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HELPING KIDS ACHIEVE THROUGH SCIENCE 

I hope you had a safe and relaxing summer! This time 

of year, I find myself feeling rejuvenated and excited 

about the possibilities that a new school year may 

bring. As always, I’m looking forward to working 

directly with many of you, helping you optimize the 

learning potential of your students as you better 

understand their social-emotional needs. Over the past 

few school years, many of you have grown incredibly 

in your understanding of the connection between 

students being emotionally regulated and their 

capacity to learn. The dedication and passion you have 

shown with helping your students feel safer and more 

connected has been unbelievable. Without a doubt, I 

know you are creating more available learners, who 

are going to be more engaged in the curriculum and be 

better able to reach their full academic potential. 

For the past couple of school years in my teacher 

trainings, I have emphasized the importance of 

building supportive, helpful relationships with 

students. There is an ever growing body of research 

literature that indicates teachers who are able to build 

these relationships with their students and who are 

able to train social-emotional competencies have 

higher levels of academic achievement in their 

classrooms and feel more personally satisfied and less 

stressed by their jobs. One of my goals for this school 

year is to help teachers become even more effective in 

developing helpful relationships with students. 

On the surface, effective relationship building with 

students may seem like a relatively simple task. 

Indeed, with students who are skillful at building 

relationships with others, it is. However, many of our  

most challenging and troubled students frequently 

struggle to build successful and healthy relationships 

with school staff and their peers. They may speak and  

 

 

act in ways that cause them to be misunderstood 

and rejected by others. They may often feel 

disliked and not accepted, and they may be so 

preoccupied with their perceptions of not 

belonging that they miss out on academic 

instruction. Some can be withdrawn and 

disengaged. Others can be angry, argumentative, 

and hostile toward others. Some of these students 

are reluctant to ask questions in class or to reach 

out to you for help with instructional content that 

they have not understood. Others display apathy 

about their academic performance or become 

defensive when you reach out to provide them with 

assistance. Some of these students can be difficult 

for even the most compassionate adult to like, and 

others can tug at almost everyone’s heart strings 

and be difficult to stop thinking and worrying 

about.   

Unfortunately, many of these students are not only 

disadvantaged by not having age-appropriate social 
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skills, but they have been reared in environments where they 

have learned maladaptive ways of relating to both peers and 

adults. The latter can be particularly problematic because we 

all tend to recreate interactions with others that are most 

familiar to us, whether they’re adaptive or not. Predictability 

makes us feel safe. As compassionate adults who want to 

help students, relationships with emotionally injured students 

can become complex and exhausting. We can struggle trying 

to find the balance between giving students the emotional 

support and encouragement they need and maintaining the 

professional and emotional boundaries that are necessary for 

our own well-being. Most teachers have found it hard at 

times to not worry when they go home at night about how to 

help one of their students who is struggling emotionally. 

Even when they give their heart and soul to students, some 

teachers struggle with feelings of guilt that they haven’t 

“done enough.”  Trusting that other staff will understand the 

needs of a hurting student with whom we’ve developed a 

close relationship can be challenging. Differentiating 

between being a friend to and being friendly with students is 

not always easy. There often don’t seem to be simple and 

clear rules about what personal information we should 

disclose to students, how much we should share with them 

when we’re stressed by our own life circumstances, or when 

the dual relationships we may unavoidably have with them 

or their parents could become problematic. How do you 

decide when or if you should share personal information  a 

student tells you privately? How much advice should you 

give when a student asks you for help with personal, 

nonacademic issues? What student concerns go beyond your 

professional expertise, and who can you direct students 

toward for help in these circumstances? 

Trying to form helpful relationships with some of our most 

injured and needy students can create intellectual and 

emotional dilemmas for us that don’t have easy solutions. 
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According to a report of findings published in the 

July/August edition of the APA Monitor on Psychology, 

about 17 percent of adolescents have engaged in non-

suicidal, self-injurious behaviors. While public 

perceptions are that most adolescents who self-injure are 

female, studies have shown that as many as 50% of self-

injuring adolescents are male. Unlike females who tend 

to self-injure by cutting, adolescent males are more 

likely to bruise themselves, self-injure while using drugs, 

or have others intentionally hurt them. Bisexual females 

are at especially high risk for self-injury, and more gay 

and bisexual males reporting self-injuring than 

heterosexual males. Adolescents who are bullied or 

otherwise rejected by their peers are at greater risk to 

self-injure than those who are not. There appears to be a 

particularly strong correlation between self-injury and 

eating disorders. As many as 55% of adolescents who 

self-injure also have an eating disorder.  

 

Adolescents appear to benefit more from math and 

science homework that they complete on their own, 

according to a study reported in the March 16 Journal of 

Educational Psychology. Researchers looked at the 

performance of over 7,700 students who completed a 

questionnaire on how often they did homework and how 

much time they spent on various subjects. Researchers 

also ask participants if they did their homework alone or 

if they ask for help. Results showed that students who 

did their math homework alone scored higher on a 

standardized test than those who asked for frequent help.  

 

According to a study in the March 25 Psychological 

Science, teenagers shape each other’s views on how 

risky a situation is. The study found that younger 

adolescents were more influenced by other teens, while 

older adolescents, children, and adults were more 

influenced by adults’ views.  

 

 

 

Often, reflection, self-awareness, and consultation 

with trusted colleagues are necessary to truly help 

these students and to feel rewarded, rather than 

stressed, about trying to do so.  

I realize that every year the number of emotionally 

injured students seems to increase. I also 

understand that with increasing academic standards 

and changing instructional methods, the emotional 

needs of some students can feel overwhelming at 

times. I want to start this year by expressing my 

appreciation to those of you who have taken on the 

challenge of trying to understand our most 

misunderstood students. I want you to know my 

commitment to walking beside you. I’m looking 

forward to the opportunity to share your journey. I 

hope this school year will bring each of you even 

greater satisfaction and reward than the last! 
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