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Abstract 
Rapport building between teachers and students is a critical component of any successful 
learning community - a point emphasized by Stevick (1980) when he says, “success or failure in 
a language course depends less on linguistic analysis and pedagogical techniques than on 
what goes on inside and between the people in the classroom” (p. 4). So how do successful 
teachers generate rapport with their students? The present study aims to answer this question 
through modelling two exceptionally gifted rapport-building teachers using a tool called the 
Experiential Array (Gordon & Dawes, 2005). This graphical tool was used in order to map out 
the beliefs, strategies, emotions, and external behaviours of the teachers in this study. The 
paper begins by examining the concept of rapport and outlining a methodology for modelling. 
Several figures representing the results and a discussion of the key emergent commonalities 
between each teacher are then provided. Finally, suggestions on how these results can be used 
pragmatically to enable other teachers to generate rapport are given.  
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In the book, Communicating Caring, Bolstad and Hamblett (1992) talk about how teachers need 
to focus on two planes–community and task. If teachers are too focused on only the community, 
goals are not accomplished. Conversely, teachers who are only focused on the task can face a 
ineffective lack of rapport with the group. Thus, educators need to pay conscious attention to 
the interplay between adequately balancing community and task within any learning 
environment.  

In the field of Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP), the terms pacing and leading 
describe the delicate balance necessary to facilitate communal bonding and goal achievement. 
A focus on community is an essential part of pacing and it is only when we have this connection 
with community that we can lead the students to successful engagement with the task. One 
word that we ca give to this connection with the classroom community is rapport.  

This research project focussed on modeling the exceptional ability of two expert teachers 
who are widely recognized for their ability to generate rapport with their students. Our primary 
research question can be phrased as: How do effective teachers generate rapport with 
students? 

In this paper, we first examine the concept of rapport and outline a methodology for 
modelling based on a tool called the Experiential Array (EA). This is followed by several figures 
presenting the results of the modelling studies conducted and a discussion of the key 
commonalities which emerged. Finally, we offer suggestions on how these results can be used 
pragmatically to enable other teachers to generate rapport.  
 
 
What is Rapport? 
Students are more motivated and able to learn easily when they are in rapport with a teacher 
(e.g. Nguyen, 2007), so clearly rapport building is a skill that all learning communities can 
benefit from and which can make schools both more enjoyable and effective. Yet in Japanese 
schools and universities, and of course in other countries too, we often see a high level of 
apathy and a low level of motivation in classrooms. For example, Sturge (2012) says: “I saw 10-
15 students clustered at the rear of the classroom, sitting as far as possible from the instructor. 
About half of those students had their heads resting on their desks in a display of disinterest” 
(p.1). Anyone teaching in Japan has probably seen this level of apathy when they walk along a 
corridor and peek into a classroom window, and much of this sad situation can be attributed to a 
lack of the kind of rapport in the classroom that would make learning more engaging for 
students. Other research into apathy (read as a lack of rapport), includes Burden (2002) who 
examined Japanese university students and his research paints a bleak picture of students who 
feel they have little control over their actions, are out of rapport with each other and their 
instructors, and therefore are unmotivated. In addition, Saito & Eisenstein-Ebsworth (2004) 
revealed through interviews with Japanese EFL students that students prefer a teacher who is 
open-minded, available, respectful of their culture, and among other qualities, willing to make 
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adjustments to meet student needs. Clearly, rapport is at the heart of effective classroom 
learning relationships. 

Yet what is rapport? The Webster dictionary defines rapport as “relations marked by 
harmony, conformity, accord, or affinity.” We all know quality rapport when we experience it, yet 
it can be difficult to really pin down what we are talking about or equally important how it is 
created. One of the co-founders of NLP, John Grinder, has defined rapport as “holding the 
attention of another’s unconscious mind” (Grossi 2010), and this highlights an important fact: 
that the creation of rapport is not something that people are usually consciously aware of. One 
of the driving forces for this research project was our curiosity to discover how teachers who are 
naturally talented at generating rapport create this connection and how these teachers hold the 
attention of their students’ conscious and unconscious minds.  

While there is previous work examining the important issue of rapport in the classroom, it 
has often focused primarily on theoretical issues such as politeness, locutionary acts and 
maintaining face (Spencer-Oatey, 2000), or it has been looked at situations where rapport has 
broken down (Sturge, 2012). While these perspectives are undoubtedly important, in this study, 
we are taking what we consider to be a more practical approach of modelling teachers who 
have the ability to consistently create outstanding rapport and figuring out how to replicate that 
ability. 

 

Modelling 
Many teachers are familiar with the practice of peer observation with the purpose of replicating 
teaching techniques (see Deacon 1997, 2003). However, what this often achieves is actually 
only a surface-level understanding and copying without gaining a fuller awareness of the 
underlying beliefs and values. In order to truly replicate any human experience, we need to look 
below the surface and to create a coherent model that accounts for both cognitive and 
behavioural variables. NLP modelling is one approach that we have found useful to provide a 
holistic structure of human experience for the purpose of replication. Lawley & Tompkins (2000) 
give the following useful definition:  

(NLP) Modelling is a process whereby an observer, the modeller, gathers information 
about the activity of a system with the aim of constructing a generalised description (a 
model) of how that system works. The model can then be used by the modeller and 
others to inform decisions and actions. The purpose of modelling is to identify ‘what is’ 
and how ‘what is’ works – without influencing what is being modelled. The modeller 
begins with an open mind, a blank sheet, and an outcome to discover the way a system 
functions – without attempting to change it (p.22).  

Gordon and Dawes (2005) highlight the practical nature of NLP modelling when they define it as 
“the process of identifying and describing in a useful way those patterns that make up a 
particular ability....once we know the patterns, we can make them our own and begin to 
manifest the ability” (p.4-5).  

A useful way to think of a model is as a map, a way to move towards a destination more 
easily. However, like a map, a model does not describe everything about an ability. As Gordon 
and Dawes (2005) say, “only those elements of experience that are essential in order to have 
the ability working in us; a model that does that is a useful model” (p.14). While other NLP 
modellers such as Robert Dilts (1994, 1998) are more inclusive and try to include as much 
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information as possible, Gordon, who has described himself as a “Samurai” modeller, attempts 
to cut away anything that is unnecessary, and this is also the approach that we are taking in this 
study.  
 
Methodology 
For this study, we have used a modelling tool called the Experiential Array (EA) which was 
developed by Gordon and Dawes (2005). The developers describe the EA as a tool for 
modelling a specific ability and as a repository of information, i.e. a workspace in which the 
modeller can begin to build up a coherent map of the exemplar’s (modelling terminology for the 
person being modelled) ability. The completed map can then be used to enable others to 
acquire and emulate the modelled ability–in this case the ability to generate rapport in a 
classroom. The EA is a graphical tool which is divided into four main sections: beliefs, strategies, 
emotions, and external behaviours. Figure 1 shows how these four sections work together to 
eventually create the Ability of the exemplar.  
 

Figure 1. The Experiential Array  

 
 
Beliefs are subdivided into:  

● Criterion: What are you evaluating when you carry out Ability? 
● Enabling Cause-Effect: What enables you to satisfy the Criterion? 
● Motivating Cause-Effect: Why is Criterion important?  
● Definition: What do you mean by Criterion? 
● Evidence: How do you know when you have Criterion? 
● Supporting Beliefs: What else do you believe that supports Ability? 

Strategies are subdivided into: 
● Primary Strategies: What are you doing on the inside to achieve Ability? 
● Secondary Strategies: What do you do when Ability is not being achieved? 

Emotions are subdivided into:  
● Sustaining Emotions: What emotions sustain you through Ability? 
● Signal Emotions: What emotions direct your attention when carrying out Ability? 

Other parts of the array include Contributing Factors (e.g. previous experience, training, 
upbringing, knowledge, etc.) and External Behaviour (what is happening on the outside during 
Ability). All of these sections can be seen in Figures 2 and 3. A full description of the EA is 
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beyond the scope of this paper and we recommend that interested readers look to the work of 
the aforementioned authors.  
 

 
For the purpose of this study, we selected two teachers as exemplars who strongly 

exhibited the target skill of rapport. These are teachers who have consistently over many years, 
both quantitatively and qualitatively, received strong positive feedback from students through 
such measures as university surveys and other feedback measurements. These teachers have 
also been observed by several peers and are consistently lauded for their outstanding ability to 
generate rapport with students. As sensory evidence, students’ words such as “I really enjoy 
being in this class,” coupled with visual evidence such as noticing students engaged and on 
task, learning enjoyably, smiling more, making more eye contact with the teacher, and asking 
more questions in class confirm that these teachers are highly skilled at rapport generation. 
Moreover, there is an absence of discipline problems in these teachers’ classrooms which 
suggests instead that they are more often in rapport with their students than not. For the 
purpose of this study, the exemplars have been kept anonymous. We have only focused on two 
exemplars to keep the analysis and discussion relatively simple.  

We used the EA to elicit the beliefs, strategies, emotions, and external behaviours of 
each exemplar. Although the graphical representations in Figures 2 and 3 seem to show a 
linear collection of data and gradual progression from box to box, in reality the modelling 
process involved continuous attention to all areas of the EA and the noting of items to their 
respective locations as they arose. Each modelling session lasted approximately 2.5 hours 
including follow-up questions. Both modelling sessions were recorded on video. Later, we 
viewed the videos individually and collectively in order to create a richer interpretation of each 
interview. By having viewed the videos of the sessions together and combining notes, we have 
aimed to create greater inter-rater reliability within the understandings of the meanings of the 
exemplar’s words and behaviours in our attempt to model their ability to generate classroom 
rapport.  

In order to determine whether the exemplars truly “walk their talk”, we also followed up 
the modelling procedures with class observations of both teachers, and in future work we will 
provide correlations and further examples to show how the exemplars’ beliefs and strategies are 
actually realized in the classroom.  

Results 
Our results are shown in Figures 2a,b and 3a,b which are graphic representations of the EA. 
These figures represent complete models for each of the exemplars, respectively. 
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Figure 2a. Exemplar S: Beliefs 
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Figure 2b. Exemplar S: Strategies, Emotions, and External Behaviours  
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Figure 3a. Exemplar R: Beliefs 
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Figure 3b.Exemplar R: Strategies, Emotions, and External Behaviours  
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As there is a vast amount of information already conveyed in the figures above, for the sake of 
clarity, below we only summarize the key elements of the model of the ability to generate 
rapport.  
 

Key Elements of Generating Rapport 
1. Trust and Valuing Relationship 

Trust is a core element. Emphasize the importance of building community while also respecting 
each learner as an individual through learning their names and other means. Value the 
relationship with students very strongly. Have genuine interest and care for the students as 
people both inside and outside the class. Make yourself available even outside class hours to 
strengthen this relationship. The teacher mask is sometimes even cast off in order to find out 
who these students really are as people.  
 

2. Clear Purpose for Students 
Set and maintain a clear purpose for students. Adopt the beliefs that students can see a 
purpose in the course, be successful in achieving this, and grow as people through the course. 
Consciously decide to take on the role of helping students to reach these goals. 
 

3. Clear Motivation for Self 
Identify a clear motivation and purpose for yourself as well as for the students. The exemplars 
described multiple motivating beliefs including the opportunity to learn and develop, engaging in 
enjoyable interactions, and self-love. This motivation may be very different for each reader, and 
the important thing is to ensure that it provides a powerful motivation to consistently generate 
rapport.  
 

4. Preparation and Planning 
Establish a clear and transparent framework for students such as a lesson menu on the 
whiteboard. Arranging the classroom beforehand is important. In order to do this, arriving on 
time or early is necessary. This allows time to chat with the students informally, and arrange the 
learning environment to support rapport through the lighting, opening of curtains, and good 
seating arrangements. Scaffold the learning process in ways that support student understanding 
and cooperation through using patterns and setting up a class menu on board.  
 

5. Confidence 
Maintain confidence in your ability to consistently generate rapport. This ensures that students 
can also be confidently on task. Act ‘as if’ rapport will take place and this can become a self-
fulfilling prophecy. Part of this confidence in rapport creation can derive from success in the past, 
what we can call anchored reference experiences in NLP. For the exemplars, it also arose from 
having taken the same kind of language learning journey.  
 

6. Genuine Care 
Develop a genuine feeling of care and even love for the students. This interest is not restricted 
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to the classroom, but extends outside through trying to understand the students  as individuals. 
 
 

7. Enjoyable 
Enjoy creating and maintaining rapport and you will find that you can perform at your best when 
the experience is enjoyable. 
 

8. Metaphor(s) 
Develop and maintain a strong metaphor or metaphors which make sense to you in creating 
coherent internal and external representations of what rapport means. These metaphors also 
provide a solid conceptual base for realizing the underlying behaviours of rapport (see 
Lakoff&Johnson, 1980). 
 

9. State Management 
Pay attention to motivating yourself and being present. Sustaining emotions can include 
‘confidence,’ ‘caring,’ ‘love,’ ‘enjoyment,’ and ‘being spontaneous.’ These sustaining emotions 
and states may be seen as being linked to feeding off the energy of students and leading to 
greater job satisfaction. Pay attention to signal emotions such as anger, frustration, or boredom 
and practice techniques that get rapport back on track. 
 

10. Attention to Student States 
Use sensory awareness to pay attention to student states. Rapport is about entering the 
position of the students and understanding their map of the world, helping them to become 
more open and friendly towards each other, and towards the teacher in order to more effectively 
achieve the goals for the course. Carefully observe the attentional state of the students, pay 
attention to use of language, and even notice the unconscious beliefs and values that both the 
students and the teacher are bringing to the classroom. Rapport begins with engaging in this 
complex dance of variables and recognizing that learning is about people and not just about 
tasks.   
 

11. Effective Primary Strategies 
Engage with students as people with lives and interests both inside and outside the classroom. 
Respond genuinely to student questions, express interest, and offer praise. Communicate with 
individual students at an eye-level position. Help students to relax through telling stories, using 
humor, finding shared interests, speaking in a friendly tone, and also chatting informally. 
 

12. Effective Secondary Strategies 
Have secondary strategies to re-establish rapport with students when things go wrong (as they 
inevitably do for every teacher at some point!). Rapport can be regained quickly even if it is 
temporarily lost, and maintaining the relationship through appropriate non-threatening strategies 
is ultimately more important than any particular task.  When things go wrong, gather student 
feedback in order to make adjustments to regain rapport.  

 

Using the Model  
As modellers, our job has been to unpack the meaning of the words, actions, and beliefs of the 
exemplars and to try as fully as possible to understand their cognitive maps. In many cases, 
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these maps are not necessarily conscious to even the exemplars themselves, but in the 
modelling process, we attempted to elicit their maps in as rich a manner as possible and yet in a 
simple enough form that they can be acquired by others. Modelling is a practical endeavour and 
this elicitation is just the first step. The next important step is to help others to replicate this 
useful skill.  

For the purpose of replication, the summary of key factors underlying the generation of 
rapport is useful, but it is also important to have the flexibility to actually go ahead and ‘try on’ 
the maps of these teachers including the beliefs, strategies, emotions, external behaviours and 
other distinctions which are detailed in the EA. It is important to note that we are not trying to 
clone teachers. Rather, we are trying to learn how to best reproduce the useful abilities of other 
teachers in a way that we can integrate into our own teaching repertoire. This can be 
accomplished by first ‘trying on’ the maps in order to then discover what fits and what doesn’t. 
To illustrate, what didn’t necessarily work for us were the metaphors, for example, the metaphor 
of the ship. Having behavioral flexibility is a necessary precursor to notice what works and what 
doesn’t. 

Some parts of the model will resonate with you less than other parts. For example, when 
you look at a belief such as, “My job is to help students deliver”, the meaning was obviously 
clear to the exemplar, but it may not necessarily immediately resonate with you. The important 
issue is not necessarily to take on the exact words of the exemplar’s belief but rather to 
integrate the model into your own system of meanings in a way that can be utilized in a practical 
manner. Even if you do not take on the exact same set of beliefs or meanings as the exemplar 
or “acquire” the skill in exactly the same way, the data from the models can spur you on on to 
develop your thinking and behaviours in useful ways. 

We invite readers to examine the two EA examples that we have presented here and to 
consider how you can try these on in a way that is congruent with your own teaching style. Of 
course, learning any new ability can be best facilitated by maintaining an attitude of curiosity 
and flexibility. To that end, one simple strategy that you can adopt is to “act as if” the strategy 
works, and to use the target beliefs, behaviours, and so on for a period of time such as one 
week. Doing so will allow you to notice, with a sense of curiosity, the different results and 
reactions that you can then perceive in your classroom.  

Of course, much of rapport is actually unconscious and to really acquire a new skill 
proficiently, we need to go beyond the conscious application of these distinctions and reach the 
point where we have internalized them and absorbed them unconsciously. If this sounds 
complex, it is really no different to the way that you learned to ride a bicycle. Initially, you had to 
focus all your attention on the pedals and staying steady, yet later you achieved such 
automaticity that you can now type a message on your iPhone while continuing to cycle safely. 
We can view this skill development as a progression through four stages: unconscious 
unknowing, conscious unknowing, conscious knowing, and unconscious knowing (Burch, 2013). 
Through this research project and development of these models, we have aimed to enable 
readers to move quickly into stage three (conscious knowing), and with further practice it is 
possible to move to the unconscious competence level.  
 
 
Conclusions  
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In conclusion, this paper examined the abilities of two exceptionally gifted rapport-building 
teachers using the EA as a modelling tool. Many teachers are not consciously aware of the 
beliefs, emotions, strategies, and behaviours that underlie their abilities. Thus, the EA is a 
valuable tool to help teachers and researchers to become more aware on both conscious and 
unconscious planes of the abilities we choose to model. It can be particularly useful to compare 
the commonalities within models in order to capture the various core components within for 
others to replicate. Through replication, the aim is for other teachers to potentially achieve 
similar results as to the abilities of the exemplars being modelled. After all, what good is a 
model if others don’t benefit from the excellence within it? Admittedly, it can be difficult to 
capture the vital distinctions when modelling any ability and with hindsight, the ability that we 
chose to model may have been too big, but we certainly learned a lot in the process along with 
those being modelled. In future work, it may be more practical to choose a smaller sub-skill 
such as creating rapport at the beginning of a class or some other specific context. Having read 
this far, some readers may already be curious not only to try on each of these models but to 
also uncover their own ability to create rapport in their classrooms. We close by inviting 
teachers who would like to explore this area in more depth to visit the further resources for 
modelling and training at the website: www.standinginspirit.com/teacher/. 
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