools
attend to the non-academic (social and
emotional) dimensions of well-being in
order to create safe, inclusive and respectful
learning environments, they are, at the same
time, optimising opportunities for academic
success (Hoffman, 2009).

Of particular significance for this study
are the associations between Stressful and
Supportive Relationships and Academic
Performance. Stressful Relationships impact
directly and negatively upon Academic
Performance outcomes as well as upon
Social/Emotional Adjustment. Supportive
Relationships show a positive direct influ-
ence on Social/Emotional Adjustment and a
very strong
Academic Performance.

indirect association with

The connection between Stressful and
Supportive Relationships is noteworthy. The
path analysis indicates that while stressful
and supportive relationships operate inde-
pendently they are highly connected. This
means for example, that providing a more
supportive relationship environment will not
by itself reduce the effects of stressful rela-
tionships, or conversely, efforts to counter
stressful relationships need also to include
action to build supportive relationships.
Based on this finding, school community
interventions aimed at improving the quality
of students’ lives at school have to act on the
one hand, to counter the effects of stressful
relationships in students’ lives and, at the
same time, work to build the capacity of the
school community to provide the supportive
relationships that students perceive to be
important for their well-being.

Models of effective learning environ-
ments these days include social/emotional
along with cognitive/psychological dimen-
sions as overlapping or multi-directional
(e.g. DECS, 2006) and this study provides
empirical confirmation of the strength of
this social/emotional/academic perform-
ance connection. An important message for
teachers and others working with students in
schools is that focussing on relationships that
build social/emotional competence should
be seen as not merely adding value to the
quality of students’ lives at school but as an
essential element for achieving successful
academic outcomes.

In interpreting the study’s findings it
needs to be taken into account that the
students’ ages ranged from 10 to 16 years
and that these years include students in both
primary and secondary grades of schooling.
The path analysis suggests that students in
secondary schools consider their relation-
ships with teachers to be more stressful than
students in the primary years. The question
arises as to how the structure of the
secondary school might be re-shaped to
strengthen and/or provide opportunities for
productive teacher-student relationships to
be built? It may be of interest in future
research to separately tease out the student-
teacher relationship effects for primary and
secondary school students.

The path analysis highlights that there is
in fact a complex network of inter-relation-
ships that should be considered when we
attempt to address any issue that arises within
the context of a student’s experience of
school. In particular, problematic adjustment
and achievement issues need to be viewed as
systemic, relationship, and not merely indi-
vidual student problems. It is easy for schools
to portray students (often along with their
families) as the source of problems that arise
within the school context. Clearly contribu-
tions to the problem and to the solution are
more far-reaching and involve teachers as well
as families and peers. Representing schools as
‘communities of learners’ provides a positive
way forward in that it acknowledges, even
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legitimises, that building supportive as well as
reducing stressful relationships is essential to
meeting learners’ needs.

The findings of this study are clear on
several points as to the impact of school prac-
tice: in this case, the profound influence that
teachers can make and the need to support
their work as members of a learning commu-
nity. Efforts to enact change towards a
genuine valuing of the social/emotional
lives of students at school are evident in
models of school practice where ‘commu-
nity’ and ‘caring’ (in the sense that it is used
by Noddings, 2005) are explicitly stated and
evaluated as desirable goals of education
(e.g. the Reggio Emilia approach to early
2009).

Achieving such goals need not add a further

childhood education; Hoffman,
layer of complexity to teachers’ work. It may
however require school communities in
general to re-consider the views they hold
about their work: giving less prominence to
issues of control, deficits and remediation
and more attention to skills and strategies
needed to meaningfully connect with
students. For teachers in particular, the
importance of relationships in achieving
optimum outcomes for students is about the
quality of their instructional relationships. In
this regard it may be useful for teachers to
frame their role in the student-teacher rela-
tionship more definitively in terms of the
elements

‘instructional’ of relationship

building. Professional development pro-
grammes have a place in supporting change
at policy and practice levels; so too do
teacher education programmes. There is
plenty of evidence from different fields of
research on school effectiveness, classroom
climate, and motivation research, that the
way teachers manage their classrooms and
the values and behaviours they model, as
well as the way they provide feedback, and
their effectiveness in developing learning
orientations, is relationship-based.

This paper provides weight to Martin and
Dowson’s (2009) claim that ‘positive rela-
tionships with significant others are corner-
stones of young people’s capacity to function
effectively in social, affective, and academic
domains’ (p.351). The challenge, particu-
larly as it relates to adolescents’ engagement
with school, remains to convince educators,
including parents, that social and emotional
well-being is not only inextricably linked to
successful academic outcomes but is itself a
worthy achievement.
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