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The intent of this mixed methods study was to develop a more holistic 

understanding of the student-teacher relationship from the perspective of the fifth graders 

in two mid-western elementary schools on either end of the poverty spectrum. 

Quantitative data was gathered through the ClassMaps Survey (CMS) and analyzed for 

correlations with growth in student achievement data as measured by the Measure of 

Academic Progress (MAP). In the qualitative follow-up, the CMS data was further 

explored through semi-structured interviews. The qualitative data sources were analyzed 

for themes so as to provide a more in-depth understanding of the dynamics and 

importance of the student-teacher relationship in the lives of the fifth grade students in 

both schools. 

Results showed students attending both types of schools could have similar, 

favorable perceptions of their relationships with their teachers and that it is the individual 

teacher which has an effect on student’s perceptions of those relationships. Quantitative 

analysis revealed a greater number of significant correlations between student 

performance (MAP) and student perceptions of the student-teacher relationship (CMS) in 

the more affluent school. Also, a greater number of students in the affluent school felt 

their teachers had an effect on them and their lives outside of school than students 



 
 

 

attending the poverty school. The most important findings came from theme-analysis of 

the student interviews, which produced a list of teacher characteristics most-valued by 

students in both schools. These themes/characteristics included: a sense of humor; 

consistent help (with high expectations); active listening; value for the group as well as 

the individual; the inclusion of games for learning; and the use of spoken and written 

encouragement. In other words, students appreciated when their teachers actively listened 

and encouraged them, as well as provided a fun and supportive, yet challenging 

environment where the entire class could learn.  Additionally, students seemed to be 

much more concerned with the behaviors and treatment from their teachers than with the 

physical appearance of their teachers. In addition to providing goals for teachers, these 

themes may also serve to assist administrators in hiring positions to more effectively 

choose teachers. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

With the 2001 implementation of No Child Left Behind, the age of accountability 

was ushered in.  Student achievement and the emphasis on adequate yearly progress 

(AYP) have seemingly taken their place in the center of the educational landscape. This 

development has practitioners and researchers alike searching high and low for strategies 

and programs that will produce substantial and sustainable growth. School districts, 

building administrators, and classroom teachers are all looking to help students learn 

more, faster and better. Instead of looking for new and innovative ways of producing 

these results, this researcher argues for what many studies have pointed toward (Brophy 

& Evertson, 1976; Hughes, 1999; Lee, 2007; Liu, 1997; Silins & Murray-Harvey, 1995; 

Soar & Soar, 1979) and many successful teachers have known all along; the importance 

of the student-teacher relationship.  

One area that needs further developing is understanding the dynamics, similarities 

and differences of the student-teacher relationships for students of differing abilities and 

in different types of schools and situations. The goal for this study was to examine the 

importance and impact of the student-teacher relationship in a community of fifth graders 

in two schools that are similar in size, yet very different in terms of socioeconomics, 

mobility, and overall achievement.  A mixed methods design was utilized to more 

effectively reach this goal as “the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches in 

combination provides a better understanding…than either approach alone” (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2006, p. 5). 
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Purpose of the Study 

The intent of this mixed methods study was to develop a more holistic 

understanding of the student-teacher relationship. An explanatory mixed method design 

was used, a type of design in which the researcher collected qualitative data in an effort 

to explain the quantitative data gathered in the first phase of research (see Appendix A). 

Quantitative data, gathered through the ClassMaps Survey (CMS) which was developed 

by Beth Doll and associates, provided a specific level of understanding of the student-

teacher relationship from the perspective of fifth graders in two elementary schools in 

this rural mid-western community (see Appendix B for documentation of permission to 

use and copy of the CMS). The CMS is made up of 55 items divided into eight subtests, 

which probe the classroom elements that have been empirically demonstrated to be vital 

to students’ academic success (Doll, Kurien, LeClair, Spies, Champion, & Osborn, 2009). 

This rigorously tested and empirically supported instrument has been piloted and revised 

several times with thousands of upper elementary and middle school students from across 

the nation since its initial development in 1999 (Doll, Spies, LeClair, Kurien, & Foley, 

2010b).  This student survey data generated via the CMS was analyzed for correlations 

with their student achievement data as measured by the Measure of Academic Progress 

(MAP) as well as for the magnitude of difference between scores, or what is commonly 

referred to as effect size, by school and classroom. In the qualitative follow-up, this CMS 

data on the students’ perceptions of the student-teacher relationship was further explored 

through semi-structured interviews with 24 of the fifth grade students. The qualitative 

data sources were then examined so as to provide a better understanding of the 

quantitative data gathered from the CMS, as well as provide a more in-depth 
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understanding of the dynamics and importance of the student-teacher relationship in the 

lives of the fifth grade students in both schools. 

Research Questions 

Central Question. 

1. What role does the student-teacher relationship play in the lives of fifth 

graders in two elementary schools in a rural mid-western community?  

Quantitative Research Questions. 

2. How do students rate their student-teacher relationship with their current 

teacher as measured by the ClassMaps Survey (CMS)?  

3. To what extent are measures of student achievement (Measure of Academic 

Progress) correlated with scale scores from the ClassMaps Survey (CMS)?  

Qualitative Research Questions.  

4. How do fifth grade students describe their student-teacher relationship with 

their current fifth grade teacher? 

5. Of what value are student-teacher relationships to fifth grade students, in 

regard to:   

- who they are as a person?  

- choices they make in school?  

- learning (personal goals)?  

- how hard they work on their school work (work ethic)? 

- friendships? 

- ways they relate to adults? 

- behaviors? 
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- choices they make outside of school? 

- how much or how well they study?  

- home life or family relationships?  

- choices they make outside of school (extra-curricular activities, etc.)? 

Mixed Methods Research Question. 

6. In what ways do the semi-structured interviews help to explain the students’ 

responses on the Teacher-Student section of ClassMaps Survey (CMS)?  

The prompts from the Teacher-Student section of ClassMaps Survey (CMS) 

are as follows: 

My teacher listens carefully to me when I talk. 

My teacher helps me when I need help. 

My teacher respects me. 

My teacher likes having me in this class. 

My teacher makes it fun to be in this class. 

My teacher thinks I do a good job in this class. 

My teacher is fair to me. 

 
 Several data sources were utilized to answer the quantitative, qualitative, and 

mixed methods research questions posed in the current research study (see Appendix C). 

Definition of Key Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following definitions are defined. 

Affluent schools are defined as having no more than 10% of the students receive 

free or reduced price lunch (U.S. Department of Education, 1994).  
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Poverty schools are defined as having more than 75% of students receive free or 

reduced priced lunch (U.S. Department of Education, 1998).  

Relationships are defined by “strong, frequent, and diverse interdependence that 

lasts over a considerable period of time” (Kelley et al., 1983.) 

Resilient Classrooms are classrooms “where all children can be successful 

emotionally, academically, and socially” (Doll, Zucker, & Brehm, 2004, p. 7). Individual 

characteristics and the corresponding definitions of a resilient classroom include (Doll et 

al., 2004):  

Academic efficacy is defined as the ability of students to see themselves as 

competency and effective learners. 

Autonomy self-determination is defined as the ability of students to set 

and work toward self-selected learning goals. 

Behavioral self-control is the ability of students to behave appropriately 

and adaptively with a minimum of adult supervision 

Teacher-student relationships are defined as caring and authentic 

relationships between teachers and the students. 

Peer-relationships are defined as on-going and rewarding relationships 

between classmates. 

Home-school relationships are defined by families knowing about and 

strengthening the learning that happens in the classroom. 

Student-teacher relationships are defined by “emotions-based experiences that 

emerge out of teachers’ on-going interactions with their students” (Pianta, 1999). 
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Significance of Study 

Information gained in this study not only added to the current literature on 

student-teacher relationships but also added another dimension of understanding to the 

data usually gleaned through the administration of the ClassMaps Survey (CMS). Having 

students, through their own words, share their back-stories and examples as to why they 

replied as they did to each of the prompts in the Teacher-Student section of the CMS 

provided a level of specificity that would not normally be possible by the simple 

administration of this otherwise powerful instrument. This additional level of data 

provided powerful insight into the impact and importance of the student teacher 

relationship as perceived by the students themselves, which should enable practicing 

teachers to place greater value and investment in this vital factor of student success.  

Summary 

The organization of this dissertation followed the recommendations in How to 

Prepare a Dissertation Proposal by Krathwohl and Smith (2005). Chapter One introduced 

the reader to the general background information with regard to the student-teacher 

relationship and the current study including relevant terminology. Chapter 2, a review of 

the relevant literature regarding the student-teacher relationship, so as to equip the reader 

with a broad view of the importance of relationships, before narrowing to those studies 

focused in particular on the impact and importance of the student-teacher relationship.  In 

similar fashion, Chapter 3 began with general definitions of mixed methods research and 

the explanatory design employed in this study, as well as some of the challenges most 

common with this design. Next, the specific quantitative and qualitative methods and 

instruments were discussed, including the data collection and analysis procedures in the 
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methods chapter.  The results of the data analyses were provided in Chapter 4.  Findings, 

conclusions and recommendations follow in the final chapter along with limitations to be 

considered for the interpretations in this study. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter comprises a review of the literature related to this study on the 

importance and impact of the student-teacher relationship in the lives of fifth graders in 

two schools that are similar in size, yet very different in terms of socioeconomics, 

mobility, and overall achievement. The first section deals with the literature about the 

importance of relationships in general followed by a section focusing on the findings 

dealing specifically with student-teacher relationships.  The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the importance of this study due to gaps in the current literature. 

Relationships 

Relationships, whether positive or negative in nature, have proven to have 

profound effects on quality of life. Landsford, Antonucci, Akiyama, and Takahashi 

(2005) found that well-being is directly tied to personal relationships.  In this mixed 

methods study, participants, ranging from teenagers to senior citizens from both the 

United Sates and Japan, were surveyed revealing that in both countries social relationship 

quality was equally related to well-being.  This well-being was accomplished specifically 

“by providing love, intimacy, reassurance of worth, tangible assistance, and guidance” (p. 

1). Vanzetti and Duck (1996) shared similar as well as other benefits to relationships, 

which include physical support, a sense of belonging, having a “sounding board” for 

emotional reactions and opinions, being able to say what you really think, providing a 

reassurance of worth, opportunities to help others, and validation and support for the way 

we do things and interpret experience (p. 15-18). 

Conversely, Lansford et al. (2005) reported that the lack of high quality 

relationships resulted in negative effects including depression, anxiety, and poor health in 
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general. And Ehrensaft’s (2005) meta-analysis review of research of juveniles with 

conduct problems also suggested that problems of self-conduct, especially with regard to 

females, were linked to impaired interpersonal relationships.  

Student-Teacher Relationships   

With this basic understanding of the apparent necessity and importance of 

relationships in mind, the following section will focus more specifically on the 

importance and impact of student-teacher relationships. 

A request for what constitutes effective teaching will undoubtedly produce a long 

and varied list of responses. The list may include, but not be limited to a teacher’s 

knowledge of subject, pedagogical competence, instructional effectiveness, and/or 

classroom management skills.  Banner and Cannon (1997) describe the difficulty in 

defining exactly what it means to be an effective teacher, “We think we know great 

teaching when we encounter it, yet we find it impossible to say precisely what has gone 

into making it great” (p. 3).   The situation is further convoluted when considering 

whether teaching is an art or a science. As stated by McEwan (2002), “An ample amount 

of research exists showing that content and caring are not exclusive commodities; 

effective teachers emphasize both...”(p. 6).  

Teacher connections. One of the attributes that will undoubtedly make most lists 

is a teacher’s ability to connect with students.  It may be referred to as an ability to 

cultivate relationships or be more formally labeled as “nurturing pedagogy”.  It may be 

defined as a mix of high expectations and caring support; or as Pianta (1999) defines the 

student-teacher relationship, “Emotions-based experiences that emerge out of teachers’ 

on-going interactions with their students.”  Strahan and Layell (2006) noted the 
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importance of “establishing a learner-centered environment that featured warm, 

supportive relationships with students,” (p.153) a concept confirmed by Silins and 

Murray-Harvey (1995). McEwan (2002) makes the case quite eloquently stating, 

“Effective teachers appear to be those who are… ‘human’ in the fullest sense of the word. 

Their classrooms seem to reflect miniature enterprise operations in the sense that they are 

more open, spontaneous, and adaptable to change” (p. 30). Hargreaves (1994) apparently 

agrees, stating: 

Good teaching is charged with positive emotion. It is not just a matter of knowing 
one’s subject, being efficient, having correct competencies, or learning all the 
right techniques.  Good teachers are not just well oiled machines.  They are 
emotional, passionate beings who connect with their students and fill their work 
and classes with pleasure, creativity, challenge and joy. (p. 835). 
 
Liu (1997), when talking specifically about the impact of a multi-year experience 

in China’s secondary schools, also attests to the importance of the student-teacher 

relationship stating, “The close emotional bond between teachers and students led 

students to recognize the school as a home away from home.  The teachers’ dedication to 

students’ growth helped inspire students to meet the school’s requirements, both 

academic and behavioral.” According to Roeser, Midgley and Urdan (1996), students 

who reported more positive teacher-student relationships also reported greater feelings of 

belonging, thus felt more academically efficaciousness and less self-conscious. In the 

same vein, Koplow (2002) proposed that effective student-teacher relationships 

encourage greater confidence and classroom engagement in much the same manner as 

sensitive parenting encourages a greater sense of security and confidence.  

Student voice in relationships. The overall importance of the student-teacher 

relationship is possibly best-voiced by the students themselves. Unfortunately, there are 
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few studies to date that make use of the student voices to convey this important message.  

According to Doda and Knowles (2008) when asked to respond to the question, “What 

should middle school teachers know about middle school students?” approximately 2,700 

middle school students from diverse communities from across North America responded 

emphatically that they desired “healthy and rewarding relationships with their teachers 

and with their peers” (p. 27). These relationships were most generally “characterized by 

compassion, respect, personalization, fellowship, and friendship” (Doda & Knowles, 

2008, p. 27).  According to Doda and Knowles (2008), one student response captured it 

best: 

The key to being a good teacher is to know the kids. You have to know every 
single one and have a relationship with every single one. I think that one thing 
that really allows me to work hard is knowing that my teacher knows where I am 
in life at that moment. If they don’t know me, I will tend not to work as hard for 
them. (p. 28). 
 

And Saul (2005), who interviewed two distinct groups of Canadian students from the 

Atlantic coast as well as the Pacific coast, found that all students interviewed for the 

study noted the vital importance of the student-teacher relationship to their success. The 

most convincing quote came from Tali (a 9th grader) who said, “The teacher needs to be 

willing to have a relationship, and not just be assessing us.  It makes a big difference if 

they take the time to understand how you are feeling, if they understand and connect” (p. 

19). 

Importance of student-teacher relationships. In addition to the general 

sentiments expressed above, the importance of the student-teacher relationship has been 

brought to light in seminal studies and analyses.  The APA Work Group of the Board of 

Educational Affairs (1997), a Presidential Task Force, produced Learner-centered 



12 
 

 

Psychological Principles: A  Framework for School Reform and Redesign, which 

included 14 fundamental principles about learners and learning.  Of these principles, 

Principle 11 – The Social Influence on Learning stated, “Learning is influenced by social 

interactions, interpersonal relations, and communication with others.” Similarly, 

McCombs and Whisler (1997), offered five premises for helping each learner develop to 

their fullest potential, which included “Learning occurs best in an environment that 

contains positive interpersonal relationships and interactions and in which the learner 

feels appreciated, acknowledged, respected, and admired.”  

In Classroom Management that Works - Research-based strategies for every 

teacher, Marzano (2003) presents the results of several meta-analyses centered on teacher 

effectiveness.  The initial results indicated four general components of importance 

including: rules and procedures, disciplinary interventions, mental set, and teacher-

student relationships. The latter, though not the highest in terms of effect size (-.869), is 

suggested to be “the keystone for the other factors” (p. 41).  

Creating success in classrooms. Student-teacher relationships have shown to be 

an important factor in student success in the classroom. Pianta (1994) attests that teacher-

student relationships are influential on students’ success in school; and Lee (2007) found 

that the trust developed between the student and the teacher can contribute to students’ 

academic performance. Noddings (1988 & 1992) shared that students make learning a 

higher priority and thus work harder for teachers whom they care about and perceive as 

also valuing their learning. Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener (2005) noted “numerous 

successful outcomes, as well as behaviors paralleling success” (p. 803); and Birch and 

Ladd (1996 & 1998) reported that the student-teacher relationship can influence students’ 
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future paths toward academic success and was positively linked with children’s academic 

performance. Lastly, Miller (2000) found that the student-teacher relationship play an 

important role in helping reduce the chances of future bad outcomes, i.e. – dropping out 

of school. 

With all of this in mind, it should be of no surprise that caring, supportive 

teachers are often found in schools of high achievement. Silins and Murray-Harvey 

(1995), reported students who indicated high feelings of adequacy in their interactions 

with their teachers in academically successful schools; and Hughes (1999) found 

“teachers who identify and address individual student needs” in high achieving, rural, 

high-poverty elementary schools.  

Positive outcomes from strong student-teacher relationships are not only 

confined to the realm of academics. Hamre and Pianta (2001) reported “the quality 

of teacher–child relationships is a stronger predictor of behavioral than of 

academic outcomes” (p. 634). Doll, Zucker, and Brehm (2004), developers of the 

ClassMaps Survey (CMS) used in the current study, attest that the quality and 

consistency of the teacher’s rapport is “the most essential ingredient in forging a 

safe, supportive classroom environment” (p. 18). Moreover, Howes, Hamilton and 

Matheson (1994) reported that student-teacher relationships influence students’ 

relationships with peers in their classrooms. Griggs, Gagnon, Huelsman, Kidder-

Ashley, and Ballard (2009) summed this best stating, “student–teacher 

relationships matter…(and) may reduce the risk of negative behavioral 

outcomes…” (p. 562). 
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The importance of the student-teacher relationship has also been studied with 

regard to specific populations and cultures. To start with, different cultures put different 

degrees of importance on the student-teacher relationship.  Jacob and Lefgren (2007) 

found that in high-poverty schools, teacher requests are based more on a teacher’s ability 

to improve student achievement than on student satisfaction, whereas in low-poverty 

schools the opposite was found to be true. Hudley, Daoudd, Hershberger, Wright-Castro, 

and Polanco (2003) revealed that individuals of different cultures, Latino and Angelo 

students, value different elements of the student-relationship and also act within the 

relationship differently based upon their perceived-level of satisfaction. Lastly, several 

studies looking specifically at mentor-mentee relationships in educational settings with 

high-risk youth (Rockwell, 1997; Spencer, 2006) as well as gifted youth (Irving, Moore, 

& Hamilton, 2003; Schatz, 1999) found that positive relationships have similar benefits 

for both populations of students. The benefits included an increase in self-esteem and 

confidence, as well as improvement in studying skills and in the ability to use classroom 

knowledge. 

Characteristics of student-teacher relationships. In efforts to better understand 

the student-teacher relationship, some studies have focused directly on some of the 

characteristics of the student-teacher relationship.  Decades ago, Barr (1958) and later 

Good and Brophy (1995) identified teacher characteristics that students found to be most 

likable, including consideration, buoyancy, and patience. And Boals et al. (1990), noted 

the importance of establishing high expectations when working with students of poverty. 

Jacobson (2000) found that the first step in creating this type of environment was getting 

to know each student, thus allowing the teacher a better chance of developing a positive 
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rapport that can in turn facilitate and support the student’s learning. Though these studies 

provide important insight, the imitations of these studies most notably include their 

inability to explain how these characteristics then affect students and ultimately the 

student-teacher relationship. 

Importance of Current Study 

 The current mixed methods study focused on diverse student voices to convey the 

dynamics of the student-teacher relationship as seen through the eyes of students in two 

very different schools.  

Methodological stance. Quantitative data, which is generally considered to be 

closed-ended information, is typically gathered through attitude, behavioral, and 

performance instruments, as well as checklists (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2006, p. 6) in an 

attempt to answer narrow questions and explain relationships between variables. 

Quantitative researchers then analyze the data using statistical procedures, comparing 

results with prior predictions and earlier research studies, then presenting a final report in 

a standard format which displays researcher objectivity and lack of bias (Creswell, 2002, 

p. 58). As described within this chapter, a series of quantitative studies on the student-

teacher relationship have provided a strong foundation from which the current study was 

able to develop (Birch & Ladd, 1996; Griggs, Gagnon, Huelsman, Kidder-Ashley, & 

Ballard, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Jacob & Lefgren, 2007; Marzano, Marzano, & 

Pickering, 2003; Strahan & Layell, 2006 & 1998).  

Alternately, qualitative data can consist of open-ended information gathered 

through interviews (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2006, p. 6) in an attempt to describe a 

central phenomenon through the answers to broad, general questions.  The data gathered 
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is analyzed for themes from which the researcher interprets the meaning of the 

information, drawing from both past research and personal reflections. The information is 

then presented in a final report that is flexible in nature, displaying the researcher’s biases 

and thoughts (Creswell, 2002, p. 58). As discussed earlier in this chapter, two qualitative 

studies, which stressed the importance of student-teacher relationships from the students’ 

perspective, provided a starting point from which the current study could begin (Saul, 

2005; Doda & Knowles, 2008). 

Beyond these simplistic descriptions, Creswell (2002) contends, “the difference 

between quantitative and qualitative research is more than numbers versus words, or 

instruments verses interviews – the distinction appears at all phases of the research 

process” (p. 58). With this appreciation of the distinction between the two, Creswell & 

Clark (2006) emphasize that through the mixing of the two types of research or methods 

“the researcher provides a better understanding of the problem” (p. 7) than if either type 

of research had been used exclusively. They go on to share that the mixing of the 

methods “provides strengths that offset the weaknesses of both quantitative and 

qualitative research” (p. 9) and that mixed methods research enables the researcher to be 

“free to use all methods possible to research the problem” (p.10), as well as “provides 

more comprehensive evidence” (p. 9) for answering a research problem. 

Diverse student voices. Because of the strengths of the data collected through 

both methods, as well as the lack of mixed methods studies in the area of student-teacher 

relationships that both methods were chosen for the current study.  With a strong 

understanding of what each type of research brings to a study, the quantitative data 

gathered through the administration of the CMS was an important data source, but the 
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semi-structured student interviews were considered as the centerpiece in the current 

study. Converse, Schuman and Converse (1974) contend that interviews “are 

conversations where meanings are not only conveyed, but cooperatively built up, 

received, interpreted, and recorded by the interviewer” (as cited in Weinberg, 2002,  p. 

117). The interviews were semi-structured, yet open-ended, beginning first with broad 

questions that eventually narrowed in on the experiences that illuminated heart of the 

central question– What role does the student-teacher relationship play in the lives of fifth 

graders in two elementary schools in a rural mid-western community? (Creswell, 2007, p. 

133).  In particular, student voices were sought in order to illuminate the issue from their 

individual points of view. “Setting each child as a unique and valued experiencer of his or 

her world” (Greene & Hogan, 2005, p. 3). This focus on the stories and perceptions of the 

fifth grade students from differing levels of achievement, including low, medium, and 

high levels of achievement on the Measure of Academic Progress (MAP) in the two 

different schools, designated as affluent and poverty schools allowed for a diverse and 

rich representation of voices from which to understand the importance and impact of the 

student-teacher relationship. 

Summary 

In summation, many studies have quantitatively pointed toward the importance of 

the student-teacher relationship, yet others have qualitatively described important 

elements or factors of the student-teacher relationship. This researcher’s goal is to 

attempt to connect the dots between both types of research.  This goal includes exploring 

the dynamics of the student-teacher relationship through the eyes of students in two very 

different schools that individually serve poverty or affluent populations. The hope was to 
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learn from both ends of the spectrum and to provide teachers, administrators, and teacher 

education departments with some tangible targets for better establishing and cultivating 

student-teacher relationships with students. 
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Chapter 3. Methods 

Definition of Mixed Methods 

 Creswell and Plano Clark (2006) provided the definition of mixed methods 

which served as a guide for this study: 

Mixed methods research is a research design with philosophical assumptions as 
well as methods of inquiry.  As a methodology, it involves philosophical 
assumptions that guide the direction of the collection and analysis of data and the 
mixture of the qualitative and quantitative approaches in many phases in the 
research process.  As a method, it focuses on collecting, analyzing, and mixing 
both quantitative and qualitative data in a singe study or series of studies. Its 
central premise is that the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches in 
combination provides a better understanding of research problems than either 
approach alone. (p. 5).  

 
Type of Design Used and Definition   

This study used an Explanatory mixed methods design.  The explanatory design is 

a two-phase mixed methods design.  The overall purpose of this is that the qualitative 

data helps explain or build upon initial quantitative results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2006, p. 71).  A variation of the follow-up explanations model was utilized in order for 

qualitative data to be built upon the initial quantitative results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2006).  

 This method fit nicely into the pragmatic worldview held by this researcher who 

naturally gravitates toward outcomes and “what works” (Patton, 1990) as opposed to the 

conditions that concern many other worldviews. Within this pragmatic worldview, it is 

understood that researchers need to be “free to choose the methods, techniques, and 

procedures of research that best meet their needs” and that they look to the “what and the 

how...based on it’s intended consequences” (Creswell, 2007, p. 23). The pragmatic 

worldview served also well in this study, as it enabled the focus to be on methods that not 
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only provided the best opportunity to uncover the richness of the student-teacher 

relationship, but also to do so in a manner that minimized the threat to the fifth graders 

that were interviewed.  The administration of the quantitative instrument to all 

participating students in an upbeat and non-threatening manner served as a prelude that 

encouraged the students to open up and share their thoughts and feelings in the follow up 

semi-structured interviews. 

Meeting the Challenges of the Design  

The explanatory mixed methods design requires a lengthy amount of time for 

implementing the two phases (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2006, p. 74).  

 I implemented my plan for collecting and analyzing both types of data 

during the 2010-2011 school year.  This timeline fit well within the time 

constraints imposed by the completion of my doctoral work with regard to 

the University Nebraska Lincoln Doctoral Program as well as well as my 

position at the University of Nebraska Kearney.  The timeline followed for 

the completion of my study is explained later in this proposal. 

The researcher must decide whether to use the same individuals for both phases, 

to use individuals from the same sample for both phases, or to draw participants from the 

same population for the two phases (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2006, p. 74).  

 The fifth graders who were interviewed were purposefully sampled from 

those fifth graders who attended their school for grades kindergarten 

through fifth grade and completed the ClassMaps Survey (CMS) in Phase 

1 of this study.  
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It can be difficult to secure Institutional Review Board approval for this design 

because the researcher cannot specify how participants will be selected for the second 

phase until initial findings are obtained (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2006, p. 75).  

 Institutional Review Board approval was sought and granted (see 

Appendix D) based upon the specificity of the purposeful sampling 

technique, which was outlined in the initial doctoral proposal. 

The researcher must decide which quantitative results need to be further explained 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2006, p. 75).  

 The ClassMaps Survey (CMS) gathers quantitative data on many social 

and emotional elements within the classrooms. The current study is 

focused on the dynamics and importance of the student-teacher 

relationship so the obvious choice was to have students explain their 

reason on the Teacher/Student section of the CMS. 

Participants/Settings 

The participants in this study were fifth grade students, generally 10 to 11 years of 

age, recruited from two elementary schools in a rural mid-western community. The two 

elementary schools were located within the same local school district.  Each school had 

two fifth grade classrooms from which students were chosen to participate.  To be 

eligible for this study, students needed to have completed their entire scholastic career, 

kindergarten through fifth grade, at their current school. This helped insure that students 

involved in the study were truly participants in and of the culture of the school. 

Pseudonyms were used in the reporting of this study for the two schools, as well as for 

any teacher or student names. 
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Both schools, from the same Class A school district were located within a rural 

mid-western community of roughly 30,000 people.  Overall the district was comprised of 

one high school with a population of approximately 1500 students, two middle 

schools with 1040 students collectively enrolled, 12 elementary schools which served a 

total of 2500 kindergarten through fifth grade students, and three preschools which 

served approximately 70 children. Classrooms within the district reported a student-to-

teacher ratio of 17-1 in the high school, 16-1 at the middle school level, and 25-1 within 

the elementary schools. Of the 382 teachers employed by the district, 51% had earned 

Master’s degrees and 98% were teaching within their endorsement area. Overall, the 

district reported a population with 4% identified as English Language Learners (ELL), 

14% received special education services, and 32% were identified as receiving 

free/reduced lunches.  The district also reported a mobility rate of 9% and a drop out rate 

of 1.6%. 

The two schools identified within the school district for this study, though almost 

identical in number of students (both serving approximately 260 students), had unique 

and different populations with regard to the socio-economic level of students who 

attended, mobility rates, and ELL populations (see Table 1). 
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