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In this exploratory qualitative study we examined teachers’ perceptions of teacher behaviors that convey caring in upper elementary
and middle school classrooms. Data collection included teacher interview, classroom observations, and teacher self-reflection.
Major findings include specific caring behaviors perceived by teachers that are identified and described in four themes: (a) fostering
a sense of belonging, (b) getting to know students personally, (c) supporting academic success, and (d) attending to physiological
needs. Our findings contribute to a body of research on caring by including teachers’ voices and illuminating an authentic approach
in caring for students. Our description of caring behaviors and patterns of interactions demonstrate caring in ways that may not be
congruent with the norm. Thus, our findings may provide new insight for educators to examine their personal ideology.

1. Introduction
While the ethnic and linguistic texture of today’s classrooms
has changed, children face insecurities and stress which can
make adjustment in a diverse classroom difficult; therefore,
teachers must create a safe and caring environment for all
students. “A positive or negative response could affect the
self-esteem and academic success of students” [1, page 1].
Sanacore [2] points out that all students, regardless of race,
benefit from the genuine caring efforts of teachers. Although
students can recognize environments that do not cultivate
caring relationships [3], sometimes it is difficult to identify
the behaviors that evoke a feeling of care in a student.
Therefore, what makes caring a challenging notion is teachers’
understanding of how they should care for their students
which may not be congruent with their students’ expectations
[4, 5]. In addition, teacher experiences and how they perceive
the world may sometimes obstruct caring for students whose
backgrounds are ethnically, linguistically, and culturally
unique making this challenge more complex. The challenge
for teachers is to demonstrate caring behaviors responsive to
students’ needs. Noddings [6] advances this notion by adding
that “caring teachers listen and respond differentially to their
students” (page 19). In other words, caring is demonstrated in

ways congruent with the individual’s needs. For example, the
following teacher statements convey different conceptions of
caring: “I go to their homes if they get into trouble”; “I pay
attention to who their friends are outside of class”; “I pay for
their breakfast”; “I integrate caring behavior into lessons”; and
“I write them I care notes.” These perceptions of caring are
influenced by the context of the classroom, the community,
and their own background and life experiences. While these
statements reflect teachers’ varied perceptions about caring,
they also convey a way of interacting that may not be
responsive to students’ needs. Educators cannot disregard the
significance of the affective domain in developing successful
academic students. As Noddings [6] acknowledges “When we
understand that everyone wants to be cared for and that there
is no recipe for caring, we see how important engrossment (or
attention) is” (page 17).
The purpose of our study was to examine teacher behaviors that demonstrated acts of caring in upper elementary and
middle school classrooms. This paper addresses how studying teacher behaviors that demonstrate caring can inform
what we currently know about practices that are helpful
to students. In addition, our paper provides insight that
may be helpful in examining current schooling ideologies
in any geographical, national, or international context and
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illuminates the behaviors and patterns of interactions that
demonstrate effective caring practices.

2. Literature Review
Caring has been described as providing the necessary scaffolds [7, 8], helping and expecting all students to reach
their potential [9], or empathic listening [10–13]. Pang [14]
views caring as a conscious and ethical responsibility that
supports relationship building with students. While the
era of accountability seems to have fostered mechanistic
educational organizations that focus on numbers, statistics,
and state rankings, educators may view caring as preparing
students to do well on state mandated assessments.
Whereas Noddings [6] views caring as a reciprocal act,
Mayeroff [15] explains that caring does not have to be reciprocal, but both concur that the ethic of caring involves a relationship between someone who cares for another. Mayeroff
[15] considers “knowing, alternating rhythms, patience, honesty, trust, humility, hope, and courage” as key aspects of a
caring context (pages 9–20). To care for people requires an
interest and action for their welfare, influenced by context
and perspective [16, 17]. On the other hand, Noddings [18]
suggests that “we might describe caring of different sorts, on
different levels and at varying degrees of intensity” (page 17).
Therefore, to care for others is also demonstrated through
my actions. As Blustein [16] reiterates, “in general, I take an
interest in the things and people I care about when I make
their condition my active concern because I identify myself
with them in some way” (page 31).
According to Mayeroff [15], caring is about the journey
that is advanced for the travelers through mutual interaction. This process involves knowing the individual and
understanding his needs rather than generalizing what he
may need. This means that teachers must consciously know
their students and care for them in a culturally responsive
way because students’ perceptions about their teachers as
caring or noncaring influence how they interact at school
[19]. Cultivating caring relationships with students foster
engagement in school [20] and promote learning [21].
A significant body of work supports the importance
of a caring teacher in the classroom [6, 22–25]. While
student success and a teacher’s ability to demonstrate genuine
caring are linked, Collinson et al. [25] acknowledge that
only “. . .cursory attention (is given) to the role of an ethic
of care in effective teaching” (page 22). While “helping a
child struggling with a task, verbally expressing kindness
and encouraging children with words and actions” [26, page
1189] are few actual classroom practices identified by research,
caring teachers purposefully know their students well and
establish relationships with them because students value the
personal interaction [1, 14, 27–31].

3. Methodology
This qualitative study used a grounded theory approach and
constant comparative analysis [32, 33] to examine and to
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which can identify specific teacher behaviors that demonstrate caring. Our study, anchored within the ethos of care
[6, 18] used an interpretive methodological approach to
describe the theoretical explanations suggested by the data
[34]. The following questions guided this investigation: how
do teachers demonstrate caring for their students? What is
the nature of those behaviors?
3.1. Participants. Purposive sampling was used in the selection of educators, teaching in suburban schools in the
southern part of the United States [35]. The study was
conducted during the fall months of an academic school
year (August–December). We were specifically interested in
working with teachers who had previously taught upper
elementary grades, 5th or 6th grade, or middle school, and
represented different ethnic backgrounds and ages. Although
ethnicity and age were not central to our focus of study, these
factors contributed to the diversity of the participants.
The campus administrators provided the names of
individuals they perceived as caring teachers and briefly
explained their choices. The researchers selected four participants who were perceived as being compassionate and had a
reputation for establishing nurturing and caring relationships
with all students by campus administrators. These teachers matched the other established sampling characteristics
regarding ethnicity, and upper elementary or middle school
teaching experience. The four teachers signed a consent form
and agreed to participate in this research study.
The number of teachers in our study was limited to four
and determined by teacher availability and manageability for
observation. Specific and varied examples describing how
these teachers cared for and about their students were conveyed based on observations of the participants’ interactions
with students in formal and informal situations.
The participants included an African-American, Hispanic, Korean, and White female educators (female teachers
are more prevalent in the grades represented in our study and
were more readily accessible). Their ages ranged from early
30s to over 65 years old. The African-American and Korean
educators both taught at the upper elementary level in an
urban school setting. The White and Hispanic teachers taught
at the same suburban middle schools. The White middle
school teacher was in her forties and had taught about twenty
years. This educator specialized in mathematics and was also
a girls’ sports coach. The other teacher, a Hispanic in her
thirties, had taught about eight years and taught Spanish as
a second language.
The African-American elementary school teacher was not
a full-time educator at the time of this study. She was a
retiree in her sixties who had been rehired as a permanent
substitute teacher for a particular elementary school. Her
career spanned thirty years and had taught all grade levels
as well as serving as an assistant principal during the latter
part of her career. The second elementary school teacher
was in her early thirties, of Korean descent, and had about
five-year teaching experience. This teacher had previously
taught at the middle school level and was currently assigned
to teach in a first grade classroom. The African-American
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and Korean-American educators both taught at the same
urban elementary school site. Their rich experiences and solid
reputations provided a context that contributed to our study.
3.2. Data Sources. Data sources used in this study included
a (1) teacher interview, (2) classroom observations, and (3)
teacher reflection. The first instrument consisted of a teacher
interview that lasted approximately one hour. Interview
questions created by the team were used to provide internal
consistency among the four interviews and to collect participants’ perceptions about caring for students. The following
question initiated each interview: what is your understanding
of the following terms: caring actions and demonstrations
of caring? Interviewers then probed for more information
by asking if the teachers could think of any other specific
terms or actions that communicated caring to students. The
interviewers, the second and third authors, were flexible in
asking the questions in any order and took license to change
the wording of any question, as appropriate, while probing for
claritfy or to gain additional information [35]. Each interview
was tape recorded and then transcribed for data analysis.
The second instrument consisted of classroom observations. The purpose of these observations was to document
teacher behavior and interaction with students to identify
concrete acts of caring. The second author observed the
two middle school classrooms and another observed the
two elementary settings. All teachers were observed once
for about one hour. In addition, notes were taken during
the transition period between classes in order to record how
the teachers interacted with students who were not currently
coming or going to their specific classrooms.
The final instrument consisted of a reflective narrative.
Each teacher was asked to submit a reflective, thoughtful
written document describing one incident that defined or
characterized her personal perspective of a caring ethos.
Each teacher’s choice for reflection as well as her thoughtful
introspection could serve to validate and personalize the
other data sources if correlations emerged. These documents
are no longer accessible to the researchers.
3.3. Coding. Two of the authors independently began the data
analysis process using information gleaned from interviews,
field notes collected from classroom observation, and teacher
reflections to organize content and identify behaviors relevant to the research focus. The interview transcripts were
examined first and preliminary categories were created with
descriptive statements. The descriptive statements included
specific teacher behavior and language gleaned from the
interview transcripts. This procedure was then independently repeated with the field notes and teacher reflections.
Constant comparative analysis [32, 33] was used to sort
the three data sources to further reduce the categories and
identify themes with descriptive statements that were exact
or paraphrased comments gleaned from the participants’
interviews, classroom observations, and self-reflections. The
initial coding was then compared and refined to ensure
intercoder reliability. Six themes were identified from the data
and submitted to the research team for feedback. The six
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themes, their labels, and their descriptive statements were
reviewed before agreeing on the final four themes.

4. Limitations
This study is limited by the sampling of participants. Since
observations in qualitative research allow the researcher to
interpret the behavior that is documented, it is possible
for some aspects to remain unnoticed. The gathering of
data through interviews requires the listener to process the
information without bias. In addition, bias may occur in
the gathering, selection, interpretation, and conclusions of
data included in this study or in the interpretation of the
context in which the phenomena occurred. There also exists
the possibility that other researchers might draw different
inferences based on the findings of this research investigation.
Finally, since there are not as many transition periods
at the elementary level as there are in the middle schools,
the elementary teachers were observed more days than
the middle school teachers. This might have provided an
opportunity to observe more and varied interactions with the
elementary teachers.

5. Major Findings and Discussion
The purpose of our study was to examine teacher behaviors
that demonstrate caring in upper elementary and middle
school classrooms and to describe the nature of those behaviors. The following questions guided this investigation: how
do teachers demonstrate caring for their students? What is
the nature of those behaviors?
The major findings revealed that participants in this study
viewed caring as (a) fostering a sense of belonging, (b)
getting to know students personally, (c) supporting academic
success, (d) and attending to physiological needs.
5.1. Fostering a Sense of Belonging. Fostering a sense of belonging refers to teacher behaviors that convey a sense of family
unity, respect, acknowledgment, being valued as a member
of the classroom, and emotionally supported in the school
environment. While this meaning is similar to Goodenow’s
[36], the familial aspect and acknowledging students for their
accomplishments further advance her definition. Teachers in
this study fostered a sense of belonging by promoting the
classroom as a family, providing positive nonverbal communication, refraining from nonthreatening verbal communication, conveying a positive disposition toward students, and
using proximity to support students. The literature supports
that providing emotional support to students has been linked
to more student engagement and less behavioral distractions
in the classroom [25, 37].
Nonverbal communications such as making eye contact
with students [38] and smiling are perceived as caring
actions. Brooks [23] contends that the most effective teaching
occurs in a caring positive atmosphere. These findings are
supported in this research study. For example, one participant
commented
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Oh my kids love to come to my class. They are so
excited to have me for two years in a row. I just love
it because I know that they enjoy coming to school
and they are happy to be in my class even if they
don’t like math. They are happy to be here. And
so that’s, I mean, that’s what it’s all about. You’ll
find a way to get them (students) to learn if they’re
happy. If they don’t want to be here, then that’s not
going to happen.

The participants viewed respect [25] and using nonthreatening verbal communication as a way to care for students
[19]. One teacher expressed, “I try to be calm and patient,”
while another teacher stated, “I never raise my voice.” These
comments reflect the teacher’s disposition toward her students and model how a caring teacher can respond to students
in an affirming rather than demeaning way. Caring teachers
anticipate good behavior. As one teacher stated, “Students
really know when you really care about them or when you
disrespect them.” Employing a noncoercive approach is more
likely to positively influence student behavior [39]. Listening
to students was another way to demonstrate care for them.
One of the teachers mentioned “I generally kneel by the
students’ desk and I pay attention.” This behavior reflects the
bond between teacher and student rather than a display of
power by an authority figure, in concert with other researches
[12, 38].
The educators in this study believed that caring for
students includes talking directly to students as a group,
but more importantly, making an individual contact. The
conversations between teacher and students were personal
in nature rather than about grades, missed assignments,
or homework. Statements such as, “Hey, you okay?” “How
was your weekend?” and “Is everything going all right with
you?” reflect the teacher’s sincere interest in her students.
These positive interpersonal behaviors where teachers spend
time talking to students about their personal or social issues
promote a sense of belonging and strengthen a bond between
teacher and student [4, 30, 40].
5.2. Getting to Know Students Personally. Getting to know students personally refers to knowing about students’ academic,
socioeconomic, and social backgrounds [14]. Knowing about
student’s strengths and limitations is necessary to adequately
facilitate learning [15]. During the interviews, the four teachers expressed that caring was critical for a successful teacherstudent relationship. Caring about students extended beyond
classroom observation [17]; outside information was gathered
to assess student learning needs. “I find out if there are
issues affecting students’ learning and I am sensitive to family
emergencies when students get behind or fail to complete
assignments,” stated one teacher. The teachers believed that
showing concern for the students’ cognitive needs was one
way to care for students [29].
Another teacher stated, “I know if my students have lost
parents or siblings or if they have just moved here and have
no friends.” Being familiar with student living arrangements,
contacting parents for information about the student, and
being sensitive to family crises such as a death in the family

or other types of urgent situations help the teacher to know
a student better. As one teacher exclaimed, “I find out if they
have a place to live” and another stated “I e-mail parents to
find out if there are problems I need to know about.” “Caring
teachers purposefully know their students well and establish
relationships with them” [25, page 1].
Research supports the premise of a genuine bond between
an educator and his students. “Students thrive where caring
relationships are meaningful, purposeful, and personal” [41,
page 357]. “I go to their games,” “I go to birthday parties,”
“I go to their plays,” and “I go to their homes to talk to
parents” are examples of how the teachers in this study
perceived their actions to reflect caring for their students.
Caring for students involved visiting their home for family
celebrations, attending theatrical and sporting events, and
obtaining personal information through student surveys and
informal conversations. This type of personal attention is
perceived by students as important [7] and helps to foster
relationship building between student and teacher [42].
Talking to students about their interests and listening to
students are ways to convey a caring ethic [29, 43]. In contrast,
students who perceive an uncaring teacher are more likely to
be academically distant [44]. Teacher-student relationships
are at the heart of learning. “Strong nurturing relationships
support youth, engage them in learning, and focus them on
positive thinking and behaviors” [21, page 74]. If students like
the teacher, they are more apt to cooperate behaviorally and
academically.
5.3. Supporting Academic Success. Supporting academic success refers to teacher behaviors that promote their academic
success. Teacher behaviors perceived as caring attributes in
this theme include verbally communicating high expectations with students, expressing positive statements to encourage student effort, monitoring and assisting students during
learning activities, and individualizing learning outcomes.
During a classroom observation, one teacher expressed to a
child “Wow, you don’t need my help” and “Good thinking”
to another. Other statements expressed by another teacher
include “Keep going, you can do it” and “You are on
the right track.” Teachers believed that expressing positive
comments to students while they worked on learning tasks
demonstrated a caring ethos. These kinds of statements help
to promote student self-efficacy [45]. If students perceive
they can complete a task successfully, they are more likely
to continue on task. During the interview, all four teachers
expressed that demonstrating caring actions spurred students
to greater personal and academic accomplishments.
The four teachers shared their conceptions about the
importance of supporting their students as examples of caring
for them. “I walk around the room answering questions
and keeping students on task,” said one educator. During
the classroom observations, the teachers were observed
circulating the classroom asking students if they needed
further help, answering questions, and providing verbal and
nonverbal feedback. As one teacher stated, “I question to
guide comprehension.” Students favor teachers who assist
them in the classroom, help them understand content, and
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will explain concepts more than once if necessary. These perceptions were similar to middle school students’ perceptions
[13] of a caring teacher. It is interesting that both teachers and
students perceived a focus on student comprehension and
academic scaffolding during a teaching episode as forms of
caring. Sanacore [2] recognizes the importance of a nurturing
environment in the establishment of optimal learning opportunities.
Research suggests that students’ perceptions of the social
environment influence student behavior, cognitive engagement, and their success in school [37, 46]. “I am sensitive
to their extracurricular activities and make assignments
accordingly,” expressed one teacher. This is an example of
individualizing learning outcomes to attend to individual
needs rather than an institutional process. One teacher
expressed that some students are allowed to complete fewer
assignments whenever they demonstrate an understanding
of the “big picture.” This is an example of differentiating
instruction for students to meet their individual academic
needs. Rather than requiring a student to meet an assignment
quota, the teacher makes an instructional adjustment based
on what is academically sound for the child. This behavior
enhances the culture for learning by demonstrating to the
students that they are cared about [16] and their academic
success is a priority.
5.4. Attending to Physiological and Safety Needs. Attending
to physiological and safety needs refers to behaviors that
tend to bodily and safety needs [47]. Maslow defined the
caring and nurturing teacher as one who was compassionate
and concerned about her students. The teachers in this
study viewed providing nourishment and personal resources
to students as caring acts. One teacher shared how she
demonstrated care for one of her economically disadvantaged
students.
There was a student at this school last year that I
noticed was not eating breakfast and his parents
were caught in the middle of this. I think it was
partial pay and sometimes he would be caught
up and sometimes he wouldn’t. So I would ask
him about eating breakfast and he would say that
he didn’t have money today and a lot of days
he would get peanut butter and jelly. I went to
the cafeteria and told them, and then told him,
whenever he needs to eat let him eat. I always leave
money in there (the cafeteria) and those are things
that show that you really care about the kids.
Responding to students’ needs by supplying the necessary
resources demonstrates a way to help them feel wanted and
nurtured in a safe climate. This aspect is in concert with the
work of Slaughter-Defoe and Carlson [48]. In a study of third
grade students, Latino children perceived school climate as
important while African-American children placed greater
importance to the affective domain of the school climate. One
teacher expressed, “I pay for the students’ bus fare.” Educators
are not obligated to provide monetary or material resources
for students but one teacher believed it was the right thing to
do. She said the following:
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Caring actions to me mean that you care for
the kids beyond what your expectations are as
teacher and demonstrating of caring means that
you do things beyond what is expected of you. For
instance, today I gave a student my jacket because
she had messed her clothes up. You do for the kids
to let them know you really care about them.
Schools need to become caring communities because “for
too many young people, the home is no longer a place of
security and love but a battleground where economic and
emotional survival is a daily reality” [49, page 520]. This last
theme reflects the teachers’ moral and ethical commitment
to care for their students in ways congruent with their own
espoused belief about caring [50].

6. Conclusion
Our study focuses exclusively on elementary and middle
school women who were identified as caring teachers, thus
positioning their legitimacy as credible sources to identify
ways to demonstrate care for students. The findings of our
study contribute to a growing body of work on caring
behaviors in several ways. First, the participants’ behavior
and comments illustrate an authentic approach in caring for
students to promote active engagement in the classroom [51].
By interviewing, observing, and reflecting on their actions,
the teachers in this study identified key aspects of caring that
vividly describe what caring may look like to educators in the
classroom.
These findings are especially helpful for teachers who are
ethnically unique to their students and whose background
and experiences may obstruct caring in ways appropriate
for their students. For example, educators in other parts of
the world could use these descriptions to reflect on their
own practice. In addition, providing preservice teachers with
concrete examples of what caring looks like to some teachers
can only enhance their pedagogical knowledge and skills and
understanding about students’ needs in diverse settings and
contexts.
Second, our findings support Noddings’ [18] idea that
caring varies in the way and time invested in caring for
others. The teachers in our study suggested authentic ways to
effectively demonstrate care for students that may differ from
the norm as suggested by other researches [50]. Educators
can benefit from these findings by comparing them to
their own practices and identifying areas that may need
improvement. For example, American teachers may have a
similar yet unique perspective about how to demonstrate care
for students than teachers in other parts of the world.
Finally, our findings support the premise that the four
participants were perceived by the administration and genuinely perceived themselves to exhibit caring behaviors for
their students. The findings also clearly illustrate that these
four teachers had a desire to know the children in their
classes not only as students, but as dynamic people. All
four participants engaged students in dialogue reflecting the
teacher’s interest in the student’s academic and social life.
Within the classroom, students were additionally made to feel
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welcomed and encouraged to participate. The participants
shared that they did only what came naturally to them. If we
are willing to accept that caring is an innate quality for some,
can we teach others how to care given a set of prescriptive
elements? Educators can ill afford to underestimate the
powerful presence of a caring and nurturing teacher in today’s
classrooms. If there is truly a “no child left behind” mandate,
then the poster child for this slogan is a caring teacher.
Given that our study was exploratory in nature, further
research of a larger sampling of diverse teachers might
enhance and extend a discussion of our themes. Our study
illuminates teachers’ voices and describes effective practices that demonstrated care for students. Further inquiry
might include the following questions: what differences
exist between elementary, middle school, and high school
teachers? Do teacher ethnicity and gender influence teacher
perception? Does teacher experience influence perception
of behaviors that convey caring? How does a teacher and
his/her students agree and disagree over what constitute
caring behaviors?
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