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Wayside Teaching: Consequential Connections 

When people ask me why I want to be a teacher, I usually explain that I love 

working with kids and want to have a positive impact on their lives. I think that’s a 

pretty common response for teachers (or future teachers). We want students to 

learn, to love learning, and to develop skills that will help 

them in life and careers beyond the classroom. But more 

than that, we want our impact to go beyond the mere 

academic; we want to know and build relationships with 

students, to show that we care about them as people 

instead of as grades or statistics.  

The concept of “Wayside Teaching” describes the 

relational teaching style I hope to emulate as a teacher. 

Sara Davis Powell defines Wayside Teaching as “making 

the most of sometimes seemingly inconsequential 

connections with kids.” The key word in this definition is 

“connection.” Two elements of effective teaching help 

with this connection: Relationships and rapport. 

 Building relationships with students can be as simple as sharing a joke or 

finding a hobby or interest shared in common.  Showing interest in students’ lives 

and a willingness to invest in getting to them is the beginning. While sometimes 

this takes effort, it can often be a seamless part of teaching through fostering a 

mentality that doesn’t overlook the small moments that help create strong 

connection. Building rapport comes through showing students that you view their 

thoughts and opinions as valuable, and having conversations rather than one-

sided lectures.  

 One of the developmental needs of young adolescents is the social-

emotional concept of emotional safety. Wayside Teaching helps create that safety 

in the classroom through relational connections as small as having a conversation 

at lunch or giving a compliment. A byproduct of this is that it also meets students’ 

emotional and psychological needs, making them even more receptive to the 
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teacher’s academic message. Even a teacher’s tone and demeanor are aspects of 

Wayside Teaching; a word carelessly spoken or an accidental expression are not 

lost on students. Body language and verbal cues can be vehicles for Wayside 

Teaching, and it’s important for teachers to recognize their significance.  

  A teacher can use all the right research-based strategies and craft 

meticulous lesson plans, but without any personal connection, the teaching falls 

flat. Wayside Teaching is not always easy, because it involves being vulnerable 

and letting students see their teacher as a person. But it’s often when students 

can see their teacher as a person with feelings who empathizes and relates to 

them that they are comfortable enough to let down their guard, be heard, and 

gain a sense of belonging in the classroom.  

 While Wayside Teaching involves 

“seemingly inconsequential connections,” 

the connections made in between the “main” 

instructional moments of the classroom are 

actually far more consequential than 

teachers may sometimes realize. Though the 

results aren’t always immediate, taking every 

opportunity to build rapport and 

relationships with students is well worth the 

effort. 

 Theodore Roosevelt is credited with the quote, “People don’t care how 

much you know until they know how much you care.” While this is true in 

general, it especially applies to young adolescents. Through Wayside Teaching, 

middle grade educators can make consequential connections through seemingly 

inconsequential moments, from the moments before class to the passing greeting 

in the hallways. 
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