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Background
• Research into student-teacher relationship quality 

is grounded in the theoretical traditions that 
describe the ways that children form and use close 
relationships with significant adults – attachment 
figures – to organise their experiences

• These relationships are dyadic – constructed by 
the student and the teacher in ways that reflect 
their previous experiences of close relationships
– for children, the quality of the attachments they 

have with family members or caregivers is key
– for teachers, the child’s approach to the social 

and learning expectations of school are key



Background

• Longitudinal research has shown moderate levels of 
continuity in student-teacher relationship quality, as 
rated by teachers, despite children changing 
teachers each year

• Continuity is more evident for negative aspects of the 
relationship – conflict – than positive aspects – close

• Relationship conflict tends to be higher for children 
who are more disruptive – externalising problems

• Few studies have assessed continuity in student-
teacher relationship quality as reported or perceived 
by the students

Background
• Links between student-teacher relationship quality 

and children’s social adjustment and academic 
performance at school have been reported for
– teacher concurrent ratings (Burchinal et al.,2002; Pianta et al., 1995)

– teacher longitudinal ratings (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Howes, 2000)

– student concurrent ratings (Mantzicopoulos & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2003)

– student ratings from year 3 to year 4 (Hughes & Villarreal, 2008)

• Predictive effects are more evident for negative 
aspects of the relationship – conflict

• No studies have assessed long-term predictive 
effects of kindergarten relationship quality as 
reported by students



Aims

To bring students’ perspectives to an 
examination of 

1. continuity of student-teacher relationship qualit y
2. predictive links between early relationship 

quality and later school adjustment

• by using two methods of assessing 
Kindergarten students’ relationship with their 
teachers 

– direct questioning
– indirect representation through drawing

• in a longitudinal study of Australian children

Sample

Sydney Family Development Project

-145 couples and their first-born infants 
- longitudinal study over 12 years, with data 
collection at 4 months, 12 months, 2½ yrs
- Kindergarten (age 5½ – 6½ years) 

124 children (64 boys; 60 girls) 
120 teachers

- Year 6 of primary school (age 12 years) 
104 children (52 boys; 52 girls)

95 teachers



Procedures: Teacher

• Relationship 
quality

Student-Teacher 
Relationship Scale

- closeness (warmth, 
open communication)

- conflict (struggling, 
teacher seen as 
punisher)

• Social & learning 
adjustment

Teacher-Child Rating 
scale (Hightower et al)

- problems (act out, 
anxiety, learning 
difficulties)

- strengths (tolerates 
frustration, social skills, 
task orientation)

Procedures: Child

• Kindergarten
Interview questions
- teacher acceptance 

(like, smiles, is nice)
- School liking

Child-teacher drawing
- signs of relational 

negativity (used Fury’s 
child-family drawing 
scale: 1-7 rating)

• Year 6
Student questionnaire
- relationship with 

teacher (like, get on 
well, like being with)

- School Liking (school 
is fun, like to come to 
school)



Vitality/Creativity (6)
(emotional investment in the task)

Pride/Happiness (6) 
(high = security and belongingness)



Pride/Happiness (2)
(low = overwhelmed, vulnerable)

Emotional Distance (5)
(high = separation, loneliness)



Emotional Distance (2)
(low = feelings of connectedness)

Tension/Anger (6)
(rigidity/resistance to the task)



Bizarreness/Dissociation (7)
(hi = hostility, unconscious anger)

Global pathology (6)
(high = disturbed relationship)



Global pathology (3)
(lo = harmonious relationship)
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Kindergarten results

• Relational negativity as depicted in children’s 
drawings was 
– higher for boys than girls [M = 4.6 vs M = 3.6]
– higher for children who showed more externalising 

behaviour problems [r (122) = .27]

• Relational negativity was correlated with
– child rated teacher acceptance [r (122) = -.44]
– child rated school liking [r (122) = -.33]

– teacher rated relationship closeness [r (120) = -.28]
– teacher rated relationship conflict [r (120) = .28]
– teacher rated social/learning problems [r (120) = .38]
– teacher rated classroom strengths [r (120) = -.30]

Regression analysis
Student-teacher relationship quality in Year 6
• Teacher rated closeness and conflict
• Student rated relationship with teacher

Predictors
• Kindergarten teacher rated closeness and 

conflict
• Kindergarten relational negativity in student-

teacher drawings and child rated teacher 
acceptance

• Child background characteristics 
– sex 
– language ability in Kinder
– externalising behaviour
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Results: Continuity
• Student-teacher relationship quality in Year 6 

was predicted by relationship quality in 
Kindergarten, however

• within-respondent prediction is stronger than 
cross-respondent prediction
– teacher ratings by teacher ratings
– student ratings by student ratings/drawings

• For kindergarten students, the indirect measure 
(drawing) assessing children’s representation of 
relationship quality had greater predictive power 
than the direct measure 



Regression analysis

School adjustment outcomes in Year 6
• Teacher rated problems and strengths
• Student rated school liking 

Predictors
• Matched outcome in Kindergarten
• Kindergarten relationship quality (child)
• Kindergarten relationship quality (teacher)

• Child background characteristics
– sex 
– language ability in Kinder
– externalising behaviour
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Results: Prediction

• Students’ school adjustment in Year 6 was 
predicted by student-teacher relationship quality in 
Kindergarten, in particular by

• students’ representation of relational 
negativity in their drawings, which explained
– problems with the psychological and learning 

demands of school  
– social, motivational and learning competencies
– attitudes to school (school liking)

• indirect (representation) measure of relationship 
quality had greater predictive power than the 
direct (questioning) measure

Conclusions

• Study has provided further evidence of the 
importance of children’s first relationship with 
their teachers at school, and

• the key role that this relationship has for 
children’s adjustment to school (psychological, 
social, motivational, learning skills) 

• both concurrently and over the six years of 
elementary schooling

• How children feel about their teacher is just as, 
or perhaps more, important for their success at 
school than how their teachers feel about them
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