
G R E E N  |  2 5

Building Connection
KEVIN M. GREEN

Department of Home & Family

When I was 12 years old my parents divorced. This was 
a very difficult time for me and I felt very disconnected 
from my father. Staying connected and close to him was a 
struggle from a geographical standpoint in not living with 
him, but also from an emotional perspective as I faced the 
adolescent years of discovering my identity and defining 
myself in our new family structure. Over time, the desire 
to stay connected with my father grew stronger and I 
sought additional opportunities to spend more time with 
him. Years later, as a newlywed of just six months, I lost 
my father to cancer which resulted in yet another loss and 
form of disconnection. For many years I felt like I was 
alone in my struggles. I felt as if no other family had gone 
through the same things that I had experienced. It wasn’t 
until later when I began my graduate studies, I realized I 
wasn’t the only one going through this.

Connecting with others who have gone through 
similar family trials was an empowering experience for 
me. College professors inspired me and helped me gain 
more confidence in myself and also in relationships and 
family dynamics. I share this personal story because it 
highlights my strong desire to build connection with others. 
Building a connection with my students is about being real, 

authentic, and vulnerable. Sharing personal stories and 
emotions that many might consider too vulnerable is  
a powerful way for me to connect with my students. 

In the scholarship of teaching, it has been suggested that 
authentic teachers are more engaged with their students 
and that students receive this type of teaching style more 
positively (Johnson & LaBelle, 2017). Being authentic 
has been described as being sincere, deeply caring for 
the subject that you’re teaching, or self-disclosing in an 
effort to be ‘real’ with students (Weimer, 2011). But being 
authentic with my students is more than just being sincere 
and using self-disclosure. It’s about showing them that I am 
human and that we share in this journey called life. 

Connection is the ability to share an experience, a 
feeling, or memory in an effort to draw close to someone 
emotionally or relate in a meaningful way. Our need to 
connect is as real as our need for water or food. I think 
one of the most powerful ways to connect is by being 
vulnerable. Vulnerability requires us to sincerely share 
and self-disclose in a way that allows students to see 
the human side of us as teachers. In the social sciences, 
being vulnerable allows us to share emotions, personal 
experiences, and essentially our own life story or life 
lessons in relating course content or concepts. 

Use of Emotions
As a marriage and family therapist, I am no stranger to 

working with and validating emotions. Sharing some of 
those emotions works very nicely for a social science class 
setting. For example, in my Family Stress & Coping course 
(FAML 360), we discuss grief and loss, and the various 
coping mechanisms that families use to face loss. One of the 
ways I attempt to connect with my students is by sharing 
the experience of losing my father. They get to see my 
vulnerable side of losing a parent, the challenges in grieving, 
and the hope that comes from sound gospel doctrine.

Another example using emotions is the use of passion 
and energy in being vulnerable. I will often tell my class of 
my love and passion for music in all of its genres. Music 
moves me, motivates me, and uplifts me. I tell my students 
how I sang in choirs in high school, how I enjoy singing at 
church and with my daughters, and how I dream of singing 
with the angels in heaven someday or how I hope that God 
will give me a strong voice like Josh Groban, Michael Bublé, 



or even Pavarotti. I ask students to think about things they 
are passionate about and how they can direct that energy 
into the work they do as students and learners, but also in 
helping and serving others. Many of our students go into 
helping professions. The passions they have can be a great 
strength in working with others, and I try to increase the 
awareness of using their passions in their future careers 
and personal lives. 

Personal Experiences
Another way to connect is by sharing personal 

experiences; I’ve had the experience of living with a 
chronic illness. Many of our students struggle with physical 
and mental illness, and too many of those same students 
also feel they are alone in that struggle. I find that by 
mentioning the challenge I have had with my physical 
illness and acknowledging the anxiety and depression that 
many of us face, I can instantly connect with, not just the 
group as a whole, but perhaps even the individual as I try 

to reach the one. One-on-one connections are among the 
most meaningful. Every once in a while I have a student 
tell me after class or by email how much they appreciated 
my personal story and how they could relate to similar 
struggles. It almost acts as permission to feel, and I will 
often see a change in their countenance as they participate 
in class and as we interact individually. It also re-energizes 
me in my teaching and affirms to me that my sharing is 
connecting with them on some personal level.

So often the sharing of personal experiences works to 
help validate and normalize the struggles many face in 
dealing with day-to-day stressors and family challenges. 
Motivating students to implement activities that will help 
them thrive rather than just survive is a key to helping 
them become more resilient and more connected. A key 
element to building resilience is good social support 
and strong connections (Walsh, 2016). Sharing personal 
experiences allows me to help students gain perspective on 
how they can struggle in a resilient fashion.



Whatever method we use to inspire students and 
connect with them requires us to relate to them on a 
personal level. Being vulnerable with our students requires 
courage. Consider your own vulnerabilities and weaknesses 
in teaching. Do you have the courage to be imperfect 
and show that imperfection? How might showing that 

vulnerability to students allow you to reach out to others, 
to reach out to the one? Incorporating this teaching style 
may be a gradual step-by-step process, but it can become 
second nature over time. It almost becomes conversational 
in sharing something you feel they can relate to and use not 
just in their learning as a student but also in their daily lives. 

Sharing personal experiences and emotions are 
great ways to connect with students on a more personal 
level. This does require a certain level of bravery and 
vulnerability. But the rewards in doing so have enriched 
myself as an instructor, and have hopefully provided an 
opportunity for students to relate to me on an individual 
level that is meaningful for them. J. Armstrong summarizes 
this point very nicely. He notes, “but underneath all the 
pedagogical verbiage, education has and always will be 
powered by human connection…an electric connection 
that jolts you to know vulnerability is both a strength and 
an essential pillar of learning” (Armstrong, 2017).  t
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Life Lessons
Being vulnerable with my students allows them to see 

me as an individual who struggles and has challenges just 
like them. One of the things I tell my students and my 
children is the fact that everyone, regardless of how we 
appear on the outside, is struggling with something in 
their life. Therefore, it is so important to be kind and treat 
others with respect. Being mindful 
of this helps as we interact and 
have empathy for those with whom 
we work, serve, and teach. Having 
and communicating empathy is a 
great way to connect with others, 
particularly in a teaching setting.  
And these personal experiences can 
be great life lessons.

One of the concerns often expressed in being vulnerable 
and sharing personal experiences with students is the risk 
of blurring professional boundaries. Being professional for 
both teachers and students means being accountable to 
our obligations and commitments, and that includes our 
commitment to coursework and learning. Students may 
feel justified in shifting their responsibility for assignments 
due to the fact that we’ve now connected. However, sharing 
personal experiences doesn’t abdicate their responsibilities 
as students or my responsibilities as a teacher. Just because 
I share an example of anxiety doesn’t give permission 
for a student to use their anxiety as an excuse to forgo 
an assignment or relinquish their efforts in learning. Of 
course, balancing justice and mercy is a big part of this 
process too. But being vulnerable doesn’t mean that we 
can’t hold them accountable. 

On occasion, being vulnerable opens the door to 
students sharing intimate details of their life with me. 
Maintaining a professional boundary requires that I 
empathically listen and validate their concern while also 
reiterating my role as an instructor and not a therapist. In 
instances like this, I will express how much I appreciate 
their trust in sharing such personal information with me 
but then I redirect students to the various campus and 
community resources available to them. These are great 
teaching opportunities that lend themselves to life lessons 
outside the classroom. 

Whatever method we use to inspire 
students and connect with them requires 
us to relate to them on a personal level.


