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ABSTRACT 

This study aims to understand how teacher-pupil relations affect pupils’ subject preference, and what impacts it might 

have to pupils’ academic attainments. Factors of how teacher-pupil relations come to being are investigated. Pupils are 

a group of children who are aged 6-12. Their mind and world view have not fully formed yet. When pupils go to 

school to accept compulsory lessons, they will have their personal preference to the subjects they have learn about. 

Their preferences are diverse, partially for the discrepancy of personalities. By reviewing former researches and 

findings, the study explored the effects the relations might bring to individuals growth and school attainments. The 

importance of relations has been pointed out. In the process of studying, some population characteristics are 

discovered that they might be involved in when bad relations happen between teachers and pupils. When bad relations 

or conflicts have risen between pupils and teachers, pupils with different socio-demographic elements have different 

attitudes towards their teachers. This will also influence pupils’ subject preference when bad relations come to being. 

Relative literatures have been looked up to find out the correlations among them. In a word, subject preference can be 

affected with the alteration of relations, and it can be related to some population features. This study also illuminates 

one of the goals of relative researches in the future: researchers should pay attention to the prevention done by 

teachers to avoid bad relations and the solution of mitigating bad relations when they actually happen between 

teachers and pupils 

Keywords: teacher-pupil relations, subject preference, pupil, population characteristics, academic 

achievements.  

1. INTRODUCTION 

Interaction is natural as human is gregarious.  

People try to build interpersonal interaction and gain 

responding and feedback. Heath and Hindmarsh have 

mentioned that developing routines, strategies, practices 

and procedures results in social interaction [1]. 

Individuals living in the contemporary society are 

having interactions with each other, or giving feedback 

to lots of stuffs. People feel the pain when they are hurt 

physically or mentally, share ideas to each other, etc.  

Nowadays more and more students go to school for 

further study and academic acquisitions. They have 

classes in school, communicate with their teachers about 

academic difficulties they have. In the past students 

were afraid of teachers, or supervisors in their school. 

However, the society is more enlightened than what it 

was in the past, and teachers make friends with students 

sometimes.  

To make their students comprehend course content, 

teachers will use multiple teaching methods to interact 

with their students and obtain real conditions of students’ 

study. Normally teachers will throw questions to the 

class and waiting for students to give them feedback. 

Some will create some fun games related to the subjects, 

or give students relative homework to finish. Diverse 

interaction with students will make them understand 

their subjects more deeply. Teachers will adopt new 

teaching strategies to help with their work. The spirit of 

innovation has positive impacts on both teachers and 

students. It has been revealed by Naz and Murad that 

innovative teaching methods should be implemented 

and modified to meet the students’ need [2]. 

Pupils are energetic and easy to distract. They lack 

discerning ability to choose helpful resources and learn 

autonomously. Teachers find it difficult sometimes to 

manage the class and control the rhythm of teaching. 

Thus teachers come up with rules and standards to 

regulate pupils’ behaviors, and also learning strategies 

appropriate for pupils. For pupils, courses will be much 

easier to understand, because their knowledge to the 

world is still not enough. They need to understand more 
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to learn more. In addition, their concentration lasts for a 

short time, and complex knowledge needs them to focus 

for a long time, which makes pupils hard to understand 

their subjects thoroughly and clearly. So the textbooks 

must contain easy knowledge for pupils to understand 

within their “concentrating time”. 

Students are made up of persons with varieties of 

characteristics, which lead to subject preference. Some 

students prefer science, while some may prefer to art, or 

music. For instance, the information they have got from 

the social media or some inspiration of life. Mostly, by 

having all kinds of courses in all stages of academic 

requirements, students will eventually understand what 

areas they are truly interested in, and a class contains 

many elements. Students have no conscious about 

subjects when they are on the first day of school. They 

establish their preference of their subject interest from 

their teachers, for they spend most of the time per day 

staying with them. 

Although a large quantity of researches discussing 

about the relationship among teachers and students have 

been published, there are a few studies talking about 

whether population characteristics have been involved 

when bad relations between teachers and pupils come to 

being, and what impacts it will have on subject 

preferences of pupils. Furrer and Skinner indicated that 

some socio-demographic characteristics like gender 

have become one of factors that influence teacher-pupil 

relations [3]. Teachers should guide their students to let 

them learn in a proper way by considering pupils’ 

characteristics when dealing with everything about 

pupils, which is what a good and qualified teacher 

should comprehend and exert. It involves not only 

academic achievements, but also the forming of habits 

and preferences. High value teachers can bring good 

impacts on pupils, and more benefits will be brought to 

pupils’ long-run attainments in all aspects [4]. 

2. TEACHER-STUDENT RELATIONS 

2.1. Authoritative teachers and obedient 

students 

Multiple relations between teachers and pupils can 

be multiple. It can be teaching process in which teacher 

and pupils spend most of the school time dealing with 

studying problems, impart pupils with new knowledge 

and help them brush up the old ones. 

Normally, class routine is fixed: teachers ask pupils 

questions, wait for their response, assign homework and 

review in the next day. Chinese and English teachers ask 

pupils to stand up and read some paragraphs of an 

article in front of the whole class, or they will dictate 

some new-learnt words or phrases. There are also some 

fun games of relative subjects created by teachers, such 

as idiom solitaire or English sitcom. For Math teachers, 

they choose to have calculation tests, and they will also 

select pupils to solve mathematical problems in front of 

the class. Teachers maximize teaching effects by 

designing disparate teaching methods. 

Teachers express their feelings towards pupils in 

both verbal and non-verbal ways. When a teacher thinks 

a student is doing well, she/he might touch her/his head, 

or greet this student with smiles. As the growing of 

pupils, their use of nonverbal signals becomes more 

subtle and sensitive, and so does their understanding of 

it [5]. In a study provided by S.R. St J. Neill about the 

effect of teachers’ facial expression and posture on 

children, touch is accepted by all groups of involved 

children of different ages as a way of teachers showing 

friendliness. In a word, the teacher will be nice to this 

student. Behaviors and feelings are mutual. Pupils will 

also show their affections or rejection. If a student likes 

her/his teacher, she/he will show respects to the teacher, 

and also try hard to perform well in this teacher’s class 

to win the favor.  

Apart from that, when being in a class in a primary 

school, there always have different types of pupils. 

Teachers will give their attention to some pupils who 

needs extra “care”. For instance, pupils have lower 

grades than others, or they have some physical problems. 

Teachers have to talk to them to confirm their study 

conditions. These factors which attach importance to 

individual differences, children’s need and social 

learning are called “Progressivism” by Kerlinger and 

Kaya [6]. Or teachers will create different strategies 

through the characteristics of the whole class, for 

students’ learning result can be sensitively affected by 

many factors [7], and they do not have enough time and 

energy to constitute a studying plan for each student. 

Thus, they need to figure out some proper ways to make 

their teaching methods fitting into the whole class. 

For pupils, they are told by parents that students 

should respect teachers in school, and go to ask your 

teacher when you have study problems. When there is 

something serious happens in school, pupils will first go 

to teachers’ for help. Teacher is more like a leader for 

pupils, since pupils’ parents would not company with 

them all day.  

2.2. Reasons for teacher-oriented relations 

Teacher-oriented relations have existed for a long 

time in China. But what are the reasons lead to it? 

Students’ academic achievements can be explained to a 

large extent. The most significant task for students is to 

get a good mark in the exam and be admitted to a good 

school, whether it is a high school or a university. 

Chasing for academic achievements is one of the most 

important things in students’ life. However, in the 

process of forming the relations between teachers and 

pupils, not only teachers should involve but also pupils 
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themselves. Helena Marsh had mentioned that the key 

factor to make students thrive in school is the high level 

of students’ participation [8]. For pupils, they need to 

finish their homework and pass the exams. For teachers, 

it is their job to help pupils achieve their academic 

achievements. The requirement of study forms the 

relations between teachers and pupils, for most of the 

time they are dealing with study problems with each 

other, and it is also the main reason for them to go to 

school.  

When being in a class in a primary school, there 

always have different types of pupils. Teachers will give 

their attention to some pupils who needs extra “care”. 

For instance, pupils have lower grades than others, or 

they have some physical problems. Teachers have to talk 

to them to confirm their conditions.  

Teacher is more like a leader, especially when their 

parents are not around. When they meet something that 

is difficult for them to solve, they usually go to the 

leader for help.  Pupils’ ability of imitating is very 

strong. According to Markus Talvio el al. [9], the social 

and emotion ability might influence pupils in all aspects. 

Teacher is the model for pupils. By observing adults, 

pupils decide what are appropriate to imitate. However, 

the models can both lead to positive and negative effect 

[10]. If a teacher himself has some bad habits, he might 

inadvertently reveal them and his bad manners may 

cause improper mimicry. 

2.3. Significance of relations 

It is noted by K. M. Evans that teachers are the most 

important and influential adults in pupils’ life after their 

parents, the ones who put enormous impacts in pupils’ 

growth and mind [11]. The exact age of pupils is 6-12, 

and this is a stage when students are learning not just 

how to study but how to form a good personality, and 

also the way of seeing the world. Good teacher-student 

relations can help pupils grow up more confidently, and 

a good relationship is good for their mental health. 

Frances Mathews et al. have pointed out that 13% of the 

children and teenagers who have reached the age of 

accepting compulsory education have mental problems 

[12]. They also found data in other studies that in many 

countries, the most common consult service in relation 

to children’s mental health in school is teacher. 

Obviously mental health disorder is common among 

children, and teachers play a very important role of 

leading pupils to the “right path”. Pupils are a group of 

children who are forming their mind and shaping their 

own opinions. There should be someone who can have a 

healthy relationship with them to deliver them 

knowledge of the world. 

Anouke Bakx et al. have mentioned that a strong 

effect can be seen of teachers’ behaviors on students’ 

outcome [13]. If teachers treat their students bad or be 

unfriendly to students, the interest for students of certain 

subjects will decrease. Student is not the only one who 

should work hard and pay attention to the process of 

studying. It is a co-operation between teachers and 

students. Teachers mobilize their whole passion and 

motivation to give their students the best they have, and 

these can inspire pupils’ interest and enthusiasm towards 

studying.  

Thus, the relations bring effects to pupils’ academic 

achievement. In a research done by William L. Sander 

and June C. Rivers, they studied whether teachers will 

promote pupils’ academic attainment when pupils go for 

further study [14]. They used database in Tennessee’s 

two metropolitans systems to seek out the result. The 

conclusion had been revealed by formers that teachers’ 

effect is the most single dominant factor of students’ 

grades. The two researchers strongly indicated and 

confirmed the result, which proves that teachers have 

things to do with pupils’ academic achievement. Their 

research suggested that students should be given to 

effective teachers instead of the ineffective, which can 

improve students’ grades, which will bring healthy 

relations between teachers and pupils on academic stuff. 

Good teachers are in the “lucky- of-the-draw” of 

teachers’ sequence, and the sequence play the most 

significant role in pupils’ life. That means effective 

teachers who have good relations with pupils have 

positive impacts on pupils’ grades. However, if pupils 

are not lucky enough, they will meet bad teachers and 

their grades will get “hurt” by teachers’ ineffectiveness. 

What a teacher is like can really influence pupils’ marks, 

so it is significant that teacher-pupil relations should 

exist in a healthy way. 

3. SUBJECT PREFERENCE 

3.1. Factors causing subject preference 

Pupils will face their subject preference when they 

start having classes in school. Apeh et al. pointed out 

that psychologists are interested in personal difference 

because it links to an individual’s personality, learning 

and personal motivation, which means choices of 

individuals are related to the diversity of human beings 

[15]. By analyzing the scores of different types of pupils, 

they drew out a conclusion that diverse personalities 

cause the existence of subject preference. Due to 

personal differences, pupils have their own interest for 

different subjects, and math is a typical subject to 

demonstrate this phenomenon. A study of science 

subject preference shows that self matches better with 

favorite-subject prototype, subject preference will be 

stronger [16]. For instance, some pupils love math 

because math prototype fit in with them better than 

other subjects. 
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3.2. Teacher-pupil relations affect pupils’ 

subject preference 

Primary school is an early stage of study. In this 

stage pupils are forming academic habits on subjects 

they are learning. Subject preference is included in them. 

Once the certain attitude towards a subject have been 

formed, it will be hard for them to alter in the later 

stages of studying, which shows the importance of 

factors that may influence pupils’ preference in the early 

education [17]. The impact of teacher-pupil relations is 

one of the main factors that affect pupils’ subject 

preference. 

Pupils’ motivation towards a certain subject forms 

their preference of it, and the development of motivation 

comes from their cognition of class atmosphere. Class 

atmosphere is established by both pupils and teachers. If 

a teacher has bad relations with pupils, the atmosphere 

of study will become worse, and soon affect pupils’ 

attitude towards this subject taught by this teacher. 

Studies show that bad atmosphere in class between 

teachers and pupils can make motivation of pupils 

decrease [18].  

Pupils of different genders have different subject 

preference, and they will establish different relations 

with their teachers. Girls and boys have showed 

differences not only in physical but also in personalities 

when being in the age of primary school. Donna M.  

Tuman has done a study of drawing about children of 

different genders [19]. He mentioned that when facing a 

drawing topic about “conflict”, girls tended to imagine 

quarrels between family members, while boys thought 

“conflict” was about wars. In the end of the study, 

Tuman pointed out that when two groups are drawing, 

they would not jump out the predicted gender 

framework. That could prove the traditional traits of 

girls and boys: Girls tend to be quiet, sensitive and focus 

more on humanities. Boys are adventurous. When they 

meet troubles such as dealing with bad relations with 

their teachers, they will use methods to solve them 

which are dissimilar, due to their characteristics. 

The discrepancy decides pupils’ attitude towards 

teachers when relations are getting worse. The findings 

of Sue Walker et al. reveals girls are likely to have 

pro-social response when they are dealing with 

problems [20]. Boys are more aggressive and angry. 

Dodgeet al. said “Girls appear to participate in mitigate 

conflicts than boys” [21], which might prove that when 

being criticized on academic problems, there is a high 

probability that girls are quiet and listen to teachers. 

They try to avoid conflicts, while boys are likely to have 

quarrels with teachers. They may not be convinced that 

easily. Apart from the study of Sue Walker t al., Stake 

and Katz pointed out that girls tend to be more obedient 

than boys in class, and boys are noisier than girls [22]. 

The data also demonstrates that female teachers are 

more active to pupils’ response than male teachers. Lack 

of social approval for male teachers makes them contain 

less passion towards pupils when teaching. 

Pupils’ gender may decide their ways of dealing with 

bad relations with teachers. Also, teachers’ gender may 

let them choose different paths to educate pupils when 

academic problems appear. These will make difference 

on pupils’ subject preference. If teachers deal with bad 

relations with pupils of dissimilar characteristics in an 

inappropriate way or without individualization, they are 

actually combating pupils’ learning motivation. From 

teachers’ perspective, establishing positive relations 

with pupils can inspire them to promote pupils’ 

achievement, and bad relations such as conflicts with 

pupils’ will stop teachers from facilitating good 

atmosphere [23].  This explains why good and healthy 

relations will boost pupils’ interest towards a certain 

subject, and bad relations will prevent them from having 

interest with it. 

4. CONCLUSION 

The finding of this study reveals that when teachers 

and students have conflicts or they do not reach to 

agreement, multiple elements might be injected into 

their relations: socio-demographic factors such as 

gender, personalities, learning atmosphere, parenting 

styles. For the discrepancy of different genders, the 

characteristics of boys and girls are dissimilar, and this 

will make their dealing with teachers under a bad 

situation have unlikeness in some aspects. 

The future studies should focus more on what steps 

should be taken to restore bad teacher-pupil relations. 

The more teachers self-disclose to students, the more 

students will be interested in their curriculum [24]. 

Establishing certain teaching methods facing on 

different genders contributes to both teachers and pupils. 

Offering pupils right opportunities and methods to help 

promote their personal cognition and creative is a prior 

thing that teachers have to do in the teaching schedule. 

When communicate with boys and girls in elementary 

school, teachers ought to think about more before they 

take actions. Teachers themselves need to learn about 

features of pupils to understand the causes of their 

behavior, and optimize their teaching process. In the 

future, the effects that are brought by teacher-pupil 

relations to subject preference should be given more 

attention to by researchers. 
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