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ABSTRACT

Higher education institutions are investing significant effort into the improvement of student
success,retentionandsatisfaction.Someeffortisbeingexpendedinresearchseekingtounderstand
influencingfactors,butthemajorityofeffortisdirectedtowardsimprovingteachingquality.Effort
toimproveteachingqualityischaracterisedbyprofessionaldevelopmentinitiatives,thegeneralaim
beingtofacilitatetheshiftawayfromtraditionalteacher-centredapproaches,towardsstudent-centred
approaches.Thoughtheseinitiativesareusefulthereexistsanomission(orattheveryleastanarea
ofsevere-under-emphasis)withinthediscoursesurroundingteachingqualityinhighereducation–
explicitattentiontotheteacher-studentconnection.Thepremiseofthepresentarticleisthattomake
greaterinroadsintobetteringstudentexperiencesandoutcomes,theteacher-studentconnection,along
withthehumanistperspectiveinwhichitisembedded,isintegraltothequalityteachingpracticein
highereducation.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Thethemesofstudentsatisfaction,successandretentionreverberateloudlythroughoutinstitutionsof
highereducationaroundtheworld.Efforttofulfilthemissionof‘gainingtheedge’instudentsuccess,
retentionandsatisfactionisprecipitatingagreatdealofactivitywithinhighereducation:programsof
studyarebeingevaluatedandrevised;coursesandteachingpracticesarebeingsubjectedtoscrutinyas
neverbefore;themyriadoffactorsthatinfluencestudentsuccessandretentionarebeingresearched;
andsignificantinvestmentisbeingmadeintoraisingthequalityofteachingbybuildingteaching
staffcapabilitiesinstudent-centredlearning,onlinelearning,flippedclassrooms,andahostofother
‘innovative’teachingstrategies.Inhallwayconversationsamongteachingstaffitisnotuncommon
tohearconcernabouthowtogetstudentstocometoclass,howtobuildstudents’academicskills,
andhowtogetstudentstoengagewithassessment.Mostrecently,intheauthor’shomeinstitution,
activelearninghasbecomeahigh-profileconcept.Numerousstaffdevelopmentworkshopshave
beeninitiated,andan‘activelearning’lecturecaptureplatformhasbeenimplemented.Highonthe
learningandteachingagendaistheinstitutionwideuptakeofactivelearningasateachingapproach
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impactingpositivelyonstudentexperiences,successandoutcomes.Amidtheintenseactivityand
discoursesurroundingstudentsatisfaction,successandretention,thereexistsastarkomission(orat
leastanareaofsevereunder-emphasis)-theteacher-studentconnection.

Interestingly,althoughtheteacher-studentconnectionisneglectedinhighereducationteaching,
inPre-Kto12education the teacher-studentconnectionreceivesasignificantdegreeofattention
andhasbeenwell researched (Bernstein,Yamashiro,&Nonan,2013). In thedomainof formal
schooling,thecrucialroleplayedbypositiveteacher-studentconnectionsinhelpingtoachievehigh
learnerengagementandpositivelearningoutcomesisoftenacknowledged(e.g.Liberante,2012;
Gallagher,2013).It isoftenarguedthatduringtheyearsofformalschoolingtheteacher-student
connectionwarrantsparticularattentionbecauseintheyoungeryears,childrenarestilldeveloping,
andsotheyhaveastrongneedfornurture.Indeed,muchoftheliteraturearoundteacher-student
connection is positioned in the earlier years of schooling, and is often aligned with attachment
theoriesrelevanttochilddevelopment,andlinkedwithfacilitatingstudents’socialandacademic
development(Gallagher,2013).But,positiveteacher-studentconnectionshaveasignificantimpact
onstudent learningoutcomes regardlessofageand thus there isno reasonwhyattention to the
qualityofteacher-studentrelationshipsshouldbelimitedtoyoungstudentsintheirformalyearsof
schooling.Groundedinhumanisttheory,apositiveteacher-studentconnectionisvitaltothesuccess
ofstudent-centredlearningapproachesacrosseducationaldomains,highereducationincluded.Strong
teacher-studentconnectionimpactspositivelyonstudentmotivation,boostsconfidence,improves
academicself-efficacyandultimatleyplaysanimportantroleinstudents’successfulachievementof
academicoutcomes(Markle&O’Banion,2014).

In the domain of higher education discussion of teaching quality often revolves around
constructivism. Featuring in higher education teaching professional development initiatives,
constructivismisawell-recognisedandoftencitededucationaltheory,butitsco-requisite,humanism,
inwhichtheteacher-studentconnectionissituatedisnotnearlysowellacknowledged.Theintent
withwhichthepresentarticleiswrittenistobringhumanismandtheembodiednotionofteacher-
studentconnection,intothediscussionofqualityteachinginhighereducation.Itisarguedthatif
wearetomakeinroadsintobetterstudentexperience,greaterstudentsuccess,andhigherlevelsof
retention,thenestablishingapositiveteacher-studentconnectionshould,andmust,beintegralto
qualityteachinginhighereducation.

Giventhattheteacher-studentconnectionisgroundedinhumanisttheory,priortoembarkingon
furtherdiscussionoftheimportanceoftheteacher-studentconnectioninhighereducationteaching,
itisusefultoverybrieflyconsiderthefoundationalconceptsofhumanisttheory.

HUMANISM AT A GLANCE

Distinctfrombehaviourismwithitsemphasisonbehaviourandoperantconditioning,anddistinctfrom
thenotionofknowledgediscoveryandlearningasconstructionofmeaning,foundincognitivism,
humanismpivotsontheprinciplesofhumanrelatednessandthehumanneedforrelationshipsto
others.Asaparadigm,humanismtapsintoideasabouthumandignity,potentialempowermentand
freedom.Humanisttheoryespousesaviewoftheworldnotfromtheperspectiveofothers,butfrom
the subjective standpoint of the individual.Humanist practitioners seek tounderstandhoweach
individual perceives and interprets phenomena. Thus, humanism is about conscious experience.
Importantly,humanismpositionspeoplenotashelpless‘victims’ofcircumstanceorsimplyreacting
to‘stimulus’,butratherascreativeandactiveagentsabletoovercomeadversity.

People,accordingtothehumanistperspectiveareessentiallygood.Theyareinnatelydrivenbythe
needforself-improvement.Eachindividual’sneedforcontinuedgrowth,improvementandfulfilment
iscapturedinthenotionofself-actualisation.AsdefinedbyMaslow(1943),self-actualisationrefers
tothehumanneedtorealizeone’sfullpotential, tobefulfilledandtodoalltheyarecapableof
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