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Student Relationship Structures Inventory

PURPOSE DIRECTIONS:

These tools support educators in identifying existing 1. Read the introductory page to learn more about student

student relationship structures and learning more developmental needs and common structural barriers to meeting

about the quality of experiences within structures, those needs in a school setting.

through an inclusive and reflective process. 2. Engage in a three-part series of activities that includes: a Student
Relationship Structures Inventory, strategies for Digging Deeper
Into Practices and Experiences, and a Reflect + Plan activity.

It can be said that what we resource — what we commit time, energy, space and capital to, and invest in — shows us what we
most value. The science behind whole-child design clearly tells us that increasingly complex brain connections are developed in
the presence of warm, consistent, attuned relationships; positive experiences; and positive perceptions of those experiences.!
But what are the ways in which we resource for relationships that help optimize student learning and thriving in school
settings?

We know that the design of school systems is often at odds with what we know about human development. We also know that
depersonalized environments are most damaging for students who are also experiencing the effects of poverty, trauma and
discrimination without adequate supports. Some of the challenges related to current school structuring are noted in the table
below:

School Structures at Odds with Developmental Needs?

Elementary Level Secondary Level

e Student rotations through 7-8 teachers per day in
secondary schools

e Schedules where teachers may see 150 to 200
students per day in short 45-minute blocks

e Limited time to build personalized knowledge about

e Student transitions to a new teacher each year

e A Prussian-age grading model (rather than one that
considers developmental range)

e Large class sizes making teacher-student connection
challenging

e An almost singular focus on academic content
knowledge and skills, with SEL and relationship
building as an add-on (or nice-to-have)

students and get to know students and families well
e Counselors assigned to attend to the “personal
needs” of hundreds of students

e Formal roles, responsibilities and evaluations that e High school settings that de-emphasize personal

emphasize instructional expertise and management connections with adults and that engage in intense

but do not typically develop relational capacities evaluation and competitive ranking of students, just

e Increased emphasis on test results and test as young people are most sensitive to social

preparation over relational experiences that can also comparisons

facilitate learning

Research and practice tell us that it is not just the presence of relational structures (such as class meeting/advisory, peer
mentoring, cohorting, and small learning environments) that make the difference in the lives of students - it is also the
quality of ongoing interactions and experiences that personalize the learning environment and create more productive and
engaging contexts for learning. The three-part series of activities provided in this tool will support you in addressing both
of these aspects of relational structures.

1 Center on the Developing Child. (2016). From best practices to breakthrough impacts: A science-based approach to building a more promising future for
young children and families. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, Center on the Developing Child.

2 Darling-Hammond, L., Flook, L., Cook-Harvey, C., Barron, B., & Osher, D. (2019). Implications for educational practice of the science of learning and
development. Applied Developmental Science, 1-44. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2018.1537791
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PART I: Student Relationship Structure Inventory

Use this tool as a starting place to identify the relational structures present in your school context. This will help you to
then dig deeper into analyzing the characteristics of experiences within these structures that contribute to student
belonging, motivation and growth.

A. ldentify the student relationship structures present at the CLASSROOM/GRADE LEVEL.:

NOTE: While some of these structures take place across multiple classrooms, they are defined by the ability to be fairly
independently organized and/or enacted by individual educators.

o Class meeting/Advisory o  Affinity groups

o Group talk processes (e.g., Think-Pair-Share, Gallery o Formal and informal small group experiences (e.g.,
Walk, Socratic Seminar, Snowball/Pyramid Discussion ) book club, lunch bunch)

o Peer mentoring o ADD YOUR OWN:

o Service or civic engagement experiences o ADD YOUR OWN:

o Peer mediation or other restorative structures o ADD YOUR OWN:

B. Identify the student relationship structures present at the SCHOOL LEVEL.:

NOTE: These structures are defined by the need for administrative approval and structuring.

o Looping students with the same teacher o Interdisciplinary teaming
o Cohorting students o Block scheduling
o Expanded learning opportunities (e.g., Boys and Girls o ADD YOUR OWN:
Club, 4-H, community centers, library programs, etc.)
o Extracurricular clubs/activities (e.g., sports team, chess o ADD YOUR OWN:
club, robotics, etc.)
o Schoolwide initiatives (e.g., mural, coat drive, o ADD YOUR OWN:
performances)

C. Identify the student relationship structures present at the DISTRICT LEVEL.:

o Structuring for longer grade spans (e.g., K-8, 6-12) o ADD YOUR OWN:

o Smaller school sizes o ADD YOUR OWN:

o Smaller class sizes o ADD YOUR OWN:

o Small learning communities within larger settings o ADD YOUR OWN:
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PART lI: Digging Deeper into Practices and Experiences

Here are two ways to go “beyond the checklist” and learn more about the qualities of practices and experiences that make
meaningful impacts on students within relationship structures. By learning about which relationship structures are already
having a positive impact, school communities have the important opportunity to learn from “starting small” before jumping
into any full-scale implementation or decision-making.

A. STAFF NOMINATION:

Use this activity for the school community to learn from a staff member who has successfully set up relationship
structures.

First, think about possible nominations:

Spaces where students ... Adults who ...

e  Work collaboratively with each other toward a e Create smaller learning communities within
common goal or purpose larger communities

e Talk about themselves and their lives e  Structure time and space for student

e  Problem solve and learn from each other relationships to grow

e Feel well-known by and develop close e Create activities and experiences that are
relationships with a group of peers student-driven

e Show high engagement as they interact with e Take the role of a facilitator or coach during
their peers student learning, shifting the balance of

e Give and receive social support power from adults to students

e Use a diverse set of skills and mindsets to work e Scaffold and fade supports toward growing
with each other agency and autonomy

Settle on the strongest example you came up with. Now it’s time to nominate that amazing relationship-oriented staff
member. Describe how this staff member creates a strong relational structure: What moves do they make? What is the
impact on students?

Relational Structure: Staff Member:

Record your nomination here:

Learn + Share: Now share this nomination with the staff member that you described. Ask them any questions you have
about how they are effective or any tips they might pass along. But don't let the learning stop here! Think about how you
can share this example to help strengthen relationship structures in the school community.
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B. STUDENT INTERVIEW:

The quality of student experiences within the structure are what make a relationally based structure effective or
ineffective. Learn more about student experiences with this brief interview protocol.

Student Name: Class/Grade:

1) When do you feel most connected to your peers/classmates during the day? Why do you think that is?

2) When do you have the best experiences working with other kids at school? Tell me about it.

3) How does your teacher or other adults support students in working together and building relationships with each
other? Can you tell me about any teachers who help all students feel like they belong?

Learn + Share: What did you learn about structures and experiences that are working best for students? How might you
share these learnings to strengthen the quality of relational structures in the school community?
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PART Ill: Reflect + Plan

These questions can be used to prompt personal reflection or to engage in reflection collectively with a group. By the end
of this reflection, the goal is to synthesize your learning across activities and plan for at least one next step.

1) Think back to the Student Relationship Structure Inventory. Are there any trends in the types of relational structures
that are present at different levels of the school system? What are they, and why might this be? What might be done
to prioritize the time and space for student relationship structures?

2) Think about what you learned about the qualities of experiences within these structures. Where are relationship
structures already going well? What makes that work in your school context?

3) What is one next step that you might take from this work? Is there a way you want to adjust your current practice? An
insight to share more broadly? A longer-term change you plan to advocate for?
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