UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Relationships between teachers and disruptive children in kindergarten : an
exploration of different methods and perspectives, and the possibility of change
Spilt, J.L.
Publication date
2010
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication
Citation for published version (APA):
Spilt, J. L. (2010). Relationships between teachers and disruptive children in kindergarten : an
exploration of different methods and perspectives, and the possibility of change. [Thesis, fully
internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam]. SCO-Kohnstamm Instituut.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).
Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)
Download date:07 Jan 2023

177776-os-Kohnstamm (Spilt):175893-os-Bruggen

03-02-2010

14:17

Pagina 1

Relationships between teachers and disruptive children in kindergarten

SCO-KOHNSTAMM INSTITUUT

Relationships between teachers and
disruptive children in kindergarten:

An exploration of different methods and
perspectives, and the possibility of change
Jantine Spilt

Uitnodiging
Voor het bijwonen van de openbare
verdediging van mijn proefschrift
Relationships between teachers and
disruptive children in kindergarten
Op dinsdag 16 maart 2010
om 14:00 uur (precies)
in de Agnietenkapel
Oudezijds Voorburgwal 231
te Amsterdam.

Na afloop bent u welkom in
Café de Sluyswacht
Jodenbreestraat 1 te Amsterdam
Jantine Spilt
06-28893881
j.l.spilt@uva.nl

Jantine Spilt

Proefschriftenreeks nr. 17

SCO-Kohnstamm Instituut
Postbus 94208
1090 GE Amsterdam
www.sco-kohnstamminstituut.uva.nl

SCO-KOHNSTAMM INSTITUUT

Paranimfen

Menno Visser
06-27867595

Sanne Kempers
06-51555375

PROEFSCHRIFTENREEKS

Relationships between teachers and
disruptive children in kindergarten:
An exploration of different methods and
perspectives, and the possibility of change

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT
ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor
aan de Universiteit van Amsterdam
op gezag van de Rector Magnificus
prof. dr. D.C. van den Boom
ten overstaan van een door het college voor promoties
ingestelde commissie,
in het openbaar te verdedigen in de Agnietenkapel
op dinsdag 16 maart 2010, te 14:00 uur

door

Jantine Liedewij Spilt
geboren te Huizen

Promotiecommissie
Promotor:
Co-promotor:

Prof. dr. A. van der Leij
Dr. H.M.Y. Koomen

Overige leden:

Prof. dr. S.M. Bögels
Prof. dr. J.N. Hughes
Prof. dr. C. Schuengel
Dr. G.J.J.M. Stams
Prof. dr. K. Verschueren

Faculteit der Maatschappij- en Gedragswetenschappen

CIP-GEGEVENS KONINKLIJKE BIBLIOTHEEK, DEN HAAG

Spilt, J.L.
Relationships between teachers and disruptive children in kindergarten: An
exploration of different methods and perspectives, and the possibility of change.
Spilt, J.L., Amsterdam: SCO-Kohnstamm Instituut van de Faculteit der
Maatschappij- en Gedragswetenschappen, Universiteit van Amsterdam.
(Proefschriftenreeks nr. 17).

ISBN/EAN 978-90-6813-879-9

Alle rechten voorbehouden. Niets uit deze uitgave mag verveelvoudigd en of openbaar
gemaakt worden door middel van druk, fotokopie, microfilm of op welke wijze dan ook,
zonder voorafgaande schriftelijke toestemming van de uitgever.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Uitgave en verspreiding:
SCO-Kohnstamm Instituut
Postbus 94208, 1090 GE Amsterdam
http://www.sco-kohnstamminstituut.uva.nl/
© Copyright SCO-Kohnstamm Instituut, 2010

Contents

1 General introduction
1.1 Theoretical framework
1.2 Measurement of teacher and child perspectives
1.3 Externalizing behavior and physical aggression
1.4 Ideas for dyad-focused intervention
1.5 Thesis outline

1
4
8
9
12
13

2 Teachers’ assessment of antisocial behavior in kindergarten:
Physical aggression and measurement bias across gender
2.1 Introduction
2.2 Method
2.3 Results
2.4 Discussion

19
20
23
25
30

3 Teachers’ assessment of physical aggression with the Preschool
Behavior Questionnaire: A multi-trait multi-method evaluation of
convergent and discriminant validity
3.1 Introduction
3.2 Method
3.3 Results
3.4 Discussion

33
34
37
40
44

4 Young children’s perceptions of teacher-child relationships:
An evaluation of two instruments and the role of child gender in
kindergarten
4.1 Introduction
4.2 Method
4.3 Results
4.4 Discussion

49
50
57
63
71

5 Widening the view on teacher-child relationships: Teachers’
narratives concerning disruptive versus non-disruptive children
5.1 Introduction
5.2 Method
5.3 Results
5.4 Discussion

79
80
85
90
95

6 Supporting teachers’ relationships with disruptive children:
The potential of relationship-focused reflection
6.1 Introduction
6.2 Method
6.3 Results
6.4 Discussion

103
104
109
118
129

7 General discussion
7.1 New insights in relationships between teachers and disruptive
kindergartners
7.2 Advances in measurement
7.3 Fostering supportive teacher-child relationships
7.4 Reflections on the usefulness of the attachment framework
7.5 Practical implications following the current research findings
7.6 Final considerations, limitations, and recommendations for future
research
7.7 General conclusion

135

References

153

Summary

177

Samenvatting (summary in Dutch)

181

Dankwoord (acknowledgement)

187

Curriculum Vitae

191



136
138
144
146
147
149
151

1

General introduction

Please choose three words that tell about your relationship with the child?
“(…) He challenges me with his behavior; he always tries me out, every day.
He already knows the rules but then he still wants to know the next day
whether I really mean it. It’s a boy who seeks a lot of reassurance, and needs
much praise. He is also very physical, yeah, very clingy towards me.”
~Teacher A
Do you feel you have real contact with the child, regardless whether this contact
is positive or negative?
“No. When he shows affection, it’s more in a physical sense. He wants a hug
or kiss or whatever, but not really that you talk with him or have a small
conversation. No, very few times. (…) I don’t know how he feels about that;
that’s difficult to say. He doesn’t really call on me. And when he occasionally
seeks contact, it is always a bad timing. For instance, if we’re going to have a
circle conversation or something like that. I try to tell him to come to me at a
later moment, but then he doesn’t come anymore. But yeah…yeah… the other
children are there waiting for something to start. So, yeah, yeah. This is… Well,
if I call him to me later that day, he says ‘I don’t remember Miss’. Then it’s
forgotten or so. I don’t know. No. It’s only when he is in pain or has a fight, in
those moments he seeks my support, but eh, only then.” ~Teacher C
Every teacher has at least occasional doubts about whether they are meeting a
child’s needs. What brings this up for you? How do you handle these doubts?
“She doesn’t show me her needs so I cannot have doubts. I could more easily
think about whether I motivate her enough? That’s the only thing she needs.
But, well yeah, that’s what I tend to do, so... I don’t have the feeling that I am
not doing enough. I don’t have that feeling, but I do feel that I’m helpless: That
1
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I don’t achieve anything with her. But that’s something else. Or is this also
about having doubts about yourself? A bit of helplessness, I mean, I’d like to
achieve more with you but it doesn’t work. Yeah, well, yeah... Well, I
sometimes talk with my colleagues about this, but I don’t worry about this.”
~Teacher B
What gives you the most satisfaction being the child’s teacher? Why?
“He makes it fun for me each single day. He expresses his appreciation for
everything. He then says ‘We have fun together, don’t we Miss?’, ‘I like you,
Miss, I like this’. Yeah he is enthusiastic from half past nine to half past four.
Yeah… that’s… yeah, I don’t really know, that’s… They are all sweet; I want
to state that clearly as well.” ~Teacher A
“Well, it’s a nice little boy, a funny boy, ehh… Well, I like having him in my
classroom, and I hope he experiences school as a calm and stable place because
that’s what he needs.” ~Teacher F
“Well, what I like most, well it may seem a bit like something in general, but
when I see that she has understood something and it makes her happy; that’s I
think what I like most. (…) When she makes progress and achieves something
and with a happy smile on her face and that I could support and help her in that,
that’s what satisfies me most. Especially, when it makes her happy when you
see her growing.” ~Teacher D

The above quotes were taken from teachers’ narratives about their relationships
with specific children in their kindergarten classrooms. The narratives reveal the
uniqueness of the interpersonal relationship between a teacher and a child. Many
teachers emphasize warm feelings and satisfaction, and explain how they enjoy
sharing time with these children. On the other hand, some narratives also
strikingly illustrate the difficulties and challenges that teachers face with some
children. Teachers give expression to negative emotions such as anger and
helplessness when they sense that the relationship is not what it should be. Lastly,
2
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there are children who go largely unnoticed by teachers and for whom teachers
have neither positive nor negative feelings. Overall, the interviews highlight the
importance of relationships in everyday kindergarten classrooms and substantiate
the rising attention of scholars for the systematic study of teacher-child
relationships.
The overarching goal of the current PhD research project was to advance
understanding of interpersonal relationships between teachers and children with
externalizing behavior in regular kindergarten classrooms. Young students
displaying externalizing behavior are at serious risk of social difficulties and
academic underachievement (e.g., Stipek & Miles, 2008). To understand these
problems, it is worthwhile to consider problem behavior from a relational
perspective. It appears more predictive of children’s long-term development to
ask teachers to report on children’s behavior from a relational view than adopting
a simple focus on just problem behavior (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Teachers often
experience difficulties in forming positive relationships with disruptive children
and report elevated levels of conflict, which could seriously add to social and
academic difficulties. Ladd and Burgess (2001), for instance, found that teacherchild conflict exacerbated dysfunctions that were related to aggressive behavior.
It is possible that aggressive children with social-information processing deficits
develop increasingly hostile attribution biases in the context of conflictual
relationships with teachers, thereby increasing risks of school failure and drop out
(cf., Crick & Dodge, 1994). On the other hand, there is evidence that close
relationships with teachers constitute compensatory resources for aggressive
children (Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 2003; Silver,
Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005). In the current thesis, special attention was
devoted to physical aggression because more than other subtypes of externalizing
behavior, physical aggression appears predictive of social maladjustment and
juvenile violence (Nagin & Tremblay, 1999).
To enhance the understanding of relationships between teachers and disruptive
kindergartners, it is important to examine the teacher-child relationship from
different perspectives using various methods. We therefore explored two
relatively new instruments for kindergarten children and a semi-structured
interview for teachers. In addition, we explored possibilities for change in
teacher-child relationships in an intervention study.
3
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1.1

Theoretical framework

There has been an international trend in school psychology moving from more
traditional, clinical paradigms towards an ecological approach that takes into
account the context in which children function (e.g., Short, 2003). From this
perspective, children’s development is highlighted as interplay between personal
and contextual influences. One contextual factor that should be systematically
attended to in educational settings is the relational domain, including affective
bonds between teachers and students (Pianta & Steinberg, 1992). Though it is
widely recognized that relatedness and social bonding is an important factor in
children’s social and scholastic lives, relatively little is known about relationships
between children and teachers in comparison to peer relationships (Verschueren,
2008). The significance of relationships with teachers has long been assumed but
not systematically studied. Research that has examined issues related to teacherchild relationships has been mostly been done in an isolated manner lacking an
organizing theoretical framework (Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). To address
this issue, Pianta and colleagues have provided a theoretical paradigm that has
boosted research into teacher-child relationships over the course of the past
decade (Pianta, 1999, 1992; Pianta et al., 2003). Two grand theories are central to
this research: the extended attachment perspective and social-ecological models
of development. Ecological models provide a multilevel structure to describe the
adult-child relationship system and to model the complex bidirectional
relationship processes at different levels (i.e., intrapersonal, interpersonal and
contextual). The attachment framework aids the interpretation and
operationalization of the different components of the dyadic microsystem. Those
theoretical frameworks are discussed in the next paragraphs.
The extended attachment perspective on teacher-child relationships
In 1992, Pianta and co-researchers published a volume presenting pioneering
research into teacher-child relationships guided by an attachment framework
(Pianta, 1992). They were among the first to draw attention to the affective
qualities of teachers’ relationships and interactions with specific children by
drawing parallels with parent-child relationships. One of the main conclusions
4
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was that children form relationships with non-parental caregivers that in many
cases are attachment bonds. Children appeared to seek proximity and comfort
from teachers in times of stress, and teachers’ sensitivity to children’s
socioemotional needs was related to the quality of the relationship (Van
IJzendoorn, Sagi, & Lambermom, 1992). Other researchers have found similar
findings as well (e.g., Koomen & Hoeksma, 2003). Importantly, Pianta and coresearchers also concluded that not all teacher-child relationships could be
considered true attachment bonds. Children seemed to differ in how much they
need teachers as a secure base and safe haven. Children who lack sufficient
emotion regulation skills or who have poor attachments with parents may have a
larger need for attachment bonds in the classroom in order to feel emotionally
secure than typical children (Lynch & Cicchetti, 1992). The extent to which
strong relationships were developed was depended on contextual factors (Howes
& Matheson, 1992). In settings that allowed for more frequent and intense
teacher-child interactions, attachment relationships were more likely to develop.
Thus, though teachers can fulfill important attachment functions, it was concluded
that researchers need to adopt a broader view and not focus on attachment as
equivalent of the teacher-child relationship. Unlike primary attachments,
relationships with teachers are generally not exclusive, lasting, or predominantly
affective, and the separation effect often does not occur (Koomen & Thijs, 20042005). Considering the differences and similarities between parent-child and
teacher-child relationships, researchers often refer to the latter as secondary
attachment relations (Ainsworth, 1991).
The importance of teacher-child relatedness for learning and academic
achievement is increasingly recognized. For instance, Goldstein (1999) discussed
how the notion of relatedness plays an important role in Vygotsky’s theory on
cognitive development and posited the idea of a ‘relational zone’ of development.
In self-determination theory, relatedness is considered a basic psychological need
of students (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Wentzel, 1999). The extended attachment
perspective on teacher-child relationships asserts that relationships with teachers
provide children a secure base from which they can explore novel situations and
face social and academic challenges. In contrast, discordant relationships elicit
emotional distress, thereby constraining a child’s psychological resources and
energy to be devoted to learning activities. Engagement in social and academic
5
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activity, exploring novel situations, and risk taking is foundational to learning.
Relationships with teachers thus could play a vital role in children’s academic
progress. Research has provided ample evidence for this postulation, especially in
the early school years (e.g., Koomen, van Leeuwen, & van der Leij, 2004; Ladd,
Birch, & Buhs, 1999; Pianta, Nimetz, & Bennett, 1997; Pianta & Stuhlman,
2004b; Thijs & Koomen, 2008). As children mature, they become less dependent
on teachers as sources of emotion regulation and security. Nevertheless, the need
to be known and valued by teachers seems to extend far beyond early grade
school (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Hamre & Pianta, 2001).
Ecological models and the dyadic system
Guided by social-ecological models of development, scholars have increasingly
considered schools as social environments and learning as a process embedded in
a social context. The ecological paradigms such as Ecological Model of
Bronfenbrenner (1977) and Developmental Systems Theory (DST; Ford & Lerner,
1992) emphasize the complex interplay between child and contextual factors (i.e.,
person-in-context). The basic principle is that children’s development is a
function of dynamic (nonlinear) processes embedded in multilevel interactions
between persons and contexts over time. Those models provide an elaborative
framework for understanding development by positing how proximal and distal
risk factors may interact over time. The proximal regulatory processes found in
dyadic relationships are key processes in children’s development (Pianta &
Stuhlman, 2004a). Accordingly, developmental risk can be conceptualized in
relational terms: Interaction patterns, quality of relationships, and how significant
adults in children’s lives understand and interpret the child’s behavior are all
causally related to a child’s development (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004a).
Pianta and colleagues posited that by focusing on the level of relationships as a
unit of analyses, large advances could be made in research into developmental
significance of teacher-child relationships. They applied ecological principles to
adult-child relationships and conceived a conceptual model of the teacher-child
relationship as a dyadic or microsocial system (Pianta et al., 2003). The system is
viewed as a dynamic multicomponent entity that involves reciprocal interactions
within and across multiple levels and time. Four primary components were
discerned: 1) features of the individuals, 2) representational models, 3)
6
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information exchange processes, and 4) external influences. At the most basic
level, the dyadic system embodies unique features of the relationship partners,
such as for instance gender, ethnicity, relational history, self-regulatory skills of
children, and efficacy beliefs of teachers (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Hamre, Pianta,
Downer, & Mashburn, 2008; Ladd & Burgess, 1999; Mashburn, Hamre, Downer,
& Pianta, 2006; Saft & Pianta, 2001). Second, analogous to Bowlby’s notion of
internal working models (IWMs), each individual has a mental representation or
internalized belief system of the relationship (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Bretherton,
1985). Those models are not features of the individual but are conceptualized as
higher order constructs that mainly embody features of the dyad (Pianta et al.,
2003). Third, the relationship system encompasses information exchange
processes and feedback functions. The nature of interactions between the teacher
and student, what it is said, done, gestured, and perceived about the other, serves
as a feedback loop that affects relationship quality over time. Lastly, external
contexts assert influence on the dyadic system such as the child’s family context
(e.g., parent-child relationship; socioeconomic status) and classroom climate
(Howes & Hamilton, 1992c; Kontos, 1992; Kontos, Burchinal, Howes, Wisseh, &
Galinsky, 2002; Ladd et al., 1999; Pianta, La Paro, Payne, Cox, & Bradley, 2002).
Those contexts can either support or constrain the quality of relationships.
Given this conceptual model of adult-child systems, it is crucial to employ
multiple perspectives and multiples methods across contexts and time in order to
obtain an accurate and complete description of the dyadic system (Pianta et al.,
2003). However, especially in early grade school, research into teacher-child
relationships is largely limited to teacher-report questionnaires. There is a lack of
well-validated instruments to assess other components of the model such as
young children’s perceptions or actual teacher-child interactions (e.g., Doumen,
Verschueren, Koomen, & Buyse, 2008; Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth Pritchett,
2003). We aimed to contribute by exploring two relatively new instruments for
young children. In addition, we studied teacher narratives to advance
understanding of the mental representations of teachers of their relationships with
specific children.

7

Relationships between teachers and disruptive children in kindergarten: An
exploration of different methods and perspectives, and the possibility of change

1.2

Measurement of teacher and child perspectives

The Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS; Pianta, 2001; Pianta & Steinberg,
1992; Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995) is the most widely-used instrument to
assess teachers’ relationships with individual children, particularly in early grade
school. This teacher-report scale measures relationship perceptions of teachers
along three subdimensions: Conflict, Closeness, and Dependency. Another
teacher-report questionnaire that has been employed is a teacher-adapted version
of the Network of Relationships Inventory (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985; Meehan
et al., 2003). The availability of these psychometrically sound scales has boosted
the research into teacher-child relationships, and has greatly contributed to our
understanding of teacher-child relationships. The heavy reliance on teacher-report
scales is, however, a reason for concern because it limits understanding of the
nature of teacher-child relationships and compromises strong theory building.
The extended attachment theory and the notion of internal working models
suggest several limitations of teacher reports of relationship quality. First, internal
working models are believed to operate outside conscious awareness. Therefore,
within attachment-based research there is a strong tradition of using indirect
measures such as interviews to measure internally represented models of parentchild relationships and parenting (e.g., Button, Pianta, & Marvin, 2001; George &
Solomon, 1996). There is some evidence that such interview methods show more
validity to tap into unconscious structures than self-report scales (Maier, Bernier,
Perkrun, Zimmermann, & Grossmann, 2004). Given the parallels between parentchild and teacher-child relationships and the strong reliance on attachment theory,
it is surprising that hardly any attempts have been made to explore the use of
teacher interviews (Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002). Thus, guided by the notion of
internal working models as unconscious structures (Bowlby, 1969/1982;
Bretherton, 1985; Maier et al., 2004) and the conceptualization of parental
caregiving representations in attachment theory (George & Solomon, 1996), we
argue that interview-based methods will yield new insights in the teacher’s
perspective on teacher-child relationships. Teacher narratives could reveal
underlying beliefs and emotions that may not be captured with questionnaire
methods.
8
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Second, based on attachment theory, it is believed that teacher reports cannot
substitute the perspective of children. According to Pianta’s conceptualization of
adult-child dyadic systems, both teachers and children construct a mental
representation of the dyadic relationship. These representations are constructed on
the basis of daily interactions but are also rooted in a social history with
significant others (cf., Howes & Hamilton, 1992b; Kesner, 2000). This implies
that a child may appraise the relationship differently than the teacher does in the
face of shared interpersonal experiences (Pianta et al., 2003). The notion of
internal working models of mental representation thus underscores the uniqueness
of teachers’ and children’s relationship experiences. The handful of studies that
has assessed the perceptions of school-age children indicated indeed little teacherchild agreement (e.g., Al-Yagon & Mikulincer, 2004; Hughes, Cavell, & Jackson,
1999).
In sum, to obtain a more complete understanding of teacher-child relationships
in early grade school, it is vitally important to develop psychometrically strong
instruments for young children and to explore more indirect measurement
methods to evaluate teachers’ relationship experiences.

1.3

Externalizing behavior and physical aggression

From the teachers’ perspective, it is clear that disruptive classroom behavior and
aggression constitutes a major challenge (Martin, Linfoot, & Stephenson, 1999;
Stephenson, Linfoot, & Martin, 2000). Children with under-controlled or
externalizing problems are more easily aroused, have poorer self-regulatory
abilities, more difficulties following directions and instructions, and consequently
are more likely to provoke confrontations with teachers than typical children.
Teachers must intervene and re-direct in such a way that they foster students’
capacity for self-regulation rather than exerting control over children’s behavior
to attain compliance. It is often seen, however, that teachers struggle with
sensitive responding to children with conduct problems. Observational studies
show that teachers tend to be less sensitive, more controlling and less responsive
to the intellectual capacities and prosocial behavior of problem children than nonproblem children (Fry, 1983; McComas, Johnson, & Symons, 2005; Rimm9
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Kaufman et al., 2002). Over time, teachers’ attitudes seem to grow more negative
with pronounced increases in negative affect (Fry, 1983). In addition, teachers
often report high levels of conflict in relationships with disruptive children (Birch
& Ladd, 1998; Hamre et al., 2008; Murray & Murray, 2004). On the other hand,
not all children with externalizing problems have poor relationships with teachers.
The dyadic system perspective on adult-child relationships states that teachers’
impressions of the individual features and behaviors of children influence the
formation of relationships from the moment children enter a classroom (Pianta et
al., 2003). Thus, the extent to which externalizing behavior hinders the
development of positive teacher-child relationships may be dependent on
teachers’ underlying beliefs and attributions for behavior problems. In addition,
there are reasons to believe that especially physical aggression causes relational
difficulties.
Physical aggression
Koomen and Thijs (2004-2005) point out that only a few studies of teacher-child
relationships have differentiated between subtypes of externalizing behavior that
correspondent with more clinical-oriented research. The handful of studies that
has explicitly focused on physical aggression using pure measurement scales
indicated that early aggressive behavior is associated with pervasive social
difficulties including low peer acceptance and conflictual teacher-child
relationships (Buyse, 2007; Hughes et al., 1999; Ladd & Burgess, 1999; Ladd &
Burgess, 2001). There is some evidence that teachers have different attitudes
toward aggression than to other subtypes of externalizing child behavior. Using
classroom vignettes, it has been found that teachers attribute more control and
responsibility to aggressive children than inattentive-overactive children (Lovejoy,
1996). Teachers also reported more negative affect in response to aggression and
viewed punishment more appropriate. Moreover, research showed that aggressive
child behavior may be more stressful for teachers relative to other subtypes of
externalizing behavior (Greene, Beszterczey, Katzenstein, Park, & Goring, 2002;
Stephenson et al., 2000). Thus, poorer teacher-child relationships could be
presumed for children viewed by teachers as aggressive in comparison to children
who display behavior problems that teachers’ attribute to hyperactivity and
inattention. Intriguingly, Buyse and colleagues (2007) showed that close
10
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relationships with teachers buffered children with a temperamental disposition to
activity against aggression but not against hyperactivity. They speculated that
aggression may be more malleable by environmental (social) influences than
overactive-inattentive behaviors.
The distinctiveness of physical aggression from other externalizing behavior
such as hyperactivity-inattention and non-aggressive antisocial behavior is widely
accepted (e.g., Cote, Vaillancourt, LeBlanc, Nagin, & Tremblay, 2006; Hinshaw,
1987; Loeber & Hay, 1997; Nagin & Tremblay, 1999; NICHD Early Child Care
Research Network, 2004). However, to our knowledge the discrimination
between physical aggression and more generic non-aggressive antisocial behavior
has not yet been empirically tested in samples of young children. Moreover, the
majority of existing instruments designed for young children focus on broader
levels of measurement and do not discriminate between forms of the same
constructs (Ladd & Profilet, 1996). For instance, the narrowband subscale
Aggression of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL/4-18; Achenbach, 1991)
measures a broad range of conduct problems including nonaggressive problem
behaviors (e.g., ‘tamper tantrums’, ‘disobedient’, ‘talks too much’, ‘demands a lot
of attention’, and ‘bragging, boasting’). The current CBCL for young children
does not distinguish between subtypes of antisocial behavior (CBCL/1½-5;
Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000). The Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ;
Goodman, 1997) comprises a subscale of conduct problems that contains items
that represent both physically aggressive and nonaggressive forms of antisocial
behavior (i.e., temper tantrums, stealing, and disobedience).
In sum, research into teacher-child relationships has given considerable
attention to relationships between teachers and disruptive children. Most studies
have focused on broad ranges of conduct problems. However, given the social
and academic risks associated with early physical aggression, specific attention
for this particular subtype of externalizing behavior is warranted. Moreover, there
is some research that suggests that the link between teacher-child relationships
and problem behavior is more pronounced for physical aggression. Before such
assumptions can be studied, it is necessary to empirically test the discrimination
of physical aggression from non-aggressive antisocial behavior in samples with
young children.

11

Relationships between teachers and disruptive children in kindergarten: An
exploration of different methods and perspectives, and the possibility of change

1.4

Ideas for dyad-focused intervention

Both the ecological approach on children’s development and the extended
attachment perspective bear consequences for the development of intervention
programs to promote children’s development. According to ecological models,
child adaptation is not a characteristic of the child but mediated by social
processes (Pianta, 1997). An ecological perspective on intervention thus promotes
the intentional structuring of developmental resources such as teacher-child
relationships to support children’s development. There are several successful
prevention programs aimed at the social and learning environments of classrooms
by promoting social-emotional competence in classrooms or fostering teachers’
professional growth (Kinzie et al., 2006; Kusché & Greenberg, 1994). Though
relationships could be affected by such programs, there is a need of dyad-focused
approaches that have a direct impact on relationships of teachers with specific
children (Pianta et al., 2003).
Attachment intervention research draws attention to the role of caregivers’
mental representations of relationships as a key to support secure adult-child
relationships. Mental representations rather than actual behavior appeared the
primary factor that accounts for the quality of the child-adult attachment (Slade,
Grienenberger, Bernbach, Levy, & Locker, 2005). This has led attachment
researchers to argue for intervention programs aimed at parent’s mental
representations and reflective functioning rather than changing actual behavior
(Slade, 2006; Suchman, DeCoste, Castiglioni, Legow, & Mayes, 2008). Given the
parallels between parent-child and teacher-child relationships, this postulation
should be considered when developing intervention programs within the school
context aimed at teacher-child relationships.
The Students, Teachers, and Relationship Support program (STARS; Pianta,
1999; Pianta et al., 2003) offers a dyad-focused approach that comprises two main
components: teacher consultation and Banking Time. Teacher consultation targets
the mental relationship presentations of teachers. Teachers are engaged in reflection on their relationship with a specific student following semi-structured
interviews and watching videotapes of classroom interactions in individual
sessions with consultants. In this way, their mental representations of
relationships with pupils could be enhanced. During Banking Time, teachers
12
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engage in nondirective child-centered sessions with the target child. This
technique addresses all components of the adult-child relationship system,
including behavior (teacher behavior is highly constrained), feedback and
exchange processes (in contrast to routine interactions, the teacher follows the
child’s lead, which lead to newly emergent interaction patterns), and belief
systems (teachers convey messages of caring and acceptance, and reconstruct
their representational beliefs following changes in the child’s behavior). To our
knowledge, this comprehensive approach has not yet been examined in
randomized intervention trials. We therefore aimed to examine the potential of
teacher consultation.

1.5

Thesis outline

Research aims
The growing body of research into teacher-child relationship guided by the
extended attachment perspective has provided strong evidence for the importance
of early relationships with teachers in children’s social and scholastic lives. In
particular for disruptive children, the teacher-child relationship could function as
either an additional stressor or a compensatory resource. Yet, there has been
limited research on specific subtypes of externalizing behavior. Especially
physical aggression is of profound concern given the associations with a wide
array of social and academic problems, including poor teacher-child relationships.
However, for young children, the distinctiveness of physical aggression from
nonaggressive antisocial behavior first needs to be empirically tested.
With respect to the measurement of teacher-child relationships, two
implications arise from the attachment paradigms that are currently insufficiently
addressed in the literature. First, both children and teachers are believed to
construct internal working models or mental representations of the dyadic
teacher-child relationships. Those models are primarily based on their shared
experiences but also on a social history with others. This implies that teacher
reports cannot substitute the children’s own accounts and that the inclusion of
young children’s own perspective is critically needed. The second implication
based on the notion of internal working models as unconscious structures is that
13
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indirect measures such as interviews are needed to advance understanding of
teachers’ mental representations of relationships with students. Furthermore, there
is a need for a dyad-focused approach in intervention programs aimed at
relationships between teachers and specific children. Based on attachment
intervention research, enhancement of teachers’ mental representation of the
relationship with individual children may be a key to promote teacher-child
relationships. To address these issues, four aims were stated:
1) Extending evidence for the discrimination between physical aggression and
nonaggressive antisocial behavior to young children.
2) Obtaining an age-appropriate instrument for the assessment of young
children’s perceptions of teacher-child relationships.
3) Exploring the use of interviews to advance understanding of teachers’
mental representations of teacher-child relationships.
4) Developing and evaluating an intervention program for teachers targeting
relationships with specific disruptive children through relationship-focused
reflection.
The overarching goal was to advance understanding of the nature of relationships
between teachers and disruptive children in regular kindergarten classrooms.
Interest was taken in externalizing behavior and physical aggression as it occurred
in regular kindergarten classes across the full range of severity and not in clinical
or subclinical problems. Therefore, aims 2 to 4 were pursuit in different samples
of kindergarten children with various levels of externalizing behavior. The four
aims were addressed in five empirical studies. Each study is presented in a
different chapter.
Aim 1 (Chapter 2 and 3). We sought to empirically test whether physical
aggression is a separate construct from nonaggressive antisocial behavior in early
childhood. A review of the research literature on physical aggression showed that
physical aggression is generally measured with three items referring to fighting
(e.g., hits, kicks), arguing or threatening (i.e., bullying), and often a fourth item
‘destroys objects’ (Broidy et al., 2003; NICHD Early Child Care Research
Network, 2004). Those items can be found among other externalizing items in the
Child Behavior Scale (CBS; Ladd & Profilet, 1996) and the Preschool Behavior
Questionnaire (PBQ; Behar, 1977), which are both well-validated and widelyused screening measures that are specifically designed for use with young
14
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children. In contrast to the CBS, the PBQ contains items that refer to more
general, non-aggressive antisocial behavior (e.g., sneaky behavior and blaming
others). Therefore, we used the PBQ to test the distinctiveness of physical
aggression from nonaggressive antisocial behavior in early childhood.
Chapter 2 presents an empirical test of the discrimination between physical
aggression and non-aggressive antisocial behavior for boys and girls using teacher
reports on the Preschool PBQ. In addition, measurement invariance across gender
in teacher-rated aggression is examined. To examine the discriminant and
convergent validity of teacher reports of physical aggression, a multi-trait multimethod study was performed that is reported in Chapter 3. Teacher reports of
physical aggression on the PBQ were evaluated against two other measures,
which were teachers’ free descriptions and independent classroom observations in
a small group.
Aim 2 (Chapter 4). The need of teacher-child relationship measures for young
children was addressed in a sample of 5-year old kindergarten children. Two
relatively new instruments were evaluated: the Y-CATS (Mantzicopoulos, 2005;
Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth Pritchett, 2003) and the KLIC (Van Dijk, De Graaff,
Knotter, & Koster, 2006). Those instruments share the same measurement aim but
employ different item and administration formats. The Y-CATS was chosen
because of its promising results in prior research (Mantzicopoulos, 2005;
Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth Pritchett, 2003). We choose the KLIC because this
instrument employed an item format and response procedure that was adapted
from a valid measure of young children’s self-competence beliefs (Harter & Pike,
1984). Chapter 4 presents an evaluation study of the psychometric properties of
the KLIC and the Y-CATS. In addition, linkages between child relationship
perceptions and physical aggression, inattention-hyperactivity, and social
inhibition were explored in relation to child gender.
Aim 3 (Chapter 5): Based on the notion of IWMs or mental representations,
interview methods are needed to yield deeper insights in the teacher’s perspective
on the teacher-student relationship. For this purpose, the Teacher Relationship
Interview (TRI; Pianta, 1999) was chosen because the development of this
interview was guided by attachment principles. Research with 50 kindergarten
teachers had yielded valuable information that supported the validity of the TRI
(Stuhlman & Pianta 2002). Despite the potential of this approach and the strong
15
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theoretical basis, no other studies using the TRI have been published so far. The
study presented in Chapter 5 aimed to extend the research of Stuhlman and Pianta
by evaluating the convergence between the TRI and the STRS in a sample of
typically-developing and disruptive kindergarten children.
Aim 4 (Chapter 6). Informed by attachment intervention research, a supportive
intervention program for teachers was developed targeting teachers’ mental representations of relationships with specific students. Teachers were engaged in
reflection on the relationship with a specific child in individual sessions with
consultants. Reflection was guided by a semi-structured interview (TRI) and the
joint examination of videotaped interactions with the child. Unlike problemsolving consultation, there was not a specific focus on problem identification or
the generation of problem-solving action plans. The development of the program
was heavily guided by the same principles as applied in the teacher consultation
component of the STARS program (Pianta, 1999). The intervention program was
evaluated against a more behaviorally-oriented intervention aimed at general
interpersonal skills of teachers. This latter intervention was similar in design and
delivery plan and differed in content only.
Participants
All research was conducted in Dutch kindergarten classrooms in regular schools.
In the Netherlands, primary schooling starts when children are four years old and
constitutes 8 grades. The first two grades are kindergarten classes. In many
schools, kindergarten children attend the same class with the same teacher for
those two years. In kindergarten classrooms, children are prepared for the
transition to formal schooling and learn basic social-behavioral and academic
skills needed for a successful navigation throughout elementary school.
Furthermore, note that there are no formal educational provisions for children
under the age of four. Even so, many children have attended some form of
daycare such as day nurseries or playgroups before entering kindergarten, and
therefore most have already gained some social and academic experiences outside
the home environment.
Different criteria for the selection of the samples were applied in the different
studies in accordance with the main goal of each investigation. In some studies, a
selection procedure was employed based on teacher reports of externalizing
16
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behavior (see Chapter 3, 5, and 6). Because students were nested in classroom,
multilevel analyses were conducted.

17

18

2

Teachers’ assessment of antisocial behavior in
kindergarten: Physical aggression and
measurement bias across gender

A confirmatory factor analytic (CFA) study was conducted to obtain evidence for
physical aggression as a distinct construct of nonaggressive antisocial behavior in
young children. Second, we investigated factorial invariance across gender.
Teachers completed the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ) for two
independent samples of kindergartners (N = 487; N = 1557). Behavior items were
selected representing physically aggressive versus nonaggressive antisocial
behavior. To obtain support for the two-factor model, we also examined
associations with subtypes of internalizing behavior. CFA confirmed that physical
aggression constitutes a distinct construct from nonaggressive antisocial behavior
for young children. In support of the model, differential associations with
internalizing behavior and different outcomes with respect to gender differences
were found. Factorial non-invariance across gender was found for physical
aggression, and explanations for those gender differences are discussed.

Spilt, J. L., Koomen, H. M. Y., Thijs, J. T., Stoel, R. D., & van der Leij, A. (2009). Teachers'
assessment of antisocial behavior in kindergarten: Physical aggression and measurement bias
across gender. Journal of Psychoeducational Assessment. Copyright © 2009 by SAGE
Publications. http://jpa.sagepub.com/cgi/rapidpdf/0734282909340236v1
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2.1

Introduction

Developmental scholars (e.g., Broidy et al., 2003; Tremblay, 2000) have
repeatedly argued for the need of pure assessments of physical aggression not
confounded by other forms of antisocial behavior, as early physical aggression is
considered a major risk factor for chronic aggression and juvenile violence.
However, this distinctiveness of physical aggression from other antisocial
behavior has not yet been stringently tested in young children. Therefore, we
sought to obtain evidence for physical aggression as a separate construct for both
boys and girls using confirmatory factor analyses (CFA). To advance
understanding of the nature of physical aggression that is measured in boys and
girls, we tested factorial invariance across sex.
Kindergartners who are kicking, hitting, and threatening other children display
more worrisome behavior than children who don’t want to share toys or are
inconsiderate to others. While occasional use of physical aggression (i.e., use of
verbal threat and physical force to harm others or damage objects) is normative,
persistent physical aggression is associated with many adjustment problems,
including social adversity and school failure (Cote, Vaillancourt, LeBlanc, Nagin,
& Tremblay, 2006; Joussemet, Frank Vitaro, Barker, Côté, Nagin et al., 2008;
NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2004; Silver, Measelle, Armstrong,
& Essex, 2005; Stipek & Miles, 2008). Research has consistently identified a
group of children (4.4-16.6%) that follows a high and stable trajectory of physical
aggression from an early age onwards, whereas most children follow low to
moderate desisting trajectories (for a review see: Nagin & Tremblay, 2005).
Therefore, a screening strategy is advocated focused on physical aggression rather
than disruptive behavior in general to detect young at-risk children (Broidy et al.,
2003; Joussemet et al., 2008; Tremblay, 2000).
There is considerable evidence to consider physical aggression as a distinct
dimension of antisocial behavior. Physical aggression has been successfully
distinguished from relational aggression in which relationships serve as means to
harm others (e.g., Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Vaillancourt, Brendgen, Boivin, &
Tremblay, 2003), and nonaggressive forms of antisocial behavior (Achenbach,
Conners, Quay, Verhulst, & Howell, 1989; Frick, Lahey, Loeber, Tannenbaum,
20
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Van Horn et al., 1993; Loeber & Schmaling, 1985a/b; Quay, 1987; Tackett,
Krueger, Sawyer, & Graetz, 2003). This latter subtype represents behaviors that
violate social norms and are potentially harmful to others but not physically or
verbally abusive. The distinction between physical aggression and nonaggressive
antisocial behavior is supported by differences in etiology and risk factors such as
parental traits and psychopathology, parenting skills and monitoring, stability,
and heritability (Eley, Lichtenstein, & Stevenson, 1999; Monuteaux, Fitzmaurice,
Blacker, Buka, & Biederman, 2004; Nigg & Hinshaw, 1998; Patrick, Snyder,
Schrepferman, & Snyder, 2005; Stanger, Achenbach, & Verhulst, 1997; Tremblay,
2000). In addition, internalizing behavior seems negatively linked to physical
aggression (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995), but positively to nonaggressive antisocial
behavior (Kazdin, 1992). Probably most imperative, however, is the finding that
physical aggression is a unique predictor of juvenile violence (Cote et al., 2006;
Loeber & Hay, 1997; Nagin & Tremblay, 1999; NICHD Early Child Care
Research Network, 2004), whereas nonaggressive antisocial behavior seems a
precursor of nonviolent delinquency in boys (Nagin & Tremblay, 1999).
Importantly, current evidence is largely restricted to boys in middle and late
childhood, while research that explicitly focuses on early childhood or girls is still
sparse (for a review, see Moreland & Dumas, 2008). Scholars have repeatedly
notified that, in this age range, physical aggression is often confounded with other
forms of antisocial behaviors (e.g., Broidy et al., 2003; Joussemet et al., 2008;
Tremblay, 2000). Moreover, there have been no studies using CFA in samples of
young children testing the assumption of physical aggression as a distinct
construct.
The view that manifestations of physical aggression are gender specific further
underscores the need to distinguish physically aggressive acts from less genderspecific forms of antisocial behavior. There is clear evidence for boys being more
physically aggressive than girls across different age ranges, while gender
differences in indirect aggression (Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008) and
nonaggressive conduct problems appear trivial (Maughan, Pickles, Rowe,
Costello, & Angold, 2000; Webster-Stratton, 1996).
A prerequisite for the interpretation of gender differences is that the same
construct has been measured for both boys and girls (Mellenbergh, 1989;
Meredith, 1993). Sex-differences have been found in the measurement of teacher21
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rated physical aggression in middle childhood (Miller, Vaillancourt, & Boyle,
2009). The item ‘Gets into many fights’ showed poorer factor loading on physical
aggression for girls than boys, which indicated that an equal increase in fighting
behavior (i.e., observed score) was associated with a larger increase in physical
aggression (i.e., trait) for girls than boys. Thus, it appeared that aggressive girls
fight less often than aggressive boys, probably because physical fighting is more
typical of boys in general. Measurement invariance denotes that all parameters of
the factor model are invariant including also the intercepts, as intercept
differences across groups may yield systematically lower or higher scores for
identifiable groups. Sex-differences in intercepts have not yet been tested in
measures for young children. We therefore sought to extend prior work by
examining invariance across sex in both factor loadings and intercepts, and by
using a sample of younger children.
The first goal of the present study was to identify a factor representing physical
aggression not confounded with other antisocial behaviors. We examined the
factor structure of the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ; Behar, 1977) in
two independent samples of kindergartners. The PBQ was chosen because it was
explicitly designed for use with young children, and is widely used in
international research including school-based studies (e.g., Drugli & Larsson,
2006; Goossens, Bokhorst, Bruinsma, & Van Boxtel, 2002; Silver et al., 2005;
Tremblay, Desmarais-Gervais, Gagnon, & Charlebois, 1987). In addition, the
checklist contains a diversity of antisocial behavior descriptions but is still short
and is easy to complete for teachers. Based on prior research, four items were
selected representing physical aggression (see Table 2). The four other items
represented nonaggressive forms of antisocial behavior. The hypothesized twofactor model was tested against a one-factor model for both boys and girls, and
cross-validated in an independent sample. To obtain preliminary evidence for the
model, associations with internalizing behavior were studied. We presumed that
internalizing behavior would be negatively correlated with physical aggression
but positively with nonaggressive antisocial behavior. Because inhibition and
social withdrawal present different risks for later delinquency in boys (Kerr,
Tremblay, Pagani, & Vitaro, 1997), we studied different subtypes of internalizing
behavior.
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The second goal was to investigate factorial invariance of the model across sex.
We expected the item ‘Fights’ to have a higher factor loading on physical fighting
for boys. Latent mean comparisons were conducted taking into account
noninvariance. Boys were expected to be more physically aggressive compared to
girls. No gender differences were anticipated for nonaggressive antisocial
behavior.

2.2

Method

Participants. Two independent samples were included from regular elementary
schools from both rural and non-rural areas of the Netherlands. In Sample A, 19
kindergarten teachers (all female) reported on preferably all children in their class
(N = 487; 246 girls). Children’s mean age was 65.2 months (SD = 7.7). Sample B
consisted of 84 teachers (four men) and 1557 children (762 girls) with a mean age
of 67.8 months (SD = 8.3). Written informed consent was obtained from parents.
Measures. Teachers completed a Dutch version of the Preschool Behavior
Questionnaire (PBQ; Behar, 1977; Goossens, Dekker, Bruinsma, & De Ruyter,
2000). This checklist contains age-appropriate descriptions of behavior problems
of young children that are rated on a 4-point Likert scale (absolutely not
characteristic-very characteristic). The Externalizing scale contains 14 items,
including 8 items of antisocial behavior. High internal consistency (  .91), testretest stability (rs  .84), and interrater agreement ( = .91) have been found for
the Externalizing scale in community and clinical samples. The validity has been
supported by concurrent and predictive associations with parallel teacher-rated
adjustment measures (concurrent rs = .41-.78), peer-rated aggression (r = .30),
and children’s sociometric status (Goossens et al., 2000; Goossens et al., 2002).
The a-priori scale Physical Aggression (PA) included four items (see Table 2).
The remaining four items were labelled Nonaggressive Antisocial Behavior
(NAB).
Coplan and Armer (2007) discussed the importance of subtypes of social
withdrawal in young children. Factor analyses on a set of internalizing behavior
items have yielded three subscales (Thijs, Koomen, De Jong, Van der Leij, & Van
Leeuwen, 2004): Social Inhibition refers to shyness or social anxiety (5 items:
23

Relationships between teachers and disruptive children in kindergarten: An
exploration of different methods and perspectives, and the possibility of change

e.g., ‘Shy or timid’). Solitary Behavior reflects social withdrawal out of
unsociability or social disinterest (4 items: e.g., ‘Somewhat on his/her own’), and
Emotional Dysregulation reflects negative emotionality (5 items: e.g., ‘Easily
upset’). Internal consistencies were adequate ( = .81-.87), and the validity of the
subscales was supported by unique associations with teacher interviews (Thijs et
al., 2004).
Statistical analyses. Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were conducted using
structural equation modeling (SEM) within the Mplus program. Given the
hierarchical structure and the non-normal distribution of the data, the YuanBentler chi-square statistic was used to evaluate overall model fit (Muthén &
Muthén, 1998-2004). Because the chi-square is sensitive to sample size,
additional fit indexes were examined as well. The model fit was considered
satisfactory when CFI  .95, SRMR  .08, and RMSEA  .06 (Hu & Bentler,
1999). Analyses were performed under the assumption of Missing At Random.
Robust maximum likelihood estimation was used, taking into account the
dependency of the data due to the cluster sampling.
Measurement invariance of the constructs across gender was examined by
means of factorial invariance (Meredith, 1993). Weak factorial invariance refers
to equality of factor loadings, whereas strong factorial invariance refers to the
invariance of both factor loadings and intercepts. Invariance for all parameters
frequently does not hold and for that reason partial factorial invariance is
generally considered sufficient for valid group comparisons, with at least one
invariant item next to the reference indicator (Byrne, Shavelson, & Muthen, 1989).
A series of multi-group analyses were conducted, starting with an unconstrained
model in which factor loadings and intercepts are estimated separately in each
group. When a parameter can be constrained to be equal across gender without a
significant decrease in model fit, the parameter is considered invariant. When a
parameter appeared as non-invariant the constraint was relaxed, allowing the
estimates to take on separate values for boys and girls. First, equality constraints
were imposed on all factor loadings. When the model fit increased significantly,
Modification Indices (MI) were inspected and constraints were tested
successively to detect the source of non-invariance. Second, equality constraints
were imposed on the intercepts. Additionally, equality of structural parameters as
factor variances and factor means was examined. Since constraints were
24

Teachers’ assessment of antisocial behavior in kindergarten

evaluated multiple times, the alpha level was adjusted downward to 0.01 to
consider chance capitalization. Furthermore, because the Yuan-Bentler chi-square
cannot be used for difference testing of nested models, the Satorra-Bentler scaled
chi-square difference test was used (Satorra & Bentler, 2001).

2.3

Results

Model confirmation and validation The two-factor model was tested against a
one-factor model in Sample A. Model fit indices are presented in Table 1, and
standardized factor loadings in Table 2. Based on the MI, one residual correlation
was allowed between items of the same factor (i.e., items 5 and 6). The one-factor
model showed a poor fit for boys. The Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square
difference test showed a significantly better fit for the two-factor than the onefactor model (x2 = 13.303, df = 1, p < .001). For girls, the two-factor model
also fitted the data significantly better (x2 = 14.957, df = 1, p < .001). The twofactor model was validated in Sample B and showed good fit for both boys and
girls.
Factorial invariance and gender differences. Factorial invariance across
gender was explored for PA and NAB in separate models in Sample B. Because
the choice of the reference indicator could have influenced the results, the
procedure was conducted with different reference items but virtually similar
results were found. First, factor loadings were constrained to be equal across
gender. The model fit for PA decreased significantly (x2 = 18.520, df = 3, p
< .01). The item ‘Bullies’ showed a higher factor loading for girls (x2 = 126.967,
df = 1, p < .01), whereas the item ‘Fights’ was found to have a higher factor
loading for boys (x2 = 7.407, df = 1, p < .01). Second, constraints across gender
were imposed on the intercepts. As a result, the model fit decreased significantly
(x2 = 19.108, df = 3, p < .01). The item ‘Bullies’ showed a higher intercept for
girls than boys (x2 = 51.229, df = 1, p < .01). Finally, parameters of the
structural model were examined. Factor variances (x2 = 12.744, df = 1, p < .01)
and factor means (x2 = 30.123, df = 1, p < .01) were found to be unequal across
gender: More variance and a higher factor mean were observed for boys (Cohen’s
d = .41). Factor means and standard deviations for both sexes are presented in
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Table 3. The fit between the final model and the unconstrained model did not
differ significantly (x2 = 4.560, df = 3, p > .05).
For NAB, imposing equality constraints on the factor loadings did not
significantly lower the model fit (x2 = 2.698, df = 3, p > .05). But when
constraints were added on the intercepts, the model fit decreased significantly
(x2 = 18.296, df = 3, p < .01). The item ‘Inconsiderate’ showed a higher
intercept for boys than girls (x2 = 7.015, df = 1, p < .01). Factor variances
appeared invariant across gender (x2 = 0.105, df = 1, p > .05). A somewhat
higher factor mean emerged for boys (x2 = 10.831, df = 1, p < .01; Cohen’s d
= .20). The fit between the final model and the unconstrained model did not differ
significantly (x2 = 7.873, df = 6, p > .05).

Table 1 Model fit indices of factor models for boys and girls in Sample A and Sample B
2

RMSEA

SRMR

CFI

1-factor model

2(19, N =241) = 60.982, p < .001

.096

.070

.915

2-factor model

2(18, N =241) = 29.256, p = .045

.051

.039

.977

2(19, N =246) = 73.692, p < .001

.108

.059

.876

2-factor model 2(18, N =246) = 26.434, p < .001
Validation 2-factor
model Sample B
Boys
2(18, N =795) = 42.381, p < .01

.044

.036

.981

.041

.025

.984

.047

.033

.978

Model
Sample A
Boys

Girls
1-factor model

Girls
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Table 2 Standardized CFA solution for boys (n = 241)/ girls (n = 246) for Sample A
Items

Physical Aggression

Nonaggressive Antisocial

1. Kicks, hits

.82/.75

-

2. Bullies

.83/.85*

-

3. Fights

.82/.79*

-

4. Destructive

.65/.46

-

5. Does not share

-

.64/.67

6. Inconsiderate

-

.78/.76

7. Sneaky

-

.71/.79

8. Blames others

-

.72/.87

Factor correlations
Nonaggressive Antisocial

.75/.76

Note: *=Unstandardized factor loading is non-invariant across gender in Sample B

Furthermore, we were interested in gender mean differences in either type of
antisocial behavior when corrected for the other type. This was accomplished by
conducting analyses largely similar to conventional covariance analyses. The
main difference is that the covariate in the present model is a latent variable
instead of a measured variable. For PA, all eight items were allowed to load on
one factor reflecting common variance, while the items reflecting PA were
allowed to double load on a second factor reflecting unique variance. The
correlation between the two factors was fixed to zero. Mean differences on the
second factor were tested. The reverse was done to estimate NAB while
controlling for PA. When NAB was controlled for, boys were more physically
aggressive (p < .01; Cohen's d = .51). In contrast, girls appeared more nonaggressive antisocial than boys when PA was controlled for (p < .01; Cohen's d
= .21).
Internalizing behavior. The model was extended with three factors
representing Social Inhibition, Solitary Behavior, and Emotional Dysregulation.
Parameters were constrained across gender. As a consequence the goodness of fit
decreased but was still satisfactory: x2 (463, N = 1557) = 1138.302, p < .001;
RMSEA = .043; SRMR = .051; CFI = .947. PA was negatively related to Social
Inhibition and for boys also positively to Emotional Dysregulation (see Table 3).
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NAB was positively related to Solitary Behavior and Emotional Dysregulation for
both sexes.

28

1.29

Nonaggressive Antisocial

1.21

Nonaggressive Antisocial

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

1.07

Physical Aggression

Girls (n=762)

1.17

M

Physical Aggression

Boys (n=795)

Factors

.39

.18

.39

.29

SD

.00

-.19***

.00

-.13***

Social Inhibition

Table 3 Descriptive statistics and correlations with internalizing behavior in Sample B

.21**

.00

.24**

.00

Solitary Behavior

.14***

.00

.25***

.11*

Emotional Dysregulation
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2.4

Discussion

The present study established evidence for physical aggression as a distinct
construct from nonaggressive forms of antisocial behavior in young children.
Furthermore, results revealed noninvariance across gender in the measurement of
physical aggression.
Our first goal was to provide evidence for the discrimination of physical
aggression from other troublesome antisocial behaviors using CFA. A two-factor
model of physical aggression and nonaggressive antisocial behavior showed a
significant better fit than a one-factor model for both boys and girls, and could be
validated in an independent sample. This finding is critically important, as
physical aggression appears a distinct risk factor for juvenile violence (e.g.,
Broidy et al., 2003; Loeber & Hay, 1997; Nagin & Tremblay, 1999; NICHD
Early Child Care Research Network, 2004).
Differential associations with internalizing behavior provided support for the
validity of the model. Largely consistent with prior studies (Crick & Grotpeter,
1995; Kazdin, 1992), for both sexes, mainly negative associations were found
with physical aggression. In contrast, positive linkages emerged with
nonaggressive antisocial behavior. Also, whereas physical aggression was mainly
associated with social inhibition, nonaggressive antisocial behavior was related to
solitary behavior and emotional dysregulation. These patterns substantiate the
distinctiveness of the two categories.
The second goal was to detect factorial invariance in teacher-reported physical
aggression. Unlike prior research, we tested differences in both factor loadings
and intercepts. As expected, the item ‘Fights’ showed a higher factor loading on
physical aggression for boys, which indicated that an equal increase in fighting
reflected a larger increase in physical aggression for girls than boys. Most likely,
fighting is viewed as more typical of boys, so that when girls show genderatypical behavior and frequently engage in fights this is especially indicative of
physical aggression. The opposite was seen for bullying. Both a higher factor
loading and intercept were found for girls. This suggests that girls bully more than
boys given the same level of physical aggression, and that this difference
becomes larger when physical aggression increases. Since bullying has a verbal
connotation in the Dutch language, it may be that teachers interpreted the item
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‘Bullies’ as reflecting largely verbal acts. Girls may bully more than boys because
they are more competent to express themselves verbally than boys (e.g.,
Galsworthy, Dionne, Dale, & Plomin, 2000). Regarding nonaggressive antisocial
behavior, we found an unequal intercept for the item ‘Inconsiderate’. Thus boys
appeared more inconsiderate of others than girls, given the same level of
nonaggressive antisocial behavior. Girls could be more considerate of others in
general as a result of socialization processes (Keenan & Shaw, 1997).
Though the latent means reflected somewhat different meanings for boys and
girls, sufficient invariance across sex was found for both scales to allow for valid
group comparisons (Byrne et al., 1989). As expected, boys displayed more
physical aggression than girls but not clearly more nonaggressive antisocial
behavior (cf. Maughan et al., 2000; Webster-Stratton, 1996). In sum, gender
differences in mean levels and measurement were found for physical aggression,
whereas mainly cross-sex similarity was established for nonaggressive antisocial
behavior. This supports the view that physical aggression is a gender-specific
manifestation of antisocial behavior that needs to be distinguished from less
gender-specific forms. For practitioners, this study draws attention to the
heterogeneity of children’s antisocial behavior and the need to use a pure measure
of physical aggression that is not confounded by other antisocial behaviors in
order to accurately identify children in need of preventive intervention (e.g.,
Broidy et al., 2003; Joussemet et al., 2008; Tremblay, 2000). The results support
the use of the PBQ as a screening measure of early physical aggression. However,
given the finding of unequal measurement across gender, scores do not have
entirely similar meanings for boys and girls. Physically aggressive girls seem to
use more verbal threats, whereas physically aggressive boys engage more in
fights. It is gender-a-typical behavior that may be especially a reason for concern.
To further evaluate the impact of non-invariance for screening purposes, future
research could adopt a similar approach as Millsap and Kwok (2004). Though this
study draws attention to early physical aggression, children’s aggressive behavior
should be assessed and interpreted in the context of other key variables such as
family adversity and for example comorbid internalizing problems (e.g., Kerr et
al., 1997).
Several qualifications should be considered. Factorial invariance was studied
largely explorative and replication is warranted. Furthermore, the results were
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limited to community samples and teacher reports. However, teachers play a vital
role in the detection of at-risk children, and have shown to provide reliable reports
(Goossens et al., 2000; Konold & Pianta, 2007).
In conclusion, we extended evidence for physical aggression as a distinct
construct from nonaggressive antisocial behavior to kindergarten boys and girls.
The discrimination was tested and validated using CFA, and further evidenced by
differential associations with internalizing behavior and different outcomes with
respect to gender differences. This is considered highly important since early
physical aggression is a key variable in the prediction of chronic aggression.
Furthermore, the results highlighted the necessity for researchers to consider
measurement bias with respect to gender. Moreover, though non-invariance may
be considered a limitation, it also advances understanding of the nature of
physical aggression that is measured in boys and girls.
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Teachers’ assessment of physical aggression with
the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire: A multitrait multi-method evaluation of convergent and
discriminant validity

The distinctiveness of physical aggression from other antisocial behavior is
widely accepted but little research has explicitly focused on young children to
empirically test this assumption. The purpose of this study was to confirm the
discrimination of physical aggression from nonaggressive antisocial behavior in
early childhood using a multi-trait multi-method framework. We investigated the
discriminant and convergent validity of teacher reports of physical aggression on
a measure that contained age-appropriate behavior items selected from the
Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ). Assessments of physical aggression
versus nonaggressive antisocial behavior of 117 kindergartners with different
behavior profiles were obtained using three measures varying in source and/or
method: 1) teacher reports on the PBQ, 2) short interviews with teachers, and 3)
classroom observations. The MTMM matrix was analyzed using confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA). The results provided reasonable support for the
discrimination between physical aggression and nonaggressive antisocial
behavior. In addition, strong support was found for the convergent validity of
teacher-rated physical aggression using PBQ items.

Spilt, J. L., Koomen, H. M. Y., Thijs, J. T., Stoel, R. D., & van der Leij, A.
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3.1 Introduction
It is widely accepted and empirically supported that physical aggression is a
separate dimension of antisocial behavior (e.g., Cote, Vaillancourt, LeBlanc,
Nagin, & Tremblay, 2006; Loeber & Hay, 1997; Nagin & Tremblay, 1999;
NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2004). However, evidence for the
assumption that physical aggression is distinctive from more generic antisocial
behavior is mainly limited to middle and late childhood, while little research has
explicitly focused on early childhood (for a review, see Moreland & Dumas,
2008). Scholars repeatedly noted that, in this age range, available measures often
confound physical aggression with other troublesome behaviors (e.g., Broidy et
al., 2003; Joussemet et al., 2008; Tremblay, 2000). The present study aimed to
address these concerns by examining the discriminant validity of physical
aggression against nonaggressive forms of antisocial behavior in a sample of
kindergartners. Furthermore, we evaluated the convergent validity of teacher
reports of physical aggression using an age-appropriate screening measure.
Antisocial behavior is a complex and heterogeneous concept that encompasses
a variety of behaviors such as lying, indifference, bullying, fighting, theft,
vandalism and substance abuse. A major challenge is to unravel the heterogeneity
of antisocial behavior and to identify different classifications. This is important as
different problem behaviors, though substantially intercorrelated, appear to have
different predictive value. Especially physical aggression appears worrisome and
proves to be a key predictor of juvenile violence (Broidy et al., 2003; Cote et al.,
2006; Loeber & Hay, 1997; Nagin & Tremblay, 1999; NICHD Early Child Care
Research Network, 2004). Based on the current evidence in middle and late
childhood, it is widely accepted that physical aggression (i.e., use of verbal threat
and physical force to harm others or damage objects) is a distinct dimension of
antisocial behavior that should not be confounded with other forms of antisocial
behavior such as relational aggression (e.g., Crick & Grotpeter, 1995;Vaillancourt,
Brendgen, Boivin, & Tremblay, 2003), and nonaggressive forms of antisocial
behavior (Achenbach, Conners, Quay, Verhulst, & Howell, 1989; Frick et al.,
1993; Loeber & Schmaling, 1985a, 1985b; Quay, 1987; Tackett, Krueger, Sawyer,
& Graetz, 2003).
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Physical aggression is associated with a wide range of concurrent and future
adjustment problems, especially when it begins in early childhood (Cote et al.,
2006; Joussemet et al., 2008; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2004;
Silver, Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005; Stipek & Miles, 2008; Tremblay,
2004). Severe problems are observed in both the social and cognitive domain,
such as social rejection and academic underachievement (e.g., Dodge et al., 2003;
Stipek & Miles, 2008). Moreover, about 4.4 to 16.6% of the young children
persist in the use of physical aggression up to adolescence and adulthood (for a
review, see Nagin & Tremblay, 2005). Early intervention is therefore crucial to
counteract developmental trajectories of chronic aggression (e.g., WebsterStratton, 1997). However, scholars have repeatedly notified that, for young
children, physical aggression is often confounded with other forms of antisocial
behaviors, which compromises predictive validity and the detection of children in
need of intervention (Broidy et al., 2003; Joussemet et al., 2008; Tremblay, 2000).
Moreover, rigorous tests of the assumption that physical aggression is distinctive
of other troublesome disruptive behavior are sparse.
Recently, evidence was obtained for the discrimination of physical aggression
from nonaggressive antisocial behaviors for kindergarten children (Spilt, Koomen,
Thijs, Stoel, & Van der Leij, 2009). Nonaggressive antisocial behavior was
described as behavior that violates social norms and that is potentially harmful to
others but not physically or verbally abusive. Teacher reports of antisocial
behavior were obtained using the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ; Behar,
1977). This screening measure is specifically developed for young children and
contains a heterogeneous pool of age-appropriate items of antisocial behavior.
The checklist is easy to complete and widely used in international research
including school-based studies (e.g., Drugli & Larsson, 2006; Goossens, Bokhorst,
Bruinsma, & Van Boxtel, 2002; Silver et al., 2005; Tremblay, Desmarais-Gervais,
Gagnon, & Charlebois, 1987). The results of Spilt and colleagues (2009) showed
that physical aggression could be distinguished from other troublesome behaviors,
such as not sharing, blaming others, and showing sneaky behavior. The
discrimination was tested and validated for both boys and girls using
confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) in two large samples and further evidenced
by differential associations with internalizing behavior and different outcomes
with respect to gender differences in both mean levels and measurement issues
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(i.e., factorial invariance). It was suggested that a subset of items of the PBQ
constitutes a subscale that could be used as a screening measure to obtain teacher
reports of physical aggression (Spilt et al., 2009). Teachers are widely
acknowledged as valuable sources of information on children’s social-behavioral
functioning, and especially their reports on dimensions of externalizing behavior
show strong validity (Konold & Pianta, 2007). Given the vital role of teachers in
the detection of at-risk children, it is crucial to evaluate the convergent validity of
teacher measures of physical aggression that are specifically designed for young
children.
A widely-used approach to evaluate convergent validity is the multi-trait multimethod model (MTMM; Campbell & Fiske, 1959). In this approach, trait and
method factors are modeled to isolate trait variance from method or source
variance and unique variance (i.e., random variance). Trait effects represent
systematic variance in a latent variable associated with a particular latent trait.
Method effects refer to systematic variance that is specific to a certain method or
source. Convergent validity is evidenced by the amount of significant trait
variance in the observed variables, whereas substantial method variance weakens
the support for convergent validity. Furthermore, the MTMM model allows for an
estimation of the true association between constructs since method variance is
isolated from trait variance. The amount of trait covariance is an indicator of
discriminant validity, which refers to the degree to which constructs are distinct.
Thus, in addition to previous factor analytic research (Spilt et al., 2009), the
MTMM approach offers an alternative way to test and confirm the distinctiveness
of physical aggression from other nonaggressive-antisocial behavior problems.
The first goal of the current investigation was to provide further evidence for
the separate assessment of physical aggression in young children by
demonstrating discriminant validity in a behaviorally diverse sample of
kindergartners. The second goal was to evaluate the convergent validity of
teacher-reported physical aggression using PBQ items. Teacher ratings of
physical aggression were evaluated against two alternative measures varying in
source and/or method, which were teachers’ free descriptions of children’s social
behavior and independent classroom observations. Based on previous research,
we anticipated moderately large convergence between teacher ratings using the
PBQ and teachers’ free descriptions of physical aggression (cf. Thijs, Koomen,
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De Jong, Van der Leij, & Van Leeuwen, 2004). Modest convergence was
predicted with ratings of independent observers (cf. Hoge, Meginbir, Khan, &
Weatherall, 1985; Ostrov & Keating, 2004; Rubin, Moller, & Emptage, 1987).
Furthermore, though we expected a substantially large amount of shared-trait
variance between physical aggression and nonaggressive antisocial behavior since
both represent dimensions of antisocial behavior, some degree of differentiation
was anticipated based on research that has supported the distinctiveness of
physical aggression from nonaggressive antisocial behavior (cf. Konold & Pianta,
2007; Spilt et al., 2009; Tackett et al., 2003).

3.2

Method

Participants
The sample used for this study was part of an investigation into teachers’
cognitions and practices toward children with different behavior profiles (Thijs,
2005). Data were available for 117 children from 39 kindergarten classrooms of
regular elementary schools located in different rural and nonrural parts of the
Netherlands. Written informed consent was obtained from the parents. Teachers
(N = 39, two men) had reported on 858 children (414 girls) with a mean age of
67.5 months (SD = 8.4). From each classroom, three children were selected with
different behavior profiles, without teachers being informed about the selection
criteria. The children were selected based on PBQ ratings relatively to their
classmates. Children with the highest rating on Social Withdrawal but not above
the mean on Externalizing Behavior were selected for the withdrawn subgroup. In
contrast, children with the highest rating on Externalizing Behavior but not above
the mean on Social Withdrawal and Internalizing Behavior were assigned to the
externalizing subgroup. The average group consisted of children with scores close
to but not above the class mean on these three scales. The withdrawn,
externalizing, and average subgroup included 59.0%, 33.3%, and 69.2% girls,
respectively. Considering the generally low prevalence of behavior problems in
regular classrooms, with this selection procedure we guaranteed that children with
a variety of behaviors were included in order to obtain an adequate sample for
validation purposes.
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Measures
Questionnaire. The Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ; Behar, 1977) is a
checklist that contains age-appropriate descriptions of behavior problems of
young children. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 1
(absolutely not characteristic) to 4 (very characteristic). Teachers completed a
Dutch version that has shown strong evidence of reliability and validity
(Goossens, Dekker, Bruinsma, & De Ruyter, 2000). The Externalizing scale
showed high internal consistency (  .91), test-retest stability (rs  .84), and
interrater agreement ( = .91) in a community and clinical sample. The validity
has been supported by concurrent and predictive associations with parallel
teacher-rated measures of adjustment, peer evaluations of aggression, and
children’s sociometric status (Goossens et al., 2002; Goossens et al., 2000). In
addition, the scale has been shown to discriminate between a clinical and
community sample (Goossens et al., 2000).
The Externalizing scale contains 14 items, including 8 items measuring
antisocial behavior. The distinction between Physical Aggression (PA: 4 items:
e.g., ‘Kicks or hits’ and ‘Bullies’) and Nonaggressive Antisocial Behavior (NAB:
4 items: e.g., ‘Sneaky’ and ‘Blames others’) has been supported by confirmatory
factor analytic research in two independent samples of kindergarten boys and
girls (Spilt et al., 2009). In the current study, both subscales showed high internal
consistency ( = .90 and .88, respectively).
For selection of the target children, we used the broad-band scales for
Externalizing and Internalizing behavior (15 items,  =.89), and the aggregated
measure for Social Withdrawal (8 items,  =.84) containing the items of the
subscales Social Inhibition (e.g., ‘Shy or timid’) and Solitary Behavior (e.g.,
‘Somewhat on his/her own’). Discriminant and convergent validity of those
subscales has been established using a MTMM framework (Thijs et al., 2004).
Classroom observations. Videotapes were made during a natural small-group
classroom activity that lasted on average 14 minutes (M = 14.2; SD = 2.3). The
three selected children worked together on a large jigsaw puzzle in their
classroom. Teachers were instructed to attend the activities as they were used to.
Videotapes of the puzzle situation were coded for the occurrence of PA and NAB.
Occurrences of antisocial behavior were scored only for those periods in which
the teacher was absent.
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Observations of PA involved the frequency of verbal provocation, mean gestures,
physical aggression, and object aggression. Observed nonaggressive forms of
antisocial behavior included violations of social norms, such as not sharing or
refusal to cooperate, and lying as well as ignorance or exclusion of other children,
mean gestures or comments behind ones back, and blaming others. Total
frequency counts were divided by the total number of observation minutes; thus
final scores represented the rate of antisocial behavior per minute. The two
independent observers who coded the videotapes were unaware of the children’s
behavior profile and study purposes. Intraclass correlations (ICC) for absolute
agreement based on average measures were .90 and .89 for PA and NAB,
respectively. Mean scores of the two observers were used in the analyses.
Interviews. Teachers were interviewed about each of the selected three children
to obtain free descriptions of teachers about children’s social behavior. In each
interview, children were discussed in random order. An open-ended question was
asked: “How would you describe the child’s general social behavior, as compared
to his/her age mates?” Teachers were asked to elaborate on their descriptions
when these were unclear or short. The interviewer did not refer to the different
dimensions of PA and NAB. Interviews were conducted by telephone and
recorded on audiotape. They took place on average 5.29 weeks after the PBQ was
completed (SD = 2.99 weeks).
Four independent raters coded the teachers’ answers. Raters were blind to the
selection criteria and the study purposes. The rating form consisted of 7 items
referring to problem behaviors, of which two represented PA and NAB that were
used in the current study. In addition, 8 items addressed the presence of positive
behaviors. Those latter items were added to circumvent raters to be exclusively
focused on children’s problem behaviors. Items were rated on a 4-point Likert
scale, ranging from 1 (not characteristic at all) to 4 (very characteristic). ICCs
for consistency in agreement based on average measures were .80 and .61 for
physical aggression and nonaggressive antisocial behavior, respectively. Mean
scores of the four raters were utilized in the analyses.
Statistical analyses
The MTMM model was estimated by means of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
using the Mplus program (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2005). Analyses were
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conducted on the observed data under the assumption of Missing At Random
(MAR). To account for the non-independence and the non-normal distribution of
the data, the robust maximum likelihood method MLR was performed. The MLR
chi-square test statistic was used to evaluate overall model fit, also referred to as
the Yuan-Bentler chi-square statistic (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2004). Additional
fit indexes were examined because the chi-square is highly sensitive to sample
size. The model fit is considered acceptable when CFI  .95, SRMR  .08, and
RMSEA  .06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Because the Yuan-Bentler chi-square cannot
be used for difference testing of nested models, the Satorra-Bentler scaled chisquare difference test was used (Satorra & Bentler, 2001)

3.3

Results

Preliminary analyses
Ten cases with extreme scores (z-scores  2) were detected in the observations of
Physical Aggression (PA) or Nonaggressive Antisocial Behavior (NAB). Close
examination of these cases provided several possible explanations that could
account for the extreme ratings. During the observation in each class, the three
target children worked together as a small group. Extreme scores were mostly
given to children within the same small group. In one group, the teacher did not
attend for a relatively long period of 10 minutes. Physical fighting escalated
during this time resulting in extreme ratings for all three children, whereas in
other groups no such substantial fights were observed. In another group in which
extreme scores were observed, four instead of three children were working
together. In addition, one child received a high rating on physical aggression
because the child was excessively throwing with material. Notably, extreme
scores were observed across all children independent of children’s behavioral
profiles. These 10 cases were considered univariate outliers and excluded from
subsequent analyses.
Descriptive statistics
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the study variables. Substantial
variance was observed for all variables. The association between PA and NAB
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varied across measurement methods. A high correlation was found for teachers’
questionnaire reports, whereas ratings obtained from interviews and observations
yielded a mediocre and modest correlation, respectively. Teachers’ questionnaire
reports of PA were related to interview ratings of both PA and NAB, but seemed
somewhat stronger associated with interview PA than NAB. In addition, teachers’
questionnaire reports of PA were positively correlated with observed PA, whereas
the correlation with observed NAB did not reach traditional levels of significance.
All correlations were in the expected directions.
Table 1 Zero-order correlation matrix with means and standard deviations (N=107)
M

Measured variables

SD

1
-

2

3

4

5

6

Questionnaire
1. Physical aggression

1.30

0.53

2. Nonaggressive antisocial

1.48

0.72

3. Physical aggression

1.30

0.50

4. Nonaggressive antisocial

1.21

0.39

0.37

0.29

0.07

0.10

.77**

.58**

.44**

.19*

.14

-

.52**

.52**

.12

.20*

-

.45**

.21*

.06

-

.09

.09

-

.31**

Interview

Observation
5. Physical aggressiona
a

6. Nonaggressive antisocial

-

Note 1: *p < .05, ** p < .01 (one-tailed)
Note 2: a= rate per minute

Multi-trait multi-method model
Several nested models were evaluated using the Satorra-Bentler chi-square test,
starting with a model without method factors. Method factors were specified to be
uncorrelated with the other factors in the model. To retain degrees of freedom, the
method effects were constrained to be equal for all variables measured by the
same method. Note that the error variances were not constrained resulting in
unequal standardized loadings.
The final most parsimonious model presented in Figure 1 contained two trait
and two method factors. The two method factors represented unique source
variance (i.e., teacher and independent observer). The fit of this model was good:
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x2 (6, N = 107) = 3.28, p > .10; RMSEA = .00; SRMR = .03; CFI = 1.00, and
significantly better than a model without method factors: x2 = 12.88, df = 2, p
< .001. In addition, a two-trait model with three method factors (independent
observation, teacher-questionnaire, and teacher-interview with the latter two
allowed to be correlated) did not provide a better fit to the data than the final
model: x2 = .20, df = 2, p > .10.
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Figure 1 Multi-trait multi-method model with standardized estimates
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Discriminant validity. The covariance between PA and NAB was reasonably high
with 65.6% shared-trait variance. To provide a more stringent test of the
distinctiveness of the traits, the final model was compared to a similar model with
one trait factor. This latter model fitted the data significantly worse (x2 = 9.40,
df = 1, p < .01).
Convergent validity. Marginally to strongly significant trait variance was
observed in the measures of PA, providing support for convergence among
different methods and sources. Teacher-questionnaire reports showed large trait
variance, while teacher interviews showed moderately large trait variance.
Observer ratings contained modest trait variance that was marginally significant.
Method effects. All measures demonstrated the presence of method effects. In
support of convergent validity, method effects in teacher-questionnaire reports of
PA and NAB were substantially smaller than trait effects. In teacher interviews
and observer ratings of PA and NAB, equally large or larger method effects were
observed in comparison to trait effects.

3.4

Discussion

The distinctiveness of physical aggression from other antisocial behavior is
widely accepted but little research has explicitly focused on young children to
empirically test this assumption. In addition, scholars have repeatedly notified
that, in early childhood, physical aggression is often confounded with other forms
of antisocial behaviors (e.g., Broidy et al., 2003; Joussemet et al., 2008; Tremblay,
2000). This study addressed these concerns in two important ways. First, using
the MTMM approach, the discriminant validity of physical aggression against
nonaggressive antisocial behavior could be largely confirmed in a behaviorallydiverse sample of kindergartners. Second, the convergent validity of teacher
reports of physical aggression on the PBQ was supported.
In the current study, assessments of physical aggression and nonaggressive
antisocial behavior were obtained using three measures that differed in method
and/or source. In the MTMM approach, method and/or source effects are isolated
such that true relations among traits can be estimated. A considerable betweentrait association between physical aggression and nonaggressive antisocial
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behavior was found. This is not surprising because the constructs represent
dimensions of the same higher-order construct of antisocial behavior. Differences
in antisocial strategies may be subtle and not easily observable for teachers. Also,
problems tend to co-occur and many aggressive children are likely to use other
forms of antisocial behavior at times as well. For comparison, a between-trait
correlation of .88 was found between the subscales Delinquency and Aggression
of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL/4-18; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000) in a
multitrait-multisource design (Konold & Pianta, 2007). Importantly, the overlap
between physical aggression and nonaggressive antisocial behavior was not
complete. The estimation of 34.4% of unique trait variance indicates some
differentiation as well. Moreover, the difference test between a one-trait and twotrait model offered a more stringent check of the distinctiveness of the traits and
supported the uniqueness of the constructs. This finding converges with previous
research using confirmatory factor analysis in a large sample of kindergartners
(Spilt et al., 2009). The divergence between the two may be embedded in
differences in etiology and risk factors such as parental traits and
psychopathology, parenting skills and monitoring, stability, and heritability (Eley,
Lichtenstein, & Stevenson, 1999; Monuteaux, Fitzmaurice, Blacker, Buka, &
Biederman, 2004; Nigg & Hinshaw, 1998; Patrick, Snyder, Schrepferman, &
Snyder, 2005; Stanger, Achenbach, & Verhulst, 1997). Moreover, physical
aggression could lead to different developmental outcomes. Prospective research
indicated that physically aggressive children especially are at at-risk of juvenile
violence (e.g., Nagin & Tremblay, 1999; NICHD Early Child Care Research
Network, 2004), whereas nonaggressive antisocial behavior appeared more
predictive of nonviolent delinquency (Nagin & Tremblay, 1999). Together with
the current results, these findings emphasize that the distinctiveness of physical
aggression from more generic antisocial behavior, though moderate, should not be
ignored.
Support was found for the convergent validity of teacher reports of physical
aggression using the PBQ. Teachers’ reports of physical aggression on the PBQ
contained a relatively small amount of source variance in comparison to trait
variance. As predicted, moderately large convergence was found with teachers’
free descriptions of children’s social behavior (cf. Thijs et al., 2004). Also in line
with our expectations and previous research, modest teacher-observer
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convergence was found (e.g., McNeilly-Choque, Hart, Robinson, Nelson, &
Olsen, 1996). It should be considered that the discrepancy between observer and
teacher ratings may not simply represent ‘noise’ but is also likely to reflect true
differences that result from the situation in which the judgments are made.
Teachers’ judgments were rooted in many daily observations and interactions
with the children across various situations and school contexts. In contrast,
observer ratings were restricted to occurrences of children’s antisocial behavior in
a specific small-group peer situation when the teacher was not present as well as
to a limited time frame (Ladd & Profilet, 1996; Lakes & Hoyt, 2008).
Notwithstanding the divergence, the results do suggest that teacher ratings of
physical aggression are to some extent related to children’s actual use of
aggressive strategies, as has been found in other observational studies (McEvoy,
Estrem, Rodriguez, & Olson, 2003; McNeilly-Choque et al., 1996; Ostrov &
Keating, 2004).
Several qualifications of the study should be considered. Data were obtained in
a behaviorally diverse subsample of kindergarten children, which limits the
generalizibility to other populations. Analyses in more homogeneous or randomly
selected samples could have yielded different results. Furthermore, although the
number of participants against the number of free parameters exceeded the ratio
5:1, a larger sample is recommended under conditions of nonnormality (Bentler &
Chou, 1987). A larger sample size is also needed to take into account
measurement invariance across gender in teacher ratings of PA (cf. Spilt et al.,
2009). Lastly, although the observations were conducted in a natural activity in
the classroom supporting the ecological validity, the observations were restricted
to one small-group activity and generalizability to other situations may be low
(Lakes & Hoyt, 2008). The specific peer context may have affected children’s use
of aggression. Multiple observations capturing behavior across school activities
(e.g., free play) are needed to obtain more valid ratings that most likely will
demonstrate stronger convergence with teacher reports.
For school psychologists, teachers are an imperative source of information on
children’s social-behavioral functioning. It is therefore crucially important that
teacher measures routinely undergo critical evaluation. The current study
addressed the repeated call of scholars for a screening strategy focused on
physical aggression rather than more generic antisocial behavior. The results
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provide strong support for the use of the PBQ as a brief screening measure to
obtain information from teachers about young children’s physically aggressive
behavior. Note that the scale is not developed for diagnostic use as most brief
screeners often show less validity than more comprehensive measures intended
for clinical assessment (Hill & Hughes, 2007). Furthermore, practitioners are
urged to employ multiple sources and assess physical aggression in the context of
other key variables such as family adversity (e.g., Patrick et al., 2005). Lastly, it
may be noted that the PBQ offers an additional appealing feature with respect to
the assessment of internalizing behavior, as it comprises different subscales that
represent developmentally-relevant dimensions of social withdrawal in young
children (Coplan & Armer, 2007; Thijs et al., 2004).
In conclusion, the present study evaluated the convergent and discriminant
validity of teacher reports of physical aggression using an age-appropriate
measure for young children derived from the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire
(PBQ). Support was found for the separate assessment of physical aggression
from more nonaggressive antisocial behavior. Convergent validity was evidenced
by the finding of substantially more trait than source and method variance in
teacher reports of physical aggression.
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Young children’s perceptions of teacher-child
relationships: An evaluation of two instruments
and the role of child gender in kindergarten

The psychometric qualities of two instruments that measure children’s
perceptions of teacher-child relationships were evaluated in a sample of
kindergartners (N = 150): The Young Children’s Appraisals of Teacher Support
(Y-CATS) and the Kindergartner-Teacher Interaction Computer test (KLIC). On
the Y-CATS, children judged propositions on a dichotomous response format. On
the KLIC, children evaluated pictures according to a two-step response procedure
to obtain a 4-point scale. Furthermore, these instruments were employed to
explore gender differences in the associations between the teacher-child
relationship and indices of maladaptive behavior. Teachers completed measures
of relationship quality and children’s behavior problems. A three-dimensional
structure of the Y-CATS (Warmth, Conflict, and Autonomy Support) was found,
whereas the KLIC’s structure was unidimensional. The KLIC showed high
reliability but stronger evidence was obtained for the validity of the Y-CATS.
Consistent with attachment-based research, the results indicated that children
display gender-typical problem behavior when having non-close teacher-child
relationships.

Spilt, J. L., Koomen, H. M. Y., & Mantzicopoulos, P. Y. Young children's perceptions of
teacher-child relationships: An evaluation of two instruments and the role of child gender in
kindergarten. In revision.

49

Relationships between teachers and disruptive children in kindergarten: An
exploration of different methods and perspectives, and the possibility of change

4.1

Introduction

Teacher-child relationships have been widely acknowledged as an important
correlate of children’s school readiness and subsequent school success. It has
been demonstrated that children entering school adapt more easily when they are
successful in forming positive relationships (e.g., Birch & Ladd, 1997).
Supportive teacher-child relationships facilitate the mastery of skills necessary for
a successful school career, and there is compelling evidence that relationship
quality affects children’s cognitive and social-emotional outcomes (Hamre &
Pianta, 2001; O'Connor & McCartney, 2007; Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995;
Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). For children at risk of school failure, a positive
teacher-child relationship constitutes a protective factor, whereas a discordant
teacher-child relationship exacerbates risk (Baker, 1999; Hughes, Cavell, &
Jackson, 1999; Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 2003; Pianta
et al., 1995; Silver, Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005). These findings imply
that the quality of interpersonal teacher-child relationships can be viewed both as
a concurrent indicator of children’s school adjustment and as a factor either
promoting or hindering children’s future development (e.g., Hamre & Pianta,
2001).
It should be noted, however, that especially in early grade school most
evidence is limited to teacher reports. Little is known about the meanings that
young children attribute to their relationships with teachers, and the
developmental significance of children’s interpersonal experiences. Interviews
with elementary school children confirm that children want to experience
emotionally and cognitively supportive relationships with their teachers (Daniels
& Perry, 2003). Considering that relationships are dyadic constructs, we argue
that an understanding of both teachers’ and young children’s relationship
perceptions early in school is critically needed.
Researchers are in the early stages of developing measures that assess young
children’s relationship perspectives (Harrison, Clarke, & Ungerer, 2007;
Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2003). In this study, we contribute to these
efforts by investigating the psychometric qualities of two child instruments that
share the same measurement aim but have different item and administration
formats. In addition, we examine the differential significance of the teacher-child
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relationship for boys and girls through an analysis of the associations between
relationship quality and problem behaviors.
Children’s versus teachers’ perspectives on teacher-child relationships
Guided by attachment theory, research on teacher-child relationships has
primarily relied on assessments based on teachers’ perceptions. A significant
body of that work has used the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS; Pianta,
2001), a measure that has empirically documented a 3-dimensional structure for
teacher-student relationships. Key relational dimensions are closeness, which
reflects the degree of warmth and trust, conflict referring to discordant and
coercive interactions, and dependency that refers to overly dependent and clingy
behavior of the child. The STRS has been validated in Pianta’s own research and
has been used in independent studies investigating academic and adjustment
outcomes with diverse samples (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Kesner, 2000; Koomen,
Verschueren, & Pianta, 2007).
However, reliance on teacher reports may limit our understanding of teacherchild relationships. Guided by attachment theory, it is postulated that both
teachers and children construct internal working models (IWMs) of the teacherchild relationship (Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). These internalized models
are thought to function as frameworks for interpreting and understanding
relationships with others and guide behavior in social interactions (Bowlby,
1969/1982). Thus to understand children’s classroom behavior, insight in
children’s understanding and perceptions of their relationship with their teacher is
considered necessary. This contention is supported by research that showed how
child reports about the trustworthiness and psychological availability of teachers
are related to their social responding and stress reactivity to negative interpersonal
events (Little & Kobak, 2003). Moreover, IWMs of relationships are rooted in a
social history with significant others. Both teachers and children are thought to
bring their own relational history to the classroom and have generalized feelings,
cognitions, and expectations about interpersonal relationships (Pianta et al., 2003).
This implies that a child and a teacher may appraise their relationship quality
differently in the face of shared interpersonal experiences. Indeed, there is some
evidence that teacher and student reports are related to their concurrent
relationships or relationship history with other caregivers (Howes & Hamilton,
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1992a; Kesner, 2000). Consistently, the few studies that have assessed children’s
views report minimal teacher-child agreement in both early and late grade school,
and even when parallel assessments of teacher and child perspectives were
employed (Harrison et al., 2007; Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2003;
Murray, Murray, & Waas, 2008; Rey, Smith, Yoon, Somers, & Barnett, 2007;
Valiente, Lemery Chalfant, Swanson, & Reiser, 2008). Importantly, though
teacher-child convergence was modest, it was also found that both teacher and
child reports made a unique contribution in the prediction of cross-year changes
in adjustment (Hughes & Villarreal, 2008). Furthermore, results from these
studies indicated that teacher perceptions are best at predicting teacher-rated
adjustment outcomes, whereas children’s perceptions are the best predictors of
child-rated outcomes. Reliance on one informant only most likely yields inflated
correlations as a result of shared-source variance. Together, these studies
substantiate that insights into children’s perceptions are critical to our
understanding of how teacher-child relationships might foster or hinder children’s
development.
Measuring young children’s perceptions
To date, several studies have successfully investigated the perceptions of five- to
seven year-old children about teacher-child relationships. Though these studies
share similar orientations grounded in attachment research, they have focused on
different key relational dimensions and have employed different test formats.
Mantzicopoulos and Neuharth Pritchett (2003) developed the Young Children’s
Appraisals of Teacher Support (Y-CATS) to assess young children’s perceptions
of teacher-child relationships. Using a dichotomous response format, the
researchers asked children to indicate agreement or disagreement with an item by
placing a card in either a mailbox (true) or trashcan (untrue). There was support
for three hypothesized dimensions that largely correspond with the theoretical
constructs underlying teachers’ reports: Warmth reflected whether the child feels
cared for and valued. In contrast, conflict referred to perceived harshness and
criticism of the teacher. Autonomy support represented appraisals of teacher
behaviors that stimulate children to pursue their own choices and interests.
Children’s reports were modestly associated with teacher-rated relationship
quality and school adjustment measures (Mantzicopoulos, 2005; Mantzicopoulos
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& Neuharth-Pritchett, 2003). More recently, Murray and colleagues (2008)
focused on different forms of teacher support and used an adapted version of the
My Family and Friends-Child (MFF-C) with a two-step response format:
Children were first asked to affirm (‘yes’) or deny (‘no’) whether their teacher
provided a certain type of support. When the answer was ‘yes’, children were
asked to indicate the amount of support on a large picture of a barometer that
contained four levels ranging from ‘not at all’ to ‘a lot’. Only the total scale was
both reliable and modestly associated with children’s school liking, but unrelated
to teacher-rated relationship quality. In contrast to these studies, Harrison and
colleagues (2007) mainly focused on relational negativity. They used an indirect
approach and examined young children’s drawings of the self and teacher. The
results showed modest teacher-child agreement and moderate associations with
children’s school liking, adjustment problems, and competencies.
All measures tapped into affective qualities of teacher-child relationships, but
only the Y-CATS clearly differentiated between warmth and conflict, and was
constructed along a three-dimensional framework that was theoretically consistent
with that found in teacher reports. Also, relatively good support was obtained for
the reliability and validity of its subscales in a sample of Head Start children.
However, the results have not yet been replicated in different samples or countries.
Replication of the factor structure in a sample that differs from the original
sample in risk status and ethnicity will contribute to the construct validity of the
Y-CATS. In the present study we pursue this goal with a sample of Dutch
children and provide additional support for the reliability of the measure’s
subscales by examining stability over time.
It could be argued that the Y-CATS obtains a relatively rough measure of
children’s perceptions because it utilizes a dichotomous response format (i.e., true
or untrue). This may account for the relatively limited variability in mean
subscale scores and the negatively skewed distributions. However, although a 3or 4-point scale could be more sensitive to variations in children’s interpersonal
experiences, 5- to 6-year-old children have a tendency to respond at the extremes
of Likert-type scales (Chambers & Johnston, 2002). A solution would be to adopt
a two-stage process by first presenting the child with two opposing statements
representing the opposite ends of a continuum (e.g., my teacher likes me vs. my
teacher does not like me). After being selected by the child, the statement is
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followed by dichotomous response option to obtain a finer assessment of the
child’s perception. This two-stage procedure has been successfully used in
research on young children’s self-concept (PSPCSA; Harter & Pike, 1984). In
addition to the above-noted considerations, it has been argued that children’s
understanding of the test items could be improved when items are presented
together with corresponding pictures (Eder, 1990; Eiser, Mohay, & Morse, 2000).
To address these issues, we included a new measure of children’s perceptions
of relationship quality that was entitled in Dutch: Kleuter-Leerkracht Interactie
Computer test or KLIC when abbreviated (English translation: KindergartnerTeacher Interaction Computer test; Van Dijk, De Graaff, Knotter, & Koster,
2006). On the KLIC, children evaluate photographs of teacher-child interactions
according to a two-step response procedure. Photographs represent emotional
closeness and teacher support (e.g., My teacher always listens to me), conflict
(e.g., My teacher often gets angry), and independence versus dependency (e.g.,
My teacher helps me; see appendix for detailed information). Thus, using a Dutch
sample of kindergarten children, we sought to cross-validate the Y-CATS and to
explore the psychometric properties of the KLIC. Assuming adequate qualities,
we further aimed to advance understanding of gender differences in young
children’s relationship perceptions.
Gender differences
Gender differences play an important role in interpersonal relationships, with
preschool girls being more nurturing and oriented towards social relationships
than boys (Maccoby, 1998; Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008). With their teachers, girls
tend to have more favorable relationships than boys as indicated by teacher
reports of less conflict and more closeness (e.g., Baker, 2006; Birch & Ladd, 1997;
Hamre & Pianta, 2001). However, we do not know whether these gender
differences also exist in young children’s perceptions. Previous studies have
reported no results on sex differences, and research with the Y-CATS has yielded
inconsistent findings (Mantzicopoulos, 2005; Mantzicopoulos & NeuharthPritchett, 2003). In the first study, boys judged their relationship with teachers as
more conflictual than girls but no differences were found in the later study.
Furthermore, there is some evidence that the developmental significance of
teacher-child relationships is different for boys and girls. Recently, Ewing and
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Taylor (2009) discussed two theoretical perspectives that could explain these
gender differences. The gender role socialization perspective predicts that girls
are more sensitive to relationship quality because they are more socially oriented
(Maccoby, 1998). This implies that girls profit more from close teacher-child
relationships but also that they will be more hindered by poor relationships.
According to the academic risk perspective especially children at-risk of school
failure will be sensitive to the social environment (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Hence,
teacher-child relationships may have a larger impact on the school adjustment of
boys compared to girls. A third perspective based on attachment research draws
attention to sex-stereotypic behavior in poor child-caregiver relationships. Turner
(1991) argues that insecurity or ‘lack of confidence’ in interpersonal relationships
may be manifested in gender-typical problem behavior, that is withdrawn
behavior for girls and disruptive or ‘acting out’ behavior for boys. Her research
showed that insecure mother-child attachment was related to disruptive behavior
in boys but to social inhibition in girls. Moreover, no gender differences in
maladaptive behavior were found for children with secure attachments.
Few studies have examined gender differences in the association between
teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality and school adjustment. In line with
the gender role socialization theory, positive relationships more strongly predicted
social skills, work habits, and school competence for girls than boys (Baker, 2006;
Ewing & Taylor, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Conflict was found to be
correlated with boys’ but not girls’ school competence as predicted by the
academic risk perspective (Ewing & Taylor, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001).
However, Hamre and Pianta found this in upper elementary school classes only.
Furthermore, consistent with the hypothesis of sex-stereotypic behavior in
unfavorable relationships, Ewing and Taylor showed that boys were rated as more
antisocial than girls when having conflictual relationships with their teacher.
However, there was no evidence that internalizing behavior was more typical for
girls than boys with poor relationships. Since these studies were conducted
entirely from the teacher’s perspective, an important step forward would be to
examine those theoretical perspectives on gender differences using data based on
children’s relational views.
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Summary of research objectives
The overarching goal of this research was to support the value of young
children’s reports of teacher-child relationships. A descriptive study was therefore
conducted to investigate psychometric properties of two relatively new
instruments and to examine concurrent linkages between relationship perceptions
of young children and indicators of socio-emotional malfunctioning. The first
goal of the present study was to investigate the psychometric qualities of the
KLIC and to cross-validate the Y-CATS in a Dutch non-risk sample. Exploratory
factor analysis (EFA) was employed to examine the factor structure of the
instruments because we were interested in scale development rather than testing
the fit between theory and data structure. We evaluated the internal consistencies
of the resulting factors and examined test-retest reliabilities to assess stability
over time. To obtain support for convergent validity, we examined teacher-child
agreement and associations with teacher-rated socio-emotional maladjustment
(Aggression, ADHD, and Social Inhibition). In line with previous research,
modest associations were expected.
Our second and third goals were to explore: (a) sex differences in children’s
perceptions of teacher-child relationships; and (b) whether the association
between relationship quality and problem behaviors was moderated by sex.
Because of conflicting results with the Y-CATS in past research, we did not state
hypotheses regarding sex differences in mean levels of children’s relationship
perceptions. Because none of the three perspectives about the moderating role of
sex noted earlier (i.e., gender role socialization, academic risk, and genderstereotypic behaviors) have received strong support yet nor have they been
studied employing children’s relational views, three sets of competing hypotheses
were examined. First, according to the gender role socialization perspective,
stronger associations were expected between girls’ relationship perceptions and
problem behaviors (i.e., Aggression, ADHD, and Social Inhibition). Second,
consistent with the academic risk perspective; stronger associations were
hypothesized between boy’s relationship perceptions and Aggression, ADHD,
and Social Inhibition. Third, considering the hypothesis of sex-stereotypic
behavior in poor child-caregiver relationships, we expected girls’ perceptions of
non-close or conflictual relationships to have stronger associations with Social
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Inhibition, whereas boys’ relationship perceptions were predicted to be related to
Aggression and ADHD.

4.2

Method

Sample
The sample included 150 kindergarten children (54% boys) and their 16 (lead)
teachers (one male 1 ) from 6 regular primary education schools in the Netherlands.
The mean age of the children was 69.5 months (SD = 6.23). The mean age of the
teachers was 44.9 years (SD = 9.1). Teachers had on average 19.7 years (SD =
10.38) of teaching experience and worked 4.3 days per week in the same class
(SD = .68). Kindergarten starts when children are four years old and lasts for two
years in Dutch schools, so most children had already spent about one year with
the same teacher.
Schools were recruited in neighborhoods with relatively low concentrations of
non-western immigrants (2-9%). The participating schools were located in
different parts of the Netherlands in neighborhoods with 27-44% of the families
falling into the low-income category (i.e., 40% lowest incomes in the Netherlands)
and 15.5-47% into the high-income category (i.e., 20% highest incomes).
Selection criteria
Only teachers working at least three days a week were allowed to participate
because we presumed that children would have more stable representations of
their relationships with these teachers compared to teachers who are spending half
time or less with them. Participating children had to be at least 5 years old.
Children who had been in class with the particular teacher for less than two
months were excluded. From the children who met the selection criteria, ten
children were randomly selected in each class. Informed consent was obtained

1

This might be considered problematic since the pictures of the KLIC portray a female teacher.
However, the examiners did not notice poorer test understanding in this class and exclusion of
these students did not alter the internal structure.
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from parents. Fifty children (33.3%) of six classes from two different schools
were randomly selected to participate in the retest.
Procedure
Data were gathered in January and February because these months were
considered relatively calm periods in most schools. The instruments (Y-CATS
and KLIC) were administered individually to the children outside the classroom
in a quiet setting during regular school days in the morning. Prior to
administration, children were asked to tell the name of their teacher to focus
attention. They were assured that their responses would not be made known to
their teacher or anyone else. The Y-CATS was administered first, and the KLIC
was administered a full week later. Teachers completed two questionnaires
measuring children’s behavior problems (BQTSYO-M) and relationship quality
(STRS). Retests took place three weeks later according to similar administration
procedures as described above.
Measures
Young Children’s Appraisals of Teacher Support. The Young Children’s
Appraisals of Teacher Support (Y-CATS; Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett,
2003) was developed to measure young children’s perceptions of the relationship
with their teacher. The Warmth subscale measures children’s perceptions of
teacher support, encouragement, and acceptance (11 items: e.g., My teacher is my
friend). The Conflict subscale assesses the child’s perception of negativity in
interactions with teachers (10 items: e.g., My teacher gets angry with me).
Children’s perceptions of teacher practices that promote autonomy and selfdirected activities are measured with the Autonomy Support subscale (6 items:
e.g., My teacher lets me do activities I want to do). Cronbach’s alphas are
reported ranging from .58 to .75 for Warmth, .72 to .78 for Conflict and .57 to .70
for Autonomy (Mantzicopoulos, 2005; Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett,
2003). The validity of the scales was supported by modest teacher-child
agreement and moderate associations with academic achievement, social skills,
and problem behaviors. Items were presented on small cards that were read to the
child by the examiner. The original format utilized a mailbox to place cards that
were judged by the child as ‘true’ and a trashcan for ‘untrue’ propositions. In the
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present study, a safe was used instead of a mailbox because a safe was considered
more representative of confidentiality. Furthermore, we used two easily verifiable
practice items: an untrue (i.e., My teacher has blue hair) and a true proposition
(i.e., My teacher is taller than I am). Total administration time was about 10
minutes.
Kindergartner-Teacher Interaction Computer test (KLIC). The KindergartnerTeacher Interaction Computer test or KLIC (Dutch abbreviation) was developed
to measure children’s perceptions of the relationship with their teacher (Van Dijk
et al., 2006). We conducted pilot work including interviews with children and
closely examined items used in other instruments (e.g., Y-CATS) in order to
develop items with corresponding photographs that represented the three key
relational dimensions (i.e., closeness, conflict, and dependency). This resulted in a
computer test comprising twelve items (see Appendix) that was pilot tested in two
kindergarten classrooms. The items reflected a variety of interactions between a
teacher and a child in specific situations reflecting emotional closeness and
teacher support (5 items: e.g., My teacher always listens to me) and conflict in
teacher-child interactions (4 items: e.g., My teacher often gets angry). In addition,
several items reflecting teacher assistance or absence were included to measure
independence versus over-reliance on the teacher (3 items: e.g., My teacher helps
me; I am scared when my teacher is not there). The same adult and child acted on
all photographs. Since almost all kindergarten teachers are female, the teacher on
the photographs was female. Different sets of photographs were utilized for boys
and girls, with target children of the same sex displayed on the photographs.
For each item, two corresponding photographs were presented on a computer.
Children first depicted the photograph that applied best to their teacher. Second,
they indicated to what extent the photograph was representative of their teacher
by choosing between a small and a large circle. For example, item 3 ‘My teacher
listens’ was presented with one photograph on which a teacher actually attended
to the target child that asked for assistance and one on which the same teacher
looked in the same direction but did not attend. The examiner discussed the
content of the photographs with the child according to a standardized protocol
(i.e., ‘Where are you on the picture and what are you doing? Yes, that’s right, you
want to ask something and you hold your finger in the air. What is your teacher
doing on this picture, and what on this picture? Yes, that’s right, she is listening
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to you and you may ask your question but on the other picture she does not look
at you’). Then the examiner asked which photograph was thought to be most
representative of his or her teacher (i.e., ‘Which picture applies most to your
teacher <name>’?). Children had to click on that particular photograph with their
mouse. Then the photograph that did not apply disappeared from the screen and
two circles became visible under the chosen photograph. The instructor asked the
child to what extent the photograph applied to his or her teacher. When the child
chose the ‘attentive teacher’, the instructor asked: ‘Does your teacher <name>
often listens or does she always listen when you want to ask her something?’. In
case the child chose the photograph displaying the teacher not attending the child,
the instructor asked: ‘Does your teacher <name> sometimes listens or does she
never listen when you want to ask her a question?’. Children were instructed to
click on the large circle as the photograph was thought to be very representative
and on the small circle when the photograph was considered a little representative.
In this way, four response options were possible (e.g., my teacher never listens;
my teacher sometimes listens; my teacher often listens; my teacher always listens).
The instructor provided explanation and instructions according to a standardized
protocol. Furthermore, assistance was given with use of the mouse when needed.
The test was presented on a computer to engage children’s interest and sustain
attention. Administration time was about 10 minutes.
Evaluation of test understanding. Instructors evaluated children’s
understanding of each child instrument on a 4-point scale (i.e., poor; moderate;
good; very good) according to their own impression. The rationale for
misunderstanding was recorded from four prescribed explanations: verbal
difficulties, inattentiveness, difficulties concerning test method, and other/not
specified.
Behavior checklist. Teachers completed the Behavior Questionnaire for Twoto Six-Year-Olds-Modified (BQTSYO-M; Thijs, Koomen, De Jong, Van der Leij,
& Van Leeuwen, 2004), which is a Dutch adaptation of the Preschool Behavior
Questionnaire (PBQ; Behar, 1977). The checklist aims to measure teachers’
perceptions of internalizing and externalizing problems and is especially
developed for young children. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging
from 1 (absolutely not characteristic) to 4 (very characteristic). In the present
study, three subscales were included. Aggression refers to confrontative and
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hostile antisocial behavior (4 items: e.g., ‘hits of kicks other children’). The
subscale ADHD-related behavior contains items that represent hyperactivity and
inattention (4 items: e.g., ‘a busy child’). Social Inhibition (5 items: e.g., ‘Shy or
timid’) refers to withdrawal from social interactions out of shyness or social
anxiety. Adequate psychometric qualities have been reported, and the validity of
the scales has been supported by significant associations with subscales of the
Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) in the expected directions (Goossens, Dekker,
Bruinsma, & De Ruyter, 2000). Furthermore, the measure has been successfully
employed in research into teachers’ pedagogical practices (e.g., Thijs, Koomen, &
Van der Leij, 2008). The internal consistency is good for all subscales with
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients between .81-.93 in previous research (Thijs et al.,
2004), and .72, .77, and .84 in the current sample for Aggression, ADHD-related
behavior, and Social Inhibition, respectively.
Teacher-rated relationship quality. The Student-Teacher Relationship Scale
(STRS; Pianta, 2001) measures teacher perceptions of the relationship quality
with a particular student. In the present study, an authorized Dutch translated and
adapted version of the STRS was employed (Koomen et al., 2007). The scale
comprises three dimensions labeled Closeness (e.g., ‘I share an affectionate,
warm relationship with this child’; ‘If upset, this child will seek comfort from
me’), Conflict (e.g., ‘Dealing with this child drains my energy’; ‘This child and I
always seem to be struggling with each other’), and Dependency (e.g., ‘This child
is overly dependent on me’; ‘This child asks for my help when he/she really does
not need help’). Closeness reflects the degree of warmth and open communication
between the teacher and child. Conflict refers to negative and coercive
interactions, whereas Dependency represents levels of clinginess and
overdependence of the child. Items are rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1
(not at all applicable) to 5 (highly applicable). In comparison to the original
STRS, the subscales Closeness and Conflict were highly comparable. The
Dependency scale was altered because of its mediocre internal consistency in
previous research ( = .64; Pianta, 2001). Research has reported internal
consistency scores ranging between .88-.93 for Closeness, .88-.91 for Conflict,
and .75-.82 for Dependency (Doumen, Verschueren, Koomen, & Buyse, 2008;
Koomen et al., 2007). The validity of the scale is supported by significant
associations with classroom observations, teacher stress indices, and children’s
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behavioral adjustment (Doumen et al., 2008; Koomen et al., 2007). In the present
study, a shortened version was used comprising the 5 items with the highest factor
loadings per subscale. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were .85, .75, and .81 for
Closeness, Conflict, and Dependency, respectively.
Data analyses
A series of explorative factor analyses (EFA) using Maximum Likelihood (ML)
were performed on the correlation matrix of each of the child instruments. When
the assumption of normality was violated, principal factor procedures (PAF) were
also performed (Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum, & Strahan, 1999). To decide the
number of components to retain, we examined Cattell’s scree test (Cattell, 1966)
and performed Velicer’s minimal average partial (MAP) test (O'Connor, 2000).
Components were rotated using the oblique direct oblimin procedure (Fabrigar et
al., 1999). Items with factor pattern coefficients below .30 were excluded as well
as items loading on multiple components, indicated by a difference in factor
pattern coefficients smaller than .10.
With respect to evaluations of reliability, scores between .60-.70 are in the
acceptable range for research purposes, whereas scores > .70 are considered
satisfactory (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).
Linear regression models were tested to examine whether children’s sex
moderated the association between the teacher-child relationship and behavior
problems using interaction terms between sex and relationship qualities. Sex was
dummy coded: 0 = male and 1 = female. Simple slopes for boys and girls, and
regions of significance were examined to probe moderation effects (Aiken &
West, 1991; Preacher, Curran, & Bauer, 2006). The region of significance
indicates the values of the independent variable at which the regression lines of
boys and girls become significantly different. Because unequal numbers of
participants per class, predictors were mean centered within clusters (Enders &
Tofighi, 2007). Thus, children’s relationship ratings reflected scores relative to
their classmates. Though child reports were nested within teachers, no multilevel
analyses were conducted because there was no significant between-subject
variance for all outcome variables, intraclass correlations (ICC) ranged from 07,6%; p > .05. Residual plots were inspected to discover violations of
assumptions of normality. In addition, regression diagnostics were examined to
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detect extreme outliers (standardized residual > 3) and problems with
multicollinearity among the independent variables in the models.
Missing values
One child was not present when the Y-CATS was administered, and another child
was not present when the KLIC was administered resulting in 1 missing score for
both the Y-CATS and KLIC. Also, one teacher had not completed questionnaires
for all participating children in her class (n = 8). Listwise deletion was used under
the assumption of completely random missingness (MCAR).

4.3

Results

Evaluation of children’s test understanding
According to the examiners, the large majority of children (87.9%) showed good
to very good understanding of the Y-CATS (M = 3.46, SD = 0.79). Poor (3.4%)
and moderate (8.7%) understanding was attributed to (a) verbal difficulties (6.7%),
(b) inattentiveness (2%), (c) difficulties concerning test method (15.3%), and (d)
other/not specified (76%). The majority of children (84.6%) showed good to very
good understanding of the test method of the KLIC as well (M = 3.40, SD = 0.79).
According to the instructors, poor (0.7%) and moderate (14.7%) understanding
was due to a) verbal difficulties (10%), b) inattentiveness (5.3%), c) difficulties
concerning test method (10%), and d) other/not specified (74.7%).
Factor analyses, construction of subscales, and descriptives
Y-CATS. Given nonnormality of 10 of the 27 items (skeweness  2), EFA was
performed using both ML and PAF. The ML solution is reported because ML and
PAF produced very similar results (see Table 1). Both Cattell’s scree test and the
MAP test indicated a three-factor solution. Eigenvalues (EV) of the retained
components were 3.3, 2.6, and 1.9. Factor pattern coefficients lower than .30
emerged (items 2, 16, 19, 21, and 25) as well as one cross-loading (item 18). We
recomputed EFA without these items. The factor solution fitted the data
adequately, x2(150, N = 149) = 162.396, p >.05. Together the three factors
explained 37.04% of the total variance. Items were largely distributed across the
factors as expected. Following this analysis we calculated mean scores for each
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subscale by averaging the items making up each factor. Warmth and Autonomy
Support were somewhat negatively skewed with 50.3% and 34.7% of children
respectively having the highest possible score (sk = -1.64 and -1.48, respectively).
Still, a reasonable amount of variability was observed. Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients were .65, .72, and .61 for Warmth, Conflict, and Autonomy Support,
respectively. To evaluate stability over time, Pearson’s correlations were
computed between the scores obtained at the first administration and at retest.
Test-retest correlations were in the acceptable range for Warmth and Conflict, but
appeared questionable for Autonomy Support: .67 (p < .001), .62 (p < .001),
and .53 (p < .001), respectively.
KLIC. Both Cattell’s scree test and the MAP analyses indicated a one-factor
solution (EV = 4.9). For three items (6, 8, and 11), factor pattern coefficients
lower than .30 were observed. The factor structure was explored again without
these items. The chi-square statistic indicated a reasonable fit, x2(27, N = 150) =
41.281, p = .04. The explained variance was 48.7%. Both positive and negative
items were distributed along the same dimension in the expected direction. A
relatively low factor pattern coefficient of .32 was observed for the item ‘My
teacher smiles’. For the other items, coefficients between .63-.86 were observed
with the highest loadings for ‘My teacher punishes me’, ‘I obey my teacher’, and
‘My teacher praises me’ (see Appendix). Mean scores were calculated by
reversing negative items and averaging all item scores. High scores indicated
perceptions of a positive relationship characterized by warmth, affirmative
feedback, and lack of correction. The scale was highly internally consistent (
= .89) and stable over time (test-retest Pearson r = .84, p < .001).
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Table 1 Rotated factor solution of the Y-CATS (N = 149)
Factors
Questionnaire Items

1

2

3

.76

-.08

.11

.56

.01

-.09

.50

.11

-.05

My teacher…
10. Is my friend (w)
1. Likes my family (w)
13. Says nice things about my work (w)
3. Tells me I am smart (w)

.49

.05

-.03

7. Likes me (w)

.47

-.05

.16

27. Smiles a lot (w)

.35

.05

-.11

16. Helps me when I don’t understand (w)-

-

-

-

19. Tells good stories (w)

-

-

-

21. Remembers special days for me (w)-

-

-

-

25. Answers my questions (w)

-

-

-

.01

.61

.13

8. Tells me that I am doing something wrong (c)
14. Gets (easily) angry with me (c)

.05

.57

-.07

-.01

.56

.14

11. Tells me to stop doing work I like doing (c)

.02

.53

.06

17. Is (sometimes) mean (c)

-.06

.51

.06

20. Tells me that I don’t try hard enough (c)

.05

.49

-.23

26. Tells me to do work I don’t want to do (c)

.03

.43

.12

22. Has too many rules for our class (c)

-.03

.42

-.01

24. Tells me I do not listen (c)

-.05

.39

-.05

-

-

-

9. Lets me choose work that I want to do (a)

-.08

.06

-.69

15. Lets me do activities that I want to do (a)

-.06

-.09

-.68

12. Lets me do different activities (a)

.12

.07

-.44

23. Chooses me as a special helper (w)

5. Tells me to do work that is too hard for me (c)

2. Tells me I am going to get into trouble a lot (c)

.02

.04

-.38

4. Makes the class fun (w)

.01

-.11

-.33

6. Does activities with me (a)

.22

-.09

-.32

-

-

-

18. Lets me choose where I sit (a)

Note: Expected pattern: (w) = Warmth, (c) = Conflict, (a) = Autonomy Support
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Descriptive statistics. In general, kindergarten children reported high levels of
Warmth and Autonomy Support, and moderate levels of Conflict. Evaluations on
the KLIC were also relatively positive. Table 2 presents the means, standard
deviations, and inter-correlations of the subscales of the Y-CATS and KLIC.
Warmth was positively correlated with Autonomy Support. Ratings on the KLIC
were modestly related to Autonomy Support.
Sex differences
No significant Sex differences emerged on the subscales of the Y-CATS (Warmth:
t (146) = -1.105, p > .05; Conflict: t (146) = 1.376, p > .05; Autonomy Support: t
(146) = -.899, p > .05). Also on the KLIC, no sex differences were found (t (147)
= .145, p > .05).
Teacher-student agreement
To examine teacher-student agreement on relationship quality, bivariate
correlations were computed between ratings of children and teachers. All
correlations were in the expected directions and of modest magnitude (see Table
2). Children’s perceptions of Warmth were positively correlated with teacherrated Closeness and negatively with Conflict. In contrast, Conflict reported by
children was negatively related to teacher-rated Closeness and positively to
Conflict. Children’s appraisal of Autonomy Support was positively related to
teacher-rated Closeness. No significant correlations with teacher reports were
found with the KLIC.
Associations with behavior problems
As expected, children’s perceptions of the teacher-child relationship were
modestly related to indices of maladaptive behavior (see Table 2). Warmth was
negatively associated with Aggression and Social Inhibition. Conflict correlated
positively with Aggression and ADHD, whereas Autonomy Support was
negatively related to Aggression. Children’s ratings on the KLIC correlated
negatively with Aggression and ADHD.
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3. Autonomy

1.86

6. Conflict

7. Dependency

1.53
1.52

9. ADHD

10. Social Inhibition

.64

.62

.31

.86

.66

.78

.78

.22

.26

.20 -

SD 1

-

-.12

2

-

-.06

.28**

3

-

.15*

-.03

.11

4

-

.03

.25**

-.22**

.22**

5

-

-.20**

-.05

-.09

.17

.30**

6

-

.32**

.02

-.12

-.11

-.01

-.11

7

-

.14*

.58**

-.18*

-.14*

-.15*

.20*

-.20*

8

-

.43**

.17*

.55**

-.03

-.18*

-.12

.15*

-.12

9

-

-.41**

-.28**

.03

-.18*

-.38**

.12

-.01

.09

-.16*

10

Note 1: Y-CATS = Young Children’s Appraisals of Teacher Support; KLIC = Kindergartner-Teacher Interaction Computer test; STRS = StudentTeacher Relationship Scale; BQTSYO-M = Behavior Questionnaire for Two- to Six-Year-Olds-Modified
Note 2: *p < .05, **p < .01 (one-tailed)

1.16

8. Aggression

BQTSYO-M (n =142)

4.04
1.44

5. Closeness

STRS (n =142)

4. Mean score

2.94

.37
.81

2. Conflict

KLIC (n =149)

.85

M

1. Warmth

Y-CATS (n = 149)

Scales

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and inter-correlations of the study variables

.16
.14
-.06

Conflict

Autonomy

KLIC

-

-.41
-

Conflict x Sex

Autonomy x Sex

KLIC x Sex

-.22*
-

-

.28*

-.09

.11

.14

-.35**

-.24**

.05*

.08*

Note 1: KLIC = Kindergartner-Teacher Interaction Computer test
Note 2: *p < .05, **p < .01 (two-tailed)

.21
-

.25

.05

.15

.09

.16

.04

.65

Warmth x Sex

Step 3

-.52

-.13

Warmth

Step 2

Sex (female)

-

-

-

-

-.43

-.19

.28

.24

-.36

-

-

-

-

.12

.24

.20

.28

.10

-

-

-

-

-.29**

-.06

.11

.07

-.29**

-

.10**

.10**

Step 1

.08**

'R 2

Table 3 Hierarchical regression models predicting Aggression, ADHD, and Social Inhibition
Aggression
ADHD
(n = 138)
(n = 140)
B
SE B
B
SE B
'R 2
E
E

-

-

-

-1.50

.16

.01

.41

.29

.15

B

-

-

-

.60

.13

.26

.22

.39

.11

-

-

-

-.28**

.11

.00

.16

.08

.12

.05**

.03

.01

Social Inhibition
(n = 139)
SE B
'R 2
E
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Differential associations with behavior problems for boys and girls
Regression analyses proceeded in three steps. First, child sex was entered into the
model. In the second step, we added children’s cluster-mean centered relationship
reports. And thirdly, interactions terms between relationship perceptions and sex
were entered. Non-significant interaction terms were removed from the model.
Child (demographic) characteristics (i.e., ethnicity and age) appeared nonsignificant covariates and were therefore not included in the models (p > .05). For
the models predicting Social Inhibition and Aggression, one and two extreme
outliers respectively were removed from the analyses. Results are shown in Table
3.
Aggression was negatively predicted by Sex and Warmth. Children’s sex
moderated the association between Aggression and Warmth. Inspection of the
simple slopes revealed that Aggression was negatively associated with Warmth
for boys only (see Figure 1). Estimation of the region of significance showed
significant sex differences when children’s appraisals of Warmth were low to
moderate (below 0.3 SD). Children’s Sex also moderated the linkage between
Aggression and Autonomy Support. Simple slope analyses revealed a marginally
significant association for girls only. As shown in Figure 2, girls showed less
aggression when levels of Autonomy Support were moderate to high (above -0.4
SD). The final model explained 21,4% of the variance (F (7,130) = 5.056, p < .01).
ADHD was negatively predicted by Sex and KLIC mean scores. No significant
interaction terms emerged and the final model explained 20,4% of the variance (F
(5,134) = 6.877, p < .01).
Furthermore, no main effects on Social Inhibition were found. However, the
association between Social Inhibition and Warmth was moderated by Sex.
Inspection of simple slopes showed a negative association for girls only (see
Figure 3). Girls with below average scores on Warmth (below -0.2 SD) were
more likely to be rated socially inhibited than boys. The final model accounted for
8% of the variance and was marginally significant (F (6,132) = 1.980, p = .07).
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Figure 1 Warmth x Sex interaction predicting Aggression
2

Aggression

1.8
1.6
Children's Sex
boys (p < .01)
girls (p > .10)

1.4
1.2
1
low

medium

high

Warmth

Note 1: White area is region of significance
Note 2: Low, medium, and high refer to –1 SD, mean, and +1 SD, respectively

Figure 2 Autonomy Support x Sex interaction predicting Aggression
2

Aggression

1.8
1.6
Children's Sex
boys (p > .10)
1.4

girls (p < .10)

1.2
1
low

medium

high

Autonomy Support

Note 1: White area is region of significance
Note 2: Low, medium, and high refer to –1 SD, mean, and +1 SD, respectively

70

Young children’s perceptions of teacher-child relationships

Figure 3 Warmth x Sex interaction predicting Social Inhibition
2.4

Social Inhibition

2.2
2
1.8

Children's Sex

1.6

boys (p > .10)
girls (p < .01)

1.4
1.2
1
low

medium

high

Warmth

Note 1: White area is region of significance
Note 2: Low, medium, and high refer to –1 SD, mean, and +1 SD, respectively

4.4

Discussion

Our research contributes to the growing literature on young children’s relational
perspectives in several important ways. First, we add to the knowledge base by
providing evidence on the psychometric qualities of two instruments designed for
use with young children. On the Y-CATS, children responded to propositions
about the teacher as ‘true’ and ‘untrue’ for them by putting small cards in either a
safe or a trashcan. The KLIC was a newly developed computer test that employed
photographs of teacher-child interactions to facilitate children’s comprehension.
Children evaluated the photographs according to a two-step procedure that was
adapted from a measure of young children’s self-competence beliefs (Harter &
Pike, 1984). Second, in line with attachment-based research, the results suggest
that children display sex-stereotypic problem behavior when having non-close
teacher-child relationships.
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Measuring children’s relational perspectives
The first goal of the present study was to evaluate the psychometric qualities of
the Y-CATS and the KLIC. Examiner ratings confirmed that children had a good
understanding of the items and test format of both instruments. However, the
results indicated different psychometric strengths and weaknesses for the two
instruments. In line with prior research (Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett,
2003), a three-dimensional structure of the Y-CATS was found that largely
correspond with the theoretical constructs underlying teacher reports (Pianta,
2001; Koomen et al., 2007). Warmth reflected whether children perceived their
teacher as caring and affectionate. Conflict comprised children’s perceptions of
their teacher as unkind, demanding, and harsh. Autonomy support represented
children’s perceptions of a classroom climate in which teachers create
opportunities for children to initiate and direct their own activities. In comparison
to other measures for young children (e.g., Stipek & Ryan, 1997), it could be
inferred that the first two scales show satisfactory reliability for research purposes.
The reliability of autonomy support appeared questionable in both the present
sample and previous research (Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2003), and
future efforts are needed to revise this scale. The validity of the Y-CATS was
evidenced by modest associations with children’s maladaptive behaviors. Ratings
on the Y-CATS predicted children’s aggressive behavior and socially inhibited
behavior of girls. The finding that children’s perceptions of warmth are related to
teacher ratings of maladaptive behavior highlights the importance of considering
the differential role of relationship domains on developmental outcomes. In
addition, we found modest teacher-child agreement. This level of agreement is in
line with previous research and confirms that there is some, yet relatively small
overlap in children’s and teachers’ views of relationships (e.g., Harrison et al.,
2007; Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth Pritchett, 2003; Murray et al., 2008; Rey et al.,
2007). Considering that the two measures do not have parallel format or items,
the findings most likely reflect method variance. An additional interpretation is
that the relational perceptions of teachers and students are guided by mental
representations that are based on their unique social history with significant others
(cf. Kennedy & Kennedy, 2004; Kesner, 2000; Lynch & Cicchetti, 1992; Rydell,
Bohlin, & Thorell, 2005). Although this study was not structured to investigate
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the sources of non-shared variance between children’s and teachers’ relational
views, it calls attention to the need for research on this issue.
On the KLIC, children evaluated the relationship with their teacher via
photographs portraying teacher-child interactions. The KLIC was unidimensional.
The small number of items may explain why the multidimensionality of
children’s perceptions was not captured with the KLIC. Promising features of the
measure were its high internal consistency and stability over time, good
comprehension of the item content and format by the children, and the normal
distribution of scores. We obtained limited support for the validity of the scale.
Comparisons between scores on the KLIC and the STRS yielded only a
marginally significant negative association with Dependency (p < .10). However,
there were modest associations with children’s maladaptive behavior. ADHDrelated behavior was uniquely predicted by children’s ratings on the KLIC but not
by scales of the Y-CATS. It is possible that hyperactivity hinders circle
conversations and seat work, and therefore has triggered recollections of
reprimands (e.g., item 4) and relatively little recollections of praise (e.g., item 7).
It could be argued that teachers’ pedagogical practices involving classroom or
behavior management (i.e., reprimand and praise) are overrepresented in the
KLIC. Revisions of the scale should mainly focus on the measure’s construct
validity through the development of additional items that capture the expected
multidimensionality of children’s relationship perceptions. Items that portray
distant or detached interactions are necessary as well as more variety across the
school contexts (e.g., playground) within which teacher-child interactions occur.
Waters and Cummings (2000) emphasize that secure attachment not only refers to
children’s confidence in the caregiver’s availability but also to children’s skillful
use of this source of support. Inclusion of items such as ‘When I am sad, I go to
my teacher for comfort’ might also add to this subject.
Only small associations between the Y-CATS and KLIC were found. Children
with more positive appraisals on the KLIC reported higher levels of autonomy
support. When correlations were calculated using within-cluster-centered mean
scores, also a positive association between warmth and the KLIC emerged (r
= .16, p < .05). Though the limited convergence may be partly due to the different
formats of the measures, it is also possible that distinct constructs were measured.
The Y-CATS exclusively focuses on each child’s perceptions of attitudes and
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interpersonal behaviors of the teacher to the child, whereas with the KLIC
children are presented photographs that portray both teacher and child behaviors.
Furthermore, photographs, more than verbally presented propositions, probably
have triggered children’s recollections of own experiences that have affected their
responses. Lastly, due to the smaller number of items, the KLIC represents a
smaller sample of interpersonal experiences.
In sum, although the challenges in developing measures for young children are
considerable, both instruments demonstrated potential value. The current findings
with the Y-CATS were in line with previous reports, and extended evidence to a
Dutch low-risk sample. Furthermore, this study indicated acceptable stability over
time for the subscales Warmth and Conflict, and highlighted the
multidimensionality of the Y-CATS as a highly important quality. Compared to
the Y-CATS, the high reliability of the KLIC and the normal distribution of
scores were considered major strengths of the measure. The children responded
well to the two-step procedure that yielded results along a 4-point scale.
Furthermore, we obtained evidence that young children are capable of
understanding questions that are made contextually relevant through the use of
pictures accompanied by verbal prompts. However, the measure is short and
additional work is needed to establish its validity. To obtain support for the
construct validity of the instruments, future studies could explore additional
methods such as puppet interviews (Verschueren, Marcoen, & Schoefs, 1996) or
peer nominations (Hughes, Zhang, & Hill, 2006).
The role of gender in the association of relationship quality with problem
behaviors
Our second and third goals were to explore: (a) sex differences in children’s
perceptions of teacher-child relationships; and (b) whether the association
between relationship quality and problem behaviors was moderated by sex.
Teachers generally report less conflict and more closeness in relationships with
girls compared to boys (e.g., Birch & Ladd, 1997; Hamre & Pianta, 2001). In
contrast to their teachers, boys and girls did not seem aware of these differences
in relationship quality and rated their relationships equally positive. Yet
associations between relationship perceptions and maladaptive behavior did vary
by sex. We found that warmth was more strongly related to aggression in boys
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but to social inhibition in girls. More specifically, girls experiencing non-close or
distant relationships were more likely to be seen as socially inhibited by their
teacher, whereas boys with non-close relationships were rated as more aggressive.
No mean differences were found in levels of maladaptive behavior between boys
and girls with warm relationships. These findings were in line with the hypothesis
derived from attachment research predicting that children display sex-stereotypic
behavior when having poor child-caregiver relationships (Turner, 1991). It seems
that feelings of insecurity and lack of confidence in the teacher are manifested in
maladaptive behavior, but how this is expressed in particular behavior may
depend, at least in part, on sex. Notably, additional analyses on teacher reports not
reported here did not reveal similar moderating effects of children’s sex, like it
has not been found in prior research into teachers’ perceptions of relationship
quality (Ewing & Taylor, 2009).
Limited support was found for the gender role socialization perspective and the
academic risk perspective. No consistent gender differences in the associations
between teacher-child relationship qualities and indicators of maladjustment were
found, though there was some evidence that girls but not boys display less
aggression when they perceive more autonomy support from teachers. This was
most consistent with the gender role socialization perspective. Notably, positive
indices of social-emotional and academic competence are needed for a more
comprehensive evaluation of the hypotheses.
Conclusions and implications
Our findings suggest some implications for practice. First, teachers and other
practitioners need to consider problem behavior from an interpersonal perspective.
It is important to recognize the possibility that maladaptive behaviors of children
are manifestations of insecurity and the undermining feeling of children that they
are not being valued. In our sample, the girls who were viewed as socially
inhibited by their teachers were mostly the girls who sensed that their teacher
didn’t care for them, and who judged their relationship with their teacher as
lacking warmth. Similarly, aggressive boys were more likely to report low levels
of warmth. Teachers play a vital role in children’s development and should be
mindful of children’s need for belongingness that is being cared about, valued and
known as individuals. However, it is possible that even though teachers do
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express affection, children may perceive otherwise due to a history of negative
experiences with other caregivers (Howes & Hamilton, 1992a) or because of
negative attribution styles (McElwain, Booth-LaForce, Lansford, Wu, & Dyer,
2008). Second, our findings highlight that we cannot rely on the teacher’s
perspective only. However, to our knowledge there are currently no child
measures available that can be used in practice. Therefore, researchers are urged
to continue to explore and evaluate measurement methods in order to obtain
instruments that meet the criteria for individual assessments. The measures
employed in the present study provided meaningful information about
kindergartners’ relationship experiences, and constituted promising approaches
that merit attention in future research.
When considering practical implications, the limitations of the present research
should be well understood. First, this study is among the first to explore sex
differences from the perspective of the child and replication of findings is needed
before firm conclusions can be drawn. Second, the data preclude causal
inferences. Children’s behavior problems could be antecedents as well as
consequences of poor relationship quality, or both may result from a shared
underlying cause, for instance poor mother-child attachment. Third, the present
sample included five- and six-year old children from relatively ethnically
homogenous and middle-class neighborhoods. This limits the generalizability of
the findings to culturally diverse or at-risk populations. Of note, though Dutch
kindergarten classes are comparable to those in other western countries and the
US, there may be subtle cultural differences in education and teacher-child
interactions.
In conclusion, we established that kindergarten children are capable of
providing reliable and meaningful information regarding their perceptions of
teacher-child relationships. The results confirmed previous research on the YCATS, and extended evidence to a Dutch low-risk sample. Although we did not
obtain strong evidence for the validity of the KLIC, we did establish that it
provides a reliable and promising tool that merits further attention. In addition,
the study shows the importance of the child’s perspective for understanding the
significance of the teacher-child relationship for children’s classroom problem
behaviors, and how this may vary by gender.
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Circle conversation: Smiling face of teacher / Neutral face of teacher
Circle setting, teacher reads from a book: Child is placed outside circle by teacher / Child listens carefully
Child wants to ask question and holds finger in air: Teacher listens / Teacher body towards child but doesn’t
attend
Circle setting, teacher reads from a book: Child makes fun and teacher points her finger / Child listens
carefully
Child at teacher’s desk staring at teacher’s pen while teacher points her finger: Child does nothing / Child
grabs pen
Child works on a difficult task: Teacher and child work together at teacher’s desk / Child works alone

1. My teacher smiles (w)

2. My teacher punishes me (c)

Group seatwork, child solves a puzzle: Teacher assists child / Teacher assists another child
Child has dropped bike at schoolyard: Teacher points her finger / Teacher with arms open, showing that it’s
all right
Child lays crying on the floor with face covered: Teacher gently touches the child / Teacher is absent
Child on wall bars, while teacher standing next to him: Teacher strokes the child’s head / Teacher only
watches
Circle conversation with unknown teacher: Child in crouching position on seat / Child talks to teacher

8. We do things together (d)

Note 1: KLIC = Dutch abbreviation of Kindergartner-Teacher Interaction Computer test
Note 2: (w) = Warmth, (c) = Conflict, (d) = Dependency

12. I am scared (d)

11. My teacher likes me (w)

10. My teacher comforts me (w)

9. My teacher is angry (c)

Child sits on a table and solves a puzzle: Teacher gives thumbs up / Teacher only watches

7. My teacher praises me (w)

6. My teacher helps me (d)

5. I am (dis)obedient (c)

4. My teacher rebukes me (c)

3. My teacher listens to me (w)

Description of Situation: Photograph 1 / Photograph 2

Item

Content of the items and corresponding photographs presented with the KLIC

Appendix
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5

Widening the view on teacher-child relationships:
Teachers’ narratives concerning disruptive versus
non-disruptive children

The goal of the present study was to obtain evidence for the validity of the
Teacher Relationship Interview (TRI) by: (a) exploring associations with a wellvalidated measure of teacher-child relationship quality that is the Student Teacher
Relationship Scale (STRS; Closeness, Conflict, and Dependency), and (b)
examining differences between teachers’ narratives about the relationship with a
disruptive and a non-disruptive child in their class. Six constructs were derived
from teachers’ narratives (N = 90) that were elicited with the TRI: sensitive
practices, positive affect, helplessness, anger, neutralizing negative affect, and
coherence. Multilevel analyses showed moderate convergence between the STRS
and the TRI. Expressed anger was related to relational conflict, whereas positive
affect and low levels of helplessness appeared associated with close relationships.
The coherence of the narrative and the tendency to neutralize negative emotions
were positively associated with conflict. No unique associations were found with
teachers’ narrated sensitive practices. Furthermore, anger and helplessness
appeared more prominent in narratives about relationships with disruptive
children.

Spilt, J. L., & Koomen, H. M. Y. (2009). Widening the view on teacher-child relationships:
Teachers' narratives concerning disruptive versus non-disruptive children. School Psychology
Review, 38, 86-101. Copyright 2009 by the National Association of School Psychologists.
Bethesda, MD. Reprinted with permission of the publisher. www.nasponline.org
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5.1 Introduction

Developmental scholars and school psychologists increasingly adopt a relational
perspective to understand children’s development within the school context.
Accumulating evidence demonstrates that warm and open teacher-child
relationships foster children’s social-emotional and academic functioning,
whereas high levels of conflict and discordance hamper children’s development
(e.g., Baker, 2006; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Ladd & Burgess, 2001; O'Connor &
McCartney, 2007; Palermo, Hanish, Martin, Fabes, & Reiser, 2007; Pianta,
Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). From the perspective of
the teacher, poor teacher-child relationships have been related to low levels of
competence and job satisfaction, and high levels of teaching stress (Koomen,
Verschueren, & Pianta, 2007). Together, these findings suggest that favorable
teacher-child relationships contribute to the wellbeing of both teachers and
children. However, evidence is mainly based on research that has employed
teacher report questionnaires. In the present study, we aimed to widen the view on
teacher-child relationships by eliciting information from teachers through semistructured interviews. Furthermore, we focused on relationships with disruptive
children because children at risk of maladaptive development are especially
sensitive to teacher-child relationship quality (e.g., Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg,
Pianta, & Howes, 2002; Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 2003; Silver, Measelle,
Armstrong, & Essex, 2005; Hughes, Cavell, & Jackson, 1999).
Assessment of teacher-child relationship quality
The Student Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS; Pianta, 2001) is the most widely
used scale to assess teacher perceptions of relationships with students in primary
education. This scale contains the dimensions closeness (i.e., warmth and open
communication), conflict (i.e., discordant interactions), and dependency (i.e.,
overly dependent and clingy child behavior), and has proven a valuable measure
of relationship quality. Especially conflict appears as a salient characteristic of
relationships with disruptive children. Children with externalizing behavior are at
risk of vicious cycles of increasingly conflictual interactions that, in turn,
jeopardize their subsequent school trajectories (e.g., Doumen, Verschueren,
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Buyse, Germeijs, Luyckx, & Soenens, 2008; Ladd & Burgess, 2001). On the
other hand, it has been found that emotional support and closeness function as a
protective factor for children with behavior problems (e.g., Ladd & Burgess, 2001;
Meehan et al., 2003; Silver et al., 2005). These findings are important for school
psychologists and other practitioners who strive to decrease risk factors or
strengthen protective factors for children at-risk due to behavior problems.
Koomen, Verschueren, and Thijs (2006) discussed available measures of
affective qualities of teacher-child relationships that are valuable in practiceoriented psycho-diagnostic research. They considered the Teacher Relationship
Interview (TRI) an instrument with high potential for both scientists and
practitioners. The TRI (Pianta, 1999a) is a relationship-focused interview that
explores aspects of teachers’ professional roles such as sensitivity of socializing
and emotional support, and affective experiences with a particular student (please
see the Appendix for descriptions of the constructs measured with the TRI).
Whereas the STRS is most useful as a screening measure to identify relational
difficulties or strengths, Koomen and colleagues (2006) argued that the TRI offers
a more differentiated picture that can be particularly useful as a starting point for
relationship-focused consultation with teachers. However, what is needed first is
empirical research that demonstrates the validity of the TRI.
Interview-based methods in relationship-focused research
Another reason to study the utility of interview-based methods such as the TRI is
the postulation that teachers develop internal working models of their
relationships with students. Teacher-child relationships are conceptualized as
dyadic systems that are not only affected by actual behaviors and qualities of the
partners but also by each individual’s mental representation of the relationship
(Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). The postulation that each individual’s
perspective on the teacher-child relationship can be viewed as a representational
model is largely guided by attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Bretherton,
1985). An important claim of attachment theory is that these models tend to
operate outside conscious awareness. Whereas questionnaires seem to tap mainly
cognitions, there is evidence that interview techniques are more suitable to
capture unconscious operating processes (Maier, Bernier, Perkrun, Zimmermann,
& Grossmann, 2004). Representational measures may provide additional insight
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in teacher-child relationships and especially highlight more implicit qualities such
as emotional processes.
Mental representations or internal working models are conceptualized as sets
of internalized feelings and cognitions that guide expectations and behaviors
toward others in a consistent and predictable manner (Bowlby, 1969/1982;
Bretherton, 1985). Children construct internal working models of self and
significant others based on their experiences with attachment figures. These
models are constructed as postulates about the “self” as worthy, the “other” as
accepting and reliable, and the degree of security provided by the “self-other
relationship”. Internal working models are thought to guide children’s attachment
behaviors with the main goal of maintaining security. Research into mother-child
relationships has demonstrated that caregiving as a set of parenting behaviors is
organized at the level of representations as well. The set-goal of the caregiving
behavioral system may be conceptualized as providing protection and security for
the child (George & Solomon, 1996). It contains beliefs about the self as a
caregiver, effectiveness of caregiving strategies, and evaluations of the child’s
needs (George & Solomon, 1996; Solomon & George, 1999). Analogously, it is
postulated that teachers’ representational models of the teacher-child relationship
contain expectations and beliefs about the self as a teacher, about various roles
(e.g., caregiver, disciplinarian, and instructor), and about how children relate to
teachers, based on teachers’ own experiences as a teacher and of being taught and
parented themselves (Pianta, 1999b). Furthermore, the teaching behavioral system
may be organized around the central goal of fostering a child’s development. To
tap into adults’ representational models of interpersonal relationships, researchers
generally utilize interview techniques (e.g., Adult Attachment Interview: Main,
Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985; Parent Attachment Interview: Bretherton, Biringen,
Ridgeway, Maslin, & Sherman, 1989; Parent Development Interview: Button,
Pianta, & Marvin, 2001). Three main dimensions have been postulated in the
literature to effectively evaluate representational models from interview data
(Button et al., 2001): The first concerns the content of representations and is
reflected in ‘what’ is narrated during the interview. Several domains of content
are suggested that reflect views and beliefs about various roles (i.e., secure base,
sensitivity of socializing). Secondly, the processing of information is considered a
central dimension referring to ‘how’ represented information is admitted or
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denied. Dysfunctional processing may be reflected in reluctance or preoccupation
with certain themes or low coherence of the narrative. Finally, it is conceived that
representational models contain an affective dimension. In maternal narratives,
especially representations of negative affective experiences (i.e., worry and
enmeshment) appeared related to mothers’ behavior (Button et al., 2001).
The TRI is based on a similar conceptual and methodological approach as
employed in parent-child research (Pianta, 1999a). Stuhlman and Pianta (2002)
have examined narratives of 50 teachers elicited with the TRI in relation to
observed teacher-child interactions in kindergarten and first grade. In line with the
parenting literature (e.g., George & Solomon, 1996; Solomon & George, 1999),
their results primarily revealed the significance of teachers’ negative emotional
processes in the relationship with a specific student. Teachers’ expressions of
negative affect were positively associated with observed displays of negativity by
both the child and teacher. In addition, teachers’ expressions of positive affect
appeared positively related to children’s displays of positive affect and negatively
to observed non-compliance. How teachers processed information related to
negative experiences (i.e., their inclination to neutralize negative affect) was
negatively related to children’s observed compliance but not to observed teacher
practices. Regarding the content of the interview, only the mentioning of
compliance-issues in the narrative was negatively related to teachers’ observed
displays of positive affect. Together the results supported the validity of the TRI
as a measure of relationship quality. To obtain further evidence, it is critically
important to examine the convergence with other well-validated measures of
relationship quality such as the STRS.
Overview of present study and hypotheses
We argue that representational measures such as interviews offer an additional
window to gain insight in teachers’ feelings, beliefs, and expectations in
relationships with particular students that could not be captured by other measures
such as questionnaires or observations (Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002). Information
derived from teachers’ narratives elicited with the TRI is presumed to advance
understanding of teachers’ relational experiences with children at-risk due to
behavior difficulties, and has potential for practice-oriented assessment and
teacher consultation (Koomen et al., 2006). The main goal of the current study
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was to obtain empirical support for the TRI as an adequate tool in relationshipfocused research and practice. To establish evidence for the validity of the TRI,
teachers’ relationship narratives should: (a) be meaningfully related to teacher
reports on the STRS, and (b) vary as a function of children’s externalizing
behavior.
For several reasons the study was conducted in kindergarten: The extended
attachment perspective has primarily been employed in early teacher-child
relationships, and especially young at-risk children appear sensitive to
relationship quality. As one of the first studies using relationship-focused
narratives to assess teacher-child relationship quality, the nature of the study was
largely descriptive and exploratory. Our first aim was to examine convergence
between the STRS and the TRI. Although both instruments measure affective
qualities of teacher-child relationships, they assess somewhat different constructs
and employ different methods. Therefore, we expected only moderate
convergence. No hypotheses could be stated about associations between specific
subscales because of lack of previous research. The second aim was to study
differences between disruptive versus non-disruptive children in teachers’
narratives. Because teachers generally report more conflict on the STRS for
children with externalizing behavior, we expected higher means on the negative
scales of the TRI (i.e., Anger, Helplessness, and Neutralizing Negative Affect) for
teacher-child relationships involving disruptive children. In addition, we explored
differences in associations between teachers’ narratives (TRI) and self-reports
(STRS) for disruptive versus non-disruptive children (i.e., moderating effects),
without testing specific hypotheses.
Though this study is focused on dyadic relationships, it is possible that
teachers’ narratives are to some degree driven by teacher characteristics.
Understanding the extent to which narratives reflect teacher effects could have
important implications for the interpretation of the findings. Therefore, as a subgoal, we examined the proportion of variance that could be attributed to teacher
effects. We anticipated that a minority of variance could be attributed to teacher
characteristics. This expectation is in line with the postulation of Pianta and
colleagues (2003) who argued that teachers’ mental representations should be
conceived as higher order constructs that mainly embody properties of the dyadic
relationship.
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5.2

Method

Participants and procedures
Sample. The sample included 90 kindergartners (46 boys) from 48 kindergarten
classes of 23 regular elementary grade schools in the Netherlands. The mean age
of the children was 69.5 months (SD = 5.0). In Dutch schools, kindergarten starts
when children are four years old and lasts for two years; so most children had
already spent about one year with the same teacher. Teachers (N = 48; one male)
were on average 43 years old (SD = 11.1) and had 15.5 years (SD = 11.8) of
teaching experience. The majority of teachers (84.1%) worked three days or more
per week (M = 3.9, SD = 1.0). Informed consent was obtained from the parents.
Selection. Children and teachers participated in a larger research project that
aimed to assess the teacher-child relationship from the perspectives of both
teachers and students in kindergarten. Because using child instruments required
understanding of the Dutch language, schools had been selected that
predominantly served students with a Dutch ethnicity. Furthermore, only children
had been included whom: (a) had attended the same class for at least two months,
and (b) were at least 5 years old.
For the present study, a disruptive and a non-disruptive target child were
selected in each class. The selection was based on teacher reports of externalizing
and internalizing behavior on a short behavior checklist that will be described
below (i.e., BQTSYO-M; Behavior Questionnaire for Two- to Six-Year-OldsModified). First, a target child was selected for the Externalizing group that had
received the highest rating on externalizing behavior. For the Non-Externalizing
group, a target child with the lowest score was selected. Children of the same sex
were selected in each classroom to avoid gender bias. However, this was not
possible in five classes. Furthermore, in both groups, only children were included
with scores below 1 standard deviation above the mean on internalizing behavior
obtained from a convenience sample (N = 2040). Teachers were not informed
about the selection criteria. Because externalizing behavior was differently
distributed across classes, the scores of the Externalizing subgroup covered
almost the full-scale range (1.14-3.00) and reflected a normal distribution
(Kurtosis = -.44, Skewness = .34; see also Table 1).
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Data collection. Teachers completed two questionnaires for at least 12 children in
their class and were interviewed about their relationship with the two selected
target children. To reduce workload, short questionnaires were administered (i.e.,
a short behavior checklist that was the BQTSYO-M, and a shortened version of
the STRS described below). Data collection proceeded in three steps. The
behavior checklist was administered first to select the two target children. Next,
interviews were conducted. Finally, teachers completed the STRS.
Interviews with the teacher were conducted by trained undergraduate students
from the Department of Education during late winter and spring of the school
year. Teachers were interviewed separately about each child after school time in a
private setting in their schools. The order of the interviews was counterbalanced
across teachers by starting randomly with either the child from the Externalizing
or Non-Externalizing subgroup. Teachers were informed about the target child
only just before the start of the interview. Interviews took about 30 minutes. For
purpose of coding, all interviews were audiotaped.
Missing data. At the start, a total number of 96 children participated in the
study. However, one teacher only provided information about one student (a girl
selected for the Externalizing group). For three children (all boys, two from the
Externalizing subgroup), teachers did not return the STRS. In addition, two
children (both girls from the Non-Externalizing subgroup) were selected with
relatively high scores on internalizing behavior (> 1 SD) due to a
miscommunication; they were excluded from the analyses. The data set was
complete for 44 children (21 boys) in the Non-Externalizing group and 46 (25
boys) in the Externalizing group; the presented results pertain only to these 90
children.
Instruments
Behavior checklist. Teachers completed the Behavior Questionnaire for Twoto Six-Year-Olds-Modified (BQTSYO-M; Thijs, Koomen, De Jong, Van der Leij,
& Van Leeuwen, 2004). The BQTSYO-M is a short screening instrument that
aims to measure teachers’ perceptions of internalizing and externalizing problems
and is especially developed for young children. The questionnaire is derived from
the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire, which is a widely used scale in
international research (PBQ; Behar, 1977). Items are rated on a 4-point Likert
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scale, ranging from 1 (absolutely not characteristic) to 4 (very characteristic). In
the present study, the broad-band internalizing (15 items; e.g., ‘Shy or timid
towards other children’, ‘Easily upset’) and externalizing scales (14 items; e.g.,
‘Bullies other children’, ‘A busy child’) were used. Previous research has
reported adequate interrater agreement between teachers (Cronbach’s alpha’s
of .94 and .86 for the Externalizing and Internalizing scales, respectively), and
significant associations with subscales of the CBCL in the expected directions
(Goossens, Dekker, Bruinsma, & De Ruyter, 2000). Furthermore, the measure has
been successfully employed in research into social processes and teacher-child
relationships (Goossens, Bokhorst, Bruinsma, & Van Boxtel, 2002; Thijs,
Koomen & Van der Leij, 2006, 2008). Those previous studies have reported high
internal consistencies with Cronbach’s alpha’s ranging between .81-.90 and .91.93 respectively for the internalizing and externalizing scale. In the current
sample, .75 for the internalizing and .92 for the externalizing scale was found.
Teacher reports of relationship quality. The Student-Teacher Relationship
Scale (STRS; Pianta, 2001) aims to measure teachers’ perceptions of the
relationship with a particular student. In the present study, an authorized Dutch
translated and adapted version of the STRS was employed (Koomen et al., 2007).
The scale comprises three dimensions labeled Closeness (e.g., ‘I share an
affectionate, warm relationship with this child’), Conflict (e.g., ‘This child and I
always seem to be struggling with each other’) and Dependency (e.g., ‘This child
asks for my help when he/she really does not need help’). Closeness reflects the
degree of warmth and open communication between the teacher and child.
Conflict refers to negative and coercive teacher-child interactions, whereas
Dependency represents levels of clinginess and overdependence of the child.
Items are rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all applicable) to 5
(highly applicable). The subscales Closeness and Conflict in the Dutch adaptation
were highly comparable with the original STRS scales. The Dependency scale
was altered because of its mediocre internal consistency in prior research (
= .55-.67; Pianta, 2001). One original item was removed because of a factor
loading below .40 (e.g., ‘This child appears hurt or embarrassed when I correct
him/her’), and two new items were added (i.e., ‘This child fixes his/her attention
on me the whole day long’; ‘This child needs to be continually confirmed by me’).
Previous studies using the Dutch STRS have reported adequate psychometric
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properties (Doumen, Verschueren & Buyse, 2008, Koomen et al., 2007): Internal
consistency scores ranged between .88-.93 for Closeness, .88-.91 for Conflict,
and .75-.82 for Dependency. Stability coefficients at three measurement occasions
during one school year indicated relatively high stability (Closeness .73-.84;
Conflict .74-.83; Dependency .67-.77). Its validity has been demonstrated in
relation to observed relationship quality, teacher stress indices, children’s socialemotional functioning, and behavioral engagement from teacher, parent, and
observer reports. In the present study, a shortened version was utilized comprising
the 5 items with the highest factor loadings per subscale. Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients were .78, .86, and .75 for respectively Closeness, Conflict, and
Dependency in the current sample.
Relationship interview. The Teacher-Relationship Interview is a semistructured interview that aims to assess teachers’ internal representations of the
relationship with a particular student (TRI; Pianta, 1999a). In the present study, a
more recent version was utilized that was obtained from the author by e-mail in
2003. The current version contained 12 questions referring to the relationship
with the child. Teachers were first asked to describe three adjectives of their
relationship with the child and provide evidence for the choice of these adjectives.
The subsequent questions concerned negative and positive experiences and asked
the teacher to describe examples of interpersonal moments, for example:
‘Describe a time in the last week when you and your child really clicked’.
Teachers were also asked about typical situations relating to various teacher roles:
‘Can you tell about a situation when the child displayed serious misbehavior?’
They were further requested to support their statements with real life examples
and probed to be as specific as possible. Standard follow-up questions were
presented regarding the emotional states of the teacher and the child during the
described interaction.
Nine constructs were coded with respect to three areas. The Content area
included the scales Sensitivity of Discipline, Secure Base, and
Agency/Intentionality. The Affect area included Helplessness, Anger/Hostility,
and Positive Affect. Finally, the Process area comprised the scales Perspective
Taking, Neutralizing of Negative Affect, and Coherence. Detailed descriptions of
the constructs are provided in the Appendix. The interview was examined as a
whole. Qualitative ratings were given on a 7-point scale; only the Coherence of
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the narrative was rated on a 5-point scale. Coders were trained until sufficient
interrater agreement was established. Two raters out of a pool of 6 independent
raters scored each interview in a random order. The average score was used in the
analyses. When large rating differences were observed (i.e., > 2), a third coder
independently rated the interview to establish the most appropriate score. Raters
were not familiar with the teacher, the child, or the behavioral status of the child.
However, for 23 (25.6%) interviews, a student who had conducted the interviews
provided one of the ratings.
To reduce the number of variables, associations among the subscales were
explored. Series of principal component analyses (PCA) and exploratory factor
analyses (Maximum Likelihood) on all interview scales were conducted in both
the Externalizing and Non-Externalizing subgroup. Results indicated a factor
containing the scales Sensitivity of Discipline, Secure Base, Perspective Taking,
and Intentionality that was similar in both subgroups (factor loadings  .72).
Accordingly, a new scale was constructed that was labeled Sensitive Practices (
= .86-.89). High scores indicated awareness of the student’s social-emotional and
academic needs and clear statements of sensitive and child-centered pedagogical
practices. Though Perspective Taking was a priori considered an indicator of how
teachers process information, it does fit with the content scales because awareness
of children’s inner states is a prerequisite for tuning behavioral-emotional support
to the special needs of individual children. This finding is in line with results from
(unpublished) dissertation research (Zeller, 2004). The other scales were treated
as separate constructs because no factor patterns emerged that were equivalent
across subgroups.
To assess interrater agreement, intraclass correlations (ICC) were calculated
based on the average measure. ICCs are measures of the proportion of variance
that is accounted for by between-subject differences. Low ICC’s suggest that a
substantial proportion of variances could be attributed to rater effects, thereby
reflecting poor interrater reliability. ICCs between .75-.1.00 indicate excellent
agreement, between .60-.74 good agreement, and ICCs between .40-.59 are
considered fair (Cicchetti et al., 2006). Good to excellent agreement was obtained
for Helplessness, Sensitive Practices, Positive Affect, and Negative Affect (ICCs
of .64, .68, .75, and .82, respectively). For Coherence, little variance in scores was
observed, which most likely accounts for the relatively low ICC of .50. Closer
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inspection revealed a proportion of 90% agreements within 1 scale point. For
Neutralizing Negative Affect, an ICC of .51 was found, which indicated fair
interrater reliability.

5.3

Results

Preliminary analyses
Group selection. First it was examined whether the selection procedure had
been successful. Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of Externalizing and
Internalizing Behavior and the results of paired t-tests. Higher scores on
Externalizing Behavior were found for the Externalizing group compared to the
Non-Externalizing group. No differences emerged on Internalizing Behavior.
Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations. Table 1 presents means and
standard deviations of the relationship variables for the Non-Externalizing and
Externalizing subgroups. Correlations between the continuous variables are
presented in Table 2 for each subgroup. In the Non-Externalizing group,
Closeness was positively related to Sensitive Practices and Positive Affect, and
negatively related to Helplessness. Conflict correlated positively with Anger.
Lastly, a positive association appeared between Dependency and Sensitive
Practices. In the Externalizing group, a somewhat different pattern of associations
emerged. Closeness was positively related to Positive Affect and negatively
related to Helplessness. Furthermore, Conflict appeared positively associated with
Sensitive Practices, Anger, and Coherence. No significant associations with
Dependency were observed in the Externalizing subgroup.
Between-group differences
Mean differences were examined on the TRI and STRS scales for the NonExternalizing versus the Externalizing subgroup (see Table 1). Teachers reported
significantly more Conflict and Dependency for the Externalizing than the NonExternalizing subgroup. Furthermore, they expressed more Anger and
Helplessness in their narratives concerning children from the Externalizing group.
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Table 1 Means and standard deviations of the BQTSYO-M, TRI, and STRS in the NonExternalizing (n = 44) and Externalizing subgroup (n = 46)
Non-Externalizing

Externalizing

M

SD

M

SD

t-value

Externalizing

1.20

0.15

1.94

0.42

-15.131**

Internalizing

1.15

0.16

1.20

0.16

-1.773

BQTSYO-M

TRI
Sensitive Practices

4.83

0.81

4.86

0.70

-0.637

Positive Affect

4.77

1.26

4.64

1.06

0.500

Helplessness

2.53

0.93

2.92

0.94

-1.979*

Anger

2.09

1.06

2.94

1.28

-3.105**

Neutralizing

3.04

1.04

2.73

1.04

1.245

Coherence

3.91

0.66

4.00

0.55

-0.647

Closeness

4.41

0.56

4.27

0.69

0.593

Conflict

1.53

0.68

2.39

1.00

-4.237**

Dependency

1.97

0.78

2.33

0.79

-2.259*

STRS

Note 1: BQTSYO-M = Behavior Questionnaire for Two- to Six Year Olds – Modified, TRI =
Teacher Relationship Interview, STRS = Student-Teacher Relationship Scale
Note 2: *p .05, **p < .01
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-.54**
.68**

5. Neutralizing

6. Coherence

.07
.30*

8. Conflict

9. Dependency

.19

-.07

.40**

.52**

-.23

-.07

-.27*

-

.43**

2

-.11

.06

-.56**

-.26*

.15

.33*

-

-.51**

-.32*

3

-.02

.28*

-.18

-.06

-.49**

-

.53**

-.21

-.02

4

-.17

.24

-.01

-.38**

-

-.01

-.12

-.50**

-.32*

5

Note 1: TRI = Teacher Relationship Interview, STRS = Student-Teacher Relationship Scale
Note 2: *p < .05,**p < .01 (one-tailed)

.39**

7. Closeness

STRS

-.42**
-.24

4. Anger

.74**

3. Helplessness

-

1. Sensitive Practices

1

2. Positive Affect

TRI

Scales

.21

.14

.19

-

-.58**

.26*

-.05

.25*

.53**

6

.15

-.08

-

.03

.18

.00

-.27*

.30*

.02

7

.35*

-

-.34*

.43**

-.26

.34**

.24

-.01

.28*

8

-

.26*

.14

.04

.19

.13

.01

.02

-.06

9

Table 2 Correlations between scales of TRI and STRS in Non-Externalizing (n = 44; below orthogonal) and Externalizing subgroups (n = 46; above
orthogonal)
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Regression models
Linear regression models were examined using MLwiN version 2.02 (Rasbash,
Browne, Healy, Cameron, & Charlton, 2005) to assess the unique associations
between reported relationship quality, interview variables, and externalizing
group. For all three outcome variables (i.e., Closeness, Conflict, and Dependency),
two-level random intercepts models were estimated with children (level 1) nested
within teachers (level 2). Externalizing Group was included as a dummy variable
(0 = Non-Externalizing subgroup, 1 = Externalizing subgroup). The TRI scales
were transformed into z-scores to facilitate interpretation. Teacher-variables (age,
experience, and days of employment) were included as covariates (level 2
predictors) but none of these were significant (p > .05) in the final models and
therefore not reported. Because gender of the child was controlled for in the
selection procedure, it was not included in the analyses. All predictors were
entered into the model at the child level (level 1) as fixed effects (i.e., variance
terms were fixed to zero). First, to control for between-group differences,
Externalizing Group was added into the equation. In the second step, interview
variables were simultaneously entered as predictors. Non-significant predictors
were removed from the equation. The final models are presented in Table 3.
The results showed main effects of Positive Affect and Helplessness on
Closeness in the expected directions. Furthermore, representations of Anger,
Neutralizing Negative Affect, and Coherence had unique positive effects on
Conflict. However, Externalizing Group appeared as the strongest predictor of
Conflict. Lastly, for Dependency, only Externalizing Group emerged as a
significant predictor.
Residuals were inspected to detect outliers and to verify the assumptions of
normality and homoscedasticity. The homoscedasticity assumption was violated
in the prediction of Conflict. Re-analyses of the model in each subgroup
separately showed no violations in the Externalizing Group and yielded virtually
the same results as those presented in Table 3. This suggests that the model of
Conflict applies well to children with externalizing problems but should be
interpreted with caution for non-problem children.
Moderation effects. Because somewhat different correlation patterns were
observed across subgroups, interactions between Externalizing Group and
93

Relationships between teachers and disruptive children in kindergarten: An
exploration of different methods and perspectives, and the possibility of change

interview variables could be expected. Interaction terms were computed by
multiplying the standardized interview variables with Externalizing Group
(dummy). The addition of interaction terms did not significantly improve the
models (Closeness x2 = 3.27, df = 6, p > .05; Conflict x2 = 5.91, df = 6, p
> .05; Dependency  x2 = 7.85, df = 6, p > .05).
Teacher effects in the narratives
Intraclass correlations (ICCs) measure the proportion of total variance that can be
attributed to between-subject variance (i.e., differences between teachers). It was
found that a substantial proportion of variances in Sensitive Practices (ICC = .44,
p < .01) and Neutralizing Negative Affect (ICC = .57, p < .01) could be attributed
to teacher-effects. For the other interview variables no significant intraclass
correlations emerged, suggesting that variances could be attributed to differences
between relationships with a disruptive versus average child.

Table 3 Final regression models predicting teacher reports of relationship quality (N = 90)
Closeness
Variables

B (SE)

Intercept

4.33 (.07)**

Step 1 predictors:
Externalizing

Conflict
R²

B (SE)

R²

1.64 (.12)**
-

-

Step 2 predictors:

Dependency
B (SE)

19.5%
0.66 (.17)**

39.9%

6.0%
0.39 (.16)**

18.9%

-

Sensitive Practices

-

-

-

Positive Affect

0.15 (.06)**

-

-

Helplessness

-0.19 (.06)**

-

-

Anger

-

0.30 (.09)**

-

Neutralizing

-

0.17 (.10)*

-

Coherence

-

0.30 (.09)**

-

Note 1: *p < .05, **p < .01 (one-tailed)
Note 2: Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (B)
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1.95 (.11)**
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5.4

Discussion

The main goal of this study was to provide support for the validity of the Teacher
Relationship Interview (TRI) as a measure of teacher-child relationship quality.
Guided by attachment research and the parent-child literature, it was assumed that
interview-techniques could reveal properties of teacher-child relationships that
may not be captured with other means such as questionnaires. We presumed that
the TRI would be a valuable instrument to assess strengths and difficulties in
teachers’ relationships with specific students, knowledge that is beneficial to both
scholars and practitioners. To establish support for the validity of the TRI, we
examined (a) convergence with a well-validated teacher report questionnaire
(STRS), and (b) differences between teachers’ relationships with typically
developing versus disruptive children. Relationship interviews were coded for six
constructs representing three main dimensions: content, affect, and processing of
information. Consistent with previous research (Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002), the
results primarily highlighted the TRI as a valuable tool to advance understanding
of teachers’ affective experiences and processing of information in relationships
with young students. In particular negative affective qualities appeared related to
children’s behavior problems.
The first aim was to examine convergence between teachers’ narratives and
questionnaire reports of relationships with individual pupils. In line with our
expectations, moderate convergence was found. Teachers’ expressions of anger
were positively associated with relational conflict. In contrast, positive affect
appeared exclusively related to closeness. This corroborates that teacher-child
relationships embody two relatively independent dimensions: a positive
dimension reflecting closeness, warmth, and positive affect and a negative
dimension reflecting discordance, anger, and difficulties in modulation of
negative experiences (Pianta, 2001). Surprisingly, helplessness accounted for
variance in closeness but not in conflict. This finding suggests that non-close
relationships evoke feelings of inefficacy and discourage teachers to invest in the
child or to search for new strategies to assert influence. Analogously, other
researchers have also postulated that teachers may experience failure in their
attempts to form close relationships and are inclined to calculate ‘pay-offs’
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between their interpersonal investments and expected ‘emotional return’ (e.g.,
Hargreaves, 2000; Newberry & Davis, 2008).
Teachers’ processing of information was also related to relationship quality. A
positive association emerged between the coherence of the narratives and
relational conflict. Though this may appear counter-intuitive, it could be argued
that recurrent interpersonal conflicts force teachers to actively deal with the child.
Many daily interactions may make it easier for teachers to support their
statements with adequate and recent examples, thereby providing an
understandable and coherent picture of the dyadic relationship. In contrast,
children who are rarely involved in conflicts could be easily overlooked because
they demand considerably less attention from teachers. This may be reflected in
less coherent narratives. It is noteworthy, however, that most teachers were able
to provide a fairly coherent picture of their relationship with a particular student.
With respect to neutralizing of negative affect, teachers appeared to shy away
from discussing negative emotions in conflictual relationships. This association
was only found when anger and coherence were included in the model, which
indicates a suppression effect. In line with this finding, Newberry and Davis
(2008) contended that, in some dyads, teachers tend to emotionally distance
themselves by acting ‘professional’ (i.e., suppressing negative feelings) in order
to control conflict. However, research suggests that students are aware of
teachers’ negative affect despite teachers’ attempts to be supportive (Babad,
1990).
Despite several zero-order correlations, the content of teachers’ narratives (i.e.,
sensitive practices) was not uniquely related to their reports of relationship quality.
In previous research with the TRI also relatively modest evidence was found for
the importance of the content of the narratives (Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002). Thus
what is narrated may be less important than how the information is processed and
the affective quality of this information. It should be noted that our findings with
respect to relational conflict apply mainly to children with disruptive behaviors.
The model of conflict was less appropriate for non-problem children.
The second aim of the present study was to explore differences in teachers’
relationship narratives about disruptive versus non-disruptive children. To
properly interpret these findings, it is noteworthy that children were selected
based on teachers’ perceptions of externalizing behavior and not on actual
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behavior problems. As expected, teachers expressed more anger and helplessness
concerning the child they perceived as most disruptive in their class as compared
to a non-disruptive child. In addition, more conflict and dependency were
reported for disruptive children. These findings are consistent with research that
has shown higher levels of relational negativity for children with problem
behavior (Birch & Ladd, 1998; Hamre et al., 2008; Ladd & Burgess, 1999;
Murray & Murray, 2004). On the other hand, teachers expressed similar levels of
positive affect in narratives about disruptive children versus non-disruptive
children, and also reported similar levels of closeness. This suggests that the two
groups did not differ on positive aspects of the teacher-child relationship. In line
with this, previous research has consistently indicated strong associations between
externalizing problems and conflict but much smaller associations with closeness
(Murray & Murray, 2004; Palermo et al., 2007; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). It
appeared to us that the non-externalizing group included a number of
‘overlooked’ students about which teachers had very little to say in the interviews
and did neither have positive nor negative feelings for. This is supported by the
observation of large variance in positive affect within the non-externalizing group.
Together, this suggests that positive feelings of teachers are mainly affected by
other factors than externalizing problems. For example, Davis (2006) introduced
the concept of relational press to understand the formation of teacher-student
relationships. Whether teachers feel pressed by children to develop personal
relationships may be a more important factor in the formation of emotionally
positive relationships than children’s challenging behaviors (cf. Newberry &
Davis, 2008). In sum, it could be inferred that teachers’ negative affect constitutes
the main difference between teacher-child relationships involving disruptive
children versus non-disruptive children.
To facilitate the interpretation of our findings we examined to what degree
teachers’ narratives could have represented characteristics of the teacher. It is
asserted that teachers’ mental representations mainly reflect properties of the
dyadic relationship with a particular child (Pianta et al., 2003). The results
supported this assumption and indicated that the two interviews from the same
teachers regarding different pupils yielded distinctive information, especially with
respect to teachers’ expressed affect. This is in line with research yielding small
amounts of between-teacher variance in closeness and conflict as measured with
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the STRS in large American and Dutch samples (Mashburn, Hamre, Downer, &
Pianta, 2006; Van Pinxteren, 2008). With respect to the content of the narratives
representing sensitive practices, it was found that a substantial proportion of
variance could be attributed to features of the teacher. This may point to a
personal teaching style that is partly independent of children’s characteristics.
Furthermore, there was also considerable between-subject variance in teachers’
inclination to neutralize negative affect. Thus there seem to be differences
between teachers in how they modulate negative experiences. It should be
considered, however, that differences within teachers (i.e., between teacher-child
dyads) were overestimated in the current sample due to the sampling method. As
a result, teacher effects could have been underestimated. This implies that
differences between the narratives regarding the two children may represent
global differences in teachers’ relationships with typical versus disruptive
students. For a more stringent test of the premise that teachers’ mental
representations predominantly embody properties of the dyadic relationship, it is
necessary to replicate findings with randomly selected students.
In conclusion, together with the study from Stuhlman and Pianta (2002), the
current research provided compelling evidence for the added value of interviewbased methods such as the TRI for research into teacher-child relationships.
Whereas Stuhlman and Pianta (2002) examined teachers’ narratives in relation to
observed teacher-child interactions, we employed teacher reports on a wellvalidated measure of teacher-child relationships to establish support for the
validity of the TRI. In addition, our research extended evidence to an at-risk
sample involving children with elevated levels of externalizing behavior. The
moderate convergence between the TRI and STRS supports the view that the TRI
assesses related but different constructs and adds valuable information about
teachers’ interpersonal experiences. It should be noted, however, that the sample
included mainly ethnically Dutch children and replication in more ethnically
diverse samples is needed. In addition, although Dutch kindergarten classes are
comparable to those in the US and other western countries, there may be subtle
cultural differences in education and teacher-child interactions that warrant
replication in other countries as well.
Several other directions for future research could be considered. Clearly,
longitudinal research is needed to establish the predictive value of the TRI for
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both children’s school functioning and teacher-child interactions. Furthermore,
the constructs assessed with the TRI were thought to cover three main dimensions
of narratives that were content, affect, and processing of information. It should be
noted, however, that this has not been empirically tested. Although it was beyond
the scope of our study, exploratory analyses in both subgroups supported a
separate dimension including the content scales but did not support the other key
dimensions. Future research could explore the underlying factorial patterns more
thoroughly in larger samples. Also the notion that teachers’ narratives reflect
mental representations needs to be tested in subsequent research, for instance with
the help of experimental priming methods (cf. Maier et al., 2004). Lastly, we may
not have captured all facets of teachers’ mental representations of the teacherchild relationship. For instance, socialization constituted a more central theme in
teachers’ narratives than academic instruction and learning. These latter themes
may become more important in later elementary school (Stuhlman & Pianta,
2002).
Our research has several limitations that merit attention. As one of the first
studies using relationship-focused narratives, this study was largely exploratory in
nature and included only a small number of participants. Therefore, replication of
findings in larger samples is warranted. Power analyses demonstrated sufficient
statistical power (i.e., > .80) to detect medium effects but samples of
approximately 250 teachers and 500 pupils are required for detection of small
effects (Snijders & Bosker, 1999). Furthermore, no causal inferences can be
drawn from our data. It could be argued, however, that a teacher’s mental
representation of the relationship with a particular student determines not only the
teacher’s expression of, for example, anger during the interview but also guides
the teacher’s perception of the student’s behavior and degree of conflict in the
relationship. Thus it may not be theoretically meaningful to disentangle causality.
Lastly, although interrater agreement was acceptable for all scales of the TRI,
there are some concerns with respect to the processing area. Relatively high
scores were given for the coherence of the narratives, which suggests that the 5point scale did not discriminate well between the narratives. Interrater reliability
for Neutralizing Negative Affect was only fair, which implies that the results for
this scale should be considered tentatively.
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The TRI seems especially suited to assess more implicit qualities such as
emotional processes and how teachers cope with negative experiences. These
insights are particularly relevant for understanding teachers’ difficulties in
relationships with at-risk students due to behavior problems. Research has
consistently demonstrated that children with conduct problems are at risk of
school failure and that negative teacher-child relationships may exacerbate this
risk (e.g., Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Silver et al., 2005).
Identification of key relational aspects is crucial to understand how to intervene
effectively and counteract risks associated with poor social relationships.
Together with the research from Stuhlman and Pianta (2002), our findings
underline that school psychologists should attend to negative emotional processes
of teachers. Encouragement and assistance of teachers to reflect on their negative
emotions is considered a promising avenue for enhancing relationship quality.
This may not only foster children’s school success but also contributes to
teachers’ job satisfaction and may protect them against stress (Koomen et al.,
2007). The TRI actually may provide a starting point for relationship-focused
consultation (Koomen et al., 2006; Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002). Based on the
manual, a relational profile reflecting strengths and difficulties can be obtained
that is helpful for practitioners who are looking for ways to strengthen teacherchild relationships, or who intend to set up consultation with teachers. How to
effectively implement the TRI in teacher-consultation models is a key question
that should be addressed in future research.
In summary, our research highlighted the value of teachers’ narratives to
advance understanding of teacher-child relationships, and supported the validity
of the TRI as a tool to elicit those narratives. Disruptive children appeared at risk
of unfavorable relationships as shown by elevated levels of teacher conflict, anger,
and helplessness. These findings advance scholarly knowledge but also have
applied benefits for school psychologists.
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Appendix
Overview of scales Teacher Relationship Interview (TRI)
Rating scale

Description

Sensitive Discipline

The teacher is sensitive and proactive in
his/her management style

Secure Base

The teacher understands that his/her emotional support
is linked to the child’s social, emotional, and cognitive skills

Perspective Taking

The teacher is aware of the student’s internal states,
and provides possible reasons for that state

Intentionality

The teacher seeks opportunities to promote the student’s growth
in either social-emotional or academic domains

Positive Affect

The teacher expresses positive feelings, including happiness,
closeness, joy, love, pride, etc.

Helplessness

The teacher expresses feelings of hopelessness and ineffectiveness,
and refrains from new strategies

Anger

The teacher expresses feelings of anger, hostility or
disapproval towards the child

Neutralizing
Negative Affect

The teacher avoids discussing negative emotions

Coherence

The teacher presents experiences in a reasonable
and understandable manner

Note: The TRI coding manual can be found on the website of The University of Virginia Center for
Advanced Study of Teaching and Learning (CASTL):
http://www.virginia.edu/vpr/CASTL/resources/tri.php
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Supporting teachers’ relationships with disruptive
children: The potential of relationship-focused
reflection

Guided by attachment research and Pianta’s recommendations (1999), a
relationship-focused reflection program (RFRP) was developed that targeted
teachers’ mental representations of relationships with specific children. The
relative efficacy of the RFRP was examined in a randomized comparative trial
with repeated measures. Thirty-two teachers were assigned to the RFRP or a
comparison intervention aimed at changing teacher behavior. Per teacher, two
children (N = 64) with above-median levels of externalizing behavior were
selected. Multilevel growth modeling was used to explore intervention effects on
teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality (Closeness, Conflict, and
Dependency), self-reported and observed pedagogical practices (Socioemotional
Support, Behavior Regulation; Sensitivity, Behavior Management Quality).
Teaching Efficacy was included as a moderator. The RFRP yielded changes over
time in closeness for about half of the teacher-child dyads. In addition, teachers
with high efficacy beliefs were more likely to report declines in conflict and
increases in socioemotional support than low-efficacy teachers. Lastly, significant
increases in observed sensitivity were found. These effects were different from
those found in the comparison condition. Together, the study provided first
support for the potential of reflection on specific relationships to promote teacherchild relationships.

Spilt, J. L., Koomen, H. M. Y., Thijs, J. T., & van der Leij, A. Supporting teachers’
relationships with disruptive children: The potential of relationship-focused reflection.
Submitted for publication.
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6.1 Introduction
Researchers increasingly consider relationships between teachers and students
from an attachment perspective. It is believed that children can form attachmentlike relationships with non-parental caregivers such as teachers, and also that
these relationships foster children’s school adjustment and learning (e.g., Hamre
& Pianta, 2001; O'Connor & McCartney, 2007; Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins,
1995; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). Especially in the early school years, teachers are
recognized as secondary attachment figures who can provide care and support in
stressful situations, and a secure base for exploration and learning (e.g., Koomen
& Hoeksma, 2003). Therefore, researchers have called for the development of
interventions that are specifically aimed at teacher-child relationships. In the
current study, we evaluated an intervention designed to improve teachers’
relationships with disruptive students. Attachment theory stresses the importance
of relationship representations or working models. Hence, we examined the
impact of targeting teachers’ mental relationships models of specific children.
Problematic relationships are frequently observed between teachers and
children who display non-compliant and disruptive behavior. Those relationships
with disruptive children are often highly conflictual and elicit feelings of anger,
distress, and helplessness in teachers (Spilt & Koomen, 2009). Teachers have
been observed to be less sensitive and more controlling towards behaviorallychallenging children (Fry, 1983; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2002; Stuhlman & Pianta,
2002). Poor relationships appear to exacerbate children’s behavior problems,
which may undermine children’s learning potential and increase the risk of school
failure (e.g., Doumen, Verschueren, Buyse, Germeijs, Luyckx, & Soenens, 2008;
Ladd & Burgess, 2001). Conversely, when teachers succeed in forming close
relationships with disruptive children, decreases in problem behavior are observed
(e.g., Burchinal, Peisner Feinberg, Pianta, & Howes, 2002; Meehan, Hughes, &
Cavell, 2003; Silver, Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005).
Unfortunately, the often hostile and disobedient behavior of children with
externalizing problems makes it difficult for teachers to build positive
relationships. Especially the heightened negative feelings of teachers are reason
for concern. Teachers often appear to struggle with negative emotions when
interacting with disruptive pupils (Hargreaves, 2000; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009;
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Spilt & Koomen, 2009; Sutton, 2004). Negative feelings undermine teachers’
commitment and responsibility taking, and limit coping skills and the ability to
generate new strategies in dealing with children’s behavior (Schutz, Hong, Cross,
& Osbon, 2006; Sutton & Wheatley, 2003), eventually leading to exhaustion and
burnout (e.g., Hargreaves, 1998; Montgomery & Rupp, 2005). Moreover, similar
to what has been observed for mother-child interactions (Button, Pianta, &
Marvin, 2001), negative feelings such as anger and frustration are conveyed in
negative teacher behavior towards specific children (Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002).
The quality of relationships between students and teachers appears also related to
teachers’ psychological functioning (Hamre, Pianta, Downer, & Mashburn, 2008;
Mashburn, Hamre, Downer, & Pianta, 2006). For instance, teachers with low
efficacy beliefs have been found to report higher levels of conflict with
preschoolers than was expected based on the severity of disruptive behavior
problems (Hamre et al., 2008).
Considering the difficulties for teachers to form secure relationships with
disruptive children, the currently studied intervention addressed teachers’
affective experiences with individual children that exhibit externalizing behavior.
Such programs are critically needed as there seems to be little systematic attention
to teachers’ interpersonal experiences in teacher training and consultation
(Hargreaves, 1998; Hughes, Cavell, & Jackson, 1999; Jennings & Greenberg,
2009; Ray, 2007; Schiff & BarGil, 2004; Williford & Shelton, 2008). As
attachment theory has proven a valuable framework to study teacher-child
relationships, it may also inform the development of interventions that target
those relationships. One of the findings of attachment research is that the
caregiver’s capacity for reflection and understanding is vitally important for
secure parent-child attachment (Slade, Grienenberger, Bernbach, Levy, & Locker,
2005). Attachment scholars have proposed the notion of reflective functioning
(RF), which is the capacity to think about one’s own and another’s behavior in
terms of underlying mental states such as feelings and intentions (Fonagy, Steele,
Steele, Moran, & Higgitt, 1991). Whereas actual maternal behavior could not
explain linkages between mother and infant attachment, there is some evidence
that parental reflective functioning is the primary mechanism behind the
intergenerational transmission of attachment (Slade et al., 2005; Van IJzendoorn,
1995). Consequently, it has been argued that intervention programs should help
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mothers think about and reflect on their behavior rather than change behavior
(Slade, 2006; Slade et al., 2005). First evaluations of such programs for
substance-abusive mothers show promising results, suggesting that enhanced
representations of caregiving and increased capacity for RF correspond with
increases in sensitive behavior (Suchman, DeCoste, Castiglioni, Legow, & Mayes,
2008). In the same way, Pianta asserted that enhancement of teachers’ mental
models of relationships with specific children contributes to the dyadic
relationship (cf. Pianta, 1999).
Analogous to mothers’ representations of relationships with their children,
teachers are believed to construct mental models of their relationships with
students (Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). Mental representations or internal
working models are sets of internalized feelings and cognitions that guide
expectations and behaviors toward others in a consistent and predictable manner
and as such are central to interpersonal relationships (Bowlby, 1969; Bretherton,
1985). Teachers’ representational models of a particular teacher-child relationship
are thought to contain expectations and beliefs about the self as a teacher, about
various roles (e.g., caregiver, disciplinarian, and instructor), and about the child in
relation to the teacher (Pianta, 1999b; Pianta et al., 2003). Those models are
constructed during numerous interactions with the child but are also believed to
be, at least partly, rooted in teachers’ own experiences as a teacher and of being
taught and parented themselves. Representational models are believed to operate
largely outside conscious awareness, and as a result teachers commonly have
limited awareness of how their behavior is guided by underlying mental
representations. Pianta (1999) describes how representations of self and others
may reinforce themselves over time in a self-fulfilling way as people are inclined
to seek information consistent with existing beliefs. In this way, mental
representations can become highly stable and sometimes very constraining on
teacher-child relationships. Therefore, rather than starting with changing teachers’
behavior, Pianta (1999) contended that consultation should be directed first at
constructing more flexible and differentiated representations of the relationship
with a student through a reflective process.
To engage teachers in a reflective process, relationship narratives seem the
obvious tool. In the field of teacher education narratives are presented as means to
facilitate reflective practice and professional growth: ‘…the value lies in the fact
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that it can serve as a basis for teachers’ reflection, or, what is the same, it offers
the possibility of going from the irrational to the rational, from unawareness to
awareness, from the implicit to the explicit, from ignorance and custom to
knowledge and reflection’ (Clemente & Ramírez, 2008, p. 1257). Moreover,
teachers themselves appear to enjoy such narrations and value them as a source of
new insights (Pianta, 1999). Pianta proposed that when teachers narrate their
representations, consultants could help summarize and label the narrations in
more general terms guided by scientific theory, thereby increasing teachers’
awareness and understanding. The Teacher Relationship Interview (TRI; Pianta,
1999) is developed to elicit such relationship narratives from teachers. The
development of the TRI has been guided by a conceptual and methodological
approach largely similar to other attachment-based interviews (Parent
Development Interview; Button et al., 2001; Adult Attachment Interview; Main,
Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). Importantly, research using attachment priming tasks
suggested that especially narrative interview techniques are apt to tap into
unconscious working models of attachment (Maier, Bernier, Perkrun,
Zimmermann, & Grossmann, 2004). Because the TRI systematically attends to
teachers’ emotional states during salient interpersonal events, sources of
emotional distress could be revealed and attended to. In the current intervention,
we used the TRI to help teachers narrate and reflect on their relational
experiences with specific children.
Present study
The aim of this research was to conduct a first evaluation of the effects of a
relationship-focused reflection program (RFRP) for teachers. This program aimed
to support teachers in building supportive relationships with disruptive children. It
was designed to evoke changes in teachers’ beliefs and orientations concerning
their relationships and pedagogical approach towards individual students with
above-median levels of externalizing behavior. Intervention effects were
evaluated on the basis of learning as reflected by changes in teachers’ perceptions
and behavior. Outcome variables were: 1) teacher-reported relationship quality, 2)
teacher-reported pedagogical approaches, and 3) observed quality of pedagogical
practices of teachers. The first two measures were chosen because mental
representations are believed to contain internalized beliefs and feelings about
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relationships with specific children as well as professional scripts about
appropriate pedagogical practices that are closely related to interpretations of
students’ behaviors and appraisals of relationships (Pianta et al., 2003; Spilt &
Koomen, 2009; Thijs, Koomen, & Van der Leij, 2008). It was expected that
teachers would report changes in relationship quality and pedagogical practices.
Though at first sight declines in perceived relationship quality seem undesirable,
such changes may not necessarily reflect a negative intervention effect. For
example, a teacher could report more conflict in the relationship with a particular
child not because of an actual increase in conflict but because the teacher may
have become more aware of her own negative emotions and interactions with the
child. This increase in conflict could then be viewed as a positive effect of the
intervention because it reflects a shift from ‘ignorance and custom’ to
‘acknowledgement and reflection’ (Clemente & Ramírez, 2008). We included
behavior observations because mental representations of relationships are
believed to guide behavior of caregivers and the degree of responsiveness to a
child’s unique pedagogical needs. Accordingly, we predicted increases in the
observed quality of pedagogical practices.
To test the hypothesis that intervention aimed at reflection is more powerful to
enhance teacher-child relationships than attempts to change teachers’ actual
behavior, we examined the relative efficacy of the RFRP against a control
intervention that was aimed at changing teachers’ behavior. This was done in a
cluster-level randomized comparative trial with repeated measures. The control
intervention comprised a teacher training in caregiver-child interaction patterns
labeled Interpersonal Skills Training (IST) that a) aimed at modification of
teacher behavior, b) was based on scientific theory about interpersonal behavior,
and c) could be delivered and tested using a similar design and delivery plan as
the RFRP. Noteworthy, this intervention program did not focus on interactions of
teachers with specific children. Based on attachment research, we expected the
RFRP to evoke significantly stronger changes in teachers’ perceptions and more
pronounced increases in the quality of observed behavior than the IST.
Moderating effects of teaching efficacy beliefs were explored. We expected
efficacy to be related to positive changes in relationship perceptions because
previous studies have shown that high efficacy is associated with more positive
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perceptions of teacher-child relationships (Hamre et al., 2008; Mashburn et al.,
2006).

6.2

Method

Sample
Participants. The sample consisted of 32 teachers and 64 kindergarten children
with externalizing behavior (45 boys) from 15 Dutch regular primary schools.
Teachers were on average 40.0 years old (SD = 11.9), had 13.4 years experience
in education (SD = 10.8), and worked 6.5 shifts (mornings and/or afternoons) per
week in the same class (SD = 1.8). For each teacher, two children participated.
Children’s mean age was 66.9 months (SD = 5.3). Ethnical composition was 46
Dutch, 3 Turkish, 3 Moroccan, 7 Surinam, 2 other nationalities, and 3 unknown.
Informed consent was obtained from parents and teachers.
Teachers and children participated in a larger research project and were
selected from a sample of 188 kindergarten children (104 boys) and 47 teachers
(all female) from 23 schools. Teachers were assigned to either the IST (16
teachers, 32 children) or RFRP condition (16 teachers, 32 children). Random
assignment was conducted at the school level. No differences between the
conditions were found with respect to teacher age, teaching experience, workdays
per week, efficacy beliefs, children’s age, children’s gender, and mean levels of
externalizing and internalizing behavior. One difference was found pertaining to
ethnical composition. In the RFRP-intervention, 39.1% non-Dutch children were
included against 7% in the IST-intervention.
Recruitment and selection procedure
Request letters were sent addressing both school principals and teachers.
Participation of teachers was voluntary and was rewarded with a small fee of 20
Euros. Per teacher, four children were selected, with two of them included in the
current study. The selection procedure was in line with the purposes of the larger
research project that sought to examine children with heterogeneous behavior
profiles. Teachers completed a behavior checklist (see Measures) for all 5-yearold children in their class prior to data collection. In every class, children were
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categorized into four groups: 1) ‘average children’ with low scores on
Externalizing and Internalizing Behavior; 2) ‘inhibited children’ with high scores
on Internalizing but not on Externalizing Behavior; 3) ‘disruptive children’ with
high scores on Externalizing but not on Internalizing Behavior; and 4) ‘inhibiteddisruptive children’ scoring high on both Externalizing and Internalizing
Behavior. Cut-off scores were 1.33 and 1.21 on a scale ranging from 1 to 4 for
Internalizing and Externalizing Behavior, respectively. Those values were based
on the median values derived from a large randomly-selected kindergarten sample
(N = 1559). From each group, one child was randomly selected for participation.
In the current study, only the children from group 3 and 4 were included.
Multiple paired t-tests were performed to evaluate the selection procedure. Onetailed tests were conducted with the significance level adjusted to .01 to avoid
chance capitalization. Higher mean scores on Externalizing Behavior were found
for the selected children from groups 3 and 4 in comparison to children from
group 1 and group 2 (3-1Mean=.72, t (47) = 9.197, p < .001; 4-1Mean= .55, t (47)
= 8.521, p <.001; 3-2Mean= .68, t (47) = 8.758, p <.001; 4-2Mean= .51, t (47) =
7.522, p <.001). With respect to Internalizing Behavior, group 3 did not differ
significantly from group 1 but had lower scores than group 2 (3-1Mean= -.07, t
(47) = 1.825, p = .04; 3-2Mean= -.54, t (47) = -9.307, p <.001). Conversely, group
4 differed significantly from group 1 but not from group 2 (4-1Mean= .42, t (47) =
6.963, p <.001; 4-2Mean= -.05, t (47) = .835, p =.41). These results confirmed the
selection purposes.
Teachers were neither informed about the selection procedure nor the
experimental design of our study.
Intervention programs
Relationship-Focused Reflection Program (RFRP). A relationship-focused
reflection program was developed to help teachers think about their relationship
with an individual student. The design of the intervention was largely in line with
Pianta’s (1999) recommendations for intervention programs to be aimed at
teachers’ representations of relationships rather than actual behaviors. Important
ingredients of the intervention were narration and reflection, with special
attention for positive and negative emotions that teachers experienced in their
daily work with a particular child.
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The intervention comprised two blocks of two individual sessions with a
consultant, with each block focusing on a different child. In the first session,
teachers were helped to narrate their mental representation of the relationship
with the target student using the Teacher Relationship Interview (TRI; Pianta,
1999a). In the second session, the teacher started with reflecting on one strength
and one weakness in their actual interaction with the target child based on 3-5
minutes of video-recordings (see Measures: Observation of pedagogical practices).
Consultants helped teachers to associate between their narrated representation and
actual interactions with the child on the video. Consultants then presented
teachers with a unique relational profile with strengths and weaknesses based on
the teacher’s narrative. Consultants and teachers discussed the profile together
and could make adaptations to reach agreement on the profile. This profile was
used as starting point for further reflection including the recognition of
dissonances between actual practices and evidence-based alternatives,
consideration of personal feelings for the child, identification of area(s) for
improvement, and discussion of ideas for starting positive changes. In the third
and fourth session, the same procedure was followed for the second child.
Consultants used the TRI coding manual to create relational profiles. The
coding manual contains detailed descriptions of relational constructs: Sensitivity
of Discipline (pro-active versus reactive, obedience-focused styles), Secure Base
(socioemotional support versus insensitivity), Perspective Taking (understanding
versus ignorance of child’s individual needs), Intentionality (intentional practices
versus absence of efforts to stimulate child’s development), Helplessness
(feelings of failure, sorrow, and giving up versus confidence in ability to establish
change), Anger (anger and disapproval), Positive Affect (liking and satisfaction),
Neutralizing Negative Affect (avoiding talking about negative feelings versus
comfortable with diffuse emotions). The validity of the TRI has been evidenced
by significant associations with teachers’ questionnaire reports, observed teacherchild interactions, and by showing differences between typical and disruptive
children (Spilt & Koomen, 2009; Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002).
The narratives and collaborative construction of a relational profile facilitated
attunement to the unique strengths and weaknesses in each dyad, allowing for
individualization of the consultation sessions. Some degree of standardization of
the intervention was achieved by using a detailed manual for consultants.
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Interpersonal Skills Training (IST). The Interpersonal Skills Training (IST;
Thijs, 2005) is a training for professional educators based on the model of
interpersonal communication of Leary (1957). Koomen and colleagues (2006)
discussed the potential of this theoretical framework to understand and change
teacher-child interactions. Teachers are trained to evaluate their interaction
patterns with children along the orthogonal dimensions affiliation or proximity
(opposition-cooperation) and directivity or influence (dominance-submission).
They learn how to change unfavorable interactions patterns with students by
changing their own behavior. This approach is especially useful for behavior
modification of teachers.
Table 1 Time schedule of data collection and intervention delivery
Questionnaires (QS) Observations (OBS)
Phase 1

Week 1

QS1

Intervention sessions (IS)

OBS1a

Week 2

Week 3

OBS1
IS1a

Week 4

Phase 2

Week 5

IS1b

QS2

OBS2
IS2a

Week 6

Phase 3

IS2b

Week 7

OBS3

Week 8

Week 9

QS3

OBS4

Note: The mean of OBS1a and OBS1b was used in the analyses.
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Design overview and procedures
Delivery of interventions. The intervention sessions were delivered weekly
after school time in a private setting in the school and took between 45-60
minutes. The RFRP was delivered by one of two consultants. Consultants held a
master degree in developmental or clinical psychology. Three different
consultants that both held master degrees in social sciences delivered the IST.
Data collection. The study started in early spring. Teacher-report
questionnaires were administered together in a single booklet. Observations were
conducted in the classroom. Data gathering and intervention sessions were
planned according to a fixed schedule that covered 9 weeks and started after the
selection procedure was completed (see Table 1). Questionnaires were
administered at three occasions: preintervention (Phase 1), in-between first and
second blocks of intervention (Phase 2), and postintervention (Phase 3). Video
recordings were done biweekly at five occasions: twice prior intervention (Phase
1), once in-between first and second blocks of intervention (Phase 2), and twice
postintervention (Phase 3). Intervention sessions were delivered in week 3 and 4
(block 1), and 5 and 6 (block 2). Due to practical reasons, absences, and school
Measures
Behavior checklist. Teachers completed the Behavior Questionnaire for Twoto Six-Year-Olds-Modified (BQTSYO-M; Goossens, Dekker, Bruinsma, & De
Ruyter, 2000; Spilt, Koomen, Thijs, Stoel, & Van der Leij, 2009; Thijs, Koomen,
De Jong, Van der Leij, & Van Leeuwen, 2004). The BQTSYO-M is a Dutch
adaptation of the widely-used Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ; Behar,
1977). This screening measure comprises broadband scales for Externalizing (14
items; e.g., ‘Bullies other children’, ‘A busy child’) and Internalizing Behavior
(15 items; e.g., ‘Shy or timid towards other children’, ‘Easily upset’). Items are
rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (absolutely not characteristic) to 4 (very
characteristic). Previous research on teacher-child relationships has supported the
reliability and validity of the scale (Cronbach’s alpha’s  .81 and .91 for
Internalizing and Externalizing Behavior, respectively (Thijs & Koomen, 2009;
Thijs et al., 2008).
Teacher-child relationships. The Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS;
Pianta, 2001) aims to measure teachers’ perceptions of the relationship with a
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particular student. A shortened version of the authorized Dutch translated and
adapted version of the STRS was employed (Koomen, Verschueren, & Pianta,
2007). The questionnaire comprises three subscales: Closeness (6 items, e.g., ‘I
share an affectionate and warm relationship with this child’), Conflict (8 items,
e.g., ‘This child and I always seem to be struggling with each other’) and
Dependency (5 items, e.g., ‘This child asks for my help when he/she really does
not need help’). Closeness reflects the degree of warmth and open communication
between the teacher and child. Conflict refers to negative and coercive teacherchild interactions, whereas Dependency represents levels of clinginess and
overdependence of the child. Items are rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1
(not at all applicable) to 5 (highly applicable). Adequate psychometric properties
have been reported (Doumen, Verschueren, Koomen, & Buyse, 2008; Koomen et
al., 2007). Internal consistency scores ranged between .88-93 for Closeness, .88.91 for Conflict, and .75-.82 for Dependency in previous research, and stability
coefficients at three measurement occasions during one school year ranged
between .73-.84, .74-.83, and .67-.77, respectively (approximately 13 weeks). The
validity has been supported by significant associations with classroom
observations, teacher stress indices, and children’s sociobehavioral adjustment
and engagement. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were .78, .86,
and .75 for respectively Closeness, conflict, and dependency.
Self-reported pedagogical approach. The Teacher Pedagogical Practice
Questionnaire (TPPQ; Thijs, Koomen, & Van der Leij, 2006) was employed to
obtain teacher reports of pedagogical practices to individual children. The
measure contains two subscales that are rated on a 5-point scale (1 = absolutely
not characteristic; 5 = very characteristic). Socioemotional Support refers to
teacher practices aimed at promoting the child’s socioemotional well-being (e.g.,
‘More than other children I try to make this child feel safe’ and ‘I intervene when
this child feels ill at ease’). Behavior Regulation encompasses teacher practices
that indicate attempts to control and regulate the child’s behavior through limit
setting, behavioral reinforcement, and teaching social skills (e.g., ‘I speak
individually to this child about his/her social behavior’ and ‘I set clear limits to
this child’s behavior’).
Previous research involving three independent samples of kindergarten has
provided evidence for the psychometric strength of the scale (Thijs et al., 2006,
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2008). Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses supported the two-factor
structure of the scale. In addition, unique associations have been found with
teachers’ free descriptions of their own pedagogical practices, teacher-child
relationships, and teachers’ appraisals of child behavior (i.e., Hindrance,
Disruptiveness, Internalizing and Externalizing Behavior). Teachers reported
more behavior regulative practices when they regarded children’s behavior as
under-controlled and disruptive. In contrast, they reported more socioemotional
supportive actions when dealing with socially-inhibited children. These results
suggest that the TPPQ measures a teacher’s intended pedagogical approach or
strategy in response to the perceived behavioral and emotional needs of a child.
Both scales were found sufficiently reliable in the studies of Thijs and colleagues.
For Socioemotional Support, consistency scores ranged between .76-.77, and for
Behavior Regulation between .83-.85. In the current sample, Cronbach’s alpha’s
of .73 and .84 were found, respectively.
Observed pedagogical practices. Video-recordings of teacher-child
interactions were made during a dyadic-interaction task in a small-group setting
in which the four selected children participated. This was done in the classroom
during regular school days. There is evidence for the predictive validity of such
structured observations above naturalistic observations (Zaslow et al., 2006).
The task consisted of series of pictures that reflected a sequence of events.
Children had to place the pictures in a logical chronological order and tell and
explain the story to the teacher. When teachers wanted to raise the level of
difficulty, they could remove the last picture of a sequence and ask the child to
come up with an alternative ending of the story. This interaction task has been
successfully employed in previous research (Thijs & Koomen, 2008). The task
took on average 15 minutes to complete. Other children not included in the study
were present in the classroom during the small-group observation but worked
independently. Teachers were informed that we were interested in mutual
interactions and were encouraged to provide assistance as they were used to do. In
case one of the four children was absent, another child with a similar behavior
profile was chosen from the screening list for whom parents had provided
informed consent. We did not include any data regarding this replacing child.
To measure teachers’ sensitivity and behavior management quality, an adapted
version of the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) was employed
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that has been successfully used in previous research (Buyse, Verschueren,
Doumen, Van Damme, & Maes, 2008; Verschueren, Van de Water, Buyse, &
Doumen, 2006). In contrast to the original CLASS (La Paro, Pianta, & Stuhlman,
2002), interactions between teachers and individual children were observed and
not between teachers and the classroom as a whole or among children. The
adapted Sensitivity scale measures the extent to which a teacher provides comfort,
reassurance, and support with respect to a child’s academic and socioemotional
needs. Teachers receiving high scores were responsive to the child’s needs and
showed acceptance of the child’s (negative) emotions such that they provided the
child a secure base that enabled the child to take emotional and academic risks.
The scale Behavior Management comprises teachers’ ability to prevent and
redirect a child’s misbehavior. High scores indicated awareness of the child’s
behavior, brief and proactive responses, and clear communication of rules and
expectations.
The scales were rated on a 7-point scale by independent coders who were
unknown of the study purposes and procedures. The videotapes were rated in a
random order. To examine interobserver-reliability, a random subsample was
double coded (n = 72; 8.2%). Intraclass correlations (ICCs) for Sensitivity and
Behavior Management in the total sample including all four children per teacher
were .67 and .72, respectively. ICCs of .64 and .67 were found in the current
subsample of children (i.e., group 3 and 4). Those ICCs indicate adequate
interobserver agreement, and suggest that only a small proportion of total
variance is attributable to rater effects (Cicchetti et al., 2006).
Teaching efficacy. The Teacher Efficacy Scale (TES; Gibson & Dembo, 1984)
is a 30-item teacher-report measure of teacher efficacy. Adapted forms of this
scale have been widely used, and in particular the validity of the personal
teaching efficacy items has been supported (for a review, see Henson, 2002).
Personal teaching efficacy reflects the degree to which teachers believe that their
own capabilities influence children’s learning and behavior (e.g., ‘When a student
does better than usual, many times it is because I exerted a little extra effort.’). In
the current study, a 17-item version was administered (Deemer & Minke, 1999).
Because the questionnaire was presented in a single booklet together with the
STRS, a 5-point scale was used to ease completion (1 = totally disagree, 5 =
totally agree). In line with the research of Deemer and Minke (1999), explorative
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factor analysis on the current sample yielded a one-factor solution representing
primarily personal teaching efficacy. The internal consistency of the scale was
adequate ( =.73).
Data analyses
Conventional growth modeling. The repeated measures allowed for the
assessment of intervention effects on trajectories of change instead of focusing on
intervention effects at a specific point in time. In a multilevel framework, we
analyzed linear growth curves using MLwiN version 2.02 (Rasbash, Browne,
Healy, Cameron, & Charlton, 2005). Three-level random intercepts models were
estimated with measurement occasions (level 1) nested within children (level 2),
and children nested within teachers (level 3). As intervention effects could depend
on teacher and child characteristics, we expected variations between dyads in
change rate and/or direction of change (i.e., random slope variance components).
Therefore, separate slopes were estimated and compared for the IST and RFRP
groups in order to examine the significance of random variance in each condition.
We sought to explain random slope variance at level 3 by testing cross-level
interactions between slopes and the time-invariant covariate Efficacy (grandmean centered). Other covariates that were explored were teacher age, teacher
experience, intervention satisfaction, and externalizing and internalizing child
behavior. Because no significant results were found, those analyses were not
reported.
Data were analyzed under the assumption missing at random (MAR). ML
estimation was employed using iterative generalized least squares (IGLS). To test
the significance of the estimated parameters (i.e., fixed effects), the Wald-test was
performed (two-sided). For the assessment of between-group differences in slopes
and random slope effects, the chi-square deviance test was used (two-sided).
Considering the sample size, the level of significance was set at .10 in order to
reduce the chance of Type-II error. Residual plots were inspected to check for
normal distribution of the residuals and homoscedasticity (i.e., residual variance
is independent of the values of predictors). The impact of extreme scores on the
models was evaluated based on influence values that were multilevel equivalents
of the DFITS measure based on residuals and leverage values (Bollen & Jackmam,
1985; Langford & Lewis, 1998).
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Latent Class Growth Analysis. Conventional growth modeling estimates a
growth curve under the assumption that one mean growth curve adequately
describes growth for all individuals from a single population. Alternately, latent
class growth analysis (LCGA; Nagin, 1999) assumes a mixture of distributions
representing unobserved groups (i.e., latent classes) of individuals that follow
different slope trajectories. This approach is helpful to evaluate intervention
success because, rather than assuming equal intervention effects on all
participants, there may be unobserved subgroups of individuals that are
differentially impacted by the intervention (i.e., one group of individuals
improves, while another remains unchanged). LCGA can capture this
heterogeneity in intervention response (Lennon, McAllister, Kuang, & Herman,
2005; Muthén et al., 2002).
LCGA was conducted in the Mplus program version 4.2 (Muthén & Muthén,
1998-2006) following guidelines provided by Jung and Wickrama (2008). The
hierarchical structure of the data was taken into account using the cluster
sampling option. To determine the numbers of classes, models estimating
different k classes are run that are not nested within k + 1 class models. The
Bayesian information criteria (BIC) value was used for model selection. These
analyses were conducted separately in the RFRP and IST condition as
recommend by Muthén and colleagues (2002).

6.3

Results

Preliminary analyses
Descriptives. Table 2 presents descriptive statistics. The dependent variables
showed normal distributions as indicated by coefficients of skewness (Skw) and
kurtosis (Krt) below .982 and 1.447, respectively. Correlations between variables
were in the expected direction (see Table 3).
Missing values. Table 2 reports the number of missing values. Mostly, data
were missing because teachers did not return the booklet at a certain measurement
occasion, which resulted in missing data on all five questionnaire variables.
Missing scores in the observations were due to absence during the small-group
observation generally caused by illness of the child. No mean differences between
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conditions were observed with respect to missing values in the questionnaire data
(t (62) = .389, p >.10) and observations (t (62) = 1.414, p >.10). Children with
missing values were compared to children with complete data by means of t or
chi-square tests. No systematic differences were found on gender, ethnicity, age,
or on the study variables (p >.10).
Extreme cases. Data were screened on multivariate outliers based on inspection
of scatter plots of relationships between the dependent variables and casewisediagnostics. Extreme values (Std. Residual > 2.5) were removed (see Table 2).
Pre-intervention differences. Independent t-tests indicated no pre-intervention
differences between the RFRP and IST on Closeness (t (118) = -.203, p >.10),
Conflict (t (118) = -.167, p >.10), Dependency (t (118) = -.620, p >.10),
Socioemotional Support (t (118) = -.219, p >.10), Behavior Regulation (t (118)
= .064, p >.10), observed Sensitivity (t (62) = .483, p >.10), observed Behavior
Management Quality (t (62) = -1.464, p >.10), Externalizing Behavior (t (127)
= .698, p >.10), Internalizing Behavior (t (127) = .577, p >.10), Teacher Age (t
(30) = .592, p >.10), Teaching Experience (t (30) = .724, p >.10), and Teaching
Efficacy (t (29) = -.401, p >.10).
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2.31 (.95)
2.30 (.74)
2.93 (.78)
3.51 (.89)
1.78 (.55)
1.39 (.41)
3.84 (.43)

Conflict

Dependency

Socioemotional Support

Behavior Regulation

Externalizing

Internalizing

Efficacy

5.10 (.77)
5.17 (.87)

Sensitivity

Behavior Management Quality

Observations

4.09 (.70)

5.21 (.89)

5.07 (.87)

3.42 (.92)

3.00 (.75)

2.38 (.72)

2.23 (.91)

4.14 (.65)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Closeness

Teacher reports

Variables

Time 2

Time 1

Table 2 Descriptives of study variables (N = 64 children; 16 teachers)

5.25 (1.07)

5.16 (.85)

3.40 (.89)

2.85 (.86)

2.25 (.73)

2.24 (.91)

4.15 (.67)

M (SD)

Time 3

5.18 (.88)

5.15 (.86)

M (SD)

Time 4

16 (6.3%)

16 (6.3%)

1 (3.1%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

7 (3.6%)

7 (3.6%)

7 (3.6%)

7 (3.6%)

7 (3.6%)

n (%)

Missing

3 (1.2%)

6 (2.3%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

1 (0.5%)

3 (1.6%)

2 (1.0%)

0 (0.0%)

n (%)

Extremes

-.48**
.00
-.05
-.47**
-.42**
-.09
.19

2. Conflict

3. Dependency

4. Socioemotional Support

5. Behavior Regulation

6. Externalizing

7. Internalizing

8. Efficacy

.33**

10. Behavior Management Quality

-.39**

-.12

-.36**

-.13

.58**

.56**

-.07

.02

-

2

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ªp < .10 (two-tailed)

.10

9. Sensitivity

Observations

-

1

1 Closeness

Teacher reports

Variables

Table 3 Correlations between study variables at Time 1

-.06

.10

-.09

.23ª

-.18

.06

.33*

-

3

.14

.10

.34**

.41**

-.02

.23ª

-

4

-.23ª

.01

-.07

-.09

.45**

-

5

-.24*

-.03

.01

-.01

-

6

.17

-.01

.02

-

7

.16

.12

-

8

.57**

-

9

-
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Growth modeling
Conventional Growth Modeling (CGM) proceeded in four steps following
guidelines of Hox (2002). First, unconditional models with two linear slopes (i.e.,
fixed effects) for the IST and RFRP group, respectively, were examined to
indicate change over time in the independent variable in each condition. Second,
to test whether the slopes of IST and RFRP were significantly different, the slopes
were constrained to be equal and the decrease in model fit was evaluated using
the chi-square deviance test. Third, random slope components were examined on
a variable-by-variable basis to detect systematic differences in intervention effects
across teacher-child dyads. When significant slope variation was found across
teachers, Efficacy was added in the fourth step to explain different rates of change.
Table 4 and 5 present the final multilevel models. Latent Class Growth Analyses
were reported only in case of unexplained random slope variance.
Closeness. For Closeness, no group-mean change over time was found in the
RFRP ( = .034, Z = 0.791, p > .10). The estimated slope in the RFRP did not
differ significantly from the slope found in the IST, which was also not
significantly different from zero ( = .030, Z =0.698, p > .10). When slopes were
allowed to vary across individuals, a random variance component was found in
the RFRP but not in the IST. The RFRP slope varied across children (x2 =
10.918, df = 2, p < .01) and teachers (x2 = 6.655, df =2, p < .05), suggesting
systematic differences between teacher-child dyads. Efficacy, however, could not
explain this random slope variance (p > .10).
LCGA was employed to gain more insight in the systematic variation in
intervention effects in the RFRP. A model comprising three classes showed the
best fit (two-class BIC = 176; three-class BIC = 171; four-class BIC = 181).
Classification quality was good (Entropy = .89; Posterior Probability = .89-.99).
Fifteen dyads showed a high and stable pattern of Closeness (intercept = 4.48, p
< .001; slope = .06, p > .10), six dyads with low Closeness prior to intervention
showed a declining pattern (intercept = 3.37, p < .001; slope = -.24, p < .05), and
eleven dyads with low Closeness prior to intervention showed an increase
following intervention (intercept = 3.63, p < .001; slope = .21, p < .10). Thus
change was established for all children who started with poor levels of Closeness
prior to intervention. The trajectories of Closeness are depicted in Figure 1.
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Table 4 Multilevel regression models for relationship perceptions
Closeness

Conflict 1

Conflict 2

Dependency

B (SE)

B (SE)

B (SE)

B (SE)

4.08 (.09)**

2.29 (.12)**

Fixed part
Intercept (0)

2.29 (.11)**

2.32 (.09)**

a

Slope IST (1)

.03 (.04)

-.09 (.05)

-.07 (.04)

-.09 (.06)

Slope RFRP (2)

.03 (.06)

.03 (.07)

.06 (.05)

.02 (.06)

Efficacy (3)

-.55 (.13)**

Efficacy x Slope RFRP (4)

-.17 (.10) a

Random part
Level 1 (occasions)
e²0

.090

.125

.117

.211

Level 2 (children)
u²0

.266

.728

.697

.310

u²1

.000

.000

.000

.000

u²2

.045

.000

.000

.000

u²4

-

-

.217

-

v²0

.068

.000

.000

.000

v²1

.000

.000

.000

.000

v²2

.023

.054

.000

.000

258.6

338.2

293.8

337.5

Level 3 (teachers)

Deviance
a

Note 1: *p < .05,**p < .01, p < .10
Note 2: Unstandardized  coefficients (B) are reported; Covariances between residual error terms
(random part) were set free but not reported
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Table 5 Multilevel regression models of teacher-reported and observed pedagogical practices
Se Support 1

Se Support 2

Behavior R

Sensitivity

Behavior MQ

B (SE)

B (SE)

B (SE)

B (SE)

B (SE)

Intercept (0)

3.02 (.12)**

3.01(.12)**

3.51 (.11)**

5.08 (.10)**

5.21 (.10)**

Slope IST (1)

-.08 (.05)

-.09 (.06)

-.07 (.06)

-.03 (.05)

Fixed part

Slope RFRP (2)

-.07 (.08)

-.08 (.08)

Efficacy (3)

.14 (.18)

Efficacy x Slope RFRP (4)

.39 (.17)*

-.05 (.05)

.03 (.06)
a

.09 (.055)

.00 (.06)

Random part
Level 1 (occasions)
e²0

.140

.147

.194

.559

.706

u²0

.304

.318

.621

.032

.030

u²1

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

u²2

.036

.023

.000

.000

.000

v²0

.237

.192

.000

.084

.035

v²1

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

v²2

.057

.066

.000

.000

.000

Deviance

334.7

321.5

367.0

560.6

608.0

Level 2 (children)

Level 3 (teachers)

a

Note 1: *p < .05,**p < .01, p < .10
Note 2: Se = Socioemotional, R=Regulation, MQ=Management Quality
Note 3: Unstandardized  coefficients (B) are reported; Covariances between residual variance terms
(random part) were set free but not reported
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Conflict. No group-mean change in Conflict was found in the RFRP ( = .024,
Z = 0.489, p > .10). In contrast, a decrease in Conflict was shown for the IST ( =
-.092, Z = 1.80, p < .10). When the slopes in the IST and RFRP were constrained
to be equal, the difference between the slopes appeared significant (x2 = 2.825,
df = 1, p < .10). When slopes were allowed to vary across individuals, a random
variance component at the teacher-level was found in the RFRP (x2 = 8.941, df
= 1, p < .01). Efficacy was added to the model in order to explain this random
slope (x2 = 44.374, df = 4, p < .001). A negative main effect was found on
Conflict ( = -.549, Z = -4.19, p < .001) as well as cross-level interaction with
RFRP-slope ( = -.169, Z = -1.78, p < .10), which explained all the variance in
change rate between teachers. This interaction indicated that higher levels of
teaching efficacy predicted decreases in conflict. Figure 2 depicts the interaction
effect between slope and Efficacy on Conflict.
Dependency. For Dependency, no significant slopes were found in both IST (
= .085, Z = 1.518, p > .10) and RFRP ( = .020, Z = 0.357, p > .10), nor were
random slope variance components detected (p > .10).
Socioemotional Support. No average change was found in Socioemotional
Support for the IST ( = .076, Z = 1.407, p > .10) or RFRP ( = .075, Z = 1.377, p
> .10). However, for the RFRP, the slope appeared to vary across children (x2 =
7.861, df = 2, p < .05) and teachers (x2 = 7.575, df = 2, p < .05). Efficacy
contributed significantly to the model and partly explained random variance (x2
= 13.176, df = 2, p < .01). No main effect was found ( = .215, Z = 0.77, p > .10)
but the interaction between Efficacy and RFRP-slope was significant ( = .385, Z
= 2.305, p < .05), such that higher levels of Efficacy were associated with
increases in Socioemotional Support (see Figure 3).
LCGA was performed to increase understanding of the random slope variance
in the RFRP. A two-class model fitted the data best (one-class BIC = 253; twoclass BIC = 229; three-class BIC = 231), and showed adequate classification
quality (Entropy = .86; Posterior Probability = .95-.97). Teachers reported
modest and stable levels of Socioemotional Support for about two-third of the
children (n = 20; intercept = 2.40, p < .001; slope = .07, p > .10). For the other
children, teachers reported high declining levels of Socioemotional Support (n =
12; intercept = 3.86, p < .001; slope = -.18, p < .05).
Behavior Regulation. For Behavior Regulation, no significant change was
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found in both IST ( = -.070, Z = 1.272, p > .10) and RFRP ( = -.046, Z=0.852,
p >.10). In addition, no significant random slope components were detected (p
> .10).
Observed Sensitivity. Observations were conducted at five occasions of which
two prior to intervention. The mean of the first two occasions was used as a
pretest at T=0. Thus slopes were estimated across four time points. An increase in
Sensitivity was shown for the RFRP ( = .093, Z = 1.69, p < .10) but not for IST
( = -.033, Z=0.622, p >.10). When the slopes were constrained to be equal,
model fit decreased significantly, which indicated that the rate of change was
different in the two conditions (x2 = 3.654, df = 1, p = .056). Random slope
variance was zero in both conditions; therefore no cross-levels interactions were
tested nor did we perform LCGA.
Observed Behavior Management. No significant change was found in Behavior
Management Quality in either IST ( = .034, Z = 0.596, p > .10) or RFRP ( =.002, Z = 0.003 p > .10) nor was random slope variance detected (p > .10).
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Figure 1 Latent class trajectories of Closeness for teacher-child dyads in the RelationshipFocused Reflection Program (RFRP)
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Figure 2 Efficacy as a moderator of changes in Conflict for teacher-child dyads in the
Relationship-Focused Reflection Program (RFRP)
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Figure 3 Efficacy as a moderator of changes in Socioemotional Support for teacher-child dyads
in the Relationship-Focused Reflection Program

Socioemotional Support .

5
High efficacy (+1 SD)
Low efficacy (-1 SD)

4

3

2

1
0

1
Time

128

2

Supporting teacher’s relationships with disruptive children

6.4

Discussion

This study is among the first to address the repeated call for interventions
specifically aimed at teacher-child relationships. Guided by attachment theory and
Pianta’s ideas about teacher consultation (1999), we developed a relationshipfocused reflection program (RFRP) to promote teachers’ relationships with
behaviorally-challenging children. The potential of the RFRP was supported by
changes in perceived closeness for about half of the teacher-child dyads, and an
increase in observed sensitivity across the whole group. In addition, differential
intervention effects on conflict and intended provision of socioemotional support
could be explained by teaching efficacy beliefs. Overall, the results were
considerably different from those found for teachers receiving training aimed at
behavior modification, and supported the relative efficacy of in-depth reflection
on specific relationships.
In the RFRP condition, no group-mean changes were established in teacherreported outcomes. However, systematic differences across teacher-child dyads
were detected in intervention effects over time on closeness, conflict, and
intended provision of socioemotional support. This suggests that subgroups of
teachers did report changes on those outcome variables. For closeness, the
modeling of latent trajectory classes nicely advanced understanding of these
random effects. For about half of the dyads in the RFRP condition, a stable
trajectory was detected with high closeness prior and post intervention, which
seemed to suggest a ceiling effect. The majority of dyads with relatively nonclose relationships at the start of the intervention showed increases in closeness.
For a small group of children with relatively non-close relationships, however,
teachers reported decreases in closeness. For those teachers, reflection on the
interpersonal relationship and affective experiences may have strengthened a
sense of relational difficulties. Though a decline in closeness is a reason for
concern, it could represent a shift from ignorance to increased awareness of a lack
of trust and warmth in the relationship with the child. Positive effects of such
increased awareness could perhaps be that a teacher becomes more sensitive to
the child’s need for relatedness or that it may persuade a teacher to seek help from
school mental health services. Future research is needed to answer the question
why positive changes were observed for some and negative changes for others.
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The detection of changes in closeness was in particular valuable because
closeness is believed to reflect the teacher’s and child’s ability to socialemotionally connect with each other (Silver et al., 2005). Following the
attachment framework, closeness especially can be interpreted as the extent to
which the teacher functions as a source of security for a specific child. It’s
therefore interesting that changes in closeness were observed in all dyads with
relatively low levels of closeness. Close relationships have the potential to buffer
children against academic risks associated with social-behavioral problems, and
insight in how to affect closeness is therefore highly valuable (Burchinal et al.,
2002; Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Meehan et al., 2003; Silver et al., 2005).
Changes in conflict and provision of socioemotional support following
relationship-focused reflection appeared dependent on efficacy beliefs of teachers.
Prior to intervention, teachers with low efficacy beliefs tended to report more
conflict and were less inclined to provide socioemotional support in relationships
with disruptive children than teachers with high efficacy beliefs (see Table 3;
Hamre et al., 2008; Mashburn et al., 2006). As anticipated, the RFRP program
seemed to enlarge these differences as low efficacy was related to moderate
increases in conflict and declines in socioemotional support. For low-efficacy
teachers, reflection and increased awareness may be stressful or discouraging
because teachers could be pessimistic about their ability to influence the
relationship. Conversely, for teachers who hold strong beliefs about their ability
to influence children’s behavior and development, increased awareness and
understanding of the relationship seemed to enlighten their views on relational
conflict and strengthen beliefs about the importance of being socioemotionally
supportive. Those changes in socioemotional support suggested a reappraisal of
the socioemotional needs of the child following in-depth reflection (cf., Thijs et
al., 2008). Importantly, improvements in sensitive behavior were observed for all
teachers following relationship-focused reflection. This indicates that both lowand high-efficacy teachers profited in some way from the intervention.
Efficacy beliefs could not explain all systematic variance in changes in
socioemotional support. To gain more insight in differential change across
subgroups of teacher-child dyads, we modeled latent trajectories classes (LCGA).
Somewhat surprisingly, those analyses did not indicate a subgroup of teachers
showing an increasing pattern in socioemotional supportive practices, which
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could have been expected for high-efficacy teachers, based on the conventional
growth models (CGM). Two explanations could be considered. First, LCGA uses
both intercept and slope differences to identify trajectory classes and, hence,
estimates more parameters. Therefore, there may have been insufficient power to
identify increasing trajectories. Second, differences could have risen because,
unlike with the CGM analyses, we conducted LCGA for the RFRP group
separately as recommended by Muthén and colleagues (2002). Unfortunately, we
could not test the effects of Efficacy on latent trajectory classes because of the
increased complexity of multilevel LCGA in relation to the limited sample size.
The RFRP induced group-mean changes (i.e., increases) in observed teacher
sensitivity. This small but significant improvement in observed sensitivity was
promising, especially in light of the generally observed declines in teacher
sensitivity over time in samples with behaviorally-challenging children (Fry,
1983). Moreover, emotionally supportive teacher practices can protect at-risk
children against academic underachievement and relational conflict (Hamre &
Pianta, 2005).
RFRP did neither impact teacher-reported dependency and behavior regulation,
nor the observed quality of behavior management. The first finding may not be
surprising as Dependency appeared scarcely related to the TRI in previous
research (Spilt & Koomen, 2009). Behavior management and compliance issues,
however, are often salient themes in teachers’ experiences with disruptive
children (Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002). Probably because of this focus on behavior
regulation, teachers tend to be less responsive to prosocial behavior, provide less
sustained feedback, and show less attempts to engage children in learning
activities (Fry, 1983; McComas, Johnson, & Symons, 2005). In this light, it is
interesting that relationship-focused reflection did neither seem to affect teachers’
intended provision of behavior regulation nor their actual behavior management
quality but, instead, teachers tended both to change their provision of
socioemotional support and to respond gradually more sensitive to the
socioemotional and academic needs of disruptive children. Perhaps, reflection
helped teachers shift their attention from compliance issues to children’s
emotional and academic lives.
Noteworthy, whereas teacher reports of relationship quality and pedagogical
approaches were clearly dyadic measures, our observations of the actual quality
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of pedagogical practices appeared not. Though pedagogical practices of teachers
were observed for each child separately, the observer ratings contained limited
variance at the child level. One reason could be the homogenous nature of the
sample, which was a subset of disruptive children who were all targeted in the
intervention. In the total sample from which those children were drawn, the
proportions of variance at the child-level were higher and largely consistent with
previous research (Buyse, 2007), which confirms the validity of our observations.
It could be inferred that the observations of pedagogical practices showed
primarily a teacher characteristic; that is a pedagogical style towards disruptive
children.
The effects of the RFRP were evaluated in comparison to an intervention
labeled Interpersonal Skills Training (IST). The IST comprised a more general
approach (i.e., not focused on specific children) targeting teacher behavior in
dyadic interactions. Teachers who participated in the IST reported significant
declines in conflict. No effects were found on other teacher-reported outcomes
nor were improvements in pedagogical practices observed. Furthermore, no
systematic differences in intervention effects across teacher-child dyads were
revealed. Together, the results suggested stronger effects of the RFRP on both
teacher-reported and observed outcomes in comparison to the IST. In line with
attachment research, we argue that the RFRP showed more potential because it
helps teachers think about and reflect on dyadic relationship experiences rather
than aiming at behavior modification. Yet, another explanation could be that the
IST was less successful because it did not explicitly focus on teachers’
interactions with specific children.
Noteworthy, the results were obtained in a sample of kindergarten children
with mostly mild behavior problems. In contrast to randomly selected samples,
externalizing scores were normally distributed. Mean levels of Closeness
appeared largely similar to those of a large Dutch normative sample, whereas
levels of Conflict were higher (Koomen et al., 2007). This pattern is in line with
previous research (Spilt & Koomen, 2009). The distribution of scores on
Closeness suggested a ceiling effect leaving little room for improvement for about
half of the sample. Future studies could use samples with more serious conduct
problems, for instance, including children whom teachers identify as ‘problem
students’. In addition, to examine long-term intervention effects and effects on
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children’s school adjustment, the inclusion of outcome measures of child
functioning and repeated follow-up assessments should be considered in future
evaluations of the RFRP.
Several limitations should be considered. First, the sample size was modest and
especially the modeling of latent trajectory classes (LCGA) should be considered
preliminary. Additionally, by increasing the alpha level to .10, we aimed to
reduce the probability of a Type-II-error. In doing so, the likelihood of a Type-Ierror was increased, which is accepting the RFRP as an effective intervention
when it is not (i.e., false positive conclusion). Second, there was not a notreatment control condition. Though it is possible that teachers’ relationships with
disruptive children improved through time alone, longitudinal studies have
indicated significant increases in relational conflict and declines in teacher
sensitivity across the course of a school year (Doumen et al., 2008; Fry, 1983).
The advantage of the current study was that the comparison condition comprised
an intervention that was similar in its delivery plan and design, and differed in
content only. In doing so, it could be demonstrated that intervention effects did go
beyond the simple effects of receiving attention or the expectation of change.
Third, teachers participated voluntarily. Fourth, observer scores should be
interpreted in the context of a specific small-group task activity. Though this is
considered an adequate natural context to study dyadic interactions, it provides an
incomplete assessment of teacher practices as interpersonal behavior could differ
across contexts (i.e., situation variance, see Lakes & Hoyt, 2008). Moreover, the
observations contained much variance at the lowest level (i.e., occasion variance).
This suggests that the quality of pedagogical practices of teachers was driven by
time-specific contextual influences that occur at the moment of observation
(Lakes & Hoyt, 2008). High occasion variance may also suggest measurement
error. This could be a concern because instability over time limits the detection of
changes over time induced by the interventions. Final issues that may be
considered are the length and timing of intervention. In the literature, there is no
consensus regarding the optimal length of intervention. Whereas Pianta argues for
a long-term focus to improve relationships (1999), attachment intervention
research supports the efficacy of short-term preventive programs (Van IJzendoorn,
Juffer, & Duyvesteyn, 1995). In addition, intervention delivered in the fall could
have yielded stronger results as relationships may be more changeable earlier in
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the school year.
In sum, this study established the relative efficacy of a dyad-focused
intervention comprising relationship-oriented reflection for supporting
relationships between teachers and disruptive children. The intervention yielded
changes in both teacher perceptions and observed practices. This suggests that
teachers reorganized their mental representation and obtained new insights after
in-depth reflection that affected their actual responsiveness to children’s needs.
According to attachment research, these processes could be keys to improve
security in adult-child relationships (e.g., Slade et al., 2005).
This study provided initial support of Pianta’s idea to facilitate teachers’
reflection on their interpersonal and emotional experiences with individual
children through helping them narrate their relationship experiences and to label
and ‘mirror’ those experiences (1999). The approach closely fits with the
contemporary emphasis on the consulting role of school psychologists and can be
easily integrated in existing teacher consultation models. School mental health
professionals are encouraged to use the TRI as a relational framework to explore,
understand, and adapt to teachers’ relational difficulties with problem students.
The TRI could provide starting points to set up consultation and engage teachers
in a reflective process (Koomen, Verschueren, & Thijs, 2006; Stuhlman & Pianta,
2002).
In conclusion, the results supported the potential of in-depth reflection to
promote relationships between teachers and children. The intervention affected
teachers’ relationship appraisals and pedagogical approach towards children with
externalizing behavior as well as their observed responsiveness to the
socioemotional and academic needs of those children.
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General discussion

Relationships between teachers and disruptive children have received
considerable attention in the literature and research has consistently shown that
disruptive children have more poor relationships with teachers than typical
children. In the current thesis, we strived to advance understanding of the nature
of the relational difficulties between teachers and kindergarten children with mild
externalizing behavior problems. The research was largely motivated by the
extended attachment perspective and the conceptual model of adult-child
relationships of Pianta and colleagues (2003). Different methods and perspectives
were studied, including measures for kindergarten children and teacher narratives.
In addition, a relationship-focused reflection program for teachers was evaluated
to explore the possibility of change.
In the previous chapters, we already discussed the results and limitations of
each of the five studies of this PhD project in detail. Therefore, in this general
discussion, we briefly summarized our main results and addressed only those
aspects of the research that were not reflected on before. We first provided a brief
overview of the new insights in relationships between teachers and kindergarten
children with mild behavior problems. Next, the advances in measurement were
highlighted. Other issues that we reflected on are the potential of relationshipfocused reflection for supporting teacher-child relationships and the utility of the
attachment framework. Furthermore, the practical implications of our research
were discussed. We closed the discussion with some additional limitations,
suggestions for future research and a general conclusion.
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7.1

New insights in relationships between teachers and disruptive
kindergartners

Relationships between teachers and disruptive children are generally
characterized by high levels of relational conflict (Birch & Ladd, 1998; Ladd &
Burgess, 1999; Murray & Murray, 2004). Therefore, it did not come as a surprise
that teachers expressed more anger in their narratives about relationships with
disruptive children. Teachers’ expressions of anger were generally associated
with particular incidents and teachers did not appear to hold on to those feelings.
Yet, such negative incidents were described relatively frequently by teachers.
Intriguingly, though teachers’ expressions of anger appeared largely child-driven,
differences between teachers emerged in the degree to which they openly
discussed such negative feelings. Teachers seemed to differ with respect to how
well they integrated negative feelings in their mental representations of the
relationship with a specific child. According to attachment research, especially a
dismissive stance towards negative experiences may indicate inflexible and
disorganized working models (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). Drawing
parallels with mother-child studies, disorganization of mental representations
could be related to limited sensitivity to the child’s unique needs and may
seriously hinder the formation of supportive relationships with students (Adam,
Gunnar, & Tanaka, 2004; Button, Pianta, & Marvin, 2001). Neutralizing
tendencies of teachers towards negative experiences are probably related to
teachers’ own attachment experiences (cf., George & Solomon, 1996). Pianta
presumed for instance that teachers with a history of avoidant attachment who
tend to dismiss negative emotions will respond less sensitive to emotionally
needy children (Pianta et al., 2003). There is some evidence for a negative
correlation between preservice teachers’ recollections of harsh parental discipline
and perceived closeness in their current relationships with students (Kesner,
2000), but more research is needed to test this assumption.
Another key finding is that teachers tend to experience more helplessness in
relationships with disruptive kindergarten children. They feel less confident about
whether they can assert influence on these children, and they are less likely to
state clear links between their practices and the child’s behavior. This seems
consistent with the strong correlation found between child externalizing behavior
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and teacher reports of distress (Greene, Beszterczey, Katzenstein, Park, & Goring,
2002).
A third interesting finding that was highlighted in Chapter 5 was that teachers
did not report less closeness (STRS) nor narrated less positive feelings (TRI) for
disruptive children in comparison to typical children. Relatively mild
externalizing problems thus do not seem to hinder teachers in experiencing
positive emotions and warmth for a child. This may be different, however, in
samples with (sub) clinical levels of conduct problems. In a recent pilot study,
kindergarten children were included whom were identified by teachers as
behaviorally challenging. In teachers’ narratives about these so-called problem
children, we detected only modest levels of positive feelings and substantial
difficulties in affording children socio-emotional support and guidance. This
suggests that the severity of child behavior problems needs to be taken into
account when studying relationships of teachers with at-risk children. Of course,
replication in larger samples is needed first.
Together, our findings underscore the premise of Hargreaves (1998) that
teaching is ‘emotional labor’ and that emotions are vital in teachers’ relationships
with kindergarten children. Considering the teacher’s perspective, it is important
to note that non-productive emotional coping has been identified as a key
predictor of teaching stress and burnout (Montgomery & Rupp, 2005).
Researchers, therefore, call for more attention to teachers’ social-emotional
competence and emphasize the importance of supportive resources for teachers
(Clemente & Ramírez, 2008; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). For behaviorallychallenging children, the results confirm that they are at-risk of conflictual
relationships with teachers and may experience more, directly or indirectly
expressed, anger (frustration) and dissatisfaction from teachers (Fry, 1983;
Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002).
The picture that emerges from children’s own accounts confirms that teacherchild relationships are related to the socioemotional and behavioral adjustment of
young students. As predicted from attachment-based research, children who
reported less warm relationships demonstrated gender-typical behavior problems
in the classroom. Boys who reported low teacher care and acceptance were
viewed as more physically aggressive, whereas girls displayed more sociallyinhibitive behavior. No such associations were found with inattention137
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hyperactivity. Those results are in line with research into mother-child
relationships and affirm the value of the extended attachment paradigm (Turner,
1991). Interestingly, tests of the same gender-specific hypotheses using teacher
reports has yielded inconclusive results (Ewing & Taylor, 2009). This
underscores that we need both young children’s and teachers’ reports to obtain a
complete picture of teacher-child relationships.
The results also provide some support for the postulation discussed in the
introduction that physical aggression may be more strongly associated with
teacher-child relationship quality than other subtypes of externalizing behavior.
Both inattentive-hyperactive behavior and physical aggression correlated
positively to teacher and child ratings of conflict (see Chapter 4). However, in
contrast to inattentive-hyperactive behavior, physical aggression was also
negatively related to teacher and child reports of closeness and warmth,
respectively. Probably, negative causal attributions of teachers and inclinations to
respond with anger and punishment could explain the relatively strong link
between physical aggression and teacher-child relationship quality (Lovejoy,
1996). An additional explanation could be that aggressive children have poorer
social-problem solving skills than children with ADHD only (Matthys, Cuperus,
& Engeland, 1999). Exploration of these assumptions was beyond the scope of
the current research but merit attention in future research.

7.2

Advances in measurement

Measurement of early physical aggression
Research with the Dutch adapted version of the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire
(PBQ; Behar, 1977; Goossens, Dekker, Bruinsma, & De Ruyter, 2000) supported
the widely-accepted but for young children not yet stringently tested assumption
that physical aggression constitutes a separate dimension from more generic
antisocial behavior. Though substantial overlap between those subtypes of
antisocial behavior was observed, the results do indicate that the two can be
separated. The current results extended evidence to kindergarten boys and girls.
They await replication, however, in samples of younger children aged 2-5.
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Overall, the results supported use of the PBQ as a valid screening measure of
physical aggression. The checklist is easy for teachers to complete for large
numbers of children. In addition, prior research has shown that the checklist also
differentiates between developmentally-relevant dimensions of internalizing
behavior (Thijs, Koomen, De Jong, Van der Leij, & Van Leeuwen, 2004). The
measure could therefore boost research into children’s school development in
regular education by making it possible to test hypotheses about linkages between
teacher-child relationship quality and specific problem behaviors of young
students. Another recommendable measure is the Child Behavior Scale (CBS;
Ladd & Profilet, 1996) that has been frequently used by other researchers (e.g.,
Hughes et al., 1999; Ladd & Burgess, 2001). However, to our knowledge, there
has been no research that has examined measurement invariance across gender for
this teacher-report scale.
Measurement of teacher-child relationship quality
In early grade school, research into teacher-child relationship is mostly limited to
teacher report questionnaires. Since the start of this PhD project 5 years ago,
attempts have been made to address this concern. Nowadays researchers
increasingly examine teacher-child relationships in elementary school from
different perspectives including not only reports of children but also ‘outsider’
perspectives of peers and independent observers as well as biological stress
measures (Doumen et al., 2009; Doumen, Verschueren, Koomen, & Buyse, 2008;
Hughes & Villarreal, 2008; Lisonbee, Mize, Lapp Payne, & Granger, 2008). In
the current thesis, two child measures for kindergartners and teacher narratives
were explored. Child measures. The research presented in Chapter 4 contributed
to the evidence for the Y-CATS as a measure of young children’s perceptions of
teacher-child relationships. Despite several limitations of the measure it could be
concluded that the scales Warmth and Conflict of the Y-CATS are sufficiently
reliable and valid to be used in scientific research. The availability of this measure
may aid research into theoretical questions about the divergence between teacher
and child perceptions of relationship quality that is consistently found in research
involving both younger and older children. For instance, a child’s attachment
history may explain low teacher-child agreement. In addition, future research
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could examine to what extent kindergarten children’s relationship appraisals
guide their actual behavior towards teachers.
We chose to include the KLIC in the study of young child measures because of
its innovative measurement method using a computer and the two-step ratings
scale adapted from the Harter scale of young children’s self-concept. In support
of the method, the reliability of children’s reports on the KLIC appeared
exceptionally high. Limited evidence was found, however, for the construct and
convergent validity. Additional research, not reported in the current thesis,
provided some support for validity of the KLIC (Spilt & Koomen, 2009). Modest
convergence was found between children’s reports on the KLIC and teacherreported Closeness (STRS) and narrated Sensitivity in pedagogical practices
(TRI). The difference in teacher-child agreement between the two studies
probably results from the selection procedure. In Chapter 4, children were
randomly selected, whereas in the other study, a similar selection procedure was
employed as in Chapter 5, including typical and disruptive children. More than
typical children, disruptive children seemed sensitive to how their teachers felt
about the degree of closeness and trust in their relationship as shown by more
teacher-child agreement. In sum, it could be concluded that the measurement
format of the KLIC is reliable but there is currently insufficient evidence for the
validity of the instrument.
Recently, a new adapted version of the KLIC comprising 22 items has been
piloted. The first results with this adapted version were promising. The measure
comprised three dimensions highly similar to the internal structure of the YCATS and the STRS, and successfully discriminated between typical and
disruptive children (Van Dijk, 2008). Yet, larger samples are needed for a more
extensive examination of the improved psychometric qualities of the new KLIC.
Of note, caution is warranted in ethnically-diverse samples. Though the
photographs do not portray typically Dutch child actors, they could be less
representative of children from non-western backgrounds.
Though we could derive reliable information from young children’s own views
using the KLIC and Y-CATS, other testing methods may prove successful as well.
Taking into consideration that internal working models of relationships operate
outside conscious awareness, priming methods could be a promising alternative
(Maier, Bernier, Perkrun, Zimmermann, & Grossmann, 2004). Priming stimuli
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can be used to activate specific mental representations. Once activated, the
attachment model will affect the participant’s behavioral response, for instance
reaction time. In this way, it could be possible to tap into children’s mental
representations of the relationship with their teacher.
Teacher narratives. Another contribution to the measurement of teacher-child
relationships is made in Chapter 5. Our research provided further evidence for the
validity of the Teacher Relationship Interview (TRI; Pianta, 1999a; Stuhlman &
Pianta, 2002). As expected, this semi-structured interview revealed more indirect
qualities of teacher-child relationships and highlighted the salient role of teacher
emotions. The findings with the TRI draw attention to some possible weaknesses
of the STRS, specifically the limited validity of the Dependency subscale and
susceptibility to social desirability response bias.
One noteworthy finding that was not discussed in previous chapters was the
limited convergence between the TRI and the STRS subscale Dependency. High
Dependency scores indicate that the child tends to react strongly to separation
from the teacher and is constantly seeking reassurance (Pianta, 2001). According
to attachment theory, overly dependent and clingy behavior could be regarded as
overactivity of the attachment behavioral system such that children excessively
seek support and security even in non-stressful situations. Overdependence on the
teacher may also reflect failure of the teacher-child relationship to function as a
secure base, as it implies a lack of autonomous exploration of the classroom
environment (Ladd, Birch, & Buhs, 1999). Therefore, a negative association
between Dependency and the Secure Base subscale of the TRI could have been
expected. Also, linkages with Helplessness or Anger could have been presumed
because overly dependent behavior of children could be disagreeable or annoying
to teachers. Dependency, however, was not significantly correlated with Sensitive
Practices (r = .13) not with Secure Base (r = .15). In addition, no significant
associations emerged in the multilevel regression analysis while controlling for
child externalizing behavior (see Chapter 5).
It is possible that the specific set of items by which Dependency is measured
accounts for this lack of convergence with the TRI. The Dependency scale
comprises items that refer to the child’s feelings and behaviors (e.g., ‘This child is
overly dependent on me’; ‘This child asks for my help when he/she really does
not need help’). In contrast, Closeness and Conflict are both measured by items
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that reflect both teachers’ and children’s feelings and behaviors within
relationships (e.g., ‘I share an affectionate, warm relationship with this child’; ‘If
upset, this child will seek comfort from me’; and ‘Dealing with this child drains
my energy’; ‘This child feels that I treat him/her unfairly’). Therefore,
Dependency may be less reflective of the dyadic relationship than Conflict and
Closeness (cf., Doumen et al., 2009). The subscale may be a marker of children’s
adjustment problems; yet one that does not seem to be very important for
teachers’ relationships with kindergarten children. Noteworthy, the sample
involved typical and disruptive children with low levels of internalizing behavior.
It is possible that research in other samples will yield different results with respect
to Dependency.
Second, it could be that the TRI yields less socially desirable information from
teachers than the STRS. Inspection of the distribution of scores may substantiate
this suggestion. Teachers generally rate their relationships with students fairly
positive on the STRS as indicated by skewed distributions of scores (Koomen,
Verschueren, & Pianta, 2007; Pianta, 2001). Figure 1 presents the distributions of
scores of the Positive Affect subscale of the TRI and the Closeness subscale of
the STRS obtained from Chapter 5, while Figure 2 depicts the subscales Anger of
the TRI and Conflict of the STRS. It can be seen that the distribution of Anger is
somewhat less skewed in comparison to Conflict. In contrast to Closeness,
Positive Affect showed a normal distribution. Although it should be noted that
Closeness and Positive Affect are not conceptually similar constructs and neither
are Conflict and Anger, it is possible that the TRI is less susceptible to social
desirability bias than the STRS.
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Figure 1 Distribution of scores of Positive Affect (TRI) and Closeness (STRS)
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Figure 2 Distribution of scores of Anger (TRI) and Conflict (STRS)
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In sum, it could be argued that the STRS yields valuable yet incomplete
descriptions of the teacher-child relationship. More indirect measures such as the
TRI could make an essential addition, especially by revealing emotional
processes. The relatively normal distributions of the TRI scales add to the
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statistical power and are considered a strength of the TRI. In future research,
especially the subscale Positive Affect may advance our understanding of the
protective value of positive qualities of teacher-child relationships. Of course, the
pros and cons of the TRI (i.e., the burden of data collection) need to be weighed
against each other in light of the research purposes. Moreover, it remains to be
tested whether the TRI truly taps into teachers’ mental representations (cf., Maier
et al., 2004). In addition, predictive validity needs to be established in further
research.

7.3

Fostering supportive teacher-child relationships

Guided by attachment research, the Relationship-Focused Reflection Program
(RFRP) was developed to engage teachers in a reflective process aimed at
enhancing representational models of relationships with specific children. The
RFRP was evaluated against a more general approach that aimed at changing
teacher behavior (i.e., IST; Interpersonal Skills Training) in order to test the
attachment-based assumption that reflection on underlying beliefs and affective
experiences is more powerful than attempts to directly improve behavior of
teachers. As expected, the results provided first support for the relative
efficaciousness of the RFRP. Though some substantial changes were found in
teacher cognitions as well as improvements in observed behavioral sensitivity of
teachers, we do not know whether this has influenced children’s development.
From a dynamic systems perspective, it is expected that changes in one part of the
system affect the system as a whole (Pianta, 1999b). Thus, changing teachers’
belief patterns and reorganizing their mental representations will produce changes
in teacher-child dyadic systems causing new emergent interaction patterns over
time, which in turn affects children’s functioning. However, this assumption
cannot be proven without repeated follow-up assessments of children’s
adjustment.
The intervention study addressed the call of researchers to develop and test
intervention programs aimed at teachers’ relationships with specific children. The
focus on the dyadic micro-system is in line with ecological models that emphasize
how children both shape and are shaped by their social environment. Improving
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teacher-child relationships is important because these relationships could function
as resources and resilience mechanisms that counteract the social and academic
risks associated with early disruptive behavior (e.g., Hamre & Pianta, 2005). Of
note, teacher-child relationships may also be indirectly affected by interventions
that target socioemotional competence of teachers, professional development
and/or classroom climate (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Pianta, Mashburn,
Downer, Hamre, & Justice, 2008). Still, we believe that in educational practice
there is a need for a dyadic approach that can be easily incorporated in teacher
consultation models. As notified in recent commentary on teacher consultation
involving children with ADHD, effective consultation ultimately yields changes
in teachers’ beliefs and attitudes, and there is still a need for research that
addresses these changes in teachers’ functioning (Nadeem & Jensen, 2009). We
trust that our evaluation of the RFRP intervention contributes to such questions.
It is important to note that the study did not include children with clinical
behavior problems. Rather the study was conducted from a preventive orientation.
Hopefully, the RFRP could help prevent relatively mild behavior problems from
growing into clinical problems through social processes that involve teachers such
as self-fulfilling prophecies, labeling effects, and cognitive-affective reactions of
interaction partners (Caprara, Dodge, Pastorelli, & Zelli, 2007). This needs to be
examined in intervention trials with repeated follow-up measurements that
include information about children’s functioning. Also, instead of examining
intervention success in terms of ‘improvement’, it may be interesting for future
research to shift the focus to prevention of failure. The question then is: ‘Does the
RFRP prevent teachers and disruptive children from developing poor
relationships?’. In other words, could the RFRP help sustaining ‘good-enough’
relationships? To address this question, intervention differences in the number of
dyads that develop subclinical or clinical levels of relational problems over time
could be examined. This could be a useful approach especially in samples
involving students with more serious conduct problems. A recent study of Schultz
and colleagues (2009) illustrates the utility of such an approach.
The development of our intervention program RFRP was largely guided by
recommendations of Pianta as implemented in the STAR program (Pianta, 1999).
Teacher consultation is one part of the program, yet another appealing element of
the STAR program is Banking Time. Banking Time has the potential to indirectly
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alter teachers’ mentally represented relationship beliefs because it interrupts
routine teacher-child interactions by constraining the behavior of the teacher (i.e.,
teachers behavior are restricted to child-initiated requests and are not contingent
on the child’s good behavior). New feedback and exchange processes may
emerge that indirectly affect the teacher’s representational beliefs about the
relationship. In our intervention study, it was shown that attempts to change
teacher behavior by a more general approach showed limited effects on teachers’
perceptions and no improvements in teacher responsiveness in dyadic interactions
with specific children. However, because Banking Time is focused on changing
teacher behavior towards a specific child, it could be a more powerful way to
change a teacher’s mental representation of his or her relationship with a child
than the IST. This would be an interesting question for future research.

7.4

Reflections on the usefulness of the attachment framework

The current research in kindergarten classes was largely driven by the extended
attachment perspective on teacher-child relationships. In line with attachment
research and the notion of internal working models, we argued in Chapter 4 that it
would be important to study children’s own perceptions, in Chapter 5 that
narratives are the obvious mean to tap into teachers’ mental representations of
relationships with specific children, and in Chapter 6 that relationship-focused
reflection rather than changing actual behavior would be the key to enhance
teacher-child relationships. The results supported the value of children’s own
reports as well as the interview method used in Chapter 5. In addition, we found
that, similar to results found for mother-child relationships, kindergarten children
with non-close or distant teacher-child relationships displayed gender-specific
problem behavior (Turner, 1991). Furthermore, negative emotions appeared the
most salient aspects of teachers’ narrative accounts in relationships with
disruptive children, which paralleled findings from maternal narratives (Button et
al., 2001). Also, the results supported our expectation that enhancement of
reflective functioning of teachers is more powerful than behavioral training to
support teacher-child relationships.
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However, based on attachment theory, a stronger association could have been
expected between teacher-child relationship quality (STRS) and process variables,
such as Neutralizing of Negative Affect and Coherence of the narrative (TRI; see
Chapter 5). In the attachment paradigm, the capacity to form a coherent and
flexible representation of a relationship and to discuss negative aspects in an open
and honest way is a key indicator of attachment quality (Main et al., 1985).
Therefore, an incoherent narrative and a dismissive stance of teachers to discuss
negative affect could be expected to be main indicators of poor teacher-child
relationships. The results of Chapter 5, however, did not substantiate this. Instead,
neutralizing of negative affect was just a small predictor of relational conflict,
while the coherence of the narrative even showed a positive association with
conflict. We speculated that this latter finding was a result of teachers having
more daily interactions with disruptive children, and therefore could present more
coherent answers to the interview questions. This explanation was corroborated
by the finding that the positive correlation between coherence and conflict
emerged only in the group of disruptive children. Yet, it must be noted that it was
not in line with predictions based on attachment research. This draws attention to
the differences between parent-child and teacher-child relationships.
Relationships between teachers and children are considered secondary attachment
relationships. As explained in the introduction, teacher-child relationships are not
exclusive, lasting, or predominantly affective, and the separation effect often does
not occur (Koomen & Thijs, 2004-2005). In addition, teachers are professionals
who have received education in child development. For these reasons, we may
have found moderate evidence for the importance of preoccupation with negative
affect (i.e., high scores on anger) or, the seemingly opposite approach, of
neutralizing negative affect (i.e., dismissing attitude). Importantly, the results
should be considered preliminary given the relatively low reliabilities of the
subscales of Coherence and Neutralizing of Negative Affect.

7.5

Practical implications following the current research findings

The current studies yielded several important implications for both kindergarten
teachers and mental health consultants. It is imperative for children’s school
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adaptation, that teachers engage students in a personal relationship in which
children feel known and valued. Many teachers in early education do consider
relationships as central to their teaching as could be inferred from their
relationship narratives. Teachers appear to have, at least, an implicit
understanding of the importance of nurturing relationships with children. Yet, we
noticed that teachers did not communicate well thought-out ideas about how their
relationships with children may foster children’s development. Teachers could
profit from more thorough knowledge of scientific theories that explain the value
of interpersonal relationships for children’s development. In addition, we believe
that teachers need to be attentive to their own feelings as emotions appear an
inescapable part of their teaching experiences. For many teachers, teaching is
busy energy demanding labor and not many teachers have the ‘luxury’ of time to
reflect on their relationships with specific children or on what emotions children’s
personality and behaviors solicit in them. Integration of reflective practices in the
services and trainings available for teachers is therefore warranted.
School psychologists and other mental health professionals are encouraged to
consider the use of the Teacher Relationship Interview (TRI) for needs-based
assessment. The recent focus on ecological models in school psychology has lead
to a shift from more clinically-based assessment activities to consultation models
and a practice-oriented assessment approach (e.g., Dawson et al., 2003). In this
new approach, assessment activities are aimed at understanding and problem
solving rather than labeling and diagnosing (Pameijer, 2006). Consulting school
psychologists are now increasingly seeking to empower teachers to intervene
effectively on behalf of the children. The key question for them is how to
influence or alter a teacher’s understanding and behavior. The TRI has potential
to facilitate a practice-oriented approach to teacher-child relationship difficulties.
Whereas the STRS is particularly useful for screening, the TRI could aid the
explanatory phase because it provides insight in unfavorable teacher perceptions
that could maintain or increase problems. Also, the TRI explores both strengths
and difficulties of the relationship and teachers’ potential for change, enabling
consultants to assess and elaborate on positive factors to may facilitate
intervention success. Lastly, based on our experiences with teachers who
participated in the RFRP, we believe that the TRI is very helpful to set up teacher
consultation (see Chapter 6).
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7.6

Final considerations, limitations, and recommendations for
future research

Some comments on the samples could be made. The samples may be subject to
selection bias because participation of teachers was voluntary. Furthermore, when
interpreting or comparing results from the different studies, it must be noted that
the samples varied with respect to the number of participating children per
classroom, ethnical composition, and distribution of behavior problems of
children. The research did not focus on clinical levels of behavior problems.
Given norms established from a Dutch validation sample, few of the participating
teacher-child dyads demonstrated clinical levels of relational problems (Koomen
et al., 2007).
In particular with respect to the research presented in Chapter 4 and 5, it must
be noted that the cross-sectional nature of the data precludes causal inferences
about the association between externalizing child behavior and teacher-child
relationship quality. Recent research suggests reciprocal influences between
externalizing behavior and conflicts in teacher-child relationships, suggesting a
negative cycle of exacerbating problem behavior and conflict throughout the
course of a school year (Doumen, Verschueren, Buyse et al., 2008). This negative
cycle, importantly, seems to be driven by elevated levels of child problem
behavior in the beginning. Of note, this research used teacher reports only.
Within the time-frame and the available resources of the current PhD project, it
was unfortunately not possible to conduct the ‘ideal’ study; that is to examine the
Y-CATS and KLIC as well as the STRS and TRI in the same sample. Such a
study would have added to the empirical evidence on the validity of the
instruments and could be considered in future research. This is in particular
interesting as there is now an extended and adapted version of the KLIC (Koster,
2007) and a norm-referenced Dutch version of the STRS (Koomen et al., 2007).
In the introduction, it was discussed why it would be useful to distinguish
between subtypes of externalizing behavior in research into teacher-child
relationships. It may be noted, however, that when an explicit focus on physical
aggression is adopted, girls with conduct problems could be easily overlooked.
For the purposes of the two final studies, a gender-mixed sample was considered
most suitable. We therefore did not focus on physical aggression in this research
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(see Chapter 5 and 6). Instead, we used the broadband scale of externalizing
behavior to select children as suggested in the literature (Webster-Stratton, 1996).
Future research could study forms of antisocial behavior that are more typical for
girls such as relational aggression (Archer & Coyne, 2005).
According to Pianta’s conceptualization of adult-child relationships (2003), it
is a flaw to be narrow-focused on one or two components of the dyadic system.
Instead, the system should be studied as a whole. However, we first need
measures that make it possible to adequately assess all separate components
before the dynamic interaction processes between those components can be
investigated. In the current PhD project, we contributed by evaluating relatively
new measures of mental relationship representations of teachers and young
student’s perceptions of teacher-child relationships. Considering ecological
models, it should also be emphasized that dyadic systems function in a larger
context. Teacher-child relationships are developed in the classroom and school
community. Classroom and school climate, policy, administrator support, inservice support, and colleagues can either positively contribute or put constraints
on teachers’ ability to form supportive relationships with students.
Another important step forward would be to further investigate the third
component of Pianta’s model that is feedback processes between child and
teacher. To date, these processes have received relatively little attention.
Especially the emotional tone of interactions is believed to be important. Research
suggests that teachers convey anger in their interactions (Stuhlman & Pianta,
2002), which is noted by children even when teachers try to conceal their anger
(Babad, 1990). In addition, the research presented in Chapter 5 and 6 calls
attention to teacher characteristics such as coping with negative emotions and
teaching efficacy. More research is needed to understand how teacher
characteristics relate to teachers’ capabilities to build supportive relationships
with students (Hamre, Pianta, Downer, & Mashburn, 2008; Mashburn, Hamre,
Downer, & Pianta, 2006).
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7.7

General conclusion

The central focus of this PhD project was the relationships between teachers and
kindergarten children with mild behavior problems. The research contributed to
the measurement of teacher-child relationships by exploring relatively new
instruments for kindergarten children and through the exploration of teacher
narratives elicited with the Teacher Relationship Interview. Through these
instruments, new insights were obtained in relationships between teachers and
disruptive children. The results showed that children´s beliefs and feelings about
the relationships with their teachers were related to classroom adjustment
problems. Considering the teacher’s perspective, it could be inferred that most
kindergarten teachers consider relationships with children central to their teaching.
These relationships solicited unique emotions in teachers that were related to
teachers’ perceptions of relational conflict and closeness. Especially in
relationships with children who exhibit externalizing behavior, teachers
experienced elevated levels of anger and helplessness that can be interpreted as
frustration and uncertainty about their efforts to provide children what they need
to succeed in the classroom. In addition, enhancement of teachers’ awareness and
understanding of emotional processes and affective experiences through
relationship-focused reflection appeared relatively effective to improve teachers’
sensitivity to children’s socioemotional and academic needs. Lastly, this research
supported the study of physical aggression as a separate construct from more
general antisocial behavior in early childhood. For future research, it was put
forward that physical aggression may be stronger related to and influenced by
teacher-child relationship quality than other dimensions of externalizing behavior.
In conclusion, kindergartners with behavior problems are at risk of conflictual
relationships with teachers, eliciting feelings of frustration and helplessness in
teachers, which could increase risks of socioemotional difficulties and academic
failure. Yet, positive changes appeared possible when teachers are engaged in indepth reflection on their relationship with a specific child.
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Inspired by social-ecological models of development, scholars have increasingly
considered schools as social environments, and learning and development as
processes that are embedded in a social context (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).
Especially proximal factors such as the dyadic processes found in teacher-child
relationships are believed to influence children’s school adjustment and
development (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). From an extended attachment
perspective, relationships with teachers are considered to provide children with a
secure base from which they can explore novel situations and face social and
academic challenges (Pianta, 1992). Conversely, discordant relationships will
elicit emotional distress thereby constraining a child’s psychological resources
and energy to be devoted to learning activities. In particular, externalizing
behavior problems of children appear to put constraints on the development of
supportive teacher-child relationships.
The overarching goal of the current PhD thesis was to advance understanding
of interpersonal relationships between teachers and young children with
externalizing behavior in regular kindergarten classrooms. Teachers generally
report heightened levels of conflict in relationships with disruptive children
(Doumen et al., 2008; Ladd & Burgess, 1999). Importantly, close relationships
have been found to buffer behaviorally at-risk children against maladjustment
(Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 2003; Silver, Measelle,
Armstrong, & Essex, 2005). Though researchers have given considerable
attention to relationships between teachers and disruptive children, there are
several limitations to our knowledge. This thesis addressed four issues that were
introduced in Chapter 1.
First, while especially serious forms of antisocial behavior such as aggressive
acts may be related to poor teacher-child relationships, few studies have explicitly
focused on physical aggression in young students. Researchers have repeatedly
notified that in this age range, physical aggression is often confounded with other
forms of antisocial behavior (Broidy et al., 2003; Joussemet et al., 2008;
Tremblay, 2000). Moreover, though the distinction between physical aggression
and nonaggressive forms of antisocial behavior has been widely accepted, it has
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not yet been empirically tested in samples with young children only. These
concerns were addressed in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3. Factor analytic research
and a multi-trait multi-method study provided evidence for the discrimination
between physical aggression and nonaggressive forms of antisocial behavior in
samples of kindergarten children. The results supported the use of a subset of
items of the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ; Behar, 1977; Thijs,
Koomen, De Jong, Van der Leij, & Van Leeuwen, 2004) as a valid teacher-report
screening measure of physical aggression in young children.
Second, research into teacher-child relationships has been largely limited to
teacher-report questionnaires, especially in early elementary grades. Few studies
have examined young children’s own perceptions, and little is known whether
relationship perceptions of kindergarten children are related to problem behavior
such as physical aggression. Moreover, there are currently no well validated
instruments available to measure the relationship perceptions of kindergarten
children. Chapter 4 therefore presented an evaluation study of the psychometric
qualities of two instruments for young children: The Young Children’s Appraisals
of Teacher Support (Y-CATS; Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2003) and
the Kindergartner-Teacher Interaction Computer test (KLIC; Van Dijk, De Graaff,
Knotter, & Koster, 2006). Both instruments are developed to measure young
children’s perceptions of teacher-child relationships but different methods are
employed. On the Y-CATS, children judged propositions about their teacher on a
dichotomous response format. On the KLIC, children evaluated pictures of
teacher-child interactions according to a two-step response procedure to obtain a
4-point scale. The KLIC showed high reliability but more research is needed to
establish its validity. Stronger evidence was obtained for the validity of the YCATS. The subscales Warmth and Conflict of the Y-CATS were found to be
sufficiently valid and reliable for research purposes. Consistent with attachmentbased research, the results indicated that children display gender-typical problem
behavior when having non-close teacher-child relationships (Turner, 1991). Girls
experiencing non-close or distant relationships were more likely to be seen as
socially inhibited by their teacher, whereas boys with non-close relationships
engaged more in physical aggression according to their teacher. Together, the
findings underscored the importance of including the child’s perspective for
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understanding the role of the teacher-child relationship in children’s classroom
problem behaviors, and how this may vary by gender.
The third issue addressed in this thesis also concerned the limitations of merely
using teacher-report questionnaires to assess teacher-child relationship quality.
Based on an extended attachment paradigm and the notion of internal working
models of relationships, it was argued that indirect methods such as interview
techniques are needed to tap more deeply into teachers’ mental representations of
their relationships with specific children (Maier, Bernier, Perkrun, Zimmermann,
& Grossmann, 2004; Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). This issue was
addressed in Chapter 5, which reported on a study using the Teacher Relationship
Interview (TRI; Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002) to assess teachers’ perceptions of
relationships with disruptive versus typical kindergarten children. The results
supported the validity of the TRI. Moderate convergence was found between the
TRI and teacher reports on the Student Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS;
Koomen, Verschueren, & Pianta, 2007; Pianta, 2001). Furthermore, teachers
experienced more anger and helplessness in relationships with disruptive children
compared to typical children but did not appear to have less positive feelings for
disruptive children. It was inferred that the TRI makes an important addition to
generally-used teacher-report questionnaires. This semi-structured interview
appeared especially suited to capture more implicit qualities such as emotional
processes and how teachers cope with negative experiences.
Fourth, we addressed the repeated call for dyad-focused interventions
specifically aimed at teacher-child relationships (Pianta et al., 2003). Such
intervention research is needed to identify effective strategies to support teachers
in building nurturing relationships with disruptive children. Guided by attachment
research, a relationship-focused reflection program (RFRP) was developed, aimed
at teachers’ mental representations and reflective functioning rather than changing
actual behavior (Pianta, 1999; Slade, 2006). The relative effectiveness of RFRP
was evaluated against a comparison intervention that targeted teacher behavior in
dyadic interactions using a randomized comparative trial. This research, presented
in Chapter 6, supported the relative effectiveness of the RFRP in a sample of
kindergarten children with above-median levels of externalizing behavior. The
RFRP intervention affected teachers’ relationship appraisals and pedagogical
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approach as well as their observed responsiveness to the socioemotional and
academic needs of the children.
In Chapter 7, the results of the separate studies were integrated and further
discussed. New insights in the relationships between teachers and disruptive
kindergartners were highlighted. Considering the teachers’ perspective, it was
inferred that emotions are vital in teachers’ relationships with kindergarten
children. We suggested that the elevated levels of anger and helplessness in
relationships of teachers with disruptive children could be interpreted as
frustration and uncertainty of teachers about their efforts to provide those children
with what they need to succeed in the classroom. It is important that teachers are
attentive to such negative feelings. In our research, in-depth reflection of teachers
on their interpersonal and emotional experiences with specific disruptive children
was facilitated through helping them narrate their relationship experiences and to
label and ‘mirror’ those experiences (Pianta, 1999). The results suggested that, in
this way, teachers’ relationship perceptions and sensitive behavior towards
individual students could be enhanced. Also, children’s own beliefs and feelings
about the relationship with their teacher were found to be associated with
classroom problem behavior. Especially physical aggression of kindergarten boys
was related to child reports of lower levels of teacher care and acceptance.
Though the research design precludes causal inferences, it is important to
recognize the possibility that maladaptive behavior of children could (partially)
result from relational insecurity. Other issues that were highlighted in Chapter 7
were the advances in measurement, practical implications of the findings with
respect to teaching practices and consultative work with teachers, and limitations
of the research. We closed the discussion with suggestions for future research.
In sum, this PhD thesis provided new insights in the nature of interpersonal
relationships between teachers and disruptive kindergarten children by studying
different methods and perspectives. In addition, support was found for the
assumption that engaging teachers in in-depth reflection on the relationship with a
specific child could support them in building nurturing relationships with
disruptive children.
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Geïnspireerd
door
sociaal-ecologische
ontwikkelingsmodellen
zijn
wetenschappers de school in toenemende mate gaan beschouwen als een sociale
omgeving. Leren en ontwikkelen wordt daarmee steeds meer gezien als een
proces dat is ingebed in die sociale omgeving (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Vooral van
proximale factoren, zoals de dyadische processen die plaatsvinden binnen een
interpersoonlijke relatie, wordt gedacht dat deze van invloed zijn op de schoolse
aanpassing en ontwikkeling van kinderen (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). Op basis
van de gehechtheidsbenadering wordt beargumenteerd dat leraren kinderen een
veilige basis verschaffen die van belang is voor hun schools functioneren (Pianta,
1992). Vanuit deze veilige basis zijn kinderen in staat nieuwe situaties te
verkennen en durven zij uitdagingen aan op zowel sociaal als cognitief gebied.
Omgekeerd zullen negatieve relaties gevoelens van emotionele onveiligheid en
stress oproepen die de psychologische bronnen en energie die kinderen kunnen
aanwenden
voor
leeractiviteiten
beperken.
Vooral
externaliserend
probleemgedrag van kinderen lijkt de ontwikkeling van een gunstige leraarleerlingrelatie te belemmeren.
Het primaire doel van dit proefschrift was het vergroten van de kennis over
interpersoonlijke relaties tussen leerkrachten en kleuters met externaliserend
gedrag in reguliere kleuterklassen. Leraren rapporteren over het algemeen
verhoogde niveaus van conflict in relaties met gedragsmoeilijke kinderen
(Doumen et al., 2008; Ladd & Burgess, 1999). Belangrijk is dat daarnaast
gevonden wordt dat een gunstige relatie juist een bescherming kan vormen tegen
de ontwikkeling van zorgwekkend probleemgedrag bij risicoleerlingen met
aanpassingsproblemen (Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 2003;
Silver, Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005). Hoewel onderzoekers vrij veel
aandacht hebben besteed aan interpersoonlijke relaties tussen leraren en
gedragsmoeilijke kinderen, zijn er toch verscheidene hiaten in de kennis over dit
onderwerp. In dit proefschrift werden vier vraagstukken behandeld. Deze werden
geïntroduceerd in Hoofdstuk 1.
Ten eerste is maar een beperkt aantal studies expliciet gericht op fysieke
agressie bij jonge leerlingen, terwijl vooral de meer serieuze vormen van
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antisociaal gedrag, zoals fysieke agressie, verband lijken te houden met
ongunstige leraar-leerlingrelaties. Onderzoekers hebben herhaaldelijk opgemerkt
dat fysieke agressie in deze leeftijdsgroep vaak wordt verward met andere vormen
van antisociaal gedrag (Broidy et al., 2003; Joussemet et al., 2008; Tremblay,
2000). Bovendien is het onderscheid tussen fysieke agressie en niet-agressieve
vormen van antisociaal gedrag, hoewel breed geaccepteerd, niet empirisch
getoetst in steekproeven met alleen jonge kinderen. Deze kwesties kwamen aan
de orde in Hoofdstuk 2 en Hoofdstuk 3. Factor analytisch onderzoek en een multitrait multi-method studie verschaften empirisch bewijs voor het onderscheid
tussen fysieke agressie en niet-agressieve vormen van antisociaal gedrag bij
kleuters. De onderzoeksresultaten bevestigden dat een subset van items van de
Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ; Behar, 1977; Thijs, Koomen, De Jong,
Van der Leij, & Van Leeuwen, 2004) gebruikt kan worden als een valide
screeningsvragenlijst voor het verkrijgen van leraaroordelen over fysieke agressie
bij jonge kinderen.
Ten tweede is onderzoek naar leraar-leerlingrelaties grotendeels beperkt
gebleven tot zelfrapportage door leraren. Dit geldt vooral voor onderzoek in de
lagere klassen van het basisonderwijs. Weinig studies hebben de eigen
waarneming van jonge kinderen onderzocht en er is weinig bekend over hoe
relatiepercepties van kleuters gerelateerd zijn aan gedragsproblematiek zoals
fysieke agressie. Bovendien bestaan er nog geen goed gevalideerde instrumenten
voor het meten van relatiepercepties bij kleuters. Daarom werd in Hoofdstuk 4
een evaluatiestudie gepresenteerd waarin de psychometrische kwaliteiten van
twee instrumenten voor jonge kinderen werd onderzocht: de Young Children’s
Appraisals of Teacher Support (Y-CATS; Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett,
2003) en de Kleuter-Leerkracht Interactie Computer test (KLIC; Van Dijk, De
Graaff, Knotter, & Koster, 2006). Beide instrumenten zijn expliciet ontworpen
om de percepties van jonge kinderen van leraar-leerlingrelaties te meten, maar
daarbij worden verschillende methoden gehanteerd. Met de Y-CATS beoordelen
kinderen stellingen over hun leraar volgens een dichotoom antwoordformat. Met
de KLIC evalueren kinderen foto’s van leraar-kind interacties volgens een
tweetraps antwoordprocedure waarmee een 4-puntsschaal wordt verkregen. De
KLIC bleek in hoge mate betrouwbaar, maar meer onderzoek is nodig om de
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validiteit vast te stellen. Meer ondersteuning werd gevonden voor de validiteit van
de Y-CATS. De subschalen Warmte en Conflict van de Y-CATS werden
voldoende valide en betrouwbaar bevonden voor onderzoeksdoeleinden. In
overeenstemming met onderzoek gebaseerd op de gehechtheidstheorie werd
gevonden dat kinderen seksetypisch probleemgedrag laten zien wanneer ze een
weinig warme leraar-leerlingrelatie ervaren (Turner, 1991). Meisjes die een
weinig warme of afstandelijke relatie ervaren, werden sneller beoordeeld als
sociaal teruggetrokken door hun leraar. Jongens met weinig warme relaties
toonden daarentegen meer fysieke agressie volgens hun leraar. Tezamen
benadrukken deze bevindingen het belang van het onderzoek naar de beleving
van jonge kinderen zelf om zo de rol van leraar-leerlingrelaties in
gedragsproblemen bij kinderen beter te kunnen begrijpen. Daarnaast laat dit
onderzoek zien dat de invloed van leraar-leerlingrelaties op het schools
functioneren kan afhangen van het geslacht van het kind.
Het derde vraagstuk dat werd behandeld in dit proefschrift had eveneens
betrekking op de beperkingen van het gebruik van leraarvragenlijsten om de
kwaliteit van leraar-leerlingrelaties te meten. Gebaseerd op de
gehechtheidsbenadering en het concept van interne werkmodellen werd
beargumenteerd dat indirecte methoden zoals interviewtechnieken nodig zijn om
een meer diepgaand begrip te verwerven van de mentale representaties die leraren
vormen van hun relaties met specifieke leerlingen (Maier, Bernier, Perkrun,
Zimmermann, & Grossmann, 2004; Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). Deze
kwestie werd behandeld in Hoofdstuk 5. In dit hoofdstuk werd een studie
gerapporteerd waarbij het Leraar Relatie Interview (LRI; Teacher Relationship
Interview, Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002) gebruikt werd om leraarpercepties van hun
relatie met gedragsmoeilijke kleuters te onderzoeken in vergelijking met kleuters
zonder aanpassingsproblemen. De onderzoeksresultaten ondersteunden de
validiteit van het LRI. Middelmatige convergentie werd gevonden tussen het LRI
en leraarrapportages verkregen met de Leraar Leerling Relatie Vragenlijst
(LLRV/STRS; Koomen, Verschueren, & Pianta, 2007; Pianta, 2001). Verder
werd gevonden dat leraren meer boosheid en hulpeloosheid ervaren in hun
relaties met gedragsmoeilijke kinderen in vergelijking met gewone kinderen,
maar dat zij niet minder positieve gevoelens voor deze kinderen uitten. Er werd
geconcludeerd dat het LRI een waardevolle toevoeging vormt op de
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veelgebruikte leraarvragenlijsten. Dit semi-gestructureerde interview lijkt vooral
geschikt voor het meten van meer impliciete kwaliteiten van leraarleerlingrelaties zoals emotionele processen en de wijze waarop leraren omgaan
met negatieve ervaringen.
Het vierde vraagstuk had betrekking op de herhaalde oproep om interventies te
ontwikkelen op een dyadisch niveau, specifiek gericht op leraar-leerlingrelaties
(Pianta et al., 2003). Dergelijk interventieonderzoek is nodig om effectieve
strategieën te ontdekken om leraren te kunnen ondersteunen in het opbouwen van
gunstige relaties met gedragsmoeilijke kinderen. De gehechtheidstheorie werd als
uitgangspunt genomen voor het ontwikkelen van het Relatie Focus Reflectie
Programma (RFRP). Dit interventieprogramma was gericht op de mentale
representaties van leraren en hun reflectief functioneren en niet in de eerste plaats
op het veranderen van gedrag (Pianta, 1999; Slade, 2006). De relatieve
effectiviteit van het RFRP werd geëvalueerd in vergelijking met een interventie
die gericht was op het veranderen van leraargedrag in dyadische interacties met
leerlingen. Dit werd gedaan in een gerandomiseerd en vergelijkend experimenteel
onderzoek. De onderzoeksresultaten, gepresenteerd in Hoofdstuk 6, boden
ondersteuning voor de relatieve effectiviteit van het RFRP bij een steekproef
kleuters met bovengemiddeld externaliserend gedrag. Het RFRP beïnvloedde de
beoordelingen van leraren van hun relaties en pedagogische handelswijzen ten
opzichte van deze kinderen, alsook hun geobserveerde responsiviteit ten aanzien
van de sociaal-emotionele en cognitieve behoeften van de kinderen.
In hoofdstuk 7 werden de resultaten van de verschillende studies integraal
besproken en bediscussieerd. Nieuwe inzichten in de relaties tussen leraren en
gedragsmoeilijke kinderen werden belicht. Er werd geconcludeerd dat emoties
een wezenlijke rol spelen voor leraren in hun relaties met kleuters. We opperden
dat de gevoelens van boosheid en hulpeloosheid in relaties met gedragsmoeilijke
leerlingen beschouwd kunnen worden als uitingen van frustratie en onzekerheid
bij leraren over hun pogingen om tegemoet te komen aan de individuele
behoeften van deze leerlingen. Het is belangrijk dat leraren zich bewust zijn van
dergelijke negatieve emoties. Ons onderzoek liet zien dat diepgaande reflectie van
leraren op hun interpersoonlijke en emotionele ervaringen met specifieke
gedragsmoeilijke kinderen bevorderd kan worden door hen te helpen hun
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relationele ervaringen te beschrijven en te benoemen en leraren als het ware een
spiegel voor te houden (Pianta, 1999). De resultaten wezen uit dat de
relatiepercepties van leraren en hun sensitiviteit ten opzichte van specifieke
leerlingen op deze wijze positief beïnvloed konden worden. Ook de gevoelens
van kinderen zelf over de relatie met hun leraar bleken samen te hangen met
probleemgedrag in de klas. Vooral fysieke agressie bij jongens bleek gerelateerd
aan kindrapportages van weinig warmte en vertrouwelijkheid in de relatie met de
leraar. Hoewel de opzet van het onderzoek het niet mogelijk maakt om causale
verbanden te leggen, is het belangrijk om te onderkennen dat onaangepast gedrag
van kinderen (mede) veroorzaakt kan worden door gevoelens van onveiligheid in
de relatie met hun leerkracht. Andere punten die belicht werden in Hoofdstuk 7
waren het belang van de vorderingen die gemaakt werden in
instrumentontwikkeling; praktische implicaties met betrekking tot lesgeven,
leerkrachtbegeleiding en consultatie; en kanttekeningen bij de verschillende
studies. De discussie werd afgesloten met suggesties voor vervolgonderzoek.
Samenvattend verschafte dit promotieonderzoek nieuwe inzichten in de aard
van de interpersoonlijke relatie tussen leraren en gedragsmoeilijke kleuters door
gebruik te maken van verschillende onderzoeksmethoden en gezichtspunten op de
relatie. Daarnaast werd ondersteuning gevonden voor de aanname dat het
aanzetten tot zelfreflectie op de relatie met een specifieke leerling leraren kan
helpen bij het opbouwen van positieve relaties met gedragsmoeilijke kinderen.
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Don't judge each day by the harvest you reap, but by the seeds you plant. Deze
uitspraak van de negentiende eeuwse schrijver Robert Louis Stevenson lijkt mij in
het bijzonder van toepassing op het werk van wetenschappers. Ik vertrouw erop
dat de opbrengsten van ruim vier jaar onderzoek uiteindelijk ten goede zullen
komen aan de onderwijspraktijk en het welbevinden van leraren en leerlingen.
Onderzoek doe je nooit alleen. Ik ben de leraren en kleuters erkentelijk voor hun
deelname aan de onderzoeken en ik wil ook vooral die leraren bedanken die mij
de gelegenheid gaven video-opnamen te maken in hun klas. Mijn promoter Aryan
van der Leij ben ik dankbaar voor het in mij gestelde vertrouwen en het
becommentariëren van verschillende hoofdstukken. Ik heb veel geput uit het werk
van Jochem Thijs. Zijn proefschrift en plublicaties over leraarleerlingrelaties
vormden voor mij een belangrijke bron van kennis. Daarnaast heeft hij een groot
aandeel gehad in de opzet en uitvoering van de interventiestudie (hoofdstuk 6).
Op Jochem kon ik rekenen voor goede adviezen en kritische kanttekeningen die
mijn werk altijd ten goede kwamen. Wat betreft statistiek heb ik veel gehad aan
de expertise van Reinoud Stoel. Reinoud heeft mij kennis laten maken met het
statistiekprogramma Mplus en mij de analyses geleerd voor de studie in
hoofdstuk 2. Zijn enthousiasme voor statistische vraagstukken was aanstekelijk.
In latere jaren kon ik met vragen over statistiek ook terecht bij Frans Oort, Bonne
Zijlstra en Peter Hoffenaar. Van Jan Hoeksma heb ik veel geleerd met betrekking
tot longitudinale data-analyses. Frank Hamers voorzag in de audiovisuele
hulpmiddelen die nodig waren voor de verschillende dataverzamelingen. Francine
Jellesma en Debora Roorda hebben als ‘leden van het bolwerk’ bij het schrijven
van de laatste hoofdstukken meegelezen en geholpen de teksten aan te scherpen.
Aan Debora laat ik mijn videobanden na in het vertrouwen dat zij met deze data
weer nieuwe inzichten zal verwerven. Adriana Siswowijoto heeft veel uren
gestoken in de opmaak van de tekst. Dorothé Elshof wil ik hartelijk bedanken
voor de uiteindelijke opmaak.
Daarnaast zijn er veel studenten geweest die in het kader van een
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onderzoekspracticum, scriptie of als student-assistent een bijdrage hebben
geleverd aan dit proefschrift. Een aantal van hen wil ik graag bij naam noemen.
Dominique Hoefnagels en Maartje Reitsma waren onmisbaar voor de
interventiestudie (hoofdstuk 6). Zij hebben een deel van de trainingen verzorgd.
Marjolijn van Dijk en Josien Koster hebben samen met enkele medestudenten de
KLIC test ontwikkeld en beproefd. Daarmee hebben ze een buitengewone
bijdrage geleverd aan het onderzoek in hoofdstuk 4.
One of the pleasures of doing research is the opportunity to meet and work with
people abroad. The research in chapter 4 has been inspired by the work of prof.
Youli Mantzicopoulos from Purdue University (VS). Dear Youli, I am grateful
for our collaboration. I have warm memories of my visit of Purdue University,
and in particular of the dinner for my birthday. I also owe thanks to Meng Fang
for welcoming me in her home, for good conversations, Chinese church services,
and for just fun. I am grateful to prof. Jan Hughes for giving me the opportunity
to work on my thesis at the department of Educational Psychology at Texas A &
M University (VS). Dear Jan, I have great memories of my stay in College
Station. I no longer imagine taco-eating, oil merchants in a dusty Lone Star State.
Rather, I now think back to green valleys, stunning deer, exotic birds, and funny
armadillo’s. Many friends and colleagues have had great fun watching the video
recording of me shooting a cactus. I truly have warm memories of my stay at the
ranch with you and Jim. Thanks so much for your generosity; I’ve felt blessed.
Furthermore, I would like to thank Kristina Ryden for her hospitality. She rented
me a nice room and introduced me to her friends and church.
De leden van mijn leescommissie, mw. prof. dr. Karine Verschueren, mw. prof.
dr. Jan Hughes, mw. prof. dr. Susan Bögels, dhr. dr. Geert Jan Stams en dhr. prof.
dr. Carlo Schuengel, wil ik hartelijk bedanken voor de tijd en aandacht die zij
besteed hebben aan het bestuderen en beoordelen van mijn proefschrift. Met
Karine Verschueren heb ik ondermeer verschillende keren deelgenomen aan
symposia op internationale congressen. Ik heb zodoende al veel van haar
onderzoek kunnen leren. Jan Hughes komt tot mijn vreugde speciaal uit de VS
naar Nederland om mijn promotie bij te wonen. Susan Bögels beoordeelde in
Maastricht destijds ook mijn scriptie. Zij stimuleerde mij om door te gaan met
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onderzoek als aio, en daar ben ik haar nog steeds dankbaar voor. Geert Jan Stams
heeft eerder al waardevolle adviezen gegeven met betrekking tot het onderzoek in
hoofdstuk 2 toen een eventuele publicatie nog heel ver weg leek. Carlo Schuengel
en zijn werk hoop ik beter te leren kennen tijdens het UvA-VU symposium
‘Caring and teaching: The importance of the interpersonal relationship between
professional educators and children’ dat georganiseerd wordt naar aanleiding van
mijn promotie.
In de afgelopen jaren heb ik de onderlinge verbondenheid met andere aio’s als
bijzonder ervaren. Ik heb niet alleen fijne herinneringen aan dagelijkse
wandelingen door de Plantagebuurt, maar ook aan etentjes, verjaardagsfeestjes,
borrels en het aio-kano-event. Eva, Judith, Marjolein, Corine, Channa en Femke,
jullie droegen ieder op een eigen manier bij aan het plezier waarmee ik de
afgelopen jaren aan mijn proefschrift heb gewerkt. Judith, bedankt voor
zorgzaamheid en, ook niet geheel onbelangrijk, onversmadelijke chocoladetaart.
Eva, voor betrokkenheid, goede adviezen en vruchtensapjes. Marjolein, van
down-under naar tenure track; wat mij betreft ben je ook altijd bij ons blijven
horen. Je bent een voorbeeld in ambitie. Corine, jij bracht een stukje zeer
gewaardeerd Maastricht en Brabantse gezelligheid mee. En verder, Danielle,
bedankt voor het beantwoorden van vele vragen in die beginperiode in het
Kohnstamhuis. Debora, Marleen, Elsje, Haytske, jullie zijn een leuke groep
‘nieuwe’ aio’s waar OLP blij mee mag zijn!
Familie en vrienden wil ik hartelijk bedanken voor support vanaf de zijlijn. Mijn
ouders hebben mijn schoolloopbaan altijd met belangstelling gevolgd en de
laatste vorderingen ook met toenemende ver- en bewondering. Mijn paranimfen,
Sanne Kempers en Menno Visser, zijn beide vrienden van het eerste uur van mijn
studentenbestaan in Maastricht.
Mijn plannen voor een lang bezoek aan Amerika waren aanvankelijk weinig
concreet, maar mede dankzij Gerke’s enthousiasme en aanmoedigingen werden
ze uitgevoerd. En niet alleen in Amerika is gewerkt aan dit proefschrift. Ook in
Dubai, Cobh (Ierland), St.Petersburg, Oulu (Finland) en zelfs nog in Barcelona
heb ik ideeën uitgewerkt, analyses uitgevoerd en paragrafen geschreven en
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herschreven. Gerke, jij maakt mijn wereld groter en kleurrijker.
En dan, Helma, mijn dank aan jou. Er is zoveel gebeurd in de afgelopen jaren en
vooral in deze laatste periode waar maar moeilijk woorden aan te geven zijn. Ik
vind het bijzonder dat je mij tot het eind toe bent blijven begeleiden. Je was altijd
bijzonder betrokken, enthousiast, scherp in je analyses en commentaar, en altijd
inspirerend. Jij wist mij steeds op betere sporen te zetten. Alle dank hiervoor.
Tot slot dank ik God voor gezegende jaren. Want in Hem zijn wij, bewegen wij,
leven wij (De Bijbel).
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