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School relationships during the COVID-19 pandemic  
– easy or difficult?

Introduction

The situation of the school in the era of the COVID 19 pandemic requires a 
holistic view of education. These analyses cannot be limited only to teaching issues. 
The success of the teaching process in the conditions of the coronavirus epidemic is 
determined both by the ability to transfer knowledge “at a distance” in a way adapted 
to the student’s abilities, as well as the quality of the mutual relationship.

According to Professor John Hattie from the University of Melbourne, one of the 
most important factors in improving student performance is the relation between 
student-and teacher. Students who like their teacher and feel his/her kind attitude to 
them - learn faster and more effectively (Hattie:2015).

Professor Joachim Bauer – German psychiatrist, professor of medical sciences 
- emphasizes in his book What about this school. Seven perspectives for students, 
teachers and parents, that in development and learning a key factor is a good 
pedagogical relationship between student and teacher, which is based on recognition 
and acceptance (Bauer: 2015).

This is a consequence of the fact that the human brain is oriented to social relationships 
(social brain) – thanks to good bonds it emits dopamine, oxytocin and endogenous opioids 
which are necessary to make an effort and engage in the learning process.

Therefore, all teaching and educational activities in school should be considered 
in two dimensions:

• in terms of efficiency, expressed in the degree of the established objectives;
• in terms of ethics, expressed in the degree of consideration of people’s subjecti-

vity and individuality involved in the educational relationship.
The educational relationship in the abovementioned dimensions should be 

subjective, and the partners of the interaction should have the opportunity to 
act in accordance with the values they respect, while respecting the values of the 
partners and accepting their autonomy. Both of the indicated dimensions are equally 
important for the quality of educational interaction.

For more than a year, all the partners of school interactions: students, principals 
and teachers, non-educators, parents are present, but what is the quality of their 
being together? They are... but they do not pass each other in the hallway, do not talk 
during lessons, do not discuss certain issues with each other. They are, but how? 

As who? Who are they for themselves? What is the relationship between them?
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Background

The term “teacher-student relationships” includes in its range teachers’ influence 
on students’ current behavior, on their social and intellectual development, their 
contribution to maintaining their mental health and in their adaptation to society, 
as well as the characteristics of the teacher and his/her daily contacts with students 
(Cohen, Manion, Morrison:1999: 400). The entirety of the aforementioned relations 
takes place in a learning process consisting of individual teaching situations defined 
as “the interaction of the teacher, pupils, teaching content, teaching equipment and 
the organization of education perceived from the position of an external observer, 
and therefore objectively possible” (Niemierko:1999: 14).

The foreign word dictionary defines a relation as “the relationship between two 
(or more) objects” (Sobol: 2000: 954).

A school relationship is most often understood as an event occurring in a 
particular place and time, between specific individuals, according to a certain strategy 
of action. There are two aspects to defining a relationship like this:

• a static aspect that takes into account the structure of the relationship: student 
– teacher – teaching, educational, life situation,

• a dynamic aspect that analyzes the conditions, place, form and time of the 
relationship.
In order to recognize the quality of school relations in times of the pandemic, it 

is necessary to look at the key conditions for building school relationships, namely 
cognition, perception and communication.

Getting to know the student is the basis for effective educational work. It 
provides a lot of information that the teacher can use on a daily basis, by interacting, 
such as interests, strengths and weaknesses, ways about functioning in the peer 
group and in the class team. Observation and closer recognition of students with 
unwanted behavior is not enough. Every student is equally important, because 
everyone is a part of the community on a daily basis whether they like it or not, they 
enter into different relationships, constantly resonating with others. That is why it 
is so important that teachers consciously manage the group process, that they are 
careful observers of school situations, and that with their behavior, while entering 
into relations with students as well with other school employees and parents, model 
the behavior of students (Paszkiewicz: 2014: 26–27).

According to A. Janowski, there are several factors that are crucial in the process 
of getting to know a student:

• honesty – it is important that students perceive their teacher as sincere, other-
wise they will not want to open themselves up to him/her;

• enabling the flow of information – the teacher cannot be the only person spe-
aking in the classroom, but must give students space to speak up, to have di-
scussions, to share their views;

• understanding what one sees – it is crucial to understand that every person 
interprets different situations based on his or her own beliefs and experien-
ces, so our interpretation is not the only right one, although we often think 
so, and it is worth looking at the situation from other perspective - from the 
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point of view of another person or even trying to understand the differences 
of interpretation;

• understanding of non-verbal messages – a significant part of the information 
we receive is communicated in a non-verbal way, so mindfulness and the ability 
to read these messages are extremely important when building relationships;

• trust from students’ side – trust, as Lencioni (2016) and Brown (2019) claim, is 
the foundation for building all relationships, that is why it is so important that 
students put trust in a teacher, and bearing in mind that trust is not gained just by 
the mere fact of being an adult, it is necessary to show discretion, loyalty and tact;

• empathy - an attempt to enter into another person’s situation, which makes 
it easier for the teacher to understand the situation of the student and to be a 
support for him/her. (Janowski: 2007: 1-3).
Building relations in school is linked to the level of socializing and that is related 

to the skills that form part of an individual’s social competence, which includes the 
ability to communicate effectively.

Positive relations in the contact of the teacher and students require not 
only getting to know them, but also professional knowledge of the principles and 
rules of interpersonal communication, but also the ability to use them in didactic 
practice, which means to be a communication competency teacher and therefore one 
characterized by, among others:

• “ability to receive communication, especially this non-verbal; 
• awareness of existence of disruptions to the communication process in the re-

mote education;
• ability to communicate in a dialogical way which is combined with the ability to 

adopt a non-directive (cooperating communication pattern); 
• resignation from the authoritarian communication pattern; 
• ability to include empathic behavior in the communication process” (Kwaśnica: 

2004: 300, for: Borawska-Kalbarczyk: 2009: 118–130).
It can be concluded that the relationship in school conditions between the 

teacher and the student comes down to a mutual interaction carried out in the 
process of interpersonal communication, aimed at achieving specific didactic and 
educational results through communication, transferring thoughts, giving messages 
(Sobol: 2000: 578). The specificity of the relationship between both the teacher and 
the student, and between the students determines the quality of these relationships 
as subjects of interpersonal relations.

Research

In order to identify the school’s reality regarding relationships, pilot surveys 
were conducted using the survey technique and questionnaire from Google’s tools in 
a period between 15 September and 15 November 2020. 

The use of the diagnostic survey method for research purposes allowed to 
learn about the phenomenon of school relations in the pandemic time, to determine 
its scope, and then to evaluate and, as a result, design activities to improve the 
educational reality in the studied schools.
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The recipients of the survey were teachers from the Lesser Poland (Małopolska) 
voivodeship. The selection of the sample was random. A total of 118 teachers 
participated in the survey, including 116 women, 2 men, with work experience from 
5 to 23 years.

In total a relatively small research group took part in the study to draw far-
reaching conclusions from the conducted research. Hence this text should be 
treated rather as a communication - a report on the situation in the Lesser Poland 
(Małopolska) voivodeship.

The aim of this research was to identify the school situation in terms of school 
relations prevailing during the pandemic and remote education. The research 
problems were the following questions: How are school relationships formed during 
the pandemic? How are the relationships between teachers and students built? What is 
the relationship between teachers as employees of the same school?

Therefore, in the research tool, teachers were asked among others about: the 
definition of correct relationships, about the determinants of good teacher/student’s 
and teacher/teacher’s relationships in the conditions of the pandemic and remote 
learning, what methods and forms of remote learning, knowing students, they use 
to meet their needs? how do they talk to them? how do they design/organize the 
educational space so that both students and colleagues from work feel good with 
them and also respondents with them?

A school relationship is a complex construct that can be viewed from different 
perspectives, i.e.: teacher-student; teacher-teacher; student- student; teacher-
principal; teacher-parent. 

In this research intentionally only the two most common aspects of school 
relationships have been considered: teacher-student and teacher-teacher.

The first part of the study focused on teachers’ relationships with students, and the 
second part focused on the relationship between teachers as employees of one school. 

Results and discussion

After conducting the survey research, it should be noted that questions about 
teachers’ relationships with students were unlikely to go unanswered, while 
those about work colleagues relationships in the teaching room often remained 
unanswered or contained very laconic, perfunctory answers as if the subject raised 
some concerns among the respondents.

At first, respondents were asked to define the very concept of school relationships. 
The most common answers were “these are correct relations, the ability to talk and 
accept differences of opinion and behavior, the acceptance of people (students, teachers, 
parents, head teachers) as they are, a healthy atmosphere in school, no conflicts and 
correct communication”.

In fact, each of these definitions in some respect referred to the importance of 
communication as a basic determinant of school relationships, all the more in the era 
of the pandemic, when social isolation is recommended.

The key competence of teachers in building school relationships is the ability to 
connect/interact with children and young people based on understanding, to give 
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them a credit of trust, to accept them as they are, and to respect the dignity of each of 
them. (Paszkiewicz: 2014: 54).

This was also recognised by the survey participants:

“During remote learning, it was difficult or even impossible to look at the interlocutor – 
often the cameras were turned off. What was the result of this? I spoke to black squares on 
the screen and at that time the students were doing different things, not necessarily related 
to the lesson. So, where is the place for relationships here?

No one and nothing replaces a direct look at the student’s face. How often can you see un-
derstanding, boredom, curiosity or helplessness in their faces. And then you already know 
which way to point your actions.”

“Students have a lot of ideas. And at school, they are more likely to share them. And most 
importantly, they can quickly achieve them with the help of peers and teachers. By shar-
ing ideas, children learn to formulate their thoughts, become bolder in speaking their 
minds, practice group collaboration, and shape the proper relationships.”  

Communication is the process by which we create, receive and interpret messages 
from other people and respond to them in a specific peculiar way. The teacher’s 
mutual interaction with students is made possible because of social skills based on 
positive communication activities. All these activities make that the communication 
is an ongoing circular and transactional process, oriented towards the sender and 
receiver, for which each participant of the communication is responsible (Adams, 
Galanes: 2008:80).

Similarly, teachers participating in the survey defined this aspect of the 
relationship:

“School relationships are mostly communication. Since March, teachers’ and students’ 
mailboxes have been bursting at the seams. Well... Not every question can be asked imme-
diately and in person. And the worst thing is that you have to wait for the answer too... In 
addition, when a student writes a fifth email in a few hours, in his opinion, why should he 
greet or say goodbye to you again? After all, you can shorter, straight from the shoulder, 
without these unnecessary words. After all, at school I say “good morning” to you only once 
a day. And the teacher? The teacher writes back with a signature, even greets and still 
answers the question asked.”.

During this difficult time, the surveyed teachers reported great difficulties in 
developing and implementing methods of working with the student, which would 
contribute to improving communication, school relations during time of remote 
learning.

“The beginnings of remote learning in my school turned out to be a complete flop. We didn’t 
have an electronic gradebook and a single consistent learning platform. As a result, teach-
ers have made inept attempts to reach students in different ways. Some contacted them 
by email, others by messenger. There were also those who made only a good impression.”
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“A lot depends on the specifics of the school subject. I sympathize with everyone, but the 
teachers of humanities had it easier than those of general science. It’s hard to imagine math 
or physical education classes, how to conduct them remotely, and also to remember to build 
the right relationship with a student who doesn’t know if he/she’s on the other side.”

Teachers declared their willingness to improve school relationships, but at 
the same time they reported gaps within their skills and sometimes powerlessness 
towards students’ attitudes:

“I often hear that students say how cool it is to lie down and eat in bed during classes. Then 
I wonder where it comes from. Are they bored or lack motivation? Of course, I have classes 
with which cooperation is great and gives me a job satisfaction. However, more often I 
meet with a mute presence in the ether. I am an active teacher who likes to connect with 
students, so remote learning is frustrating.”

The section of the survey that was about teacher and student relations, the 
assumptions of the FRIS methodology were used (created by Ph.D. Anna Owczarek 
from 2016). FRIS® is a new Polish methodology that accurately defines and describes 
the natural way of thinking and acting. The diagnosis of the FRIS® Style gives an 
insight into the natural predispositions of the examined person, their strategies for 
coping with new situations, problem solving and making decisions and indicates 
areas where your potential can be used in the best way.

The used survey included a description of a certain situation related to school 
relationships and the surveyed teachers had to analyze it and propose a solution for 
building more favorable educational space to build the correct relationships with 
students and improve their mental condition.

In the group of examined teachers, based on the answers given, only three 
types of attitudes were distinguished, i.e. player, partner and researcher, while the 
methodology distinguishes four types of attitudes. None of the provided answers 
corresponded to the characteristics of the visionary attitude.

• PLAYER - simplifies the problem of school relations, finds one practical solu-
tion, which tries to quickly bring into force. (Facts) e.g. “.... I guess that students 
are feeling worse and worse but everyone in this country is already feeling tired 
of the pandemic. They know they can write me an email if something serious hap-
pens.” In the group of respondents, 9 people chose a solution that indicated a 
preference for the player’s attitude.

• PARTNER - defines its goal in order to improve relations, finds several solu-
tions and quickly sees their parts in common. (Relationships) e.g. “I see a deteri-
oration in my students’ mental conditions, they lack contact with their peers, with 
school. I suggested to them that they could write me an email at any time, I set up 
an extra roster once a week to make them feel they were not alone, I was ready to 
talk to them about anything.” This attitude was presented by the largest number 
of teachers in the study group, as many as 86 people.

• VISIONARY - treats the problem of school relations globally, quickly finds un-
conventional solutions. (Ideas) e.g. No responses;None of the surveyed teachers 
chose a solution that would indicate a visionary attitude.
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• RESEARCHER - collects a lot of information, categorizes it, analyzes it and then 
just implements it. (Structures) e.g. “I want to help students not to feel so lonely. 
That’s why I read a lot, signed up for training, talked to my colleagues and offered 
my class a workshop on how to deal with negative emotions.”. Twenty teachers 
decided to choose the solution indicating the attitude of the researcher.
One of the respondents did not answer this question at all.
The results obtained with such a small research group do not represent a 

representative distribution for the entire population of professionally active teachers, 
but only reflect the attitudes of teachers in the study group.

While carrying out their task, teachers interact with students. The quality of 
these relationships is visible in the presented attitudes towards students. Teachers’ 
attitudes are made up of three components: emotional, cognitive and behavioral. The 
emotional component is emotions, feelings expressed by teachers towards students. 
Cognitive component concerns thoughts and beliefs about the functioning of students 
at school in times of the pandemic, and the behavioral component concerns the 
undertaken specific supportive actions towards students.

The second area of school relationships, taken into account by the surveyed 
teachers in their responses, was relationships between the teachers themselves. It 
is not known from today that things are different in the teachers’ rooms. J. Mastalski 
wrote about the toxicity of the teacher’s room. Dudzikowa claimed that “school 
seethes with ideas, aspirations, intentions that are clashing with themselves. This is how 
it was, how it is and probably how it will always be. And if so, we need interoperation, 
cooperation that takes into account the multiplicity of points of view and differences, 
and civil courage to stand up for oneself. (...) But most of all... let us not have a handle 
from the inside in our own heart.” (Dudzikowa: 2002: 89)

Based on those statements, it can be assumed that the quality of relationships 
among teachers has never been a role model and the pandemic has revealed even 
more negative aspects of these relationships. This is evidenced by the statements of 
the respondents.

This is also evidenced by the statements of respondents, which indicate disturbed 
communication, lack of cooperation that often arises into conflicts, and some kind of 
isolation despite the need for professional contacts.

“Everything that so far worked well, had to be changed and revalued. It was necessary 
to learn new methods and ways of working and change its organization. Hanging on the 
phone, notorious checking of the electronic gradebook, hours in front of the computer, 
juggling, “how to approach a problem, how to explain it, so that students can immediately 
understand what is going on”, for relationships with colleagues there is no time unless at 
the expense of family relationships.”

All relationships in school conditions take place in some space: in the classroom, 
during a break, in the hallway, in the teacher’s room. In their professional work, 
teachers establish material or personal relationships. Material ones concern formal 
contacts resulting from performed roles or performed tasks. On the other hand, the 
personal relationship enables individual treatment of another person and contains 
an emotional context, which may be positive or negative.
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Building positive relationships between teachers is a necessary condition 
for developing their professionalism, which is formed as a result of observation, 
analysis, conversations and actions. The teacher’s professional development, his/her 
functioning at work and in his/her personal life depends to a large extent on his/her 
ability to cooperate with other people.

Meanwhile, the surveyed teachers stated:

“Instead of looking for opportunities to cooperate, we are taking on us another task and 
facing with it individually. Now it is especially visible, as everyone locked in themselves and 
at home, in front of the monitor.”

“Teachers who buckle down to remote lessons, train themselves, are negatively received – 
as a threat to others who probably want to do less.”

A school as an educational institution is primarily accountable mainly for 
the results of education, learning outcomes: student grades, test results, exams. 
Meanwhile, in the humanistic approach (…), education is not the accumulation of 
knowledge, but a form of interpersonal communication. Without the understanding of 
the education subjects, it is difficult to expect progress in the student’s development. 
(Kwiatkowska:2008:36).

Good relations among teachers require a dialogue, genuine kindness and 
willingness to support. Appearances in these relationships make it impossible to 
reach even a basic agreement.

Building proper relationships in school is the basis of the professional activity of 
the institution, which can be created thanks to the communication competences of the 
pedagogical staff. Respondents indicated to the need for continuous training in this area:

 “The school management, through the lack of frequent contact with all teachers, intensi-
fies the competition, instead of supporting the work of the team. We need trainings and we 
have been talking about it for over a year.”

“The biggest problem in teacher relations? Conflict resolution and assertive communica-
tion. These problems have been since always, not only now.”

Teachers work in changing situations related to the pandemic, which 
requires from them to constantly improve their work. The quality of their work is 
demonstrated by their professionalism manifested not only in the selection of the 
appropriate methods of remote education, but also in the ability to create positive 
relations both with students and colleagues from the teachers’ room.

Summary

School relations in the time of the pandemic are an extremely difficult area of 
activity for the school and teachers.

The good functioning of today’s modern school requires the development of an 
optimal model of harmonious, integrated concept of cooperation that would help 
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in building the correct school relationships. It is an extremely difficult task because 
relationships at school during the  pandemic and the various constraints associated 
with it, are also difficult. The culture of the organization affects all its entities, so it is 
worth realizing how much influence teachers have on building the “relational ethos” 
of the school.

Every day, students must receive messages from their teachers and school 
management that they are all a school community and that they can count on each other.

Bogusław Śliwerski proposes a subjective, and therefore essentially 
personalistic approach to the relationship at school. This author points to the need for 
democratization in school. In a democratic school, the mutual relationships between 
the subjects of teaching and upbringing are based on autonomous participation, 
openness to individual needs and formal equality before the law and respecting them 
in the system of cooperating entities.

How to improve school relationships in a time when the Internet connects with 
those who are distant but unfortunately distanced from those who are close?

Ideally, teachers should start with themselves – they should build a positive 
relationship with themselves. 

The slogan of teacher’s well-being is becoming increasingly popular in education 
and it is good for it to become the “first commandment” of every teacher: first I have 
to take care of my own well-being, I have to take care of “recharging my batteries” 
– physical and mental – and only then I can take care of others and build friendly 
relationships with them. 

It is worth betting on the method of small steps in building relationships. 
Teachers very often complain about too much burden – tasks, deadlines, bureaucracy. 
Therefore, school relationships are worth building gradually, with the help of small 
steps. Solutions that do not require much preparation, but only a little of time and 
change our habits, will work here. Introduced gradually, without a sense of coercion 
and over burse, they will very quickly produce great results – in improving the 
quality of school relations and, consequently, in improving student performance and 
increasing professional satisfaction.

In building correct school relationships it is also extremely important 
that teachers continually improve their communication skills so that “social 
communication in education in terms of interaction is perceived as a reconciliation 
of meanings with elements of the so-called feedback” (Maliszewski:2009:35).
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School relationships during the COVID-19 pandemic – easy or difficult?

Abstract
Education is one of social life areas that the COVID-19 pandemic has hit hardest. This is, in 
addition to health care, the most important public service. Doctors save lives and health, 
emergency services guard safety. The role of teachers and professionals working with 
children and young people is not only to carry out the teaching and educational tasks of the 
school, but also to care about how young people cope mentally with the current situation and 
what their mental condition is. The pandemic has forced a change in the form of education of 
children and young people in schools and educational institutions. Negative effects of these 
are visible and basically it is reflected in the deteriorating mental health of students and 
teachers which are overloaded with conducting remote lessons. Students are tired, apathetic, 
isolated from direct peer contact. It results in difficulties with learning as well as an increase 
of risky behavior.

The process of teaching and education takes place in a specific environment, which nature 
depends to a large extent on the quality of mutual relations and interactions. 

It should be emphasized that a school is not only an institution, but, above all, people 
establishing it, who interact with each other, with their personality, attitude and values. 
Members of the school community enter into specific relationships with each other and in 
linkages regarding mutual dependency and acted roles.

Key words: school relationship, mental condition, competences, communication, getting to 

know a student.
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