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9

GENERAL INTRODUCTION

“Impatient. Demanding. Challenging”. These are the 
three words that teacher Tom, an experienced sixth grade 
teacher, used to describe his relationship with Jake. Why did 
he pick these words? “I am constantly busy correcting Jake, 
helping him stay focused on his tasks. Usually that is easy 
with children, I have all these tricks that I use when children 
are unfocused or impulsive. But that is not the main problem 
in my relationship with Jake, he always lies to me about 
things that happen in class and there are moments in which 
he ignores me completely. I do not understand what is going 
on in his mind, despite all my efforts trying to connect with 
him. He gets under my skin, I am getting impatient in dealing 
with him. During my forty years of teaching, I have never felt 
so powerless in dealing with a child (…) I think this is my last 
year of teaching”.

teachers can face with children in elementary school. In this example, the 
strained relationship with Jake places an incredible burden on teacher Tom, 
even up to a level in which he feels helpless and thinks about leaving the 
teaching profession. Negative teacher–child relationship quality, characterized 

decision to stay or leave the profession (Hargreaves, 1998; O’Connor, 2008). 
When teachers perceive their relationships as positive, characterized by 
warmth, trust, and support, they seem to get intrinsic rewards from teaching 
(Mashburn, Hamre, Downer, & Pianta, 2006).

Next to research into the consequences of poor-quality relationships 
for teachers, even more studies have focused on the importance of high-quality 
affective teacher–child relationships for children’s development (e.g., Hamre & 
Pianta, 2001; Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). Meta-analyses have shown 
that the quality of children’s affective relationship with teachers is important 
for their school engagement, academic achievement, executive functioning, 
and social and emotional development (Lei, Cui, & Chiu, 2016; Roorda, Jak, Zee, 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   9 02-03-20   09:32
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Chapter 1

Oort, & Koomen, 2017; Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011; Vandenbroucke, 
Spilt, Verschueren, Piccinin, & Baeyens, 2018). In the example above, it may 
be that Jake’s impulsive behavior and lies undermine teacher Tom’s authority 

relationship. Such poor-quality teacher–child relationships may enhance Jake’s 
problematic behavior even further (Silver, Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005) 
or can have a negative effect on Jake’s school functioning (Stipek & Miles, 
2008).

Thus far, many studies have emphasized the importance of teacher–child 
relationship quality. However, there remain several gaps in current knowledge 
that need to be addressed. First, given the correlational nature of most studies in 
this area, there is still a lack of information about the longitudinal development 
of teacher–child relationship quality from kindergarten through the end of 
elementary school (e.g., Ly, Zhou, Chu, & Chen, 2012). The longitudinal studies 
that have thus far been carried out span a relatively short time period (e.g., Hughes, 

and dependency, from kindergarten through upper elementary school, and to 
explore whether certain child characteristics increase the risk of developing a 
problematic teacher–child relationship trajectory. Second, most research have 
focused on examining teachers’ cognitive perceptions of relationship quality, 
without focusing on feelings, beliefs, and attitudes about relationships that 
may explain more about why teachers experience relationships with certain 
children to be of poor quality. To date, the most important risk factor for 
developing poor-quality teacher–child relationships is children’s externalizing 
behavior (e.g., Lei et al., 2016). However, most research have not differentiated 
between subtypes of externalizing behaviors, such as hyperactivity and 
conduct problems. As hyperactivity and conduct problems appear to affect 
children’s school outcomes differently (e.g., Brophy & McCaslin, 1992; DuPaul 
& Stoner, 2003), they may also have a different association with teacher–
child relationship quality. A second aim, therefore, is to identify underlying 
reasons of why teachers experience negative relationships with children that 
display several types of externalizing behavior. Third, researchers have called 

child relationships (e.g., Sabol & Pianta, 2012). Therefore, the third aim is to 

can be altered into more neutral or even positive relationship perceptions. In 
what follows, a theoretical framework of teacher–child relationship quality is 
outlined, and after that, each of these three aims are described in more detail.

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   10 02-03-20   09:32
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General introduction

A theoretical framework of teacher–child relationships 

One of the dominant models for investigating teacher–child 
relationships is the theoretical framework of Pianta (Pianta, 1999; Pianta et al., 
2003). This theoretical framework, based on developmental systems theory 
and attachment theory, is composed of several factors that determine how 
relationships between teachers and children develop (Pianta et al., 2003). The 
most basic level comprises the interactive behaviors between the teacher and 
the child. These are the processes by which information is exchanged between 
teachers and individual children (Lerner, 1998). All these interactive behaviors 

the mental representational model of the dyadic relationship (Bowlby, 1982; 
Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002). These three components – interactive behaviors, 
individual characteristics, and mental representations – each contribute to 

(Pianta et al., 2003). 
First, interactive behaviors, or interactions, occur in reciprocal 

exchanges, thereby functioning as feedback loops in which information is 
exchanged between the teacher and the child (Lerner, 1989; Pianta et al., 

day to another and from moment to moment. Relationships, in contrast, 
are considered more stable entities that are constructed based on many 
interactions occurring over time (Birch & Ladd, 1996; Pianta, 1994). The 
quantity of these interactions between a teacher and a child, as well as the 
quality of these interactions (Pianta, 1994), both contribute to teacher–child 
relationship quality. 

A second important aspect of the theoretical framework is the 
individual characteristics of the teacher and the child that each uniquely 
contribute to relationship quality (Pianta et al., 2003). These characteristics 
can either be biologically predisposed, such as temperament and gender, or 
include aspects that develop over time, such as self-perceptions, intelligence, 
or motivation (Pianta et al., 2003). Each of these aspects, which also include 
developmental history, affect interactions with others that, in turn, determine 
relationship quality over time (Fonagy, Steele, & Steele, 1991). For example, 
in the case above, not only Jake’s problems, but also Tom’s gender or his 
beliefs and teaching experience may color the perceptions that Tom and 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   11 02-03-20   09:32
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Jake have about their mutual relationships. It is therefore important to 
investigate how child characteristics, or the interplay between teacher and 
child characteristics, may inform teachers’ and children’s perceptions of their 
dyadic relationship. 

Third, the theoretical framework of teacher–child relationships include 
several important notions derived from attachment theory, such as mental 
representations of relationships, that need further mentioning. Attachment 
theory postulates that positive parent–child relationships promote emotional 
security in the child, which is a necessary precondition for the child to explore 
his or her environment. Through exploration, the child gains new experiences 
and is able to develop (Bowlby, 1969/1982). All interactions and experiences, 
of both the parent and the child, become internalized into each person’s 
mental representation of the relationship, from which future interactions and 
relationships develop. 

Bowlby’s attachment perspective has also been extended to affective 
teacher–child relationships (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Pianta, 1999; Verschueren & 
Koomen, 2012). According to this extended attachment theory, a sensitive 
teacher can function as a secure base from which children can explore and 
learn in school. The teacher may help the child to feel more comfortable and 
to explore the learning environment. Also, children may seek support and 

availability for the child as a safe haven. However, a negative teacher–child 

and can interfere with a child’s functioning in school. Researchers usually 
operationalize teacher–child relationships in three attachment-related 
dimensions. A positive attachment-related dimension of the relationship is 
closeness, which refers to warmth, trust, and open communication in the 

refers to resistance and disharmony in the relationship. In a relationship 

between the teacher and the child. Another negative attachment-related 

a child’s overreliance on them. This overreliance is usually manifested by 
overly clingy behavior, strong reactions to separation from the teacher, and 
requests for help when not necessary. 

Similar to parent–child relationships, teachers and children are 
believed to construct their own mental representations of the relationship, 
that comprises internalized affect and cognitions about the self in relationship 
to others (Pianta et al., 2003). These mental representations of relationships 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   12 02-03-20   09:32
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are believed to guide future interactions between the teacher and the child.  
Teachers’ mental representations include a set of rules for behavior that are 
based on previous and current experiences in relationships (Pianta, 1999). 

de Jong, & Koomen, 2017). Notably, teachers are usually not actively aware 
of how previous relationship experiences affect their current relationship 

for information on the other’s behavior. For instance, teacher Tom states: 
‘He always lies to me about things that happen in class’. Tom is then only 
focused on what he already knows about Jake, without being open to new 

that is similar to the beliefs they already have (Bandura, 1997; Pianta, 1999). 
It is important to note that certain child characteristics may ‘trigger’ 

certain responses of teachers. For instance, in the case example, it may be 
mainly Jake’s lying that Tom cannot appropriately deal with, leading repeatedly 
to frustration or even anger. Teacher Tom may feel less effective in managing 
Jake’s behavior. Thus,  teachers’ perceptions, feelings, and attitudes about 
the relationship and the child in this relationship matter, as they can have an 

Therefore, generating insights into teachers’ mental representations may be 
an essential step in determining how teacher–child relationships emerge and 
how they can be improved.  

In this dissertation, the focus is entirely on teachers’ perceptions 
and mental representational models of dyadic relationships. By focusing on 
teachers’ perceptions of relationships, we can increase knowledge on how 
teachers’ mental representations relate to children’s behavior and how we 

Examining the development of teacher–child   

relationship quality

Relationships are a result of many interactions that happen over time 
on multiple occasions (Pianta et al., 2003). Developmental research has shown 
that there is no single factor or moment in time that automatically leads to 
poor development (e.g., Egeland, Pianta, & OGawa, 1996). Instead, problems 
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later outcomes through transactional effects (Masten, Burt, & Coatsworth, 
2006). Therefore, there is a need for understanding the developmental 
pathways, and the processes within those developmental pathways, that 
may reduce risks of poor development. Extending this view of teacher–child 
relationships, negative relationships during several school years may have 
a greater negative impact on children’s school adjustment than having a 
negative relationship with a teacher in one (part of the) school year. Therefore, 
it is important to investigate how teacher–child relationships, characterized 

from kindergarten through the end of elementary school, and how they 
affect children’s motivation and academic achievement. If long-term negative 
teacher–child relationships during elementary school are indeed harmful for 
children’s functioning, it seems even more important to develop effective 
interventions that diminish teacher–child relationship problems. 

To date, most previous relationship research has been done in 
kindergarten or the early years of elementary school (e.g., Doumen et al., 
2008; McCormick & O’Connor, 2014). Longitudinal research examining 
teacher–child relationship quality over a longer period of time, as measured 

school, with a few exceptions (e.g., Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Jerome et al., 
2009). Psychological risk and stress theories underscore the importance 
of studying relationship quality for a longer period of time, as a sustained 
exposure to poor-quality relationships may have an effect on children’s 
functioning (Ladd, Herald-Brown, & Reiser, 2008). For example, when children 
are continuously exposed to poor-quality relationships instead of during one 
moment in time, children are likely to be at greater risk of maladjustment in 
school (Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003). In contrast, continuous exposure to 

than experiencing support at one moment during a school career (Spilt, 
Hughes, Wu, & Kwok, 2012a). The few studies that investigated teacher–child 
relationship quality longitudinally, however, found either decreases (Pianta 
& Stuhlman, 2004) or increases (Jerome, Hamre, & Pianta, 2009) in teacher–
child relationship quality during elementary school, indicating that there is 
still no consensus on how children’s relationship with teachers, in general, 

variability in relationship trajectories over time: Different groups of children 
may have a different relationship trajectory with their teachers during the 
elementary school years. 

Central to studying teacher–child relationship longitudinally is the 
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how these developmental pathways affect children’s motivation and academic 
achievement. Several factors, such as individual children’s characteristics, may 

2003). Although few studies have investigated how children’s characteristics 

al., 2009), there is still a need for research on how individual characteristics, 
such as gender and behavioral dispositions, have an effect on the risk of 
developing problematic relationships during elementary school. 

of teacher-child relationship quality from kindergarten through elementary 

Additionally, we aim to explore which particular characteristics of children 
increase the risk of developing a poor-quality relationship trajectory, and how 

and academic achievement at the end of elementary school.

Teachers’ mental representations and children’s  
externalizing behavior

Some children have an increased risk of developing a poor-quality 
relationship with their teacher. This poor-quality teacher–child relationship 

in closeness. When identifying the factors that lead to poor teacher–child 
relationships, the following question arises, which is related to our second 
aim: Why do teachers perceive their relationships with certain children to 
be of poor-quality? It is known that children’s externalizing behavior is one 
of the most important risk factor for poor relationship quality (e.g., Lei et 
al., 2016). To examine why teachers experience poor-quality relationships 
with children displaying externalizing behavior, it is important to get insight 

representations). Teachers’ mental representations are usually not researched 
to the fullest extent. Mental representations are believed to include more than 
just the cognitive perceptions of teachers (Pianta, 1999). They also include 

of anger, and feelings of helplessness. Such feelings are closely related to 
teachers’ cognitions about being able to deal with a child effectively (i.e., self-

child’s perspective, and about regulating the child’s behavior in a sensitive 
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way. All these factors contribute to teachers’ images of the child and their 
approach of how to build a supportive relationship (Spilt & Koomen, 2009; 
Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002). 

In teacher–child relationship research, questionnaires are commonly 

children. Although results from questionnaires usually contain important 
general information about perceptions of teacher–child relationship quality, 
they do not provide insight into teachers’ unconscious thought processes 
that may precede certain teachers’ behavior (Spilt & Koomen, 2009). There 
is a need for other instruments to capture teachers’ mental representations. 
Thus far, implicit interview techniques are considered to be most suitable 
to gain insight into operating processes that people are unaware of (Maier, 
Bernier, Pekrun, Zimmermann, & Grossmann, 2004). Interview techniques 

not directly correspond with different psychological constructs (Furman & 
Wehner, 1994). Interviews and associated qualitative coding systems, where 
answers to interview questions are rated by independent coders using a 
description of the construct to assess, may uncover aspects that are not 
perceived directly by the person that is being interviewed. 

Pianta (1999) proposes that semi-structured interviews, such as the 
Teacher Relationship Interview (TRI) may help uncover teachers’ mental 
representations. Previous research has indicated that the TRI, together with 
a qualitative coding system, generates a better understanding of teachers’ 
information processes, affective experiences and feelings, and teachers’ self-

in this dissertation the TRI will be used to examine how teachers’ mental 
representations of relationships are related to various externalizing child 
behaviors. Generating insight into teachers’ mental representations may help 
increase knowledge on why teachers’ relationships with children who display 
externalizing behaviors are considered to be of low-quality. Such information 
is needed to develop effective interventions that aim to improve teachers’ 
relationship perceptions (Spilt & Koomen, 2009). 

Improving teacher–child relationships

Teachers’ ability to perceive and understand the child’s social and 
emotional needs, and in turn, to respond adequately to the child’s signals, 
is central to teacher–child relationship quality (Pianta et al., 2003). Therefore, 
the teacher is usually seen as the central agent who has the opportunity to 
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improve dyadic relationships (Goodlad, 1991; Sabol & Pianta, 2012). Most 

teacher–child relationship quality, but on changing children’s behavior (Conray 
et al., 2015; Sutherland et al., 2018) or teachers’ relationship with the entire 
classroom (Capella et al., 2012; Cook et al., 2018). To date, only a few studies 
have examined the effects of several interventions that aim to improve 
dyadic teacher–child relationships (Driscoll & Pianta, 2010; Vancraeyveldt, 
Verschueren, Van Craeyevelt, Wouters, & Colpin, 2015). Most of these focus 
mainly on altering teachers’ behaviors in interactions with children. However, 
rather than starting with changing teachers’ practices, Pianta (1999) argues 

models of relationships instead. The third aim of this dissertation is to evaluate 
an intervention that can possibly improve teachers’ poor-quality relationship 

models.
Pianta (1999) argues that teachers’ mental representations of 

information consistent with the beliefs they already have about a child, leading 
to relatively constrained or rigid mental representations of relationships. 
Teachers should therefore be stimulated to pay attention to new information 
about the child instead of letting their previous experiences and perceptions 
constrain current interactions (Pianta, 1999). A way of stimulating a more open 
mindset or different perception of the relationship is to focus interventions 

(Pianta, 1999). Research about altering teachers’ mental representations is 

thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about the relationship (Slade, Grienenberger, 
Bernbach, Levy, & Locker, 2005). 

someone becomes aware of his or her mental state, including attitudes, 
feelings, and intentions (Fonagy & Target, 1998). One of the most relevant 

previous experiences and instead focus attention on new input from actions 

individual children, to create awareness of their mental representations (Pianta, 
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the relationship by using semistructured interviews: Giving words to beliefs 
and feelings of the relationship (Pianta, 1999). The TRI can be used as an 
assessment tool in research but is at the same time a tool to let teachers 
narrate their relationship representations in the context of an intervention 
(Pianta, 1999; Spilt, Koomen, Thijs, & Van Der Leij, 2012b). By giving labels to 
narrations using theoretically driven relationship constructs, new information 
about the relationship and an overview of the relationship can be presented 
to teachers. Subsequently, this overview of the relationship can help the 
teacher understand connections between feelings, beliefs, and behaviors 

of the teacher–child relationship (Pianta, 1999; Spilt et al., 2012b).
The theoretical ideas of Pianta (1999) have been the basis for LLInC 

(Leerkracht-Leerling Interactie Coaching in Dutch, or Teacher Student 
Interaction Coaching; Koomen & Spilt, 2010-2016). LLInC uses relationship-

teachers’ sensitive behaviors toward individual children. Mixed results were 
found regarding improvements in teachers’ perceptions of relationship 
quality. In this dissertation, we examine the extent to which an intervention 

relationship quality in upper elementary school.

Chapter overview

A substantial body of research has emphasized the importance of 
affective teacher–child relationship quality in elementary school. In this 
dissertation, we aim to advance insight into the development of teacher–
child relationship quality through elementary school, by identifying reasons 
for why teachers experience poor relationships with certain children, and 
exploring how poor-quality teacher–child relationships can be improved. To 
this end, we have formulated three central aims. 

experience longtime poor-quality relationships with their teacher. Cumulative 
experiences of poor-quality teacher–child relationships may have a longer 

will examine how children’s relationships with teachers, as indicated by the 
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the entire elementary school period. In addition, we will examine whether 
child characteristics, such as gender or behavior problems, increase the risk 
of a poor-quality relationship trajectory during elementary school. Also, we 
will determine whether different relationship trajectories affected children’s 
motivation and academic achievement in the last year of elementary school.

The second aim of this dissertation is to examine how individual 
children’s behaviors affect teachers’ mental representations of relationships. 
In Chapter 3, we will use a semi-structured, implicit interview technique to 

child. Instead of asking teachers explicitly how they perceive a relationship 

accompanying feelings in interactions with the child to uncover implicit aspects 
of teacher–child relationship quality. An important goal of Chapter 3 is to 
identify how different types of externalizing behaviors are related to teachers’ 

to date employs a composite measure of children’s externalizing behavior, 
whereas theorists have made a distinction between children’s hyperactivity or 
impulsivity and conduct problems (Hinshaw, 1987). Importantly, hyperactive 
behavior and conduct problems are usually found to be related to different 
outcomes in school (DuPaul & Stoner, 2003; Snyder, Prichard, Schrepferman, 
Patrick, & Schoolmiller, 2004). Therefore, it is important to investigate how 
these types of externalizing behavior are related to teachers’ feelings and 
beliefs about the relationship.

of poor-quality relationships can be altered into more neutral or even positive 
relationship perceptions. Therefore, in Chapters 4 and 5, we will examine 
how teacher–child relationships can be improved through a teacher-based 

previous study into LLInC (Spilt et al., 2012b), kindergartners were selected 
based on a variation in disruptive behaviors rather than relationship 

Children that participate in Chapter 4 and 5 have been selected based on 
teachers’ perceptions of experienced relationship problems. In Chapter 4, we 

the usefulness of LLInC using a multiple baseline case study design, a single-
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subject method which is considered to offer a promising framework for 
improving practices for individual teachers (e.g., Horner et al., 2005). After 
examining the intervention more exploratory, we evaluate LLInC in Chapter 
5 using a large sample of teachers and children in elementary schools in 
the Netherlands. We compare an intervention group, receiving LLInC, with a 
control group receiving no intervention. We additionally investigate whether 
effects of LLInC transfer to other poor-quality teacher–child relationships in 
the classroom. 

Finally, the results of all chapters are integrated in Chapter 6. The 

in research and practice. Directions for future research and recommendations 
for practice are presented.
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CHAPTER 2

Teacher–child relationship quality from kindergarten to 

sixth grade and children’s school adjustment: A person-centered 

approach

The present study used a person-centered approach to identify 
teacher–child relationship trajectories from kindergarten to sixth grade 
in a Dutch sample (N = 1300). Teachers reported about relationships with 

grade 3, and grade 6, and about externalizing behaviors in kindergarten. 
Children were tested for verbal ability in kindergarten and completed math 

in sixth grade. Latent class growth analyses revealed three trajectories for 
closeness: high-stable (normative), very high-decreasing, and moderate-

decreasing trajectories were found. For dependency, a low-decreasing 
(normative) and a low-increasing trajectory were found. Boys, children with 
lower levels of verbal ability, and children with more externalizing behavior 
were overrepresented in non-normative trajectories. Furthermore, children 
with low-increasing levels of teacher–child dependency scored lower on 
achievement tests and reported lower motivation in sixth grade compared to 
children with a normative trajectory.

Introduction

Research has shown that affective teacher–child relationships, 

to children’s social-emotional, behavioral, and academic adjustment (Hamre 
& Pianta, 2001; Ladd, Birch, & Buhs, 1999; Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 
2011). Although most studies used cross-sectional designs (e.g., Baker, 
Grant, & Morlock, 2008; Ly, Zhou, Chu, & Chen, 2012), some longitudinal 

children’s outcomes over time. For example, Hamre and Pianta (2001) found 
that negativity in teacher–child relationships in kindergarten predicted 
lower academic achievement and poor behavioral outcomes until upper 
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elementary school and for boys even until middle school. Other longitudinal 

in teacher–child relationships resulted in poor academic, motivational, and 
behavioral outcomes of children both within (Ladd et al., 1999; McCormick, 
O’Connor, Cappella, & McClowry, 2013) and across school years (Engels et 
al., 2016; Hughes, Luo, Kwok, & Loyd, 2008; Jerome, Hamre, & Pianta, 2009). 
However, these longitudinal studies usually do not provide insight in how 
individual children’s relationships with subsequent teachers change during 
the elementary school period. Attention for changes or stability in relationship 
quality over the school years seems to be warranted, as continued exposure 
to interpersonal adversity appears to be an important predictor of children’s 
maladjustment (Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Ladd, Herald-Brown, & Reiser, 2008). 
Hence, cumulative experiences may have longer lasting effects on children’s 

time.
Although some studies did investigate the development of teacher–

child relationship quality in general (e.g., Hajovsky, Mason, & McCune, 2017; 
Jerome et al., 2009), little is known about certain subgroups of children that 
have a different development of teacher–child relationship quality over the 
entire elementary school period. Therefore, the present study examined 
the development of teacher–child relationship quality from kindergarten 
to sixth grade by modelling growth trajectories using a person-centered 
approach. Furthermore, as previous studies have found that relationship 
quality depends on certain child characteristics (McGrath & Van Bergen, 
2015; Nurmi, 2012), it was also investigated whether children’s personal and 
demographic characteristics (e.g., gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, 
externalizing behavior, and verbal ability) contributed to the occurrence of 

teacher–child relationship quality (e.g., Roorda et al., 2011), we also examined 
whether relationship trajectories affected children’s motivation and academic 
adjustment in sixth grade

Theoretical framework

One of the leading theories in teacher–child relationship research 
has been an extended attachment perspective (Pianta, 1999; Verschueren 
& Koomen, 2012). According to this perspective, poor relationships with 
teachers will evoke feelings of insecurity and distress in children, resulting in 
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less academic and social growth of children (Pianta, 1999). On the contrary, 
sensitive teachers can serve as a secure base and, hence, will make children 
more inclined to explore the school environment and become motivated for 
school work (Howes, 2000; Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). Studies inspired 
by attachment theory often examine teacher–child relationship quality in 

refers to dysfunctional interactions and negativity, which is hypothesized 
to be related to poor motivation and impaired academic achievement. 

that indicate an overreliance on the teacher as a source of support. High 
levels of dependency indicate a failure to use the teacher as a secure base 
(Verschueren & Koomen, 2012). 

With regard to changes and stability in teacher–child relationship 
quality, theories of psychological risks and stress state that probabilities 
of maladjustment increase when children are exposed to interpersonal 
stressors for a longer time period (Ladd et al., 2008). According to these 
theories, it is mostly the continued exposure to interpersonal stressors 
that results in poor child outcomes (Ladd & Burgess, 2001). Especially 
a sustained or increasing exposure to interpersonal constraints is 
hypothesized to discourage productive forms of classroom engagement 
and to reduce children’s motivation for learning activities (Buhs & Ladd, 
2001; Ladd et al., 2008). The longer children are exposed, the greater the 

moment in time, cumulative experiences of interpersonal stressors are 
expected to have a greater impact on children’s development. Likewise, 
continuous experiences of teacher support across different school years 

at one moment in the school career (Spilt, Hughes, Wu, & Kwok, 2012a).

Stability and change in teacher–child relationship trajectories 

Some previous studies investigated stability and changes in teacher–
child relationships over time. For instance, Jerome et al. (2009) found that 
the degree of closeness in teacher–child relationships decreased from 

time. Pianta and Stuhlman (2004) found a similar trend of teachers reporting 
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experience different relationship trajectories with their teachers. Therefore, 

children’s relationships with their teachers during the elementary school 
years. 

Research on different trajectories of relationship quality across school 
years has been scarce. One of the exceptions is the study of O’Connor and 
McCartney (2007), who examined teacher–child relationship trajectories from 
preschool to third grade in a demographically diverse sample in the United 
States. The authors examined teacher–child relationship quality as one 
construct and did not distinguish between positive and negative dimensions 

had increasing levels of relationship quality, whereas a quarter of the 
sample experienced moderate-stable levels. The smallest group consisted 
of children with low-decreasing levels of relationship quality. In a follow-up 
study, O’Connor, Dearing, and Collins (2011) found four different trajectories 

to the previous study, the largest group consisted of high-stable teacher–
child relationships. A quarter of the sample had high-decreasing levels of 
relationship quality, whereas the smallest group consisted of children with 
moderate-decreasing trajectories. Finally, there was a small group which had 
moderate-increasing levels of teacher–child relationships over time, which 
was the largest group in the previous study (O’Connor & McCartney, 2007). 

In a second follow-up study, O’Connor, Collins, and Supplee (2012) 

the same sample as the two previous studies. The relevance of distinguishing 
between different relationship dimensions was supported by previous 

school children’s academic adjustment than closeness (Roorda et al., 2011). 
O’Connor et al. (2012) found four different trajectories of closeness from 

stable trajectories of closeness, one group had moderate-increasing levels 
of closeness, one group had high-decreasing trajectories and the smallest 
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the importance of investigating positive and negative dimensions of teacher–
child relationships separately. 

Spilt et al. (2012a) also distinguished between the relationship 

below-average literacy skills. Two distinct trajectories of teacher–child 

of the children had high and (relatively) stable trajectories (i.e., there was 
a very small decrease), and a smaller group consisted of children with 
moderate-increasing trajectories (Spilt et al., 2012a). High-stable trajectories 
of closeness were also most prevalent in the study of O’Connor et al. (2012). 

to O’Connor et al. (2012), half of the sample had low-stable trajectories, one 
small group showed low-increasing trajectories, and one small group had 

(2012), the smallest group consisted of children with high-stable trajectories 

To conclude, both O’Connor et al. (2012) and Spilt et al. (2012a) 
found that half or more of the children followed high-stable trajectories 

studies do differ with regard to the smaller groups that were found. This 
may be due to differences in measuring teacher–child relationship quality 
(i.e., the Student Teacher Relationship Scale versus an adaptation of the 
Network of Relationships Inventory). In addition, Spilt et al. (2012a) used a 
sample of children who were academically at-risk due to their low literacy 
skills, whereas O’Connor et al. (2012) investigated a more general sample 
of children. Furthermore, O’Connor et al. (2012) also examined non-linear 
trajectories, whereas Spilt et al. (2012a) did not, which may also explain 
differences in the found trajectories. The goal of the present study was to 
examine whether the majority of children in a Dutch sample would also 
follow high-stable trajectories of closeness and low-stable trajectories of 

moderate-increasing, or low-stable trajectories for closeness; low-increasing, 

trajectories for the third relationship dimension belonging to the attachment 
perspective, dependency. Although dependency has been less often studied 
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is an important relationship dimension to study in upper elementary school 
(Zee, Koomen, & Van der Veen, 2013). 

Predictors of teacher–child relationship trajectories

According to developmental systems theory (Pianta et al., 2003), the 

personal and demographic characteristics of both relationship partners. As 
previous research provided ample evidence that child characteristics such 
as gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status (SES), externalizing behavior, 

present study examined the effect of these characteristics on teacher–child 
relationship trajectories. With respect to the impact of children’s gender on 
relationship quality, relationships with boys are usually perceived by teachers 

& Taylor, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Saft & Pianta, 2001). In a longitudinal 
study, Jerome et al. (2009) found that boys had higher and more stable levels 

during elementary school. With regard to growth trajectories, Spilt et al. 

slightly more boys showed high-declining levels of closeness than girls (Spilt 
et al., 2012a).  

With regard to ethnicity and SES, teachers tend to report less 

children in comparison with Hispanic and White children (Hughes & Kwok, 
2007; Murray & Murray, 2004; Saft & Pianta, 2001), and with children from a 
lower socioeconomic background (Ladd et al., 1999; Rudasill, Reio, Stipanovic, 
& Taylor, 2010; Wyrick & Rudasill, 2009). Saft and Pianta (2001) found that 
ethnic minority children had high levels of teacher–child dependency when 
their teachers had a different ethnic background. In a longitudinal study, 

with their teachers over time than ethnic majority children, whereas ethnicity 
of children was not related to teacher–child closeness (Jerome et al., 2009). 
In the same study, children’s socioeconomic backgrounds did not affect the 
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did demonstrate lower levels of teacher–child closeness over time (Jerome 
et al., 2009). In a person-centered study, Spilt et al. (2012a) showed that 
ethnic minority children had more often low-increasing and high-decreasing 

up study, they concluded that African American children more often had 

predictors. In addition, children with a low socioeconomic background were 

Ample evidence has been found that children’s externalizing 

& Pianta, 2001; Henricsson & Rydell, 2004). For example, externalizing 
behavior in kindergarten appeared to be associated with higher levels of 

2009). Higher degrees of externalizing problem behavior also predicted more 
dependency in teacher–child relationships over time (Birch & Ladd, 1997; 
Henricsson & Rydell, 2004). There seems to be less evidence for an association 
between externalizing behavior and teacher–child closeness across school 

associations were found in cross-sectional studies (e.g., Buyse, Verschueren, 
Verachtert, & Van Damme, 2009; Thijs, Westhof, & Koomen, 2012). Two 
previous person-centered studies showed that children with high levels of 
externalizing behavior were overrepresented in unfavorable trajectories of 

associations between externalizing behavior and the different trajectories of 
teacher–child closeness, whereas Spilt et al. (2012a) found that externalizing 
behaviors predicted high-declining trajectories of closeness. 

Concerning language ability, it has recently been argued that children 
with better skills develop more close relationships with their teachers 
(Justice, Cottone, Mashburn, & Rimm-Kaufman, 2008; Moritz Rudasill, Rimm-
Kaufman, Justice, & Pence, 2006), because they are more able to engage 
in elaborate conversations (Spilt, Koomen, & Harrison, 2015) and have 

language abilities (Menting, Van Lier, & Koot, 2011). One study also found 
an association between low language complexity and high levels of teacher–

evidence for a link between language ability and teacher–child relationship 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   31 02-03-20   09:32



Chapter 2

32

we know, no prior research has focused on the effects of language ability on 
growth trajectories over time. It seems therefore important to further explore 
associations between verbal ability of children and trajectories of teacher–
child relationship quality.

In the present study we examined whether child characteristics and 
behaviors predicted different teacher–child relationship trajectories over 
time. We expected that boys, children from low SES families, and children with 
higher levels of externalizing behavior would be overrepresented in more 
unfavorable trajectories, such as low-decreasing levels of closeness and high-

studies also suggest that ethnic minority children would be overrepresented 
in more unfavorable trajectories, these results are based on African American 
and Hispanic children (Spilt et al., 2012a). In the sample of the present study 
most ethnic minority children had a different background, namely Turkish or 

and dependency in their relationship with Moroccan children compared to 
Dutch children (Thijs, Westhof, & Koomen, 2012). Therefore, we may also 

study. Finally, we hypothesized that children with less verbal ability would 
have less favorable relationship trajectories (Spilt et al., 2015).

Teacher–child relationship trajectories and motivation and 

achievement

A previous meta-analysis provided strong support for the association 
between teacher–child relationship quality and children’s school engagement 
and achievement (see Roorda et al., 2011). Longitudinal studies also found 

in lower academic achievement (Buyse et al., 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; 
Hughes et al., 2008). However, far less is known about the effect of different 
relationship trajectories on children’s achievement. One study found that 
low-declining relationship trajectories predicted low achievement in third 
grade, whereas no differences existed between the effects of moderate-
stable trajectories and high-increasing trajectories on achievement 

associated with underachievement, whereas neither high-declining nor low-
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al., 2012a). In addition, low-increasing levels of closeness were related to 

these studies, we expected that unfavorable trajectories, such as increasing 

lower achievement in sixth grade. 
Based on social-motivational theories (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Deci 

& Ryan, 2000), we not only focus on actual performance but also on children’s 
motivation as outcome variable. According to this theory, teachers’ supportive 

motivation (Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell, 1990). Therefore, motivation is 
considered to be an important variable to take into account when studying 
academic adjustment. Although variable-centered studies have found that 
teacher–child relationships affect children’s motivation (Wentzel, 1998; 
Zee & de Bree, 2017), motivation has not yet been examined as outcome 
variable of relationship trajectories. A distinction can be made between two 

and motivational expectancies. Motivational values include many different 
aspects of motivation, of which task motivation (i.e., the positively valued 
experiences that children derive directly from the task; Thomas & Velthouse, 
1990) was most often found to predict other motivational behaviors and 

children’s perceived academic competence. The most common expectancy-

found to be more predictive of achievement than other motivational beliefs 
(Hascher, Van Der Veen & Roede, 2005). It thus seems that task motivation 

adjustment. Hence, they were included as outcome variables in the present 
study. Based on variable-centered studies, we hypothesized that unfavorable 
trajectories (i.e., low-stable or decreasing levels of closeness and increasing 

Different from person-centered studies and inspired by the risk 
and stress hypothesis (Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Ladd et al., 2008), we 
additionally investigated whether children with a problematic relationship 
trajectory on two or more dimensions of the teacher–child relationship (e.g., 

would achieve worse and be less motivated in sixth grade had worse 
outcomes in sixth grade compared to children with only one problematic 
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relationship trajectory. As cumulative experiences of interpersonal 
adversity or stress appear to be worse for children’s development than 
problems on a single domain at the interpersonal level (Ladd et al., 2008), 
we hypothesized that children with unfavorable trajectories on two, or 
even three, dimensions would achieve worse and would be less motivated 
than children with only one (or none) problematic relationship trajectory.

Present study

The present study investigated growth trajectories of teacher–child 

of Dutch elementary school children. First, we examined whether different 

ethnicity, SES, externalizing behavior, and verbal ability). Third, we examined 

children’s motivation and academic achievement in sixth grade. Finally, we 
investigated whether children with problematic relationship trajectories 
on two or more dimensions (i.e., children’s risk status) were most at risk of 
negative outcomes in sixth grade.

Method

Participants

The current study was conducted using data from three waves 
of the Dutch COOL-cohort study (i.e., COOL refers to Cohortonderzoek 
onderwijsloopbanen; Driessen, Mulder, Ledoux, Roeleveld, & Van der Veen, 
2007). The COOL-cohort study started in the academic year 2007-2008 when 
children were in the second year of kindergarten (i.e., in the Dutch educational 
system, kindergarten consists of two years). Follow-up measures took place 
when children were in third grade (2010-2011) and sixth grade (2013-
2014). At the start of the study, a total of 10,069 kindergartners participated 
(Driessen et al., 2007). For the present study, only children who had complete 
data on relationship quality and background characteristics at more than one 
measurement occasion were selected, in order to reach model convergence 

mean scores from the original sample with regard to all study variables at 
each measurement occasion (ps > .050, Cohen’s d ranged from 0 to 0.08). 
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and they were on average 9.6 years old (SD = 0.43). In the third wave, 1097 

about teachers was not available. 

Procedure

All schools from a previous cohort study (PRIMA; Driessen, Van 
Langen, & Vierke, 2004) were asked to participate in the COOL study. To 
generate a large enough sample, other Dutch schools were invited to 
participate as well. Data collection occurred in three phases: First, schools 
received an invitation to participate in the COOL-cohort study (between April 
and September), and when they agreed, informed consent was obtained 
from children’s parents. Second, when both schools and parents agreed to 
participate, school administrators provided data on children’s background 
characteristics (September). Third, each year research assistants visited schools 
to obtain information from teachers and children. Teachers in kindergarten, 
third grade, and sixth grade reported about their relationship with individual 
children between January and April. The kindergarten teachers were at the 
same time also asked to rate children’s externalizing behavior problems. On 
average, kindergarten teachers completed questionnaires about 6 children 
in their classrooms (ranging from 1 to 23 children for each teacher). Children 
completed a verbal ability test when they were in kindergarten. Furthermore, 

completed reading and math achievement tests when they were in sixth 
grade (Driessen et al., 2007). 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   35 02-03-20   09:32



Chapter 2

36

Measurements

Teacher–child relationships. 

The Dutch version of the Student–Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS) 
was used to assess teachers’ perceptions of their relationship with individual 
children (Koomen, Verschueren, & Pianta, 2007; Koomen, Verschueren, 
Van Schooten, Jak, & Pianta, 2012). The STRS consists of three subscales: 
Closeness, which represents the degree of warmth, openness, and security 
in the relationship (e.g., “I share an affectionate and warm relationship with 

(e.g., “This child and I always seem to be struggling with each other”), and 
Dependency, which measures the degree to which children show age-
inappropriate demanding and claiming behavior (e.g.,  “This child reacts 
strongly to separation from me”). Items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging 

the scales were used in the analyses. The Dutch version of the STRS has 
demonstrated adequate psychometric properties, such as satisfactory internal 
consistencies, test-retest reliability, and construct validity from preschool to 
upper elementary school (Doumen et al., 2009; Koomen et al., 2012). 

In the present study, a shortened version of the STRS was used, which 
consists of 5 items per dimension that were selected based on the highest 
factor loadings in previous research (Koomen et al., 2012). The shortened 
version of the STRS showed high internal consistencies in previous research 

and Dependency were measurement invariant over time. Only the item ‘If 
upset, this child will seek comfort from me’ of the Closeness-model appeared 
to cause problems for scalar invariance. This item also appeared to cause 
measurement invariance problems in the validation study of Koomen et al. 
(2012). Therefore, we decided to delete this item from our subscale, resulting 

.92, .92 for Dependency at time 1, 2, and 3, respectively. 

Externalizing behaviors. 

Kindergarten teachers reported about children’s Externalizing 
Behavior on four items that were selected from other questionnaires, such 
as the Teacher Report Form (TRF; Driessen et al., 2007; Ivanova, Achenbach, 
Rescorla, & Dumenci, 2007; Jungbluth, Roede, & Roeleveld, 2001): “This 
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student is often rude”, “This student always complies to the rules”, “This 

Items were rated on a scale from 1 (completely untrue) to 5 (completely true). 
After recoding items 2 and 4, higher scores represented more Externalizing 
Behavior. A mean score of the items was used for each child. Psychometric 
properties of this subscale were adequate (Jungbluth et al., 2001). In the 
present study, Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was also acceptable ( = .77). 

Task motivation.

to which children are oriented towards increasing their competence 
and understanding (Seegers, Van Putten, & de Brabander, 2002). This 
questionnaire consisted of 5 items (e.g., “If I do not understand something 
at school immediately, I will put in more effort”), which were rated on a 

mean score on all items was used as the level of Task Motivation. Previous 
research found support for the construct validity and predictive validity of 
the Task Motivation Scale (Hornstra, Van der Veen, Peetsma, & Volman, 2013). 
Cronbach’s alpha was .74 in the present study.

Survey (PALS; Midgley et al., 2000) was used to assess children’s expectancies 
about their own capability to perform academic tasks in the classroom. This 

construct validity, and predictive validity in previous research (Midgley et al., 
2000). Cronbach’s alpha was .79 in the present study.

Math achievement. 

Children’s Math Achievement was measured with nationally normed 
tests that were developed by the Dutch assessment institute CITO (Hollenberg 
& Van Der Lubbe, 2011). CITO tests are widely used by Dutch schools to screen 
and determine children’s current mathematics performance (Hollenberg & 
Van Der Lubbe, 2011). The math test consisted of 96 multiple-choice questions, 
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which included exercises on geometry, multiplication, and addition. The total 
amount of correct answers provides a general score of children’s math ability 
(Driessen et al., 2007). Raw scores of Math Achievement were transformed to 
ability scores to be able to longitudinally follow children’s Math Achievement. 
These ability scores were standardized on a continuous scale ranging from 0 
to 150. The scores on Math Achievement ranged in our sample from 53 to 150. 
The psychometric properties of this test could be considered as adequate (
= .92; Janssen, Verhelst, Engelen, & Scheltens, 2010).

Reading achievement. 

Three CITO subtests were used to measure children’s reading 
achievement: Reading Comprehension, Vocabulary, and Technical Reading 
(Driessen et al., 2007). The test for Reading Comprehension measured 

and consisted of 55 multiple-choice items about the content of short 
narratives. The Vocabulary test consisted of 70 items that aimed to measure 
children’s receptive vocabulary, which refers to the extent to which children 
comprehend and use language. For the tests of Reading Comprehension and 
Vocabulary, the same age-appropriate and standardized ability scores were 
used as was described for the test of math achievement. Technical Reading 
was assessed by a test in which children were asked to read aloud as many 
words as possible in three minutes. The extent to which children were able 
to decode words accurately and quickly was measured. Again, these tests 
transformed raw scores into standardized ability scores ranging from 0 to 
150. In this sample, the scores on Reading Comprehension ranged from 10 
to 147, the scores of Vocabulary ranged from 52 to 147, and the scores of 
Technical Reading ranged from 35 to 139. Reliability and validity of the tests 
on Reading Comprehension (  = .88; Weekers, Groenen, Kleintjes, & Feenstra, 
2011), Vocabulary (  = .92; Van Berkel et al., 2010), and Technical Reading (
= .94; Krom, Jongen, Verhelst, Kamphuis, & Kleintjes, 2010) were good. 

Verbal ability. 

In kindergarten, children completed a Verbal Ability test in which 
different aspects of language development and emerging literacy were 
examined. This test was also nationally normed and developed by CITO 
(Lansink, 2009). The total score represented the extent to which children were 
capable of understanding and using language as assessed by their passive 
vocabulary, critical listening, rhyming, and auditory synthesis. In the present 
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study, again age-appropriate standardized ability scores were used. Scores 
on Verbal Ability ranged from 46 to 111. Research showed good reliability, 
construct validity and predictive validity for Verbal Ability ( = .89; Lansink & 
Hemker, 2010). 

Demographics. 

School administrators provided background information of children 
and their families, such as gender, ethnicity, and SES. Gender was dummy 
coded, with 1 representing boys, and 2 representing girls. Ethnicity was 
based on both fathers’ and mothers’ country of origin. Given the small 
number of ethnic groups other than Dutch, a dichotomy was created: Ethnic 
majority children were represented by 0, whereas children with at least one 
parent with a non-western birth country were represented by 1. Our sample 

children. Maternal education was used as a proxy for SES and varied from (1) 
no more than primary education to (4) higher education. 

Statistical analyses

First, to identify relationship trajectories (question 1), latent class 
growth analysis (LCGA) was performed in Mplus (version 7; Muthén & Muthén, 
1998-2012). LCGA is a special feature of growth mixture modelling (GMM), 

responses on multiple measurement occasions (Jung & Wickrama, 2008). 
Because the GMM-models did not converge, we decided to use LCGA in all 

to the nested structure of the data (i.e., children were nested in classes), the 
cluster option TYPE=COMPLEX in Mplus was used, with classes in kindergarten 
being the cluster variable. Preliminary analyses showed that linear growth 

the number of trajectories that should be retained were based on several 
guidelines: the sample size adjusted BIC was used as an indication of model 

to other IC statistics (Yang, 2006). The model with the lowest sample size 

selection was guided by high entropy, which should be near 1, and high 
posterior probabilities of class membership, which should also be near 
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1 (Jung & Wickrama, 2008). In addition, model parsimony and theoretical 
interpretability of the found classes were taken into account.

Second, to examine the effects of children’s characteristics on the 

included several variables of children’s characteristics as predictor variables 
(i.e., gender, ethnicity, SES, externalizing behavior, and verbal ability). These 
children’s characteristics were already included in the LCGA models when 
examining the trajectories (Jung & Wickrama, 2008). For this second research 
question, we used multinomial logistic regression analysis in Mplus to 
examine the effects of children’s characteristics on the probability of having 

Third, we wanted to test the differences in children’s outcomes for 

regress the outcome variables on the covariates within the same model 

SES, ethnicity, gender, verbal ability and externalizing behavior, measured 
in kindergarten) in SPSS and saved their standardized residuals. These 
standardized residuals are thus the outcome variables corrected for the 

standardized residual scores of the outcome variables (i.e., children’s self-

Muthén, 2014; Vermunt, 2010). This BCH method tests the equality of means 
for children’s outcomes across different latent relationship trajectories using 

using full information maximum likelihood estimation in Mplus (Enders & 
Bandolas, 2001). 

Finally, to examine the effect of children’s risk status on the three 
relationship dimensions on the outcome variables (question 4), we divided 
our sample in three groups: That is, we saved the predicted class membership 
to SPSS. Consequently, we rated for each dimension whether children were 
in the normative trajectory (0) or in a problematic trajectory (1). Then, we 
combined the ratings on the three dimensions, which resulted in three 
groups of children with different risk status: (1) a no-risk group (i.e., children 
who followed the normative trajectories on all three dimensions), (2) a low-
risk group (i.e., children who followed a problematic trajectory on only one 
dimension but not on the other two dimensions), and (3) a high-risk group (i.e., 
children who followed problematic trajectories on two or three relationship 
dimensions). Subsequently, we conducted a MANCOVA with  children’s risk 
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status as independent variable, the motivation and achievement variables as 
outcome variables, and children’s characteristics (i.e., SES, ethnicity, gender, 
verbal ability, and externalizing behavior) as covariates. In this analysis, we 
used multiple imputation in SPSS for the missing cases.

Results

Table 1 presents the correlations and descriptive statistics for all 

for Closeness and Dependency. Correlations between Dependency and 

most occasions. The correlations between the three relationship dimensions 
and other study variables were mostly in the expected directions. With regard 

with all relationship dimensions and other study variables were mostly in the 
expected directions. With regard to predictors of relationship quality, SES was 

gender of the children was not associated with Dependency at either of the 
time points. Most outcome measurements (e.g., academic achievement and 

points. 

Teacher–child relationship trajectories

Closeness. 

compared to models with less or more trajectories (see Table 2). The majority 
of children (n I = 3.87, 
SE = .02, p < .001; S = -0.07, SE = .02, p < .001). Additionally, 175 children 

I = 2.91, SE = .36, 
p < .001; S = 0.36, SE = .04, p
high-decreasing trajectory (I = 4.79, SE = .03, p < .001; S = -0.59, SE = .03, p
< .001). Mean scores of Closeness for each trajectory are represented in Table 
3 (see also Figure 1). 
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class model (see Table 2). However, the four-class model included a very 
small group of children which was not meaningfully different from other 
trajectories. With model parsimony and theoretical interpretability taken into 
account, the three-class model appeared to be most preferable. The largest 
group (n
(I = 1.55, SE = .04, p < .001; S = -0.10, SE = .03, p = .002). The two other 
groups had either high decreasing (n I = 3.40, SE = .02, p < .001; S
= -0.79, SE = .09, p < .001) or low-increasing (n I = 2.05, SE = .10, 
p < .001; S = 0.65, SE = .07, p
found trajectories are presented in Table 3 (see also Figure 2). 

Dependency.

Fit statistics of the two- and three trajectory models of Dependency 
were comparable (see Table 2). Please note that the three-class model 
included a very small group which was meaningfully different from the other 
trajectories. Therefore, a two-class model seemed to be most favorable. The 
largest group (n
levels of Dependency (I = 2.11, SE = .04, p < .001; S = -0.23, SE = .03, p < 
.001), whereas a smaller group of children (n
levels of Dependency (I = 2.68, SE = .13, p < .001; S = 0.27, SE = .10, p = .007; 
Figure 3). Mean scores can be found in Table 3. 
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Predictors of relationship trajectories 

Closeness.

In search of predictors of relationship trajectories, the high-stable 
Closeness trajectory was used as reference category because it included the 
largest number of children. Gender, Externalizing Behavior, and Verbal Ability 

higher chance than girls to have moderate-increasing Closeness trajectories 
instead of high-stable trajectories (b = 0.44, p = .023, Odds ratio = 1.55). 
Children with higher levels of Externalizing Behavior more often had moderate-
increasing Closeness trajectories instead of high-stable trajectories (b = 0.66, 
p < .001, Odds ratio = 1.93), whereas they were less often found in the very 
high-decreasing trajectory (b = -0,61, p < .001, Odds ratio = 0.55). Furthermore, 
children with higher scores on Verbal Ability had a higher chance of having a 
very high-decreasing trajectory of Closeness whereas children with lower Verbal 
Ability more often showed high-stable trajectories (b = 0.03, p = .001, Odds ratio 
= 1.03). 

trajectories (Table 4). Boys appeared to have a higher chance than girls of either 
b = 0.80, p = .001, Odds ratio = 2.22) or 

low-increasing trajectories (b = 1.02, p = .001, Odds ratio = 2.77) compared to 
low-stable trajectories. Furthermore, children with higher levels of Externalizing 
Behavior were more often found to have either high-decreasing trajectories 
(b = 2.83, p < .001, Odds ratio = 16.93) or low-increasing trajectories whereas 
children with lower levels of Externalizing Behavior were more often found in the 
low-stable trajectories (b = 1.23, p < .001, Odds ratio = 3.43).

Dependency. 

With regard to Dependency, the low-decreasing trajectory was 
used as reference category. Both Verbal Ability and Externalizing Behavior 

Children with lower levels of Verbal Ability appeared to have higher chances 
of showing a low-increasing trajectory of Dependency (b = -0.03, p = .014, 
Odds ratio = 0.97) whereas children with higher levels of Verbal Ability more 
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Figure 1. Three-class Model Solution for Teacher-student Closeness.

Figure 2. Three-class Model Solution for Teacher-student Conflict.

 

Figure 3. Two-class Model Solution for Teacher-student Dependency.
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often showed a low-decreasing trajectory. In addition, the analyses revealed 
that children with higher levels of Externalizing Behavior more often showed 
a low-increasing trajectory of Dependency (b = 0.59, p < .001, Odds ratio = 
1.81), whereas children with lower levels of Externalizing Behavior had more 
often low-decreasing trajectories.

Associations between relationship trajectories and school 
outcomes

Closeness. 

With regard to associations between Closeness trajectories and 

Motivation only: Children with high stable trajectories showed higher levels 
of Task Motivation in sixth grade than children with moderate-increasing 
levels of Closeness, 2(1) = 3.98, p = .046, Cohen’s d = .17 (Table 5). 

regarding children’s outcomes (Table 5).

Dependency. 

child Dependency were found for all children’s outcomes in Grade 6. With 
regard to achievement, children with low-increasing levels of Dependency 

2(1) = 11.243, p = .001, 
Cohen’s d = .27, Technical Reading, 2(1) = 10.315, p = .001, Cohen’s d = .29, 
Reading Comprehension, 2(1) = 26.753, p < .001, Cohen’s d = .47, and Math 
Achievement, 2(1) = 43.613, p < .001, Cohen’s d = .63, compared to children 
with low-decreasing trajectories (Table 5). On top of that, children with low-

2(1) = 4.372, p = 
.037, Cohen’s d = .18, and Task Motivation, 2(1) = 12.314, p < .001, compared 
to children with low-decreasing trajectories (Table 5). 

Associations between risk status and school outcomes. 

With regard to children’s risk status on the relationship trajectories, the 
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Overall, the results of the MANCOVA showed that there was a statistically 

2574) = 3.80, p < .001, Wilks’  = .965, 2 = .02. When inspecting the separate 

differences in risk status, F(2, 1292) = 4.50, p = .014. Pairwise comparisons 
between the three risk groups showed that children in the low-risk group had 

d = 

from the no-risk group (Cohen’s d = 0.26) or the low-risk group (Cohen’s d = 

risk groups were also found, F (2, 1292) = 6.87, p = .001. Again, children in the 
low-risk group had lower levels of Reading Comprehension than children in 
the no-risk group (Cohen’s d = 0.36; Table 6), whereas children in the high-risk 

d = 0.47) or 
the low-risk group (Cohen’s d 
predicted by differences in risk groups, F(2, 1292) = 6.60, p = .001. Children 
in the high-risk group appeared to have lower levels of Task Motivation 
compared to children in the no-risk group (Cohen’s d = 0.48; Table 6), whereas 

the high-risk group (Cohen’s d = 0.31) and the no-risk group (Cohen’s d = 

groups were also found, F(2, 1292) = 11.82, p < .001. Pairwise comparisons 
revealed that children in the high-risk group had lower scores on Math 
Achievement than children in both the low-risk group (Cohen’s d = 0.33) and 
the no-risk group (Cohen’s d = 0.61; Table 6). Children’ scores in Vocabulary 
and Technical Reading, however, did not differ based on their risk status.

Discussion

The present study aimed to identify teacher–child relationship 
trajectories from kindergarten to sixth grade. Furthermore, we examined 
whether relationship trajectories could be predicted by children’s personal 
and demographic characteristics and whether teacher–child relationship 
trajectories were associated with children’s achievement and motivation 
in sixth grade. Different from previous studies, we additionally analyzed 
trajectories of teacher–child dependency.
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Teacher–child closeness

With regard to closeness, the majority of children appeared to follow 

of using a person-centered approach, since variable-centered studies tend 

Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004), whereas person-centered studies provide a more 
positive view of the development of closeness during the primary school 
years. That is, the majority of children seemed to start with relatively high 
levels of closeness in the relationship with their kindergarten teacher and 
continued to have relationships high in closeness with their subsequent 

trajectories with their successive teacher (O’Connor et al., 2012; Spilt et al., 
2012a). 

the sample appeared to have moderate-increasing levels of closeness, which 
is also comparable to the studies of O’Connor et al. (2012) and Spilt et al. 
(2012a). Different from Spilt et al. (2012a) but comparable to O’Connor et al. 

high-decreasing levels of closeness in their relationship with their teachers. 
In the present study, the high-decreasing children still ended up with similar 
levels of closeness compared to the other two groups, whereas the decreasing 
group in the study of O’Connor et al. (2012) ended up with lower closeness 
compared to the level of closeness in other groups. Interestingly, we did 

school. That is, in contrast to O’Connor et al. (2012), we did not identify a 
subgroup with low-stable levels of closeness. A possible explanation might 
be that the sample of O’Connor et al. consisted of somewhat more at-risk 
children than the present sample. That is, the sample of O’Connor consisted 
of more children from ethnic minority families, a larger percentage of single 

Still, it should be noted that the low-stable group in the study of O’Connor 

less restrictive methods of model selection (i.e., they did not have a restriction 
in group size). 

With regard to the effect of children’s characteristics on closeness 
trajectories, boys and children with externalizing behavior appeared to be 
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overrepresented in the moderate-increasing trajectory. Although it may 
seem unexpected that these at-risk children would experience increasing 
levels of closeness, the smaller standard deviations in kindergarten seemed 
to suggest that each group was more homogenous in kindergarten than 
in later school years. Furthermore, the mean levels of closeness seemed to 
be somewhat further apart in kindergarten than in later years. Therefore, it 
may be mainly the begin level of closeness that was affected by children’s 
higher levels of externalizing behavior or gender. It is promising that these 
children who were initially at risk for lower-quality teacher–child relationships 
were able to recover during elementary school. Additionally, children with 
higher levels of externalizing behavior were less often found to have very 
high-decreasing trajectories of closeness than children with lower levels 
of externalizing behavior, indicating that it was, again, mostly the level of 
closeness in kindergarten that was affected by their lower externalizing 
behavior. 

ability on relationship trajectories. We found that children with better 
verbal ability more often had a very high-decreasing trajectory of closeness. 
This implicates that verbal ability might be an important prerequisite of 
developing a supportive teacher–child relationship at the start of the school 
career. The ability to have more elaborated conversations may lead to better 
understanding and more warmth in the relationship of teachers and children 
(cf., Moritz Rudasill et al., 2006; Spilt et al., 2015). However, as this result refers 
to the high-decreasing trajectory, the advantage of having better verbal 
abilities does not seem to hold over time. It should be noted, however, that 
this effect of verbal ability on the high-decreasing closeness trajectory was 
rather small (b

be due to differences between the samples. The ethnic minority children in 
the study of Spilt et al. (2012a) had mostly an African American or Hispanic 
background, whereas the present study had ethnic minority children with 
mostly a Turkish or Moroccan background. Furthermore, Spilt et al. (2012a) 
used a sample in which children had poor literacy skills, which may result in a 
more at-risk sample of children. This could confound some of the results with 

the present study and the study of Spilt et al. (2012a). 
With regard to children’s outcomes, we found that children with 
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moderate-increasing trajectories had lower levels of task motivation in sixth 
grade than children with high-stable trajectories. Apparently, the increase in 
closeness during the elementary school years was not enough to compensate 
for the lower level of teacher–child closeness in kindergarten with regard to 
children’s task motivation. Therefore, it seems important to promote warm 
teacher–child relationships as early as in kindergarten (cf., Hamre & Pianta, 
2001). In contrast to Spilt et al. (2012a), the closeness trajectories did not 
seem to affect children’s achievement. As Spilt et al. (2012a) found that the 

boys, it might be that these effects cease to exist when no distinction is 
made between boys and girls in the analyses. Another explanation could be 
that the present study focused on achievement in different subjects, whereas 
Spilt et al. (2012a) used a composite score of achievement. Furthermore, the 
study of Spilt et al. (2012a) was conducted in the United States, whereas the 
present sample took place in the Netherlands. Finally, the difference in risk 
status between the present study and the study of Spilt et al. (2012a) should 
be taken into consideration. Spilt et al. (2012a) used an at-risk sample with 
children who were selected due to their low literacy levels at the start of the 
study, whereas the present study used a community sample. Perhaps,  the 
closeness-trajectories were more relevant for the academic achievement of 
the at-risk sample of Spilt et al. (2012a) because at-risk children tend to be 
more strongly affected by relationships with their teachers than children who 
are not at risk for academic failure (cf., Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Roorda et 
al., 2011). More research is necessary to explore the conditions under which 
closeness trajectories would affect children’s achievement. 

In contrast to some variable-centered studies (Jerome et al., 2009), person-
centered studies thus seem to indicate that the majority of children follow 

more unfavorable trajectories (cf., O’Connor et al., 2012; Spilt et al., 2012a). 
Interestingly, the number of unfavorable trajectories differs substantially 
between the three studies. Both O’Connor et al. (2012) and Spilt et al. 
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by differences in sample selection or analyzing the models for boys and girls 
separately. For instance, O’Connor et al. (2012) used a more diverse sample 
and Spilt et al. (2012a) used a sample of more at-risk children. 

possible explanation might be that these children are less prepared for the 
learning environment in kindergarten and the early years of elementary school 
but become more able to regulate their behavior after spending more years 
in school or simply because they grow older. The decrease of teacher–child 

for these at-risk children. In contrast, children with externalizing behavior and 
boys were also overrepresented in the low-increasing trajectory, which was 
in line with our expectations (e.g., Spilt et al., 2012a). This may indicate that 

other over time. Likewise, Doumen et al. (2008) found evidence for a vicious 

relationship, which in turn, led to even more externalizing behavior of the child. 
Thus, part of the children with high externalizing behavior and boys followed 
very-high decreasing or low-increasing trajectories. More research is needed 
to understand why some children start with a high level of teacher–child 

future research could investigate to what extent children use self-regulation 
strategies or how school personnel deals with externalizing behavior of 

Spilt and Hughes (2015) referring to the overrepresentation of ethnic minority 

closeness, this may be due to differences in cultural backgrounds of ethnic 
minority children. It must be noted that the correlations between teacher–

that ethnicity of child is mainly important in upper elementary school, which 
was also found in a variable-centered study of Thijs et al. (2012). Consistent 

the development of teacher–child relationship trajectories. When inspecting 
correlations between SES and relationship dimensions, we found that SES 
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upper elementary school. 

trajectories did not differ in their motivation and achievement outcomes in 
sixth grade. In Spilt et al. (2012a), only children from the high-stable and 

low-increasing trajectory in the present study consisted of less children than 
in Spilt et al. (2012a) and the high-stable trajectory was not found in the 

teacher–child relationships are expected to have more impact on the school 
functioning of children at risk for academic maladjustment (Hamre & Pianta, 
2001), such as academically at-risk children in Spilt et al. (2012a), this may 

of Spilt et al. (2012a) than in the present sample. More research is needed to 
examine which groups of children appear in problematic trajectories and if 
this interpersonal adversity leads to poor academic adjustment.

Teacher–child dependency

children had low-decreasing levels of dependency This can be considered a 
favorable trajectory, because variable-centered research indicated that high 
levels of dependency are associated with more internalizing problems of 
children (Murray & Murray, 2004) and lower school adjustment (Birch & Ladd, 
1997; Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Additionally, we found a group of children (i.e., 

increase in overreliance on the teacher as a source of support (Verschueren & 
Koomen, 2012). This can thus be regarded as a more unfavorable trajectory 
of dependency (cf., Birch & Ladd, 1997; Murray & Murray, 2004). Interestingly, 
the two groups started with relatively similar levels of dependency in 
kindergarten, which may indicate that differences in dependency become 
more visible as children grow older. 

Several child characteristics predicted trajectories of teacher–child 
dependency: Children with higher levels of externalizing problem behavior 
and lower levels of verbal ability in kindergarten were more often in the 
low-increasing trajectories. It could be that externalizing children become 
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more reliant on their teachers over time because teachers tend to use more 
behavior regulation for these children (Thijs, Koomen, & Van der Leij, 2008). 
In this way, externalizing behavior and dependency may reinforce each other 

ability, children may need more support from their teacher if they grow older 
because the academic and social demands increase in the higher grades and, 
hence, children become more hampered by their low verbal abilities. It should 
be noted, however, that verbal ability was only measured in kindergarten. 
Therefore, future research should use repeated measures of verbal ability and 
externalizing behavior to further disentangle the association between these 
predictors and teacher–child dependency. 

With regard to children’s outcomes, we found that children with 
increasing levels of dependency were less motivated and had lower 

unfavorable dependency trajectory was associated with all four outcomes, 
which seemed to indicate that dependency is an important relationship 
dimension during the elementary school years. Likewise, Zee et al. (2013) 
found that dependency was more strongly associated with children’s 

although dependency has been understudied in previous research (Roorda 
et al., 2011), our results suggest that it is important for future research to 
focus on this relationship dimension more often.

Risk status and school outcomes

With regard to children’s risk status at the three relationship 

trajectories on two or three relationship dimensions. This implies that only 
a small part of the children experienced unfavorable relationships with their 
teachers on multiple dimensions. Based on the risk and stress hypothesis 
(Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Ladd et al., 2008), we expected that children with 
problematic trajectories on two or more dimensions (i.e., the high-risk 
group) would be less motivated and achieve worse than children with only 
one problematic relationship trajectory. This hypothesis was only supported 
with respect to children’s math achievement, and not for the other outcome 
variables. In combination with variable-centered studies that found that the 
three relationship dimensions uniquely predict children’s outcomes (e.g., 

raise questions about the added value of investigating children’s risk status 
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based on the combination the three relationship dimensions. Although more 

view on the effect of teacher–child relationships on children’s motivation and 
achievement if we examine the relationship dimensions separately. 

and the other two risk groups might also be explained by a lack of statistical 
power. That is, the high-risk group was much smaller than the other two risk 
groups (i.e., n = 88 in the high-risk group versus n = 919 and n = 293 in the 
no- risk and low-risk group, respectively) in combination with relatively large 
standard errors in the high-risk group for part of the outcome variables (e.g., 
vocabulary and reading comprehension). Studies with even larger samples than 

differences between the high-risk group and the other two risk-groups. 

Limitations and directions for research

Some limitations should be taken into account when interpreting the 
results of the present study. First, we only used teacher reports to measure the 
quality of the relationship. Previous research has found that the agreement 
in teacher and child reports of the relationship is generally not very high 
(Murray, Murray, & Waas, 2008; Wu, Hughes, & Kwok, 2010). As none of the 
person-centered studies used child reports before (O’Connor & McCartney, 
2007; O’Connor et al., 2011; O’Connor et al., 2012; Spilt et al., 2012a), it is 
advisable for future research to include child reports of the relationships 
when studying relationship trajectories.

Second, children’s externalizing behavior and verbal ability were only 
measured in kindergarten. For future research, it might be interesting to 
measure these child characteristics at more occasions to be able to examine 

& Ladd, 1998; Doumen et al., 2008). In our study, some of the results can also 
be somewhat confounded because the predictors (e.g., child characteristics) 
and outcomes (e.g., academic achievement and motivation) were measured 

respectively.
Third, information about the number of teachers and teachers’ 

characteristics was not available. As teacher characteristics also seem to 
contribute to the quality of teacher–child relationships (Mashburn & Henry, 
2004; Saft & Pianta, 2001), future research should collect information 
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characteristics on teacher–child relationship trajectories as well. 
Fourth, we recommend including a more elaborated measurement of 

externalizing behavior in future research, to capture the full construct more 
thoroughly. As we used only four items to measure this concept, we probably 
did not cover the whole range of externalizing behaviors. For instance, items 
about children’s hyperactive behaviors seem to be lacking in the current 
measure. Future research could expand our measure for externalizing 

Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman & Scott, 1999). 
Fifth, we did not have measurements of children’s achievement and 

motivation in kindergarten and therefore we were not able to control for 
these effects when investigating the outcomes. Combined with the fact that 
we did not use an experimental design, the present study prevents strong 
conclusions about causality.

Conclusions and implications for practice

The current study provides evidence for the existence of different 
trajectories of teacher–child relationship quality from kindergarten to sixth 
grade. For each relationship dimension, the majority of children appeared 
to follow favorable relationship trajectories during elementary school. 

that of other person-centered studies (e.g., Spilt et al., 2012a) provide a more 
positive view of the development of teacher–child relationship quality during 
elementary school than variable-centered studies (e.g., Jerome et al., 2009; 
Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). Still, there also seem to be children who share 
less favorable relationships with their teachers (e.g., low-increasing levels 

children with lower verbal ability appeared to be overrepresented in these 
less favorable trajectories. With regard to children’s outcomes, it seems 
mainly the dependency trajectories that affect children’s motivation and 

more dependency in the relationship with their subsequent teachers were 
less motivated and achieved worse in sixth grade. 

For school practitioners, it will be reassuring to know that the majority 
of children seem to share positive relationships with their teacher during their 
elementary school career. Still, there also appear to be substantial number 
of children who will need help in developing more favorable relationships 
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with their teachers to prevent academic maladjustment later on (cf., Roorda 
et al., 2011). Our results suggest that especially children who experience 
high levels of dependency in their relationships with subsequent teachers 
are at risk for academic maladjustment at the end of elementary school. 
Therefore, teachers should help these children to become more independent 
and autonomous, for example by using instructional practices directed at 
stimulating self-regulated learning (see Dignath, Buettner, & Langfeldt, 
2008). Finally, teachers can be made aware that boys, children with high 
levels of externalizing behavior, and children with lower verbal abilities are at 
risk for developing less favorable relationships with their teachers and that 
these negative relationships will have deteriorating consequences for their 
motivation and academic achievement. Existing interventions might help 
teachers to improve their relationship with these children (Driscoll & Pianta, 
2010; Spilt, Koomen, Thijs, & Van der Leij, 2012b; Vancraeyveldt et al., 2015).
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CHAPTER 3

Do teachers have different mental representations of 

relationships with children in cases of hyperactivity versus 

conduct problems?

The present study examined how different externalizing child behaviors 
(i.e., hyperactivity, conduct problems) were uniquely related to teachers’ mental 
representations of relationships with individual children. Participants were 61 
teacher–child dyads from Dutch regular elementary schools. Using a two–wave 

were interviewed using the Teacher Relationship Interview (TRI) to assess relationship 
representations. The TRI was rated by coders on nine constructs that comprised three 
dimensions: content (e.g., sensitive practices of teachers), affect (e.g., positive and 
negative feelings), and process (e.g., coherence of narratives). Regression analyses 
revealed that teachers had higher levels of positive affect and sensitive practices when 
it comes to hyperactivity, whereas teachers experienced more anger when it comes 
to conduct problems. The results indicate that hyperactivity and conduct problems 
may uniquely contribute to teachers’ mental representations of relationships with 
children.

Introduction
Teacher–child relationships are considered important for both teachers 

and children. Ample research has shown that teacher–child relationships 
characterized by warmth and support (closeness) may help children to 
develop the necessary skills for behavioral and academic success in school 
(Jerome, Hamre, & Pianta, 2009; Roorda, Jak, Zee, Oort, & Koomen, 2017). 
Alternatively, teacher–child relationships involving high levels of negativity 

school (McCormick, O’Connor, Cappella, & McClowry, 2013). Furthermore, 

associated with higher levels of teacher stress and anger, and lower levels of 
teacher competence and job satisfaction (Hagenauer, Hascher, & Volet, 2015). 

relationship quality. 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   65 02-03-20   09:32



Chapter 3

66

One of the most important predictors of teacher–child relationship 
quality is children’s externalizing behavior (e.g., Jerome et al., 2009). Children 
who display externalizing behaviors, such as hyperactivity or conduct 
problems, are likely to have relationships with teachers that are generally 

Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005). Although children’s hyperactivity 
and conduct problems are often substantially associated, they relate to 
different behaviors and social outcomes (Hinshaw, 1987). Still, most studies 
on teacher–child relationship quality have used a composite measure of 
externalizing behaviors (cf. Nurmi, 2012). Consequently, little is known about 
how different externalizing behaviors are uniquely associated with teacher–
child relationship quality.

In addition, most researchers have used explicit measurements 
such as questionnaires to examine teacher perceptions of relationship 
quality with children showing externalizing behaviors (Roorda et al., 
2017). Recently, investigators have underscored the importance of also 
including implicit measurements in research (Hahn, Judd, Hirsh, & Blair, 
2014; Kumar, Karabenick, & Burgoon, 2015). Such implicit measurements 
may provide additional insight in underlying processes, such as feelings, 
beliefs, and attitudes of teachers about their relationship with children 
showing different externalizing behaviors. These underlying processes are 
often referred to as a teacher’s mental representation of their relationship 
with a child (Bowlby, 1982). Researchers have argued that understanding 
such mental representations of teachers is needed to be able to design 
appropriate interventions that improve teacher–child relationship quality 
(Spilt & Koomen, 2009), which is especially important for children with 
high risks of poor development (e.g., children with externalizing behaviors). 
Therefore, the present study examined how different externalizing child 
behaviors (i.e., hyperactivity and conduct problems) were related to 
teachers’ mental representations of relationships with individual children.  

Teachers’ mental representations of teacher–child relationships

The majority of research on teacher–child relationships is based on an 
extended attachment perspective (Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003), derived 
from parent–child attachment research (Bowlby, 1982). Attachment theory 

others, including views, feelings, and attitudes that shape the development 
of new relationships (Bowlby, 1982). Mental representations are considered 
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of others and, in turn, how children direct their own behavior (Bretherton, 
1990). Similarly, caregivers are considered to develop a parallel set of mental 
representations. This theory has also been applied to relationships between 
teachers and individual children, stating that both the teacher and the child 
form mental representations of their mutual relationship (Pianta et al., 2003). 
For teachers, these mental representations consist of their view of the child, 
beliefs and expectations about the interactions with this child, and beliefs 
about the self as a teacher (Pianta et al., 2003). 

To date, most research has used explicit measurements, and especially 
questionnaires, to capture teachers’ perceptions of the relationship with an 
individual child. Of these measures, the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale 
(STRS; Pianta, 2001) is the most common. The STRS has demonstrated 

and adequate construct and criterion validity from preschool to upper 
elementary school (e.g., Koomen, Verschueren, van Schooten, Jak, & Pianta, 
2012; Milatz, Glüer, Harwardt-Heinecke, Kappler, & Ahnert, 2014). The STRS is 

(i.e., negative interactions), closeness (i.e., warmth), and dependency (i.e., 
overly reliant child behavior). Thereby, it provides a global overview of 
several explicit aspects of a teacher’s perception of teacher–child relationship 
quality (Koomen et al., 2012). However, questionnaires mainly capture the 
feelings and cognitions of which a teacher is already aware. Questionnaires 
may therefore be less suited to capture teachers’ mental representations, as 
mental representations are believed to operate outside conscious awareness.

In parent–child research, interviews and qualitative coding of these 
interviews have been used to uncover mental representations of parents, 
thereby giving insight into parent–child relationship quality (e.g., Parent 
Attachment Interview; Bretherton, Biringen, Ridgeway, Maslin, & Sherman, 

answers do not directly correspond with different psychological constructs 
(Furman & Wehner, 1994). For instance, rather than directly asking a caregiver 
about their sensitive parenting behavior, the interviewer asks for a series of 
experiences, for example in which the child is misbehaving and in which 
the child is upset and seeks help from the caregiver. Next, the caregiver’s 
answers are coded by an independent coder using a qualitative description 
of the construct to assess, for instance, the degree of sensitive practices. 
Thus, interviews may uncover aspects that are not perceived directly by the 
caregiver, but rather by the coder of the entire interview, which makes them 
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implicit measurement techniques (Furman & Wehner, 1994).
Three main dimensions have generally been suggested to effectively 

someone is telling during the interview about their beliefs and practices 
in a relationship. The second dimension refers to the affective dimension, 
representing both positive and negative feelings someone might experience 
in their relationship. The third dimension is the processing of information, 
which refers to ‘how’ information is transferred to the interviewer (Button et 
al., 2011). For instance, someone can react defensively or can be reluctant to 
explain how he or she is feeling.

In teacher–child relationship research, the Teacher Relationship 
Interview (TRI) can be used to assess teachers’ mental representations of 
their relationship with an individual child (Koomen, Verschueren, & Thijs, 
2006; Spilt & Koomen, 2009; Stuhlman & Pianta, 2002). This interview offers 
information about teachers’ feelings, beliefs, and expectations regarding 

in parent–child research (Button et al., 2001; Pianta, 1999) and can also be 
framed in terms of the dimensions content, affect, and process (Spilt & 
Koomen, 2009). Independent coders rate the interview on nine separate 
constructs, which together represent the three dimensions. The content 
dimension includes processes such as a sensitive and proactive management 
style, providing a secure base, perspective taking in the internal states of 
the child, and intentionality (Spilt & Koomen, 2009). The affective dimension 
includes the degree to which teachers narrate their relationship with the child 
in terms of positivity, anger, and helplessness. The last dimension, processing 
of information, gives insight in the extent to which teachers are willing to 
discuss negative emotions and the degree of coherence of their narratives 
(Spilt & Koomen, 2009; see Table 1 for a description of the TRI constructs).

To validate the TRI as an appropriate measurement of teachers’ mental 
representations of relationships, two studies have evaluated the concordance 
of the TRI with other measurements of teacher–child relationship quality. 

teacher–child interactions. Second, Spilt and Koomen (2009) investigated how 
a slightly adapted version of the TRI was related to the different subscales of 
the STRS. Both studies found moderate agreement between the TRI constructs 
and observed interactions or subscales or STRS subscales, indicating that 
the TRI assesses related aspects of teacher–child relationship quality. More 
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subscale of the STRS. In addition, Stuhlman and Pianta (2002) found that 
expressed negative emotion during the interview was most strongly related 

that the TRI is useful to gain more insight in teachers’ mental representations 
of relationships with children, especially with regard to affective processes. 

To date, there is one study that investigated teachers’ mental 
representations of their relationships with typically developing children 
versus children showing (non–differentiated) externalizing behavior (Spilt & 
Koomen, 2009). Using the TRI, Spilt and Koomen (2009) found that teachers 
expressed more anger and helplessness concerning children who displayed 
externalizing behavior, which is in accordance with questionnaire research 
that found associations between behavior problems of children and relational 
negativity (e.g., Birch & Ladd, 1997; Jerome et al., 2009). Spilt and Koomen 

between relationships with children with and without externalizing behavior. 
In addition, no differences were found with regard to sensitive practices of 
teachers in their narratives concerning the two groups of children. In sum, 
Spilt and Koomen (2009) found that negative affect of teachers seems 
characteristic for relationships with children with higher levels of externalizing 
behaviors.

Different externalizing behaviors of children

Externalizing, or undercontrolled behavior includes different 
behavioral symptoms such as hyperactivity, impulsivity, inattention, 
oppositional behaviors, aggression, and disregarding others’ rights (Hinshaw, 
1992). Based on these characteristics, generally two larger categories have 

(Hinshaw, 1987, 1992). Hyperactivity/inattention refers to the inability to 

(Barkley, DuPaul, & McMurray, 1990). In contrast, conduct problems are 

lies, rule breaking, violent behavior, or disregarding the teacher (Hughes 
& Cavell, 1999). Hyperactivity and conduct problems can appear together, 
resulting in comorbid problems of children. The developmental precursor 
model suggest that symptoms of hyperactivity can lead to the development 
of conduct problems, for instance due to stress in the family or in school 
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(Johnston & Jassy, 2007). Despite their overlap (e.g., Offord, Alder, & Boyle, 
1986), these categories are considered to tap into different aspects of 
externalizing behavior (e.g., Martel, Gremillion, Roberts, von Eye, & Nigg, 
2010). Furthermore, both aspects of externalizing behavior relate highly to 
children’s emotional symptoms (e.g., correlations between .27 and .58; Huey 
& Weisz, 1997). Therefore, when analyzing differences between hyperactivity 
and conduct problems, it is important to take children’s emotional symptoms 
into account. 

Different types of externalizing behavior have been linked to different 
school outcomes. For instance, children who display high levels of hyperactive 

2003). Generally, they are likely to have more problems staying on task, to 

staying in their chair (DuPaul & Stoner, 2003). These off–task behaviors may 
be very disruptive for teachers. Therefore, it is not surprising that children 
with hyperactive behavior are at risk for developing social problems (Andrade 
& Tannock, 2014; DuPaul & Weyandt, 2006), including poor teacher–child 
relationships. 

Children with conduct problems may show a somewhat different 
pattern of school adjustment. Research has indicated that conduct problems 
in school are mainly associated with peer rejection or peer coercion (Snyder, 
Prichard, Schrepferman, Patrick, & Schoolmiller, 2004). It has also been found 
that interactions between teachers and children with conduct problems 
are often characterized by anger and punishment, in particular when 
children openly resist authority of the teacher (Brophy & McCaslin, 1992). 
Consequently, children’s conduct problems may be a risk factor for poor 
teacher–child relationships. 

The behavioral patterns of hyperactivity or conduct problems in 

quality differently. However, previous studies only investigated associations 
of hyperactivity and conduct problems with school adjustment in isolation 
of each other. They did not include these different types of externalizing 
behavior into one study to identify whether they had similar or different 
associations with teacher–child relationship quality.
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Teachers’ appraisals of hyperactivity and conduct problems

Teachers’ mental representations about relationships and their ways 
of judging different child behaviors may increase teachers’ unpleasant 
experiences and emotions (Chang & Davis, 2009). Teachers may hold different 
types of judgments or appraisals about children’s actions in the classroom. 

their perceived ability to cope with problems, may explain why teachers may 
consider their relationship to be different for children with different types of 

control), these authors assume that teachers are likely to feel frustration or 
anger in relation to an individual child when they feel this child could have 
controlled its behavior (i.e., the control potential of the child is high). This 
frustration or anger, in turn, might determine teachers’ subsequent actions 
toward the child. For instance, teachers may respond less sensitive to a 

teachers perceive the child as being unable to control his or her behavior (i.e., 
there is a low control potential of the child), teachers’ responses may be more 
differentiated, ranging from annoyance to sympathy, or responses may in 
general be more positive (Chang & Davis, 2009). For instance, teachers may 

the child’s disruptive behavior is not intentional. 
The second type of appraisal is based on teachers’ coping potential, 

which refers to their ability to eliminate a perceived threat (Lazarus, 2001). 
For example, teachers with a high coping potential in the face of challenging 
child behavior probably have lower and more controllable emotional 
responses. Consequently, more adequate reactions of teachers to challenging 
behavior may occur. However, teachers with a low coping potential may have 
an increased emotional intensity, such as anxiety, frustration, or anger, which 
may lead to less professional responses of teachers in reaction to challenging 

Based on these ideas, it can be expected that teachers feel or act 
differently toward children who display hyperactivity versus conduct 
problems. For instance, teachers may have feelings of sympathy toward 
children with hyperactivity but not toward children with conduct problems. 
One possible reason for these different feelings is that hyperactivity is often 
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which has several genetic components (Brassett–Harknett & Butler, 2007). 
Indeed, the large majority of teachers reported ADHD and hyperactivity to be 
caused by biological factors instead of environmental factors (Glass & Wegar, 
2000). This implies that hyperactive behaviors do not happen on purpose 
but lie outside the control of the child (Stinnett, Crawford, Gillespie, Cruce, 
& Langford, 2001). In other words, children often do not intend to display 
hyperactive behavior (i.e., their control potential is low). This low control 
potential of hyperactive behavior may result in teachers feeling sympathy 
toward the child. 

With regard to perceived conduct problems, the cause of such 
behavior is not always evident, and teachers can think of this child as 
annoying, disrespectful, or lacking parental guidance (Chang & Davis, 2009). 
Teachers may feel that these children could have controlled their behavior 

which could lead to more negative emotional experiences of teachers. As a 

teachers’ sensitive practices.
Furthermore, based on Patterson’s theorizing (1982, 2002), coercive 

which in turn elicits negativity in interactions. This coercive pattern of 
interactions may also be visible in the school context. For instance, a teacher 
may reinforce certain child behaviors, such as resistance or disobedience, 
and this may in turn evoke anger and hostility from the teacher. Based on this 
coercion theory, we expected that teachers feel more anger and frustration in 
the case of conduct problems and that they act with less sensitive practices 
in reaction to resistance or disobedience. 

Previous studies have repeatedly shown that externalizing child 
behavior in general is associated with poor teacher–child relationship quality, 
both cross-sectionally (e.g., Nurmi, 2012) and longitudinally (e.g., Hamre & 
Pianta, 2001). Furthermore, externalizing behavior can both be a predictor 
and outcome of poor teacher–child relationship quality (e.g., Silver et al., 
2005). To our knowledge, however, there are only two studies that examined 

child relationship quality. A study from Thijs, Koomen, and van der Leij 

lower levels of closeness, and more dependency in their relationships with 
children with higher levels of hyperactivity, compared to their relationships 
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with typically developing children. Furthermore, these authors noted that 
teachers experienced increased hindrance and disruptiveness in their 
teaching with hyperactive children. In a study focusing on conduct problems, 
Hughes, Cavell, and Willson (2001) indicated that conduct problems of 
elementary school children were associated with high levels of peer rated 

of externalizing behavior, they investigated these behaviors in isolation from 
one another. Because of the substantial overlap between hyperactivity and 
conduct problems (Offord et al., 1986), it is necessary to control for the other 
type of externalizing behavior to assess possible differential and unique 
effects of each type of externalizing behavior. 

Present study

The present study examined the extent to which children’s 
hyperactive behavior and conduct problems were related to teachers’ 
mental representations of relationships. Of note, we did not compare groups 
of children with either hyperactivity or conduct problems, but focused on 
examining unique associations of children’s hyperactive behavior and 
conduct problems with teacher’s mental representations in a non–clinical 
sample of upper elementary graders. Because of the substantial overlap 
between hyperactive behavior and conduct problems, we controlled for the 
other type of externalizing behavior. Additionally, we decided to control for 
the associations of children’s emotional symptoms with teachers’ mental 
representations of relationships as well, because these emotional symptoms 
are usually related to both hyperactivity and conduct problems. Furthermore, 
as teacher–child relationships are often differently associated with gender 
(e.g., Birch & Ladd, 1997) and ethnicity (e.g., Saft & Pianta, 2001); we also 
included these background characteristics as covariates. Based on the theories 

Spilt and Koomen (2009), we expected that teachers would express higher 
levels of positive feelings and show higher levels of sensitive practices in the 
case of hyperactive behavior, if controlling for comorbid conduct problems. 
In contrast, we expected that teachers would express higher levels of negative 
feelings and show lower levels of sensitive practices in the case of conduct 
problems, controlling for comorbid hyperactive behavior.  
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Method
The present study was part of a larger research project that examined 

teachers’ dealings with diversity in the classroom (Zee, De Jong, & Koomen, 
2016). For this project, a total of 350 schools across the Netherlands were 
recruited by e–mail or telephone. When school principals granted permission 
to conduct research within their school, information letters and informed 
consent forms were sent to all upper elementary teachers within the schools. 

in both urban and rural areas across the Netherlands. Of this sample of 

16.9 years of experience in teaching (SD = 12.0, ranging from 1.5 to 44 years). 
The teachers had a mean age of 41.3 years (SD = 12.6, ranging from 23 to 63 
years). 

The non–clinical student sample consisted of 61 children, of which 36 

(SD = 1.2, ranging from 8 to 13 years old). At the time of data collection, 5 

minority background.

Procedure

Ethical approval was granted from the Ethics Review Board of the 
Faculty of Social and Behavioral Sciences of the University of Amsterdam 
(project no. 2013–CDE–3188). Teachers distributed informed consent forms 
to parents of all children in their classroom. In the larger project on dealing 
with diversity (Zee et al., 2016), data were collected in two waves. A sample of 
eight children was randomly selected from each teacher’s classroom, in which, 

had known the children for at least 4 months (January–March), teachers 
reported on the behavioral adjustment of the selected children using the 

about their background characteristics during a planned school visit. During 
the second wave, at the end of the schoolyear (May–July), researchers visited 
the participating schools to administer the Teacher Relationship Interview 
(TRI). The duration of the interview ranged from 30 to 45 minutes. For 
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this interview, we selected one child for each teacher based on the child’s 
level of externalizing behaviors. For half of the teachers, a child with a 
mean score higher than 2.5 on the hyperactivity subscale and/or conduct 
problems subscale was selected (i.e., the subscales ranged from 1 to 5, a 
cut–off criteria of 2.5 or higher was used to construct a normally distributed 
sample of problematic behavior). When multiple children had a high score 
on the subscales, the child with the highest scores on the two subscales was 
selected. For the other half of the teachers, a child was selected with a mean 
score lower than 2.5 on hyperactivity and conduct problems. This procedure 
was followed to collect a sample of children with a normally distributed level 

Instruments

Teachers reported about children’s behavioral adjustment and several 
months later teachers were interviewed about their relationship with a child. 
Teachers reported about children’s behavior through the Dutch version of 

Van Widenfelt, Goedhart, Treffers, & Goodman, 2003). The SDQ measures 
a variety of problematic child behaviors in the classroom. Five subscales 
can be derived from a total of 25 items: Prosocial Behavior, Emotional 
Symptoms, Conduct Problems, Hyperactivity/Inattention, and Peer Problems. 
In the present study, we only used the subscales Emotional Symptoms, 
measuring internalizing behavior of children (e.g., “Many worries or often 
seems worried”), Conduct Problems (e.g., “Often has temper tantrums or 
hot tempers”), and Hyperactivity (e.g., “Restless, overactive, cannot sit still 
for long”). All subscales consisted of 5 items which were answered on a 5–

applies). Previous research has indicated good psychometric properties of 
the Dutch version of the SDQ (Van Widenfelt et al., 2003). Cronbach’s alphas 
of the SDQ subscales in the present study were .77 for Emotional Symptoms, 
.85 for Conduct Problems, and .89 for Hyperactivity, respectively.

A Dutch version of the Teacher Relationship Interview (TRI; Koomen & 
Lont, 2004; Pianta, 2003; Spilt & Koomen, 2009) was used to assess teachers’ 
mental representations of their relationship with an individual child. The 
TRI is a semi–structured interview, in the Dutch version consisting of 12 
questions and related follow–up questions that provide insight into teachers’ 
experiences, beliefs, and emotions about their relationship with an individual 
child. First, teachers were asked to choose three words that described their 
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relationships with the child. For each of the three words, teachers were asked 
to further describe that word through explaining an experience they had with 
the child. The 11 remaining questions were about teachers’ negative and 
positive experiences with a child and one question was about the relationship 
of the teacher with the family of the child. All questions were aimed at 
discussing recently occurred experiences of teachers’ interactions with the 
selected child. For almost all questions, follow–up questions concerned 

of the feelings or emotions of the child. An example of one of the questions 
is: “Tell me about a time when [name of the child] was upset and came to 
you”. Follow–up questions are: “Could you describe exactly what you did at 
that moment?”, “Why did you choose this particular approach?”, “How did 
you feel in this situation?”, and “How do you think [name of the child] felt at 
that moment?” 

The interview was recorded on audio and independent raters coded 
the audio–tapes. Ratings were provided by at least two trained, independent 
coders on nine scales representing different relationship constructs. With 
respect to the content dimension, four constructs were rated (see Table 1): 
Sensitivity of Discipline, Secure Base, Perspective Taking, and Intentionality. 
Regarding the dimension of affect, three constructs were rated: Helplessness, 
Positive Affect and Anger. For the processing dimension, two constructs were 
rated: Neutralizing of Negative Affect, and Coherence. 

With the exception of Coherence, which was rated on a 5–point scale, 
each construct was coded on a 7–point rating scale. The scores 1 and 2 
represented the lower end on the scale (i.e., there is no or little evidence for 
the construct), the scores 3 to 5 were in the mid–range of the scale (i.e., the 
teachers provides mixed evidence of the construct), and scores 6 and 7 were 

the teacher provides clear and detailed examples). For each score of each of 
the constructs, the coding manual provided a detailed example of what the 
teachers should have narrated to receive a particular score (Koomen & Lont, 
2004; Pianta, 1999; Pianta, 2003). 

agreement. Coders attended three meetings in which they discussed the 
codes of interviews they had practiced at home. First, they practiced with 
the TRI themselves to get familiar with the interview questions and the 
coding manual. At home, they practiced with a total of nine interviews and 
received feedback about each coding from the trainer. None of the coders 
were familiar with the child or the teacher and they did not administer the 
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interviews themselves. Coders were also unaware of whether children had 
high or low levels of externalizing behavior. 

Intraclass correlations (ICCs), based on the average measures of the 
coders, were calculated for each of the constructs to assess the degree of 
consistency between coders. Cicchetti et al. (2006) concluded that an ICC 
between .40 and .59 is fair, between .60 and .74 good, and above .75 excellent. 
Excellent consistency was found for all constructs (ICCs ranging from .78 
to .92), except for Coherence (ICC of .60), which had still good consistency 
(Cicchetti et al., 2006; see Table 1). Average scores of two independent coders 

points) between the two coders for one of the constructs, a third coder 
independently rated the interview again to extract the most appropriate 

score of the third coder was then used for that construct. 

Data analysis

We conducted multiple regression analyses1 in SPSS Version 22 to 
predict all constructs of the TRI based on children’s Hyperactivity or Conduct 
Problems. For each TRI construct, a multiple regression was performed. For 

= girl), Ethnicity (0 = ethnic majority, 1 = ethnic minority) and Emotional 
Symptoms. After that, we added Conduct Problems and Hyperactivity2. 

predictor of any of the TRI constructs (p > 0.05).

MCAR test showed that the data were missing completely at random, 2(12) 
= 9.82, p
impute missing data using the Expectation Maximization algorithm. For all 
models, residuals, leverage values, and Cook’s Distance were examined. No 

violations of assumptions for linearity, homoscedasticity, and normality were 

1 As intra-class correlation at the school level was very low (ICC = 0.03), it was not nec-
essary to conduct multilevel analyses. 

2  Interaction terms of Conduct Problems x Hyperactivity were also added in the 
regression models, however, these caused multicollinearity problems. Therefore, we decided to 
exclude the interaction terms from the models. 
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normality (skewness < 2.0, kurtosis < 1.9). There was no indication of 
multicollinearity in the regression models (Slinker & Glantz, 1985), because 

models.
Results

Before presenting the regression models for each construct of the TRI, 
the descriptive statistics are discussed. Table 2 presents the means, standard 
deviations, and zero–order correlations of all study variables. Constructs from 
the content dimension of the Teacher Relationship Interview (e.g., Sensitivity 
of Discipline, Secure Base, Perspective Taking, and Intentionality) had large 
intercorrelations, were positively related to Positive Affect, and negatively 
related with Helplessness. Secure Base and Intentionality were also negatively 
associated with Anger. Furthermore, Perspective Taking was negatively 
associated with Neutralizing of Negative Affect, and both Perspective Taking 
and Secure Base were positively related to Coherence. Correlations between 
constructs of the affect dimension were also in the expected directions. 
Constructs of the affect dimension (e.g., Helplessness, Anger, and Positive 

dimension (e.g., Neutralizing of Negative Affect and Coherence). With regard 
to the processing dimension, Neutralizing of Negative Affect had a negative 
association with Coherence of teachers’ narratives. 
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Furthermore, a positive association was found between Neutralizing 
of Negative Affect and Ethnicity, indicating that teachers tended to neutralize 
negative affect more in relationships with ethnic minority children. Also, 
Ethnicity was negatively related with Intentionality and Positive Affect of 
teachers. Emotional Symptoms of children were negatively related to Positive 
Affect and positively related to Anger. In addition, Emotional Symptoms 
were associated with more Hyperactivity and Conduct Problems of children. 
Children’s Conduct Problems were also positivity related with teachers’ Anger 
and with more Hyperactivity. Last, Hyperactivity was positively related to all 

associations were found between children’s Gender and all other variables.
Using regression analyses, it was investigated how children’s 

hyperactivity and conduct problems were related to teachers’ mental 
representations. Separate regression analyses were performed for the 
constructs of the content dimension of these mental representations, 
including Sensitivity of Discipline, Secure Base, Perspective Taking, and 

how Hyperactivity and Conduct Problems were related to teachers’ Sensitivity 

variance, F ( 4,56) = 2.52. Only Hyperactivity was positively associated with 
Sensitivity of Discipline ( (SE) = .47(0.12), p = .009). 

F (4,56) 
= 1.75. In this model, Hyperactivity was positively related to Secure Base 
of teachers ( (SE) = .38(.14), p  = .039), indicating teachers provided more 
security when it comes to Hyperactivity. The model with all variables included 

F (4,56) = 3.27. Hyperactivity 
was positively related to teachers’ ability to take perspective of the feelings 
of the child ( (SE) = .52(.14), p  = .003). 

F ( 4,56) = 3.06 (Table 3). It appeared 
that teachers were less focused on seeking opportunities to promote children’s 
growth when it comes to ethnic minority students ( (SE) = – .29(.36), p = 
.028). Furthermore, Hyperactivity was positively related to Intentionality of 
teachers ( (SE) = .46(.14), p = .009).

Separate regression analyses were performed for the constructs of 
the affect dimension as well, including Helplessness, Anger, and Positive 

F (4, 
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F (4,56) = 4.97. Teachers reported less positive affect in 
relationships with ethnic minority children ( (SE) = – .32 (.38), p = .011) and 
children with increased Emotional Symptoms ( (SE) = – .35(.19), p = .016). 
In addition, Hyperactivity was positively related to Positive Affect ( (SE) = 
.39(.14), p = .024). 

F (4,56) = 8.63. Teachers expressed higher 
levels of Anger in cases of Conduct Problems ( (SE) = .74 (.20), p  < .001). 

Again, separate regression analyses were performed for the constructs 
of the Processing dimension (see Table 5). The models of Neutralizing of 
Negative Affect, F (4,56) = 1.64, and Coherence, F (4,56) = 1.07, were not 

dependent variables (Table 5). 
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Discussion
The purpose of the present study was to examine the unique 

contributions of teacher reported hyperactivity and conduct problems 
on teachers’ mental representations of their relationships with individual 
children. Guided by theoretical ideas of Chang and Davis (2009), we 
hypothesized that teachers would experience more positive affect when it 
comes to hyperactivity (given the effects of conduct problems), and more 
negative affect in relationships with children showing more conduct problems 
(controlling for the effect of hyperactivity). We also expected that teachers 
would be more inclined to use sensitive practices toward children with higher 
levels of hyperactive behavior and less sensitive practices in cases of conduct 
problems. To establish support for these hypotheses, we used an implicit 
measurement technique based on attachment theory to capture teachers’ 
beliefs, practices and feelings in their relationships with a particular child.

different relationship experiences when it comes to different externalizing 
behaviors. Based on these results, we have two main conclusions. First, 
teachers feel more positive about their relationships when it comes to 
perceived hyperactive behavior, and more negative when it comes to 
perceived conduct problems. Second, teachers show more sensitive practices 
(i.e., manage behavior more sensitively, function more as a secure base, are 
better able to take perspective, and experience more intentionality) in their 
interactions with hyperactivity. These results are important and relevant 
given that teachers’ mental representations happen outside teachers’ 
subconscious awareness (Bretherton, 1990, Pianta, 1999). As teachers may 
focus unintentionally on behaviors that are similar to the beliefs they already 
have about a child, mental representations about relationships can function 

improving negativity in the teacher–child relationship. 
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Children’s hyperactive behavior and teachers’ mental 
representations

Based on Chang and Davis’ (2009) ideas, we assumed that teachers 
would display more feelings of sympathy in interactions with children when 
they feel children’s control potential is low. Although we did not test these 

positive feelings, including feelings of happiness, joy, closeness, and pride, 
in cases of higher levels of hyperactivity, if controlling for comorbid conduct 
problems. Furthermore, teachers acted more sensitively in such cases. These 

the feelings they have about a child, which in turn may have an effect on 
how teachers approach these children. These results seem plausible in light 
of research showing that teachers’ behavior is based on their beliefs and 
feelings (Alderman & Nix, 1997). Thus, feelings or attitudes of teachers 

responses or actions toward a child. Consequently, it seems important to 
focus interventions on the level of mental representational models rather 

differentiated mental representations could help teachers develop the skills 
that enable them to respond sensitively to children’s behavior. 
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hyperactivity and positive affect (r = .04), we did not expect that hyperactivity 
would be a moderate predictor for teachers’ positive feelings ( = .38, p = 

r = 
.46) and conduct problems (r = .69) and not with positive affect, it is possible 
that conduct problems functioned as a suppressor variable for the other 
predictors of positive affect. This means that the independent variables (e.g., 
hyperactive behavior and conduct problems) are more strongly correlated 
with each other than with the dependent variable (e.g., positive affect). As 

information, which results in gathering the unique information of each of the 
predictors separately (Maassen & Bakker, 2001). It thus seems important to 
include all aspects of the child’s behavior in one model for positive affect to 
fully understand the unique contribution of hyperactivity on teachers’ affect. 
Pandey and Elliott (2010) also argued that it is better to interpret correlated 
predictors in combination in one model instead of in isolation from one 

children may experience, hyperactivity plays the most important role in 

differently to hyperactivity in the context of (comorbid) conduct problems. 

that teachers did provide more security when they perceived hyperactive 
behavior, indicating that the teacher was able to foster trust and warmth and 
believed that these aspects were important for the cognitive and emotional 
development of child. Previous research has also shown that the teacher can 

children in times of stress (Koomen & Hoeksma, 2003). The present study 

children with various socio-emotional behaviors. These results are promising 

that for children with high levels of hyperactivity, support in the teacher–child 
relationship may function as a protective factor against further behavioral 
disengagement. 

Also related to the content dimension, teachers were more aware of 
the internal state of children with higher levels of hyperactive behavior, which 
indicates that they are better able to understand the perspective of the child 
in the case of hyperactivity. In addition, teachers were more inclined to seek 
opportunities to promote growth in children with higher levels of hyperactive 
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have adequate knowledge regarding symptoms and causes of hyperactivity 
and ADHD (e.g., Bekle, 2004). Given that the prevalence of the disorder ADHD 
is relatively high (Sayal, Prasad, Daley, Ford, & Coghill, 2017), we can assume 
that most teachers have gained experience with a child with hyperactivity in 
their classroom. Therefore, teachers’ knowledge about hyperactive behavior 

In addition to a basic understanding of hyperactive behavior, teachers are 
probably also well informed about the motives of children showing higher 
levels of hyperactivity. When they understand that these children are not 

Davis, 2009). That is also what we found in our study, teachers were better 
able to manage children’s behavior in a sensitive manner. 

Children’s conduct problems and teachers’ mental 
representations

In line with our expectations, we found that teachers felt more 
negativity when they perceived conduct problems, if controlling for comorbid 
hyperactivity. They talked more frequently about negative aspects of the 
relationship and showed more feelings of anger and frustration in cases of 
conduct problems. It is possible that disobedient and aggressive behaviors 
of the child undermine the authority of the teacher in the classroom (Brophy 
& McCaslin, 1992). As a result, teachers feel more threatened or frustrated 
because conduct problems may hamper their professional functioning in the 
classroom. Furthermore, it is possible that teachers’ coping potential is lower 
in interactions with children with higher levels of conduct problems (Chang 
& Davis, 2009), leading to feelings of negativity and anger.

association with regard to teachers’ helplessness in dealing with higher levels 
of conduct problems, nor in relation to hyperactivity. Based on the theoretical 
ideas of Chang and Davis (2009), we expected that teachers would feel more 
ineffective or powerless in relation to children showing conduct problems 
because these behaviors might be judged as intentional (i.e., the teacher 
may think that the child has a higher level of control potential). However, 
children’s externalizing behaviors were not associated with teachers’ feelings 
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the researchers selected children based on the level of externalizing behaviors 

Therefore, it is possible that teacher–child relationship quality was not that 
poor and teachers did not feel that much ineffective in the relationship with 
the child. Second, the levels of externalizing behaviors were not that high for 
most of the children, since we used a non–clinical regular elementary sample 
instead of a clinical sample. This may have led to lower levels of helplessness 

indicate higher levels of helplessness in relationships with children showing 
more conduct problems versus lower levels of helplessness in relationships 
with children with more hyperactive behavior. More research is needed to 

responded less sensitively towards perceived conduct problems. Although 
s ranging from 

–.13 to –.20; see Table 3), indicating that teachers might be less sensitive 

emotion regulation strategies of teachers. Sutton (2004) has revealed that 
teachers may act more neutral in response to adverse child behavior because 
of adequate emotion regulation strategies such as pausing, deeply breathing 
for a few seconds, and controlling the facial features. By using such strategies, 
teachers may be better able to control their negative feelings in interactions 
with students in cases of conduct problems. However, if teachers are able to 
regulate their emotions in this way, we also would expect an increased level 
of neutralizing of negative affect when it comes to conduct problems. In 

discussing negative emotions during the interview. Because we were not able 

problems, we think it is more plausible to assume that a power–problem may 

on constructs of the content dimension. Therefore, it is recommended to 
replicate this study with a larger sample of teachers to test the effects of the 
content and process dimensions for teachers in relationships with children 
with higher levels of conduct problems. 
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Children’s ethnicity and emotional symptoms

The results seem to suggest that teachers had lower levels of positive 
affect in interaction with ethnic minority children and when teachers perceived 
emotional symptoms in children. With regard to children’s ethnicity, our results 

(2012) found, for instance, similar levels of teacher–child closeness for ethnic 
minority and ethnic majority children. Yet, there are important differences 
between the study of Thijs et al. (2012) and the present study. First, Thijs 
et al. (2012) used an explicit method of measuring teacher–child closeness, 
whereas we tried to uncover subconscious feelings of warmth about the 
relationship with a child. It is possible that teachers want the relationship 
with an ethnic minority child to be as close as with ethnic majority children, 
although teachers may subconsciously feel less positive about this child. 
We additionally found that teachers acted less intentionally in contact with 
ethnic minority children, which means that teachers were less inclined to 
promote social, emotional, or academic growth. Multiple previous studies 
have shown that children for whom positive relationships with their teacher 
are especially important are less likely to be selected as interaction partners 
(Muller, Katz, & Dance, 1999). Muller et al. (1999) found that the teachers’ 
perception of a child’s similarity with the teacher, their social skills, and the 
child’s expressed desire for the relationship were all aspects that a teacher 
would take into account in interaction with a child. Since most of the teachers 
in the Netherlands have a Dutch background (Thijs et al., 2012), minority 
children may be especially at risk for being excluded by their teacher as an 
interaction partner because of a lack of similarity (Monroe & Obidah, 2004), 
resulting in lower levels of intentionality.

Previous studies have disclosed that teachers perceive their 
relationships with inhibited children (i.e., children with emotional or 
internalizing symptoms) as less close compared to their relationships with 
non–inhibited children (e.g., Zee & Koomen, 2017). The present study 
suggests that teachers feel less positive when it comes to increased emotional 
symptoms. Several authors have argued that children who tend to be quiet 
and avoid personal interaction present a challenge for teachers to develop 
a positive relationship because children shy away from contact and teachers 
may unintentionally neglect them in a large classroom (e.g., Chang & Davis, 
2009). This may result in teachers feeling less emotionally connected with 
children showing emotional symptoms.
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Limitations and future research

Strengths of our study are that we collected the data at two separate 
occasions (with four months in between waves), and that we had a relatively 
large sample of teacher–child dyads considering the time-consuming 
design of this study. Despite these strengths, some limitations should also 
be noted. First, although child problem behaviors and teachers’ relationship 
representations were assessed at different times during the school year, the 
design of this study remains correlational. Therefore, no conclusions about 
causation can be drawn. Longitudinal research may provide more insights in 
the order of effects. 

small because of the relatively small number of teachers (N = 61) in the 
present study. Indeed, post–hoc power analysis revealed that the power to 

it enables researchers to test more complex associations (by including more 
variables) and may increase the statistical power. 

Third, a larger sample size also makes it possible to perform a 

the number of outcomes, a clearer overview of the three dimensions of content, 
affect, and process may appear. In this study, the number of inferences was 
relatively large, which could lead to increases of Type I errors. By reducing 
the number of outcomes, the number of inferences would be smaller, which 

Fourth, the high correlation between hyperactivity and externalizing 

stable models, we assumed that multicollinearity did not play a large role in 
our regression analyses. 

Conclusions and implications

The results of the present study indicate that teachers have different 
implicit feelings and beliefs underlying their actions in relationships with 
children with different types of externalizing behavior. It seems that teachers 
have positive feelings and act sensitively in cases of hyperactive behavior 
of children. This is notable, because recently it was found that teacher–
child closeness or warmth can act as a protective factor against behavioral 
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disengagement, especially for children with high levels of hyperactivity (Olivier 
& Archambault, 2017). Although this result seems promising for children 
with increased levels of hyperactivity, our results revealed a somewhat more 
negative picture for relationships between teachers and children with higher 
levels of conduct problems (or comorbid conduct problems). 

School psychologists and teachers need to be more aware of how 
behavioral problems and characteristics of children contribute to teachers’ 

daily practices. It is possible that teachers need more training in dealing 
with externalizing behaviors, and the positive or negative emotions that 
follow certain behaviors. For instance, teachers should be stimulated to 

characteristics emerge, ethnicity and conduct problems in particular, and 

(Spilt, Koomen, Thijs, & Van der Leij, 2012), which seems suitable to target 

Teachers can be made aware of predominantly negative feelings for children 
with conduct problems (or comorbid hyperactivity and conduct problems) 

LLInC (Leerkracht Leerling Interactie Coaching in Dutch, or: Teacher-Student 
Interaction Coaching) has been shown to increase kindergarten teachers’ 
sensitivity in interactions with a child (Spilt et al., 2012). Future research could 

working with older children, especially in relation to children with higher 
levels of conduct problems.
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CHAPTER 4

Improving teacher–child relationships using relationship-

This study evaluated LLInC (Leerkracht-Leerling Interactie Coaching in 
Dutch, or Teacher Student Interaction Coaching; Koomen & Spilt, 2010-2016), an 
intervention targeted at teachers’ mental representations to improve dyadic teacher-
child relationship quality. Four teachers and eight children from Dutch elementary 
schools participated in this case study. Teachers’ global judgments of relationship 
quality improved from pretest to posttest for the majority of teacher-child dyads. 

of the teacher-child dyads, indicating that for these dyads there was a functional 
association between the implementation of LLInC and improved teacher-child 
relationship quality. The results of this study suggest that LLInC  is promising, 
however, the intervention should be further evaluated using a larger, representative 
sample. 

Introduction

There is abundant evidence that positive teacher-child relationships 
contribute to children’s school adjustment, whereas negative teacher-
child relationships harm children’s development (Roorda, Jak, Zee, Oort, 
& Koomen, 2017). A subgroup of children shares a long-term negative 
relationship with their teachers over multiple school years, resulting in poor 
school adjustment at the end of elementary school (Bosman, Roorda, Van 
der Veen, & Koomen, 2018; Spilt, Hughes, Wu, Kwok, 2012a). Therefore, 
it seems important to develop interventions that can break this cycle of 

effective in breaking these negative interaction patterns in dyadic teacher-
child relationships (Pianta, 1999; Spilt, Koomen, Thijs, & Van der Leij, 2012b). 
Following parent-child interventions (Slade, Grienenberger, Bernbach, Levy, 

events that occurred in interaction with an individual child may improve 

program (Spilt et al., 2012b) was evaluated in eight teacher-child dyads using 
a multiple-baseline design. This single-subject design offers a methodology 
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Long, Kim, Kratochwill, 2014).
Consistent with parent-child attachment literature (Bowlby, 1969), it 

is believed that teachers form mental representational models (or internal 
working models) about relationships with individual children, including 
internalized affect and cognitions that guide actual behavior within the 
relationship (Pianta, 1999; Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). Teachers 
are believed to construct these models based on experiences gained in 
earlier attachment relationships, resulting in representational models that 

and expectations that contain information about the teacher’s views of the 
child, and a view about themselves in interaction with the child (Pianta et al., 

representations (Sibley & Overall, 2008), including feelings and cognitions 
that refer to a particular relationship domain, such as the teaching domain. 

containing generalized expectations of themselves as a teacher, and a 
teacher’s feelings about interacting with all children in the classroom (Pianta 

feelings and beliefs about interacting with children may reinforce themselves 
over time. As such, teachers may be inclined to focus on behavior that is 
similar to the beliefs they already have (Pianta, 1999). For instance, when a 
teacher feels that interactions with a child are predominantly negative, he 
or she will be more focused on negative (behavioral) aspects of the child, 
instead of having a more open mindset about the child. In this way, teachers’ 

include the formation and quality of affective teacher-child relationships as 

with individual children (Pianta, 1999; Pianta et al., 2003. Researchers usually 

al., 2011). Representational models that are mostly negative are generally 

and discordance in the relationship, whereas closeness refers to warmth, 
trust, and open communication between a teacher and a child. In addition, 
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relationships with individual children (e.g., Grusec, Hastings, & Mammone, 

activities in their classroom (Bandura, 1997; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk 

to continuously motivate, manage, and emotionally support children in their 
classrooms (Almog & Shechtman, 2007; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 
2001). In what follows, when teacher-child relationship quality is discussed, 

beliefs)
Pianta (1999) argued that a way of improving teacher-child 

they have both positive and negative emotions about the child instead of 
only a global, negative characterization. In addition, mental representational 

relationships entirely on the behavior of the child. Taken together, these 
changes may lead to a mental representational model of teachers that is 
more open to new information about interactions, more integrative and 
balanced, and more responsive to the child (Pianta, 1999). Therefore, Pianta 
(1999) argued that interventions should start at the representational level 
rather than at the level of teachers’ behavior. 

differentiated representational models could be achieved. He argued that 

refers to the caregiver’s capacity to understand the nature and function of 
their own mental states, as well as the mental states of the child (Fogany, 
Steele, Steele, Moran, & Higgitt, 1991). Fogany et al. (1991) hypothesized 
that a caregiver who can think about the relationships in terms of mental 

more likely to understand the child’s behavior, needs, and their interactions. 
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that their own behavior contributes to interpersonal stressors. From empirical 

role in the intergenerational transmission of attachment (Slade et al., 2005; 

mediated the association between mental representations of caregiving 
and maternal sensitivity (Alvarez-Monjaras, McMahon, & Suchman, 2017). 
Based on theoretical ideas and empirical research, we believed that teachers’ 
relationships with individual children could improve when teachers start to 

and unconscious aspects of the teacher’s representational model of the 
relationship with an individual child (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). In parent-
child attachment research, interview techniques are most commonly used to 
assess mental representational models of relationships (Bretherton, 1990). 
These interviews often include questions that refer directly to descriptions 
of actual experiences of interactions with the child, because the parent’s 
affective experiences of the child and the modulation of this experience 

Aber, & Phelps, 1999). Uncovering teachers’ mental representations through 

A second step is to focus on teachers’ narratives to observe certain patterns 
in their representational models. Pianta (1999) proposes that a consultant 
or coach is necessary to help summarize the mental representation of the 

provide a new framework for understanding the child and the interaction 
with the child. When discussing this summary of the representational model 

behavior and how they act in relationship to the child, they may be more 
willing and able to change their behavior. 

Based on Pianta’s framework and parent-child research, Spilt et 
al. (2012b) developed the teacher-based coaching intervention: LLInC 
(Leerkracht-Leerling Interactie Coaching in Dutch, or Teacher Student 
Interaction Coaching; Koomen & Spilt, 2010-2016). This program was 

with one individual child during two sessions, and it is followed by exactly the 
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same procedure for another child from the classroom. The primary goal of 

(TRI; Pianta, 1999) as a tool for eliciting and evaluating relationship narratives 
of teachers. In the second sessions a consultant summarizes and interprets 
teachers’ narratives in more general terms. This overview of teachers’ 

base for improving teacher-child relationship quality (Spilt et al., 2012b). 
Spilt and colleagues (2012b) evaluated the effectiveness of LLInC 

in teachers’ relationships with disruptive kindergartners. They compared 
teacher-child relationship quality in a group of teachers receiving LLInC and 
a control group of teachers receiving a behavioral intervention. For each 
teacher, researchers randomly selected two children with relatively high 
levels of disruptive behavior from the teachers’ classroom to be subject of 
the intervention. Spilt et al. (2012b) used observations to measure teachers’ 
sensitive behavior in interaction with the individual child and questionnaires 

intervention program. They found that teachers receiving LLInC displayed 
increased levels of sensitive behavior whereas teachers in the control group 
did not. A subgroup of teachers receiving LLInC also reported increases in 
closeness (i.e., warmth and open communication in the relationship). Teachers 
who already reported high levels of closeness before LLInC, however, still 
had the same level of closeness after LLInC. Few teachers also reported a 
decrease in closeness after LLInC. In addition, a subset of the teachers 

the relationship). Overall, these results suggest that LLInC was effective in 
changing teachers’ sensitive behaviors, however, only a subset of the teachers 

Present study

In this case study we aimed to further evaluate LLInC as a way of 
improving teachers’ relationships with individual children. This study differed 

they experienced, instead of selecting children based on the degree of 
disruptive behavior. Although disruptive behavior is an important risk factor 
for developing negative teacher-child relationships (Nurmi, 2012), it does 
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with disruptive children. Second, we focused on teachers and children in 
elementary school, whereas Spilt et al. (2012b) focused on teachers and 
children in kindergarten. 

Third, we used daily measurements to assess changes in teachers’ 
day-to-day experiences of relationships during and after LLInC. By using daily 
measurements, we can investigate if and when changes in relationships take 
place. Daily measurements also give insight in the day-to-day experiences 
of relationships of a teacher rather than, compared to a posttest after the 
intervention, focusing on a global level of relationship quality based on a 
longer time period. Attachment theory originally suggested that people 
with different mental representational models hold different views about 
interpersonal experiences and relationships (Bowlby, 1969; Bretherton, 
1990) as these models are thought to guide how one interprets, perceives 
and responds to social interaction. However, there is not much information 
about how these mental representations contribute to teachers’ perceptions 
of day-to-day relationship experiences. Pietromonaco and Feldman Barrett 
(1997) used diary methods to investigate if day-to-day experiences were 
related to mental representations of attachment. They concluded that 
mental representations of relationships are related to how people perceive 
their everyday social interactions, however, they also found that these daily 
perceptions of relationship experiences were not completely related to 
retrospective perceptions of relationships. These different patterns imply that 
memory also plays a role in attachment-related perceptions (Pietromonaco 
& Feldman Barrett, 1997). Thus, these daily perceptions of relationship 
experiences may give additional information about mental representations. 
Therefore, we investigated how daily perceptions of relationship experiences 

relationship quality changed from pretest to posttest. 
In sum, the present study examined (1) the effects of LLInC on teachers’ 

day-to-day experiences of relationships, including the affective components 

and (2) the effects of LLInC on teachers’ global perceptions of teacher-child 

global judgment of relationship quality will improve by LLInC. 
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Method

Selection and participants 

Teachers were asked to participate in the present study through 

elementary school teachers. Inclusion criteria were that teachers had to teach 
the same class for at least two days per week and that they experienced 

Prior to selecting teachers for the current study, the principal researcher 
conducted an interview by phone with teachers who applied. During this 

the relationship or interaction with at least two children in the classroom. 

with the child’s emotions. Based on this interview, the researcher decided if 
the teacher could participate in the study. As is common in single-subject 
designs, intervention effects can be established when at least three different 
participants are included. By including more than one participant, this 

effects three or more times (Kazdin, 2011). Therefore, selection of participants 
stopped when four teachers met the inclusion criteria (i.e., eight different 

of participants, even if a teacher dropped out.
Information about the four participating teachers can be found in 

Table 1. Three teachers were female, and all teachers had a Dutch ethnic 
background. The teachers had various years of teaching experience, were 
teaching in different grades, and worked in various school types in the 
Netherlands. Each teacher nominated two children from their classroom, 
resulting in a sample of eight children. Teachers reported that all children 
had a Dutch background (i.e., both parents were born in the Netherlands). 
In addition, half of the children were diagnosed by a psychiatrist or clinical 
psychologist (Table 2), of which an Autism Spectrum Disorder was the most 
prevalent disorder (n = 4). Furthermore, teachers reported on children’s 

Questionnaire (SDQ; Van Widenfelt, Goedhart, Treffers, & Goodman, 2003). 
We derived four subscales from a total of 20 items: Hyperactivity/Inattention, 
Conduct Problems, Emotional Symptoms, and Prosocial Behavior. All 
subscales consisted of 5 items, answered on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
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study with a larger, random sample of children in Dutch classrooms (N = 
526; Zee, de Jong, & Koomen, 2016), we derived mean scores and standard 
deviations to assess whether children’s behavior in the current sample could 
be considered problematic. The study of Zee et al. (2016) also indicated good 
psychometric properties for the SDQ, with Cronbach’s alphas ranging from 
.81 to .87. Table 2 showed that the children in the current sample all had 
problematic behaviors on one or more of the subscales, however, there was 
large variation in the types and degree of problematic behaviors. 

The total sample consisted of eight teacher-child dyads. All names of 

Margret, selected two boys from her classroom: Tony and Scott. She selected 
Tony because she felt it was complicated to communicate in a friendly way 
with him. She felt their interactions were mostly negative, whereas she 
wanted to increase positive conversations between them. Margret thinks that 
Tony does not like her as a teacher. Margret selected Scott because she felt 

because Scott seems unhappy during the day and is not working together 

together with others.
The second teacher, Anne, selected a boy and a girl from her 

to understand his emotions and views, leading to multiple misunderstanding 
in their interactions during the day. Anne felt she needs to care more for 
Seth to prevent these misunderstandings. She selected Nadia because she 
feels irritated about how to correct Nadia’s impulsive behaviors many times 
during the day. She also felt hesitant about how to interact with Nadia in a 
positive way, since most behaviors were negative.

The third teacher, Femke, selected a boy and a girl from her classroom: 
Daniel and Sara. She selected Daniel for this study because she felt their 

problematic behavior, she is unable to share positive or warm interactions. 

moods and adjusting her responses to these moods. During these changing 

outbursts. Femke felt this resulted in overly dependent behavior of Sara 
towards Femke. 
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The fourth teacher, John, selected two boys from his classroom: Ralph 
and Ingmar. He selected Ralph because he felt irritated about interacting 

stimulating Ralph’s on-task behavior. John’s main reason for selecting Ingmar 
was that he felt their relationship was distant. John felt guilty about their 
distant relationship, and thought he was not spending enough time with 
Ingmar.

Study design

For the daily perceptions, we used a multiple-baseline design and for 
the global judgments of relationship quality, we used a pretest and posttest 
design (see Figure 1). 

Multiple-baseline design. 

We used a multiple-baseline design with a follow-up phase to evaluate 
effects of LLINC on relationship quality in dyadic teacher-child relationships. 
Multiple-baseline phases were used to evaluate whether change was a 
result of the implementation of the intervention and not of monitoring daily 
perceptions (Hawkins, Sanson-Fisher, Shakeshaft, D’Este, & Green, 2007). 

the intervention about the relationships with the two selected children 

and after that, two sessions about the second selected child), the baseline 

dyads were assigned to predetermined baseline lengths of 7, 8, 9, and 10 
measurements. Due to scheduling issues, the last teacher eventually had 12 
baseline measurements. After this baseline period, the intervention about the 

two consecutive weeks. As a result, the second four teacher-child dyads had 
baseline lengths of 15, 16, 17, and 20 measurements. Following this baseline 
phase, the teachers had the two sessions of LLInC about the second selected 
child. Daily measurements continued until each teacher-child dyad had at 
least 14 measurements in the follow-up phase.
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Pretest-posttest design.

Prior to starting the baseline, teachers completed questionnaires 
gathering background information about themselves and the selected 
children. They also provided information about their global perception of the 
relationship quality with the two selected children (i.e., pretest). Two weeks 

posttest). Because self-reports in intervention research can be confounded 
by what is called the response shift bias (e.g., bias as a result of changes 
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in participants’ understanding or standard of measurement; Howard & 
Daily, 1979), we added an extra questionnaire when teachers completed the 
posttest. This questionnaire, the then-test, consisted of the same questions 
as the pretest and posttest, however, participants were asked about how they 
perceived the relationship quality to be prior to the start of the intervention. 
The posttest and then-test were administered at the same time to increase 
the likelihood that ratings were made from the same perspective. 

Procedure

This study was conducted from February to May in the school year 2016-
2017. Ethical approval was granted from the faculty of Social and Behavioral 
Sciences of the University of Amsterdam (number 2016-CDE-6518). Prior to 
the research, teachers gave their informed consent for their participation. 

the relationship, parents of these selected children were informed about the 
study. All parents gave active informed consent. When all participants agreed 

periods and to plan four sessions of LLInC. The two selected children were 

from a consultant with a master’s in educational psychology. The consultant 

was extensively trained and licensed to give LLInC to teachers. The training 
consisted of four sessions in which the consultant practiced and received 
feedback from the developers of LLInC. The consultant practiced giving the 
interview to a teacher and audio recorded it. Afterwards, a developer of 
LLInC gave extensive feedback on this interview session. Furthermore, the 
consultant was shown good en bad practices of LLInC and practiced with 
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were administered using Qualtrics. Teachers received a daily reminder via 

questionnaire about their relationships with the two selected children. They 
could complete the daily questionnaire either on the computer or on their 
smartphone. The pre-test, post-test, and then-test were administered on 
paper during a visit from the researcher. Teachers received a gift card of 20 
Euros after participating in the study.

Intervention program

The goal of LLInC (see also Spilt et al., 2012b) is to help teachers think 
about different aspects of their relationship with an individual child. LLInC is 
aimed at giving teachers insight in their own thoughts, actions and feelings 
regarding the relationship with an individual child. LLInC consists of four 

second selected child. 

a semi-structured interview (Teacher Relationship Interview, TRI; Pianta, 1999; 
Spilt & Koomen, 2009) about the teacher-child relationship takes place. The 

situations and related experiences and feelings they have in interaction with 
the individual child. The TRI gives insight in 4 different constructs on how 
a teacher interacts with the child, including the more cognitive-behavioral 
aspects of the relationship (i.e., sensitivity of discipline, secure base, 
perspective taking, and intentionality), and four different constructs about 
the teacher’s affective feelings about interacting with the child (i.e., feelings 
of helplessness, negative affect, positive affect and neutralizing of negative 
affect; see also Spilt & Koomen, 2009). After the interview, all constructs 
are coded by the consultant on a 7-point Likert scale. These constructs are 

weaknesses of the four constructs on pedagogical practices and the four 
constructs of teachers’ affect regarding the child.

each construct, the consultant explains why she gave that particular score 
by giving examples of the teacher’s experiences that were derived from the 

or simply reacts on the consultant’s interpretation of the constructs. The 
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on the relationship and functions as a base for teachers’ initiative to change 
their approach or feelings regarding the child. After discussing the eight 

four aspects of pedagogical practices and the four aspects of feelings about 

on possible changes of the different constructs, for example: “Do you want to 
change certain aspects in your interactions or feelings regarding this child?”, 
“When you teach tomorrow, what aspects do you want to be different?”, and 
“What will this change bring you and the child?”. During this session, the 
consultant stimulates the teacher to make notes.

Finally, at the end of the fourth session, the consultant asks the teacher 

how they may have emerged. In this way, the teacher gets a more general 
view of herself as a teacher and learns about the aspects that are different 
for the relationships with the two selected children. This may imply that not 

children in the classroom.  

Measurements

Daily measurements. 

individual children were included as daily measurements. Teachers received 
an online questionnaire for each selected child at the end of each school 
day to report about their experiences of that particular day. One item per 
construct was selected from well-validated questionnaires and was adapted 
slightly for the purpose of receiving information about that particular day. 

the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS; Koomen, Verschueren, Van 
Schooten, Jak, & Pianta, 2012). The item for Closeness was “Today, I felt that 
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(Zee, Koomen, Jellesma, Geerlings, & de Jong, 2016). This item was “Today, 
I was successful in motivating [name child] for schoolwork”. All items were 

Pretest, posttest, and thentest. 

The pre-, post- and then-test consisted of 6 items comprising closeness, 

Table 3). The items were based on questions of the STRS. For the then-test, we 
placed the following sentence before each item: “In the weeks prior to LLInC, 
how did you feel about the following”. All items were answered on a 5-point 

apply). All items together gave an indication of teachers’ global judgement 
of relationship quality with an individual child, with high ratings indicating an 
overall positive relationship perception. Cronbach’s alphas were .82, .91, and 
.72 for the pre-test, post-test, and then-test, respectively, indicating adequate 
internal consistency. These alphas are consistent to those found for the STRS 
(Koomen et al., 2012). 

Data analysis

 Daily measurements. For analyzing single-case data, researchers 
suggest that it is important to include both visual and quantitative analyses, 
which complements criteria regarding practical importance of changing 

examined the data using the most important aspects of visual analysis to 
explore the presence of an effect (Brossart, Vannest, Davis, & Patience, 2014). 
A systematic analysis of trend and level within and between baseline and 
follow-up phase was performed (Lane & Gast, 2014). We considered a mean 

conclude that a meaningful change took place.
Furthermore, the calculation of Tau or Tau-U was used to support 

the visual analysis (Parker, Vannest, Davis, & Sauber, 2011). This is a method 
based on the principles of non-overlapping data across phases. It was chosen 
because it is one of the most robust methods for analyzing trend data and 
TAU-U also controls for trend in the baseline phase (Parker et al., 2011). When 
baseline trend values were higher than 0.3, indicating a problematic trend, the 
TAU-U trend correction was applied (Parker et al., 2011; Vannest and Ninci, 
2015). The TAU(U) effect size can be interpreted as follows: A TAU statistic 
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of 0.20 is considered small, 0.21 to 0.60 a moderate change, 0.61 to 0.80 a 
large change, and above 0.81 a large to very large change (Vannest & Ninci, 
2015). We analyzed TAU or TAU-U for data of each of the daily measures (e.g., 

After analyzing each outcome for the three constructs of relationship 
quality separately, a weighted average effect size was calculated for the 

teacher-child dyads (n = 4) and the combined effect sizes of these measures 
about the second child (n = 4). In this way, it was examined which construct 
changed most after LLInC. In addition, a weighted effect size was calculated 
over the three daily measures for each teacher-child dyad (n = 8). In this 
way, the overall change in daily interaction per teacher-child dyad could be 
determined. The weighted effect sizes were calculated by using the inverse 
of the variance to obtain an omnibus effect size. We consider p-values below 

the relatively small amount of daily measurements (Parker et al., 2011).  
Pretest-posttest measurements. Reliable Change Indices (RCIs) 

questionnaire scores on pretest, posttest, and then-test (Jacobson & Truax, 
1991). RCIs were calculated by dividing the difference between pre- and 
posttest scores by the standard error of the measurement. An RCI larger than 
1.96 indicated a reliable positive change, an RCI smaller than -1.96 a reliable 
negative change (Jacobson & Truax, 1991). 
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Results

Day-to-day experiences 

Missing data ranged from 1 day to 3 days for each participant. The 
reason for those missing data was that children were ill these particular days. 
Missing data were not replaced as this could result in distorted visual analyses. 

on each day and the trend over time are depicted in Figure 2 and Figure 3.

To start, four teacher-child dyads (Margret-Tony, Margret-Scott, Anne-

baseline phase and the follow-up phase. Therefore, no change could be 
expected for these teacher-child dyads and no analyses were done about 
these dyads. Trend analysis (as shown by trend lines in Figure 2 and Figure 

up phase for John and Ingmar. Visual analysis further revealed that two out 

M = -0.95, Mdn = 
-2; Femke-Sara: M = -0.74, Mdn = 0.5).

Statistical analysis indicated that we had to control for baseline trend 
in one teacher-child dyad because this trend was larger than 0.3 (see Table 4). 

(John-Ralph: TAU-U = -0.53, p = .027; Femke-Sara: TAU = -0.43, p = .044). 

for the two second teacher-child dyads (Femke-Sara and John-Ingmar) was 
p 

could be considered moderate.

Closeness. 

Trend analysis revealed that for all dyads, except for Femke-Sara, 
the level of Closeness increased during the follow-up phase. Furthermore, 
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visual analysis revealed that four out of the eight teacher-child dyads had an 
increase in the level of Closeness from baseline to follow-up (Anne-Seth: M 
= +0.57, Mdn = 0; Margret-Scott: M = +1.45, Mdn = +2; Anne-Nadia: M 
= +0.89, Mdn = +1; Femke-Sara: M = +0.76, Mdn = +1). 

For the TAU-analysis, we controlled for the baseline trend in one 
of the teacher-child dyads (Table 4). Statistical analysis showed increases 
in Closeness for the same teacher-child dyads (Anne-Seth: TAU = 0.46, p 
= .053; Margret-Scott: TAU = 0.90, p < .001; Anne-Nadia: TAU-U = 0.46, p 
= .034; Femke-Sara: TAU = 0.45, p = .040). These effects can be interpreted 

p 

increase in Closeness was found (TAU = 0.43, p < .001). 

Trend analysis revealed that 5 out of 8 dyads showed an increasing 
trend line during the follow-up period. Furthermore, visual analysis revealed 
that seven out of eight teacher-child dyads had an increase in feelings of Self-

M = +0.07, Mdn = +0.5; John-Ralph: 
M = +0.17, Mdn = +1; Femke-Daniel: M = +0.68, Mdn = 0; Margret-

Scott: M = +1.20, Mdn =+ 1; Anne-Nadia: M = +0.70, Mdn = 0; Femke-
Sara: M = +0.68, Mdn = +1; John-Ingmar: M = +0.28, Mdn =+0.5). 

However, based on statistical analyses, only two teacher-child dyads 
p

< .001; Anne-Nadia: TAU = 0.50, p
can be considered large for Margret-Scott and moderate for Anne-Nadia. 

p < .001). 
Overall Change Per Dyad. The analyses above suggest that the 

strongest effects of LLInC were found for teacher-child Closeness, and mixed 

still do not know how each teacher-child dyad improved from baseline to 
follow-up when all constructs are added together. Therefore, we computed 

for each teacher-child dyad. For this analysis, all measurements of daily 

measure represents better relationship quality. We found that 4 out of 8 
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increases in relationship quality for Margret-Scott (TAU = 0.58, p < .001), 
Anne-Nadia (TAU = 0.32, p = .011), Femke-Sara (TAU = 0.37, p = .002), and 
John-Ingmar (TAU = 0.30, p = .028). Interestingly, all daily improvements 
were found in teacher-child dyads of the second selected child.   

Global relationship perception

Table 5 presents data on the reliable change of teachers’ global 
perceptions of relationship quality for each teacher-child dyad. Using the 
differences between pretest and posttest, relationship quality improved 

teachers Margret and Femke had an increase in relationship quality with 
both selected children, whereas John did not have a reliable increase in 
relationship quality with either of the selected children. Anne only had a 
reliable increase in her global perceptions of the relationship with Seth. 

Next, we calculated the difference between the thentest and posttest. 
Differences in mean scores of the pretest and thentest ranged from 0.17 to 
1 on a 5–point Likert scale, indicating that there was response shift bias in 
teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality. This means that teachers had 
different references of relationship quality during the pretest compared to the 
measurement after LLInC. To remove this response shift bias, we compared 
scores of the thentest with the posttest. RCIs indicated that 7 teacher-child 
dyads improved in their global judgments of relationship quality. Similar to 
the results of daily measurements per dyad, we see no reliable improvement 
for the teacher-child dyad John and Ralph whereas John did have a better 
relationship with Ingmar after the intervention.

Intervention experiences

After the last posttest measurement, all teachers were asked open 
ended questions about their experiences of LLInC during a short conversation. 
All teachers said that they were less familiar with talking about their feelings, 
and that they appreciated this instead of only focusing on their behavior. 
Talking about their feelings resulted in noticing earlier that they had certain 
negative feelings or too few positive feelings about a child. Consequently, 
they talked more with the student about how his or her behavior affected 
the teacher’s feelings (Margret, Femke), and they tried to pay more attention 
to positive aspects of relationships with both individual children (Anne, 
John, Femke). Three teachers mentioned that they became more aware of 
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Regarding the different sessions of LLInC, all teachers argued that the second 
(and fourth) session were most useful. Reasons were that teachers received 
new insights in several domains of the relationship, including pedagogical 
practices and feelings about the relationship with the child. The teachers 

session). Margret and Femke both indicated that the consultant’s questions 
during the second (and fourth session) helped them form new ideas about 
how to improve their relationship. It also helped them in strengthening 
their capability beliefs about identifying the necessary steps to improve the 
relationship. All teachers mentioned that they were motivated after LLInC to 

needed some additional help to help him regulate the Ingmar’s behavior, 
and Femke realized that she needed more information about how to deal 
with children’s conduct problems.

Discussion

In the present study, we evaluated LLInC, a teacher-based coaching 
intervention for improving teachers’ relationships with elementary school 

LLInC on teachers’ global judgments of relationship quality and we used a 
multiple-baseline design to examine if day-to-day experiences in relationships 
changed after LLInC.

Regarding teachers’ global judgments of relationship quality, we 
found that in most teacher-child dyads LLInC led to a meaningful increase in 

to improve their relationship perceptions. Talking about their relationship 
with a child and focusing on feelings, beliefs, and expectations may have 
increased teachers’ positive judgments of their relationship with the selected 
children (Pianta, 1999). From the qualitative part of this study, it became clear 
that teachers in general had positive experiences from participating in LLInC 
and got new ideas about how to change their interactions with the child. The 

helpful for improving relationships with kindergartners (Spilt et al., 2012b), 
but also for teachers and children in elementary school. 

Similar to results of Spilt et al. (2012b), we found that some teacher-
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child dyads did improve in teacher-perceived relationship quality, whereas 
others remained stable. Thus, in both studies, a subgroup of teacher-child 

the response-shift bias of participants in the present study, teachers’ 

all teacher-child dyads. This indicated that there was indeed a response 
shift bias between the pretest and the posttest. Teachers seemed to have 
different judgments of the relationship at pretest and posttest. Evaluating the 
intervention effects by comparing posttest and thentest may have provided 
more useful information as teachers had the same judgements of the 
relationship when both questionnaires were administered at the same time. 
Howard and Dailey (1979) indicated that thentest-posttest differences are 
more in agreement with independent behavioral observations than pretest-
posttest differences. As independent ratings of feelings and perceptions of 
participants are impossible to obtain, we think that the then-test provided 
important information about the intervention effects of LLInC. 

Some results in the present study are not in line with those of Spilt 
et al. (2012b). Whereas Spilt et al. (2012b) found that LLInC led to decreases 

teachers’ global judgment of relationship quality. An important difference 
between the present study and the study by Spilt et al. (2012b) concerns the 
selection of the teacher-child dyads. Spilt et al. (2012b) selected children for 
the intervention based on the degree of disruptive behavior relative other 
children in the classroom, whereas teachers in the present study selected 

relationship problems and disruptive behavior are correlated, it is unlikely that 
all relationships with children showing disruptive behavior are of low quality. 
Indeed, the present study showed that only half of the selected children had 
increased levels of disruptive behavior (i.e., hyperactive behavior or conduct 
problems), which indicates that selecting children based on relationship 
problems may have been better than selecting children based on the degree 
of disruptive behavior. In a larger study, Hamre and colleagues (2008) found 

children’s behavioral problems, but that many children had less teacher-child 

not clear whether all teachers experienced relationship problems in the 
sample of Spilt et al. (2012b). The authors themselves suggest that a ceiling 
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present study and the study of Spilt et al. (2012b).
A special feature of our study was the inclusion of daily measurements 

to evaluate intervention effects. Overall, we found that 17 out of 20 possible 
trend lines of daily perceptions were in the expected direction (i.e., increased 

An explanation for these mixed results is that teachers do not experience 

by previous research, reporting that teachers did not mention problems in 
the relationship with the child on all relationship dimensions (Bosman et al., 
2018). However, a problem in one of the relationship dimensions can already 
result in negative student outcomes (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). In the present 

dimensions for each teacher-child dyad.
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intervention. In contrast, in the third session (i.e., about the relationship with 
the second child) teachers already know what is going to happen and can use 

the third and fourth session, they may already start to think more about their 
feelings and expectations in this particular relationship, about expectations 

with the second child, possibly resulting in increases in relationship quality. 

with a child, it suggests that the inclusion of two children in LLInC is crucial. 
An additional reason to include two children in LLInC was that 

which happens at the end of the fourth session. By comparing relationships of 
two different children, a teacher may realize that relationships with individual 
children are also based on a more general expectation of what he or she 

(Spilt et al., 2011), may also be activated. Teachers may realize that relationship 
quality also depends on characteristics of the teacher, such as beliefs 
about themselves as a teacher (Pianta et al., 2003). This raises the question 
if the results of LLInC, especially regarding teachers’ global judgments of 
relationship quality, would also generalize to relationships with other 
children in the classroom who are not subjects of the intervention. This could 
be further studied in research using a within-class comparison group (c.f., 
Driscoll & Pianta, 2010). If LLInC also proves helpful for dyadic relationships 
that are not directly subject of the sessions, LLInC may not only stimulate 

LLInC at least for two children in the classroom, and to use a within-class 
comparison group to investigate transfer effects of LLInC on other teacher-
child dyads in the classroom.
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Almost all teachers had increases in their global judgments of 
relationship quality, whereas only four out of eight had increases in their 
day-to-day relationship experiences. This indicates that global judgments 
of relationship quality differ from teachers’ day-to-day experiences in 
relationships with individual children. Kahneman and colleagues showed a 
similar difference between retrospective assessments of affective experiences 
compared to evaluations from immediate experiences (Kahneman, 
Frederickson, Schreiber, & Redelmeier, 1993). Based on these and other 

a more important role in future decision making. This research implies that 
teachers may direct their future behavior toward individual children based on 
the retrospective assessment of their relationship rather than on day-to-day 
experiences. Regarding the present study, it is conceivable that changes in 
the retrospective assessment of relationship experiences precede changes 
in day-to-day interactions and experiences, and that, over time, changes in 
global judgments of relationships may eventually lead to changes in day-to-
day interactions.  

Several limitations of the current study should be noted. First, this 
study used a convenience sample of four teachers and eight children, which 
obviously impedes the generalization of the results. It must be noted, however, 
that the participating children were selected from regular classrooms and 
they did not have special characteristics that challenge generalization of the 
results. Also, we only based the intervention effects on teachers’ judgments and 
did not conduct observational measurements in the classroom. As a second 
limitation, we should acknowledge that our questionnaire to assess teachers’ 
perceptions of relationship quality at pretest and posttest was rather short. It 
could have been more valid to use an original version of a psychometrically 
sound questionnaire. For the present study teachers were asked to complete 
multiple questionnaires. Because of the high workload of teachers, we 
decided to construct a shorter questionnaire to limit the completion time 
as much as possible. Still, our short questionnaire was based on items of 
larger well validated questionnaires such as the Student-Teacher Relationship 
Scale (STRS; Koomen et al., 2012). Third, although for measurements of daily 
experiences we were able to include a control condition (e.g., baseline), the 
changes in global judgments of relationship quality could not be compared 
with teachers receiving no intervention. Consequently, we have no information 
about whether teachers who did not receive LLInC also would have changed 
their judgment of relationship quality. Therefore, adding a control group is 
necessary in future research. Fourth, we did not investigate how LLInC led to 
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the relationship may have altered teachers’ mental representations, we did 
not investigate that explicitly. Future studies could include measurements of 

representations to identify intervention mechanisms.

judgments of teacher-child relationship quality and that it partly improves 
daily teacher-child interactions. LLInC should consist of sessions about the 
relationship with at least two children, as most daily intervention effects were 
found for the second child. As LLInC consists of only four sessions between 
a teacher and a consultant, the intervention seems feasible to carry out in 

on mental representations of relationships may be an effective tool for 
improving teacher-child relationships.
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CHAPTER 5

The present study evaluated whether LLInC (Leerkracht-Leerling Interactie 
Coaching in Dutch, or Teacher Student Interaction Coaching), a teacher-based 
coaching-intervention, yields improvements in dyadic affective teacher–child 

school. Based on an extended attachment framework, LLInC aims to foster more 

an intervention group of teachers receiving LLInC with a control group receiving 
no form of intervention. To investigate possible transfer effects, we asked teachers 

as well. Multilevel models were used to examine intervention effects on teachers’ 

Emotional Support. Teachers receiving LLInC reported short-term improvements in 

compared to control teachers. In addition, teachers receiving LLInC had short-term 

beliefs also transferred to relationships with children that were not directly targeted 
during LLInC. 

Introduction

Recent review studies show that dyadic teacher–child relationship 

adjustment and teachers’ functioning (Roorda, Jak, Zee, Oort, & Koomen, 
2017; Zee & Koomen, 2016). When teachers experience poor affective 
teacher–child relationships with individual children, characterized by high 

risk of academic and behavioral maladjustment (e.g., Hamre & Pianta, 2001; 
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in dyadic teacher–child relationships may even elicit feelings of helplessness 
and stress in teachers (Spilt & Koomen, 2009; Yoon, 2002). In a different 

to contribute negatively to children’s school adjustment (e.g., Caprara et al., 
2006; Chang, 2011), and to teachers’ job satisfaction and commitment (e.g., 
Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010; Zee & Koomen, 2016). 

The impact of low-quality teacher–child relationships and poor teacher 

therefore, researchers have called for interventions that can break negative 
relationship patterns (e.g., Hughes, 2012; Jerome, Hamre, & Pianta, 2009) and 

Hoy & Davis, 2006). One such method to improve dyadic teacher–child 

Interactie Coaching in Dutch, or Teacher Student Interaction Coaching), 

(RFRP; Spilt, Koomen, Thijs, & van der Leij, 2012b). This intervention aims 

behaviors in interactions with individual children (e.g., Pianta, 1999; Spilt,  et 
al., 2012). In the current study, we evaluated the effects of LLInC on teachers’ 

school. Theoretically, LLInC is based on an extended attachment perspective in 
which teachers’ mental representations about relationships include affective 
components of teacher–child relationship quality and cognitive-behavioral 

representations and describe empirical research into the effects of LLInC.

The role of mental representations in relationships

Teacher–child relationships are often examined from an attachment 
perspective. Following attachment theory focusing on parent–child 
relationships (Bowlby, 1982; Bretherton, 1990), it is believed that dyadic teacher–
child relationships are shaped by each individual’s mental representation 
of this relationship, which in turn guides behavior and expectations in the 
relationship (Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). Mental representations of 
teachers and children are considered to be formed by previous experiences 

relationships with others with the goal of maintaining security. Accordingly, 
teachers’ mental representations are considered to be formed by previous 
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experiences in relationships with individual children and contain general 
beliefs, feelings, and expectations about interacting with children (Pianta, 1999).

Experiences in relationships are thought to be internalized at different 
levels of generalization (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003; Sibley & Overall, 2008). 

These models also include teachers’ affective feelings about interacting with 
that individual child. At a higher level, mental representations of relationships 

and cognitions that refer to a particular domain of relationships. More 

with children that comprise generalized expectations and beliefs about 
themselves as a teacher, about how children relate to a teacher, and self-

feelings about interacting with all children in the classroom (O’Connor, 2008). 
At the highest level, mental representations are global. They consist of sets 
of feelings, beliefs and cognitions that are similar across various relationship 
contexts. For instance, teachers may develop mental representational models 
that are similar for them in different roles (e.g., as a teacher, a romantic 
partner, a child, and possibly as a parent). It is believed that these three 
hierarchically organized mental representations function alongside each 
other, with the global attachment representation as a default or automatic 

are believed to be more useful and to contain more accurate attachment 
information (e.g., Collins & Read, 1994; Overall, Fletchen, & Friesen, 2003). 

To date, attachment-based research has primarily focused on 

relationship quality (e.g., Hamre & Pianta, 2001). The affective quality of these 

(Pianta, 1999; Spilt et al., 2011). Representational models about relationships 
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negativity, anger, and discordance in the relationship. Dependency refers to a 
teacher’s interpretation of how a child can be overly relying on the teacher as 
a source of support, even when this is not necessary. Representational models 

warmth, trust, and open communication between a teacher and a child and 

From a cognitive-behavioral perspective, mental representational 

models that guide relationships with individual children (e.g., Grusec, 
Hastings, & Mammone, 1994). Grusec et al. (1994) suggest that individuals 
have cognitive structures that represent regularities in their representational 
models, including beliefs about relating to others. They even empirically 

teaching activities in their classroom (Bandura, 1997; Tschannen-Moran & 
Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). Such beliefs are considered important for teachers’ 
abilities to continuously motivate, manage, and emotionally support all 
children in their classroom (Morris, Usher, & Chen, 2017; Zee & Koomen, 

traits that develop through multiple experiences and cognitions about 
interacting with children (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001; Zee et 

vary across individual children in their classroom (Zee, Koomen, Jellesma, 

different children in their classroom. For instance, when a child is displaying 
disruptive behavior or undermines the authority of the teacher, the teacher 

to dealing with other children in the classroom (see also Zee, de Jong, & 
Koomen, 2017). The teacher may feel, despite his or her efforts, less effective 
in teaching and motivating this child (Zee et al., 2017). Research with this 
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representational model.

Teachers are believed to interact in stable patterns based on existing 

be more focused on behavior similar to the beliefs they already have (cf., 
Bandura, 1997). For instance, when teachers feel that interactions with a child 
are mainly negative, teachers will be more focused on negative aspects of 
the child’s behavior instead of having a more open mindset about the child. 

is suggested as a way to improve relationship patterns (Pianta, 1999). With a 

interaction patterns in a variety of ways (e.g., positive, neutral, and negative). 
In that case, teachers may for instance believe that both their own behavior 
and the child’s behavior contribute to their mutual relationship, whereas 
with a more constrained view of the relationship, they only blame negative 
relationship patterns on the child’s relationship contribution and not on their 
own interaction style towards the child. It is expected that, when teachers’ 

promote more positive and even secure relationship patterns (Pianta, 1999).

representational models of relationships may be accomplished via teachers’ 

unconscious desires, emotions, and ideas in an attempt to make sense of 
behavior that was displayed in the past and the present (Fogany, Steele, 

associated with parent’s ability to read one’s own intentions and mental 
states, as well as the intentions and mental states of the child (Fogany et 
al., 1991). As teachers, like parents, seem often unaware of their mental 

tool to create awareness of the feelings, beliefs, and cognitions they have 
about a child. In empirical research on parent–child attachment, parents’ 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   129 02-03-20   09:32



Chapter 5

130

result in more secure relationships (Slade, Grienenberg, Bernbach, Levy & 
Locker, 2005; Suchman et al., 2008). Based on parent–child research, we 

mental representations of relationships. A different mental representation 

teacher–child relationship quality), and cognitive-behavioral components 

The intervention program 

Following the ideas of Pianta (1999), Spilt and colleagues (2012) 
developed LLInC. LLInC is aimed at altering teachers’ mental representations 
about their relationship with individual children, with the ultimate goal of 
enhancing dyadic teacher–child relationship quality and teachers’ self-

psychologist) guides a teacher in becoming aware of his or her mental 
representational models about the individual relationships with two different 
children from their classroom. Subsequently, the consultant encourages the 

evaluate the teacher’s narratives about their relationship with an individual 

teacher to think about various recent experiences and feelings regarding his 

substantiated terms. To this aim, the consultant uses the TRI coding manual 

and processes of narratives (Appendix 1; Bosman, Zee, & Koomen, in press; 

and narrated practices, on feelings or affect toward the individual child, on 
the connection between teaching practices and feelings, and on ways in 
which improvement could be achieved. These two sessions, administering 

child, resulting in a total of four sessions between a teacher and a consultant.
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Spilt et al. (2012b) evaluated if LLInC yields changes in dyadic 
relationships between teachers and behaviorally at-risk kindergartners. 
They compared a group of teacher–child dyads who received LLInC with a 
group of teacher–child dyads who received an Interpersonal Skills Training 
(IST). Whereas LLInC tries to promote teacher–child relationships by creating 

to improve teachers’ behaviors in interactions with individual children. 

internalized beliefs, feelings, and attitudes resulted in better teacher–child 
relationships, compared to an intervention that was directed at changing 
teachers’ behavior. Using independent observations, Spilt et al. (2012b) found 
that receiving LLInC resulted in increased sensitive behavior in teachers, 
whereas this was not found for IST. Mixed results were found with regard to 
teachers’ perceptions of affective teacher–child relationship quality. Only half 
of the teachers receiving LLInC had increased levels of closeness regarding the 
at-risk kindergartners. The other half of the teachers either had a high, stable 
level of closeness or a slight decrease after LLInC, indicating that a ceiling 

The mixed results with regard to perceived teacher–child relationship 
quality could possibly be explained by how teacher–child dyads were selected. 
In their study, Spilt et al. (2012b) selected children based on the degree of 
disruptive behavior. Although relationship problems and children’s disruptive 
behaviors are correlated, it seems unlikely that all relationships with children 
showing disruptive behavior are of low quality (cf. Bosman et al., in press). 

the degree of disruptive behavior (cf. Hamre, Pianta, Downer, & Mashburn, 
2008). Therefore, it may be relevant to select teacher–child dyads based on 

Present study

In the current study, we examined whether LLInC was successful in 
enhancing affective teacher–child relationship quality and teachers’ student-

group of teachers receiving LLInC and a control group of teachers who did 
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not receive any form of intervention. When teachers in the intervention 
group receive LLInC about two individual children that are subject of the 
intervention, teachers may realize that interactions with individual children 
are also based on a more general expectation of what he or she believes 
to be important as a teacher (Sibley & Overall, 2008). This implies that 

quality may be transferred to relationships with other children in the 
classroom. To investigate possible transfer effects of LLInC to relationships 
with other children, we asked teachers in the intervention group to also 

We refer to these teacher–child dyads as intervention-transfer dyads. 
To sum up, we addressed the following research questions: How 

support) with children directly targeted during LLInC?; (3) teachers’ 

in the classroom that were not directly targeted during LLInC? Based on 
the theoretical framework and previous research, we expected that LLInC 
resulted in more positive perceptions of teacher–child relationship quality 

we expected that the effects of LLInC also transferred to teachers’ perceptions 
of relationships with other children from their classroom with whom they 
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Method

Design and selection

The present study was conducted in the school years 2015-2016 
and 2017-2018 in elementary schools across the Netherlands. Data for the 
intervention group and the control group were collected separately. For both 
the intervention group and the control group, a substantial list of schools, 
randomly selected from a website with all schools in the Netherlands, was 
selected to be contacted for the study. In addition, messages in professional 
journals for teachers and on social media invited teachers and schools to 
contact researchers for participation in the intervention group. The large 

social media messages. Data for the control group were collected as part of 
another longitudinal study focusing on teacher–child relationship quality in 
elementary school. The data that were collected were identical. We ensured 
that measurements of the control group were administered at exactly the 
same time, compared to the measurements for the intervention group. 
Data were collected at three time points during the schoolyear: Pretest 
(Fall), posttest (Winter), and follow-up (Spring). There were two months in 
between each school visit. Teachers in the intervention group received the 
LLInC after pretest. A graphical display of the design is displayed in Figure 1. 

Each participating teacher selected four children from his or her 

Examples were given to the teachers, such as teachers experiencing many 

regard to teachers in the intervention group who received LLInC, two of the 
four selected children were randomly selected by the researchers. These two 
teacher–child dyads were subjects of LLInC (i.e., the intervention group). The 
other two teacher–child dyads functioned as intervention-transfer conditions: 

relationship with these children (i.e., the intervention-transfer group). A third 
group consisted of teachers who did not receive any form of intervention, but 
teachers did report on their relationship with the four selected children (i.e., 
the control group). This resulted in three separate teacher–child groups: the 
intervention group, the intervention-transfer group, and the control group. 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   133 02-03-20   09:32



Chapter 5

134

The intervention group consisted of 46 teachers and 92 children 
(i.e., 92 teacher–child dyads). The intervention-transfer group consisted of 
the same 46 teachers and 81 other children from their classrooms (i.e., 81 
teacher–child dyads). Last, the control group consisted of 32 teachers and 
88 children (i.e., 88 teacher–child dyads). The number of selected children in 
the intervention-transfer group and control group were somewhat smaller 
than expected based on the number of teachers. Reasons were that some 

child from their classroom (n = 3 teachers). For other selected children, 
parents were not willing to sign an informed consent for participation in the 
study (n = 48 children). Therefore, teachers could not report about these 
children. 

Participants

A total of 45 elementary schools participated in the present study. The 
sample included second- through sixth grade children (N = 261) and their 
teachers (N = 78; see also Table 1). Participating teachers were on average 
38.9 years of age (SD = 12.0, ranging from 21 to 65) and had on average 
13.2 years of teaching experience (SD = 10.2, ranging from 0 to 40 years). 

grade 2 (n = 7), grade 3 (n = 42), grade 4 (n = 62), grade 5 (n = 66), and 
grade 6 (n = 84), respectively. Children were on average 9.86 years (SD = 1.30, 

of the children had at least one parent with an ethnic minority background. 

demographic variables and child demographic variables (Table 1), except for 
children’s age. Children in the control group were in general somewhat older 
(F (2, 259) = 2.90, p = .022). 

Procedure 

Ethical approval was granted from the Ethics Review Board of the 
Faculty of Social and Behavioral Sciences of the University of Amsterdam 
(project 2017-CDE-8653). Teachers and school directors received an 
information letter and signed an informed consent form. Similarly, parents 
of selected children received an information letter and gave their consent 
to their child’s participation in the present study. After receiving all consent 
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forms, data were collected from the teachers. During planned school visits 

four selected children. Completing the teacher-questionnaire took about 30 
minutes.

the intervention group started with LLInC. A trained consultant visited the 

were informed by the consultant about which of the four selected children 
the intervention was focused on (i.e., two sessions about one child, and the 
other two sessions about a second child). The intervention consisted of four 
weekly sessions with the consultant ranging from 30 minutes to 1 hour. After 
the last school visit (follow-up), all participating teachers received a voucher 

Intervention program

teachers’ relationship with one individual child, and the third and fourth 

session of LLInC, a semi-structured interview consisting of 12 questions about 
the teacher–child relationship took place (Teacher Relationship Interview, 
TRI; Pianta, 1999; Koomen & Lont, 2004). Teachers were interviewed about 

accompanying feelings they had during these interactions. The TRI gives 
insight in four aspects of the teacher’s beliefs of interacting with the child, 

of discipline, secure base, perspective taking, and intentionality) and four 
aspects of the teacher’s feelings about the child (i.e., feelings of helplessness, 
negative affect, positive affect, and neutralizing of negative affect). These 
aspects were coded by the consultant right after the interview took place (Spilt 
& Koomen, 2009). All sessions were audio recorded, such that the consultant 
was able to listen again to the teacher’s answers. The eight different aspects 

strengths and weaknesses of the separate constructs (see Figure 2).

used extensively. During these sessions, the consultant started with explaining 
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additionally explained why the teacher had a high, low, or medium level 
score for each particular construct, by relating these scores to examples of 
teacher–child interactions that were discussed during the interview session. 
Next, the consultant explained for each construct why other teachers may 
score lower or higher on certain constructs. For example, the consultant 
could explain that the level of Secure Base is lower when a teacher does not 
even respond to emotional cues of the child, whereas the level of Secure 
Base would be higher when a teacher explains that he or she helps the child 

constructs, such as Secure Base, the consultant always started by giving an 

constructs, such as Helplessness, an example was given about a teacher that 
scored higher. This was done to give the teacher a better feeling about what 

he or she is doing. After that, the consultant always gave an example of a 

construct). This was done to motivate the teacher to think about possibilities 
to change his or her behaviors toward the child. Next, the teacher was invited 
to react on the consultant’s interpretation of each of the constructs.
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In connection with discussing all constructs separately, the consultant 

connections between the four aspects of the interactions with the child and 
the feelings you have about the child?”, and “What do you think are strengths 
or weaknesses of your relationship with the child?”. After that, the consultant 

and feelings that contribute to relationship quality. For instance: “Do you 
want to change certain aspects in your interactions or feelings regarding 
this child?” and “When you enter the classroom tomorrow, which aspects of 
the relationship do you want to be different?”. At the end of the session, the 
consultant asked the teacher to give a summary of the potential changes that 
were discussed to improve teacher–child relationship quality.

teacher in session 2 and session 4 of LLInC.

session 2 and session 4 were compared with each other. The consultant asked 
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the teacher to identify similarities and differences between the relationships 
with the two children. This last step was implemented because it was thought 
that by comparing both relationships with the two children, the teacher 
also learns more about his or her style of relating to children. Possibly, not 

children in the classroom.  

Training of consultants. 

Consultants (n  = 9) in the present study were all master or graduate 
students in Social Sciences. They were all trained extensively before 
administering LLInC to teachers. The training consisted of four sessions 
in which they practiced with the TRI, about coding teachers’ answers, 

to practice with the TRI on a real teacher or colleague, which they audio 
recorded. Consequently, the consultants received feedback on the quality 
of their interview and about their coding. Additionally, they were shown 

received extensive feedback during training from the last author, one of the 
developers of LLInC.  

To test whether LLInC was administered correctly, we evaluated 
the total duration of each session. Ideally, all sessions of LLInC should be 

shorter than expected (less than 24 minutes), the sessions were not executed 
following the guidelines of the program. We found that 2 sessions were too 
short and of bad quality (n   = 2 teacher-child dyads). Therefore, we excluded 
these two teacher–child dyads from our data analysis.

In addition, because the LLInC-manual was less structured regarding 
sessions two (and four), we evaluated these sessions more thoroughly  to 
ensure that teachers were challenged enough by the consultant to think about 
the relationship with the selected children. According to the manual, at least 
15 questions should be asked that invite critical thinking of the teacher. With 
these questions, the consultant stimulates the teacher to change perspectives 
on relational matters, think of situations from the child’s perspective, and 
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explore changing pedagogical practices and feelings. When the consultant 
asked less than 15 questions stimulating critical thinking, the session was 

accurately followed. In 6 sessions, the guidelines were not appropriately 
followed (n = 3 teacher–child dyads). Therefore, these teacher–child dyads 

not included in the data analysis.  

Measurements

Teachers’ perception of relationship quality. 

The short Dutch version of the validated Student–Teacher Relationship 
Scale (STRS; Pianta, 2001; Koomen, Verschueren, van Schooten, Jak, & 
Pianta, 2012) was used to measure teachers’ perceptions of teacher–child 
relationship quality. Three different dimensions can be distinguished in the 
STRS. Closeness (5 items, e.g., “I share an affectionate and warm relationship 

items, e.g., “This child and I always seem to be struggling with each other”) 
refers to negativity and discordance, and Dependency (5 items, e.g., “This 
child asks for my help when he/she really does not need help”) refers to 
the overly dependent behavior of the child on the teacher. All items were 

original STRS were adequate (Koomen et al., 2012) and the shortened Dutch 
version also showed high internal consistencies and good construct validity 

.88, .88, for Dependency at pretest, posttest, and follow-up test, respectively. 

(Zee et al., 2016). This questionnaire comprises four subscales: Instructional 
Strategies, Student Engagement, Behavior Management, and Emotional 

et al., 2016), their uniqueness could not be guaranteed. Therefore, we did 
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not include the subscales Instructional Strategies and Student Engagement 

Management and Emotional Support). 
Behavior Management includes teachers’ judgments of their ability to 

accurately manage the behavior of the child (e.g., “How well can you control 
disruptive behavior in this student?”). The Emotional Support dimension 
refers to teachers’ judgments of their ability to establish a caring relationship 
with the child, and taking the child’s perspective and feelings into account 
(e.g., “How well can you provide a safe and secure environment for this 
student?”). The two subscales each consist of 4 items that were rated on 
a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Nothing) to 7 (A great deal). Prior 

.93, .93, for Behavioral Management, and .83, .85, .88, for Emotional Support, 
at the pretest, posttest and follow-up test, respectively.

Data analysis

The longitudinal data were analyzed in R using multilevel modeling 
with maximum likelihood estimation using the nlme-package (Pinheiro, 
Bates, DebRoy, Sarkar, R Core Team, 2018). For all models, a three-level 
structure was used: Repeated measurements (pretest, posttest, follow-up) 
were nested in children, who, in turn, were nested in teachers. We dummy 
coded the three groups for each of the three waves, resulting in a total of 
nine dummy variables (see Table 2). Random intercepts and random slopes 
were included for all models. First, we created a dummy variable which 
represented the control group at pretest. This dummy variable functioned 
as an intercept in our analyses (see Intercept in Appendix 2). The second 
dummy variable represented the difference between the control group and 
the intervention group at pretest (dIT1). The third dummy variable represented 
the added effect of the intervention-transfer group on top of the effect of 
the intervention group at pretest (dICT1). Next, we created three dummies 
for the posttest measurement consisting of the different groups (dCT2, dIT2, 
dICT2). By using these dummy variables at posttest, and entering them in the 
hierarchical models after the three dummies of the pretest, we were able to 
control for pretest differences between the three groups. For instance, the 
dummy IT2 represented the difference between the intervention group and 
the control group at posttest, while taking into account the group differences 
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at pretest. Last, we created three dummy variables for the groups at follow-
up, also taking into account pretest differences (dCT3, dIT3, dICT3). All nine 
dummy variables were entered into the hierarchical linear models as main 
effects. Considering our research questions, we were especially interested in 
the effects of dIT2 and dIT3, to inspect whether teacher–child dyads differed 

differences. We were also interested in the main effects of dICT2 and dICT3. 
We expected that results of the intervention-transfer group did not have 
an additional effect above the results of the intervention group, implying a 
possible transfer effect of the intervention. 

We computed separate hierarchical linear models for each outcome 

All outcome variables were transformed to standard normal scores. The 
parameter estimates of a dummy variable can therefore be interpreted as 
an effect size (i.e., Cohen’s d ). Effects were interpreted as small (d = 0.2), 
medium (d = 0.5), and large (d = 0.8; Cohen, 1988). 

Results

Data screening 

Prior to analysis, data were checked for missing values. For all 

be missing completely at random (MCAR; Little’s test, 2(364) = 378.55, p
= .289). As maximum likelihood estimation takes into account all available 
information for each case in the data (Snijders & Bosker, 2012), we did not 
apply an imputation method. There were no outliers and all variables were 
normally distributed according to acceptable ranges of skewness and kurtosis 
(values were all between -1.5 and +1.5; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Means 
and standard deviations of outcome variables for each group are depicted 
in Table 3. Although children were randomly divided into the intervention 
group and the intervention-transfer group, there still appeared to be mean 
differences between these groups at pretest (see Table 3). As children’s age 
differed in the three groups, we included this as covariate in our models. 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   142 02-03-20   09:32



Improving teacher–child relationships – a group-design study

143

Effects of LLInC

Separate hierarchical linear models were used for each respective 

in Table 4.

Teachers’ perception of relationship quality. 

We examined how LLInC affected intervention teachers’ perceptions 

for the intervention-transfer group. First, we estimated a model for teachers’ 
perceptions of Closeness, in which nine dummy variables were included as 
main effects (Table 4). At pretest, the level of teacher–child Closeness in the 

the control group  (b = -0.11, p = .533) and the intervention-transfer group (b
= 0.13, p = .339). At posttest, teacher–child dyads in the intervention group 

control group (b = 0.40, p = .001), which means that LLInC seemed to have 
helped teachers to improve their relationship with individual children. This 
effect could be considered small to medium. In addition, the level of Closeness 

that of the intervention group (b = 0.06, p = .636), indicating that LLInC may 

were not subject of the LLInC.
However, at follow-up, while controlling for pretest differences, 

teachers in the control group also showed small increases in Closeness (b = 
0.28, p
control group anymore at follow-up (b = 0.17, p = .265). This indicated that 
effects of LLInC were not present during follow-up. A graphical display of 
Closeness and all other outcomes is shown in Figure 3.

b = 0.52, 
p = .002) and the intervention-transfer group (b = -0.56, p < .001). When 
controlling for these pretest differences, LLInC led to small decreases in the 

posttest (b = -0.24, p
group was similar to that of the intervention group at posttest (b = 0.10, p = 
.259), indicating that the effects of LLInC may have transferred to the control 
group at posttest (b = -0.24, p
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transfer group was similar to that of the intervention group at posttest (b
= 0.10, p = .259), indicating that the effects of LLInC may have transferred 
to the intervention-transfer group. At follow-up, there was a strong trend 

b = -0.21, 
p = .051)3

size was small. Again, there were no differences between the intervention 
group and the intervention-transfer group at follow-up (b = 0.05, p = .658). 

With regard to teachers’ perceptions of Dependency, the intervention 
group reported higher levels compared to the control group (b = 0.35, p = 
.032) and the intervention-transfer group (b = -0.54, p < .001) at pretest. 
There were no group differences between pretest and posttest and between 
pretest and follow-up test. 

We examined how LLInC affected intervention teachers’ beliefs in their 

to teachers in the control group. We also examined if transfer effects of 

reported lower levels compared to the control group (b = -0.47, p = .006) and 
the intervention-transfer group (b = 0.34, p = .019) at pretest. After LLInC, 
and controlling for pretest differences, teachers in the intervention group 

3  Using a less conservative approach (i.e., without the inclusion of random slopes in 
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Management compared to the control group at posttest (b = 0.30, p = 

Behavioral Management compared to the intervention group at posttest (b = 
-0.02, p = .871), indicating that effects of LLInC may have transferred to other 
children. The intervention effect was still present at follow-up, considering 
the small to medium difference between the intervention group and the 
control group at follow-up (b = 0.33, p = .024). Again, there was no difference 
between the intervention group and the intervention-transfer group (b = 
-0.05, p = .703), which suggests a transfer-effect.

intervention group reported lower levels compared to the control group (b
= -0.57, p = .003) and the intervention-transfer group (b = 0.31, p = .011) at 
pretest. After LLInC, and controlling for pretest differences, the intervention 
group had higher levels of Emotional Support compared to the control group 
at posttest (b = 0.49, p = .002). This effect size was considered to be medium. 
In addition, the intervention-transfer group showed a similar increase 
compared to the intervention group (b = -0.11, p = .392), indicating that 
LLInC was also effective for these teacher–child dyads in improving teachers’ 

for pretest differences, there was a trend towards a difference between the 
intervention group and the control group (b = 0.35, p = .095)4, although 

for the intervention group and the intervention-transfer group from pretest 
to follow-up (b = -0.05, p = .721).

4  Using a less conservative approach (i.e., without the inclusion of random slopes in 

remained the same in the model of Emotional Support.
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Discussion

We examined whether LLInC, a teacher-based coaching-intervention, 
was effective in improving teachers’ perceptions of affective teacher–child 

beliefs in elementary school. We compared an intervention group, in 
which teachers received LLInC about their relationship with two individual 
children, with a control group, in which teachers received no intervention. An 
additional condition was added to evaluate if effects of LLInC transferred to 

LLInC. 
The results provide initial support for the effectiveness of LLInC. 

First, teachers receiving LLInC experienced short-term improvements in 
perceived teacher–child relationship quality compared to teachers receiving 
no intervention. Second, LLInC yielded both short-term and longer-term 

improvements in teacher–child relationship quality and teachers’ self-

condition. This may indicate that the improvements in teachers’ perceptions 

generalized to teachers’ dyadic relationships with children in the classroom 

support the usefulness of a teacher-based coaching intervention to improve 

individual children. 

Effects of LLInC on affective teacher–child relationship quality

We examined the effect of LLInC on separate dimensions of perceived 
teacher–child relationship quality. Directly after receiving LLInC, teachers 
in the intervention group experienced higher increases in their perceived 
closeness than teachers in the control group. Furthermore, LLInC appeared 
to yield improvements in closeness between teachers and children who 
were not targeted during the intervention. As such, teachers receiving LLInC 
also experienced higher levels of closeness with other children from their 

that were part of the intervention.
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Notably, the effects for teacher–child closeness disappeared from 
pretest to the follow-up measurement. This was due to the fact that, in contrast 

problematic teacher–child relationships (e.g., Doumen et al., 2008), teachers 
in the control group also had increased levels of closeness, especially in the 
months after LLInC. It may be that teachers, irrespective of the condition they 
were in, started to think more about their relationship with an individual child 
with whom they experience relationship problems. In both conditions the 
teacher had to answer questions about their relationship with such children. 

closeness. More research is necessary to tease apart the effects of guided and 

Next to closeness, intervention teachers experienced small decreases 

control teachers. This implies that LLInC helped teachers reduce negativity 

group reduced after LLInC ended, whereas control teachers did not report a 

subjects in the intervention, suggesting a transfer effect of LLInC on reducing 

LLInC teachers often get confronted with the fact that they have negative 
interaction patterns with a child, which may result in negative feelings about 
dealing with this child. During four sessions of LLInC, the teacher talks 
extensively about his or her relationship with two individual children, on the 
basis of which the consultant invites the teacher to think about how a child is 
feeling, why a child behaves the way he or she does, how a child responds to 
certain behavior, and what this would imply for teachers’ daily practices. As a 
result, teachers receiving LLInC may have realized that they need to change 
certain behaviors to break negative interaction patterns, also in relationships 

are important considering that a low level of negativity and frustration in 
teacher–child relationships may help children develop social and emotional 
competencies and reduce the risk of further maladaptive development of 
children (e.g., Baker, Grant, & Morlock, 2008; Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 2003).
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Notably, we also found a trend towards longer-term decreases in 

at follow-up (p = .051) and the effect size was considered small (b = -.21). 

hand, it may also be that the effect is not strong enough to represent a 

LLInC. It may be that some teachers still need more help or support to include 
sensitive teaching practices into their daily teaching behavior, in order to 
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of LLInC with other strategies (Hoogendijk et al., 2019), such as functional 
behavior analysis (Ellis, 1991), practicing interactions with an individual child 
using video interaction guidance (VIG; Hayes, Richardson, Hindle, & Grayson, 
2001), and synchronous coaching (Coninx, Kreijns, & Jochems, 2012). This 
intervention, Key2Teach, was also shown to be effective in reducing teacher–

suggests that a combination of LLInC with other coaching strategies may 
be helpful in improving teacher–child relationships. However, Hoogendijk et 
al. (2019) did not include follow-up measurements to test whether effects 
lasted. In sum, it may be that LLInC, as evaluated in the present study, may 
be helpful to some degree, but that some teachers need additional help in 

between the intervention group and control group with regard to teacher-
reported dependency in the teacher–child relationship. A possible explanation 

sometimes believed to be a marker of child adjustment problems rather than 
a relational dimension (e.g., Doumen et al., 2008). Given that LLInC is mainly 

their own feelings and beliefs, and not on improving children’s adjustment 
in the classroom, this program may not be most suitable for improving 
dependency. It is possible that, to reduce teacher–child dependency, 

instead of only relationship problems. As teacher–child dependency is an 
important predictor of poor child outcomes (Bosman, Roorda, van der Veen, 

decrease teacher–child dependency in elementary school.

improvements in the weeks after LLInC, and for behavior management also at 

beliefs about their relationship with an individual child seemed to enhance 
teachers’ beliefs in their capability to manage individual children’s behavior and 
support these children emotionally. These results are promising considering 
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use better teaching strategies and experience less burnout symptoms (e.g., 
Woolfolk Hoy & Davis, 2006; Zee & Koomen, 2016). In addition, it appeared 

management and emotional support about interactions with children that 

talking about the mutual relationship during LLInC, teachers receiving LLInC 

by interpreting information from several sources. Three of these sources, 
including mastery experiences, verbal persuasion, and affective states, might 

of previous teaching performances (Bandura, 1997; Usher & Pajares, 2008). 
Teachers who believe their past teaching performances were successful are 

with the child. These questions were not only about negative experiences of 
teachers, but also about recent positive experiences. An example question 

this child?” Follow-up questions are: “What happened in this situation” and 

also about positive experiences during these sessions, teachers may become 
more aware of these successful teaching practices instead of only focusing 
on more ineffective teaching experiences. As a result, teachers may feel more 

Second, social persuasion or social evaluation is seen as a potential 

evaluation refers to a process in which teachers receive verbal, positive 
feedback about their teaching practices from important others, such as 

& Timperley, 2007). During LLInC, in sessions two (and four), the consultant 
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and feelings (see also Appendix 1). The consultant explains why teachers 
received a high, medium, or low score for each construct, by giving examples 

sessions. Subsequently, the consultant described for each construct of the 

encouragements in terms of skills and adaptive ways of teaching. Providing 

Third, the meaning that teachers give to their physiological and 

Durksen, 2014). For example, high classroom stress of teachers was found 

insight in the degree of negative affect, positive affect, and helplessness 
about dealing with an individual child. In general, teachers are not used 
to talk about their feelings in relationships with individual children, and 
especially not to receiving feedback from a professional about these feelings. 
Conceivably, teachers’ realization that they also had positive feelings about a 

beliefs about dealing with this child in the domains of behavior management 
and emotional support. Although we did not investigate this directly, it is 

It must be noted, however, that for teachers receiving LLInC, student-

from that of teachers who did not receive LLInC a few months after the 

support did not increase further in the months after LLInC ended, whereas 

support (see Table 2 and Figure 2). Possibly, control teachers’ monitoring 
had, similar to what happened with regard to teacher–child closeness, an 

teachers’ judgments of whether they are capable of effectively supporting 
the child’s needs and teacher–child closeness measures the extent to which 
teachers feel that there is affect and support in the teacher–child relationship. 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   152 02-03-20   09:32



Improving teacher–child relationships – a group-design study

153

The cognitive-behavioral construct of emotional support and the more 
affective construct of teacher–child closeness may be highly related to each 
other. That may be a reason why both aspects of teachers’ relationships have 
comparable results.

To sum up, the results of this study indicate that improvements 

management) compared to improvements in teachers’ perceptions of affective 
relationship quality (i.e., no longer-term effects and no effects for teacher–

precede effects on affective teacher–child relationship quality. Teachers may 

an individual child, before actual interpersonal effects of improved affective 
teacher–child relationship quality may take place. To further entangle and 
compare effects of LLInC on teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality, 
future research could include a mid-intervention measurement to identify 
possible mechanisms of the intervention-effects. 

Transfer effects of LLInC

An important feature of the present study was that we included 
an intervention-transfer condition: Teachers receiving LLInC also reported 
about their relationships with children that, although also being selected 

relationship with two children during LLInC, they could also start to become 
aware of feelings and beliefs about other children in the classroom that they 

subject of LLInC had similar improvements in teacher-reported relationship 

child dyads that were discussed extensively during the four sessions of 
LLInC. These results indicate that effects of LLInC may generalize to teachers’ 

representational model (i.e., the teacher’s mental representation of his or 
her role as a teacher) may be explicitly activated during LLInC, as teachers 

with each other. During this comparison, the consultant actively stimulated 
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child’s behavior, but also about the teacher’s characteristics that affected 
their relationship. Consequently, the teacher started to think about how 
he or she contributed to both relationships and what he or she considered 
to be important in interacting with the two children differently. As such, at 
the end of LLInC, the conversation between the consultant and the teacher 
changed from a dyadic relationship perspective to comparing relationships 

teachers’ general relationships with all children in the classroom. Therefore, 

mental representational model (Sibley & Overall, 2008) may have been 
activated during LLInC (Pianta et al., 2003).

Teachers may realize during or after LLInC that relationships depend 
also on characteristics of themselves and consequently think about how these 

For instance, a teacher may realize that he or she enjoys it more to work 
with certain types of children because it matches their character more. The 
teacher may realize that it is important to put more effort in constructing a 
positive relationship with a child who is very different from the teacher. If 

or even reorganized, it could be expected that teachers’ more general self-

improve after LLInC about two individual children (Grusec et al., 2014). Future 
research can additionally investigate to what extent teachers’ general self-

Limitations and suggestions for future research

we did not use a fully randomized design to include teacher–child dyads 
in the intervention and control conditions. As we collected data for the 
intervention group and the control group in separate data collections, we 
could not randomly assign teachers to the two groups. However, note that, 
with respect to the intervention-transfer condition, we did assign two children 
randomly to be subject of LLInC. Additionally, we were able to control for 
pretest differences in measurements of teacher–child relationship quality and 

differences between the groups on demographic variables (see also Table 1), 
indicating that the groups were comparable, at least on several important 
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variables. Despite this, in future research, a fully randomized design is to be 
preferred.

A main assumption of the present study was that teachers in 
the intervention group became aware of and reorganized their mental 
representations of relationships with individual children. We assumed that 

However, as a second limitation, we should acknowledge that we did not 
measure changes in mental representations. Therefore, it is as yet unclear 
whether improvements in teacher–child relationship quality and teachers’ 

representations. One way of studying these changes is by using the Teacher 
Relationship Interview again during a follow-up measurement later in the 
school year instead of only using it as a tool during LLInC itself. 

A third limitation is that we did not investigate all possible effects of 
LLInC. For instance, we did not include observational measures to examine 
if LLInC led to changes in teachers’ behaviors or moderators to examine 

a variety of outcome measurements, future research could include more 
various measurements and outcomes to fully understand if and how LLInC 
can affect teachers and children in elementary school. 

Conclusions and practical implications

To conclude, LLInC is an intervention that generates short-term 
improvements in teacher-perceived relationship quality, and both short-term 

are more committed and motivated for their work, and have less burnout-

2017; Woolfolk Hoy & Davis, 2006; Zee & Koomen, 2016). It is also important 
that these improvements regarding teacher–child relationship quality and 

LLInC only includes four sessions ranging from 30 minutes to 1 hour. LLInC 
is much shorter than other potentially effective interventions that aim to 
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Driscoll & Pianta, 2010; Vancraeyveldt et al., 2015). Furthermore, LLInC can be 
relatively easily implemented within schools. As school psychologists or other 
professionals within the schools are usually in close contact with teachers, 
they have an opportunity to function as a consultant that engages teachers 

coaching based on LLInC can be continued with behavior interventions such 
as video interaction guidance (cf., Hoogendijk et al., 2019), especially when 
teachers do need more practical tips of how they can improve problematic 

good start in enhancing teacher–child relationships and, especially, teachers’ 
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CHAPTER 6

In this dissertation, we tried to advance insight in the development 
of teacher–child relationship quality through elementary school, to identify 
reasons for why teachers experience poor-quality relationships with certain 
children, and to explore how poor teacher–child relationship quality can 

dependency, developed from kindergarten through the end of elementary 
school, and especially, how these separate trajectories of relationship 
quality differed between groups of children. Additionally, we examined 

these trajectories of relationship quality affected children’s motivation 

second aim was to identify why teachers experience their relationships with 
children with different types of externalizing behavior to be low in quality. 
The results of the second study implied that teachers were likely to have 
different mental representations of relationships with children with various 
behaviors. Therefore, it seemed important to increase teachers’ insight in 
and awareness of their mental representations of relationships and to help 
them to change their perceptions about these relationships. Consequently, 
the third aim was to improve teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality 
with individual children by using a teacher-based coaching intervention 

relationships with individual children. In this general discussion, the results of 

for future research are discussed. This chapter ends with practical implications 
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The development of teacher–child relationship quality during 

elementary school

Longitudinal research into teacher–child relationship quality has 
increased in recent years, providing valuable insights into how long-term 
relationships affect children’s development (e.g., Hajovsky et al., 2017; Jerome 
et al., 2009). To date, however, most studies have failed to address possible 
individual differences in relationship quality between teacher–child dyads 
over time. Chapter 2 extended previous longitudinal research that aimed 
to uncover individual differences in longitudinal trajectories of teacher–
child relationship quality in elementary school (e.g., O’Connor et al., 2011; 
O’Connor et al., 2012; Spilt et al., 2012a). Using a person-centered approach, 

were most likely to be at risk for developing a negative relationship trajectory 
with their teachers during elementary school, and to examine how long-term 
poor-quality relationships affected their school adjustment. 

First, we examined possible trajectories of affective relationship 
quality from kindergarten through the end of elementary school. Separate 

modeled. The results indicated that there were three subgroups of teacher-
child dyads regarding closeness: the majority of teacher–child dyads appeared 
to follow a high-stable trajectory of closeness, whereas smaller subgroups 
had either very-high decreasing or moderate increasing trajectories of 

followed a low-stable trajectory, whereas smaller subgroups had either low-

group of teacher–child dyads followed a low-increasing trajectory, and a small 
subgroup followed a less favorable low-increasing trajectory. Combining the 
three separate relationship dimensions for each teacher–child dyad revealed 

dimensions. However, part of the children had unfavorable trajectories on at 

unfavorable relationship trajectories on two or more dimensions.

quality relationships with children in their classroom from kindergarten 
through the end of elementary school. These teachers did not perceive any 
relationship problems with individual children, as indicated by the separate 

teachers are perfectly able to bond and connect with individual children in 
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their classrooms during elementary school. This is promising, considering 
the importance of teacher–child relationship quality for children’s school 
adjustment (e.g., Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Roorda et al., 2011), and teachers’ 
wellbeing in school (e.g., Yoon, 2002). 

Importantly, a small subset of the teacher–child dyads was considered 
unfavorable, at least at some point during the elementary school years. These 
relationships could be considered negative on one or more dimensions of 

or low levels of closeness. Children within these negative relationship 
trajectories had somewhat poorer task motivation and math achievement 
at the end of elementary school, compared to children who had a favorable 
relationship with their teachers. Important child characteristics that increased 
the risk of these unfavorable relationship trajectories (i.e., mainly low-

dependency) were children’s gender (i.e., being a boy), verbal ability, and their 
externalizing behavior. Overall, the results reported in Chapter 2 indicate that 
there are different ways in which teacher–child relationship quality develops 
throughout elementary school, which in turn can have implications for 
children’s motivation and academic adjustment. These results also highlight 
the importance of improving poor-quality relationships between teachers 
and children, as the quality of relationships with several teachers can become 
increasingly worse during the school years (Jerome et al., 2009).  

the years. Previous research using an at-risk sample of children, has indicated 
that some teacher–
several years of their school careers (Spilt et al., 2012a). This suggests that for 
a minority of the children the relationship with different teachers within the 
school are continuously, or even progressively, negative over time. Jerome 
et al. (2009) have explained that the communication between teachers in 

teachers may hold biases about new children in their classroom based on the 
information that they receive from previous teachers. Consequently, teachers 
are likely to rate their relationship based on not only their own perceptions, 
but also on previous teachers’ perceptions of children. This explanation is 
highly consistent with what teacher Tom told during the start of the second 
intervention session of LLInC: 
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“Last week, you asked me what I liked about being Jake’s 
teacher. It shocked me that I could not come up with 
characteristics of Jake that I found pleasant or that I could 
appreciate. I think this started already in summer, when I 
discussed all new children with their previous teacher. Jake’s 
previous teacher explained everything about his behavioral 

a very negative impact on the rest of the class and how 
this affected her feelings about her capabilities of dealing 

constructing my own views about Jake. I was already biased 

affected my feelings about him in a negative way”. 

In most Dutch schools, teachers have a different class of children each 
school year and could therefore have similar experiences as teacher Tom. 
Biased perceptions about children could possibly lead to stable unfavorable 
relationships, or increasingly negative relationships during elementary school. 

teachers’ relationship perceptions. He argued that teachers, when interacting 
with children, are inclined to focus on information consistent with beliefs 
and ideas they already have about the child, resulting in rather constrained 
or restricted perceptions about interacting with the child. Teachers’ beliefs 

years may imply that some children are viewed continuously negative by 
their subsequent teachers. 

person (in our case the child). These expectancies can be based on several 
sources, such as a sample of behaviors that the child displays or other factors 
such as a teacher’s knowledge about the child, like their gender, ethnicity, 
or behavioral dispositions that trigger inferences of how to approach the 
child (Darley & Fazio, 1980). Consequently, the teacher may act toward the 
child based on these previously formed expectancies, allowing the child to 
respond in a way that is similar to the teacher’s expectancies. A possible 
source of teachers’ expectancies regarding individual children can be the 
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(biased) information they receive from previous teachers who have their own 
beliefs about interacting with these children. It is important to understand 

ways to alter these restricted perceptions. 
To our knowledge, no empirical research has examined how receiving 

relationship quality. In a study about teachers’ labelling bias of developmental 
disorders, researchers used an experimental research design with vignettes to 

their perceptions and expectations of these children (Ohan, Visser, Strain, 
& Allen, 2011). Half of the teachers read vignettes about a child displaying 
hyperactive and inattentive behaviors, and the other half of the teachers 
read the same information, with the important addition that the child had 

about their perceptions about dealing with the child (Ohan et al., 2011). They 
found that the knowledge about the ADHD label led to increases in teachers’ 
negative emotions, teachers had more negative expectations about the 

the child. Future research that focuses on examining teachers’ perceptions 
of relationships could use a similar design in which teachers read vignettes 
with only factual statements about the children (e.g., grades, task motivation) 
versus vignettes with additional statements about the previous teacher’s 

teachers’ expectations of relationship quality when teachers read vignettes 
with and without information about affective experiences, will help identify 
whether teachers are biased when they receive more or less information 
about a child. Such research designs could possibly help identifying the 
mechanisms of how certain teacher–child relationships become continuously 
negative over time. 

It should be noted that in this dissertation only teachers’ perceptions 
of relationship quality have been included, and that no conclusions can be 
drawn about children’s perceptions of relationship quality in elementary 
school. Researchers taking an extended attachment perspective generally 
theorize that children develop their own set of mental representations about 

al., 2003). Therefore, children can have different ideas about the relationship 
with subsequent teachers in elementary school compared to their teachers. 
Research has indicated that children’s and teachers’ perceptions of their 
relationship may not be congruent (e.g., Wu, Hughes, & Kwok, 2010; Zee & 
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Koomen, 2017). Despite these different views about the relationship, it could 
be that for children, beliefs and attitudes about the relationship with the 

examine how children’s perceptions of relationship quality develop through 
elementary school. 

Why do teachers experience negative relationships with certain 

children?

In Chapter 2, the most important predictor of negative relationship 

was not surprising considering abundant research showing associations 
between children’s externalizing behavior and teachers’ negative perceptions 
of dyadic relationships (e.g., Lei et al., 2016). Previous research has shown 
that children’s externalizing behavior not only affects the relationship 
perceptions of teachers, but also their behaviors. Teachers were found to 
behave less sensitive and more controlling toward children with externalizing 
problem behavior (McComas, Johnson, & Symons, 2005; Rimm-Kaufmann et 
al., 2002). However, not all children displaying externalizing behavior share 
low-quality relationships with their teacher (cf. Hamre, Pianta, Downer, & 
Mashburn, 2008). Possibly, the extent to which different types of externalizing 
behavior interfere with good-quality relationships is dependent on teachers’ 
underlying feelings, beliefs and attitudes about behaviors and relationships. 

In Chapter 3, we tried to advance knowledge about how different 
types of externalizing child behavior were related to teachers’ implicit 
thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about the dyadic relationship. In Chapter 2, 
we focused on teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality. Although these 
perceptions provide general insight into teachers’ mental representations 
about relationships, they are less suitable to shed a light on teachers’ implicit 
thoughts and processes of relationships. In Chapter 3, therefore, we examined 
teachers’ mental representations of dyadic relationships more in depth. Our 
results showed that teachers had more positive feelings about relationships 
in cases of hyperactivity. Moreover, teachers acted more sensitive in response 
to hyperactive behavior. This is promising, considering that for children with 
hyperactive behavior, a warm and supportive teacher–child relationship 
may function as a buffer against further behavioral problems (Olivier & 
Archambault, 2017). 

In contrast, teachers experienced more anger or negative feelings 
in relationships in the cases of conduct problems. Previous research has 
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already indicated that conduct problems are more stressful for teachers 
than other subtypes of externalizing behavior, such as hyperactivity or 
inattention (Greene, Beszterczey, Katzenstein, Park, & Goring, 2002). More 

and coercive, whereas hyperactivity and inattention are more often viewed as 
involuntary (e.g., Chang & Davis, 2009; Lovejoy, 1996). Therefore, researchers 
have suggested that teachers should learn to understand the background or 
origin of conduct problems rather than applying contingency management 
procedures that are often included in school programs (Cavell, 2000; Greene 
et al., 2002). Providing more insight into the origins of children’s behavior, and 
especially children’s conduct problems, may enhance positive relationships 
between teachers and children (Greene et al., 2002). 

research into associations between externalizing behavior and teacher–child 
relationship quality, as we used a more implicit measurement for assessing 
teachers’ perceptions of dyadic relationship quality. Instead of asking 
teachers directly about their perceptions of the relationship with individual 
children, we conducted an interview in which teachers were asked about a 
series of recent experiences in daily interactions that occurred between the 
teacher and the child. The teacher was invited to talk extensively about his 
or her feelings regarding these recent experiences in their relationship with a 
child. Teachers’ narratives were scored by several independent coders using 
a theoretically based coding system consisting of theoretical constructs of 
pedagogical practices and teachers’ feelings regarding their relationship 

answers do not refer to openly visible psychological constructs are considered 
more implicit techniques (Furman & Wehner, 1994). Applying these implicit 
techniques revealed important associations between relationship quality 
and children’s behavior and possibly other characteristics of teachers and 
children as well. 

Next to children’s externalizing behavior, children’s gender also 
appeared to be an important risk factor for developing low-quality relationship 

associated with teachers’ mental representations of relationships. Thus, 

(Birch & Ladd, 1997; Murray & Murray, 2004), including our results from 
Chapter 2, our more implicit interview method did not uncover potential 
gender differences of children among teachers’ mental representations. Two 
explanations could be mentioned. First, a possible explanation is that in the 
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characteristics of the child that could have an effect on teachers’ perceptions 
of relationship quality, but rather on feelings and experiences during recent 
interactions. Other measures that examine teachers’ relationship perceptions, 
such as the STRS, include questions targeting teachers’ general perceptions 
about the relationship with the child. These general aspects of relationship 

child’s gender, instead of only relationship perceptions. A second explanation 
for the lack of gender differences is related to the selection of the sample. 
We did not randomly select children from classrooms, but selected children 

the selection of boys and girls in the sample, and possibly explains the lack 
of gender differences in teachers’ mental representations. 

Previous research has indicated that the Teacher Relationship Interview 
(TRI) provides more in-depth information about teachers’ perceptions 
of relationships as compared to more general questionnaires that assess 
teacher–child relationship quality (e.g., Spilt & Koomen, 2009; Stuhlman 
& Pianta, 2002). Therefore, this interview can be used more frequently in 
examinations of teachers’ mental representations of relationships. Using this 
interview method multiple times, for several children in the classroom, may 
also give insight into teachers’ characteristics or emotional processes that 
could reveal why their relationship with certain children are different from 
relationships with other children. Initial evidence for this claim has been 
provided by Spilt and Koomen (2009). They conducted the TRI two times (i.e., 
about the teacher’s relationship with two individual children), and were thus 
able to identify whether teachers’ narratives could have represented teacher 

teacher–
experiences, it appeared that especially teachers’ sensitive practices could 
be attributed to teacher characteristics instead of characteristics of the 
dyadic relationship. This implies that the TRI may also capture aspects that 

experiences that relate mostly to dyadic relationships. In future research, 
it would be interesting to determine whether teacher characteristics, for 
instance teacher resilience (Gu & Day, 2007), teacher well-being, and teacher 
identity (Day & Kington, 2007; Hanna, Oostdam, Severiens, & Zijlstra, 2019), 
are also related to teachers’ mental representations of relationships with 
individual children.
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Moreover, as Stuhlman and Pianta already argued in 2002, the TRI 
may not only be an assessment tool, it can also be a starting point for a 
continued consultation process in which teachers are supported to improve 
their relationships with individual children. This can be illustrated again using 
an example of what teacher Tom said to the consultant after the TRI about 
the relationship with his student Jake:

“After we had the interview last week, I started thinking 
about my relationship with Jake. I think that I have too 

at home and how he behaves in school. All I want is 
that Jake goes to school with a positive feeling, and that 
he feels support from me as his teacher. That should be 
a good starting point for him to learn. The day after our 
interview, I already payed more attention to Jake’s feelings 
and experiences. I don’t know if it was an especially good 
week for us, but I noticed that Jake laughed at jokes from 

he succeeded his math task, and that he worked hard in 
the mornings. Although Jake was very overactive in the 

focus on more positive aspects of his functioning made me 

In what follows, we evaluate a teacher-based coaching intervention that 
included the TRI as a tool to improve teacher–child relationships. 

Improving teachers’ relationships with individual children

Poor-quality teacher–child relationships that continue to be negative 
throughout several school years, can have a negative impact on children’s 
functioning in school (see Chapter 2; Hughes, 2012; Jerome et al., 2009). 
Therefore, researchers have called for interventions that can break these 
poor-quality relationship patterns. However, most interventions to date have 
mainly focused on changing children’s behavior (e.g., Conray et al., 2015), 
or changing teachers’ classroom behavior (e.g., Cook et al., 2018), instead of 
focusing on improving relationship perceptions. We used a teacher-based 
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coaching intervention, LLInC (Leerkracht-Leerling Interactie Coaching in 
Dutch), to improve teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality with individual 
children. In Chapters 4 and 5, we evaluated whether LLInC improved teachers’ 

children. Findings from the case study in Chapter 4 revealed that, in general, 
teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality became more favorable. 
However, only half of teachers’ day-to-day experiences in relationships with 
individual children seemed to improve after LLInC. Therefore, we concluded 
that although LLInC was promising in improving teachers’ general relationship 
perceptions, these changes were not experienced on a day-to-day basis. This 
could be due to the variability in daily experiences that are not captured in 
general measurements of relationship perceptions. In another multiple case 

reported for teachers’ daily relationship perceptions and teachers’ emotions 
(Koenen, de Vroey, Kelchermans, & Spilt, in press). Future research could also 

regarding teachers daily and general perceptions, for instance teachers’ 

emotions and sensitive practices.
In Chapter 5, a group comparison study was conducted to evaluate 

whether LLInC was more successful in improving teachers’ perceptions of 

compared to teachers receiving no intervention. In general, LLInC brought 
about improvements in the perceptions of teachers’ relationship quality (for 

(for behavior management and emotional support), compared to teachers 
receiving no form of intervention. However, later in the school year, only 

behavior still differed from the teachers who did not receive any intervention. 
Importantly, the improvements in teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality 

children that were not directly targeted in LLInC. It seems that what teachers 
learn about themselves and their relationships with two individual children 
helps them to improve the relationships with other children as well. This may 
imply that LLInC could also have a more general effect on the teacher, such as 

could examine how LLInC affects more general teacher characteristics.  
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In general, the effects of LLInC seem to be strongest for teachers’ 

weeks later about teachers’ experiences of LLInC (see also the case study in 
Chapter 4): Several teachers explained that they felt better about their ability 

their capabilities to support individual children. An increase in teachers’ self-

has been found to be related to teachers’ well-being and positive affect in 
school (Domenech-Betoret, 2009; Zee & Koomen, 2016). 

The evaluative interview in Chapter 4 also indicated that teachers in 
general had positive feelings about their experiences with the intervention, 
for instance regarding new insights in their feelings about relationships 
with individual children and about their motivation to improve the affective 
relationship. Teachers who participated in the group-design intervention 
study in Chapter 5 also answered several evaluative questions about their 

of the teachers reported to be more aware of their feelings and sensitive 

teachers indicated to be more motivated to improve the dyadic relationship. 
We also asked teachers to report on possible changes that they experienced 
in the relationship with a child after LLInC in an open-ended question at the 
end of the questionnaire. Although not all teachers answered this question 

–child dyads, teachers 
reported that they did not notice any changes in the dyadic relationship in 
the weeks after LLInC. Many teachers (n = 56 teacher–child dyads), did report 

was more mutual understanding in the relationship. Hence, these exploratory 

Selection of children for improving teacher–child relationships

In previous intervention research, children have often been selected 
based on the degree of problem behaviors that they display in the classroom 
(e.g., Spilt et al., 2012a; Vancraeyveldt et al., 2015). We used a different 
criterion for selecting the children. In both intervention studies (i.e., Chapters 
4 and 5), teachers were asked to select children from their classroom with 

this selection method because relationship quality appears not to be solely 
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dependent on children’s problem behavior (e.g., Hamre et al., 2008). Also, 
our selection method is highly comparable to what happens in common 
classroom practice, where teachers themselves ask for help to improve the 

we further elaborate on this selection method.
In a manuscript in preparation (Bosman, Koomen, Zee, & de Jong, 

manuscript in preparation), we explored whether there are more teacher–
child dyads that can be considered problematic in the selected sample from 
Chapter 5 compared to the degree of problematic dyads in a representative 
sample. The data for the representative sample were collected with the 
purpose of validating the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (Koomen et 
al., 2012). More information about this dataset, procedures, and selection 
of schools and children can be found in Koomen et al. (2007) and Koomen 
et al. (2012). In both samples – the representative sample and the selected 
sample from Chapter 5 – relationship quality was measured using the short 

closeness, and dependency. Together, these unique dimensions could 

& Grammatikopoulos, 2014; Pianta, 1994). We examined whether the 
distribution of the relationship patterns from the selected sample differed 
from the patterns that were found in the representative sample. 

relationship patterns in the representative sample. A three-pattern solution 
was considered most favorable based on statistical indicators, model 
parsimony, and theoretical interpretability. Most teacher–child relationships 

teacher–

levels of dependency. The smallest group consisted of teacher–child dyads 

The children from the selected sample of Chapter 5 were also 

the three-class solution that was obtained from the representative sample. By 
constraining all these parameter estimates to be similar, we examined whether 
the distribution of relationship patterns differed between the two samples. 

–
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–child dyads 
with highly unfavorable relationship patterns were also twice as large in the 

When teachers only selected children with whom they experienced 
relationship problems, the distribution of relationship patterns thus changed 

–child dyads were considered 

also when it was measured with a validated questionnaire. In addition, it 
must be noted that level of closeness of the supportive relationship group 
in the selected sample was relatively low compared to closeness in the 
supportive group of the representative sample. Thus, even though teachers 
had supportive relationships in the selected sample, these relationships were 
still somewhat more problematic. 

Overall, these results showed that, even when teachers explicitly 

teachers were obliged to select four children from their class with whom 

this was not easy for teachers, as they argued that they only considered the 

have resulted in a relatively large group of dyads that can be considered 
supportive. Second, teachers may have had different ideas about what they 

relationship quality is usually operationalized in questionnaires such as 
the STRS. It may be that teachers consider other dimensions to be part of 
relationship quality as well. For instance, teachers in the case study selected 

and because they felt distance in the relationship (see also Chapter 4). These 
aspects are only covered to a limited extent in the short version of the STRS. 
Another reason is that teachers may have had a wish or were ambitious to 
improve the relationship with a certain child, without really experiencing a lot 

The mixed results regarding the effects of LLInC on the improvement 
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relationships were already relatively good before the start of the intervention, 
based on the used measurements5.  

In previous research, and in Chapter 2, externalizing behavior was 
found to be the most important risk factor for developing long-term 
negative teacher–child relationships. Additionally, Chapter 3 indicated that 
especially regarding children’s conduct problems, teachers had negative 
feelings such as anger. This raises the question of whether teachers also 
selected relatively many children with externalizing behavior as subjects of 
LLInC in Chapter 5. Because we used an adapted version of the Strengths 

5  In additional exploratory analyses, we examined whether children with an (highly) 
unfavorable relationship pattern had a more favorable relationship pattern after LLInC, at the 

the second measurement occasion, we found that several children still had an (highly) unfavor-
able relationship pattern (61%). A subgroup of the children did change from the unfavorable 
relationship pattern to a supportive relationship pattern (31.5%), and even smaller groups of 
children changed from the highly unfavorable pattern to the unfavorable relationship pattern 

-
tively small intervention effects regarding the three different relationship dimensions (see also 
Chapter 5). Furthermore, these exploratory results indicate that LLInC seems most helpful for 

dependency. This further supports our view that for some teacher–child dyads, and the highly 
unfavorable relationship patterns in particular, LLInC is only a start, and should be continued by 
another intervention.
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norm scores. Therefore, we compared the degree of externalizing behavior 
of the selected sample from Chapter 5 with a relatively representative sample 
of unselected children (for more information about the sample, see Zee, de 
Jong, & Koomen, 2016). Teachers from both samples completed the same 

Chapters 3, 4 and 5). Figure 2 shows that there are more children with higher 
externalizing behaviors in the selected sample, for hyperactivity, M(SD) = 
2.98 (1.10), and for conduct problems, M(SD) = 2.04 (0.86), compared to the 
unselected children, for hyperactivity, M(SD) = 2.35 (1.09), and for conduct 

that especially children’s externalizing problems are an important risk factor 
for developing negative teacher–child relationships. However, selecting 
children for LLInC based on their externalizing behaviors only, may not be 
ideal. The graphs in Figure 2 reveal that more than half of the children do 
not show conduct problems or hyperactivity. When only selecting children 
with externalizing behavior for a relationship-focused intervention, there 

from an intervention. Future research could further examine which children 
are selected based on teachers’ experiences of the relationship. To conclude, 

may be better than selecting children based only on their externalizing 
behavior. 

The results from this dissertation yield several important implications 
for school professionals and teachers in elementary schools. The information 
about the number of teachers and children that are at risk for developing 
problematic teacher–child relationships can be helpful for making policy 
decisions about offering interventions that aim to improve teacher–child 
relationship quality. Providing support to teachers and children in elementary 
school, especially in the United States and to a smaller extent also in the 
Netherlands, relies on tiered intervention frameworks of evidence-based 
interventions, such as Response to Intervention (Glover & DiPerna, 2007) and 
School-Wide Positive Behavior Support (Sugai & Horner, 2009). Response 
to Intervention had its origin in literacy instruction, but it has been further 

a positive classroom climate to reduce children’s behavioral problems (Fox, 
Carta, Strain, Dunlap, & Hemmeter, 2010; Simonson & Sugai, 2009). In these 
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models, three tiers of intervention implementation are used: All children 
receive universal support (tier 1); more support is given to children with a 
risk for developmental problems (tier 2); and additional interventions are 
provided for children with persisting problems (tier 3). It seems that aspects 
of this framework are also applicable to stimulate good quality teacher–child 
relationships in elementary schools.

Findings from this dissertation indicate that the amount of 
problematic teacher–child relationships, at least from the perspective of 
the teacher, correspond to percentages of at-risk children that are generally 

tier 1). There is also a subset of teacher–child dyads that have a small risk 
of having a negative relationship during elementary school (approximately 

improving relationship quality with these children. Additionally, there is even 
a smaller group of teacher–
risk of problematic teacher–child relationships during elementary school 

an individualized intervention aimed at improving the dyadic relationship. 
This dissertation provided promising evidence that relationship-

–
child relationships in upper elementary school, and previously, LLInC also 
proved to be helpful for improving teachers’ sensitivity in kindergarten 
(Spilt et al., 2012a). As LLInC is a relatively short program, which focuses on 
teachers’ relationships with two individual children, this intervention may be 

the school year (tier 3) and other strategies, such as positive reinforcement 
are not enough to improve problematic teacher–child relationship patterns. 

LLInC also provides school psychologists or other professionals within 
schools a tool to help teachers talk about sensitive issues such as their feelings 
and attitudes about an individual child. Importantly, LLInC focuses directly on 

perceptions and behaviors, more children from the teachers’ classroom may 

were found in Chapter 5. Still, the results of this dissertation should not 
be overstretched. Some teachers need more to really improve interactions 
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Guidance (Hayes, Richardson, Hindle, & Grayson, 2011; Fukkink & Tavecchio, 
2010). Improving teachers’ perceptions about relationships may, basically, 
also be viewed as an important precondition to improve effectiveness of 
interventions that are focused on reducing problematic behavior (e.g., 

beliefs in dyadic relationships before they are ready or willing to invest time 
in applying subsequent methods that aim to improve their teaching behavior 
or the child’s behavior. Investing a relatively short time in making teachers 

a promising starting point to improve relationships between teachers and 
children. 

This dissertation is not complete with a last impression of the 
intervention session(s) of teacher Tom and his relationship with Jake:

“I just realized that you did not give me any advice. You 
did ask me a lot of questions. It surprised me that I was able 
to come up with the solutions for improving the relationships 
with Jake and Myra (i.e., the other child that Tom selected) by 

that you presented gave me insight into several aspects 
of my relationship with Jake. When you asked me all these 
questions, it really helped me in making concrete plans for 
improving the relationship. And it helped for regaining my 

As we discussed, each Wednesday I now make some notes 
of what I liked about Jake that week. It only takes a minute, 
but it helps me to stay positive about him, instead of letting 
my feelings of annoyance take over, especially when we did 
not have a good day. I think my relationship with Jake still 

feelings and practices throughout this school year.”
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Many researchers and practitioners have stressed the importance of 
teacher–child relationship quality in elementary school. Positive teacher–child 
relationship quality, indicated by closeness, warmth, and open communication 
has been positively linked to children’s school adjustment, whereas negative 
teacher–
lack of trust, has been related to unfavorable school outcomes. Negative 
teacher–child relationship quality has also been related to teachers’ negative 

–child 
relationship quality on various outcomes, it is vital to uncover how teacher–
child relationship quality develops over time and which factors contribute 
to relationship quality. This may help researchers to develop interventions 
that foster favorable relationship quality between teachers and children. 
This dissertation contains four separate studies that aim to advance insight 
into how teacher–child relationship quality develops throughout elementary 
school, why teachers experience different feelings and perceptions regarding 
children with various problematic behaviors, and how teachers’ perceptions 
of relationship quality can be improved using a teacher-based coaching 
intervention. 

In Chapter 2, we used a person-centered approach to discover possible 
trajectories of affective teacher–child relationship quality from kindergarten 
through sixth grade, regarding the unique relationship dimensions of 

as well as how these separate trajectories of teacher–child relationships 
quality affect children’s school adjustment at the end of elementary school. 
Teachers reported in kindergarten, grade 3, and grade 6 about the quality of 
affective relationships with individual children (N = 1300 children). Teacher–

and dependency in the relationship. The results indicated that there were 
three subgroups of teacher-child dyads regarding closeness: the largest 
group consisted of teacher–child dyads with high-stable closeness, and 
smaller subgroups had either very-high decreasing or moderate increasing 
trajectories of closeness during elementary school. For teacher

dependency, only two subgroups were found. The largest group consisted 
of teacher–child dyads with low-decreasing levels of dependency, and a 
small subgroup had low-increasing levels of dependency. When combining 

SUMMARY
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participating teacher–child dyads had favorable trajectories on all relationship 
dimensions. However, part of the children had unfavorable trajectories on at 

unfavorable relationship trajectories on two or more dimensions. 
Children with externalizing behavior, poorer verbal abilities, and 

boys had increased risks of developing poor-quality relationships with 
their teachers throughout elementary school, as characterized by separate 

the poorest-quality dependency trajectory performed worse on all outcomes 
regarding academic achievement and motivation compared to children with 
more favorable trajectories of dependency. In addition, we found that children 
with the most unfavorable relationships (i.e., unfavorable trajectories on all 
relationship dimensions) had lower math achievement, task motivation, 

relationships (i.e., unfavorable trajectories on none of the relationship 
dimensions). Although it is reassuring that many children seem to share a 
positive relationship with their teachers during elementary school, it is also 
important to note that a substantial number of children, and particularly 
those with externalizing behavior, may need more support from their teacher 
to thrive academically. 

Chapter 3 why teachers may experience different feelings and perceptions in 

we examined how children’s externalizing behaviors (i.e., hyperactivity or 
inattention and conduct problems) were uniquely related to teachers’ mental 
representations of the teacher-child relationship. Mental representations 

capability to deal with individual children), and attitudes about relationships. 
To uncover these mental representations, which usually operate outside 
teachers’ conscious awareness, researchers often use implicit interview 
techniques instead of questionnaires. Such an interview technique has also 
been used in teacher–relationship research, namely the Teacher Relationship 

experiences with a child. Independent coders scored teachers’ answers using 
a coding manual explaining nine separate constructs containing teachers’ 

reported about children’s behaviors in the classroom, and later in the school 
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year, they were interviewed about one individual child from their classroom, 
using the TRI. Results indicated that teachers had more positive feelings and 
employed more sensitive practices in cases of hyperactivity or inattention. 
In contrast, teachers had more negative feelings, such as anger, in the 

externalizing behavior may contribute differently to teachers’ feelings, (self-

When teachers have mainly negative feelings and employ less sensitive 

their daily practices. Therefore, Chapters 4 and 5 focused on evaluating the 
teacher-based coaching intervention “LLInC” (Leerkracht-Leerling Interactie 
Coaching in Dutch, or Teacher–Student Interaction Coaching; Koomen & 
Spilt, 2010-2016), that aims to improve teachers’ perceptions of relationship 
quality. Based on an extended attachment framework, LLInC tries to foster 

representations of relationships with individual children. During four sessions, 
teachers talk extensively with a trained consultant about their experiences 
in interactions with two children from their classroom. LLInC uses the TRI 

relationship with an individual child. After the interview, teachers’ narratives 

dissonances between theory and narrated practices, on their feelings and 
affect toward the individual child, and on the connection between teaching 
practices and feelings. The consultant has a facilitating role in stimulating 
the teacher to think about possible solutions that may lead to improved 

individual child. These two sessions are repeated for a second child. 
To evaluate LLInC, we began with a case study in Chapter 4 to examine 

the effects of LLInC on four teachers and eight children from Dutch elementary 
schools. A single subject design was employed to reveal whether there were 
improvements in teachers’ perceptions of relationship quality with individual 
children. The four teachers each selected two children from their classroom 

Teachers completed a pretest and posttest questionnaire about their general 
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views of the relationship with each individual child. In addition, teachers 

LLInC. A multiple baseline design was used, where LLInC was introduced after 
a different amount of day-to-day measurements for each teacher–child dyad. 
Overall, teachers’ global assessments of teacher–child relationship quality 

–

–child 
dyads. Day-to-day improvements were mostly found for the second child 
who was subject of LLInC, which underscores the importance of including 
two children during LLInC. Thus, for most teachers, their global relationship 

experiences of relationships.
We further evaluated LLInC in Chapter 5. Again, we evaluated 

whether LLInC generated improvements in teachers’ perceptions of affective 
relationships in elementary school (Grades 2 to 6), as measured by the 

for behavior management and emotional support. An intervention group 
of teachers that received LLInC about two individual children with whom 

compared with a (similarly selected) control group of teachers that did not 
receive any form of intervention (n = 88 teacher–child dyads). Teachers in 

other children from their classroom with whom they experienced relationship 
problems, however, these children were not subject of conversations during 
LLInC. As a result, possible transfer effects of LLInC could be examined (n 
= 81 teacher–child dyads). Overall, the effects of LLInC were strongest for 

managing the child’s behavior, compared to teachers who did not receive 
an intervention. Short-term improvements were found regarding teachers’ 

again compared with control teachers. All improvements transferred to 
intervention teachers’ relationships with the other children with whom they 

were found for teachers’ perceptions of dependency. Overall, LLInC seems 
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a promising intervention that can result in improved teacher beliefs and 
perceptions about relationships with individual children.

Taken together, the studies in this dissertation may advance our 
understanding of teachers’ perceptions and mental representations of 
dyadic teacher–
subgroups of children that have an increased risk of developing poor-quality 
relationships with their teachers throughout elementary school, and that this 
has consequences for their school adjustment in sixth grade. Second, we 
concluded that teachers perceive more negative feelings in case of conduct 
problems, whereas they have more positive feelings and sensitive practices 
in relationships with hyperactivity or inattention. Third, we concluded that 

and relationship perceptions.
school professionals and teachers in elementary school, as is discussed in 
Chapter 6. In the end, it seems all about providing a positive environment in 
which children, and teachers, are enabled to achieve their goals and to feel 
good. 
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SAMENVATTING (SUMMARY IN DUTCH)

Onderzoekers hebben veelvuldig aangetoond dat de kwaliteit 
van de relatie tussen leerkracht en leerling uitermate belangrijk is in het 
basisonderwijs. Positieve relatiekwaliteit, gekenmerkt door wederzijds 
vertrouwen, warmte en open communicatie, heeft een gunstige invloed 
op de schoolse aanpassing van leerlingen. Negatieve relatiekwaliteit, 

negatieve invloed op het functioneren van leerlingen op school. Ook 
leerkrachten ervaren vaak negatieve effecten van een ongunstige relatie met 
een leerling, zoals gevoelens van boosheid en stress. Omdat de kwaliteit van 
de leerkracht–leerlingrelatie invloed heeft op leerling én leerkracht, is het 
belangrijk om te achterhalen welke factoren hieraan bijdragen en hoe deze 
relatie zich ontwikkelt gedurende de basisschoolperiode. Deze informatie 
is nodig om effectieve interventies te kunnen ontwikkelen die de kwaliteit 
van leerkracht–leerlingrelaties bevorderen. In dit proefschrift worden vier 
aparte onderzoeken beschreven die (a) inzicht geven in de ontwikkeling 
van leerkracht–leerlingrelaties in het basisonderwijs, (b) antwoord geven op 
de vraag waarom leerkrachten de relatie met leerlingen met verschillende 
soorten problematisch gedrag anders ervaren en (c) nagaan hoe de kwaliteit 
van de leerkracht–leerlingrelatie verbeterd kan worden door middel van een 
coachinginterventie voor leerkrachten. 

In hoofdstuk 2 onderzochten we de ontwikkeling van de kwaliteit van 
leerkracht–leerlingrelaties voor dezelfde leerlingen vanaf de kleuterklas tot 
het einde van groep 8. Daarbij werd nagegaan in hoeverre er subgroepen van 
leerkracht-leerlingdyades onderscheiden konden worden, aan de hand van 

werd onderzocht welke factoren het risico op ongunstige relatiekwaliteit – 

consequenties hiervan zijn. Leerkrachten rapporteerden in groep 2, groep 

relaties met individuele leerlingen uit de klas (N = 1300 leerlingen). Wat 
betreft nabijheid liet de grootste groep van leerkracht–leerlingdyades een 
positief beeld zien: er werden stabiel hoge niveaus van nabijheid ervaren 
door de leerkrachten. Daarnaast werden twee kleinere subgroepen gevonden 
met een gemiddeld respectievelijk toenemend en licht afnemen niveau van 

die toenamen gedurende de basisschoolperiode. De laatste groep begon 
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basisschoolperiode. Voor de relatiedimensie afhankelijkheid konden twee 
groepen worden onderscheiden. De grootste groep bestond uit leerkracht–
leerlingdyades met een laag, afnemend niveau van afhankelijkheid en een 
kleine subgroep met een laag, toenemend niveau van afhankelijkheid. Na 
het combineren van de verschillende dimensies van relatiekwaliteit, bleek dat 
een ruime meerderheid van de leerkracht–leerlingdyades een relatie had met 
op iedere dimensie een gunstige ontwikkeling. Daarentegen waren voor een 
kleine subgroep de leerkracht–leerlingrelaties ongunstig voor ten minste één 

relatie met leerkrachten op twee of meer van de relatiedimensies. 
Voornamelijk leerlingen met externaliserend gedrag, verminderde 

verbale vaardigheden en jongens blijken een groter risico te lopen op 

met verschillende leerkrachten tijdens de basisschoolperiode. Daarnaast 
blijken leerlingen met een hoge mate van afhankelijkheid in de relatie met 
leerkrachten aan het einde van de basisschoolperiode slechter te presteren 
op het gebied van rekenen, minder gemotiveerd te zijn voor taken in 
de klas en zichzelf minder in staat te voelen tot presteren in de klas dan 
leerlingen met een lage mate van afhankelijkheid. Hoewel het geruststellend 
is dat de meerderheid van de leerkracht–leerlingrelaties gunstig is, blijkt uit 
dit onderzoek dat een aanzienlijk deel van de leerlingen, en voornamelijk 
degenen met externaliserend gedrag, extra ondersteuning nodig heeft van 
de leerkracht om goed te kunnen functioneren op school. 

Naar aanleiding van de bevindingen van hoofdstuk 2, werd in 
hoofdstuk 3 diepgaander onderzocht in hoeverre verschillende subtypen 
van externaliserende problemen van leerlingen gerelateerd zijn aan de 

hyperactiviteit c.q. onoplettendheid en gedragsproblemen een unieke 
bijdrage leveren aan de mentale representatie van de relatie van de leerkracht. 
Mentale relatierepresentaties omvatten de gedachten en gevoelens van de 
leerkracht over een individuele leerling, en overtuigingen van de leerkracht 
over zichzelf in relatie tot de leerling. Omdat deze relatierepresentaties 
geacht worden buiten het bewuste gedachtenpatroon te opereren, gebruiken 
onderzoekers impliciete interviewtechnieken in plaats van vragenlijsten. 
In onderzoek naar leerkracht–leerlingrelaties wordt in dit kader gebruik 
gemaakt van het Leerkracht Relatie Interview (LRI). Het LRI bestaat uit vragen 
over recente ervaringen die leerkrachten hebben opgedaan in interacties met 
individuele leerlingen. Na het afnemen van het LRI, beoordelen onafhankelijke 
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codeurs met behulp van een kwalitatief codeersysteem negen verschillende 
constructen die verwijzen naar aspecten van het pedagogisch handelen en 
de gevoelens van de leerkracht over de leerling. 

In hoofdstuk 3 werd het LRI gebruikt om te achterhalen hoe 
de mentale relatierepresentatie van de leerkracht gerelateerd is aan 
verschillende subtypen van externaliserend gedrag. In totaal rapporteerden 
61 bovenbouwleerkrachten van het basisonderwijs over deze verschillende 
typen probleemgedrag van leerlingen. Aan het einde van het schooljaar 
werden leerkrachten geïnterviewd over de relatie met een individuele leerling. 
Leerkrachten blijken meer positieve gevoelens te hebben en sensitiever te zijn 
in interacties wanneer er sprake is van hyperactiviteit c.q. onoplettendheid. 
Daarentegen hebben leerkrachten meer negatieve gevoelens zoals boosheid, 
wanneer er sprake is van gedragsproblemen. Hieruit blijkt dat verschillende 
vormen van externaliserende gedrag anders gerelateerd zijn aan de mentale 
representatie van de relatie met individuele leerlingen. 

Wanneer leerkrachten voornamelijk negatieve gevoelens hebben en 
minder sensitief zijn in hun handelen naar een individuele leerling, kan het 

gevoelens ontstaan en hoe deze gevoelens de dagelijkse interacties met 
leerlingen beïnvloeden. Daarom onderzochten we in de hoofdstukken 4 en 
5 effecten van de interventie Leerkracht–Leerling Interactie Coaching (LLInC). 
LLInC heeft tot doel percepties van de leerkracht over de relatie met een 
individuele leerling te verbeteren. Dit wordt gedaan door het stimuleren 

van leerkrachten aan te spreken. LLInC bestaat uit vier sessies waarin de 
leerkracht spreekt met een getrainde coach over de ervaringen die hij of zij 
heeft opgedaan in de relatie met twee verschillende leerlingen uit zijn of haar 
klas. Tijdens de eerste sessie wordt het LRI gebruikt om de verwachtingen, 
opvattingen en emoties ten opzichte van een leerling te achterhalen. 
Na het interview worden deze opvattingen en gevoelens door de coach 
samengevat in meer algemene, wetenschappelijk onderbouwde constructen 

de leerkracht vervolgens om actief te onderzoeken hoe de relatie met de 
leerling eruitziet en wat de mogelijkheden zijn om een spiraal van negatieve 
interacties en emoties te doorbreken. Deze twee sessies worden vervolgens 
herhaald voor een tweede individuele leerling uit de klas van de leerkracht. 

In hoofdstuk 4 voerden we een serie single-case-studies (N=1) uit om 
de effecten van LLInC te onderzoeken. Vier leerkrachten en acht leerlingen uit 
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het basisonderwijs namen deel. Leerkrachten selecteerden twee leerlingen 
uit hun klas met wie zij een problematische relatie hadden, zoals het ervaren 

doordringen tot de leerling. De leerkrachten vulden voorafgaande en na 

de relatie met de twee individuele leerlingen. Voor elk van de leerkracht–
leerlingdyades werd apart onderzocht of er sprake was van een klinisch 
relevant verschil in relatiekwaliteit. Van de meeste leerkrachten verbeterde 

dyades). Daarnaast vulden leerkrachten een dagelijkse vragenlijst in over hun 
ervaringen en gevoelens in de relatie met de twee leerlingen, gedurende 

verbeterde voor de helft van alle leerkracht–leerlingdyades. Het viel op dat 
de meeste verbeteringen werden gevonden voor de relatie met de leerling 
die als tweede werd besproken tijdens LLInC. Dit resultaat onderschrijft het 
belang van het includeren van in ieder geval twee leerlingen. De resultaten 
van deze studie duiden aan dat de algemene relatieperceptie vaak verbetert 
na inzet van LLInC, maar dat deze verbetering niet altijd wordt ervaren tijdens 
dagelijkse interacties in de klas.  

In hoofdstuk 5 werd LLInC verder geëvalueerd door middel van een 
groepsvergelijkingsstudie. We onderzochten in hoeverre LLInC zorgde voor 
een verbetering in de relatieperceptie van leerkrachten, zoals gemeten aan 

ondersteuning. In totaal ontvingen 46 leerkrachten LLInC over twee leerlingen 
uit hun klas waarmee ze een moeizame relatie ervaarden (n = 92 leerkracht–

gevoelens werden vergeleken met een controlegroep van leerkrachten die 
geen interventie kregen (n = 88 leerkracht–leerling dyaden). Leerkrachten 
in de interventiegroep werden ook gevraagd om vragenlijsten in te vullen 
over twee andere leerlingen uit hun klas met wie ze een moeizame relatie 
ervaarden, maar die geen onderwerp van LLInC waren. Deze transfergroep 
bestond uit 81 leerkracht–leerlingdyades. 
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later in het schooljaar, vergeleken met leerkrachten uit de controlegroep. 

werden ook gevonden voor de transfergroep, hetgeen betekent dat 
leerkrachten in de interventiegroep vergelijkbare verbeteringen ervaarden 
in de relatie met de twee leerlingen die geen onderwerp waren van de 
coachinginterventie. Er werden geen verbeteringen gevonden in de mate 
van afhankelijkheid die leerkrachten ervaarden in de relaties met individuele 
leerlingen. Concluderend, LLInC lijkt een veelbelovende interventie die kan 
bijdragen aan meer positieve percepties en gevoelens over de relaties met 
individuele leerlingen.

Over het geheel genomen dragen de bevindingen van dit proefschrift 
bij aan het begrip van leerkrachtpercepties van de leerkracht–leerlingrelatie. 
Ten eerste vonden we dat een subgroep leerlingen in het basisonderwijs 
een vergroot risico heeft op ongunstige relatiekwaliteit met verschillende 
leerkrachten van de kleuterklas tot het einde van de basisschool – en dat 
dit van invloed is op hun schoolse aanpassing in groep 8. Ten tweede werd 
geconcludeerd dat leerkrachten voornamelijk negatieve gevoelens ervaren 
wanneer er sprake is van een gedragsprobleem bij een leerling, en juist meer 
positieve gevoelens en meer sensitiviteit in relatie tot hyperactiviteit c.q. 
onoplettendheid. Ten derde toonden we aan dat LLInC een veelbelovende 
interventie is die de relatieperceptie van leerkrachten ten positieve kan 
beïnvloeden. Deze bevindingen hebben belangrijke implicaties voor 
professionals die werkzaam zijn in het basisonderwijs, zoals wordt besproken 
in hoofdstuk 6. Want uiteindelijk draait het om een positieve omgeving 
waarin de leerkracht én de leerling voldoende mogelijkheden hebben om te 
groeien en zich goed voelen op school.
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en heel goed kletsen. Het is geen toeval dat we uiteindelijk hetzelfde vak 
hebben gekozen. Frederique, je verhalen vanuit jouw werk geven mij altijd 
nieuwe perspectieven. Jouw creativiteit, ambitie en warmte zorgen daarnaast 
voor eindeloze inspiratie, energie en steun. Wat is het een goed vooruitzicht 
om onze gezellige etentjes, met en zonder de mannen, de komende jaren 
voort te zetten. 

Familie en schoonfamilie, jullie zijn mij erg dierbaar! Dank jullie wel voor 
het luisteren naar alle leuke (en minder leuke) verhalen over het onderzoek 
en het vieren van de bijzondere momenten. In het bijzonder, Irma, Maaike, 
Pascal en Vincent. De beste zussen en ‘broers’ die ik mij kan wensen. In ruim 
drie jaar tijd zijn er gewoon 3 kleine meisjes bijgekomen. Jullie laten mij keer 

wordt). Oma, jij bent een voorbeeld voor mij. Niet alleen omdat we op elkaar 
lijken qua karakter, maar vooral door jouw veerkracht en nieuwsgierigheid. 
We kunnen uren kletsen over pedagogiek, het nieuws en alles van vroeger en 
nu. Op naar nog veel van deze momenten. 

Lieve pap en mam. Dank je wel voor jullie steun, warmte en onvoorwaardelijke 
liefde. Door jullie openheid en rotsvaste vertrouwen heb ik het aangedurfd 
om dit avontuur aan te gaan. Het volhouden lukte door de trots die jullie 
continu hebben in eigenlijk alles wat ik doe, of het nu goed gaat of niet. 
Pap, jij bent een voorbeeld in het harde werken en het vieren van alles in het 
leven. Mam, jij laat mij zien dat met doorzettingsvermogen en liefde voor 
anderen heel veel mogelijk is. Jullie zijn top!

Lieve Arno, dokter Arno, wat ben ik blij dat ik kan zeggen eerder ‘dr.’ te zijn dan 
jij. Maar wat ik vooral tegen je wil zeggen is dat de afgelopen jaren vooral zo 

en laat mij helemaal mezelf zijn. Dank je wel voor je vertrouwen in mij, je 
enthousiasme om alles en je vermogen om vanuit ieder moment een lach op 
mijn gezicht te toveren. Zonder jouw lieve woorden, de spreekwoordelijke 
schop onder mijn kont en je optimisme was het niet half zo mooi geworden.

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   232 02-03-20   09:33



141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   233 02-03-20   09:33



141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   234 02-03-20   09:33



About the 
author

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   235 02-03-20   09:33



141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   236 02-03-20   09:33



237

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Rianne Bosman (1992) was born in Deventer and grew up in Olst, the 
Netherlands. Rianne received a Bachelor’s degree in Pedagogical Sciences 
at the University of Amsterdam (2014). During this Bachelor program, 
Rianne worked as a volunteer at the Autism Project at the University of 

Disorders during their studies. These practical experiences, combined with 
her interests in research, have led her to do a combination of clinical and 
research oriented master tracks. Rianne received a Research Master degree 
in Child Development and Education (Cum laude; 2016) and a clinical Master 
degree in Pedagogical Sciences (2017). During the research master, Rianne 
investigated the development of teacher-child relationship quality during 
elementary school under the supervision of dr. Debora Roorda en dr. Helma 

internship at the dr. Leo Kannerhuis in Amsterdam, she started her PhD track 
at the Research Institute for Child Development and Education (2016). During 
these years, Rianne continued her work as a supervisor within the Autism 

Rianne subsequently started to work as an assistant professor at the RICDE, 
continuing her research on teacher-child relationships and teachers’ student-

School of Child Development and Education.  

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   237 02-03-20   09:33



141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   238 02-03-20   09:33



List of
publications

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   239 02-03-20   09:33



141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   240 02-03-20   09:33



241

LIST OF PUBLICATIONS

International peer-reviewed publications

Bosman, R.J., Zee, M., & Koomen, H.M.Y. (2019). Do Teachers Have 
Different Mental Representations of Relationships with Children in Cases of 
Hyperactivity versus Conduct Problems? School Psychology Review, 48, 1-15. 
doi:10.17105/SPR-2018-0086.V48-4

Bosman, R.J., Roorda, D.L., van der Veen, I., & Koomen, H.M.Y. (2018). 
Teacher-student relationship quality from kindergarten to sixth grade and 
students’ school adjustment: A person-centered approach. Journal of School 
Psychology, 68, 177-194. doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2018.03.006

Bosman, R.J., de Jong, P.F., & Koomen, H.M.Y. (2019). Improving teacher-child 
Manuscript 

submitted to journal. 

Bosman, R.J., Zee, M., de Jong, P.F., & Koomen, H.M.Y. (2019). Using 

 Manuscript in revision.  

Zee, M., Bosman, R.J., & Rudasill, K. (2019). Reciprocal relationships between 
students’ motivation, academic achievement, and relationships with teachers: 
A cross-lagged longitudinal study. Manuscript in revision.

Roorda, D.L., Zee, M., Bosman, R.J., & Koomen, H.M.Y. (2019) Relationships 
Between Teachers and Students With and Without Autism Spectrum Disorder 
and Students’ Engagement. Manuscript submitted to journal.

Bosman, R.J., Koomen, H.M.Y., Zee, M., & de Jong, P.F. (2020) Teacher-child 
relationship patterns in a representative sample versus a problematic 
relationship sample: Are they really problematic? Manuscript in preparation.

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   241 02-03-20   09:33



242

Professional publications

Wierstra, M., Bosman, R.J., Mensink, J., &  Bostelaar, E.C. (2019). Peer-coaching 
voor studenten met een autismespectrumstoornis in het hoger onderwijs. 
Wetenschappelijk Tijdschrift Autisme, 18(3), 31-41. 

De Ruiter, J., Bosman, R.J., Poorthuis, A., & Koomen, H.M.Y (2019). Emoties 
in interactie: Emotionele reacties van leerkrachten op storende leerlingen. 
Zorgbreed, 64, 2-6. 

leerkracht. Het Jonge Kind, 17-19. 

141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   242 02-03-20   09:33



141341-Bosman_BNW.indd   243 02-03-20   09:33



141341-Bosman_R14_OMS.indd   1 28-02-20   11:27


