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Introduction: Back to Basics in
Pasadena ISD
By: Dr. DeeAnn Powell, Superintendent Pasadena Independent School District, Texas

As schools reopened this year amid an
ongoing cloud of uncertainty, district
leaders were forced to, once again,
navigate both the immediate challenge
of ensuring the health and safety
of students, faculty, and staff while
addressing the reality that schools will
feel the repercussions of disrupted
learning for years to come.

The importance of building positive
and trusting relationships between
teachers and students has, for example,
been front and center in Pasadena ISD
for many years. But as we have worked
through the difficulties of the pandemic,
the significance of these relationships
(and their connection to student
success) was thrown into sharp relief.

But a silver lining may be emerging.

If necessity is the mother of invention,
perhaps the pandemic unlocked
fresh thinking about the potential for
technology to play a role in fostering
deeper relationships. Because just as
the pandemic strained their best efforts
to strengthen ties with students, our
educators (who have always known
that relationships are the foundation
for educational outcomes) identified
creative and effective ways to nurture
relationships in the digital world.

While the pandemic disrupted the
lives of children and teachers and the
classroom routines they shared, it also
magnified aspects of school life that we
know are imperative for student success.
When the pandemic separated students
from their school communities and
classrooms, concepts like agency
and self-direction took on a renewed
sense of importance. Parents and
caregivers, (many for the first time)
developed a tangible understanding
of why their teachers spent so much
time emphasizing executive functions
like resilience, self-efficacy, and
academic tenacity. As a result of the
pandemic, parents have a heightened
understanding of the connection
between social and emotional
development and academic progress
—and a renewed appreciation for the
power of relationships.

While this period has been challenging,
my district was better equipped than
most to navigate the pandemic’s
troubled educational waters. More
than five years ago, we began shifting
away from a one-size-fits-most model of
instruction to a personalized approach
that prioritizes one-on-one relationships
through mentorship in support of both
academic and non-academic needs.
Eventually we expanded it to nearly
every school in our district.
5

As a forthcoming case study of
Pasadena ISD’s work with the Summit
Learning platform explains, our shift to
a more personalized approach not only
led to profound gains for our students
before the pandemic, it also better
prepared us for the 2020-21 school year,
when over 60% of our 50,000 students
were forced to learn virtually for much
of the year.

instructional time, childhood years
and far too many lives. But it is also
an opportunity to reflect on what we
have gained: a greater appreciation
for life, renewed understanding of the
importance and power of relationships,
and an appreciation for the potential
of technology—which often separates
us—to bring us together in new and
profound ways.

To be clear: our district still faces
significant challenges. Our shift to
personalized learning was driven not
by the need to prepare for disaster
but the realization that our old way of
teaching simply wasn’t serving each of
our students well. It was animated by a
belief that our responsibility extended
into postsecondary education, where
27% of our students graduated from
college on time.

As we continue to emerge from remote
learning, this primer challenges us
to consider aspects of the COVID-19
learning experience that might have
value for our students and education
systems moving forward. It explores
the perspectives of experts in socialemotional development, with the
goal of understanding how promising
practices can support leaders. It also
provides a helpful guide to a research
base that informs our understanding of
not just why relationships matter most,
but which types are most impactful.

At the core, our pre-pandemic focus on
meeting individual needs was rooted
in a student-centered approach to
schooling grounded in student agency
and student-led learning. Perhaps most
importantly, our model focused on
building strong student-teacher and
student-mentor relationships.
In these difficult times, it is easy to
focus on what has been lost: learning,

In Pasadena ISD, we are seeing the
fulfillment of the promise of technology
in enhancing student-teacher
relationships. I hope that, by sharing our
story, we can help to spark a dialogue
about new ways to leverage technology
to connect with our students and
unlock their limitless potential.
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Executive Summary
• For many, the pandemic’s forced shift to remote learning revealed the
importance of healthy, trusting relationships between teachers and students.
But it also highlighted ways in which technology could be used to foster deeper
and more impactful teacher-child relationships.
• While technology is no substitute for in-person interactions with a live,
professional educator in the classroom, a growing number of educators are
now using technology and practices honed during the pandemic to strengthen
relationships with learners. Therein lies opportunity.
• This paper makes the case that a global calamity may have sparked a renewed
appreciation of the critical role that positive human relationships play in the
classroom. It considers whether lessons from the pandemic may serve as a
catalyst for future innovation and improvement.
• Through anecdotes, data, and observation, we explain why schools that
had been implementing student-centered learning models or experiential
pedagogical approaches that emphasized student agency may have fared better
in the face of last year’s ambiguity and adversity.1
• The goal of this paper is not to provide an exhaustive treatment of a complex
topic. It is also not without bias. This paper was commissioned by Gradient
Learning, a startup that grew out of decades of research by Summit Public
Schools, a network of charter schools that has long prioritized research by
working to pair teachers’ real-life experiences with insights from nationallyacclaimed learning scientists. Its existence and mission reflect a belief
that technology designed for and by educators holds potential to improve
educational outcomes.
• We hope that readers will consider the findings of this paper within the
context of Gradient Learning’s origins and aspirations. Most of all, we hope
it encourages conversation about both the benefits and risks of the ideas and
practices that it highlights.
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Why Now?
In April 2020, The Hechinger Report
published a troubling look at the
immediate impact of COVID-19 on K-12
students. The findings will, by now,
strike many as familiar: millions of
students ripped from their classrooms
had long-established academic and
social routines disrupted.2
Students relationships with teachers
who, for many, were one of the most
consistent adults in their lives were
also strained. According to the report,
the pandemic was “an unprecedented
test” for teacher-student relationships.3
It included the perspectives of Jennifer
Glick, an English language arts and
special education teacher at PS/MS 108
in East Harlem, New York: “If you don’t
have a relationship with them, they
won’t learn. In middle school, it’s really
part of development. They want that
internal motivation, to do it for someone
who really cares about their success.”4

“

As teachers, we join
this profession to help
students learn and that
special relationship
teachers develop with their
students is a key aspect of
the equation. With the shift
to remote learning, that
relationship was suddenly
confined to a window on
a computer screen and
that shift, along with the
other challenges of remote
teaching, was not easy for
many teachers.
— Paula White, Executive

“As teachers, we join this profession
to help students learn and that special
relationship teachers develop with
their students is a key aspect of the
equation,” said Paula White, Executive
Director of Educators For Excellence,
New York. “With the shift to remote
learning, that relationship was suddenly
confined to a window on a computer
screen and that shift, along with the
other challenges of remote teaching,
was not easy for many teachers.”
Nineteen months later, amidst ongoing
disruption and trauma, educators,

Director of Educators for
Excellence-New York

policymakers, families, and caregivers
are beginning to quantify the impact
of this disruption on student learning.
End-of-year assessments in Ohio5
and Tennessee,6 to name a couple,
point to widening gaps as a result of
school closures. Sadly, the impact on
student mental health may be even
more devastating, with more than
one-third of parents reporting that
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students in mostly online learning
environments experienced mental
health challenges.7 Assessing the
pandemic’s impact, Phyllis Lockett,
the CEO of LEAP Innovations put it
this way: “It may be more accurate
to view our current ‘unfinished
learning’ challenge as a by-product of
‘disrupted relationships’ and not just
lost instructional time.”8
Confronted with this data, it is easy
to dismiss the remote experience
of the last year and a half as an

irredeemable failure.9 It was, without
a doubt, tragic. But learnings from
that experience may also leave a
more constructive and indelible
mark on post-COVID education.
With technology nearly ubiquitous
in schools (after billions invested
in devices and infrastructure),10
and increased expectations among
parents, students,11 and educators12
in the continued use of technology,13
it is unlikely that technology’s role in
education will decrease significantly
in the future.
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The Science Behind Relationships and
Learning
Ask most people about their best
experience in school, and they will
almost always describe a relationship
with a teacher. This should not
be a surprise. Human beings are
social creatures and learning is a
social activity. “Our brains have
evolved to thrive in communities and
relationships—this is our evolutionary
advantage,” explains Dr. Melina
Uncapher, Lead Program Director at
the Advanced Education Research and
Development Fund. “The ‘social brain’
is one of the most powerful learning
mechanisms we have.”
For teachers, the power of relationships
is nothing new. Decades-old studies
have shown that during the first
years of school, the most effective
learning environments marry academic
instruction with the regulation of
emotions through critical interaction
with adults and peers.14
Academic success and behaviors
like regular attendance are linked
to improved social-emotional and
executive functions. These are skills
that support students’ successful
transition during challenging
periods like elementary to middle
school.15 Similarly, research has
shown that students in school-based
mentoring programs with teachers
not only score higher on measures
of connectedness, but actually have
fewer disciplinary referrals and lower
rates of absenteeism.16

Neuroscience has also shown that
positive interactions with adults allow
children’s brains to build pathways
that lead to the further development
of skills like resilience, adaptation,
and mindfulness.17 Additionally,
there’s evidence that those pathways
remain intact across a child’s
lifespan,18 further demonstrating the
importance of educators emphasizing
relationships as a focal point of high
quality learning environments.

“

70+% of students report
that when they have a
strong relationship with
a teacher, they are more
likely to pay attention and
participate in class, look
forward to and enjoy class,
and feel like they belong.
— “How to Close the
Relationship Gap in Schools:
Findings From a Survey
of Students,” Gradient
Learning, October 2021

11

According to Dr. Robert C. Pianta,
Dean of the University of Virginia
School of Education and Human
Development, despite their importance,
the relative value and emphasis placed
on nurturing positive relationships has
been inconsistent at best. He explained
that there may be a tendency to treat
positive relationships as “something
that just happen and are nice to have.
The last 20 plus years of developmental
science prove time and again the
value of relationships in supporting
outcomes that matter, like executive
function, inhibitory controls, as well as
social and academic skills, including
literacy. As importantly, proven
practices and interventions exist for
building positive relationships.”
The advocacy and research
organizations Education Trust (EdTrust)
and MDRC have, for example, have laid
out several qualities of developmentally
positive student-teacher relationships,
including “expressing care, challenging
growth, providing support, sharing
power and expanding possibilities.” Of
course, all of these must be pursued
with a focus on supporting students’
positive racial, cultural, and ethnic
identity development.19
Importantly, there are “intentional
steps districts can take to help build
strong relationships,” said Dr. Nancy
Duchesneau, Senior P-12 Research
Associate at EdTrust. “These include
making decisions around how time
and resources are used, carving out
time in schedules for relationship

building, providing training for teachers
and selecting culturally responsive
curricular materials.”
In an effort to codify these practices,
the Learning Policy Institute and
Turnaround for Children released in
June 2021 a new playbook for education
systems based on the science of
learning and development. The first of
its five principles is building positive
developmental relationships, which
“enable children and adolescents to
manage stress, ignite their brains and
fuel the connections that support the
development of the complex skills and
competencies necessary for learning
success and engagement.”20 Supportive
relationships with adults also protect
children from the impact of stress and
trauma, help develop their competence,
and allow them to build trust and
agency, the researchers noted.21
By focusing on building relationships
between educators and students, the
authors of the playbook hope that
schools can create an environment
where children not only can learn, but
contextualize what they’re learning
and transfer it to other areas.22 When
those strong bonds are combined with
social-emotional support and character
development, students develop the
agency to direct their own learning.23
“When children interact positively
with teachers and peers, qualitative
changes occur in their developing
brains that establish pathways for
lifelong learning and adaptation,” the
playbook explained.24
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Social-Emotional Learning: From the
Periphery to the Core
Education policies in the U.S. have
historically have focused almost
exclusively on the academic
dimensions of learning: vocabulary,
reading comprehension, math skills
and other discrete indicators.25 With
federal accountability tied primarily
to assessments in math and reading,
the resulting narrowing of the K-12
curriculum—excluding non-tested
topics and non-academic areas—was
not surprising.26
Among the myriad problems with such
a narrow focus is that those academic
dimensions represent just a fraction
of the knowledge and skills that
contribute to student success in school,
relationships, and life.27 It also risks
marginalizing and de-emphasizing the
development of skills like teamwork,
problem-solving, assertiveness, and
collaboration that have been shown to
be critical to workforce readiness and
are highly sought-after by employers.28
The No Child Left Behind Era
epitomized U.S. policy’s bias towards
academics with “its intense focus on
raising test scores to avoid punitive
consequences for students, teachers,
and schools,” which left little room for
whole-child approaches to learning
grounded in relationships.29 But while
most parents, teachers and students
agreed that “social emotional learning
is important to education,” according to
a report 2019 report from the National

Commission on Social Emotional
and Academic Development,30
schools often struggled to implement
social emotional learning due to the
perceived lack of a clear connection
to academic outcomes.31 Perhaps
unsurprisingly, a 2015 PDK/Gallup
poll found that the vast majority of
Americans felt that there was too
much emphasis on standardized
testing and that, instead, school
success should be measured “by
whether students are engaged and are
hopeful about the future.”32
In recent years, a growing body of
research has also pointed to the
connection between student socialemotional well-being, academic
outcomes and the prevention of
mental health issues.33 Specifically,
the development of social-emotional
competency is “associated with
greater well-being and better school
performance whereas the failure to
achieve competence in these areas can
lead to a variety of personal, social, and
academic difficulties.”34 These skills
aren’t “soft, immeasurable, irrelevant,
or faddish,” but rather “integral to
academics—to how school happens,
and to how learning takes place.”35
And policy-makers are beginning to
take note. Even before the pandemic,
all 50 states had adopted prekindergarten through 12th grade
social-emotional learning (SEL)
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competencies.36 The interest in student
social-emotional development has only
increased as a result of the pandemic.
“Research clearly documents
human relationships and supportive
developmental experiences are what
cultivate potential in young people.
We know that no part of the brain
develops in isolation—meaning there is
no separate “math” part of the brain or
“emotions” part of the brain; they are
inextricably linked,” said Dr. Christina
Theokas, Chief Applied Science Officer
at Turnaround for Children. “Academic
learning is tightly intertwined with
social and emotional experiences,
mental and physical health. So, it
should come as little surprise that the
disruption to students’ and teachers’
environments, relationships, and
experiences would negatively impact
well-being and learning.”

“

Academic learning is
tightly intertwined with
social and emotional
experiences, mental
and physical health.
So, it should come as
little surprise that the
disruption to students’ and
teachers’ environments,
relationships, and
experiences would
negatively impact wellbeing and learning.
— Dr. Christina Theokas,
Chief Applied Science Officer
at Turnaround for Children
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From Crisis to Creativity
As the lights went off in classrooms
across the country in March 2020,
longstanding inequities became far
more evident. Students and teachers
entered a laboratory of online trial and
error through unfamiliar technologies
and modalities. It was an experience
that most teachers were underprepared
for as they were forced to use new
technologies and design digital
learning experiences for the first time.37
“Here I am, at 66, within a year of full
retirement, having to learn how to use
Google Classroom with 35 first graders
at various places in their learning. I
feel as though I am attempting to drive
on a road that I am simultaneously
paving while also following a paper
map,” said Janet Kass, a first grade
teacher in Bloomingburg, New York.38
The experience was also a challenge for
parents, balancing their own alreadydisrupted work routine with providing
tech support, re-learning math, and
keeping their children motivated.39
In-person instruction has, after all,
been the default mode of teaching for
hundreds (if not thousands) of years.
Digital learning is still in its infancy,
spanning perhaps only 20 years in the
K-12 space.
Against that backdrop, COVID-19
represented the first large-scale
implementation of remote learning
with a technology infrastructure that
was never equipped for the challenge.
“For many teachers, the abrupt shift

to remote learning was a trial by fire.
There was no time to prepare for
or to optimize how the technology
was implemented, so, of course, they
struggled mightily,” said Dr. Joseph
South, former Director of the Office of
Education Technology at the United
States Department of Education.

“

For many teachers, the
abrupt shift to remote
learning was a trial by
fire. There was no time to
prepare for or to optimize
how the technology was
implemented, so, of course,
they struggled mightily.
— Dr. Joseph South, former
Director of the Office of
Education Technology
at the United States
Department of Education

While the challenges of education
technology became the stuff of
headlines, over time, a growing number
of teachers were able to find their
way to practices that worked well for
them and for their students. In some
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cases, through professional learning,
collaboration with peers or simply
experimenting, they found hacks that
helped them connect with, engage, and
teach students in a remote setting.40
Some of the lessons learned are also
proving valuable as students return to
in-person instruction. “As we shifted to
remote and hybrid learning, I had to be
very intentional about checking in with
each student in my class. I started each
class with a 10-minute conversation that
had nothing to do with math - perhaps
touching on something happening in
the world,” says Dr. Cicely Woodard,
Former Tennessee Teacher of the Year,
High School Math Teacher, Springfield
Public School District, Missouri. “Those
10 minutes were critical for staying
connected with my students. And the
students really valued the time and
asked me to continue the check-ins even
after we returned fully in-person.”
“Schools in general were not prepared
for a situation where technology was
a “must have” for instruction to take
place. But a silver lining of this national
tragedy is that it forced school leaders
and educators to work together to put
in place systems and supports to get
everyone up to speed in the use of the
new tools,” said Bart Epstein, President
and CEO of the Edtech Education
Exchange. “From this collaboration,
we are starting to appreciate what
is possible as teachers and schools
begin to use technology in potentially
transformative ways.”
As challenging as the transition to
remote learning was, some educators
found they had a leg up as they

started teaching from their living
room. Districts that had greater
familiarity with remote or blended
learning practices, in particular, found
themselves ahead of the learning
curve. “We were all feeling the stress
and pressure of all the changes and
uncertainty, but we were grateful
to have some hybrid [learning]
structures already in place that
continued our drive forward,” said Cory
Woolstenhulme, Principal at Columbia
High School in Nampa, Idaho—an early
adopter of competency-based learning
through the Summit Learning Platform.
Similarly, schools that embraced
intentional approaches to relationship
building had an advantage going
into remote learning. Take Van Ness
Elementary School in Washington D.C.
as an example. The school re-opened
in 2015 with a whole-learner model
with a strong focus on supporting
student well-being.41 A key component
of Van Ness’ model is Strong Start “a
set of rituals and routines that get
students ready to learn by fostering a
sense of safety, belonging, community,
and self-efficacy.”42 These wellestablished routines served as an easy
jumping-off point to stay connected
with students, according to Cynthia
Robinson-Rivers, the school’s Head
of School. “As the school transitioned
to a remote learning model we
modified the Strong Start rituals for
a virtual setting,” said RobinsonRivers. “Some pieces did not translate
well, as anyone who has tried to
lead group singing on Zoom can
attest. But the essential elements—
staying connected, establishing a
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“

As the school transitioned
to a remote learning
model we modified the
Strong Start rituals for
a virtual setting. Some
pieces did not translate
well, as anyone who has
tried to lead group singing
on Zoom can attest. But
the essential elements—
staying connected,
establishing a sense of
community and building
relationships —remained
and were as important,
if not moreso, for our
students and educators
during the pandemic.
— Cynthia Robinson-Rivers,
Principal, Van Ness
Elementary School,
Washington, D.C.

sense of community and building
relationships—remained and were
as important, if not moreso, for our
students and educators during the
pandemic.”

Some educators and district leaders
even saw new opportunities to
enrich the learning experience with
digital tools. As explained by Jourden
Armstrong, a teacher at Flushing
Community Schools, technology
created an “opportunity to make [ ]
connections and address [ ] deepter,
meaningful issues in a way that
respects my time and also respects
my students’ time. . .maybe they
want to record an audio response
or a video response, and they don’t
feel comfortable doing that in a
classroom.” Armstrong continued by
stating that through the technology “I
feel a connection that I think I would
not otherwise be able to have given
the short amount of time that I have
those students in my classroom” and
“students are able to share in a safe
space.“
But even districts that had
experimented with hybrid modalities
before the pandemic found that
new tools were needed to meet the
challenge of remote learning on a
much broader scale. “Although it was
clear that technology could create new
opportunities to connect in one-on-one
settings with technology, the tools
that we had to use were not up for the
challenge,” said Andrew Goldin, CEO of
Gradient Learning. “It’s not just about
technology, it is about the integration
of technology and practice. Workflows
have to make sense to both students
and educators. And both need support
and scaffolding to inform their practice.”
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“Even among districts that had been
implementing the Summit model, we
saw this pressing need to give students
a way to connect with teachers with
their masks off—not just their physical
masks, but the proverbial masks
they wear around their peers in the
school building,” said Goldin. “We
began working with a small group of
educators to explore ways to enhance
Summit with features that could
promote meaningful synchronous and
asynchronous interactions between
students and teachers. That was really
the origin of Along.”
Ultimately, that collaboration between
educators and technologies evolved into
a tool that provided teachers an easy,
structured way to check in and engage
one-on-one with students. Teachers use
Along to record their video reflections
on a topic that they then share with
students, who respond via video, audio,
or text directly to their teacher—without
peer pressure.
Tia, a former high school student
at Classical Academy High School
explained that “[i]t makes it more
comfortable to even just walk into the

class and know I’m here to learn from a
person and a teacher, not just a teacher.”
The benefits of these one-on-one
interactions were mutual, according
to Dr. Stacy Perez, a principal in
Escondido, California: “I’ve learned so
much about [my students]. I thought
I knew my students really well, and I
learned about [them] and [their] hobbies
and their families and their values.
That’s built an even stronger connection
through the videos and [technology.]”
Technology-facilitated mentorship
played a similar role during the
pandemic in the Pasadena Independent
School District. “Just us sitting with
a whole entire class, they’re not very
willing to share personal things with
the whole class,” said Amy Richard, a
fifth-grade science teacher and mentor
at Pasadena’s Keller Middle School. “But
whenever we’re one-on-one, I learn so
much about every single student and
their background. I realize, ‘Oh, maybe
that’s why they act that way in class.
They went through such a hard time the
last few years.’ Or, how they’re really
interested in a niche topic, ‘how can I
empower them to learn more?’.”
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Can Technology Actually Help to
Enhance Relationships?
“When the pandemic hit, our students
were prepared because they were
comfortable using technology for
learning and as a tool to cultivate strong
relationships with their teachers,”
said Frankfort Independent Schools
Superintendent Houston Barber. In his
district, the 2020-21 school year focused
more on supporting students and less
on academics—a success, he said, since
the year ended “in a very strong place.
Our students were able to still thrive
and have opportunities to learn, even in
difficult circumstances.”
But one need not search long to
find apocryphal headlines like
“Digital Technology is Killing our
Relationships”43 and “Is Technology
Killing the Human Touch?”44
While writers45 and researchers,46 with
good reason, question the impact of
technology on relationships and mental
health, the disruption caused by the
pandemic demonstrated ways in which
technology can enable connections
within a structured context, such as a
school or classroom—and perhaps even
improve them.
Connecting with Students and
Families
Toward the beginning of the pandemic
(May and June 2020), the American
Instructional Resources Survey
(AIRS), reported 43 percent of teachers
surveyed cited challenges with student
participation and communicating

with students as some of the most
significant hurdles.47 Teachers were
consistently challenged by how to
reach students, both literally and
figuratively, due to connectivity issues
and making the transition to virtual
and asynchronous learning, as well
as being able to support students in
meeting their basic needs.48
In particular, the experience during
the pandemic demonstrated ways
in which technology addressed preexisting inequities within the education
system. “We know from research that
students of color feel more disconnected
from school than more affluent, white
students,” said Nancy Duchesneau,
Senior P-12 Research Associate at
EdTrust, “so any tool that can address
that and help students and their parents
feel more connected is a good tool.”
Connecting with, and receiving
feedback from, families during the
pandemic was critical for improving
the remote learning experience of
students in under-resourced homes
and communities. “During distance
learning, staying connected to families
[was] even more important,” says
Cynthia Robinson-Rivers, the Principal
of Van Ness Elementary School in
Washington D.C.. “Events like a parent
Q & A on Zoom and surveys for families
helped us to solicit feedback so that we
can continually adjust our approach to
distance learning.”49 This imperative
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was echoed by Cheryl Camacho, Chief
of the South Bend Empowerment Zone
in South Bend, Indiana - where 79% of
students qualify for free and reduced
lunch - who stated during the pandemic:
“we want to ensure that we understand
the contours of not only how families
are experiencing eLearning, but also
how they are navigating this particular
moment in time.”50
Technology also became a critical
tool for sharing important information
with families. Indeed, districts serving
lower-than-average socioeconomic
populations posted more information
about meals, jobs, and material-anddevice pickups than districts with
greater socioeconomic resources.51
Those findings suggest that district
leaders and teachers used technology
to create alternate methods to
communicate with students and their
families, methods that worked better
than traditional face-to-face approaches
—often requiring in-person meetings.
“We’ve heard a similar story from many
of the districts we work with,” said Jane
Swift, CEO of the education innovation
nonprofit LearnLaunch. “[Technology]
gave school and district leaders a new
way to connect with parents & family
caregivers, particularly families in
under-resourced communities, that
they erroneously thought were not
engaged in their students’ learning.”
Those leaders told us that they realized
“these caregivers were deeply engaged
with, and interested in, their students’
learning,” she continued. “It’s not that
they didn’t care, they just didn’t have
the flexibility at work that more affluent

parents enjoyed that let them come
to school during the narrow daytime
windows schools normally let those
meetings take place.”
“The pandemic showed schools
that they could leverage technology
more effectively to stay connected
with students and families,” said
Jean-Claude Brizard, CEO of Digital
Promise. “Digital tools like social
media and texting provided school
and district leaders a good way to
maintain and improve their outreach
to, and relationship with, caregivers,
which is why it remains critical that
we address gaps in digital access
and digital literacy among educators,
students and parents.”

Engaging Students
Technology is often assumed to have
a potential dehumanizing effect on
education, with devices, software and
other edtech driving a wedge between
teachers and their students. And to be
sure, there are risks.52
But what educators saw last year is
that, in the right hands, technology
can make their lives easier while also
enabling relationships to flourish in
ways that are difficult through faceto face-interactions alone. As noted
earlier in this paper, technology can
be used to enable one-on-one checkins that simply aren’t possible in a
traditional classroom, creating a unique
opportunity for teachers and students
to get to know each other. The idea
isn’t to use technology to replace these
relationships. It’s not an alternative
to improving and reducing student-
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to-teacher ratios. Rather, it is a tool to
increase the frequency and enhance
the quality of interactions by providing
multiple modes of communication.
Dr. Joseph South, Chief Learning
Officer at ISTE, articulates this
potential: “For far too long we have
focused on technology that does little
more than incrementally improve upon
the lecture and worksheet model of
teaching. We have almost entirely
overlooked the potential of technology
to connect us to each other beyond
the four walls of the classroom in a
learning community that embraces
and supports the learner by enabling
developmental relationships with other
teachers, mentors, peers, caregivers,
counselors, and family members.”
The Summit Learning Teacher
Feedback Study suggests that teachers
value the use of digital tools to
enhance relationships. Conducted in
spring 2021, anywhere from 58 to 61
percent (depending on grade level) of
teachers nationwide “strongly agree[d]”
that “effective use of technology within
learning is important to help students
develop the skills and knowledge
they need for future success.”53 Across
all grade levels, Summit Learning
teachers are more likely than teachers
nationwide to strongly agree with
the connection between effective
technology use and student success,
the survey found.54 And they were
more likely to say that the effective

use of technology increases student
engagement in learning.55
Higher values may correspond to
teachers’ level of comfort with key
classroom practices. Teachers who
observed a link between technology
and student success also were
more likely to be “very comfortable”
allowing students to have choice
about how they learn, personalizing
and differentiating instruction
to meet individual student needs
and using data to inform their
instructional practice.56

“

We know from research
that students of color feel
more disconnected from
school than more affluent,
white students so any
tool that can address that
and help students and
their parents feel more
connected is a good tool.
— Dr. Nancy Duchesneau,
Senior P-12 Research
Associate at The Education
Trust

21

The Opportunity: Innovation to Fuel
Meaningful Connections
Much of the research on relationships
and learning is relatively new, as is our
experience with digital technology in
the classroom. We are still in the early
days of exploring ways technology can
enhance student-teacher relationships
in meaningful, positive ways. Given the
importance of relationships, this is an area
worth further investment and innovation.
“Every student—every person—has
an internal narrative of who they are
relative to the world around them,” said
Dr. Uncapher of AERDF. “This helps
form their identity, and it’s an incredibly
powerful learning mechanism because
it is perpetually recursive. That internal
narrative never stops.” As a result,
“small shifts in a student’s identity—their
perception of who they are as a learner—
can yield massive and persistent
learning outcomes, including academic
outcomes,” Dr. Uncapher continues,
“and one trigger for shifting that learner
identity are a student’s relationships.”

“

In other words, small investments
in improving positive relationships—
that in turn shape individual learner
identity—could yield significant
learning dividends.
Not only is it worth investing in
relationship-building, but it is also an
area ripe for innovation. “There is a
large body of literature on systematic
interventions that support positive
relationships with students, and
anything that can be systemized
can also be optimized through
technology,” said Pianta, “and we
have seen this first hand through
the remote training and support we
provide to teachers.” However, we
should not assume that all innovation
in this space will involve studentfacing technology; indeed there are a
handful of ways in which technology
innovations can both avoid interfering
with and help foster, positive
relationship development:

Opportunities abound for the development and
deployment of inclusive technologies that create
experiences that enhance relationships and enable
students to flourish as individuals. But it’s critical to
develop these tools with teachers—and for teachers—
to ensure that the technology supports their efforts
and doesn’t get between them and their students.
— Jean-Claude Brizard, CEO of Digital Promise
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1

Freeing up Time to Build Relationships: As noted above, teaching during
the pandemic has not been easy, adding more work for already-overburdened
educators. Indeed, a recent survey of Portland Public School teachers found
that more than 80% reported they have more work than they can get done
in a typical work day.57 With so much on their plates, it is not surprising that
teachers may struggle to find time in class to focus on relationship building
with students.58 Julia Fallon, the CEO of the State Education Technology
Directors Association, notes that this burden doesn’t land solely on the
shoulders of teachers: “The cognitive load we place on students is significant,
particularly when we don’t consider how systems work together to provide
a seamless and easy experience for students.” She continues, “technology
is really good at automating repetitive, formulaic, administrative tasks and
freeing up human time for other, more-human things.”
So one way technology can support relationship building is by freeing up
more time to give both teachers and students the opportunity to get to
know each other. More directly, technology is also being deployed in clever
ways to help administrators find efficiencies in the way they use time in
their master calendar. Abl is leveraging modern technology to help districts
find innovative uses for time in their calendar, including to create more
opportunities to support relationship building, SEL and equity.

2 Supporting Teacher Capacity Building: Teacher training and support in

building positive relationships is another area where technology can add value
beyond the somewhat-common “online course.” “At UVA, we built an incredibly
effective model for online coaching that involved teachers sharing videos
of themselves in the classroom to our coaches who then provided feedback
to the teachers,” said Pianta. This feedback loop was entirely remote. “Our
coaches never met the teachers,” continued Pianta, “but they built an effective
relationship that, in turn, improved interactions with students who then
performed on average 10 percentage points higher on academic assessments.”

3 Enhancing student-teacher engagement: One final opportunity for innovation
is the further development of tools that can bring teachers and students together,
and provide supports that can enhance (and not interfere with) relationship
building. Imagine, for instance, a platform that not only brings teachers
and students together, but also prompts teachers in ways that can support
positive student learner identity development. “Opportunities abound for the
development and deployment of inclusive technologies that create experiences
that enhance relationships and enable students to flourish as individuals,” said
Jean-Claude Brizard, the CEO of Digital Promise. “But it’s critical to develop these
tools with teachers—and for teachers—to ensure that the technology supports
their efforts and doesn’t get between them and their students.”
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Conclusion
In focusing on the challenges of
the COVID-19 era, it is also easy to
romanticize what came before schools
shut down and harken for a return to
“normal.” But the “normal” educational
model wasn’t working for far too
many students.
As LEAP Innovations Founder and CEO
[Phyllis Lockett] put it: “In many ways,
the pandemic exposed the deep cracks
in our education system that predate
the school closures. As we look to the
future, it’s clear that it’s insufficient to
merely ‘patch the cracks.’ Instead, we
need to reimagine school, leveraging
the lessons of the past 18 months as a
reminder of what’s really important for
student success in school and in life.”59
As educators, families, caregivers, and
students continue to wrestle with the
repercussions of the pandemic it would
be easy to focus on what has been “lost”
and lose sight of the future. Instead,
“we need to meet this moment and
seize the huge silver-lining opportunity
before us by embracing the forced
learnings and innovation brought on by
the pandemic. We need to take these
advancements and reimagine better
learning experiences so that we can
truly serve all students in ways that
prepare them to address tomorrow’s
challenges,” said Chris Rush, Senior
Advisor for Innovation & Educational
Technology, Office of the Secretary at
U.S. Department of Education.
As we take this opportunity to

“

[W]e need to meet this
moment and seize
the huge silver-lining
opportunity before us
by embracing the forced
learnings and innovation
brought on by the
pandemic. We need to
take these advancements
and reimagine better
learning experiences so
that we can truly serve
all students in ways that
prepare them to address
tomorrow’s challenges.
— Chris Rush, Senior
Advisor to the Secretary for
Innovation and Director of
Educational Technology,
U.S. Department of
Education

reimagine schools, it is clear that
positive relationships must be at the
center of student learning experiences.
They are foundational not only for
students’ cognitive development,
but for their social-emotional wellbeing. Children need strong bonds
with a variety of adults in their lives—
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especially teachers—to develop a sense
of belonging and the feeling that they’re
valued. When those ingredients are in
place, students are better able to learn
and more likely to thrive in rigorous
academic settings.
“Ultimately, our goal is to have
students be independent, confident,
and powerful in their learning, and
to really just take that and fly away,”
said Janette Stephenson, an English
teacher at Columbia High School in
Nampa, Idaho. “Those relationships are
so key in their success. That makes me
a better teacher, too. I’ve learned a lot
from my students.”
What we hope this paper also makes
clear is the potential role that technology
can play in supporting the development

of strong relationships between
educators, students, and families.
As the experience of the past two years
has also made clear however, not every
use of technology in the classroom
will serve to benefit the development
of relationships. Indeed, as stated
by Dr. Joseph South, Chief Learning
Officer at ISTE, “many of today’s
edtech tools have been designed in
ways that tend to isolate a student in
front of a screen.” But this need not
be the case, he continues, because
“when it’s built right—grounded in
learning and developmental science, in
collaboration with teachers and with
a lens on fostering more connections—
technology has the potential to
greatly expand the web of supportive
connections in a child’s life.”
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