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ABSTRACT 
 

Student relatedness to teachers is regarded as a central component in the development of student academic motivation. 
In societies such as Vietnam, where individuals are influenced by Confucian cultural values including interpersonal 
relationships and harmony, relatedness with others is considered an important need for student motivation (Bao & 
Lam, 2008; Chong, Huan, Quek, Yeo, & Ang, 2010). The purpose of the study is to investigate how students’ 
relatedness to teachers within a collectivistic learning environment affects their adoption of achievement goals and 
academic achievement. This paper reports on the qualitative component of the study that sought to examine the views 
of tenth-grade students (n=12) from senior high schools in Vietnam. Analysis of interview data indicated that students 
demonstrated a need for getting close to their teacher, and teacher-student relatedness had an impact on students’ 
motivation as they made attempts to please the teacher. Data also indicated students relied on teachers as a good source 
of knowledge, and students’ orientation to achievement was affected by their perceptions of the instructions 
emphasized in the class. Students also reported uncertainty in their perceived self-efficacy as they tended to exert little 
effort when encountering difficult tasks, and expected to receive considerable support from teachers. Implications of 
these findings for teacher-student relatedness are considered and discussed. 
 
Introduction 
 
Relatedness refers to a sense of being connected and belonging to other individuals (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 
Research suggests that the need for relatedness with others is essential for facilitating academic motivation (Connell 
& Wellborn, 1991; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Guay, Marsh, Senécal, & Dowson, 2008; Kaufman 
& Dodge, 2009; Ryan & Powelson, 1991). Researchers believe that socio-emotional relatedness with teachers is likely 
to contribute to students’ motivational orientation and achievement when students are satisfied with the emotional 
involvement, provision of structure, and autonomy support from their teachers (Bao & Lam, 2008; Roorda, Koomen, 
Spilt, & Oort, 2011). Many studies have examined the relationship between students’ relatedness to teachers and their 
academic motivation (Bao & Lam, 2008; Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Hughes, Wu, Kwok, 
Villarreal, & Johnson, 2012; Opdenakker, Maulana, & den Brok, 2011; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994; Wentzel, 1999). 
Findings showed that students were more likely to be involved in academic activities if they felt happy and comfortable 
in the classroom, and were appreciated by teachers (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). Other findings indicated that the effect 
of the teacher is the strongest influence on students’ academic behaviors in class (Wentzel, 1999), and teacher support 
is highly correlated with effort and grade (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Goodenow, 1993). 
 
Although relatedness is considered to be a universal psychological need, degrees of relatedness may vary across 
cultural groups (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). An explanation for these differences is related to the influence of the 
Confucian-collectivistic tradition. In some collectivistic societies, relatedness is aligned with Confucian cultural 
values, which emphasize interpersonal relationships and harmony (Hui, Sun, Chow, & Chu, 2011). According to 
Confucius, keeping harmony with others is considered a very important virtue because it is a fundamental principle 
and significantly underpins social behaviour in Confucian societies (Kim & Markus, 1999). In addition, individuals 
from collectivist societies upholding an interdependent view of self are motivated to connect with relevant others, 
fulfill obligations, and become part of various interpersonal relationships (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Under the 
influence of these cultural values, students from collectivist societies are more likely to insist on being interdependent 
in relation to significant others outside the family (e.g. teachers and peers), which in turn becomes an important source 
of heightened academic motivation and achievement (Hui et al., 2011; Song, Bong, Lee, & Kim, 2014). 
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Self-efficacy also varies across cultures (Chen, Chan, Bond, & Stewart, 2006; Earley, 1994; Klassen, 2004). Klassen’s 
(2004) review of 22 studies found that students from non-Western cultural groups (e.g., Asian and Asian-immigrant 
groups) tend to have lower self-efficacy than those from Western groups (e.g., Western Europe, Canada). According 
to Klassen (2004), differences in self-efficacy levels reflect differing conceptualizations of self within collectivist and 
individualist groups. In addition, lower levels of self-efficacy found in some collectivist culture groups tends to predict 
lower subsequent performance, but not always. Schunk and Pajares (2009) argue that in some cases, non-Western 
students with modest self-efficacy beliefs may have higher achievement outcomes than Western students with higher 
self-efficacy.  
 
The purpose of this study is to investigate how students’ relatedness to teachers within a collectivistic learning 
environment in Vietnam affects their adoption of achievement goals and academic achievement. This paper reports 
on the qualitative component of a larger study examining the relationships between teacher-student relatedness, 
classroom goal structures, self-efficacy, achievement goals and academic achievement (N=353). The current study 
examined the views of a cohort of these tenth-grade students (n=12) from senior high schools in Vietnam. 
 
Context of the Study 
 
Sharing similarities with other Confucian Heritage Cultures (e.g., China, Vietnam, Korea, Japan and Singapore), 
Vietnam is regarded as a hierarchical society that values respecting and obeying authority figures. Respect for 
authorities in Vietnamese society is also evident in the school classroom, where students treat their teachers with great 
respect and view them as the embodiment of knowledge, having authority and control in the classrooms (Cam Le, 
2005). Within Vietnamese society, teacher-student relationships can be characterized by a very high power distance 
index, whereby “the less powerful members of institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that 
power is distributed unequally” (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, p. 46). Normally, countries with a high power distance 
index have a low score in individualism, and Vietnam is no exception. Accordingly, it can be asserted that Vietnamese 
society is a collectivist society. 
 
In Vietnam, individuals value not only hierarchical relationships but also interdependence and harmony. With an 
interdependent sense of self, people are motivated to be more connected to others, sharing various interpersonal 
relationships (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In addition, harmony is considered to be an important virtue in Confucian 
cultures with people willing to integrate or adjust one’s self to group norms (Kim & Markus, 1999). Researchers 
maintain that people follow norms not because they experience social pressure, but because they actively wish to 
conform to be connected to others. Within this tradition, teachers in collectivist cultures are more likely to be involved 
with their students when exerting their authority, and students tend to have feelings of being less controlled by their 
teachers compared to students from individualistic cultures (Zhou, Lam, Chan, 2012). As such, teacher-student 
relationships in the Vietnamese context are influenced by these cultural values, and are likely to influence student 
learning. 
 
 Studies on the current education reform in Vietnam focused on teaching content and methods (Hamano, 
2008; Nguyen, Deckker, & Goedhart, 2008) but ignore cultural factors of the learning environment. Following 
educational reforms between 2001 and 2010, the quality of education in Vietnam continued to receive considerable 
public criticism. The National Education Development Strategy for 2011-2020 identified improving the quality of 
education as a target of further educational reform (Nguyen, 2013), and research on the effects of teacher-student 
relatedness and other characteristics of learning environment can provide empirical evidence for the pathways to 
quality education in Vietnam. 
 
Method 
 
The participants for this study were 12 10th grade students. Students in the 10th grade were selected for the current 
study as these students are experiencing their first year of senior high schooling, and exposure to this new learning 
environment will involve new social relationships and possible psychological challenges. Additionally, the role of 
teachers in the period of transition to senior high school is very important, especially since in Vietnamese society 
teachers have the responsibility for students in both social and academic contexts. Therefore, this schooling year 
provides a challenging context for investigating teacher-student relationships. The students were randomly selected 
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from the entire cohort of 353 students in the larger study involving 14 classes in two senior high schools in Southern 
Vietnam. Six students were male and six were female, with an age range from 15 to 19 years. 
 
Individual interviews were conducted over a three-week period at the beginning of the second semester of the school 
year. Each interview lasted between 25-35 minutes, depending on the elaboration of participant responses. All 
interviews were audio-recorded and fully transcribed for analysis. A semi-structured interview protocol was used, and 
sample questions included: How often do you talk to your teacher? How do you contact your teacher when you need 
help after school? Have you talked to your teachers about important things? What do you expect from your teacher in 
the classroom? 
 
Interview transcripts were analysed using content analysis. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2007) suggest that content 
analysis can be used with any form of communicative and written material, from documents to interview 
transcriptions, and media products to personal interview. The stages of content analysis consist of coding, categorising, 
comparing, and concluding, to identify themes and meanings in the data. The computer program NVIVO was used to 
assist the content analysis process. A back translation procedure was used to ensure the quality of the transcription as 
they were translated from Vietnamese (the language spoken by the interviewer) to English. After the transcription of 
the interviews was complete, the first author began the process of reading each transcription, and then subjecting the 
data to comparative analysis. As themes emerged, they were organized into categories and coded. 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
Results indicated that students demonstrated a need for getting close to their teacher, and teacher-student relatedness 
had an impact on students’ motivation as they made attempts to please the teacher. Data also indicated students relied 
on teachers as a good source of knowledge, and students’ orientation to achievement was affected by their perceptions 
of the instructions emphasized in the class. Students also reported uncertainty in their perceived self-efficacy as they 
tended to exert little effort when encountering difficult tasks, and expected to receive considerable support from 
teachers. The following section outlines the themes in more detail and includes student quotes to illustrate these 
findings. 
 
The majority of interviewees concurred that relatedness between teachers and students is important and a good source 
of support in the school environment. Many students commented that teacher behaviours have positive effects on 
student motivation. For example, teachers who show concern and care for their students help motivate students to do 
good work because students “want to please the teachers who they love and respect” (P1). Some students pointed out 
that if you like a teacher, you are more likely to work harder with the subject the teacher is in charge of; otherwise, 
you are less likely to engage in the class. Thus, students cared about changes in teacher behaviours, attitudes, and 
emotions. One of these students stated: 
 
… I can see his sadness when knowing that we fail to solve problems, especially the easy ones. In class, we can perform very well, 
but it is the carelessness that causes us to make mistakes during the exam. Sometimes the teacher is angry, but I think that he is 
also sad. He reminds us of not being careless like that. Maybe he feels more disappointed (P1). 
 
Other students concurred that relatedness contributes to reducing power distance in classrooms, creating a positive 
learning environment. P8 said: 
 
A good relationship between the teacher and students makes me feel closer to my teacher and I don’t hesitate to ask her about the 
lessons. Also, I don’t feel ashamed when I am not confident in what I’ve said to her…Once we become closer, I can consult with 
my teacher about some issues in life.  
 
It was apparent that in teacher-student relationships students displayed a high level of dependency on the teacher. 
Some were most concerned with the interactions between teachers and students. P6 claimed “the rapport between 
teachers and students depends on the teachers because students are usually shy and scared of them”. He emphasized 
that the relationship between teachers and students is “not like the relationship between friends”. 
 
Regarding the importance of teacher-student relatedness in facilitating students’ learning, many students stated that 
teacher care encourages them to live up to teacher expectations. When teachers expected students to perform well in 
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a task, the students were much more likely to do the task well, whereas if they were unsuccessful in mastering the 
task, they expressed feelings of guilt towards their teachers. P2 recalled a situation with her math teacher: 
 
When I participated in a competition for senior high school students, I made a mistake that shouldn’t have been made because my 
math teacher had so much expectation in me but... Everyone in the team was supposed to solve it but I miscalculated even though 
I did the calculation twice. I was very sad because I disappointed my teacher, but this teacher and my homeroom teacher texted me 
with encouraging words. They told me not to be sad and keep on practicing…… when I received the text messages from my 
teachers I felt so happy … happier than when my parents encouraged me. 
 
Interview data indicated the importance of teachers’ emotional support as a positive motivator. Many students stated 
they strived to complete tasks because they wanted to please their teachers. P8 expressed that if he was unable to solve 
problems successfully, his teacher was “quite sad”. However, other students acknowledged that their teachers not only 
valued their achievement but genuinely cared about their learning and improvement. P10 told of her experience: 
 
She doesn’t consider our mistakes as serious, but she wishes us to learn from our experiences. One time, my test score was quite 
low because of my carelessness. I was so scared, but the teacher just reminded me of the mistakes that I shouldn’t have made.  
 
When evaluating the significance of academic achievement, the large majority of students commented on the 
dominance of academic scores. They pointed out that getting high scores is important because scores reported the 
results of their performance (P1, P2, P4, P6, P7, P10, and P12). P10 believed that when getting high scores, she “may 
be admired by classmates”. P5 stated: 
 
Scores are important to me because it affects my life in many ways. At school, I’d feel shy to get lower scores than my friends. At 
home, my father would be disappointed if he knows about my bad scores. And if there is someone asking me about my schooling, 
I wouldn’t be so proud to show them those bad scores. 
 
However, many students asserted that it is necessary to focus on understanding in the classroom. For P2, although 
high scores enable her to achieve the title of “good student” this school year, the most important objective is the 
understanding of the basic concepts in mathematics. 
 
Acknowledging the significance of understanding in the classroom, many students also highlighted the role of 
knowledge for improved learning. For example, P5 stated, “Getting high scores can only help me instantly but 
temporarily. For a long term target, like succeeding in exams or winning competitions, scores can’t work things out. 
Thus, knowledge is more important”. Similarly, P10 acknowledged that, “knowledge of mathematics will be helpful 
in the university entrance exam”. 
 
Regarding competitiveness in the classroom, only a handful of interviewees stated that a desire to demonstrate a better 
ability than others motivated them to get high scores. These students’ responses indicated heightened concerns about 
how they are perceived by other students in the classroom. For example, P4 stated, “Being better than others makes 
me content. It helps me do myself proud…the better I am the happier I feel”. 
 
Other students expressed a range of reasons including maintaining social status with peers, avoiding the wrath of 
teachers and parents, and desiring true recognition from peers. For example, P5 wanted to appear to be competent in 
mathematics as he was “a leader of a tutor group” and he did not want to “be scolded” by his teacher and father. P4 
noted that he did not want to expose his competence in the classroom, but he wanted other students to perceive his 
capability by themselves. 
 
Data analysis indicated that very few students believe they are able to succeed in handling challenges in mathematics. 
It seems that students in advanced classes may demonstrate their capabilities to do well on difficult tasks, but their 
responses revealed that they were not confident to be persistent with challenging tasks. For example, P3 put it this 
way, “I prefer to study on my own rather than depend on others. However, honestly, if I can’t find the answers and it 
is urgent, I will ask my teacher”.  Reasons commonly provided for their lower level of self-efficacy in the classroom 
included limited time, past failure, and insufficient resources. For example, P1 believed that she was unable to do 
difficult math work successfully even if she put a great deal of effort into the task because she couldn’t remember “a 
large amount of formulas and mathematics concepts”. 
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The majority of students acknowledged that teachers and friends were reliable sources of knowledge for support. P7 
believed that the teachers “have broader knowledge and more experience” but she often comes to “friends first” as 
“it’s easier to ask those who are closer”. Like P7, P6 stated: 
 
For the difficult ones, I can’t solve them by myself. There are some challenging or difficult issues which may take me up three or 
four days for brainstorming. If I still get stuck with that problem, I would bring it to class where I can ask my friends for the 
solutions. I myself couldn’t do that, but consulting with others would make it more transparent. 
 
Many students indicated they were judged on the basis of whether they completed assignments, or succeeded in tests. 
For example, most of the participants indicated they were afraid of being scolded by the teacher when they appeared 
unable to do well in classrooms. P3 reported that most of students in her mathematics class worked “under pressure” 
and some of them felt so scared that they have to try different ways to finish all the tasks given. P3 stated: 
 
I myself don’t feel stressed in maths class but my close friends do. Just this morning, my friends have already worked on the maths 
exercises supposed to be for Wednesday, despite the fact that we won’t have any maths class until tomorrow. They brought the 
homework to the classroom to ask others for answers. One of them told me that she had to complete it today because we would 
have maths the next day. She felt scared. 
 
Some students pointed out that they were oriented to achieve high scores in tests. As P6 stated, teachers “review the 
lessons carefully for the tests so that even average sorts of students can get acceptable scores”. Similarly, P8 noted, 
“She told us that in order to graduate our score must be higher than 8. Otherwise, we can’t graduate. If it’s lower than 
6 or 7, we should not take the university entrance examination”. 
 
Other students highlighted teachers expected students to focus on the understanding of lessons in the classroom. P5 
noted that the teacher wanted “to have students really know how to complete an assignment rather than to have students 
show up with their above average scores”. For P10, the teacher “explains the importance of math knowledge and asks 
us to practice more with math work”. However, teacher expectations sometimes went beyond students’ capabilities, 
especially when students were required to absorb in a large amount of knowledge. As a student from the advanced 
class, P2 felt “overwhelmed with new concepts introduced each week”. 
 
Data analysis indicated that students in general classes were given few opportunities to develop responsibility and 
independence. For example, P9 stated, “She shows us our mistakes, correct them on the board, and asks us to 
remember not to repeat them next time. Some students make progress, but some don’t”. P5 complained, “She spends 
so much time on explaining the lessons that it’s hard for us to understand. As a result, students don’t pay attention to 
the lesson but solely taking notes to avoid being scolded”. 
 
Alternatively, students in advanced classes noted that they were encouraged to share their viewpoints of the problems. 
For example, P6 acknowledged that for mathematics, “there are some clever students who have different approaches 
compared to the teacher’s. Sometimes, the teacher cannot solve the problem, but students can”. It is noteworthy that 
the teacher “laughed cheerfully” and accepted the students’ solutions, which were considered “better and shorter” than 
his ideas. Yet P6 suggested that students should show respect to the teacher as they are provided opportunities for 
discussion: 
 
I think I should try to express it politely and softly. Simply, you tell others your way of thinking. If the teacher recognized and 
accepted it, then students would do so…it would be easier for everyone to accept it. If you argue with the teacher, some may think 
that you don’t respect the teacher and your behaviour is not good. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The results of this study highlight the important role of relatedness to the academic motivation of students in an Asian 
context (Bao & Lam, 2008; Hui et al., 2011). The findings of this analysis are aligned with previous studies conducted 
in Confucian-collectivist cultures, which report that students with higher teacher-student relatedness are more likely 
to internalise teachers’ guidance, values, and expectations, and thus have a higher motivation to achieve (Zhou et al., 
2012). Findings from this study suggest that Vietnamese high school students may lack confidence in their ability to 
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complete a task when they are asked to work individually. This finding is in line with cross-cultural studies of Asian 
students, who in valuing emotional dependence and reliance in the group, tend to have lower self-efficacy than their 
Western counterparts (Chang, Mak, Li, Wu, Chen, & Lu, 2011). Thus, there is a need to promote academic self-
efficacy in Asian students in general, and Vietnamese students in particular. Urdan and Schoenfelder (2006) suggest 
that teachers can nurture efficacy beliefs in students via understanding the environmental factors that have an influence 
on self-efficacy judgments, including past success and failure, social comparison information, and verbal persuasion. 
Findings from this study will help to facilitate the shift to quality educational outcomes for Vietnam by focusing on 
the critical importance of considering the role of relatedness in the high school context. 
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