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Abstract. Over the past two decades, gratitude as a scientific topic has
been growing in interest. Little is known about its importance in
educational environments and classroom interactions. The present
article offers an account of a qualitative study that identifies gratitude as
a moral value and uses stimulated recall methodology to explore the
experience of gratitude in a school environment. Two first-grade
teachers from an urban area of Finland were recorded during normal
lessons. Deductive and inductive content analyses of a total of 26 critical
incidents were conducted to explore expressions of gratitude and the
reasons for them. The data shows that teacher-student relationships,
material benefits, class routines and self-sufficiency are reasons to
experience gratitude. Also, verbal, concrete and connective expressions
of gratitude in classroom interactions were identified. The study
contributes to the sparse knowledge about gratitude in school
environments and provides important insights for understanding the
phenomenon in this specific context.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Gratitude as a concept

As gratitude has developed as a research topic in different academic areas, it is
necessary to acknowledge its complexity and provide insights that will help in
its understanding and usefulness in different contexts in everyday life. This
article addresses the topic by exploring how gratitude is experienced and
expressed in classroom environments. First, gratitude is considered theoretically
in the context of morality; then, it is explored in classroom interactions; finally,
some features of the Finnish context are analysed as a means of coming to an
understanding of this concept.

As a scientific topic, gratitude has been gaining attention in the psychological
field over the last eighteen years (Gulliford, Morgan, & Kristjansson, 2013).
However, historically, its study has been part of important theological and
philosophical debates about human life (Harpham, 2004; Wood, Maltby,
Stewart, & Stephen, 2008). Moreover, gratitude has been linked to diverse
conceptual contexts, such as emotions, morality (Emmons, 2004), attitudes and
traits (Gordon, Musher-Eizenman, Holub, & Dalrymple, 2004; Howells, 2014).

In the context of morality, gratitude is conceived of as part of several moral
operations or devices that societies have developed to facilitate social exchanges
between individuals, whether in kinship or not. These exchanges in turn help to
preserve societies and their values over time by preventing individuals from
acting destructively towards each other (Freitas, Pieta, & Tudge, 2011; Piaget,
1995). In this light, gratitude is experienced when:

“Person A (the beneficiary) receives a benefit (a present, favour,
or help) from Person B (the benefactor) and, recognizing that
Person B acted in order to meet a need or desire of Person A,
Person A feels positive towards B in return. As a result of the
positive feeling associated with Person B, Person A also wishes to
repay B in some way if an opportunity arises.”

(Nelson et al., 2013, p. 43).

In a similar way, gratitude can also be considered a virtue when it is defined as a
reliable and persistent disposition to act in a virtuous manner, an asset
developed when an individual reflects on how to think, feel and act virtuously
(Tudge, Freitas, & O’Brien, 2015). This reflective act, in turn, is influenced by the
individual’s worldviews, which have been described as broad and personal
interpretations of life (van der Kooij, de Ruyter, & Miedema, 2013). Worldviews
are defined as views and beliefs about humanity, life, the world, social
relationships, and the underlying nature of reality, just to mention some of the
features (van der Kooij et al., 2013; Koltko-Rivera, 2004). It is thus understood
that gratitude is related to a person’s worldview.

In what can be considered the first scientific work on gratitude, Baumgarten-
Tramer (1938) identified verbal, concrete, connective and finalistic aspects of this
phenomenon. Verbal gratitude, identified as a “thank you” reply, can be
understood as what parents have taught their children. On the one hand, this
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might not necessarily denote a grateful feeling; on the other hand, it might be
related to an overwhelming feeling expressed verbally (Baumgarten-Tramer,
1938; Freitas et al., 2011). Concrete gratitude occurs when a person wants to
repay a benefit received with an object, whether or not it is valuable to the
benefactor. Connective gratitude is a more equal process which arises whenever
the receiver creates or attempts to “create a spiritual relationship with the
donor” (Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938, p. 61). And finalistic gratitude is the
“tendency to reciprocate for the realization of his wish by an action which would
be in some way helpful for the object or the situation desired, or would promote
their personal development” (Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938, p. 62). In other words,
finalistic gratitude connects future activities with the beneficiary’s desire.

Baumgarten-Tramer’s study (1938) analysed the responses of 1,059 children
aged seven to fifteen from elementary grades to secondary school using the
questions: “What is your greatest wish?” and “What would you do for the
person who granted you this wish?” The results showed that verbal gratitude
was found equally among children of various ages, with 30 to 48 percent of the
pupils expressing gratefulness. Concrete gratitude was most frequent among 8-
year olds (51%). Connective gratitude was reported to be more frequent when
children turned age 11. No statistical accounts were reported for the finalistic
type of gratitude. These outcomes are supported in a recent study by Freitas et
al., (2011). Their results showed similar tendencies; however, these authors
added a category called self-sufficiency, which involves responses when
individuals recognise that they “should obtain what he or she desires by him- or
herself” (p. 761).

The above results raise important questions about how gratitude emerges in the
course of children’s development. Although to date little is known about
gratitude as a developmental issue (Bono & Froh, 2009), an inter-individual
perspective seems to provide strong arguments for its understanding. Unlike the
Innatist view held by Klein (1988), gratitude is a process evolving over several
years (Emmons & Shelton, 2005) and develops during childhood and
adolescence (Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938). It is a product of environmental factors
that involve a child interacting with individuals, consistently participating in a
certain environment with continuous effort and focusing on feeling gratitude
(Bono & Froh 2009; Freitas et al., 2011). Meanwhile, adults provide the children
with assistance related to the understanding of emotions by facilitating activities
and discussions that include insights about social situations in which receiving
help or a gift is involved (Bono & Froh, 2009).

Up to the present time, it has been thought that gratitude may begin as early as
the age of five (Nelson et al., 2013), and its assessment is possible with different
scales. Research has found that emotional knowledge and understanding the
mental states of others are important factors underpinning the development of
gratitude as a notion that associates receiving a benefit with positive feelings
specific to the benefactor (Nelson et al., 2013). This first notion of gratitude
seems to be expressed with and caused by material objects; later, as children
grow older, their experiences of gratitude are related more to the value of
interpersonal relationships (Freitas et al., 2011; Gordon et al. 2004). Some of the
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scales that have been used are the Gratitude-Questionnaire-6 (GQ6); the
Gratitude, Resentment, Appreciation Test (GRAT) (Gulliford et al., 2013); and
the Multi-Component Gratitude Measurement (MCGM, Morgan, Gulliford, &
Kristjansson, 2017).

Despite the recent interest in gratitude, in an educational context the term still
needs precise definition (Gulliford et al., 2013). Gratitude in education has not
yet been studied with regard to its origin, whether personal or impersonal, but it
seems to use the same conceptual frameworks mentioned at the beginning of
this introduction. Gratitude is also associated with other positive and negative
emotional states, such as happiness, hope, and indebtedness (Gulliford et al.,
2013). Nevertheless, understandings of beneficiary and benefactor differ, owing
to the complexity of the whole educational phenomenon (Gulliford et al., 2013;
Howells, 2014; White, 1999). Among other things, this complexity involves the
sharing of practices, values, rules and beliefs throughout a culture across time
and generations (Tudge, 2008). In the case of gratitude, this sharing might start
with teachers who typically encourage expressions of gratitude that are regular
as well as public (McAdams & Bauer, 2004). The role of teachers in supporting
gratitude seems to be crucial, for they help “in creating conducive classroom
environments that relate to students’ positive interactions ...” with others
(Liauw, Baelen, Borah, Yu, & Colby, 2018, p. 400). Individuals explicitly
remember being taught to be grateful for certain gifts, benefits, services or
actions from which they have benefitted (Eisenstein & Bodman, 1993), especially
when bestowed by adults (McAdams & Bauer, 2004).

Few studies have focused on the meaning of gratitude and its experience in
primary and secondary school settings. For Howells (2014; Howells &
Cumming, 2012), gratitude is an active and conscious action, and not merely
appreciation, whereby individuals act on their grateful feelings in ways such as
greeting and thanking students or colleagues. Howells” (2014) study of gratitude
in secondary schools revealed that teachers may conceptualize gratitude as a
direct action, an emotional state and/or a social interaction. Moreover, in an
earlier study, Howells and Cumming (2012) reported that their participants
related the effects of gratitude on their well-being, such as increasing resilience
and generating more positive feelings and less negative ones. This helps to
demonstrate that gratitude in education has its own meaning. Gratitude in
classroom environments has also begun to be recognized for its own sake; it
seems to be an interactive and dynamic process with the potential to add
important elements to the contemporary debate about this concept both in and
outside classroom environments.

1.2 The Finnish context

In Finland, the goal of education is to support the holistic development of
diverse learners rather than address only the cognitive domain (Finnish National
Board of Education , 2016; Tirri, 2011). This kind of education acknowledges the
importance of social, affective, moral and spiritual development of the students.
The Finnish educational system has adapted features from both German and
Anglo-American traditions; for example, the German didactic models, with their
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strong emphases on values and morals, have been followed. In the Finnish
curriculum, values guide the teacher in the teaching-studying-learning process
in classrooms. This makes education normative in nature and has implications
for the teacher’s role as a moral educator. Every teacher is a moral educator
regardless of the subject matter taught. The ethical role of a teacher has changed
during the last 40 years from that of a religious and moral example to a
principled professional who needs moral competence in pedagogical encounters
(Tirri, 2014).

Education is also seen as context-dependent. Context-dependency means that
the teaching-studying-learning process is intentional, that actions are based on
values and purposes, and that the process is located in some institution in the
society. Furthermore, teachers are involved as professionals in institutional
teacher education, and it is assumed that the outcomes of studying, with
learning as the most important part, are achieved within the framework of a
systematic curriculum (Tirri, 2016).

In the Finnish context, professional ethical codes for teachers clarify their roles
and relationships in teaching-studying-learning process (Trade Union of
Education in Finland, 2010; Tirri, 2010). We know from earlier studies that
Finnish teachers value professional commitment in terms of caring and co-
operation in critical situations in their work (Hanhiméki & Tirri, 2009). In these
incidents Finnish teachers consider both personal values and the ethical
standards of their profession. They reflect on their own values and virtues as a
teacher. We know that teachers cannot separate their own moral character from
their professional selves. Their own moral character functions as a moral
approach in reasoning, guiding their interactions with their pupils and their
families. The professional character includes rules and principles guiding their
pedagogical practice and decision-making. These rules and principles build
teachers” professional character in practical knowing (Tirri, Husu, & Kansanen,
1999).

The purpose of this article is to explore gratitude in a school environment in a
specific society, namely Finland. This exploration aims to provide better
understanding of gratitude in classroom environments from teacher’s
viewpoint. It is also intended to contribute to a solid definition of the concept by
examining incidents in which gratitude is experienced in classroom situations
and identifying its causes and expressions. With these aims, the study highlights
the importance of recognizing possible gratitude events in classroom
environments and provides support for individuals experiencing gratitude. The
framework is a case study of two Finnish first-grade teachers. The research
questions are:

What are teachers” perceptions of the reasons for gratitude in classroom
contexts?

How is gratitude expressed in primary classroom contexts?
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2. Data and Methods
2.1 Participants

The study was conducted in a primary school in an urban area of Finland and in
a context in which the native language was Finnish, it was decided to contact as
many teachers as possible. Had a large number of teachers replied to our initial
contact, then selection criteria would have been needed to choose the study
participants. As it turned out, of the forty teachers contacted by email, only one
person replied. This teacher in turn informed a colleague, who also became
interested in the research. As a result, two first-grade primary school teachers
from the same school - one male, “Matti’, and one female, “Anni” - participated
in the study. The initial aims were maintained during the gathering of the data;
however, the research questions, originally related to the psychological
mechanisms of gratitude, were adjusted for the analysis presented in this article.
The teachers had nearly the same number of students in their respective
classrooms, 20 pupils (10 girls and 10 boys) in Matti’s and 19 pupils (11 girls and
8 boys) in Anni’s. Most of the students were seven years of age. Matti had
twenty-five years of teaching experience and Anni had six. Both were class
teachers with a master’s degree in education. Regarding gratitude as a concept,
they had had different experiences: whereas Matti had read magazine and
newspaper articles on gratitude written from a positive psychology perspective,
Anni reported having little information about gratitude as a concept.

2.2 Data gathering

In this qualitative case study, stimulated recall was used to explore the teachers’
perceptions of gratitude in their classrooms. Stimulated recall typically involves
the use of some recorded material to help individuals recollect their thoughts
and decision-making processes about certain actions they performed in the past
(Calderhead, 1981). Although one of the main characteristics of the method is to
stimulate cognitive processes (Lyle, 2003), its potential to obtain narrative
accounts from participants became more relevant for the study as it progressed.

Data gathering started with preliminary observations in both classrooms. A one-
hour observation was done with each group. After this, lessons were videotaped
for the stimulated recall interviews - Matti's for 48 minutes and Anni’s for 52
minutes. Both teachers suggested the time and the length of the recordings
based on their workloads. Both lessons were in mathematics and were recorded
on the same day. Later the same day, each teacher received a copy of his/her
recorded class in mp3 format. Matti and Anni were then asked to identify
moments of gratitude (Gass & Mackey, 2000). These were considered as critical
incidents, which were discussed in detail with the teachers during the
stimulated recall interviews which took place within five days. The videos were
also examined by the researcher and by a Finnish-speaking trained coder in an
effort to identify the same types of incidents mentioned in each interview. The
stimulated recall interviews were also tape recorded, and the critical incidents as
well as the full interviews were transcribed. The data comprise a total of 17,139
words in 57 pages in Times New Roman 12 pt. type font, with spacing at 1.5
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lines in Microsoft Word® text processor. In addition, the researchers kept a
journal during the observation and recording phases to clarify events and help
them understand the data.

2.3 Data analysis

In total, 26 different critical incidents -potential moments of gratitude - were
identified. Seventeen of these were identified by the teachers only: seven by
Matti and ten by Anni. Each moment had at least one narrative with reasons to
be grateful in the classroom and another narrative on how gratitude was
expressed; e.g. “Arthur is very happy and grateful [student shows his gratitude
by being happy] that now his work is done, and I gave him, and only him,
permission to go to the little, ummm, library [the reason the student is grateful]”
(Anni, critical moment 15). Some critical incidents provided more than two
reasons for the child or teacher to feel grateful;, for instance, Anni believed
Arthur experienced gratitude when he got her help with a task [reason 1], but
also got attention from her [reason 2] (Anni, critical moment 20); and more than
one expression related to this feeling; e.g. after being given an eraser, Rachel was
reported as feeling grateful. From Anni’s viewpoint, this was expressed in the
phrase “ok, thank you and now I won't [lose it again], she [Rachel] said.” (Anni,
critical moment 21). In these cases, as suggested by Freitas et al., (2011), codes
derived from these accounts were recorded both when the codes occurred alone
and when they occurred in another category.

Because the study focuses on teachers’ perceptions of what first graders and
teachers are grateful for and how gratitude is expressed in classroom contexts,
two different approaches were taken to the content analysis of the critical
incidents. For the first question, following the suggestions by Elo and Kyngds
(2008) and Graneheim, Lindgren, and Lundman (2017), an inductive content
analysis was used, as gratitude had not yet been deeply studied in the field of
education. The names of the four created main categories were based on the
data with the exception of the fourth, ‘self-sufficiency’, which was adapted from
Freitas et al. (2011). The main categories, their definitions and examples from the
data are presented in Table 1.

For expressions of gratitude, Baumgarten-Tramer’s (1938) categories were
utilized as a deductive analytical framework. In the course of the analysis, it was
found that each critical incident had at least one reference to an expression of
gratitude; however, some incidents had double-edged moments. These moments
were characterised by potential gratitude experiences by the teacher and one or
more pupils and led either to different or to the same types of expression in the
same environment. Thus, while one moment could be categorised as verbal
based on the child’s expression, it could also fit the concrete category because of
the teacher’s narrative accounts. Teachers” descriptions could include sentences
expressed in either past or present tense. Table 2 shows Baumgarten-Tramer’s
(1938) categories with definitions and examples from the present data. It should
be noted that expressions related to Baumgarten-Tramer’s finalistic category
were not found in the data.
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Table 1. Categories of reasons to be grateful

Category

Definition

Data examples of reasons to be
grateful

Teacher-
student
relationship

Situations where
individuals were given
task-related help, positive

feedback, attention, or were
trusted in order to
accomplish an activity.

Example of fask-related help in a teacher-
student relationship:

“I felt that [gratitude] in that moment,
when I said, “you can also use your own
fingers to do it [a math task]’. It makes
them a bit easier and comfortable”
(Matti, critical incident 14)

Material
benefits

Situations in which
individuals received a gift
or were provided with
specific tools to finish a
task.

Teacher [Anni] bows while receiving a
present [paper gift] from Rachel, and
Anni seems surprised by the student’s
action. (Anni, critical incident 25)

Classroom
organization
and routines

Daily practices involving
situations in which
individuals acknowledge
rules, practices or
expressions as a way to
keep the classroom
structure or sense of
community.

“This is a routine for us. [E]very day
you can shake hands or give a hug or
then you can just say ‘bye, bye” [to
thank you for the day’s work]”. (Anni,
critical incident 3)

Self-sufficiency

Teacher’s reflection on
his/her past as a teacher
and self-regulation

“[1 felt gratitude since] I was able to
change my feelings from some
frustration [...] to positive” (Matti,
critical incident 23)

Table 2. Categories of expressions of gratitude

Category

Definition

Data examples of
expressions of gratitude

Verbal

It is expressed with the phrase ‘thank

’

you

“Oh thank you very much,
we can put it there” (Anni,
critical incident 26)

Concrete

Expressions in which individuals reflect

the desire to finish/continue an activity

by asking for help from another person
and, in return for the favour received,

he/she completes the task or other action

denoting satisfaction for his/her effort
during the activity or the class.

“I think that Paula shows
relief and some gratitude
when I'm helping her with
the task” (Anni, critical
incident 19)

Connective

Expressions in which the beneficiary is
perceived as creating strong ties with the
benefactor by means of positive
feedback, trust or engagement.
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3. Results
3.1 Teachers” Perceptions of Reasons for Gratitude in a School Context

Of the 26 critical incidents, 34 different accounts of reasons to be grateful in
classroom interactions were identified. The majority of cases (f=23) were
identified in the teacher-student relationship category as shown in Table 3
while, in turn, four subcategories were created for this category (hereafter main
categories are italicized and in bold, while subcategories are italicized only).
According to Matti and Anni, gratitude might be experienced due to task-related
help (f=8). In Anni’s classroom, after waiting for some time, a student called
Paula showed Anni the task she needed help with. Anni clarified the task and
they whispered to each other. The teacher then knelt down and started
explaining the task again, using her hands. Anni explained, “I think that Paula
shows [...] some kind of gratitude when I'm helping her with the task” (Anni,
critical incident 19).

Table 3. Teachers’ perceptions of reasons for gratitude in a school context

Main categories Subcategories Student  Teacher In total
f=25 f=9 f=34
Teacher-student relationship 20 3 23
Task-related 7 1 8
help
Positive 6 0 6
feedback
Attention 5 0 5
Trustful 2 2 4
interactions
Classroom routines 3 1 4
Material benefits 2 2 4
Self-sufficiency 0 3 3

The teachers’ perception was that gratitude took place in moments when positive
feedback (f=6) was given. During an explanation of a maths exercise in front of
the classroom, Matti made a joke related to a math task, when suddenly another
student, Alfred, commented, “This is too easy. I know this [...], this is like
addition” (Matti, critical moment 6). Matti then replied, addressing the whole
group, “Alfred was quite right about that thing he just said” (Matti, critical
incident 6). Matti then remarked that his positive feedback had made Alfred
grateful and happy.

Gratitude was also perceived when students received attention (f=5) from the
teacher. A student named Sara approached Anni and touched her back with one
hand to get her attention (Anni, critical incident 17). Anni explained later, “I
noticed her at that moment and I gave her the little bit of attention she needed.
[...] She only wants the teacher to give her a little bit of attention and then she
can continue”. After this encounter, Sara left smiling.

The last subcategory found was trustful interactions (f=4). During the lesson,
Matti began telling a story to aid his introduction to a new mathematics topic.
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The story involved counting how many objects were left after he dropped some
from a box. Throughout the storytelling, the children seemed to be engaged and
they all paid attention and counted enthusiastically until the story was finished.
According to Matti, he himself was very grateful for this moment, since he “felt
it was something special between us” (Matti, critical incident 8).

A second category of gratitude we identified was material benefits (f=4), in the
form of tools or gifts given when a task was successfully completed or at the end
of the lesson. For instance, a case where the student, Rachel, asked Anni whether
she might keep the eraser that the teacher had given her. From Anni’s
perspective, Rachel “is grateful because [...] she has lost many of them” (Anni,
critical incident 21). Anni told Rachel to keep it safe in her pocket this time.

A third category was related to classroom routines (f=4), which were followed
either by the teacher or a student in maintaining daily classroom habits. One of
the incidents experienced by Matti took place when he was using the class
projector. He posed a question to the whole group, and several students started
to shout the answer. Matti then hushed them and said, “Raise your hand. Thank
you”, and the students followed his instruction. According to Matti, this
situation conveyed the message, “When you are listening and behaving as I have
instructed, it makes me feel good” (Matti, critical incident 10).

Finally, incidents in the self-sufficiency category (f=3) alluded to feelings,
memories and efforts that teachers identified as being the rationales for their
grateful feelings. For instance, Matti experienced a moment of gratitude when he
could acknowledge his own professional history, the reason being that this
incident was linked to his personal story of being “a young teacher” (Matti,
critical incident 8).

3.2 Teachers’ Perceptions of Expressions of Gratitude in the Classroom Environment

Among the 26 critical incidents, 33 expressions were identified as manifestations
of gratefulness (Table 4). The results are shown using Baumgarten-Tramer’s
(1938) framework. Gratitude was expressed verbally (f=6) only by the teachers.
For example, at the end of one lesson, Rachel walked towards Anni and gave her
a little paper gift while others watched. Anni bowed as she received the present
and seemed surprised by the gift. She expressed her gratitude by saying, “Wow,
thank you very much! Is it for me?” Rachel nodded and Anni then invited the
girl to leave the present on her desk (Anni, critical incident 25).

Table 4. Expressions of gratitude in a classroom environment

Categories Students  Teachers  In total
f=24 =9 =33
Verbal (V) 0 6 6
Concrete (CT) 17 2 19
Connective (CV) 6 2 8
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Teachers perceived concrete manners (f=19), in other words, active
demonstrations of appreciativeness, as the most typical way in which students
express their gratitude. In the classroom studied here, Owen walked towards
Matti’s desk and waited there for the other students to leave. The boy leaned on
the desk and asked Matti for a yellow pencil. Matti nodded, went to pick up a
yellow pencil, and gave it to Owen. The boy went back to his place while staring
at the pencil and smiling for several seconds (Matti, critical moment 1). Concrete
ways to express gratitude were smiling, giving a hug, giving a teacher a paper
gift or drawing, as well as a student’s special engagement in finishing the task at
hand.

Connective (f=8) instances of gratefulness occurred, for example, when Matti
supervised students” work by walking around their desks. As he began to help
one student, two more students on the same row asked for help by shouting his
name or raising their hands. In response, Matti went to each pupil and helped
with each of their tasks. About this incident Matti commented, “They trust me
and can ask for help” (Matti, critical moment 13), which was his way of
expressing gratitude for having good relationships with his students. Another
example of this category took place in Anni’s lesson, when most of the students
seemed to be doing their own task. Arthur started to wander around the
classroom and talk with his classmates. Anni noticed and gently led Arthur back
to his place so he could continue his task. Anni reported that during the lesson
she had to give another activity to Arthur because he had forgotten his math
book at home. Moreover, the boy was going through the first grade for the
second time. According to Anni, Arthur expressed his gratitude by doing the
task that she gave him. At the same time, the student had a gentle look on his
face when he looked at the teacher, indicating a connection with Anni who
seemed to recognise particular characteristics of this boy’s personal story to help
him accomplish a task. In these kinds of cases, students with academic
challenges need special attention to be able to finish their assignments.

4. Discussion

Gratitude as a scientific topic is growing in interest and should be explored in
different contexts in order to increase understanding of this concept. The present
study investigated two Finnish teachers’ perceptions of gratitude in a classroom
context, and particularly what the students and teachers were grateful for and
how this was expressed. As an exploratory investigation, the present article
contributes important insights to the discussion on gratitude and its occurrence
within educational environments.

The first research question was “What are teachers” perceptions of the reasons
for gratitude in classroom contexts?” Based on the results, teachers perceived
that teacher-student relationships were an important trigger for gratitude in the
classroom environment. On the one hand, this result supports findings by
Gordon et al. (2004), who found that students most often mentioned their
teachers as the reason for feeling appreciative. Along with friends, teachers help
children to construct a sense of belonging (Gordon et al., 2004), which might
provide them with important tools during their daily life at school. On the other
hand, this result could be related to the importance of the teacher’s ability to
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build this relationship, which seems crucial for pedagogical well-being as well as
for improved learning outcomes (Soini, Pyhalto, & Pietarinen, 2010). Student-
teacher relationships, including trustful interactions, positive feedback and
attention, were a consistent reason for students to be grateful. This finding
illustrates that teachers play an important role in creating an environment in
which students feel safe to learn (Howells, 2014) and are encouraged to engage
in learning (Liauw et al., 2018).

The present study also revealed that students may have experienced gratitude to
their teachers when structure and specific routines were established in the
classroom. This might be related to Howells and Cumming (2012) idea of
gratitude as a practice whereby individuals act on their appreciative feelings by
thanking or greeting teachers or by acknowledging the experiences. However,
the present study illustrates the significance of simple routines for students and
their daily life at school. Moreover, this paper assumes that teachers’ and
students” actions and perceptions are related to their worldviews of social
relationships, since their beliefs are put into operation in school (van der Kooij et
al., 2013).

Although in this study verbal gratitude was expressed only by teachers, this is in
line with the idea that teachers serve as role models (Liauw et al., 2018), and
their continuous efforts to foster gratitude and focus on it might help develop
gratitude (Bono & Froh, 2009). As for material benefits, it seemed that teachers
played a role in the day-to-day activities of the classroom environment. Material
benefits are related to concrete gratitude, as pointed out by Baumgarten-Tramer
(1938), since the individual wants to give an object in return for the benefit.
Furthermore, the above statement works as an important link to the results of
the second research question, namely, “How is gratitude expressed in classroom
contexts?” The present study shows that teachers perceived students as
expressing gratitude largely in a concrete manner in the classroom. This finding
is in line with previous studies that have shown how smaller children express
gratitude in a concrete way more frequently than older children (Freitas et al.,
2011; Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938). Although children might begin to experience
and understand gratitude as early as the age of five (Nelson et al., 2013), it is not
until decentration processes take place, along with an ability to empathize,
which typically arise during early adolescence, that children experience more
complex gratitude (Froh, Bono, & Emmons, 2010; Gordon et al., 2004). Thus, we
speculate that finalistic gratitude was not observed in this study because of its
complexity and thus has been reported only in young adolescents (see
Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938; Freitas et al., 2011).

The present study furthermore sheds light on connective gratitude and provides
evidence to show that complex gratitude does take place in the classroom
environment. Some first-grade students were reported as having experienced
connective gratitude when the teacher knew details of the child’s personal story.
This has been suggested previously as a kind of gratitude based on affective
bonds and will not necessarily follow progressive psychological processes, but
rather a more qualitative development (Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938; Freitas et al.,
2011). Based on the presented findings, we suggest that this type of gratitude
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involves a long process that takes into account individuals’ personal life
experiences and backgrounds, not only the affective scope. However, this subject
still needs to be addressed in future research.

The results of this exploratory study show that gratitude might occur in
classroom interactions that have teacher-student relationships as their main
rationales, but also where there are classroom routines and material benefits. Its
expressions might vary from connective to verbal, but in the present study they
occurred mostly in a concrete way.

These findings contribute to the ongoing debate about gratitude in the school
environment and invite future researchers to use qualitative methods to
investigate this topic. The expressions of gratitude in a natural school setting,
specifically in a primary school context, constitute a meaningful effort and are an
explicit novelty, given that gratitude has not been scientifically studied in these
kinds of settings. The study fulfils the quest to understand gratitude in a school
context and provides evidence of how gratitude occurs among small children
and teachers. Moreover, teachers can draw important points from this study in
reflecting on Matti’s and Anni’s practices. Daily life in the context of first-grade
students might have important consequences for the development of strong and
complex feelings of gratitude in the future.

The present study has important limitations that should be taken into
consideration in analysing its results. The first limitation is that, during the data
collection, the main researcher was not a fluent Finnish speaker, which could
have biased some of the results, although a method triangulation with a native
speaker and the teacher was carried out. A second limitation was that the main
researcher did not belong to either the Finnish culture or the school culture at
the time the data were gathered. This could have made some of the participants
uncomfortable, preventing them from expressing themselves naturally.
However, both participating teachers were experienced professionals, who
prepared the students and their parents for the research day, and the teachers
also knew at the beginning of the research that the work would be conducted
bilingually. A third limitation is the number of classes investigated: these
included only those in maths. To improve validity of the study, multiple
methods were utilized in data gathering and analysis. Nevertheless, future
studies are needed to cover longer periods in classrooms and lessons on
different subjects. Also, students” viewpoints need to be taken into account to
provide an even deeper understanding of gratitude in classroom interactions.
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