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Abstract

Adolescence is a time of heightened susceptibility to social influence; teens look to
important social figures to help guide their decision-making. Thus, their social relationships
hold power in shaping how adolescents regard their education. Three main factors that impact a
student’s academic performance are social relationships with parents, teachers, and peers. These
relationships vary in how they influence academic achievement: for parent-child relationships, the
parent’s involvement with the child’s education affects academic performance, for peer-to-peer
relationships, social norms regarding education is the key source of influence, and for teacher-
student relationships, the teachers’ perception and expectations of their students has the greatest
impact on students’ academic performance. This paper discusses current research on the effects of
social relationships (i.e., parent-child, peer-to-peer, and teacher-student) on adolescent academic
success and offers explanations as to why these social relationships have such a significant impact
on academic success.
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Introduction

Academic success in America varies greatly:
some students conquer factoring polynomials in
middle school, while their peers struggle with one
digit multiplication. The implications of childhood
academic performance extend well past adolescence
and into adulthood, impacting educational attainment
and employment (Gevrek et al., 2015). Myriad factors
contribute to these students’ academic prowess, but
social relationships in particular have been discovered
to improve students’ academic performance by
increasing students’ academic motivation (Wentzel &
Wigfield, 1998). Familial relationships, friendships
with peers, and teacher-student relationships comprise
three key social relationships in adolescents’
lives. Since adolescence is a time of heightened
susceptibility to social influence, teens look to
important social figures to help guide their decision-
making. For example, involvement in peer groups
that value high academic achievement may encourage
an adolescent to strive for better grades. Parents
who value education may pass this value on to their
children, potentially resulting in strong academic
records. Teachers with trusting relationships with
their students may help the student feel supported and
lead to more effective learning. This paper discusses
current research on the effects of social relationships
(i.e., parent-child, peer-to-peer, and teacher-student) on
adolescent academic success and offers explanations
as to why these social relationships have such a
significant impact on academic success.

Parent-Child Relationships

Parental involvement in their child’s
education is one characteristic of the parent-child
relationship that influences an adolescent’s academic
success. This may manifest in the parents initiating
school-related discussions with their child, helping
them with schoolwork, or encouraging their child to
pursue academic activities instead of noneducational
activities (Jafarov, 2015). Regardless of the type of
parental involvement, an important factor that drives
parental involvement is the parents’ expectations
of their child’s performance in school. Research
has indicated that by improving their child’s self-
perception of their academic competence, parents can
increase their child’s academic success (Gonzalez-
Pienda et al., 2002). Self-perception of academic
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competence can impact academic achievement by
boosting self-esteem or fostering a positive mindset
regarding learning (Banks & Woolfson, 2008). Parental
expectations may shape their child’s perception of their
academic abilities, which has been shown to predict
academic outcomes (Pajares, 1996). In contrast,
parental involvement in the form of supervision

at home does not have as high a correlation with a
child’s academic success as parental expectations do
(Fan & Chen, 2001). Parental supervision may not

be as accurate a predictor of academic performance

as parental expectations are because supervision may
only be implemented after low academic achievement,
as opposed to being implemented before any academic
results. However, parental expectations are not the
only element of parent-child relationships that affect
academic success. Another factor that moderates the
influence of parent-child relationships on academic
achievement is socioeconomic status.

How a student’s parents regard education
in terms of importance will impact the student’s
relationship with schoolwork. This may then influence
parental expectations of a student’s success in school,
indirectly shaping the student’s self-perceived
competence at school. Studies have shown that a
student’s perception of their competence may be the
factor that is both affected by parent expectations
and responsible for their own academic achievement
(Loughlin-Presnal & Bierman, 2017). Higher
parental expectations from various demographics
were all correlated to the student’s higher academic
performance, so regardless of background, parental
expectations may increase the student’s self-perception
of their educational competence and thus positively
influence their academic achievement.

The influence of the parent-child relationships
on adolescents’ academic success may be connected
to the family’s socioeconomic background because
students living in poverty tend to demonstrate lower
academic achievement than those not living in poverty
(Lee & Bowen, 20006). In fact, participation in school
reduced or free lunch programs, one indicator of
socioeconomic hardship, has been associated with
worse academic performance (Lee & Bowen, 2006).
Children who qualify for reduced/free lunch may
be hungry during the school day, which negatively
affects their ability to focus on schoolwork, or not
have the resources for extra academic help. Their
lower academic achievement may have resulted
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from few parent-child discussions about education

or their parents’ low expectations for the student’s
academic performance, which were reported by
parents whose children participated in the free/reduced
lunch program (Lee & Bowen, 2006). Children

living in low-wage households may have parents

who work all day and are not able to support their
children’s academic pursuits, which could lead to
their academic performance suffering. It is important
to take into account that parents whose children did
not receive free/reduced lunch reported more attempts
at restricting their children’s time for enjoyment and
focused more on reading time than parents whose
children received free/reduced lunch (Lee and Bowen,
20006). It may be that wealthier parents have more time
and resources to monitor their childrens’ activities and
academic pursuits. Thus, the influence of the parent-
child relationship on adolescents’ academic success
interacts with factors such as socioeconomic status.
Schools should be sensitive to the fact that students
from low socioeconomic backgrounds may need
additional resources and support to help them succeed
academically.

Parent-child relationships are often shaped
by the time that the parents have available for their
child, which indirectly impacts the student’s academic
success. Differences in how parents engage in their
children’s education can be attributed to a variety of
barriers that low-income or marginalized racial and
ethnic groups face. For instance, lower education is a
major contributor to the wage gap in the United States
(Smith & Fernandez, 2017). This means parents in
low-income households are less likely to hold degrees
higher than a high school degree, and as such, may not
pass on a favorable mindset about education to their
child or have the experience to guide their children
(e.g. a parent with only a high school education is less
likely to know about the college admissions process)
(Leww & Bowen, 2006). The current education system
in the United States targets middle-class students,
so low-income students and students from other
demographics may have a more difficult adjustment to
school (Lee & Bowen, 2006). Parents of these students
may not be able to participate in school events, which
translates to teachers thinking that the parents may not
value education as much, resulting in lower teacher
ratings of a student’s academic performance (Lee &
Bowen, 2006).
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Peer Relationships

While parent-child relationships do impact
students’ self-perception and thus their academic
achievement, peer relationships also influence how
much effort students put into their school work
and how they view their academic abilities. Many
friendships are shaped by similar backgrounds and
interests, and adolescents value feeling accepted
and well-liked by their peers (Lerner, & Steinberg,
2009). Research has shown that peer pressure and
the need to conform in adolescence is powerful in
influencing students’ actions (Santor & Kusumakar,
2000). Through the values of peer groups, academic
performance may be impacted by students’
relationships with their peers. For example, if the
adolescent is part of a social circle where high grades
are respected, they may be more motivated to perform
well academically (Wentzel & Wigfield, 1998).

Also, research has shown that with peer support,
students’ attendance strengthens, which may be
because friends allow school to be more of a positive
experience (Rosenfeld & Bowen, 2000). Therefore,
peer relationships may place pressure on students to
perform well academically so that they will fit in with
their social circle.

The effect of peer relationships on academic
success may also be related to the competitive or
noncompetitive nature of the relationships. Research
has shown that cooperative learning during middle
to high school is more effective at inspiring a desire
to learn and instilling permanent knowledge than
competitive learning (Wentzel & Wigfield, 1998).
Cooperative learning is defined as the learning
environment where mastering the material is the goal,
not outcompeting peers. Students work together to
learn in cooperative learning (Wentzel & Wigfield,
1998). In contrast, competitive learning is defined as
the learning environment where comparison between
peers is emphasized, such as in a teacher style where
only the highest test scores are rewarded (Wentzel
& Wigfield, 1998). The finding that cooperative
learning facilitates greater student achievement could
indicate that peer friendships help students achieve
higher grades, since cooperative learning encourages
students to help each other instead of one student’s
loss being another student’s gain. As a result of
the emphasis of teamwork, cooperative learning is
also linked to students prioritizing learning for the
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sake of gaining knowledge over social comparison
and having increased confidence in their academic
abilities (Wentzel & Wigfield, 1998). Gamification,
a competitive learning teaching style where students
earn points for tasks such as participating in class
discussions and have their points tracked on a public
leaderboard, has been linked to a decrease in both
student motivation and confidence in their academic
abilities, and therefore negatively impacts academic
performance (Hanus & Fox, 2014). As such, peer
relationships may influence the mindset that a student
holds about school: if a student has many friends at
school, they may be more likely to enjoy school and
put more effort into their schoolwork, raising their
GPA. In fact, lower levels of school dropout and
increased GPA have been linked to higher school
satisfaction (Martinez et al. 2004).

Since friendships are more likely to form
within the same class because the students are more
likely to interact and work together, peer relationships
may be affected by the teacher’s teaching style.
Research has not yet been conducted to study whether
more friendships form in a specific style of teaching
(e.g. lectures vs. seminar-based) than other styles.
However, in classrooms that incorporate social and
emotional lessons, the social and emotional well-being
of students was not the only improvement—many
previously low-achieving students improved their
academic performance as well (Ashdown & Bernard,
2012). The teachers who taught social and emotional
lessons reported that the students had better emotion
management and displayed more engagement during
academic subjects (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). The
results were not limited to any gender nor ethnic and
racial backgrounds. In classrooms where social and
emotional lessons were taught, students exhibited
greater growth in their reading levels than classrooms
that did not receive social and emotional lessons. Peer
relationships in the school environment may allow
students to boost their social and emotional well-being,
thereby increasing their perception of their academic
abilities and improving their academic performance.
Altogether, despite various motivations for achieving
high grades, supportive peer relationships allow
students to focus on learning at school and increase
academic achievement.
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Teacher-student Relationships

Similar to how parental expectations
greatly impact the student’s motivation in school,
teacher expectations shape their relationships with
their students and therefore influence their students’
academic performance. Throughout an adolescent’s
education, they will interact with several different
teachers, and their relationships with these teachers
are highly important to their overall educational
experience (Frymier & Houser, 2000). As one of the
most powerful authority figures at school, a teacher is
key not only academically, but emotionally as well.
Students’ self-perceptions of their abilities correlates to
their actual success (Pajares, 1996), and teachers play
an influential role in how their students see themselves
(Rosenfeld et al., 2000). For example, middle-school
students with a stronger teacher-student relationship
had higher self-esteem levels, thus increasing their
academic success (Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004).

Strong teacher-student relationships are
characterized by the student’s trust in the teacher,
helping them feel safer in the school environment
and more competent academically (Hamre &

Pianta, 2006). However, a stronger teacher-student
relationship’s correlation to higher academic success
and the influence a teacher has on their student’s
academic performance may be affected by the
teacher’s perception of their student. Instead, these
correlations may be indicators of the Pygmalion effect
or halo effect, where teachers may be inclined to rate
students with better grades with higher self-esteem
(Berger et al., 2011). Research has shown that teachers
with low expectations for a student may be more
hostile in their interactions, make less eye contact
with them, and give them easier tasks (Peterson et al.,
2016). Teachers may also subconsciously grant more
support, whether academic or socially, to students that
achieve higher grades (Berger et al., 2011).

Furthermore, adolescents are able to identify
whether teachers have high or low expectations
through their nonverbal behavior (Peterson et al.,
2016). By creating and reinforcing expectations
for a student’s success academically, teachers are
also forming the same expectations in the student’s
mindset. Since stronger teacher-student relationships
are usually linked to more frequent teacher-student
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interactions (Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004), the teacher
may receive the impression that the student cares
about school and develop better expectations for the
student’s academic outcomes, influencing the student’s
perception of their academic abilities and their
academic achievement.

Another important aspect of the teacher-
student relationship is that teachers are likely to play
the largest role in shaping a student’s attitude towards
academics, and a positive attitude supports functioning
in the brain regions responsible for learning and
memory, allowing for higher academic achievement
(Chen et al., 2018). One way teachers can cultivate
a positive attitude towards learning and improve
academic performance is by teaching their students to
adopt a growth mindset, whether through modeling or
lessons about social and emotional well-being (Moser
etal., 2011). A growth mindset is defined as the belief
that mistakes are necessary steps in learning and
improvement, whereas a fixed mindset is the belief
that mistakes are not opportunities for growth (Moser
et al., 2011). A strong teacher-student relationship
may help the student adopt a growth mindset, which
has been connected to increased accuracy after
making a mistake, and thus improve their academic
performance (Moser et al., 2011). In addition, research
has found that teachers with growth mindsets further
the development of a growth mindset in their students,
which fosters a positive attitude towards schoolwork
and leads to higher academic performance (Mesler,
2021). On the contrary, teachers who hold a fixed
mindset lead to lower student expectations of their
own academic performance (Mesler, 2021). Teacher-
student relationships thus wield immense power
in influencing students’ academic performance by
molding a student’s perspective on their academic
abilities.

Conclusion

Three main factors that impact a student’s
academic performance are social relationships with
parents, teachers, and peers. These relationships vary
in how they influence academic achievement: for
parent-child relationships, the parent’s involvement
with the child’s education affects academic
performance, for peer-to-peer relationships, social
norms regarding education is the key source of
influence, and for teacher-student relationships,
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the teachers’ perception and expectations of their
students has the greatest impact on students’ academic
performance.

Strong parent-child relationships, peer-to-
peer relationships, and teacher-student relationships
all positively influence academic performance
despite varying socio-economic statuses and cultures
because social relationships mold a student’s
mindset and attitude towards school. In doing so,
social relationships help develop the student’s self-
perception of their academic prowess, increasing
their academic success. By learning how to interact
with their peers, teachers, and parents, students also
build social-emotional skills, which affect students’
academic performance (Rhoades et al., 2011).
However, research has not yet been conducted to
discover if social relationships help improve academic
success by developing social-emotional skills, or if
better social-emotional skills lead to stronger social
relationships, which then increases academic success.
It is also important to note that social-emotional skills
may correlate to self-esteem, which impacts academic
achievement by regulating the students’ self-perception
of their academic abilities (Sklad et al., 2012). For
now, schools and teachers should seek ways to allow
students to bond with each other and their teachers.
This may mean allocating time for lessons promoting
social and emotional skills or a period of free time
where teachers can play games with their students. By
understanding the importance of social relationships,
schools can take action to help their students learn
better than ever.
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