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Relationship quality and 
school adjustment
• A close relationship with at least one caring adult (parent or 

teacher) is posited to be one of the most important factors for 
child development

• Closeness: warmth, positive affect, and the child’s ease in 
approaching the adult

• Conflict: negativity or lack of rapport between the adult and 
child 

• Positive parenting -> small associations with children’s 
academic achievement, externalising and internalising 
problems, and positive self-representations 

• Feeling secure in the teacher-child relationship -> 
communicate effectively and focus attention on learning

• Teacher-child conflict -> heightened stress for children, reduce 
school engagement, prompt withdrawal from school



Relationships across home 
and school
• Cumulative risk and ‘spillover’ 

• Early school experiences can stimulate developmental change - 
widens children’s social horizons, provides opportunities for new 
relationships

• Nauman et al. 2022: positive teacher-child interactions 
attenuated the negative effects of poor maternal relationship on 
adolescent academic achievement (classroom emotional climate)

• Wang et al. 2022: no main effect of maternal warmth or teacher-
child relationships -> however significant interactions between 
maternal warmth and teacher closeness and problem behaviours

• Roubinov et al. 2020: during the transition to school, children 
exposed to harsh parenting showed increased externalising 
symptoms in the context of low, but not high, teacher-child 
closeness



What about fathers?

• Few studies on the links between father-child and 
teacher-child relationships

• Ferreira et al. 2016: cross-sectional study of 168 
Portuguese preschoolers included both mothers 
and fathers

• Father-child relationships were directly associated 
with children’s prosocial behaviour, (b = .33), 
whereas mother-child relationships were 
indirectly linked to children’s prosocial behaviour 
via the teacher-child relationship (b = .15)



Study Aims

1. Assess the independence and magnitude 
of mother, father and teacher-child 
relationships as predictors of primary 
school children’s academic outcomes: 
achievement, self-concept, and 
adjustment.  

2. Assess whether early teacher-child 
relationships moderated associations 
between parental relationships school 
adjustment and achievement. 

Close / low conflict mother and teacher-child 
relationships to predict reduced problem 
behaviours, greater academic achievement, and 
more positive academic self-concepts. 
Fathers? 

Hypotheses

Moderating effects of teacher-child relationship 
quality: 
High teacher-child closeness would amplify the 
beneficial effects of mother-child closeness
High teacher-child conflict would amplify the 
negative effects of mother-child conflict. 



Methods - GUI Infant Cohort
• Child-Parent and Student-Teacher Relationship Scale 

(Pianta, 1992; Pianta & Nimetz, 2001) 

➢ Conflict: 8-items e.g., child and I always seem to be struggling 
with each other

➢ Closeness: 7-items e.g., it is easy to be in tune with what child is 
feeling

Age 3

Age 5

Age 9

Mother-child relationship
Father-child relationship
N = 9,793

Teacher-child relationship
N = 9,001

Behavioural Adjustment
Academic Achievement
Academic Self-Concept
N = 8,032

✓ singleton-born
✓ started school at the point of wave 3 data collection
✓ valid data available on children’s parent / teacher relationships and child outcomes

• Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(Goodman, 1997) 
➢Externalising and internalising problems 

• Drumcondra Reading Test – Revised 
➢20 items on vocabulary, 20 items on comprehension

• Piers-Harris 2 Children’s Self-Concept Scale 
(Piers, Harris & Herzberg, 2002)
➢Intellectual and School Status subscale 

• Covariates: maternal education, child verbal ability and prior 
levels of problem behaviours



• Similarities and differences in parent vs teacher child 
relationships



• Similarities and differences in parent vs teacher child 
relationships



Model fit closeness:
CFI = 0.999
TLI = 0.981
RMSEA = 0.020
Variance = 7%, 22%, 18%, 2%

Model fit conflict: 
CFI = 0.997
TLI = 0.954
RMSEA = 0.031
Variance = 9%, 23%, 18%, 3%

• Comparable magnitude of effect sizes for mothers, fathers 
and teachers



Model fit closeness:
CFI = 0.999
TLI = 0.981
RMSEA = 0.020
Variance = 7%, 22%, 18%, 2%

Model fit conflict: 
CFI = 0.997
TLI = 0.954
RMSEA = 0.031
Variance = 9%, 23%, 18%, 3%

• Context matters – heightened effects of lower levels of 
conflict



• Reading ability (β = -.720, p < .01) • Internalising problems (β = .603, p < .05) • Externalising problems (β = .551, p < .05)

‘Good-
enough’ 
pattern for 
adult-child 
closeness



• Reading ability (β = -.720, p < .01) • Internalising problems (β = .603, p < .05) • Externalising problems (β = .551, p < .05)
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pattern for 
adult-child 
closeness



• Externalising problems (β = -.114, p < .05) 

Cumulative 
risk pattern 
for adult-child 
conflict



• Externalising problems (β = -.114, p < .05) 

Cumulative 
risk pattern 
for adult-child 
conflict



Summary of findings

• Comparable impact of mother, father and teacher-
child

• Broad ranging: spanning  several academic 
achievement, self-concept and behavioural adjustment

• Fathers’ roles are independent from teacher influences 
– as in previous cross-sectional findings

• Teacher and mother influences interact with two 
different patterns – close enough versus cumulative 
conflict

• Causes of parental differences? Interaction style? 
Childcare duties? Children’s internal model of 
relationships?



Take home messages
• Teacher-child relationships in the early years play 

a critical role in primary school outcomes

• Teacher-child relationships are especially 
important for children exposed to relational risk at 
home
➢Fill the gap in supportive adult relationship 

and / or amplify negative consequences of 
exposure to conflict 

• Focused attention in schools on forming positive 
teacher-child relationships with vulnerable 
children at school entry

• Efforts to directly target engagement with fathers
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