
ETH Learning and Teaching Journal, Vol 2, No 2, 2020232

https://learningteaching.ethz.ch | ISSN 2624-7992 (Online)

ICED 2020 proceedings: 
The impact of the faculty-student relationship on student 
course engagement 
 
Xing Zhang1 
Graduate School of Education, Shanghai Jiao Tong University 
Dognchuan Street 800 
Minhang, Shanghai, China 
 
 
 

Abstract 

This study introduces the situation of the faculty-student relationship and students’ course 
engagement and analyzes the influence of the former on the latter. The research sample 
included 457 undergraduates, who come from Shanghai Jiao Tong University. The study 
found that almost all undergraduates can participate fully in class, but take part in fewer 
participation/interaction activities. The faculty-student relationship places the highest score on 
“Satisfaction” and the lowest score on “Conflict”. Conflict is a negative predictor of attitude 
engagement; the Support scale and the “Closeness” scale have a positive impact on student 
engagement, in contrast to the “Attitude” scale. 
 

1 Introduction 

With the development of popularization of higher education, quality has been gradually 
replacing quantity as the focus of future work. Undergraduate teaching plays a key part in 
enhancing higher education quality. The classroom is a context that aims at good teaching 
and learning. As one of the most important factors in this context, the faculty-student 
relationship not only comprises a large part of the teaching process, but also runs through the 
whole process of higher education, greatly affecting students’ learning outcomes (Carini et al., 
2006; Kuh, 2003; Yunhee Bae & Sunyoung Han, 2019). 
 
Student course engagement is an important predictor of course learning outcomes. There is 
no uniform definition of student course engagement, but scholars all agree that it is a 
multidimensional structure. Skinner and Belmont (1993) defined course engagement as 
“students’ effortful, active, constructive, enthusiastic participation in learning activities within 
the classroom.” Handelsman et al. (2005) suggested that student course engagement 
includes skill, participation/interaction, emotional and performance components. 
 
In the research described in this paper, the faculty-student relationship refers to a special 
interpersonal relationship established by interaction between teachers and students during 
the common teaching process (Huang Xiting, 2004; Li Jinyu,1994; Zheng Xiaoquan, 
2005).China’s higher education has unique characteristics. This paper mainly discussed the 
current situation of the faculty-student relationship and student course engagement in Chinese 
universities and the impact of the former on the latter. 
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The research questions were as follows: 
 

1. What are the characteristics of the faculty-student relationship in undergraduate 
courses? 

2. What are the characteristics of student engagement in undergraduate courses? 
3. In undergraduate courses, how does the faculty-student relationship affect students’ 

course engagement? 

2 Literature review 

2.1 Theoretical framework 

College Impact Models is an important theoretical source for the study of college students 
(Wang Shu, 2010). Among the theoretical models, the “I-E-O model” is one of the most 
influential. This research uses Astin's IEO model as its theoretical framework. According to 
this model, the impact of universities on students is the result of three related factors: “I” means 
input, which refers to the student’s characteristic and background before enrollment; “E” 
means environment, which refers to the people, school policies, culture, etc. which students 
encountered on or off campus during their studies; “O” means output, which refers to the 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, beliefs and behaviours of students after graduation 
(Astin,1999). Input contributes to the results not only in a direct way, but also in an indirect 
way, that is, through the environment of the school. This model attempts to explain the impact 
of the environment on the overall or individual changes or growth of students, with particular 
attention to the impact of faculty, school projects and policies (Long & Amey, 1993). The 
conceptual framework of this research is shown in Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1: Conceptual framework 

 

2.2 The faculty-student relationship 

Regarding current studies of the faculty-student relationship, apart from a few researchers 
who reported positively (Wang Peng, 2016), most researchers find that there are still some 
problems. For example, the relationship is indifferent and features lack of emotion (Deng 
Xianbo,2008); “faculty-student dialogue” has become “faculty-to-student” (Wang Xiaomei, 
2010); and the classroom is “dominated” by teachers, and dull (Xie Huicun, 2003). The team 
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at Tsinghua University also found problems: a “research priority” orientation makes teachers 
neglect interaction with undergraduates (Shi Jinghuan & Wen Wen, 2010). 
 
There is less research on the faculty-student relationship in higher education than in pre-
college education. Research findings have found that personal personality and past 
experience are more important than age and gender in an intercultural environment (Hsieh, 
2012). It follows that cultural background often affects students’ expectations of the faculty-
student relationship (Zhou et al., 2008). Grade and subject are also influencing factors. In 
addition, for online learners, lack of interaction may have a negative impact on the faculty-
student relationship (Bergström, 2010). A single positive connection with the teacher can 
influence the student’s view of the teacher overall (Cox, 2011). The development of the 
Internet has a huge influence on communication between teachers and students, and the 
"micro-communication" method prevails. Social-media software such as WeChat has become 
an important platform for faculty-student communication, which has changed the traditional 
face-to-face communication mode (Zhang Yujing et al., 2019). 

2.3 Student course engagement 

Research into student engagement can be divided into two categories. The first focuses on 
analyzing characteristic problems. For example, Tsinghua University, Nanjing University and 
some other institutions evaluate the undergraduate education process by comparing 
themselves with similar institutions based on the results of undergraduate engagement 
surveys (Wen Wen & Guan Liusi, 2011; Lu Yun & Lv Linhai, 2015). The second category 
focuses on exploring the mechanism of student engagement in relation to learning outcomes. 
For example, some findings show that student engagement has a positive mediating effect on 
students’ growth, and a positive effect on academic performance, knowledge acquisition and 
cognition developmental self-evaluation (Qu Liaojian & Sun Liang, 2019. et al). 
 
At the college level, many studies assess engagement at the “macro level,” including the 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) at Indiana University (NSSE, 2013) and the 
Tsinghua University Undergraduate Education Survey (Shi Jinghuan & Wen Wen, 2010). 
Handelsman et al. (2005) believe that if you want to improve university education and the 
student experience, it is necessary to pay attention to student engagement at the level of 
specific courses, because the greatest impact teachers have on students is reflected in the 
behaviour and feelings of students in the classroom. They developed the Student Course 
Engagement Questionnaire (SCEQ). This questionnaire follows the standard psychometric 
process, which has 23 items divided into four dimensions of engagement: skill, 
participation/interaction, emotional and performance components. 

3 Method 

3.1 Participants and procedure 

This study collected data from Shanghai Jiao Tong University – a top first-class university in 
China. Using cluster sampling and stratified sampling methods, and taking the class as the 
sampling unit, random sampling was conducted among 1642 undergraduate courses in the 
autumn semester of 2019 and 50 classes. 474 questionnaires were returned, of which 457 
were valid. The response rate was 20.9%. 
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the participants. 

3.2 Measures 

The questionnaire used in this study mainly collects four categories of information: students’ 
background information, student course engagement, the faculty-student relationship, and 
teaching and course characteristics. 
 
This study used the Student Course Engagement Questionnaire (SCEQ) developed by 
Handelsman et al. to measure the level of students’ course engagement. The original 
questionnaire included 23 items in four dimensions of engagement. The research of Zhou 
Zijing (2008) and Lin Shuhui (2018) proved the reliability and validity of SCEQ in the Chinese 
environment. According to the characteristics of this research, some items were appropriately 
modified. 
 
The faculty-student relationship questionnaire we used referred mainly to Qu Zhiyong’s scale, 
which is based on the research of Pianta (Pianta, 1997). The questionnaire includes four 
dimensions: closeness, support, satisfaction, and conflict. This study refers to the four 
dimensions of the questionnaire, and the specific items, after modification, are based on the 
characteristics of higher education. 
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics, factor loadings, and reliabilities in the measurement models 
 

3.3 Statistical analyses 

First, descriptive statistics were collected and correlation analysis was conducted. Next, after 
controlling for other related variables, multiple regression was used to analyze the impact of 
the faculty-student relationship on student course engagement. 

4 Results 

As Table 3 shows, in students’ course engagement, attitude scores the highest, and 
participation/interaction scores the lowest. In the faculty-student relationship, satisfaction 
scores the highest, and conflict scores the lowest. Except for conflict, there is a significant 
positive correlation between the positive scales of the faculty-student relationship and the four 



ETH Learning and Teaching Journal, Vol 2, No 2, 2020 237

https://learningteaching.ethz.ch | ISSN 2624-7992 (Online)

scales of student course engagement. Conflict between teachers and students is negatively 
correlated with attitude engagement, support and satisfaction, but positively correlated with 
intimacy (See Table 4). 
 
Regression analysis shows that the closeness of and support inherent in the faculty-student 
relationship has a positive impact on skill, participation/interaction and performance 
engagement; satisfaction does not affect participation/interaction engagement, and attitude 
engagement is only affected by conflict (See Table 5). 
 
 

 
 

Table 3: Descriptive statistics of student course engagement and the faculty-student relationship 
 
 

 
Table 4: Correlation between student course engagement and the faculty-student relationship 

 
 

 
Table 5: Multiple regression summary 
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5 Conclusions 

On the one hand, there is little undergraduate absenteeism in class, which is only related to 
conflict. The conflict score between teachers and students is low, and students enter the 
classroom on time. On the other hand, scores for students’ classroom participation/interaction 
are also relatively low. It is even possible that they did not follow the class carefully. The factors 
affecting participation/interaction are closeness and support, but the scores for these two 
scales are not particularly high. In addition, closeness is positively correlated with conflict, 
indicating that the more closeness there is between students and the instructor, the more 
contradictions and conflicts there are. This supports the perception of some teachers’ 
indifferent attitude towards students. However, a decrease in closeness will have a more 
serious impact on student engagement. Universities should not one-sidedly emphasize 
attendance, nor should they ignore indifference. Instead, they should improve the level of 
students’ course engagement by enhancing the interaction and understanding between 
teachers and students. 
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