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Abstract Teacher—student relationships are crucial to
engagement and school success for youth. However, forging
caring and supportive teacher—student relationships can be
challenging. Further, engagement appears to decline along
with achievement. Regardless of limited research reviews
on teacher—student relationships, engagement, and achieve-
ment for school-aged students, there is an urgent need for
reviews focused on youth and Latino youth in particular.
This study synthesized 26 studies on teacher—student rela-
tionships, engagement, and achievement for non-Latino (16
studies) and Latino youth (10 studies). The findings were
similar for non-Latino and Latino youth, with positive asso-
ciations and engagement as a mediator. Teacher—student
relationships (emotional support, instrumental help, clear
expectations, and classroom safety) and student engagement
(behavioral, emotional, and cognitive) were defined as mul-
tidimensional constructs. The findings primarily focused on
emotional support and behavioral engagement. Both bodies
of literature were theoretically driven (self-determination
theory, ecological theory), employed surveys as the primary
measure and reliable measures. There was a lack of studies
with experimental, longitudinal design, qualitative methods,
random sampling, power analyses and reported validity of
the measures. Major differences included mixed results for
the moderation effect of gender among non-Latino youth.
The quality of the literature for non-Latino youth was rela-
tively more rigorous and stronger.
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Introduction

Early adolescence is a key period for youth to develop skills,
capacities, interests, and relationships that are foundational
to healthy adjustment. Student engagement and academic
achievement are crucial components of competence for
youth that predict school success and future career oppor-
tunities (Roorda et al. 2011). Engagement has been related
to a wide range of adolescent outcomes, such as academic
success (Wang and Holcombe 2010), school dropout (Rum-
berger and Rotermund 2012; Wang and Fredricks 2014),
and mental health (Bond et al. 2007). Unfortunately, student
engagement appears to decline along with academic achieve-
ment (Mahatmya et al. 2012). It is estimated that 25-40% of
youth show signs of disengagement (e.g., apathy, not paying
attention, not trying hard; Yazzie-Minz 2007).

Staying engaged in school and thriving academically
are challenging for early adolescents regardless of ethnic
group, and Latino students are no exception. Sudrez-Orozco
et al. (2009) found significant but gradual declines to stu-
dent engagement and academic achievement among Latino
youth. Katz (1999) and Stanton-Salazar (1997) described
how Latino students in a middle school setting struggled in
relationships with teachers, which negatively impacted their
engagement and academic performance. Further, there is a
wide achievement gap between Latino students and their
Caucasian peers. For instance, on the 2013 eighth grade
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in
mathematics, 21% of Latino students performed at or above
the proficient level, as compared to 45% for their Caucasian
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peers (National Center for Educational Statistics 2013). The
underachievement of Latino youth is partially attributed to
their poor engagement (Bingham and Okagaki 2012).

Teacher—student relationships have been recognized as
one of the most important factors to engagement and school
success for youth in general, as well as for students of
diverse ethnic groups (Bingham and Okagaki 2012; Farmer
et al. 2011). However, forging caring, trusting, and sup-
portive teacher—student relationships can be challenging for
both the students and their teachers. During early adoles-
cence, relationships between teachers and students within
the classroom context are disrupted (Davis 2003; Gehlbach
et al. 2012). Middle school students typically perceive their
teachers as less caring and supportive than their elementary
school teachers (Davis 2003). As they make the transition
from elementary to middle school, changes within the school
context are often at odds with students’ needs for developing
relationships with their teachers (Eccles et al. 1993; Ryan
et al. 2013). For instance, class size in middle schools is typ-
ically larger than in elementary schools and the teacher—stu-
dent ratio increases. Unlike in elementary schools in which
students typically stay with one primary teacher throughout
the day, students in middle schools move from classroom to
classroom. They must adapt to the teaching styles and expec-
tations of different teachers as they rotate between class-
rooms. Further, individualized instruction in elementary
school changes to “departmentalized” instruction. Although
teacher—student relationships typically deteriorate during the
transition, the need for caring and supportive relationships
does not diminish (Pianta et al. 2012).

Teacher—student relationships may be particularly impor-
tant for Latino students in promoting engagement and aca-
demic success. School cultures usually mirror the culture
of the dominant society. However, for Latino youth, the
cultural values at home may differ significantly from those
of schools. Thus, they may need teacher support to success-
fully navigate school (Bingham and Okagaki 2012). Wentzel
et al. (2012) point out that little is known about the reasons
for underachievement among Latino youth; “...much less
is known about those social factors that support Latino stu-
dents who stay in school, display positive forms of behavior,
and excel academically” (p. 609). Therefore, understanding
the role of relationships with teachers in engagement and
achievement among Latino youth is a valuable undertak-
ing, given that their school success is foundational to their
future developmental pathways and functioning as effective
citizens in the twenty-first century.

A growing body of research demonstrates that
teacher—student relationships play a pivotal role in engaging
students to learn and promoting academic success (Pianta
et al. 2012; Wentzel 2012). For example, a meta-analysis
of 99 studies of school-aged students revealed substan-
tial associations between teacher—student relationships,
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engagement, and academic achievement (Roorda et al.
2011). The associations between teacher—student relation-
ships and student engagement ranged from medium to large
in magnitude, whereas the associations between teacher—stu-
dent relationships and academic achievement ranged from
small to medium. In addition, stronger effects were found in
higher grades. However, the meta-analysis did not explore
the extent to which teacher—student relationships, student
engagement, and academic achievement varied by students’
developmental stages, especially for early adolescents. Nor
did the study examine how such associations varied by stu-
dents’ ethnic backgrounds, especially for Latino youth.

Current Study

The challenges in developing teacher—student relationships
faced by early adolescents, and Latino youth in particu-
lar, call for examination of the role of such relationships
in student engagement and achievement. The purpose of
this review was to synthesize research on teacher—student
relationships, engagement and achievement for non-Latino
and Latino youth. Specifically, the following questions were
addressed: (a) to what extent are the associations conceptual-
ized and operationalized for non-Latino youth?; (b) to what
extent are the associations conceptualized and operational-
ized for Latino youth?; (c) to what extent are teacher—stu-
dent relationships associated with engagement and achieve-
ment for non-Latino youth?; and (d) to what extent are
teacher—student relationships associated with engagement
and achievement for Latino youth?

Methods

To locate research, a broad search was conducted using the
following sub-databases within the EBSCOhost Education
e-search database: Education Full Text, ERIC, Psychlinfo,
PsychArticles, and Families and Society Studies Worldwide.
The keywords used for the search included: “teacher—stu-
dent relationships or teacher support”, “engagement, stu-
dent engagement, or school engagement”, “achievement,
academic achievement, or academic success”, “early ado-
lescents, youth, middle school students”, and “Latino or His-
panic”. All reference lists of retrieved documents were also
checked for additional studies, and an effort was made to
obtain those pieces. As the research was read, the search was
restricted to peer-reviewed research studies dating back to
1988 which dealt with the present study and were conducted
in the United States. The index of Educational Psychology
Review and Review of Educational Research back to 2004
were also scanned.



Adolescent Res Rev (2018) 3:375-424

371

The studies were analyzed systematically. First, as each
study was read, notes were taken to reflect the key elements:
theoretical framework, methodology, and findings. Second,
findings were reviewed to see if there were themes in the
research issues investigated. As themes emerged, codes
were given to tentative topic clusters. Third, the studies were
sorted into tentative clusters. Some studies fell into multiple
clusters. Fourth, within each cluster, one at a time, themes
were discerned by looking for similarities and differences
in the results of the studies. Fifth, studies with similar find-
ings were grouped together. In the meantime, patterns for
theoretical framework and methods were examined. Finally,
charts were made to reflect each cluster of studies.

Results

A total of 26 studies were included in the present review
as the final sources of data, including 16 studies with non-
Latino youth and 10 studies with Latino youth (see Tables 1,
2, 3 for summaries). Among the studies with non-Latino
youth, although three studies (Conner and Pope 2013;
Turner et al. 2014; Wentzel 1997) also involved a small per-
centage of Latino students, for the purpose of the present
study, these studies have also been included in the group of
studies with non-Latino youth.

Theoretical Frameworks

How researchers have situated their studies is in itself
informative. Some studies did not provide a theoretical basis,
and in some of those instances, a theoretical framework was
not easily inferred. However, in general, the studies were
situated in two theories: (a) self-determination theory; and
(b) ecological theory.

Self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2000) identi-
fies three universal psychological needs—autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness—that are essential to students’ devel-
opment (Deci and Ryan 2012). Autonomy reflects students’
desire for self-initiation and self-regulation of their behav-
ior (Skinner et al. 2008). The need for autonomy is likely
to be met when students experience classroom contexts in
which teachers provide choice, allow students to participate
in shared decision making, give students relative freedom
from teacher control, and design curriculum and instruction
that are relevant to the students’ interests and lives (Skinner
et al. 2008; Wang and Eccles 2013). Competence refers to
students’ need to be effective in their pursuits and interac-
tions with the environment (Elliot and Dweck 2005). That
is, students believe that they can determine their success,
know strategies to achieve desired outcomes, and feel effi-
cacious in doing so. The need for competence is fostered
when students are provided with adequate information for

successfully accomplishing their goals (Skinner and Bel-
mont 1993; Wang and Eccles 2013). Teachers can provide
structure by setting clear expectations, providing consistent
feedback, offering instrumental help, and adjusting teaching
to the level of the students (Connell 1990; Urdan and Midg-
ley 2003). Relatedness reflects students’ need for supportive
and caring relationships with others (Connell and Wellborn
1991; Ryan and Deci 2000). Teachers can support such need
by showing involvement, such as expressing interest in, car-
ing for, and respecting students. When classroom contexts
fulfill students’ psychological needs for autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness, engagement is likely to be promoted.
Students exhibit engagement as a desired action, which in
turn leads to desired outcomes including improved academic
performance (Assor et al. 2002; Roorda et al. 2011; Shim
et al. 2013; Skinner and Belmont 1993; Urdan and Midgley
2003; Wang and Eccles 2013; Wigfield et al. 2006).
Ecological theory posits that development involves an
ongoing process of exchange between an individual and the
environment. The environment is divided into five levels
of systems: micro, meso, exo, macro, and chrono (Bro-
fenbrenner and Morris 2006). The microsystem and mac-
rosystem bear particular relevance to the present study. The
microsystem is the most influential and the closest level
to the individual. Teachers create and involve students in
activities that carry meaning and purpose within the class-
room microsystem, which influences student development
through these activities as a means. The macrosystem refers
to the overarching pattern of ideology and organization that
characterizes the cultural context (Brofenbrenner 1993). The
components within the macrosystem pertaining to the pre-
sent study include: ethnicity, Latino cultural values, gender,
socioecomonic status (SES), and geographic locale. These
components ultimately affect the interactions between indi-
vidual student and the teacher in the classroom microsystem.
With regard to ethnicity in the macrosystem, the present
study focuses on Latino youth who face unique challenges
of building relationships with their teachers. The schools
in which Latino youth enroll may reflect the values of the
dominant culture (Balagna et al. 2013) and they are likely
to be taught by Caucasian teachers (Bingham and Okagaki
2012). If the teachers are unfamiliar with Latino culture,
misunderstanding and conflicts may occur between the
teachers and their students (Bingham and Okagaki 2012).
In one study, Latino youth perceived that their Caucasian
peers received more attention and support from teachers
than they did (Valenzuela 1999). Such perceptions may lead
them to believe that their teachers discriminate against them
(Katz 1999). Further, many Latino youth are identified as
limited English proficient, which makes it difficult for teach-
ers to communicate with them and develop caring and sup-
portive relationships (Suarez-Orozco et al. 2009). Finally,
Latino youth are more likely to be taught by less-qualified
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Table 3 Associations between BE
teacher—student relationships

BE-AA EE-AA CE-AA

and student engagement and
academic achievement that were
examined or not examined in
the literature

TES
Non-Latino youth
Latino youth
TIH
Non-Latino youth
Latino youth
TCE
Non-Latino youth
Latino youth
CS
Non-Latino youth

N N N

Latino youth

X<

<<

<<
X

<<

< X
X

X< <<l <<
x <
QX
<X

v X X X X
X Vv X X X
v X X X X X
Vv X X X X X

TSRs teacher—student relationships, TES teacher emotional support, T/H teacher instrumental help, TCE
teacher clear expectations, CS classroom safety, BE behavioral engagement, EE emotional engagement, CE
cognitive engagement, AA academic achievement, \/ ” denotes that at least one study examined the asso-
ciations. “X” denotes that no study examined the associations

teachers than White youth (Adamson and Darling-Hammond
2012; Suarez-Orozco et al. 2009). The teachers are often ill-
equipped with knowledge and strategies needed to work with
Latino students (Green et al. 2008). Therefore, challenges
in developing teacher—student relationships among Latino
youth draw attention to an examination of the role of such
relationships in these students’ engagement and academic
success.

Latino cultural values may play a significant role in
teacher—student relationships for Latino youth. Failure to
incorporate such values into practice may negatively impact
teachers’ relationships with Latino students. Teachers need
to become familiar with the subtle nuances and explore how
these values influence teacher—student relationships. Within
the macrosystem of Latino youth, one distinctive cultural
value is respeto (Woolley et al. 2009). Within the Latino
culture, respeto implies deference to authority or those of
higher status based on age, gender, or authority status (Hal-
gunseth et al. 2006). This value may influence the quality
of interactions between teachers and students. For exam-
ple, as a sign of respeto, Latino students may not question
or openly express disagreement with their teacher for fear
of being perceived as disrespectful toward the teacher. The
teacher may interpret the students’ reactions as not assertive
or interested in school activities. The predominant White
culture promotes individualism and the teacher may try to
provide freedom and choice to the students to promote stu-
dent autonomy. However, the same practice may not work
for Latino students as they may want to have less autonomy,
but to passively receive information from the teacher. For
example, the teacher may want to encourage the students to
participate in shared decision making, whereas the Latino
youth may not be actively involved. While the teacher may
perceive these students as being passive and uninterested,

@ Springer

the students may feel disrespectful toward the teacher if
they share their own opinions. Such conflicts may impede
the development of positive teacher—student relationships
(relatedness in self-determination theory), which in turn
negatively impacts engagement and academic success for
Latino youth.

Another significant cultural value held by Latino youth
is familisimo (Woolley et al. 2009). Familisimo is mani-
fested by strong family ties and a strong sense of inter-
dependence and loyalty (Halgunseth et al. 2006). Latino
students look to their families as the primary source of
decision making as they believe families contribute to
their sense of identity and purpose. They often place the
needs of their families above their own needs. For exam-
ple, when they make decisions to attend college, they may
not only think about their own qualifications and academic
backgrounds, but take their families’ needs into considera-
tion. If their families need them to find jobs to help sup-
port the families and take care of the siblings, the Latino
youth may decide not to go to college even if they are
academically prepared. However, the Latino cultural value
of familisimo is at odds with the values in the dominant
White American culture. Unlike familisimo, independence
and individualization are highly valued. But such an ori-
entation may be perceived as selfish by Latino youth and
their families. The teacher wants to help Latino youth real-
ize the importance and benefit of pursuing specific goals
such as going to college, whereas the Latino students may
perceive this as being at odds with their strong family val-
ues. The teacher may try to promote competence for them
by providing helpful information in support of decisions
and choices, whereas Latino youth may not receive teach-
ers’ help well and thus may not feel emotionally connected
to the teacher. If teachers did not recognize or value the
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important role of family in the individual Latino student’s
life, it might cause conflicts between teachers and students.
This may negatively impact Latino students’ interest in
engaging at school and success in academics. Therefore,
given the importance of these values in the Latino cul-
ture and the potential these values may have to produce
differential meanings for relationships between teachers
and Latino youth, there is a need to further understand
the associations between relationships with teachers and
engagement and academic achievement among Latino
youth in particular.

In addition to ethnicity in the macrosystem, gender,
SES, and geographic locale are also factors that may
impact teacher—student relationships. Male and female
students may respond differently to teacher caring. Female
students tend to relate to their teacher emotionally more
easily than male students. Thus, female students may per-
ceive their relationships with their teachers to be more
positive than male students (e.g., Wentzel et al. 2010). Stu-
dents’ SES backgrounds may also influence the develop-
ment of teacher—student relationships. It is likely that stu-
dents with high SES are taught by teachers who are highly
qualified and better equipped with professional knowledge
and experience in working with early adolescents. In con-
trast, students of low SES may not be as fortunate as those
of high SES. They may attend schools that are understaffed
with teachers who are less experienced in interacting with
students (Adamson and Darling-Hammond 2012). Finally,
geographic locale may also impact relationships between
teachers and early adolescents. It is likely that schools in
urban and rural areas tend to be equipped with students
from low SES backgrounds and less qualified teachers;
whereas suburban schools are more likely to have students
of high SES backgrounds and highly-qualified teachers.
Thus, students from suburban schools may perceive their
relationships with their teachers to be more positive than
students from schools in urban or rural areas (Gallagher
et al. 2013). As for Latino youth, they tend to come from
low SES backgrounds and live in urban or rural areas.
Latino students are more likely to be taught by less quali-
fied teachers lacking knowledge and experience in devel-
oping positive relationships with these students (Adamson
and Darling-Hammond 2012).

Of the 16 studies with non-Latino youth, 13 specified
theoretical frameworks. Only Wentzel et al. (2010) incorpo-
rated self-determination theory and ecological theory jointly.
A strong feature of the other studies that specified theoretical
frameworks was their reliance on self-determination theory
(n=7). While half of the studies adopted only self-deter-
mination theory, only two (Dotterer and Lowe 2011; Wang
and Eccles 2012) adopted solely ecological theory. In con-
trast, a strong feature of the studies with Latino youth that
specified theoretical frameworks (n=>5) is their reliance on

ecological theory (Brewster and Bowen 2004; Crosnoe et al.
2004; Garcia-Reid 2007; Woolley et al. 2009).

Conceptualization of Teacher—Student Relationships
and Student Engagement

Teacher—Student Relationships

Teacher—student relationships were defined as either a mul-
tidimensional or unidimensional construct with a primary
focus on teacher emotional support and classroom safety
being the least frequently examined dimension. Among
the studies with non-Latino youth, about half specified
teacher—student relationships as a multidimensional con-
struct. Wentzel et al. (2010) theorized four dimensions
of teacher—student relationships that have the potential to
promote school outcomes especially for early adolescents,
including teacher emotional support, instrumental help, clear
expectations, and classroom safety. Students are more likely
to engage in school and experience academic success when
(a) they feel being cared about, liked, and valued as individu-
als; (b) their efforts to meet the expectations are facilitated
with teachers’ help, advice, and instruction; (c) messages of
classroom expectations are clearly delivered from the teach-
ers; and (d) their efforts are promoted by a safe classroom
environment (Wentzel et al. 2010). The other studies (n=7,
Blumenfeld and Meece 1988; Gregory et al. 2014; Patrick
et al. 2007; Skinner and Belmont 1993; Turner et al. 1998;
Wang and Eccles 2013; Wang and Holcombe 2010) included
only two or three of the four dimensions or combinations of
multiple dimensions. Specifically, Blumenfeld and Meece
(1988) and Patrick et al. (2007) defined teacher—student rela-
tionships as a two dimensional construct involving either
teacher instrumental help and clear expectations, or teacher
instrumental help and emotional support. For the remain-
ing studies, teacher—student relationships involved at least
one combination of the four dimensions. For instance, in
the Turner et al. (2014) study, although teacher observa-
tions on motivational support were coded into categories
(belongingness—teacher emotional support and classroom
safety, competence—instrumental help and clear expecta-
tions, autonomy—instrumental help, and meaningfulness—
instrumental help), the quantitative analyses did not explore
these distinct dimensions separately, but instead, combined
these categories into one representing motivational support.
The other half of the studies with non-Latino youth treated
teacher—student relationships as a single construct (n=38;
Conner and Pope 2013; Dotterer and Lowe 2011; Furrer
and Skinner 2003; Goodenow 1993; Ryan and Patrick 2001;
Turner et al. 2014; Wang and Eccles 2012; Wentzel 1997).

Among the studies with Latino youth, the majority (n=38)
considered teacher—student relationships as a unidimensional
construct. Only two considered it as a two-dimensional
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construct involving emotional support and clear expectations
(Murry 2009), or emotional and instrumental help (Mireles-
Rios and Romo 2010).

Student Engagement

Like teacher—student relationships, student engagement was
also conceptualized as a multidimensional or unidimen-
sional construct, and with a primary focus on behavioral
engagement. Of the studies with non-Latino youth, only a
few (n=4; Conner and Pope 2013; Wang and Eccles 2012,
2013; Wang and Holcombe 2010) specified student engage-
ment as a three-dimensional construct, including behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement. Behavioral
engagement draws on the idea of participation. It includes
students’ involvement in school-based academic, social, or
extracurricular activities (Finn 1993), positive conduct such
as following school and classroom rules and norms (Con-
nell 1990), and absence of disruptive behaviors (Connell
1990). Emotional engagement emphasizes students’ affec-
tive reactions to teachers, classmates, academics, or school
(Skinner and Belmont 1993). Emotional engagement is also
conceptualized as sense of identification with school (e.g.,
feeling of being important to school, valuing of achieving
school-related goals; Finn 1989; Voelkl 1997). Cognitive
engagement refers to the extent to which students invest in
learning. It involves being strategic and willing to make an
effort to comprehend complex ideas and master difficult
skills (Corno and Mandinach 1983; Fredricks et al. 2004;
Meece et al. 1988). The three dimensions of student engage-
ment are embedded within each student, and characterize
the way students act, feel, and think (Eccles 2004; Ryan and
Deci 2000; Skinner and Wellborn 1994; Wang and Eccles
2013).

Half (n=38; Blumenfeld and Meece 1988; Dotterer and
Lowe 2011; Furrer and Skinner 2003; Patrick et al. 2007,
Ryan and Patrick 2001; Skinner and Belmont 1993; Turner
et al. 1998; Wentzel et al. 2010) of the studies defined stu-
dent engagement as a two-dimensional construct, with a pri-
mary focus on behavioral engagement. The majority (n=6)
conceptualized student engagement as behavioral and emo-
tional engagement (n=3; Furrer and Skinner 2003; Skin-
ner and Belmont 1993; Wentzel et al. 2010), or behavioral
and cognitive engagement (n=3; Blumenfeld and Meece
1988; Patrick et al. 2007; Ryan and Patrick 2001). Interest-
ingly, Dotterer and Lowe (2011) combined emotional and
cognitive engagement into psychological engagement, and
defined student engagement as behavioral engagement and
psychological engagement. Additionally, Turner et al. (1998)
did not include behavioral engagement, but just addressed
emotional and cognitive engagement. In four studies, stu-
dent engagement was conceptualized as a unidimensional
construct (i.e., making an effort in class discussions)

@ Springer

(Goodenow 1993; Gregory et al. 2014; Turner et al. 2014;
Wentzel 1997).

Most (n=38) of the studies with Latino youth defined stu-
dent engagement as a unidimensional construct. The other
studies defined if as a two dimensional construct involving
behavioral and emotional engagement.

Teacher Emotional Support, Student Engagement,
and Academic Achievement

For studies involving non-Latino youth, the majority of
employed solely quantitative methods. About half were
longitudinal and half were cross-sectional studies. Sample
size for student participants ranged from 12 to 6,294. Sam-
ple size for teacher participants ranged from 4 to 135. Stu-
dent participants were predominantly Caucasian, account-
ing for 44-98% of the participants. They ranged from 7 to
17 years old, in third through twelfth grade; about half were
male. The studies were conducted in various regions of the
United States and mostly in suburban settings. Students’ SES
ranged from low to middle, with the majority from low SES
backgrounds.

For the ten studies that focused on Latino youth, the
methodology was primarily quantitative. Three employed a
longitudinal design and seven used a cross-sectional design.
The majority (n=7) focused solely on Latino students. In
most of the other studies (n=3) that involved both Latino
students and students of other ethnic groups, the participants
were primarily Latino. One exception is that in Crosnoe
et al. (2004) study, the participants were primarily Cauca-
sian (54%). Although Latino students accounted for only
16% of the participants, the total number of participants was
considerably large (10,991), therefore, the total number of
Latino participants was fairly large as well (about 1759). The
sample size for Latino students in the quantitative studies
ranged from 11 to 1759. Half (n=35) of the studies included
middle school students only; participants’ age ranged from 9
to 18 years, and grade level ranged from three to twelve. The
majority of the studies included both male and female stu-
dents. The majority of the participants came from low SES
backgrounds. The studies were conducted in various loca-
tions. Half identified the setting, with the majority (n=4) in
cities and one in a rural area.

Teacher Emotional Support, Student Engagement,
and Academic Achievement

Teachers have the potential to create classroom contexts
characterized by emotional support that promote social and
academic adjustment (Connell and Wellborn 1991; Wentzel
2009; Wentzel et al. 2010). For example, teachers provide
emotional support through caring about students, show-
ing respect to students’ opinions, and developing personal
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relationships with students. Emotional support is critical to
early adolescents as they transition to middle school. They
need continued emotional support in order to succeed in
school (Wentzel et al. 2010). Twelve studies investigated the
associations between teacher emotional support and student
engagement for non-Latino youth. About half (n=35) also
investigated teacher emotional support as related to aca-
demic achievement. Several aspects of emotional support
were examined. From students’ perspective, emotional sup-
port included students’ perceptions of their teachers’ liking
and caring about them (e.g., Patrick et al. 2007; Wentzel
et al. 2010), valuing and respecting students’ ideas (e.g.,
Conner and Pope 2013; Wang and Eccles 2013), trying to
establish personal relationships with the students (Con-
ner and Pope 2013; Ryan and Patrick 2001), and students’
feeling of being emotionally accepted or alienated from
the teachers (e.g., Goodenow 1993). Teacher-reports of
teacher emotional support focused on their perceptions of
teacher—student conflict (e.g., Dotterer and Lowe 2011).

Nine studies investigated teacher emotional support in
relation to student engagement or academic achievement
for Latino youth. Several aspects of emotional support were
examined, and mostly from students’ perspectives, including
teachers’ caring about students; friendliness and respectful-
ness toward and encouragement of students; and willingness
to work with their students. Teachers’ perspectives on emo-
tional support focused on closeness and conflict between the
teacher and the students. Of the three dimensions of student
engagement, behavioral engagement and emotional engage-
ment have been examined.

Teacher Emotional Support and Student Engagement

As for engagement, the studies paid most attention to behav-
ioral engagement but there was good representation for emo-
tional and cognitive engagement.

Behavioral Engagement Of the studies with non-Latino
youth, 11 examined the relationship between emotional sup-
port and behavioral engagement (Conner and Pope 2013;
Dotterer and Lowe 2011; Furrer and Skinner 2003; Goode-
now 1993; Patrick et al. 2007; Ryan and Patrick 2001; Wang
and Eccles 2012, 2013; Wang and Holcombe 2010; Wentzel
1997; Wentzel et al. 2010). Aspects of behavioral engage-
ment included behavioral involvement in learning activi-
ties (e.g., effort, persistence, attention, Furrer and Skinner
2003; Ryan and Patrick 2001), school compliance (e.g.,
positive conduct such as following the rules and adhering
to classroom norms, absent of disruptive behaviors, Wang
and Eccles 2012), and participation in school activities (e.g.,
Wang and Eccles 2013). Notably, the focus in the literature
was on behavioral involvement during learning activities.

Emotional support in relation to behavioral involvement
in learning activities was investigated in seven studies,
including two longitudinal (Furrer and Skinner 2003; Wen-
tzel 1997) and five cross-sectional studies (Conner and Pope
2013; Dotterer and Lowe 2011; Goodenow 1993; Patrick
et al. 2007; Wentzel et al. 2010). Results from the longi-
tudinal studies (Furrer and Skinner 2003; Wentzel 1997)
suggested that sixth- through eighth-grade White students
perceived that teacher caring (Wentzel 1997) or their sense
of relatedness to teachers (feeling being accepted and like
someone special when being with the teacher, Furrer and
Skinner 2003) were positively and significantly associated
with changes in their behavioral engagement over time, after
controlling for previous behavioral engagement. Furrer and
Skinner (2003) followed 641 third- through sixth-grade stu-
dents across one school year, whereas Wentzel (1997) fol-
lowed 248 sixth-grade students for 3 years through eighth
grade. Wentzel’s (1997) findings indicated that increases
in students’ academic effort (trying hard in class, paying
attention) across 3 years was partially explained by stu-
dents’ perceptions of their teachers’ social and academic
caring even after students’ past behavior, gender, psycho-
logical distress, and control beliefs were taken into account.
In contrast, in Furrer and Skinner’s (2003) study, although
relatedness to teachers increased significantly between third
and fifth grade, following the transition to middle school in
sixth grade, students’ sense of relatedness to teacher and
students’ behavioral involvement in learning dropped sig-
nificantly. Furthermore, contrary to expectation, relatedness
to teachers was a more salient predictor of students’ behav-
ioral involvement in learning for older students compared
to younger students.

The cross-sectional studies (Conner and Pope 2013; Dot-
terer and Lowe 2011; Patrick et al. 2007; Goodenow 1993;
Wentzel et al. 2010) had similar findings as the longitudinal
findings regarding the associations between teacher emo-
tional support and students’ behavioral involvement in learn-
ing among typically developing (Goodenow 1993; Patrick
et al. 2007; Wentzel et al. 2010), high-achieving (Conner and
Pope 2013; Dotterer and Lowe 2011), as well as academi-
cally struggling (Dotterer and Lowe 2011) youth. Specifi-
cally, students (predominantly in sixth through eighth grade)
who perceived that their teachers cared about them, liked
them as a person, and tried to get to know students as a
person were more likely to be actively engaged in learning
in various subjects (English, math, and social studies, Good-
enow 1993; Patrick et al. 2007; Wentzel et al. 2010). Stu-
dents tended to try harder, pay more attention in class, and
make more effort in doing assignments than did their peers
who perceived their teachers as less supportive emotionally.

Unlike the sample included in most studies, the sample in
Conner and Pope (2013) was drawn exclusively from high-
performing schools (6294 students from 15 middle and high
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schools). The sample was mostly comprised of Caucasian
(44%) and Asian (34%) students. Holding school type (i.e.,
middle or high) and individual factors (gender, grade level,
GPA, and academic worry) constant, emotional support
(e.g., caring for students, valuing and listening to students’
idea, and trying to get to know students) was strongly posi-
tively associated with behavioral engagement (effort, hard
work, mental exertion and completion of homework).

While Conner and Pope (2013) involved only students in
high-performing schools, Dotterer and Lowe (2011) con-
ducted a study with a large sample (1014) of high-perform-
ing and academically struggling students as well, from both
middle and high schools. These investigators examined the
broader classroom context of teacher emotional support in
relation to students’ behavioral engagement. The classroom
context included teacher—student conflict, instructional qual-
ity, and social/emotional climate. Teacher—student conflict
was assessed using teachers’ self-reports, whereas instruc-
tional quality was assessed by classroom observations.
Social/emotional climate was measured by students’ self-
reports. The results showed that high-achieving as well as
academically struggling students in classrooms character-
ized by less conflict with teachers, high instructional quality,
and positive social/emotional climate were more attentive
during class and engaged in learning.

School compliance (e.g., following school and school
rules and policy, obeying teachers’ disciplines) is another
component of behavioral engagement that was examined in
five studies (Ryan and Patrick 2001; Wang and Eccles 2012,
2013; Wang and Holcombe 2010; Wentzel et al. 2010). Of
these five studies, four were longitudinal (Ryan and Patrick
2001; Wang and Eccles 2012, 2013; Wang and Holcombe
2010) and one was cross-sectional in design (Wentzel et al.
2010). In all studies, teacher emotional support was posi-
tively and significantly associated with school compliance
for non-Latino youth.

Findings from the longitudinal studies (Ryan and Patrick
2001; Wang and Eccles 2012, 2013; Wang and Holcombe
2010) revealed that students’ perceptions of teacher caring
about and liking their students in seventh grade predicted
student’s school compliance (following rules and avoiding
misconduct) in eighth grade (Ryan and Patrick 2001; Wang
and Eccles 2013; Wang and Holcombe 2010) and 11th grade
(Wang and Eccles 2012).

In Wang and Eccles’ (2012) longitudinal study, 1479 stu-
dents and 135 teachers were followed from seventh through
11th grade with three waves of data collection. Although
the trajectories of student’s school compliance (absent of
misconduct, not having trouble getting homework done)
declined, increases in social support (understanding stu-
dents’ feelings, respecting students’ opinions, talking to
students, helping students with personal or social problems)
from the teachers were significantly associated with reduced
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decrease in students’ school compliance from seventh to
11th grade. Specifically, a standard deviation increase in
emotional support was linked to a reduced rate of decline
of 0.37 standard deviation in youth’s school compliance.

With respect to school compliance in the cross-sectional
studies, only Wentzel et al. (2010) examined teacher emo-
tional support as associated with sixth through eighth grad-
ers’ compliant behaviors (e.g., trying to do what the teacher
asks to do). School compliance was assessed along with
students’ involvement in learning activities during social
science class using one measure. Results revealed a posi-
tive and significant relationship between teacher emotional
support and students’ behavioral engagement as a whole.

Finally, Wang and Eccles (2012) were the only research-
ers who investigated another aspect of behavioral engage-
ment—participation in school activities. The trajectories of
students’ participation in extracurricular activities declined
from 7th to 11th grade. Unexpectedly, increases in teacher
social support (students’ perceptions of teacher caring, try-
ing to talk to students and understand them, and respecting
students’ opinions) in 7th grade were not a significant pre-
dictor of students’ participation in extracurricular activities
in 11th grade. Instead, support from parents and peers were
significantly associated with these students’ increased par-
ticipation in school extracurricular activities. The investiga-
tors did not interpret this finding but it may be the case that
teachers were not as directly involved in youth’s extracur-
ricular activities as parents (e.g., providing advice in choos-
ing extracurricular activities, providing transportation) and
peers (e.g., cheering for peers).

Approximately half (n=6) of the studies examined the
relationship between teacher emotional support and behav-
ioral engagement for Latino youth (Balagna et al. 2013;
Brewster and Bowen 2004; Crosnoe et al. 2004; Murray
2009; Valiente et al. 2008; Woolley et al. 2009). Several
aspects of behavioral engagement were examined, including
attending class regularly, exhibiting problem behaviors, pay-
ing attention in class, completing homework, and making an
effort at school work. The studies predominantly focused on
class attendance (Balagna et al. 2013; Brewster and Bowen
2004; Valiente et al. 2008; Woolley et al. 2009) and prob-
lem behaviors (Balagna et al. 2013; Brewster and Bowen
2004; Crosnoe et al. 2004; Woolley et al. 2009). However,
the studies that involved at least two aspects of behavioral
engagement did not tease out a single aspect of engagement
in relation to teacher emotional support.

Overall, findings from the studies revealed positive
relationships between teacher emotional support and
behavioral engagement for Latino youth. That is, Latino
youth who perceived that their teachers cared about and
respected them were more likely to attend classes regu-
larly, exhibit fewer behavioral problems, pay attention in
class, complete homework in a timely manner, and work
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hard at school work. For example, findings from the year-
long study by Valiente et al. (2008) suggested that after
controlling for fall GPA, absences, gender, SES, and
effortful control, perceived positive teacher—student rela-
tionships in the fall were positively related to behavioral
engagement (e.g., attending class regularly and paying
attention to class) in the following spring.

In another longitudinal study (Crosnoe et al. 2004), a
much larger sample (n=10,991) drawn from a large scale
national research project was included. The sample was
primarily Caucasian students (54%) and Latino students
accounted for 16% of the participants. Results suggested that
on the whole, after controlling for grade level, ethnicity, gen-
der, SES, and behavioral problems at Time 1, students who
perceived that their teachers cared about them and treated
them fairly at Time 1 were less likely to have disciplinary
problems at Time 2.

Among the cross-sectional studies, most used quantita-
tive methods. Woolley et al. (2009) conducted a study with
848 Latino students in sixth through eighth grade across
schools in seven states. They found that Latino students
who perceived that their teachers were caring, encouraging,
respectful, and willing to work with them were less likely to
have absences in school. Murray (2009) conducted a study
with 104 students in a low-income low-performing middle
school. Latino students accounted for the majority (91%)
of the participants. Students who perceived their teachers
treated them fairly and liked them tended to work hard on
school work. In the study conducted by Brewster and Bowen
(2004), however, the participants were identified as at risk
of school failure from both middle and high schools. Results
revealed a positive relationship between teacher emotional
support and Latino students’ school attendance regardless of
school level (middle school vs. high school).

In the cross-sectional study using qualitative methods,
Balagna et al. (2013) also conducted a study with non-
typically developing Latino youth. These researchers inter-
viewed 11 sixth-grade Latino students diagnosed as being at
risk for emotional and behavioral disorders. The interview
data were coded and one of the themes concerned teacher
emotional support and behavioral engagement for Latino
youth. Latino students were more likely to attend class
regularly, avoid behavioral problems, and follow teachers’
instruction in class, when they reported that their teach-
ers communicated with a sense of warmth and caring. On
the contrary, the Latino students who perceived that their
teachers disliked them were more likely to skip classes,
have behavioral problems, and disobey the teachers in class.
For instance, one student said that she had difficulties in
class until a teacher gave her more individual attention. The
teacher talked to her about improving her behaviors. After
the talk, the Latino student started cleaning up the classroom
and being nice to others.

Only a few studies (Furrer and Skinner 2003; Wang and
Eccles 2012, 2013) explored the moderating effects of gen-
der on the relationships between teacher emotional support
and behavioral engagement among non-Latino peers, and the
results from these longitudinal studies were mixed. Wang
and Eccles (2012, 2013) reported no significant differences
between boys’ and girls’ perceptions of teacher emotional
support in relation to their behavioral engagement over time.
In contrast, Furrer and Skinner (2003) found that although
boys reported a lower level of teacher emotional support
than girls, boys showed stronger effects of emotional support
on their behavioral engagement. Only one study explored
the moderation effect of ethnicity (Latino vs. Caucasian) on
emotional support in relation to student engagement, with
results showing that Latino students did not differ from their
Caucasian peers (Valiente et al. 2008).

Emotional Engagement Seven studies examined the rela-
tionships between teacher emotional support and emotional
engagement for non-Latino youth. Aspects of emotional
engagement focused on emotional reactions toward the
school and the teacher (e.g., interest, enjoyment, boredom,
happiness, sadness; Conner and Pope 2013; Furrer and
Skinner 2003; Turner et al. 1998; Wang and Eccles 2013;
Wentzel et al. 2010). In addition, Wang and Eccles (2012)
and Wang and Holcombe (2010) investigated identification
with school (sense of attachment one has with the school),
which involved sense of belonging to school (perception of
school membership) and valuing of school (appreciation of
success in school-related outcomes). On the whole, teacher
emotional support was positively associated with youths’
emotional engagement.

One strong feature of these studies is that the majority
(n=35; Conner and Pope 2013; Furrer and Skinner 2003;
Wang and Eccles 2012, 2013; Wang and Holcombe 2010;
Wentzel et al. 2010) had fairly large sample sizes from large
scale research projects, mostly ranging from 358 to 1500 stu-
dent participants. Conner and Pope (2013) had an extremely
large number of students (6294), although the entire sam-
ple was drawn from high-performing schools. Additionally,
in the Turner et al. (1998) study, for the quantitative data,
surveys from a small sample of students (n=42) were col-
lected; for the qualitative data, classroom observations were
conducted for a total of 34 sessions with seven teachers and
42 of their students.

Students’ emotional reactions toward the school and
the teacher were investigated in five studies, including two
longitudinal (Furrer and Skinner 2003; Wang and Eccles
2013) and three cross-sectional studies (Conner and Pope
2013; Turner et al. 1998; Wentzel et al. 2010). Results from
the longitudinal studies (Furrer and Skinner 2003; Wang
and Eccles 2013) suggested that holding previous emo-
tional engagement constant, third- through eighth-graders’
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perceptions of their teachers as caring and warm (Wang
and Eccles 2012) or students’ sense of relatedness to their
teachers (Furrer and Skinner 2003) were significant predic-
tors of students’ emotional reactions toward the school and
the teacher. For example, Furrer and Skinner (2003) fol-
lowed 641 third- through sixth-grade predominantly Cau-
casian students from fall to spring across the school year.
They found that although students’ emotional engagement
(both teacher-reports and student-reports) in the spring was
uniquely predicted by feeling of relatedness toward each
social partner (teachers, parents, and peers) in the previ-
ous fall, students’ emotional engagement depended on most
heavily on relatedness to teachers. Students who felt appre-
ciated by teachers were more likely to perceive academic
activities as interesting and fun, and that they felt happy and
comfortable in the classroom. On the contrary, students who
felt unimportant or ignored by their teachers reported that
they felt bored, unhappy, and angry when they participated
in learning activities.

In the other longitudinal study (Wang and Eccles 2013)
of 1157 seventh graders from 23 schools who were followed
for 2 years through eighth grade, holding students’ prior
emotional engagement constant, students who perceived that
their teachers were emotionally supportive at the beginning
of seventh grade were more likely to report that at the end
of eighth grade, they felt schoolwork was interesting and
exciting.

Results of the cross-sectional studies (Conner and Pope
2013; Turner et al. 1998; Wentzel et al. 2010) revealed a
positive link between teacher emotional support (liking and
caring about students, valuing and listening to students’
ideas, and trying to get to know students personally) and
emotional reactions toward school and teachers (e.g., interest
and enjoyment in schoolwork, feeling happy, sad, involved
or uninvolved in class) for typically developing early ado-
lescents as well as for high-achieving youth. Students in
sixth through eighth grade who perceived that their teachers
cared about and liked them reported that they enjoyed being
in the social studies class and cared what happened in the
class (Wentzel et al. 2010). Similarly, for students in high-
performing middle and high schools, students’ perceptions
of their teachers as caring, and as valuing and listening to
their ideas, and trying to get to know them personally, were
positively associated with students’ levels of interest in and
enjoyment of schoolwork (Conner and Pope 2013).

The observational study by Turner et al. (1998) illustrated
the benefit to strategic learning of a socially supportive and
intellectually challenging environment for fifth- and sixth-
graders in math classes. Using mixed methods (both quan-
titative and qualitative), the study involved 42 students and
seven teachers. Data sources included audiotaped classroom
discourse during instruction, classroom observations, and
students’ response logs. Interestingly, in classrooms in which
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teachers created an emotionally supportive environment
(e.g., respectful and encouraging), pressed for mastery of
knowledge, and provided autonomy support, students were
more emotionally engaged and were more strategic in learn-
ing. If the teachers focused only on creating a positive social
environment but not academic support, students were more
likely to be emotionally engaged and less likely to be stra-
tegic in learning. On the contrary, if teachers focused on
academic support but failed to attend to emotional support,
students were more likely to experience emotional disen-
gagement. The findings suggested that both positive social
environment and academic support were necessary in pro-
moting engagement.

Only two studies have explored teacher emotional support
in relation to identification with school for non-Latino youth.
Youth in seventh grade who perceived that their teachers
cared about students, talked to students, tried to understand
students, and respected students’ opinions reported higher
levels of sense of belonging to school and valuing of learn-
ing in 8th (Wang and Holcombe 2010) or 11th (Wang and
Eccles 2012) grade. For instance, a one standard deviation
increase in teacher emotional support was associated with a
reduced decrease of 0.58 standard deviation in identification
to school (Wang and Eccles 2012).

Dotterer and Lowe (2011) combined emotional and cog-
nitive engagement into psychological engagement. They
also included teacher—student conflict, instructional qual-
ity, and social/emotional climate to represent classroom
context. They found that classroom context was positively
and significantly related to psychological engagement for
high-achieving students, but not for academically struggling
students. The results suggested that for academically strug-
gling students, high quality classroom contexts were not
sufficient to promote their psychological engagement. Dot-
terer and Lowe (2011) pointed out that other factors such as
instructional methods (whole class vs. small group) needed
to be taken into consideration. Small group provided strug-
gling learners a less risky environment for making an effort
in learning, whereas whole class instruction discouraged
them from trying hard because they wanted to avoid nega-
tive evaluations (Dotterer and Lowe 2011).

Attention to gender differences in the relationship
between teacher emotional support and emotional engage-
ment was minimal, with mixed findings (Furrer and Skinner
2003; Wang and Eccles 2012, 2013). Results from two stud-
ies (Wang and Eccles 2012, 2013) revealed no significant
differences between boys and girls, but Furrer and Skinner
(2003) found that girls’ emotional engagement varied to a
lesser extent as a function of their relatedness to their teach-
ers, as compared to boys.

Half (n=5) of the studies examined the relations between
emotional support and emotional engagement for Latino
youth (Balagna et al. 2013; Brewster and Bowen 2004;
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Garcia-Reid 2007; Garcia-Reid et al. 2005; Woolley et al.
2009). Emotional engagement focused on students’ per-
ceived school meaningfulness (e.g., finding school exciting,
looking forward to learning new things at school, enjoying
going to school).

All studies were cross-sectional in design. Most (n=4) of
the studies utilized quantitative method and one employed
qualitative methods. A strong feature of these studies is that
the participants included in each study were solely Latino
students. On the whole, teacher emotional support was posi-
tively associated with emotional engagement among Latino
youth. Latino students who perceived that their teachers
cared about them and showed respect toward them were
more likely to find school meaningful. Among the quanti-
tative studies, while Brewster and Bowen (2004) involved
Latino students at risk of school failure, Garcia-Reid et al.
(2005) and Woolley et al. (2009) did not specify whether
the Latino samples included were at risk of school failure.
Garcia-Reid (2007) included only female Latino students
who struggled at school.

Balagna et al. (2013) were the only researchers who
employed qualitative methods. Through in-depth open-ended
semi-structured interviews with 11 Latino sixth graders at
risk of emotional and behavioral disorders, the researchers
found that Latino youth were more likely to enjoy teachers
and classes when they had teachers who demonstrated emo-
tional support. For instance, Latino youth preferred teachers
who were “nice”, demonstrated kindness and understanding,
got to know students individually, and had a sense of humor.
They disliked teachers who were “angry” and yelled at them.
One student felt his teacher embarrassed her and did not take
a personal interest in him. So he did not want to get to know
the teacher either.

Cognitive Engagement Six studies examined the relations
between emotional support and cognitive engagement for
non-Latino youth, including three longitudinal (Ryan and
Patrick 2001; Wang and Holcombe 2010; Wang and Eccles
2012) and three cross-sectional studies (Conner and Pope
2013; Patrick et al. 2007; Turner et al. 1998). Aspects of
cognitive engagement focused on students’ use of self-regu-
lated strategies in learning (n=4). The other studies exam-
ined the psychological investment in learning such as sub-
jective value of learning (perceived motivation focusing on
learning, personal improvement, and mastery of content and
tasks, Wang and Eccles 2012) and attitudes toward school-
work, its value and importance (Conner and Pope 2013).
Findings from three longitudinal studies of associa-
tions between emotional support and cognitive engagement
among non-Latino youth were mixed. Ryan and Patrick
(2001) followed 233 middle school students in 30 differ-
ent math classes from seventh to eighth grade. Students’
increased use of self-regulated learning strategies across

2 years was uniquely associated with their greater percep-
tions of teachers’ emotional support. Similarly, Wang and
Eccles (2012) found that increases in social support from
the teachers were significantly associated with reduced
decreases in students’ subjective value of learning from sev-
enth through 11th grade. On the other hand, Wang and Hol-
combe (2010) did not find significant associations between
students’ perceived teacher emotional support at the begin-
ning of seventh grade and their use of self-regulated learning
strategies at the end of eighth grade. As stated by Wang and
Holcombe (2010), it may be that the social aspect of teacher
support was emphasized while the academic support was
ignored.

Of the cross-sectional studies (n=3), Patrick et al. (2007)
conducted a study with 602 predominantly Caucasian fifth-
graders from 31 classes in six elementary schools in a Mid-
western state. Findings indicated that students’ perceived
teacher liking and caring about the students as a person
were positively and significantly associated with students’
use of self-regulation strategies in learning. Similar results
were reported in a study with 6294 students attending 15
high-performing middle and high schools (Conner and Pope
2013). Students who perceived that their teachers cared
about, valued and listened to students’ ideas, and tried to get
to know students personally were more likely to show posi-
tive attitudes toward schoolwork, its value and importance.

Interestingly, Turner et al. (1998) found that both emo-
tional support and challenging schoolwork were necessary
to promote students’ cognitive engagement in math class.
When teachers were perceived to be emotionally support-
ive and to present intellectually challenging work, students
showed higher levels of both emotional and cognitive
engagement (being strategic in learning math). However,
if teachers only presented challenging work, pressed for
understanding, supported autonomy, but ignored emotional
support, students were more engaged cognitively but less
emotionally engaged. If teachers only provided emotional
support but did not present intellectually challenging work,
students were less cognitively engaged but more emotion-
ally engaged.

Two longitudinal studies (Wang and Eccles 2012, 2013)
examined the moderation effects of gender on the relation-
ships between teacher emotional support and cognitive
engagement among non-Latino youth. Results revealed no
significant differences between boys and girls over time.

Teacher Emotional Support and Academic Achievement

Four studies (Dotterer and Lowe 2011; Goodenow 1993;
Patrick et al. 2007; Wang and Holcombe 2010) investigated
the relationship between teacher emotional support and
academic achievement for non-Latino youth. There were
direct and indirect relationships between teacher emotional
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support and youth’s academic achievement; for the indirect
relationships, behavioral and emotional engagement served
as mediators.

Longitudinal analyses from one study (Wang and Hol-
combe 2010) revealed that students who perceived greater
caring and support from teachers in seventh grade had higher
GPAss in eighth grade. For indirect relationships between
teacher emotional support and youth’s academic achieve-
ment, Wang and Holcombe (2010) found that student levels
of school participation and school identification in eighth
grade mediated the associations between perceived teacher
emotional support in seventh grade and students’ academic
performance in eighth grade. That is, students who perceived
their teachers to be emotionally supportive at the beginning
of seventh grade were more likely to be actively engaged in
school (behavioral engagement) and to show a strong feeling
of school identification (emotional engagement) at the end
of eighth grade. This in turn, was positively associated with
these students’ averaged GPAs across academic subjects at
the end of eighth grade.

Results from the cross-sectional studies supported a
direct relationship between teacher emotional support and
academic achievement. Fifth through eighth graders who
perceived greater acceptance, inclusion, caring, and liking
from teachers earned higher final grades in math or English
(Goodenow 1993; Patrick et al. 2007). Patrick et al. (2007)
also found cross-sectional support for engagement as a medi-
ator. Students’ belief that the teacher cared about and liked
them as a person positively and significantly contributed to
students’ task-related interaction (behavioral engagement,
such as the extent to which students answered questions,
explained content, and shared ideas with classmates). This
in turn, was positively related to math achievement.

However, the mediation effects of student engagement on
the associations between teacher emotional support and aca-
demic achievement differed for high-achieving students and
struggling students (Dotterer and Lowe 2011). High-achiev-
ing students in classrooms characterized by less teacher—stu-
dent conflict, high instructional quality, and positive social
and emotional climate were more likely to achieve higher
scores in reading and math. Further, behavioral and psycho-
logical engagement mediated the link between classroom
context and academic achievement. These students tended
to be more actively engaged in learning, feel more connected
to school, and more competent and motivated in school. This
in turn, promoted their academic success. In contrast, for
struggling learners, engagement did not mediate the link
between classroom context and academic achievement.
Although classroom context was significantly associated
with behavioral engagement, there were no significant rela-
tionships between behavioral engagement and achievement.
It may be that behavioral engagement was not sufficient to
improve students’ academic performance. For psychological
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engagement, although struggling learners’ perceived class-
room context was positively associated with their academic
achievement, classroom context was not related significantly
to psychological engagement. As Dotterer and Lowe (2011)
pointed out, it may be that for these students, high quality
classroom contexts were not sufficient to increase their psy-
chological engagement.

Approximately half (n=06) of the studies (Balagna et al.
2013; Crosnoe et al. 2004; Mireles-Rio and; Romo 2010;
Murray 2009; Valiente et al. 2008; Woolley et al. 2009) with
Latino youth investigated the relationship between emotional
support and achievement. The majority explored direct rela-
tionships between emotional support and academic achieve-
ment (Crosnoe et al. 2004; Mireles-Rio and; Romo 2010;
Murray 2009; Valiente et al. 2008); two (Balagna et al.
2013; Woolley et al. 2009) investigated the indirect relation-
ships between emotional support and achievement through
engagement (behavioral or emotional) as a mediator.

The majority of these studies were cross-sectional; only
two involved a longitudinal design. Findings from the longi-
tudinal studies suggested that after controlling for students’
GPA at Time 1, perceived teacher emotional support (caring
about students, treating students fairly, having fewer con-
flicts with students) at Time 1 significantly predicted Latino
youth’s academic achievement at Time 2 (Crosnoe et al.
2004; Valiente et al. 2008). A strength in these studies is
that academic achievement was examined at two time points.
Prediction of Latino youth’s academic competence at Time
2 was examined while controlling for their academic com-
petence at Time 1. By controlling for grades at Time 1 when
examining the contribution of teacher emotional support to
Latino youth’s grades at Time 2, the investigators assessed
how teacher emotional support related to academic achieve-
ment beyond Latino youth’s preexisting academic ability.
A major limitation of these studies is that teacher—student
relationships were assessed at Time 1 only, which did not
allow for testing for changes in teacher—student relationships
in relation to changes in academic achievement over time.

Findings from the cross-sectional studies indicated that
teacher emotional support was positively associated with
Latino youth’s academic achievement directly (Mireles-Rios
and Romo 2010; Murray 2009) as well as indirectly through
their behavioral or emotional engagement as a mediator
(Balagna et al. 2013; Woolley et al. 2009). With regard to
the direct associations, Latino students who perceived that
their teachers cared about how they were doing in school,
were friendly toward them, and treated them fairly tended to
perform higher in academics (Murray 2009). The findings
also apply to Latino girls (Mireles-Rios and Romo 2010).
As for the indirect associations between teacher emotional
support and Latino early adolescents’ academic achieve-
ment through their behavioral or emotional engagement as
a mediator, Latino youth who reported that their teachers



Adolescent Res Rev (2018) 3:375-424

413

were caring, encouraging, respectful, and willing to work
with them and liked them were more likely to attend class
regularly less likely to be involved in physical fights with
other students, and more satisfied with school. This in turn,
was positively associated with higher grades in school (Bal-
agna et al. 2013; Woolley et al. 2009). The findings highlight
the importance of teacher—student relationships for academic
success in low-income low performing schools or for girls
only among Latino youth.

Among the quantitative studies involving Latino students
and their Caucasian peers, Valiente et al. (2008) were the
only researchers who explored the moderation effect of eth-
nicity (Latino vs. Caucasian) on teacher emotional support
in relation to academic success. Findings suggested that
Latino students did not differ from their Caucasian peers in
the associations between teacher—student relationships and
academic achievement.

Teacher Instrumental Help, Student Engagement,
and Academic Achievement

In the classroom, teachers may contribute to student engage-
ment and academic success by providing instrumental help.
Instrumental resources may include information and advice,
learning opportunities and experiences, modeled behavior,
or direct instruction of social behaviors (Wentzel 2009;
Wentzel et al. 2010). Students rank their teachers as the
most important source of instrumental help and informa-
tional guidance compared to parents and peers (Wentzel
2012). Teacher instrumental help and emotional support are
two distinct dimensions of teacher—student relationships, as
demonstrated by factor analyses (Patrick et al. 2007) and
classroom observations (e.g., Patrick et al. 2001). However,
researchers often incorporate instrumental help into emo-
tional support because instrumental help and emotional sup-
port tend to be highly correlated (Blumenfeld and Meece
1988; Gregory et al. 2014; Wentzel 1997, 2012). Only three
studies (Blumenfeld and Meece 1988; Gregory et al. 2014;
Wentzel et al. 2010) investigated the relationship between
instrumental help and engagement. Instrumental help
focused on teachers’ help during the instruction; provision of
resources was studied to a lesser extent (Wentzel et al. 2010).

Overall, findings suggested that youth who perceived
that their teachers provided instrumental help were more
likely to be actively engaged behaviorally, emotionally and
cognitively. For example, Gregory et al. (2014) involved
a longitudinal study with a randomized controlled design
in which 87 teachers participated in year-long professional
development on promoting students’ behavioral engagement.
Control teachers received regular professional development,
whereas intervention teachers were oriented to special
coaching through a workshop aimed at promoting their inter-
actions with students. The teachers and their students were

observed during math, science, social studies, and English
classes. The teachers in the intervention group showed sig-
nificant increase in their abilities to facilitate their students’
higher-order thinking skills (analysis and problem solving)
than those teachers in the control group. Such changes in
turn, promoted students’ behavioral engagement. The study
is among the few randomized control trials to rigorously
test whether personalized coaching and systematic feedback
on teachers’ interactions with students increase behavioral
engagement.

In a non-experimental, longitudinal study, Wentzel et al.
(2010) found that sixth- through eighth-graders who per-
ceived that their teachers provided instructional assistance
and resources reported greater interest in class. Interestingly,
Blumenfeld and Meece (1988) found that both instrumental
help and challenging task were necessary to promote mid-
dle school students’ cognitive engagement. That is, students
reported greater use of self-regulated learning strategies
in science class when their teachers provided help during
instruction and presented intellectually challenging tasks.
Instructional help may include explaining concepts, mod-
eling cognitive strategies, motivating, checking on progress,
and reminding students about procedures.

Only one study (Murray 2009) examined teacher clear
expectations in relation to behavioral engagement and aca-
demic achievement for Latino youth. The results suggested
that students who perceived that their teachers provided
clear expectations tended to work hard on school work and
succeed in academics.

Teacher Clear Expectations, Student Engagement,
and Academic Achievement

Teachers communicate their expectations for specific aca-
demic and behavioral outcomes to students on a daily basis
(Wentzel 2009; Wentzel et al. 2010). They communicate
expectations by enforcing rules, encouraging students to
share ideas, and asking students about their opinions and
feelings (Elias and Schwab 2006; Skinner and Belmont
1993). Teachers also communicate their values for academic
activities by demonstrating their passion for the subject area
(Wentzel 2012). By doing so, teachers provide structure to
the organization of classroom experience so students know
what is expected and how to achieve the goals (Skinner and
Belmont 1993; Wang and Eccles 2013). Clear expectations
support greater participation in academic tasks, promote stu-
dents’ attitude toward school, and facilitate self-regulated
learning (Connell 1990; Urdan and Midgley 2003; Wang
and Eccles 2013).

A small number of studies (Blumenfeld and Meece
1988; Gregory et al. 2014; Wentzel et al. 2010) explored
clear expectations as related to engagement for non-Latino
youth. Aspects of clear expectations included expectations

@ Springer



414

Adolescent Res Rev (2018) 3:375-424

for positive social behavior (e.g., sharing ideas with others)
and academic engagement (e.g., learning new things), direc-
tions during instruction, providing feedback, and instruc-
tional formats. Both clear expectations and engagement were
measured by student surveys or classroom observations. The
reliabilities of these measures ranged from low to excel-
lent (0.64-0.92), while information about validity of these
measures was limited. Gregory et al. (2014) validated the
measures for dimensions of teacher student relationships
including clear expectations by showing that these dimen-
sions were predictive of students’ achievement. Blumenfeld
and Meece (1988) specified that the measure for cognitive
engagement was valid through a correlation study between
cognitive engagement and intrinsic motivation.

Teacher clear expectations were positively and signifi-
cantly associated with students’ behavioral, emotional, and
cognitive engagement among non-Latino youth. For exam-
ple, sixth- through eighth-grade students who perceived that
their teachers were clear in their expectations for positive
social behavior and for academic engagement were more
likely to be interested in class (Wentzel et al. 2010). In the
longitudinal study with a randomized controlled design,
Gregory et al. (2014) found that the teachers in the inter-
vention group showed significant increase in their abilities
to use varied instructional formats than those teachers in
the control group. Such positive changes in turn, promoted
students’ behavioral engagement (constantly active in dis-
cussions and classroom tasks). An interesting finding from
Blumenfeld and Meece’s (1988) study was that teacher clear
expectations and challenging task were both necessary in
promoting fourth- through sixth-grade students’ cognitive
engagement in science class. When the teachers were clear
in their expectations and provided constructive and timely
feedback during instruction, as well as presented intellectu-
ally challenging tasks, students reported greater use of self-
regulated learning strategies in class.

Classroom safety focused on teachers’ providing a safe
and risk-free environment for students so the students could
be engaged in classroom activities. As Latino youth adjust
to the mainstream classroom setting, which is different from
their home culture, it’s likely that they make unintentional
mistakes due to cultural differences and limited English pro-
ficiency. They constantly adapt their behaviors from their
home culture to what’s considered acceptable behaviors in
the U.S. classroom. They feel apprehensive about making
mistakes in front of the teacher and their Caucasian peers
and are afraid of being ridiculed. Therefore, creating a safe
and risk-free classroom environment is especially important
of Latino youth.

However, Balagna et al. (2013) were the only researchers
who investigated the associations between classroom safety
and engagement among Latino youth. Both behavioral and
emotional engagement were explored. Balagna et al. (2013)
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coded the interview data with 11 Latino students at risk
for behavioral and emotional disorders. Results suggested
that when Latino students perceived the classroom envi-
ronment being safe and risk-free, they tended to pay more
attention during class and enjoy classes and teachers more.
On the contrary, Latino students were more likely to clash
with teachers who were angry at them, or treating students
differently.

Classroom Safety, Student Engagement, and Academic
Achievement

Classroom safety is a dimension that has not been tradition-
ally explored by researchers. Nevertheless, teachers’ efforts
to create a safe classroom environment are critical for stu-
dents’ physical, psychological, and emotional health (Wen-
tzel 2009). Students are more likely to feel they are being
cared about when they feel safe in the classroom (Crosnoe
et al. 2004). In contrast, students may feel alienated when
they are criticized or ignored by their teachers (Wentzel
1997). Although research implies that peers might be the
primary source of threat to students’ well-being and func-
tioning in the classroom, teachers can help avoid harm or
alleviate negative impact on students’ social and emotional
functioning afterwards through creating a safe classroom
environment (Wentzel 2009).

Wentzel et al. (2010) were the only researchers who
investigated the role of classroom safety in behavioral
and emotional engagement for non-Latino youth. Wentzel
et al. (2010) found that middle school students who per-
ceived their teachers to be less criticizing tended to exhibit
higher levels of prosocial and compliant behaviors (behav-
ioral engagement) and stronger interest in class (emotional
engagement).

Combinations of Dimensions of Teacher—Student
Relationships, Student Engagement, and Academic
Achievement

In addition to a single dimension of teacher—student rela-
tionships, a small number of studies (n=4) also involved a
combination of at least two dimensions of teacher—student
relationships in their studies with non-Latino youth (Skin-
ner and Belmont 1993; Turner et al. 2014; Wang and Eccles
2013; Wang and Holcombe 2010). Four types of combi-
nations have been investigated: (a) instrumental help and
clear expectations (Skinner and Belmont 1993; Wang and
Eccles 2013; Wang and Holcombe 2010), (b) emotional sup-
port and instrumental help (Skinner and Belmont 1993), (¢)
emotional support and classroom safety (Skinner and Bel-
mont 1993), and (d) emotional support, instrumental help,
clear expectations, and classroom safety (Turner et al. 2014).
The combination of instrumental help and clear expectations
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were examined in more studies than the other types of com-
binations. In Wang and Eccles (2013) and Wang and Hol-
combe (2010) studies, in addition to combination of instru-
mental help and clear expectations, emotional support was
also examined as a single dimension.

All four studies focused on student engagement, whereas
only one study (Wang and Holcombe 2010) also examined
academic achievement. Because a combination of dimen-
sions of teacher—student relationships were examined as a
whole instead of each dimension in particular, the extent to
which any single dimension was associated with engagement
and achievement for youth could not be inferred.

In addition to the studies that focused on a single dimen-
sion of teacher—student relationships among Latino youth,
one study (Green et al. 2008) examined the combination of
two dimensions of teacher—student relationships [i.e., emo-
tional support (treating students with respect) and instru-
mental help (having at least an adult in school students can
count on)] and behavioral engagement. However, Green
et al. (2008) did not tease out each dimension in the analysis
but instead examined the combination of these dimensions
as a whole.

Combinations of Dimensions of Teacher—Student
Relationships and Student Engagement

Findings from four studies suggest that there was a posi-
tive relationship between combinations of dimensions
of teacher—student relationships and student engagement
(behavioral, emotional, and cognitive) for non-Latino youth.
With regard to teacher instrumental help and clear expec-
tations in relation to students’ behavioral, emotional, and
cognitive engagement, students’ perceptions of teacher pro-
vision of structure (teacher clarity of expectations, contin-
gency, and instrumental help and support, and adjustment of
teaching strategies) in fall significantly predicted behavioral
engagement (effort, attention, and persistence during learn-
ing) for eighth through twelfth graders in spring (Skinner
and Belmont 1993). Similarly, Wang and Eccles (2013) fol-
lowed 1157 students from seventh to eighth grade. They
found that students who had teachers providing structure
in seventh grade were more likely to follow school rules
and participate in school activities (behavioral engagement)
and have feelings of acceptance, interest, and enjoyment at
school (emotional engagement) in eighth grade. Using the
same dataset, Wang and Holcombe (2010) found that stu-
dents’ perceptions of teachers as promoting mastery goal
structure in seventh grade were positively related to their
school participation (behavioral engagement), school iden-
tification (emotional engagement), and use of self-regulation
strategies (cognitive engagement) in eighth grade. In con-
trast, students’ perceptions of teachers as promoting per-
formance goal structure in seventh grade were negatively

related to their school participation (behavioral engage-
ment), school identification (emotional engagement), and
use of self-regulation strategies (cognitive engagement) in
eighth grade.

As for combined teacher emotional support and instru-
mental help, Skinner and Belmont (1993) found that students
with teachers who showed liking, appreciation, and enjoy-
ment of the students, and who offered dedicated resources
in the fall were more likely to show effort, attention, and
persistence in learning (behavioral engagement), as well
as interest and feel happy in class (emotional engagement)
in the following spring. Skinner and Belmont (1993) also
examined combined emotional support and classroom safety
in relation to behavioral and emotional engagement. When
the teacher was less coercive but more respectful toward the
students, and provided choice and related to the students’
lives in the fall, the students were more likely to be actively
engaged behaviorally (e.g., effort, attention, and persistence
during learning activities) or emotionally (e.g., interest and
happiness in the classroom) in the following spring.

Finally, in terms of the combination of all four dimen-
sions of teacher—student relationships, Turner et al. (2014)
conducted a longitudinal study with six teachers and their
students from sixth through eighth grade. A professional
development intervention on promoting students’ behav-
ioral engagement was provided to these teachers. Results
showed that three of the six teachers displayed an upward
trend in motivational support over time, whereas the other
three showed a downward or flat trajectory. Teachers in the
upward group improved their motivational support, which in
turn, contributed to their students’ behavioral engagement.
Motivational support included four categories: support for
belongingness, competence, autonomy, and meaningfulness.
Dimensions of teacher—student relationships were embed-
ded in these categories and were therefore drawn from these
categories for the present review, including emotional sup-
port (e.g., being kind), instrumental help (e.g., provision of
challenging and meaningful work with support for student
effort), clear expectations (e.g., providing feedback), and
classroom safety (being respectful or disrespectful to stu-
dents). Students’ behavioral engagement was reflected by
students’ behaviors such as being on task, providing respon-
sive assistance for procedures or thinking, and providing and
taking up opportunities to work with others or on content.

In the Green et al. (2008) longitudinal quantitative study,
139 seventh through twelfth grade Latino students from
several school districts in the San Francisco area were fol-
lowed for 3 years and assessed at three time points. The
sample was drawn from a subset of the LISA study. The
Behavioral and Relational Engagement Scale from the LISA
study was used to measure teacher—student relationships and
Latino youth’s behavioral engagement at school. Findings
suggested that rather than adhering to linear trajectories,
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perceptions of combination of teacher emotional support
and instrumental help fluctuated from year to year. These
fluctuations were associated with Latino youth’s behavioral
engagement in school (e.g., paying close attention in class,
finishing homework) that year. That is, higher levels of com-
bination of teacher emotional support and instrumental help
were associated with higher levels of behavioral engage-
ment; lower levels of combination of teacher emotional sup-
port and instrumental help were associated with lower levels
of behavioral engagement. Additionally, the relationships
between the average amount of perceived teacher—student
relationships (i.e., combination of teacher emotional sup-
port and instrumental help) over 3 years and Latino youths’
behavioral engagement differed somewhat for boys and girls.
For girls, perceived average teacher—student relationships
were positively associated with initial behavioral engage-
ment, whereas for boys, perceived average teacher—student
relationships were positively associated with changes in their
behavioral engagement over time.

Combinations of Dimensions of Teacher—Student
Relationships and Academic Achievement

Only one study investigated combinations of dimensions of
teacher support and academic achievement for non-Latino
youth (Wang and Holcombe 2010). Students who perceived
that their teachers promoted a mastery goal structure (task
mastery and self-improvement) and provided social sup-
port (e.g., caring) in seventh grade tended to perform bet-
ter academically in eighth grade. In contrast, students who
perceived that their teachers promoted a performance goal
structure (comparison, competition, and high grades) and
provided social support in seventh grade tended to perform
poorly in eighth grade. Further, both of these associations
were partially mediated through students’ school participa-
tion (behavioral engagement), sense of school identification
(emotional engagement), and use of self-regulation strate-
gies in learning (cognitive engagement) in eighth grade.

Summary

On the whole, various dimensions of teacher—student rela-
tionships were positively associated with student engage-
ment for non-Latino youth. Teacher—student relationships
were also positively associated with academic achievement,
either directly or indirectly through student engagement as
a mediator. Specifically, all four dimensions of teacher—stu-
dent relationships were positively related to behavioral and
emotional engagement. There was very limited evidence
suggesting that there was not a significant relationship
between teacher emotional support and behavioral engage-
ment represented by participation in extracurricular activi-
ties. Three out of the four dimensions of teacher—student
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relationships (except classroom safety) were also positively
related to cognitive engagement. Teacher emotional support
was positively and directly related to academic achieve-
ment, as well as indirectly related to academic achievement
through behavioral and emotional engagement as a media-
tor. Additionally, a number of combinations of dimensions
of teacher—student relationships were positively associated
with dimensions of student engagement. As well, combina-
tions of dimensions of teacher—student relationships were
positively associated with academic achievement directly
and indirectly through dimensions of student engagement
as a mediator. Another additional finding indicated that the
mediation effects of engagement on the associations between
high quality classroom contexts and achievement differed
for high-achieving students and academically struggling
students, with all three dimensions of engagement serv-
ing as a mediator for high-achieving students, but not for
academically struggling students. On the whole, there was
more evidence for teacher—student relationships in relation
to engagement than teacher—student relationships in relation
to achievement. One exception was that results from one
study revealed no significant relationships between emo-
tional support and cognitive engagement. Teacher—student
relationships focused primarily on emotional support, and
engagement focused primarily on behavioral engagement.
Classroom safety and cognitive engagement were the least
frequently explored dimensions.

Limited evidence regarding the moderation effects of eth-
nicity suggested that teacher—student relationships, student
engagement, and academic achievement among early ado-
lescents did not differ for Caucasian students and African
American students. There was limited evidence showing the
moderation effects of gender on teacher—student relation-
ships and student engagement for early adolescents were
mixed; where differences were found that boys showed
stronger effects of teacher emotional support on behavioral
and emotional engagement than girls, whereas no differences
were found between boys and girls in terms of teacher emo-
tional support in relation to behavioral, emotional, and cog-
nitive engagement.

On the whole, results from limited research suggested that
various dimensions of teacher—student relationships were
positively associated with student engagement for Latino
youth. Teacher—student relationships were also positively
associated with academic achievement either directly or
indirectly through student engagement as a mediator. Spe-
cifically, all four dimensions of teacher—student relation-
ships were positively related to behavioral engagement;
three of the four dimensions of teacher—student relation-
ships (except teacher clear expectations) were also positively
related to emotional engagement. There was very limited
evidence indicating no significant associations between
teacher instructional help and emotional engagement.
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Teacher emotional support, instrumental help, and clear
expectations were positively and directly related to aca-
demic achievement. Teacher emotional support and instru-
mental help were also positively and indirectly related to
academic achievement through behavioral and emotional
engagement as a mediator. Additionally, combination of
dimensions (teacher emotional support and instrumental
help) of teacher—student relationships was positively asso-
ciated with behavioral engagement. There was more evi-
dence for teacher—student relationships in relation to student
engagement than teacher—student relationships in relation
to academic achievement. Teacher—student relationships
focused primarily on teacher emotional support, and student
engagement focused on behavioral and emotional engage-
ment. Classroom safety was the least frequently explored
dimension of teacher—student relationships in the literature.
Limited evidence suggested that Latino students did not dif-
fer from their Caucasian peers in the associations between
teacher emotional support and behavioral engagement.

Discussion

There is a growing consensus that positive teacher—student
relationships play a critical and central role in engaging
students in school and their school success, for non-Latino
youth as well as students of minority groups (Bingham and
Okagaki 2012). The present study synthesized the research
literature on teacher—student relationships in relation to stu-
dent engagement and academic achievement for non-Latino
and Latino youth. In general, findings were more similar
than different for non-Latino youth and Latino youth in par-
ticular, with positive associations between teacher—student
relationships (emotional support, instrumental help, clear
expectations, and classroom safety) and student engage-
ment (behavioral, emotional, and cognitive) and academic
achievement. The results on the moderation effect of gender
for non-Latino youth were mixed. The quality of the litera-
ture for early adolescents tended to be more rigorous and
stronger, although both bodies of literature featured theo-
retical framework and reasonably rigorous methodologies.
The results of the current review raise two critical issues,
with one issue concerning the findings, and the other issue
regarding the quality of the literature.

Teacher—Student Relationships, Student Engagement,
and Academic Achievement

Overall Findings
The overall findings support the notion that teacher—stu-

dent relationships provide a significant platform for stu-
dent school outcomes (e.g., Roorda et al. 2011). Moreover,

different from the previous review by Roorda et al. (2011),
the present review focused on non-Latino and Latino youth.
The findings suggest that teachers play an important role
in engaging youth in school and promoting their academic
success through supportive relationships for both groups.
For many students, early adolescence is a period of declines
in engagement and achievement. Early adolescence is also a
period during which youth place more attention on relation-
ships with adults, especially teachers, outside of the home
and seek support and guidance from them (Murray 2009;
Wang and Eccles 2012). However, relationships with their
teachers are often disrupted as youth transition from elemen-
tary to middle school (Davis 2003; Gehlbach et al. 2012).
Research has shown that despite these challenges, compared
to parents and peers, teachers play a particularly important
role in reducing declines in school compliance (behavioral
engagement) and sense of school identification and school
meaningfulness (emotional engagement; Wang and Eccles
2012) for non-Latino youth. The findings of the present
review are particularly important considering that early ado-
lescents are commonly believed to be strongly influenced
by their peers. Students who attend large and impersonal
middle schools, in particular, can benefit from supportive
relationships with their teachers in meeting their needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which promotes
their engagement in school (Wang and Eccles 2012) and
academic success (Wang and Holcombe 2010). The posi-
tive associations between teacher—student relationships and
engagement and achievement for Latino youth suggest that
relationships with teachers may be especially important for
these students as teachers help them navigate middle school
in which the culture is different from their home culture.
The overall findings revealed that research had not
paid comparable attention to associations between
teacher—student relationships and achievement as to asso-
ciations between teacher—student relationships and engage-
ment. Indeed, as Wang and Holcombe (2010) have pointed
out, while most of the literature on teacher social support
examines engagement as an outcome, little is known about
whether the relationships between emotional support and
engagement lead to other distal outcomes of interest, such
as academic achievement. There is a dire need for research
to focus on the correlates of academic success among
Latino youth, given the persistent lower levels of academic
achievement. Further, given that engagement and achieve-
ment both tend to decline during early adolescence, and
challenges youth face during transition to middle school
especially for Latino youth, it is essential to study pro-
cesses associated with Latino youth’s academic outcomes,
especially teacher—student relationships and engagement,
in order to understand the most effective preventative
interventions for promoting positive academic outcomes
among these students. For example, future research could
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use an experimental design to examine causal relation-
ships between teacher—student relationships and academic
achievement through student engagement. Findings can help
educators develop effective intervention strategies to foster
teacher—student relationships so as to promote youth’s aca-
demic achievement through engagement.

Moderation Effects

The mixed results from a few studies regarding gender as a
moderator for the associations between emotional support
and engagement are interesting. On the one hand, limited
evidence from the current review indicated that there were
no gender differences in teacher emotional support and the
three dimensions of student engagement for non-Latino
youth. Girls typically reported more positive perceptions of
relationships with teachers than boys. This difference may
reflect gender socialization process and differential expecta-
tions from teachers (Eccles 2007; Wang and Eccles 2012;
Wilkinson and Marrett 1985). For example, teachers may
respond to boys and girls differently, leading students to
believe that different behavioral patterns associated with
gender are expected by teachers (Eccles 2007; Wang and
Eccles 2012). Teachers may expect girls to display more
emotional relatedness with teachers than boys, which may
lead girls to engage in school more than boys. Boys may
believe that it is not socially acceptable to admit higher lev-
els of emotional connection to teachers. On the other hand,
unexpectedly, although girls perceived more positive rela-
tionships with their teachers than boys for non-Latino youth,
teacher—student relationships were a more salient predictor
of behavioral and emotional engagement for boys. It may
be that boys tended to have troublesome relationships with
their teachers. Their teachers may have paid more attention
and effort in developing supportive relationships with them.
Given the limited evidence from the literature for early ado-
lescents with respect to the moderation effect of gender on
teacher—student relationships in relation to student engage-
ment and achievement, future research could explore this
issue further, for non-Latino as well as Latino youth. For
example, as boys tend to show less positive perceptions of
relationships with teachers than girls, research could focus
on effective intervention strategies to promote boys’ relation-
ships with teachers.

Acknowledging and accounting for the diversity that
exists in non-Latino and Latino youth with respect to SES
and geographical locale is critical for understanding these
early adolescents’ experiences. There is a considerable need
to understand students of different SES backgrounds. For
example, the studies included in the review for Latino youth
involved Latino students from low SES backgrounds only.
However, the majority of Latino youth in the United States
are not living in poverty. Our knowledge of the experiences
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about Latino youth from other SES backgrounds is vastly
limited. It is important to understand the experience with
teachers for Latino youth from other SES backgrounds and
how the experience contributes to their engagement and aca-
demic success. In addition to SES, researchers must consider
the geographical locale that shapes early adolescents’ expe-
riences at school. Gallagher et al. (2013) found that students
in urban and rural schools were more likely to be taught by
less qualified teachers than students in suburban schools.
Experiences with teachers are likely different in the unique
geographic contexts and perhaps have different implications.
For instance, it would be helpful to examine whether find-
ings with Latino youth in New York would replicate with
Latino adolescents living in Texas, as the dominant Latino
population in New York is of Dominican origin as compared
to the dominant presence of Mexican origin in Texas.

In addition to SES and geographic locale, Latino cultural
factors especially respeto and familisimo were not studied
as moderators in the literature for Latino youth. Although
Latino youth are typically close to their families, their par-
ents, especially if they are recent immigrants with language
barriers, may not have sufficient knowledge about the Amer-
ican schooling system. Thus, Latino youth and their parents
may turn to teachers as a vital source for information about
schooling. Teacher—student relationships may complement
the role of relationships with their parents for Latino youth.
During the interactions with Latino youth, teachers need to
take into consideration the Latino cultural values such as res-
peto and familisimo. Failing to do so may lead to conflicting
relationships with the students. For example, as compared
with their Caucasian peers, Latino youth may appear to be
quiet in class as a way to show respect (respeto) to their
teachers. But if their teachers are not aware of their cultural
value of respeto, they may interpret students’ behaviors as
passive and disengaging. Latino youth also hold strong fam-
ily values (familisimo). When making a decision to going to
college, they may put their family needs first and choose to
stay at home and take care of their siblings. When advising
these students, it is important for the teachers to keep famili-
simo in mind to understand the Latino youth’s decisions due
to this cultural value. Researchers could conduct in-depth
interviews with Latino students to explore their perceptions
about the role of their cultural values especially respeto and
familisimo in their relationships with teachers through their
lived experience. Understanding Latino students’ lived expe-
riences is essential especially when teachers are not famil-
iar with or have misunderstandings about Latino students’
cultural backgrounds (Smith 2010). A better understand-
ing of their cultural values can decrease the risks of failing
school for Latino youth (Smith 2010). Findings could pro-
vide guidance for researchers in designing and coordinating
systematic professional development with teachers focused
on culturally relevant strategies aimed at specific Latino
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cultural values such as respeto and familisimo in order to
enhance teachers’ knowledge and skills in working with
Latino youth. Also, if significant moderation effect of Latino
cultural factors on the associations between teacher—student
relationships and engagement and achievement were found,
the overall findings for non-Latino and Latino youth could
be different due to the significance of Latino cultural factors
as a moderator. Thus, it might be important to explore this
moderation effect as Latino cultural factors appear to be the
major differences between these two groups.

A cautionary note when examining Latino cultural values
(respeto and familisimo) as the moderator is that it is impor-
tant to assess variability in their endorsement of cultural
values among Latino youth. For example, depending on fac-
tors such as Latino youth’s place of birth, length of stay in
the United States, immigration generational status, English
language proficiency level, individuals among Latino youth
may vary in the extent to which they endorse particular cul-
tural values in their relationships with teachers. If a Latino
student was born in the United States and has been educated
in all English mainstream classrooms, it is likely that the stu-
dent has been assimilated by the predominant cultural val-
ues which are different from their home cultural values. For
second or third generation Latino students, Latino cultural
factors are likely to have less impact on their relationships
with their teachers than for Latino students who are first
generation immigrants (Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco
2001, 2013). Therefore, there is a need for future research
on the extent to which variability in Latino youths’ endorse-
ment of cultural values affects teacher—student relationships.

Quality of the Literature
Theoretical Framework

Overall, the evidence was limited in supporting an inte-
grated framework involving self-determination theory and
ecological theory, and each body of literature tended to
focus on one of these theories. This gap in the literature
points to a need to integrate self-determination theory and
ecological theory in research on the associations between
teacher—student relationships and engagement and achieve-
ment for non-Latino and Latino youth. Specifically, research
for non-Latino youth needs to include ecological theory, and
research for Latino youth needs to involve self-determination
theory. The value in integrating these theories is that the
integrative framework conceptualizes not only the mecha-
nisms between teacher—student relationships and engage-
ment and achievement (self-determination theory), but also
the role of environmental factors (teachers, ethnicity, gen-
der, SES, geographic locale, and Latino cultural factors).
This integrative theoretical framework provides a compre-
hensive picture for how all these elements work together as

the environmental factors within the macrosystem affect the
interactions between teachers and students in the microsys-
tem (i.e., classroom).

Findings support the contention that self-determination
theory applies to Latino youth as related to teacher—student
relationships. Such findings add to the literature that self-
determination theory developed from research with Cauca-
sian students applies not only to students of Eastern cultural
backgrounds (Jang et al. 2009), but also Latino youth. Future
research could explore similarities or differences between
youth from Eastern cultures and Latino youth when applying
self-determination theory to these populations as related to
teacher—student relationships. Although these two popula-
tions tend to share a collectivist cultural value, there may
be cultural nuances to the salience of specific relational
concerns. For instance, Chang (2015) explored the inter-
play between collectivism and social support processes
among Asian and Latino American college students. Find-
ings suggest that although both Asian and Latino Ameri-
can participants shared some similarities in utilizing social
support, there were some differences as well. Both groups
tended to underutilize social support and rely on themselves,
expressed a need for emotional reassurance from their par-
ents, and preferred seeking advice or comfort from others
who went through similar situations. Asian American par-
ticipants were motivated primarily to save face, whereas
Latino American participants were most concerned about
maintaining harmony. While Asian American participants
were advised by their parents to seek self-control, Latino
American participants were encouraged by their parents to
ask for support. It is possible that Latino youth may reach
out to their teachers for help more than their Asian peers,
fulfilling the need for autonomy through developing positive
relationships with their teachers and ultimately promoting
engagement and achievement.

Multidimensionality of Teacher—Student Relationships

The findings support the utility of a four dimensional defini-
tion of teacher—student relationships. The findings support
the notion that a multidimensional model of teacher—stu-
dent relationships provides a more comprehensive picture
of the social affordance from the teacher in the classroom
than do unidimensional models that focus solely on teacher
emotional support. In line with prior research in this area,
results of the current review provide further evidence that
emotional support from teachers is an important, positive
predictor of student engagement and academic achievement
(e.g., Roorda et al. 2011; Wentzel et al. 2010). However, the
three additional aspects (instrumental help, clear expecta-
tions, and classroom safety) of teacher—student relationships
were also shown to positively predict student engagement
and academic achievement. Therefore, aspects of student
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engagement and academic achievement appear to be contin-
gent upon a set of beliefs that reflect not only emotional sup-
port characterized by caring about and respecting students,
but also provision of instrumental help, communication of
high expectations for school engagement, and a safe and
risk-free classroom environment.

In addition to contributions of each dimension to stu-
dent engagement or academic achievement, to what extent
the dimensions are correlated with each other needs to be
explored. The four dimensions are likely to be intertwined.
For example, as the teachers provide assistance to students
during the classroom instruction, it’s mostly effective if the
teachers care about the students and are interested in their
success, explicitly tell the students about the expectations
in a non-threatening and nurturing environment. Future
research could conduct factor analysis by involving all four
dimensions in the same model to explore the extent to which
each dimension uniquely contributes to teacher—student
relationships. Findings could be used to revisit the speci-
fication of the dimensions of teacher—student relationships,
as well as to guide interventions of promoting engagement
and achievement by focusing on the most effective aspect of
teacher—student relationships.

Multidimensionality of Student Engagement

The results of the review support the multidimensionality of
student engagement as well. The fusion of all three aspects
of student engagement presents a richer characterization of
students in how they behave, feel, and think, than is pos-
sible in research on single component especially behavioral
engagement. However, research has not benefited fully from
the potential of student engagement as a multidimensional
construct that encompasses behavior, emotion, and cogni-
tion. The present literature has treated student engagement
primarily as a unidimensional construct focused on behav-
ioral engagement. Findings from the present review sup-
port the notion that behavioral engagement makes significant
contributions to student engagement or academic achieve-
ment. However, behavioral engagement reflects only how
students behave, not how they feel or think. Future research
could explore the contributions of teacher—student relation-
ships to other aspects of student engagement (emotional and
cognitive engagement), or how these dimensions predict stu-
dents’ academic achievement. Moreover, to what extent the
three aspects of student engagement are correlated with each
other needs to be examined as well. It’s likely that a student
interested in school (emotional engagement) also makes
an effort in following the school rule, attending classes,
and monitoring himself or herself in learning (behavioral
and cognitive engagement). Additionally, when examining
teacher—student relationships in relation to cognitive engage-
ment, it might be helpful to take tasks difficulty level into
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consideration. Research shows that when teacher instrumen-
tal help and challenging tasks were paired, early adolescents
were more likely to be engaged cognitively (Blumenfeld and
Meece 1988).

Methodological Issues

One gap in the literature concerning research design is the
lack of longitudinal studies. The few studies with longitudi-
nal designs included in this review enabled the researchers
to examine changes in teacher—student relationship, student
engagement, and academic achievement over time. There
was also limited evidence suggesting that the associations
between teacher—student relationships and engagement and
achievement for Latino youth over time were non-linear. The
trajectory did not follow a linear relationship, but actually
fluctuated from year to year. Going forward, more research
is needed with a longitudinal design by following the par-
ticipants at multiple time points in order to examine changes
over time. It would also be helpful to collect at least three
waves’ data in order to test for linear or non-linear relation-
ships for changes in teacher—student relationships in relation
to engagement and achievement.

Similarly, with few exceptions, the studies were mostly
nonexperimental correlational studies, which does not
allow for determining causal relationships. An implication
of this shortcoming is that more experimental studies are
needed to identify the extent to which the positive changes
in engagement and achievement are due to the interven-
tion. Furthermore, findings from the studies could be used
to design intervention strategies to promote engagement
and academic success through supportive teacher—stu-
dent relationships. For example, both experimental studies
(Gregory et al. 2014; Turner et al. 2014) involved interven-
tions through teacher professional development programs to
improve relationships with students and student engagement.
The teachers in the intervention group showed significant
increase in their abilities to facilitate their students’ higher-
order thinking skills (analysis and problem solving) than
those teachers in the control group. Such changes in turn,
promoted students’ behavioral engagement. These findings
indicate that teacher—student relationships can be enhanced
through professional development. In addition to the need
for longitudinal and experimental design, the use of qualita-
tive methods may be an important step by those interested
in examining how contexts for teacher—student relationships
contribute to engagement and achievement and qualitative
methods could be used to complement quantitative methods.

With respect to sampling, the lack of random sampling
suggests that generalizability of the findings to the target
population was limited. Going forward, a critical step for
future research is to employ random sampling more to
increase the generalizability of the findings to the target
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population. It would also be helpful for researchers to con-
duct power analysis to detect the extent to which the sam-
ple size is sufficient. As for participants’ characteristics, in
addition to SES and geographic locale discussed earlier, for
studies of Latino youth, research needs to report these stu-
dents’ English language proficiency levels, because research
shows that immigrant youth with limited English language
proficiency were less likely to be engaged behaviorally and
emotionally, which in turn, lead to lower academic perfor-
mance over time (Kim and Suarez-Orozco 2015).

There is a need for future research to assess the match of
ethnicity between teachers and students on Latino youth’s
relationships with their teachers, engagement, and achieve-
ment. As noted earlier, the Latino early adolescent popula-
tion has been growing dramatically. However, teachers in
public schools are predominantly White (U.S. Department
of Education, 2007). Crosnoe et al. (2004) found that the
proportion of White teachers in the school was positively
related to White adolescents’ ratings of emotional engage-
ment, but was negatively related to Latino young girls’ rat-
ings of emotional engagement. As Bingham and Okgaki
(2012) have pointed out, matching ethnicity between teach-
ers and students may benefit minority students in their
engagement and academic success. Matching on ethnicity
for Latino students and their teachers may provide a com-
mon ground and increase comfort and feelings of belonging
for Latino youth, while mismatches may hinder the ability of
Latino youth and teachers to connect (Crosnoe et al. 2004).
One possible mechanism driving the positive associations
between teacher—student ethnicity matching and Latino
youth’s school outcomes is that a Latino teacher may be able
to help the Latino youth better understand the cultural norms
at school and differences between their home culture and the
mainstream culture at school. The Latino teacher may be
more tolerant of the Latino students who act in accordance
with the Latino cultural norms (Crosnoe et al. 2004).

Findings have highlighted the need to include reports
from multiple informants, because results from different
reporters of the same construct may vary. Although includ-
ing multiple reporters is time-consuming and labor-inten-
sive, the benefits are worth the costs. Thus, there is a need
for future research to disentangle when certain informants
will be most informative for the research question of inter-
est, and when perhaps the distinct perspectives on the same
issue uniquely inform developmental outcomes and relevant
processes.

Another concern is the common use of student or teacher
surveys as the measures for teacher—student relationships
and engagement. This suggests a need for use of multiple
methods as measures to enhance our understanding of how
and why teacher—student relationships contribute engage-
ment and achievement. For example, the observational
study by Gregory et al. (2014) that explored the effects of

professional development with teachers on promoting rela-
tionships with students was critical for knowing where and
how to intervene.

Finally, the lack of information about validity of the
measures and measurement equivalence in the studies points
to a need to report such information for future research. Fur-
ther research should report validity of the measures to test
the degree to which the measures succeed in describing or
quantifying what they are designed to measure. Ways to
evaluate measurement validity may include content validity,
criterion-related validity, and construct validity. For studies
involving students of diverse ethnic backgrounds (especially
Caucasian, Latino ethnic groups), it is important to test
measurement equivalence to examine the appropriateness
of the measures for teacher—student relationships, engage-
ment, and achievement developed initially for Caucasian stu-
dents when applied to Latino students. A demonstration of
measurement equivalence provides evidence that measured
constructs represent similar entities across non-Latino and
Latino youth. The absence of measurement equivalence may
lead to biased results. One common method is to examine
the factorial structure of existing measures to help in the
interpretation of findings (Knight and Hill 1998; Michaels
et al. 2007). When the factor structure (i.e., factor loadings
and intercepts) can be constrained to equality across ethnic
groups, there is evidence that the same construct is being
measured in each group. For studies involving both English
and Spanish versions of the measures for teacher—student
relationships, student engagement, and academic achieve-
ment, future research should empirically evaluate the cross-
language measurement equivalence of translated scales.

Conclusion

The findings were similar for non-Latino and Latino youth,
with positive associations between the teacher—student rela-
tionships (emotional support, instrumental help, clear expec-
tations, and classroom safety), student engagement (behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive), and academic achievement,
with engagement as a mediator. The findings primarily
reflected the associations between teacher emotional sup-
port and behavioral engagement. Both bodies of literature
were theoretically driven (self-determination theory and eco-
logical theory), employed surveys as the primary measure
and reliable measures. Teacher—student relationships and
engagement were defined as unidimensional constructs.
There was a lack of studies with experimental, longitudinal
design, qualitative methods, random sampling, power analy-
ses and reported validity of the measures. Major differences
included mixed results for the moderation effect of gender
among non-Latino youth. The quality of the literature for
non-Latino youth was relatively more rigorous and stronger.
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There is a solid base of research that has theoretical
and methodological strengths concerning the associations
between teacher—student relationship and student engage-
ment and academic achievement for non-Latino and Latino
youth. But researchers need to build on this base in ways
to address significant gaps in the overall findings and qual-
ity of the literature. The present review provides evidence
that teacher—student relationships are positively associ-
ated with student engagement and academic achievement
for both groups. The present review also reveals gaps in
the research literature, especially in terms of examination
of associations between teacher—student relationships and
academic achievement, exploration of moderation effects,
and adhering to the integrative theoretical framework and
teacher—student relationships and student engagement. There
is also a need for longitudinal, experimental, and qualita-
tive research design, random sampling and power analysis,
examining participants’ characteristics especially SES, geo-
graphic locale, and Latino cultural factors, and reporting
validity of measures. It is my hope that this review helps
us better understand the associations between teacher—stu-
dent relationships and student engagement and academic
achievement for non-Latino and Latino youth, and prompts
researchers to further explore this important topic along
the paths for future research as the findings of the review
suggest.
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