Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
Generation Alpha in the Classroom: How Teachers Understand Rapport and Engagement
Introduction, Purpose, & Objectives
As educational environments continue to shift and develop to reflect global events, including generational student differences and improved technology, instructors are faced with finding increasingly creative solutions to maintaining student engagement. Student engagement can be defined as “how involved or interested students appear to be in their learning and how connected they are to their class, their institutions, and each other” (Axelson & Flick, 2010, p. 38). Student engagement is connected to the greater framework of student success, including grades, student well-being, and retention (Boekarts, 2016; Parker & Hodgson, 2020). Engagement is structured by contexts such as the learning environment, learning activities, and relationships with both peers and instructors (Bond et al., 2020). Increased student engagement correlates to empowered learners who reciprocate the positive reinforcement back into their work, again producing better grades, higher perceptions of positive student well-being, and better retention (Bond et al., 2020). The overall emotional environment is a prominent theme for student success, specifically in reference to student-instructor rapport development and students’ perception of instructor care and consideration for their academic and individual success (Walls et al., 2002). As education moves into an increasingly digital and technology-assisted environment, digital-native generations like Generation-Z and Generation-Alpha continue to adapt and excel. Despite all efforts to adapt classrooms for these new generation, increasing populations of students are disengaged, especially in low-income and rural communities, often linked with communities with high agricultural industrialization (Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). 
One aspect of the nuanced matrix of elements related to student engagement is instructor-student relationships (Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). Supportive and stable relationships with instructors are important for healthy student development and engagement, as well as leading to greater student success, perseverance, and academic growth (Fredricks, 2014).  The root of solid, foundational relationships is student-instructor rapport. Rapport facilitates not just the transfer of knowledge, but also the co-construction of understanding through dynamic interactions. Rapport in education is a multidimensional relational construct that extends beyond friendliness, encompassing authenticity, trust, and emotional responsiveness between instructors and students (Frisby & Buckner, 2017; Gremler & Gwinner, 2000). Rapport creates a supportive educational space, where students feel emotionally safe, aligning with Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs, thus enhancing comfort in participating in class activities, labs, discussions, projects, and other course elements. By fostering genuine care and attentiveness, rapport enhances learning environments, encouraging engagement, collaboration, and personal growth (Frisby & Buckner, 2017). For the purpose of this research, rapport is defined as the perceived emotional connection between instructors and students, demonstrated through trust, authentic communication, personalized support, responsiveness, and encouragement of student autonomy (Fredricks, 2014; Frisby & Buckner, 2017; Gremler & Gwinner, 2000). Specifically, rapport is understood as a multidimensional construct encompassing affective elements (e. g., care, empathy, and emotional support) and behavioral elements (e.g., feedback, approachability, and engagement strategies) that create an environment of emotional safety, belonging, and academic support. Little research has explored how rapport-building strategies specifically impact Generation Alpha students in agricultural education. Agricultural education uniquely emphasizes experiential, hands-on learning, problem solving, and instructor-guided practical experiences, distinguishing it from traditional classroom settings (Coleman et al., 2024; Figland et al., 2020). Rapport in this setting directly influences student engagement and educational outcomes due to the nature of these immersive and relationally driven learning experiences (Roberts & Dyer, 2004). 
The purpose of this convergent parallel mixed-methods study is to examine the role of rapport development in fostering student engagement, belonging, and cognitive learning among Generation Alpha learners.
Research Question:
I. What rapport development strategies have instructors implemented and perceived to be successful among Generation Alpha students? 
Research Objectives:
II. To determine instructors’ perceived development of rapport with their students. 
III. To determine instructors' perceptions of students' cognitive learning and knowledge acquisition. 
IV. To examine the relationship between student-instructor rapport development and cognitive learning.  
Theoretical Framework
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) provides a useful lens for understanding how rapport operates within the classroom environment. As a macrotheory of human motivation, SDT explores how social contexts influence individuals’ motivation, behavior, and well-being through the fulfillment of basic psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 2008). In the context of teacher-student relationships, SDT helps explain how rapport fosters autonomy, competence, and relatedness, three essential elements that promote engagement, intrinsic motivation, and meaningful learning experiences (Deci & Ryan, 2008). SDT, as described by Deci and Ryan (2000), provides a theoretical lens through which to understand how student motivation and engagement are influenced by rapport. SDT address individuals’ psychological needs for (1) autonomy, (2) competence, and (3) relatedness. In SDT, autonomy refers to learners taking ownership of their educational experience (Reeve, 2002). Rapport may be used to encourage students’ perspectives and choices, ensuring they are valued and increasing student autonomy. Rapport supports conditions where students feel comfortable taking intellectual risks, expressing ideas openly, and independently directing their learning experiences, ultimately promoting intrinsic motivation. Competence is also positively impacted by rapport (Guay, 2022). In the process of building rapport, instructors also often provide personalized support, consistent feedback, and encouragement, which significantly increases students’ confidence and perceptions of competence. When students perceive their instructor genuinely believes in their abilities, their confidence increases, enabling them to approach more challenging tasks and take risks, with more persistence and resilience. Continued positive support or reinforcement helps students master skills for effectively reaching educational objectives. Furthermore, rapport addresses the SDT need for relatedness by encouraging meaningful interpersonal connections between students and instructors (Guay, 2022). Students continue to be more actively engaged in learning activities when authentic, supportive relationships are cultivated among students and instructors. These relationships reinforce students’ sense of belonging and connection, leading to greater enthusiasm for learning and sustained long-term involvement in academic pursuits.
Methods
Research Design, Population, and Sampling
To gain a comprehensive understanding of the research problem, a convergent parallel mixed methods design was employed. In this approach, quantitative and qualitative data (QUAL + QUAN) were collected simultaneously from instructors (Morse, 1991). Both data sets were given equal weight, analyzed independently, then merged for interpretation (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). Participants of this study were school based agriculture education (SBAE) teachers primarily in the high school setting, attending the National FFA Organizations Washington Leadership Conference (WLC) advisor and chaperone program in the summer of 2025. To be eligible for participation, teachers must be currently teaching Generation Alpha or Generation Alpha-cusp students. Of the 200 eligible participants attending, 43 teachers completed both data collections voluntarily (n=43). Participants represented 22 U.S. states from all four contiguous regions. Participants also represented a range of tenure length including early-career, mid-career (8-23 years) (n= 20), and late-career (24+ years) (n= 6). Participants also represent a range of school sizes including micro (<200 students) (n=7), small (200-400 students) (n=9), medium (400-999 students) (n=16), and large (1000+ students) (n=11). Finally, participants were asked if they had received prior training on instructor-student rapport development, which 17 participants reported having previously.
Quantitative Data Collection, Instrumentation, and Analysis	
Data collection included two parts. First was a quantitative instrument adapted from Frisby & Martin’s (2010) modified rapport and cognitive learning measures. This instrument was originally adapted from Gremler and Gwinner’s (2000) service rapport scale, now modified to fit the context of higher education. Frisby and Martin report strong internal consistency for the measure, reporting Cronbach’s alphas of .94 for instructor-student rapport. Within the context of this study, items were slightly reworded to reflect high school agriculture teacher’s experience with Generation Alpha students. The modified rapport instrument measures enjoyable interactions (six items; e.g., “I have a good sense of humor with my students”) and personal connection (five items; e.g., “My students strongly care about me as their instructor”). The cognitive learning measure consisted of 10 items reflecting student recall, knowledge, understanding, and the development of skills. Each of these items were placed on a six-point Likert scale. Participants completed the instrument via Qualtrics survey. 
Qualitative Data Collection, Protocols, and Analysis
The second part of this mixed methods study included the qualitative data collection. This occurred through a facilitated professional development session where participants discussed concepts such as defining and initiating rapport, rapport in practice, rapport and student success, and a final reflection. Data was collected via researcher field notes, guided participant worksheets, and session artifacts such as flipcharts and sticky notes. Field notes captured participant dialog and group processes, while worksheets and flipcharts contained individual written responses to prompts. All data was transcribed and analyzed using thematic analysis, resulting in coding of data, grouping of codes, and ultimately the identification of broader, overarching themes (Bruan & Clarke, 2008). Data triangulation across field notes, worksheets, and artifacts enhanced trustworthiness.  Together, these strategies helped ensure the qualitative findings were credible, dependable, and reflective of participant perspectives, following Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria for establishing trustworthiness.
Findings
Quantitative analysis reveals no statistical differences emerged in perceived enjoyment, rapport, or cognitive learning when comparing tenure length, school size, and previous training. One-way ANOVAs comparing Enjoyable Interaction and Rapport across career stages yielded F-values of 1.50 (p = 0.236) and 0.52 (p = 0.598). Likewise, grouping respondents by prior training on rapport development or school size only produced minimal variance in mean scores for Personal Connection (mean ≈ 4.93 for trained vs 5.01 for untrained) and Cognitive Learning. 
Qualitative data analysis through thematic analysis revealed four themes related to rapport development, student learning, and teacher presence. Many instructors shared the value they recognized in building rapport with their students. In their responses, they highlighted the strategies they implement and their perceived impacts on the classroom. 
Building Presence and Personal Connection
In their qualitative response, many participants note the strategies and actions they take to build an authentic relationship with their students. Many of these strategies are incorporated into their classroom cultures such as knowing every student by name, greeting students at the door or in the hallway each period, and introducing themselves in detail on the first day of class. Some strategies shared include creating a more personal connection with each student by asking them about their interests, referencing current students’ family members they previously instructed, utilizing self-deprecation and humor as a tool for connection and expression of vulnerability, writing birthday cards to each student, and even supporting extracurricular activities. Multiple teachers shared the impact that attending students' sporting events, recitals, and theater outside of school hours plays on student connection, engagement, and class behavior. Other instructors disclosed how they make time to build personal connections through structured time each week. Examples of this include weekly reflections with students and a no-technology coffee house period at the start of the school day. 
Managing Student Behavior with Human Warmth
Teachers shared how they maintain student behavior by leveraging rapport. Many participants admitted that authority in the classroom is increasingly tough. Some participants reported taking a sterner approach to authority, stating phrases such as “Don’t be their friend, you’re their teacher,” “be stern,” “draw the line and keep it,” and “you may just not be that kid’s person.” Other instructors shared a more flexible approach to maintaining student behavior. Some shared a having success with a “counselor” approach, sharing phrases such as “[I’m] not a counselor, but we have to listen” or “Be present and give them your attention when they want to talk but be professional about it.” A unique finding of this study was the concept of incorporating more maturity and individualization into maintaining behavior. One participant shared, “refuse to treat them like a kid.” Others shared concepts such as “balance professional boundaries and expectations” and “don’t be afraid to have fun—meet in the middle and be human.” Multiple participants shared the value they find in “disciplining respectfully.” 
Student-Centric Customization
A unique theme to present itself is the emergence of customized learning preferences among Generation-Alpha students. Many teachers reported the need for individualized learning, one participant going as far as stating the need for an “IEP for each student.” Another participant expressed the need to “find what makes them excited and bring that into the curriculum.” The concept of individualized learning is emphasized to bring attention to the growing push from school administration, shifting pedagogical practices, but most importantly recognition of student needs. Teachers repeatably expressed how they “meet students where they are.” This also includes incorporating student interests into lessons and conversation to help scaffold content. 
In reference to Generation-Alpha specifically, teachers are adapting units of instruction to be shorter, quicker paced, and with more technology integration. One instructor highlighted the value of choice for Generation-Alpha students by sharing their experience with students who, when given the option to give a live speech or create and edit a video on the same topic, chose writing, filming, and editing a video. In the same vein, teachers shared the value of choice boards for students. Alongside the theme of adaptable and flexible learning environments, teachers shared offering more flexibility in completing assignments and extending deadlines if a student communicates a need. Finally, participants shared the importance of giving timely, individualized feedback to students, relating to student needs of validation. 
Institutional and Contextual Factors
Participants noted many contextual factors related to their classroom rapport development, or lack thereof. First was participant school size, with many citing micro and small school sizes as helpful to building rapport. Inversely, large school sizes posed difficulties in rapport development, with higher student-teacher ratios and more non-consecutive student enrollment. Teachers also cited high teacher turnover to be a contributing factor toward lack of student trust and respect. One participant stated, “higher turnover is rough on kids,” signifying the lack of trust and consistency in programs year-to-year. Additionally, even when teachers are consistent, each classroom has different expectations and variance in student accountability, resulting in inconsistent discipline by instructors and more behavioral issues from students. 
Many teachers also cited administrative and parental support as a pinch point in the classrooms. Often, school administration has a limited understanding of the scope of an agriculture education program, with one teacher sharing, “This is a program, not a class.” This lack of understanding results in students often being placed within a classroom they do not wish to be a part of, resulting in higher levels of behavior issues. This coupled with a lack of parental support, results in a lack of respect for instructors having a ripple effect on students and administrative responses to parental concerns often failing to align with or reinforce teachers’ professional judgment. On top of this matrix of issues, nuance is added through cultural elements like gender and privilege biases, generational differences in respect, as well as emerging statewide technology mandates limited the use of devices in the classroom, effecting highly technology driven Generation-Alpha students’ engagement. 
Discussion & Recommendations
Quantitative results produced no statistical significance in rapport or cognitive learning across career sages, school size, or prior training. Despite this, qualitative findings revealed multiple nuanced themes related to SBAE teachers’ sense of effective instruction and classroom culture with rapport being a key area. These mixed results suggest that while rapport may vary significantly in measurable demographics, its use as a classroom tool is perceived as valuable and qualitatively rich. Findings suggest that rapport development is less about formal training and more about intentional structures, presence, empathy, and personalization. These findings align with Self-Determination Theory (SDT), as teachers’ descriptions of rapport aiding in student motivation, discipline, and engagement, reflecting the elements of relatedness and competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Frisby & Buckner, 2017; Guay, 2022). Additionally, students need for individualization, autonomy, and technology integration emphasizes the element of autonomy in SDT (Bond et al., 2020; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Guay, 2022). This study also highlights a shift in power dynamics, with instructors balancing authority with human warmth as response to Generation Alpha’s expectation of mutual respect and dialog, opposed to a rigid hierarchy and ascribed respect (Fredricks, 2014; Walls et al., 2002). Generation Alpha’s evolving expectations challenge traditional teacher-student hierarchies, pushing education toward co-constructed engagement models emphasizing autonomy and connection (Axelson & Flick, 2010; Boekarts, 2016). As Generation Alpha continues to emerge into SBAE programs, continuous shifts will be necessary to make. Perhaps SBAE teachers intuitively practice relational pedagogy but may lack structured frameworks to assess or replicate it. Generation Alpha thrives on subject relevance, choice and autonomy, as well as relational safety (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Guay, 2022; Maslow, 1943). Rather than attempting to force a square peg into a round hole by insisting that Generation Alpha students sustain longer periods of attention, SBAE teachers should instead adapt instructional design to meet students where they are, structuring learning activities that leverage shorter, more focused engagement windows, with greater technology integration, and flexibility (Bond et al., 2020). Additionally, traditional discipline appears increasingly ineffective without emotional connection and rapport (Frisby & Buckner, 2017; Fredricks, 2014). Finally, teachers are facing structural barriers that limit rapport development such as large class sizes, administrative misunderstanding of SBAE programs, high teacher turnover, technology bans, and low parental support. 
Rapport remains a critical and under-trained competency in teacher preparation programs. As result of this study, recommendations for practice by teachers, school, and administrative leadership are proposed as follows. Teachers should be intentional in embedding rapport-building “rituals” into their classroom culture (e.g., greeting students by name, regular student check-ins, celebrating student milestones), leverage technology and student autonomy instead of limited device use, balance professionalism and authenticity in authority strategies (e.g., establish and maintain clear boundaries from start, model vulnerability, incorporate authenticity and empathy), personalize learning and feedback (e.g., adapt lessons to student interests, provide timely feedback, illicit and incorporate student feedback), and structure instruction with SDT elements (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Frisby & Martin, 2010; Guay, 2022). For school and administrative leadership, more professional development should focus on relational pedagogy and rapport, not just classroom management (Frisby & Buckner, 2017). Additionally, school and district administration should reassess policies that limit technology use and consider co-creating an engagement policy amongst teachers, students, and administration (Bond et al., 2020). This study informs future research efforts and leads to the recommendation for research in student perceptions of rapport to triangulate with instructor perspectives. It is also recommended that longitudinal effects of rapport training on student outcomes and teacher retention be studied. Finally, as education becomes more digitally present and technologically responsive, researchers should examine technological rapport-building, considering elements such as virtual presence, e-communication, and its effects on technology-native learners (Frisby & Martin, 2010; Bond et al., 2020).
References
Axelson, R. D., & Flick, A. (2010). Defining Student Engagement. Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning, 43(1), 38–43. https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2011.533096
Bond, M., Buntins, K., Bedenlier, S., Zawacki-Richter, O., & Kerres, M. (2020) Mapping research in student engagement and educational technology in higher education. A systematic evidence map. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education 17(1), 1–30. https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-019-0176-8. 
Boekaerts, M. (2016) Engagement as an inherent aspect of the learning process. Learning and Instruction 43, 76–83. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2016.02.001 
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2011). Designing and conducting mixed methods research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Coleman, B., Bunch, J. C., & Roberts, T. G. (2024). Experiential learning in agricultural education: A philosophical discussion. Journal of Agricultural Education, 65(1), 283–302.
Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The" what" and" why" of goal pursuits: Human needs and the self-determination of behavior. Psychological inquiry, 11(4), 227–268.
Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2008). Self-determination theory: A macrotheory of human motivation, development, and health. Canadian Psychology, 49(3), 182–185. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012801
Figland, W. L., Roberts, R., & Blackburn, J. J. (2020). Reconceptualizing problem solving: Applications for the delivery of agricultural education’s comprehensive, three-circle model in the 21st Century. Journal of Southern Agricultural Education Research, 70(1), 1–20.
Fredricks, J. A. (2014). Eight myths of student disengagement: Creating classrooms of deep learning. Classroom Insights from Educational Psychology. Corwin Press. 1483359107, 9781483359106
Frisby, B. N., & Buckner, M. M. (2017). Rapport in the instructional context. In Handbook of instructional communication, 126–137. Routledge.
Frisby, B. N., & Martin, M. M. (2010). Instructor–student and student–student rapport in the classroom. Communication Education, 59(2), 146–164.
Gremler, D. D., & Gwinner, K. P. (2000). Customer-employee rapport in service relationships. Journal of Service Research, 3(1), 82–104.
Guay, F. (2021). Applying self-determination theory to education: Regulations types, psychological needs, and autonomy supporting behaviors. Canadian Journal of School Psychology, 37(1), 75–92. https://doi.org/10.1177/08295735211055355
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. sage.
Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. In Psychological Review, 50 (4), 430–437. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.
Morse, J. M. (1991). Approaches to qualitative & quantitative methodological triangulation. Nursing Research, 40(2), 120–123. https://dx.doi.org/10.1097/00006199-199103000-00014
Parker, R., & Hodgson, D. (2020). One size does not fit all: Engaging students who have experienced trauma. Issues in Educational Research, 30(1), 245–259.
 Reeve, J. (2002). Self-determination theory applied to educational settings. In E. L. Deci & R. M. Ryan (Eds.), Handbook of self-determination research, 183–203. University of Rochester Press.
Roberts, T. G., & Dyer, J. E. (2004). Characteristics of effective agriculture teachers. Journal of Agricultural Education, 45(4), 82–95.
Walls, R. T., Nardi, A. H., Minden, A. M., & Hoffman, N. (2002). The characteristics of effective and ineffective teachers. Teacher Education Quarterly, 29(1), 39–48. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23478326
Washor, E., & Mojkowski, C. (2014). Student disengagement: It’s deeper than you think. Phi Delta Kappan, 95(8).  https://doi.org/10.1177/003172171409500803


2

