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For My Beloved Husband, Mark

In the everyday moments 

you’ve shown me the quiet art of grace.

Your patience and gentleness

shine with a divine light.

You are my heart’s companion,

my safe place, my joy;

and I thank God every day for the gift of you.
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​​Preface

The Human Side of Teaching
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“It’s the teacher that makes the difference, 

not the classroom.”

Michael Morpurg

If you’ve spent any time teaching, you know the hardest part of the job isn’t the content—it’s everything happening around it. A lesson has a lot of moving parts: directions, pacing, materials, differentiation, timing, transitions, behaviors, momentum. Teaching often feels like spinning twenty plates at once—only to have someone add another plate the moment you find your rhythm.

And then come the disruptions. The student who snaps back when you give a simple direction. The one who mutters something just loud enough for the whole room to hear. The chatter that rises the second you turn to write on the board. The student who gets up and walks out because they’re “done.” The dozens of tiny behaviors that chip away at the lesson you planned so carefully.

All while the pressure mounts to raise test scores, close gaps, collect data, and keep thirty different personalities moving in the same direction.

It’s no wonder so many teachers end their day exhausted—not from a lack of effort, but from managing the emotional weight of the room minute by minute.

Because here’s the part no one says out loud: Teaching isn’t just instruction. It’s navigating human interaction. Every redirect, every conflict, every eye roll, every shutdown, every tense moment at the exact wrong time.

And most of us were trained in curriculum, not connection. In lesson design, not de-escalation. In standards, not the delicate, in-the-moment work of guiding students through frustration, conflict, and big emotions.

That’s why this book exists. Not to add another plate to your stack, but to give you the relationship tools that make all those spinning plates easier to manage—tools I had to learn the long way, through experience, reflection, and more difficult seasons than I care to admit. You’re not alone in this. And you’re not doing it wrong. There’s just a part of teaching no one taught you yet.

––––––––
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THE HIDDEN CURRICULUM OF TEACHING

Every classroom runs on an invisible current—the tone of our voices, the look in our eyes, the way we respond when students stumble. That current either strengthens the learning environment vibes or short-circuits them.

When we sharpen our people skills, everything changes. Misbehavior drops. Motivation rises. Parents become allies instead of adversaries. Most of all, we become calmer, happier, and more resilient.


What’s missing isn’t effort or expertise. It’s the human connection—the skill of reaching hearts as well as minds.



Developing our classroom relationship skills  isn’t classroom management—it’s classroom healing. Once honed, those relationship skills can turn chaos into calm and restore the joy that drew us to teaching in the first place.

THE SEVEN SECRETS

This book isn’t about gimmicks or quick fixes. It’s about seven teachable habits—seven relational “secrets” that make classrooms hum with trust and belonging. These aren’t secrets because they’re hidden; they’re secrets because we so rarely get to name and practice them:


	Build Relationships First

	Redirect Without Crushing the Spirit

	Honor Balance and Boundaries

	Recognize the Power of Teacher Talk

	Keep It Fun

	Partner with Parents

	Embrace Forgiveness



Each chapter offers stories, strategies, and reflection points drawn from real classrooms—what works, what fails, and how to recover when it does. My hope is that this book feels less like advice and more like a conversation with a colleague who’s been there.

THE PROMISE

You don’t have to be a “natural” to be a relationship-centered teacher. You just have to be willing to grow—to trade self-blame for curiosity, stress for steadiness, and perfection for presence.

When you do, you’ll rediscover what makes teaching joyful: the power of connection, the art of grace, and the everyday miracle of seeing students—and yourself—become more human. 

So, let’s begin where all great teaching begins—with relationship​​​.



​​​Secret 1


​​Build Relationships First


“Children learn best when they like their teacher and they think their teacher likes them.”

— Gordon Neufeld

Some teachers don’t just teach—they transform the room. During my thirty-three years in the classroom, I worked alongside a few who had the gift. You know what I mean—they were born to teach. Radiant spirits full of joy and energy. These teachers laughed—a lot. They rarely seemed stressed. They exuded warmth and genuine curiosity about others.

When they entered their classrooms, they didn’t announce, “Here I am!” Their presence said, “There you are!” I remember one such teacher, Mrs. Verzoni, greeting her sixth-grade homeroom each morning like sunshine breaking through the door. One day she spotted a student and exclaimed, “Tyler! I just saw your drawing won first prize—that’s fantastic!”

The entire class burst into applause, and Tyler stood a little taller all day. Do you know teachers like that—people whose presence makes everyone around them shine? These educators don’t just manage classrooms; they ignite them. Their students love them, and younger students hope they’ll be lucky enough to get into their class. 

For years, these born-to-teach colleagues inspired me, but they were also a mystery. Maybe they had some secret deal with the universe—each fall getting assigned the calm, cheerful students who always brought sharpened pencils and good manners. But no one’s that lucky, year after year. 

I used to wonder—what made them so natural at connecting, so able to make every student feel seen? What did they know that I didn’t? Had they been endowed with those skills—or had they learned them the hard way, through trial and error? I wondered if their teacher preparation programs had modeled the kind of social and emotional leadership it takes to run a thriving classroom. 

That wasn’t the case. My husband, who worked in the state teacher certification office, assured me that not a single state required a course called Building Positive Relationships in the Classroom or anything remotely like it. 

It dawned on me that some teachers probably did come by these skills naturally—or at least had families who modeled them from an early age. But many others, I suspected, had learned them the hard way, through years of trial and error. 

Their ease with people wasn’t magic; it was mastery—built from noticing what worked, what didn’t, and caring

enough to keep trying. And as for me, I began to realize something uncomfortable but liberating: Many of the conflicts and daily stresses I faced weren’t because of “difficult” students or bad luck. They stemmed from my own blind spots in communication skills and my inability to make and protect personal boundaries.

Once I understood my own limitations, I began looking for ways to do better—to bring more calm, warmth, and connection into my classroom. That search would change everything because I didn’t start out as one of those teachers with the gift. Far from it.

WHEN I STEPPED INTO MY FIRST 

CLASSROOM

When I walked into my very first classroom—a freshman English class—I thought I was ready. My lesson plans were airtight, the student textbooks neatly arranged at each desk, my delivery rehearsed. I was convinced that preparation was the key. And then the students arrived. 

Some smiled politely. Others avoided eye contact. A few tested limits before I’d even finished introducing myself. Students were sizing me up. One whispered something that made the kids around him laugh. I pressed on, determined not to lose my rhythm. If I just delivered the content clearly enough, I thought, they’d fall in line. But they didn’t—not really. 

On the surface, the room looked fine. The students stayed in their seats, did their writing work, and answered when called on. But underneath, I could feel it: a distance. The energy was flat. They weren’t leaning in—and they definitely weren’t connecting. I ended that first day with a hollow feeling I couldn’t name. 

At first, I brushed it off as new-teacher nerves, but the feeling lingered—year after year. I kept working harder, convinced I could out-plan the problem. I poured more hours into lessons, tried new strategies, and raised expectations, thinking that rigor would cure student malaise.

Instead, my high expectations just created more after-school work for me—and they didn’t move the needle on learning or improving the classroom atmosphere. If anything, the pressure I put on myself began to leak into the room. My students felt it too. I didn’t really understand what was happening until much later, when the exhaustion had piled up and the joy had drained away.

I was exhausted—how could I work that hard and still feel so discouraged? I didn’t realize it yet, but what I was missing wasn’t a better hook or a new seating chart. It was an understanding of the invisible social current that runs through every classroom. At the time, I blamed my lessons. 

Maybe I needed flashier activities, stronger hooks, more structure. What I didn’t realize was this: my students weren’t testing the content—they were testing me.

While I was preoccupied with the nuts and bolts of creating compelling curriculum, they were wondering, Is she going to be nice? Does she see me? Does she even like me? It took years before I understood it clearly: teaching isn’t just about moving information from our heads into theirs. It’s about building something bigger—a relationship.

Back then, I thought success was all about methods—objectives, delivery, assessments. No one had ever really talked about the human side of teaching: how to connect, how to build trust, how to make students feel seen.

Now that I’ve earned wisdom through lots of trial and error, I know what matters most in any classroom: everyone there (including you) wants the same thing: to love and be loved—or at least to like and be liked.
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