
Running Head: STUDENT DEFINITIONS OF TEACHER CARE 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student definitions of teacher caring and connections to motivation and engagement 

Teresa Cole 

University of Richmond 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



STUDENT DEFINTIONS OF TEACHER CARE  2 
 

Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to investigate student definitions of teacher caring and the 

extent to which these practices affected motivation and engagement. Participants were chosen 

from a convenience sampling of 131 seventh grade students who attended a suburban middle 

school in a predominantly middle to upper class community.  Participants completed a 

confidential six question open ended survey in their Language Arts classes, which asked them 

about their definitions of teacher care and how they described a caring classroom environment. 

Additionally, students were asked how their perceptions of care affected their interest in class 

and willingness to complete assignments. Data was analyzed using a mixed methods approach, 

first looking for emerging themes and categories, then by tallying answers and determining 

preferences. Findings suggested that students defined teacher care as behaviors that both 

supported academic success and showed personal care. Students recognized caring 

environments as those with positive interactions, both between students and between the 

teacher and students. Students also reported knowing a classroom was caring by observing the 

physical space the teacher had created.  Students also reported that perceiving a teacher cares 

both positively affected their interest (emotional engagement) and willingness to work 

(motivation) both in and out of class. As a result, it could be assumed that a caring and 

supportive teacher and environment are a necessary component in promoting motivation and 

engagement. It also highlights the importance of creating an environment that balances 

personal care and academic support to meet the needs of students.  
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Student definitions of teacher caring and connections to motivation and engagement 

There is no doubt that teachers play an important role in the classroom, not only in 

providing quality lessons that promote academic success, but in the willingness and motivation 

of students to engage in learning. Teachers must consider all of the factors that affect student 

outcomes and be aware of the many ways their presence, participation, instructional planning 

and delivery, as well as the classroom environment can positively and negatively affect student 

motivation and engagement.   

Regardless of school or student population, the teacher plays an important role in the 

classroom. Meeting the emotional needs of students is just one way teachers can ensure 

student success. The first half of my teaching career was spent in an inner-city school district 

which served a predominantly low-socioeconomic, African American population who had 

historically underachieved on federally mandated end of year assessments. Through informal 

observations of and conversations with students and teachers, students appeared more 

motivated and engaged in classroom activities, disrupted less, and achieved more in the classes 

of teachers they perceived as caring about them. This reinforced the belief in the importance of 

teacher care. When I moved to a school with a predominantly high-socioeconomic population, 

who had historically exceeded expectations on federally mandated end of year assessments, 

disruptions were few, but motivation and engagement were also seemingly low. In looking at 

the results of the spring 2014 annual Student Engagement and Satisfaction Survey provided by 

the National Center for School Leadership, sixty one percent of students responded unfavorably 

when asked if students in their classes were engaged in learning. This was ten percentage 

points below the national average and a steep decline from the results of 2011, where only 39% 
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of students responded unfavorably. Additionally, only 44% of students reported being 

interested in their school work, again significantly lower than the national average and a decline 

from previous years’ results (see Appendix A for more information on the results of the School 

Engagement and Satisfaction Survey). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

If students are not motivated and interested in their work, they lack the ability to 

authentically engage in tasks that lead to deeper understanding and learning. Teachers must be 

aware of the ways they influence motivation and engagement in the classroom. While there are 

many instructional strategies and practices that promote motivation and engagement, teachers 

must attend to the emotional needs of students or risk disengagement even before instruction 

begins. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate student definitions of teacher 

caring and the extent to which these practices affected emotional engagement and motivation.  

Figure 1. Comparison of national and school specific results from the annual school engagement and 
satisfaction survey. The most current results showed drastic decreases in the percentage of students 
reporting favorably and were well below national averages, except when asked if they agreed that 
coursework was challenging, but not interesting. 
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Research Question: Is there a connection between student definitions of teacher caring, 

teacher exhibition of these behaviors, and self-reported student engagement and motivation? 

Sub Questions: 

1. How do students define caring by their teachers? 

2. What specific behaviors do students perceive as caring by their teachers? 

3. What do students see as the characteristics of a caring classroom environment? 

4. How do students perceive their engagement and motivation are related to teachers’ 

caring?  

5. Is student motivation affected by their perceptions of teacher caring? 

The findings in this study will help all teachers across the school. It will enable them to 

determine ways they can improve motivation and engagement in their students by better 

understanding student perceptions of teacher caring. This study will provide teachers with a 

better understanding of the way students define care and how it impacts emotional 

engagement and motivation to complete assignments in and out of the classroom. With this 

understanding, teachers can reflect on their attitude and behaviors in the classroom and the 

ways in which they impact students. Listening to the voices of students about teacher practice 

provides a rich and valuable opportunity for self-reflection and a call to action for improvement 

if teachers find their actions and beliefs are not aligned with student perceptions and needs.  

For the purpose of this study, motivation was understood as the reasons students have 

for acting or behaving in the classroom setting. This motivation can be intrinsic, guided by 

general interest, or extrinsic, driven by the desire to obtain rewards or avoid negative 

consequences (Gagne & Deci, 2005). Engagement is defined as emotional engagement which 
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posits that the promotion of positive emotions in students through their relationships with 

adults can facilitate learning and lead to success.  

Literature Review 

Student-Teacher Relationships 

The growing body of research on the importance of student-teacher relationships has 

shown the positive effects of these relationships on a variety of factors for students, including 

motivation and engagement. The role of teachers can fill a voids in students’ lives for adult 

interaction which may be missing due to family-structure, poverty, drug use, and neglect. In 

addition, students struggle with other emotional challenges, such as homelessness and racism. 

The role of teachers as mentors provides support and care for students, which in turn leads to 

academic and personal growth and success (Hamre & Painta, 2006; Noam, 2013). 

The positive effects of student-teacher relationships on low achieving or at risk 

students’ engagement across all grade levels is well studied and evident. One study, which 

included 6007 tenth and twelfth grade students in public schools found that when students 

reported that their teacher cared, they expended more effort (as reported by their teachers). 

This perception of care by at risk students actually mitigated the negative effects of being 

judged at risk (Muller, 2001). In a longitudinal study which looked at relationships between 

student background, early teacher-student relationships and changes in engagement and 

academic ability among 443 ethnically diverse first grade low achieving students in Texas, the 

results found support for the positive effects of relationships on both engagement and 

academic achievement. Students who felt their teachers cared and supported them had more 

gains in achievement than students who reported not feeling supported. In addition, an indirect 
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impact on achievement via engagement was seen in subsequent years (Hughes & Kwok, 2007). 

Positive student-teacher relationships can be beneficial even for students who are not typically 

judged at risk. In a study of 641 third to sixth graders in a suburban-rural district made up of 

mostly middle class and working class families who were 95% Caucasian, students who 

reported a higher sense of relatedness to their teacher showed greater engagement, as 

reported in both teacher and student ratings, and the effects of this relatedness were more 

salient in boys (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). The benefits of positive student teacher relationships 

are important for students during all levels of development and for all students, regardless of 

academic status. Definitions of what constitutes a positive student-teacher relationship are 

varied, and it is important that researchers look at the role of care in these relationships. 

Perceptions of Care 

Definitions of care were varied. Teachers’ caring behaviors should be recognizable by 

and in line with the needs of students. Very little generalizable research has looked into the 

similarities and differences in students and teacher perceptions of care. The available research 

showed that students and teachers appeared to have differing perceptions of care across four 

main themes: classroom management, academic support, interpersonal relationships and sense 

of respect and trust. On the other hand, teachers and students agreed that teachers who made 

time for students, gave treats, joked around and allowed students to help were showing care 

(King & Chan, 2011). In order to better understand how care affects motivation and 

achievement, differences and similarities between teacher and student perceptions of care 

must be explored.  
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Teacher perceptions of care. Some research has emerged that looks at teachers’ 

definitions of care and how they show care in their classrooms. In one non-generalizable 

qualitative study of current classroom teachers, teacher candidates in an elementary education 

program and university faculty associated with the program, seventy-eight unique 

characteristics of caring teachers were identified through open ended anonymous surveys. Only 

seven of the 78 characteristics were identified as caring behavior by a third or more of the 

participants. This shows that even among teachers, there is no common definition of care. Out 

of these seven characteristics, five behaviors dealt with personal and emotional interactions 

between students and teachers, while two teacher behaviors showed care about students’ 

academic success. The behavior most identified in this study as showing care was the act of 

offering help, focusing on the content and academic success of the student. Despite this being 

the most identified behavior, teachers identification of showing interest in students, caring 

about the individual, and listening and getting to know students all show that teachers did 

recognize the importance of creating relationships with their students that focus on more than 

the content being taught (McBee, 2007).  

Teachers seemed to understand that their profession was inherently one of caring for 

their students on a personal level. They understood that the students come to them with a 

variety of interests and experiences, which influences and impacts their academic success. A 

case study of teachers who had previously been identified as caring sought to examine what 

was unique about these teachers. Several themes about care evolved and teachers in this study 

understood the importance of positive teacher-student relationships, and reported valuing 

their students beyond the classroom as people, while creating open lines of communication 
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that were straightforward and respectful (Cooper & Miness, 2014). Teachers recognized the 

need for behaviors that promoted academic success balanced with qualities that built 

relationships leading to increased motivation and engagement. 

Student perceptions of care. It isn’t enough to understand teacher definitions of care 

and how they perceive their own behaviors as caring. Looking at the perceptions of students 

ensures that the care has been acknowledged, accepted, and meets the expressed needs of 

students (Noddings, 2012). Without this, we cannot ensure that teachers’ efforts were 

effective.  Some studies looked at what students perceived as caring behaviors from their 

teachers, though few were generalizable to the larger population. Similar to teacher 

perceptions, student perceptions of care identified teacher behaviors as falling into the same 

two broad categories: academic care and personal care (Cooper & Miness, 2014; Ferreira, 2000; 

Graff, 2012). 

Although students identified behaviors that fell into these two categories, findings in 

studies that explored student perceptions had different results. Some studies showed that 

students perceived their teachers as caring when they exhibited behaviors that indicated 

teachers cared about their learning. Students defined caring and recognized behaviors that 

showed caring as those behaviors which helped promote and ensure their academic success 

(Ferreira, 2000; Graff, 2012). Although students recognized that caring was shown through 

behaviors that promoted their academic success, it was not clear if students preferred this type 

of care over more personal care or if it was just the way care most often was showed to them 

by their teachers. Although, it does indicate that there may be a role in the classroom for both 

types of care.  
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Other studies found that students reported preferring more personal displays of care, in 

which teachers knew them personally and understood them as people. When students only 

perceived teachers as caring about their academics, they often still acknowledged that the 

teacher cared about them or were a good person, but the personal connection was missing. 

When students perceived teachers as non-caring, in addition to reporting a lack of personal 

connection, they also reported something about the class or teacher was frustrating (Cooper & 

Miness, 2014). This indicates that without the personal relationship, academic support may not 

be enough to promote success. A balance between academic support and personal care may 

create the best outcomes when increasing motivation and engagement.  

Disparities between teacher behaviors and student perceptions of caring behaviors may 

exist and influence students’ success. While teacher reports of interactions and student reports 

of teacher behavior showed that interactions played a central role in students’ experiences in 

the classroom, student perceptions of teacher interactions also influenced engagement 

(Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Teachers need to actively solicit these perceptions from students in 

order to ensure that their actions are perceived correctly and that students are having their 

needs met. Dialogue with students can help clear any misconceptions that arise out of 

perceptions. It is important for teachers to remain cognizant of not only the way their 

instructional behaviors affect students, but also the students’ perceptions of their care and 

behavior, in order to best meet the needs of students.   

Motivation, Engagement and Care 

 Teachers already use a variety of instructional and classroom management strategies to 

extrinsically motivate and emotionally engage students who are not inherently interested in 
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their content or the topic of a unit or lesson. Understanding how additional factors affect 

extrinsic motivation can lead to more positive outcomes for students. When autonomy, 

competence and relatedness are present, extrinsic motivation can be internalized by students 

leading to more positive feelings about class and greater achievement (Gagne & Deci, 2005). 

Teachers can fulfill students’ needs for relatedness, or connection to others, by fostering 

personal and caring relationships with their students. Teachers who are cognizant of student 

needs can help develop internalized motivation and emotional engagement. 

Due to the varied definitions of motivation, engagement and caring in the research, it 

appeared that no definitive study had yet explored the relationship between them. Yet, despite 

these variations, the presence of care in any capacity has been shown to promote increased 

motivation, engagement and academic success (Juarez, 2001; Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Strobel 

& Borsato, 2012; Wentzel, 1997). Additionally, some research found that in the absence of care, 

motivation actually decreased (Juarez, 2001).  

Teacher interactions with students played an important role in shaping students’ 

experiences in the classroom. When students felt that their teachers cared about them 

personally, these positive relationships predicted and positively affected motivation, and 

therefore academic success (Juarez, 2001; Strobel & Borsato, 2012; Wentzel, 1997). 

Additionally, instructional behaviors, respectful classroom environments, and teacher 

expectations predicted motivation, regardless of race, ethnicity, grade, gender, class or 

proficiency level (Strobel & Borsato, 2012; Wentzel, 1997). This reinforced the need to consider 

all of the factors that affect motivation and consider the ways teachers’ behaviors and the 

classroom environment affect students, as well as the role care has in these practices. 
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Therefore, it may be reasonable to assume that a caring and supportive teacher and 

environment are a necessary component in promoting motivation, engagement and academic 

success. It also highlights the importance of creating an environment that balances personal 

care and academic support, in which the student is an active participant. 

Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to investigate student definitions of teacher caring and 

the extent to which these practices affected emotional engagement and motivation.  

Research Question: Is there a connection between student definitions of teacher caring, 

teacher exhibition of these behaviors, and self-reported student emotional engagement and 

motivation? 

Participants 

 Participants were part of a convenience sampling of seventh grade students (N=131) in 

five Language Arts classes. Participant genders were nearly equal, consisting of 66 females and 

65 males. One male student survey was not included in data analysis, because answers 

represented outliers in the data (n=64). Approximately 83% of participants (n=109) were in an 

advanced Language Arts class. The remaining were in a collaborative setting, which included 

some students with varying disabilities and two additional adults present in the room. 

Participants attended a suburban middle school in a predominantly middle to upper class 

community, in which fewer than 3% of students received free or reduced price lunch. The 

school population was approximately 76% Caucasian, 4.5% black, 12% Asian, and 4% Hispanic. 

The remaining 4.5% of students identified as either multi-racial or American Indian.  

 



STUDENT DEFINTIONS OF TEACHER CARE  13 
 

Materials 

 A six question open-ended survey was distributed to students as a normal part of their 

Language Arts class. Questions began by asking students how they defined caring by teachers 

and how they knew if a classroom environment was caring. Next, they were asked to describe 

teacher behaviors that showed care. Lastly, they were asked if their perceptions of caring 

affected their interest in and willingness to complete assignments in and out of class. (see 

Appendix B for student survey). 

Procedures 

In this qualitative study, participants completed an open-ended confidential survey 

during class. The research project was explained to students.  They were instructed not to put 

their names on the survey, but were asked to write their age and gender. Next, they were 

instructed to read each question and answer thoughtfully. The teacher did not circulate the 

room during the administration of the survey and a student was asked to collect surveys and 

place them in a folder. The survey took approximately 25 minutes to complete in each class and 

was only administered to each class once.  

Analysis 

 Data was analyzed using a mixed methods approach. Participant answers were entered 

into a spreadsheet by question and by gender. Each question was coded into categories to look 

for emerging themes. Questions about student definitions of caring and teacher behaviors that 

showed care were coded into six corresponding categories: support, communication, 

relationship, attitude, pedagogy, and classroom management. These categories were further 

analyzed and sorted into personal care (communication, relationship and attitude) or academic 
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support categories (support, pedagogy and classroom management). Next, students’ responses 

were analyzed to determine if students definitions noted only academic support, only personal 

care, or a combination of both. Responses were tallied holistically, as well as categorically, then 

ranked to determine which were more prevalent in student reports of caring. 

Data about the caring classroom environment was coded based on whether they 

described interactions between peers, interactions between students and the teacher, or 

physical space. Responses were again analyzed to determine if only interactions, only physical 

space or a combination of both determined student definitions of a caring classroom 

environment. Together with student definitions and behaviors, a definition of teacher caring 

was formed based on student perceptions.  

Data about student interest and motivation were sorted as having an effect or not 

having an effect on interest and willingness to complete assignments. When participants noted 

that their perceptions of teacher caring did affect their interest or willingness to complete 

assignments, the data was further analyzed to determine what affect their perceptions had on 

each. These effects were categorized as either engaging, motivating or both. Engagement was 

viewed as positive feelings towards class and answers that were initially categorized as 

engaging were further coded as influencing enjoyment, comfort, happiness, care for class, 

likability, interest or other feelings.  Motivation was understood as reasons for acting or 

behaving and these answers were further coded as willingness to complete assignments, please 

the teacher, exert more effort, participate or pay attention, understand or learn more, make an 

assignment a priority or spend more time working, attend class, none or unspecified. In a few 

instances, answers were coded as demotivating. Once answers were coded, questions were 
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compared to look for emerging connections between definitions of care and motivation and 

engagement.  

Findings 

For the purpose of this study, data was collected to determine if there was a connection 

between student definitions of teacher caring, teacher exhibition of these behaviors, and self-

reported student engagement and motivation to learn. Data was analyzed to determine how 

students defined teacher caring, what behaviors they perceived as caring, and what 

characteristics of a classroom were deemed as showing care. Additionally, students were asked 

how these perceptions affected their interest and willingness to complete assignments both in 

and out of class.  

Definitions of Care 

Overall, student definitions and perceptions of care were multifaceted, but fell into two 

broad categories. Students recognized that caring teachers were attentive both to their 

academic and personal needs. When responses were analyzed holistically, answers were coded 

as identifying academic support, personal care, or both. Seventy percent of students identified 

some aspect of academic support and personal care in their definitions of teacher caring and 

behaviors.  

Table 1 
 
Comparison of Student Definitions of Care by Gender 

 Male 

(n=64) 
 Female 

(n=66) 

 Total 
(N=130) 

Type of Care Raw %  Raw %  % 

Academic Care 23 35.9  11 16.7  26.2 
Personal Care 2 3.1  3 4.5  3.8 
Both 39 60.9  52 78.8  70.0 
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The categories that developed out of student responses were analyzed and 451 

individual responses were identified. Out of these, approximately 60.5% of responses identified 

behaviors that promoted student academic success, while 39.5% identified behaviors 

promoting positive personal relationships.  

Table 2 
 
Comparison of reported Academic Care versus Personal Care Behaviors by Gender 

  Male 

(n=64) 
 Female 

(n=66) 

 Total 
(N=130) 

Type of Care  Raw %  Raw %  % 

Academic Care         
 Support 62 47.3  80 56.3  52.0 
 Pedagogy 57 43.5  55 38.7  41.0 
 Classroom Management 12 9.2  7 7  7.0 
         
Personal Care         
 Attitude 29 43.9  38 33.9  37.6 
 Relationship Building 17 25.8  38 33.9  30.9 
 Communication 20 30.2  36 32.1  31.5 

 

Academic care. Three themes emerged from student responses that showed they 

defined caring, at least in part, by teacher behaviors that promoted their academic success. 

Students felt that teachers showed care when they offered support, defined as willingness to 

help struggling students, both in and out of class, or “go the extra mile.” Furthermore, students 

felt that teachers were caring when they were willing to move beyond the sole use of 

worksheets and utilize new or interesting activities or strategies in the delivery of instruction. 

These types of answers were coded as pedagogical definitions of care. Lastly, students 

recognized teacher behaviors as caring when teachers demonstrated good classroom 

management, including the ability to minimize disruptions and use of rewards for positive 

behaviors or right answers. Of the three types of behaviors, students overwhelmingly defined 
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academic care by a teacher’s willingness to support them in their studies, by helping them 

when they need it, and through the implementation of strategies and lessons that were 

interesting to students. 

Personal care. In terms of personal care, an additional three themes emerged from 

student responses. Communication was defined as teacher willingness to listen, which included 

not getting mad or yelling when students asked questions, as well as maintaining an open 

dialogue with students in class. Students also identified relationship building behaviors that 

were described as getting to know students individually, taking an interest in students’ lives 

outside of class, and understanding and acting in the students’ best interests. Participants 

reported that teachers “don’t treat them like kids” when they show care, but instead were 

respectful of them as individuals and people. No one set of behaviors was reported significantly 

more than the others. 

Classroom environment. Participant responses described a caring classroom 

environment through the attributes of the physical classroom environment and descriptions of 

the interactions that took place in the classroom, both between students and between students 

and teachers. 

Table 3 
 
Classroom Environment Definitions by Gender 

 Male 
(n=64) 

 Female 
(n=66) 

 Total 
(N=130) 

 Raw %  Raw %  % 

Interactions 44 67.7  36 54.5  61.1 
Physical Space 7 10.8  19 28.8  19.8 
Both 10 15.4  10 15.2  15.3 
Other 4 6.2  1 1.5  3.8 
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Physical space. Some students understood a caring environment as the physical 

classroom. They described caring classrooms as inviting and those which make “you want to 

come in.” These rooms were described as personalized, colorful and bright. Students also noted 

that caring classrooms were organized, clean and smelled good. Rooms that were seen as 

caring had posters and decorations that were positive and encouraging for the students, but 

also posters that targeted learning objectives and were helpful for students. One student stated 

in their survey that they knew a classroom was caring, because they were “more comfortable in 

a class that is personalized. A steretypical [sic] classroom make [sic] me feel more detached.” 

Additionally, caring environments were described as decorated with student work to show that 

the teacher valued their contributions to the classroom. Students also identified attributes of 

the room beyond the teacher’s control, such as right temperature and open space, as being 

important to a caring classroom environment. They also stated that desks in a caring classroom 

were not simply in rows.  

Student Interactions. Students also described caring classroom environments by the 

kind of interactions that occurred in the classroom between students. In caring classrooms, 

student interactions were positive, as were student attitudes both about their peers and their 

learning.  Student interactions lacked judgment and were generally supportive, both 

emotionally and academically. Students were described as respectful, caring and nice in caring 

classroom environments.  Observing students laughing and smiling was seen as indicator of 

caring classrooms. Overall, students reported that teachers who created caring classroom 

environments saw care reflected in the behaviors of students.  
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 Teacher interactions. “The first day definitly [sic] makes an impression on me. When I'm 

in the class, the way the teacher is and acts make an impression on me.” Teachers who were 

seen as having a caring classroom environment were seen as happy and nice. These teachers 

greeted and welcomed students as they entered the room, circulated the room during 

instruction to help as needed, and answered questions respectfully without showing anger, but 

were also willing to admit when they are wrong. Teachers who promoted caring classrooms 

were also willing to joke around with students and seen as having a sense of humor. In their 

personal interactions with students, teachers who were perceived as creating caring classroom 

environments were respected by students, as evidenced by a willingness on the part of 

students to ask questions, participate in class discussions, and listen to the teacher when they 

spoke. In this way, caring teachers were seen as an integral part of a caring and respectful 

environment. 

Care and Interest 

  Students were asked how their perceptions of teacher care affected their interest in 

class. Since no definition or clarification of interest was given, student interpretation was 

varied. Students overwhelmingly responded that perceptions of teacher care affected their 

interest in class, with 90.8% of students responding favorably. Of those reporting that teacher 

care affected their interest, a majority of students stated that teacher care affected interest by 

impacting their emotional engagement, or feelings about a class. Student identified a variety of 

feelings associated with teacher caring, but general interest in the class, increased enjoyment 

or feelings of fun, and liking the class or teacher more were the most reported responses. (see 

Appendix C for more information on categorical responses for effect on interest). Furthermore, 
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some students reported that teachers perceived as uncaring actually had a negative effect on 

their interest. One female respondent stated, “If the teacher doesn't care, why should you 

care? Uncaring teachers are sometimes boring, too.” Students reported that perceiving a 

teacher cared made them “enjoy the class even if it is not my favorite subject.” 

Students also made connections between their feelings of emotional engagement and 

their motivation to work in the class. Of those reporting that care affected their interest, an 

additional 22.9% of students mentioned that perceptions of teacher care affected both their 

engagement and their motivation in class. One male student reported: 

It affects everything, not just my interest. It affects my excitement to go to class, my 

determination to complete assignments, my will to get a good grade, all because the 

teacher makes the classroom that I'm in a wonderful, stellar learning environment. 

 

Figure 2. Percentage of student responses about interest in class, by theme. Of the 90.8% of students who indicated 
perceptions of care affected their interest, emotional engagement was the most reported category (56.2%), followed by 
interest reported as both engagement and motivation (20.8%), and lastly only motivation (13.8%). Approximately 6.2% of 
answers were unclear or seemingly unrelated to the question and 3.1% of responses indicated that perceiving teacher care had 
no effect on interest. 
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Care and Motivation 

 Two questions specifically addressed student perceptions of care and the effect on 

motivation, or a student’s willingness to complete assignments in or out of class. In both 

questions, students responded favorably about the effect of teacher care on their willingness to 

complete assignments, although students were more willing to work in class, even when a 

teacher was perceived as caring.  

 Motivation in Class. Perceptions of teacher care had a large impact on student 

motivation. Approximately 80% of students reported their perceptions of teacher care affected 

their willingness to complete assignments in class. Student answers which noted an effect were 

again coded as engagement, motivation or both. A majority of students reported they were 

more likely to complete assignments and exert extra effort when they perceived their teacher 

as caring (see Appendix D for more information on categorical responses for willingness to 

complete assignments in class). Some students reported that knowing a teacher doesn’t care 

actually had a negative effect, making them less willingness to complete assignments. A small 

percentage of students reported that knowing a teacher cared had a reverse effect on their 

motivation, because “in class, I always gets my assignments done when they are mean, but not 

with a nice teacher.”  
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Figure 3. Percentage of student responses about willingness to complete assignments in class, by theme. Of the 80% of 
students who indicated perceptions of care affected their willingness to complete assignments in class, answers categorizes as 
motivation were the most reported (58.5%), followed by willingness reported as both engagement and motivation (13.8%), and 
lastly only engagement (7.7%). Approximately 10.8% of responses indicated that perceiving teacher care had no effect on 
willingness to complete in class assignments. An additional 0.8% of stated they were less likely to complete assignments 
(demotivated) if they perceived a teacher as caring. Lastly, 8.5% of answers were unclear or seemingly unrelated to the 
question. 

Motivation Out of Class. Student perceptions of teacher care also impacted their 

willingness to complete assignments out of class with 70.8% of students reporting it had a 

positive effect on them. While a similar percentage of students reported being more willing to 

complete or try harder on out of class assignments, an increased percentage also reported 

teacher pleasing behaviors as a motivation if they know a teacher cares (see Appendix E for 

more information on categorical responses for willingness to complete assignments out of 

class). Conversely, students who reported no effect increased to 19.8%. It was not evident for 

all responses if this was due to intrinsic motivation or caring not being enough of an extrinsic 

motivator for students to complete assignments outside of class. As with assignments in class, a 

small percentage of students reported “if a teacher is mean, I will complete their homework 

faster than I would for a nice teacher” or “I would know it would be a smaller consequence.”   
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Figure 4.  Percentage of student reported effect of teacher care on willingness to complete assignments outside of class. Of the 
70.8% of students who indicated perceptions of care affected their willingness to complete assignments out of class, answers 
categorizes as motivation were the most reported (55.4%), followed by willingness reported as both engagement and 
motivation (7.7%) and those reporting only engagement (7.7%). Approximately 19.2% of responses indicated that perceiving 
teacher care had no effect on willingness to complete in class assignments. An additional 2.3% of stated they were less likely to 
complete assignments (demotivated) if they perceived a teacher as caring. Lastly, 7.7% of answers were unclear or seemingly 
unrelated to the question. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate student definitions of teacher caring and 

the extent to which these practices affected motivation and engagement. Data was collected 

from 131 seventh grade students during their Language Arts class. A confidential six question 

open-ended survey was administered and answers were analyzed using a mixed methods 

approach.  

Two main themes emerged for student definitions of teacher care: personal care and 

academic support as care. Categories were developed within each theme. Student answers 

were analyzed and it was determined that a majority of students identified teacher care as both 

behaviors that supported academic success and those that showed personal care. Additionally, 

students identified interactions between peers, students’ interactions with teachers and the 
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physical classroom environment as indicators of a caring environment. These were further 

analyzed and it was determined that the majority of students judged a classroom caring by the 

types of interactions that occurred between students and the students and the teacher. Finally, 

students answered questions about their interest and motivation to complete assignments. 

They responded that perceiving a teacher cared did influence their interest and willingness to 

complete assignments in and out of class.  

The results of this study suggest that students overwhelming defined care as teacher 

support of their academic success, through offers of help and the use of new or engaging 

strategies and activities. The majority of students believed that this, paired with personal care, 

or behaviors that showed teachers cared about students as people, such as showing interest in 

their lives and listening to them, was what defined a caring teacher. Students perceived a 

teacher as caring when a classroom was a positive place, where students and the teacher 

interacted in positive and supportive ways. Students recognized that caring teachers took time 

to make their rooms inviting and personal. Overall, the impression of the room was that it, too, 

was cared for by the teacher and many of the behaviors and interactions between students 

mirrored the behaviors that defined teacher caring behaviors.  When students felt that their 

teacher fit these definitions, students believed that they were more interested and willing to 

work, both in and out of class. While a small majority of students felt that a teacher caring had 

no impact on their emotional engagement or motivation, or even demotivated them, the 

majority felt the positive impact of a caring teacher in their classroom. These results suggest 

the importance of teachers’ roles as both educators and mentors in the lives of students. They 
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also suggest that these positive experiences of care for students play an important part in their 

emotional engagement and motivation to participate in class.  

From the moment students walk through a teacher’s door, the relationship between the 

student and teacher has begun. As one male student responded in his survey, “Its [sic] all on 

the first day when you walk in. You just know.” It is important for teachers to know the ways 

they can affect this relationship before the first lesson has even begun. With this information, 

teachers can begin to consider these early impressions and the ongoing impressions they leave 

on students. If students are more motivated and emotionally engaged when they perceive a 

teacher as caring, teachers should reflect on and consider the ways their actions and behaviors 

are aligned with student perceptions of care. In turn, they can begin to modify their behaviors 

in hopes of increasing positive outcomes in their classes.  

It is never too late to reflect on one’s behaviors and the implications for both students 

and learning. With these understandings in mind, I can intentionally create a classroom 

environment that is welcoming and inviting to students from the first day. Additionally, as this 

year progresses, I can ensure that I am meeting the needs of the students I have now by 

showing care in ways they recognize and need. Sharing this information with other teachers in 

the school can help them reflect on the ways they are showing care in their classrooms, as well. 

With this understanding of student perceptions of care, if teachers reflect on the ways their 

classroom environment and their behaviors affects students, they can work towards increase 

engagement and motivation in their students.  
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Limitations 

This study did have several limitations that may have hindered findings. During the 

administration of the survey, the teacher was present in the room. Students may have felt 

uneasy honestly reporting their feelings about teacher care even though it was confidential and 

they did not put their names on the paper. They may have reported what they thought the 

teacher wanted to hear or may not have been honest for fear of getting in trouble. One student 

reported on their survey that “I do not really want to fill this out, because if she changes the 

way she teaches, then I might have a hard time adjusting and fail.” Additionally, some student 

meanings were not entirely clear and further probing, through interviews or focus groups, 

could have provided more insight into how they defined teacher care, interest, and motivation. 

Lastly, because no clarification was given on what interest or willingness to complete 

assignments meant, there may have been some uncertainly in what each question was asking, 

therefore leading to some unclear and unrelated answers. 

The results of this study, while valuable at the school and classroom level, are not 

generalizable to the larger population or even to other schools in the district. Many factors 

effect students, and definitions of care may be based on other relationships or experiences of 

care with other adults, as well as cultural belief and values around care. Additionally, student 

definitions of care may be based on their experiences of care in school up until the point of the 

survey. Also, student answers could have been influenced by other external factors. For 

example, students may have had a negative experience with a teacher on the day of the survey 

which influenced answers even though students were asked to think generally about teachers, 

and not consider any one specific teacher when answering survey questions. 
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Another limitation, due to time constraints, was that this research could not explore the 

depths of student definitions of care and the connections these have to the many 

understandings and definitions of motivation and engagement. Also, this research was not able 

to explore student preferences, but looked simply at how students defined care, which may 

also be based on their experiences of care in previous years of education or other classes and 

teachers. Lastly, student motivation and engagement was self-reported and other measures are 

necessary to test for reliability, because even though students believe they may be more 

engaged or motivated, this belief doesn’t necessarily translate in to action.  

In the future, research should further analyze the facets of student definitions of care 

and the many relationships to motivation, engagement and achievement. Research would 

benefit from looking at the way care affects different types of engagement, including cognitive 

and behavioral, as well as different types of motivation. Research should also look at the 

differences in definitions of teacher care between different populations, including across racial, 

ethnic, gender and socio-economic differences, and the subsequent effect on student 

motivation and engagement.  
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Appendix A  

Select Results of School Engagement and Satisfaction Survey  

In winter 2014, Henrico County Public Schools (HCPS) administered surveys developed by the 

National Center for School Leadership and HCPS to parents, middle and high school students, 

and staff, as well as a sample of Henrico businesses to further the growth and development of 

the school system. Below is a select group of responses from the Henrico County Public Schools 

Student Survey Results - Division Summary Comparison Report 2011 – 2014. 
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Appendix B 

Student survey on student perceptions of care and effect on engagement and motivation  

Student Perceptions of Care 

Thank you for participating in this important survey which will help me better understand 

student definitions of teacher caring. Today, the survey will be gaining your thoughts and 

opinions so that I can become a better educator. This survey should take about 30 minutes to 

complete. This survey will be completely anonymous, so please do not write your name on it. If 

you need additional space, paper can be provided.  

 

1. Age _____  2. Gender _____ 

 

 

a. How do you define caring by teachers? 

 

 

 

b. How do you know if a classroom environment is caring? 

 

 

 

c. What kind of behaviors do teachers exhibit in the classroom that show they care? 

 

 

 

d. How does your perception of a teacher caring affect your interest in their class? 

 

 

 

e. How does your perception of teacher caring affect how willing you are to complete 

assignment in their class? 

 

 

 

f. How does your perception of teacher caring affect how willing you are to complete 

assignments outside of class? 
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Appendix C 

Categorical data analysis for responses about interest 

 
Figure C1. Percentage of responses coded as engagement when asked about perceptions of teacher care on interest. Out of the 

76.9% of students who responded that their interest in class was affected by perceptions of teacher care, approximately 34.7% 

of students just mentioned a generic increase in interest. Next, approximately 22.0% of students responded that the teacher or 

class become more likable, followed by increased enjoyment or feelings of fun (15.3%). A smaller percent of students reported 

anticipating or looking forward to class (6.8%) and caring more about a class (6.8%). Lastly, some students reported feeling 

more comfort or safety (5.8%) and other feelings, such as respect or decreased stress (5.8%) when they perceived a teacher 

cared. Only 2.5% of students reported increased feelings of happiness when they perceived a teacher cared.  
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Appendix D  

Categorical data analysis for responses about willingness to complete assignments out class 

 
Figure D1. Percentage of responses coded as motivation to complete assignments in class when they perceived a teacher cared. 

Of the 72.3% of students who reported perceived teacher care affected motivation, the largest percentage of responses fell in 

to increased willingness to complete assignments (44.5%), followed by increased effort (27.3%). Approximately 7.8% of 

students expressed an increased willingness to participate in class when they perceived their teacher cared. Lastly, students 

reported an increased willingness to complete assignments in order to please the teacher (7.0%), expressed a desire to 

understand or learn more outside of class (7.0%) or reported an increased willingness to spend extra time on an assignment or 

complete it before other assignments (6.3%) when they perceived their teacher cared. 
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Appendix E 

Categorical data analysis for responses about willingness to complete assignments out class 

 
Figure E1. Percentage of responses coded as motivation to complete assignments out of class when they perceived a teacher 
cared. Of the 63.1% of students who reported perceived teacher care affected motivation, the largest percentage of responses 
fell in to increased willingness to complete assignments (43.1%), followed by increased effort (25.5%) and willingness to 
complete assignments in order to please the teacher (16.7%). A smaller percentage (7.8%) of students were more willingness to 
spend extra time on an assignment or complete it before other assignments if they perceived their teacher as caring. An even 
smaller percentage (5.8%) of students expressed a desire to understand or learn more outside of class when they perceived 
their teacher cared. 
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