
 

Handout 4.1 Information Brief 
Strengthening teacher-student relationships through perspective-
taking and empathy 

 

Our cultural background influences how we communicate, the way we interpret situations, and 

the behavioral choices we make. Cultural differences can lead to misunderstandings and 

unnecessary discipline that may include removing a student from classroom instruction. 

Perspective-taking and empathy are important tools that can help determine whether a 

situation is the result of a cultural misunderstanding or is a genuine discipline problem. 

 

1. Look closely at root causes. Root causes go beyond assigning blame and encourage us to 

examine our implicit biases (attitudes and stereotypes that are often unconscious but 

influence our behavior). This requires identifying the professional learning and support that 

teachers need to use perspective-taking and empathy skills that can help them build positive 

relationships with students. 

 

2. Build relationships with each student. Are 

there students you know better than others? 

Positive learning environments and engaging 

instruction help all students achieve success. 

Caring and emotionally supportive 

classrooms are particularly important for 

students who have had challenging school 

and/or life experiences. Teachers who build positive relationships with each student make a 

significant contribution to their success in school and later life (Crosnoe, Johnson, & Elder, 

2004; Gregory, Cornell, & Fan, 2011; Gregory & Weinstein, 2008; Murkuria, 2002). 

 

3. Use perspective-taking skills to learn about your students. Perspective-taking skills help 

you learn what students are thinking or feeling in a given situation. It means making 

intentional efforts to learn about their beliefs, attitudes, and personality; how they react in 

different situations; and their communication style. Educators who seek to understand their 

students’ perspectives are more likely to avoid misunderstandings that may harm 

relationships (Gehlbach & Brinkworth, 2012). Here are a few key things to remember when 

practicing perspective-taking: 

● Know your own perspectives—be aware of how your attitudes, values, and 

experiences influence your opinions and actions. 

● Show genuine interest in your students. Let them know that getting to know each of 

them as an individual is important to you. 

● Ask students about their opinions, interests, and background. 

● Listen to what students say as if you might be wrong. 

● Avoid making judgments. 

Caring teachers …  

• Show interest in students’ welfare 

• Respect students’ perspectives 

• Tell students they can succeed 

• Know students’ academic and social needs 

• Recognize students’ academic and social 
achievements 
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4. Understand that perspective-taking is a two-way street. Students may also make 

assumptions about the beliefs, attitudes, and backgrounds of their teachers that can create 

barriers to building relationships. When you share stories about yourself, it helps students 

learn about your perspective. It also contributes to an understanding of the similarities and 

differences between your background and theirs. 

 

5. Use empathy to provide emotional support to students. Empathy is the ability to identify 

with the point of view and feelings of another person. Compassion is actively reaching out to 

help. Both require knowing students’ perspectives and understanding how they are feeling. 

A student who is upset or frustrated may need support to engage in the classroom routine. 

Here are some things that may help students in these situations:  

● Stay calm. 

● Use empathy and active listening—express care and concern about the student’s 

feelings and tell them you want to help. 

● Be aware of the student’s—and your own—nonverbal communication. 

● Use a nonjudgmental, solution-focused approach. 

● Give yourself and the student time to reflect. 

● Decide whether you should talk to the student privately. 

 

When teachers build caring relationships with their students through strong emotional supports 

and high-quality teaching, it leads to increased cooperation and engagement in the classroom as 

well as fewer instances of exclusionary discipline (Anyon et al., 2014; Gray et al., 2017). It also 

contributes to a welcoming, inclusive school climate that promotes equity, social-emotional 

learning, and academic success (Horner et al., 2009; Noltemeyer, Marie, & Mcloughlin, 2015). 
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