
Should students call teachers by their first name?
Broadcast on ABC Sydney on Friday 2 February (first week of the new school year.

Interviewer : You remember being in the classroom as a child and what it was like when 
you addressed your teacher, you put your hand up and you say ‘Sir’, “Excuse me Mr Buck”, 
or you’d have to say ‘good morning’, “Good Morning Ms Harmer”. You know what it was 
like. Well, how would you feel if your child was going to school, and instead of saying Ms 
harmer or Mr Buck, they were referring to them by the first name? 
[Introduces a principal of a school in SA]
Kids in South Australian Schools have been given permission to call teachers by the first 
name…. The initiative is aimed at building more personal relationships between teachers 
and students.

Principal: “for our school, it’s just evolved…it’s a choice at our school…

Interviewer: Can I ask you how the kids respond do they take liberties if they are calling 
their teachers by their first names, or it a genuine appreciation of closeness from the 
students to the teacher?

Principal: It’s more about the relationships you build with each other, it’s a reciprocal 
relationship of trust that you try to build and it’s not the name or title that builds that it’s 
earned and shouldn’t be assumed just because… “I’m called Sir” that we deserve more 
respect. So, we spend a lot of time building positive relationships. At our school we spend 
a lot of time personalising learning and we do that by listening to our students’ opinions 
and responding to their needs… and I think the other thing is that you are treating them 
and teaching them that regardless of the name that you use, everyone deserves respect.”

Interviewer: I certainly don’t address my mother by her first name… I wonder if people 
consider this taking away a level of respect? Have some parents objected to this?

Principal: We are a community based school, outer metro school, families and students 
see many of us outside school… they have relationships with many staff outside school. 
But I still think that just judging by the article… it’s provoked lots of discussion and 
opinions, so there’s still mixed responses. There would still be perhaps some older people, 
perhaps some grandparents who would prefer that people use the titles, but no one has 
cited it as a problem.

Interviewer: It strikes me as a clash between the traditional and the modern style of 
teaching, but the way you are describing it the teacher is becoming more of a mentor than 
a teacher? Does that make sense? The idea that you are personalising the environment in 
which you’re learning.

Principal: Yes, but I don’t think that should change that just because you are calling 
teachers by their first name that you are changing your approach and are friends with the 
students, they still have the mentoring role and the leadership of that group of students. 
They haven’t changed the nature of the role, but perhaps they spend more time on 
relationships and looking after individual needs that what has happened in the past. It was 
more one size fits all 40 or 50 years ago. 

Listener responses:
Parent of students at a Montessori school: “I find it leads to a mutual respect between the 
teacher and the students… [my kids] are not scared of adults, but are respectful… talk to 
adults as equals and respect their teachers as fellow human beings”

Text from a primary teacher: Teachers are professionals, not friends to the students. Titles 
are helpful and they have nothing to do with how the teacher responds to the varying 
needs of the students.”

Surely there’s nothing wrong with a bit of formality. You wouldn’t call a judge in court 
‘Bob’, you wouldn’t say ‘Hi Lizzie, if you met the Queen’.


